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BODY OF EVIDENCE


Eleanor said, “I hope you’ll tell me I’m making a ridiculous mistake.”


“If it’s about where Murdoch and I have been recently, no, it’s not a mistake,” I said.


She reached for her chair and lowered herself carefully into it, her eyes not leaving mine. “In your blood I found antibodies to viruses that have not existed for decades. Your lungs held traces of exhaust products of machines that haven’t been used in a century.”


“Could you date these phenomena?”


“I’d say about the time the Sleepers were from. Or even before. Your results overlapped with theirs.”


“Pretty good. Would you accept 2023?”


She closed her eyes for a moment. “I don’t want to. But the facts are there... ”



PRAISE FOR TIME FUTURE
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Life can only be understood backwards, but it must be lived forwards.


—Niels Bohr



One


The maze of paths stretched around me. I was lost. Tents and shacks crowded onto narrow dirt tracks. Piles of decomposing rubbish blocked some tracks. I tried to pick up my direction by the sun blazing across the river, but it was too late in the day.


In this month of April 2023 tent cities occupied river banks all over Sydney. The out-towns, as they called these barrios, also sprouted in the former parks and sports fields of the suburbs as the poor and homeless were forced out of the inner city by rings of police checkpoints that kept the rich and privileged safe.


If you walked from the out-town through the factories of Rhodes, across the murky Parramatta River, through the red-roofed, drug-sodden streets of Meadowbank, and up the slope; if there was enough wind to disperse the brown blanket of pollution, then above the hills and roofs of the suburbs you might see the city towers penciled against the sky. Over there lived the people who said in opinion polls, illegal immigrants deserve to live like animals.


Illegal immigrants like myself. I’d bet nobody had come as far as I had—in time, or in space.


As I retraced my steps, hoping I was heading east, people began to wander out of shacks to sit in front of them or stand chatting in the cooler evening air. A child struggled with a half-full bucket of water as she crossed the lane ahead of me. Three men standing beside an open doorway watched me all the way down that lane. I felt a prickle of fear between my shoulders until I left their gaze behind.


I didn’t stand out physically—we all wore ragged T-shirts and either trousers or sarongs, and my space-pale skin had tanned in five months of exposure to the savage sun. What worried me was that I was carrying cash, with which I’d intended buying a black market laser, only the seller hadn’t shown up at our rendezvous. I felt everybody could see the tattered plastic notes in my pocket.


I wasn’t used to carrying money. In my century, food, water and shelter are basic rights, not something that must be bought.


This part of the out-town stank of petroleum. It was built on concrete slabs that used to house a refinery. The slabs were stained with dark grease and even the soil between them was hard with it.


Oh hell. My stomach rose as the smell of garbage and open drains mixed with oil. Have to be sick. I bent over a drain and threw up into it. Full of rubbish. Bones, shit, scraps of unrecyclable plastic. Stiff, bloated rat.


I wiped my mouth on the hem of my shirt. Didn’t feel better. Mouth dry and foul, head pounding. I should have known the black market dealer wouldn’t bother to turn up. Should have listened to Grace, who told me to stay in bed when I got sick. “Haven’t got a clue, have you? How to look after yerself when you’re crook,” she’d said.


Of course I didn’t have a clue. In my century we didn’t get sick.


Grace Chenin helped me when I first arrived in the out-town, and I’d lived most of the time with her. As far as she knew, I was Maria Valdon, a political refugee who’d paid to be smuggled into the country then, like many residents of the out-town, been abandoned without ID or money and drifted into the out-town. It was such a common story here, nobody gave me a second thought.


Who would believe my real story? That I was Alvarez Maria Halley, space habitat systems engineer, flatspace drive mechanic, and head of a space station orbiting a planet thousands of light years away and nearly a hundred years in the future. That I arrived in the out-town because the ship I was testing malfunctioned and marooned me here on Earth.


I couldn’t tell them I was stuck in this time and space unless I re-entered the jump point I came through. That would involve explaining the use of hyperspace to a species that couldn’t even provide all of its members with clean drinking water, let alone devise a unified field theory.


To re-enter the jump point I needed a jump-capable ship. None existed on Earth in April 2023. But in three weeks this would change.


On May 1, the Invidi will arrive on Earth and identify themselves as peaceful aliens. They’ll bring medical and agricultural technology that will allow humans to transform this world into a better place. In 2060 the four alien species of Invidi, K’Cher, Melot, and Bendarl will form the Confederacy of Allied Worlds. Twenty-five years later, Earth will join that Confederacy, which by my time, 2122, will have grown to thirteen members.


It must happen, because I’m here. The fact that a human traveled to the past in a ship using Invidi technology proves that the future will happen as it’s supposed to.


Doesn’t it?


I shook my head to clear it of useless speculation, and stubbed my toe on a piece of loose concrete. Leave the theory for later. Right now I needed to get back to my work place and put this money away safely.


The sun had dropped behind the uneven line of buildings. Hope I’m on the right track now.


I’d gone looking for a black market laser because I needed it to contact the Invidi once they arrived. I was planning to use a reflecting telescope’s dish, inverted, to send a pulse along the short-range channel that the Invidi ships use. For tracking control, I used the computer in my work place, and an antique digital processor. The only component I hadn’t been able to find was the laser.


I couldn’t buy one openly because I didn’t have a National Identity Card or a police registration certificate. The former would prove I was a permanent resident, and the latter would show my arrest record, if any.


Someone yelled something unintelligible at me. A small woman in a scrap of bright dress. She shooed me over to the other side of the path, then bent down and chucked a bucketful of dirty water where I’d been walking. All the voices in these lanes spoke a language unknown to me, although I’d been here long enough to recognize it as either Vietnamese or Laotian.


These people probably had the same problem as me— no official identity.


In the first decade of the twenty-first century millions of refugees and illegal immigrants tried to find a new home in Australia after unexpected climate change and a series of natural disasters damaged Western European economies, and the ascent of fundamentalist politics in the USA made that country less accessible. In Australia, the Residential Restriction Law of 2010 originally proposed settling the tens of thousands of illegal immigrants in restricted residency areas.


It was at this time, Grace told me, that the new ID card system was brought in.


“It wasn’t the card so much as the zoning that pissed people off. They shouldn’t have cut us off from the harbor,” she’d said.


She resented it, but that was the extent of her resistance. Her own fragile links to social services depended on her job and keeping out of trouble.


As soon as I arrived in the out-town I learned that, if caught, I would be sent to a holding center, where I could be detained for up to a year, then processed—my details, including DNA, would go into the official database as “illegal,” and unless I could prove refugee status, I’d be sent either to a restricted area or to some far-off part of the country to work. Many people in this position simply ran away from their enforced work, but they had no ID card and dared not apply for one because a record of their DNA was already in the official database. Better to evade capture upon arrival and then make enough money to buy an ID made on the black market. In my case, all I wanted to do was evade capture, period.


It wasn’t hard to remain free, providing I stayed in the out-town. Which left me without access to reasonable health care, money, and what passed in this era for advanced technology. Some tradeoff.


The hum of traffic was louder now, but I couldn’t see from which direction. The out-town was so flat that you came upon things suddenly.


Judging by the way my feet hurt in the cracking rubber sandals, and how dry my throat was, I’d been walking long enough to get home twice over. I didn’t care now if people stared. Maybe I’ll ask someone and hope they don’t take advantage of me.


I’d never get lost on the space station. If you walked for long enough, you came back to where you left. One of the advantages of living inside a torus.


I snorted at myself. Funny thing to get nostalgic about. The station, Jocasta, had problems of its own, many of them similar to the out-towns. We’d always had refugees there too.


Jocasta orbited an uninhabitable planet on the edge of Confederacy space. Because we were an Earth-administered station, and because Earth was a minor member of the Confederacy and humans were not allowed to use the jump drive in their ships, we relied on the Confederacy for trade and defense. Which was fine when the Confederacy was feeling obliging. When they were not, we were thrown back upon our own resources. Jocasta had a large population of free labor, many of whom stayed when their contracts ran out because they couldn’t afford the passage back to their home stations or planets.


We also had a significant population of refugees, who’d stowed away through the jump point at some stage on Confederacy-registered freighters. Many of the masters of these ships were as unscrupulous as the people smugglers who moved groups of people from country to country in this century. Some of the refugees were fleeing from persecution or war in their home systems. They made it to Central and then had to keep going to avoid being sent home again. Others just wanted a better life somewhere else.


So the out-town situation felt uncomfortably familiar. Overpopulation, intercultural (or, in our case, interspecies) conflict, lack of jobs, and crime. But everyone on the station did have equal access, at least in theory, to health and social services, including food, security, and education.


It was in the Confederacy as a whole that the real inequalities lay. The thirteen member species were divided into the Four founding worlds and the remaining Nine. The Four kept a stranglehold on the rest of us because they controlled the only way to travel the vast interstellar distances between the member worlds—the Invidi jump drive.


At last, a place I knew. This lane with three blue tents should lead to a footbridge across a smaller river. I was too far west, because on my right I could see the motorway barriers and hear the sporadic roar of vehicles. But I could then head east, past stained brick factory buildings now used as apartments, across the footbridge, and under the motorway, where the noise of the vehicles echoed like spaceship engines in an enclosed dock and the smell of urine and filthy water would have made me throw up again except that I didn’t want to stop there.


Once over the river I headed northeast into my own part of the out-town. Shacks and tents were set on old factory grounds near the riverbank, but on the far side the trodden dirt tracks led into paved streets, which in turn led onto a larger road, down which vehicles drove north and south. Houses were brick and wood over here, and some of the original owners remained, refusing to flee from the real or imagined dangers of the out-town. Beyond that, you could see the tall Olympic hotels, secure behind their electric fences and serviced by private ferries.


Electricity could be tapped off established lines in this part of the out-town, and there was a sewerage system, although it had been designed for factory effluent, not human waste, one of the reasons for the foulness of the river water.


The problem with electricity was that the gangs wanted payment for illegal lines and many of the out-town residents, like myself, had no money to pay for it. No tribute, no electricity. The gangs were as ruthless as militias. They controlled the trade in illegal drugs and fake IDs, which made them all-powerful here. The only plus was that police seldom ventured into the out-town and therefore we were never asked to show identification we didn’t have.


I found it difficult to comprehend a government that was content to ignore the out-towns, on the condition that their people didn’t make a nuisance of themselves to the important parts of society, that is, those parts that could vote. A sordid bargain, in which the losers were the young, the sick, the elderly, and the very poor. I hated the way that the Four ignored much of the misery on non-Confederacy worlds, too.


Grace laughed at my dismay, when she’d drunk a few beers, which was often.


“They used to call it ‘outsourcing,’ darl. Means the gov’ment gets business to take all the stuff off their hands that’s a hassle. You know, unemployment payments, pensions, telephones. It’s the same with the gangs. Gov’ment doesn’t have to worry.”


I pointed out that governments usually didn’t exact interest payments of up to fifty percent on late payment of their services, or terrorize those who couldn’t pay.


“But the boys,” she meant the gangs, “keep order a lot better than the cops did. Keep the muggers in line.”


One of the few forces working to change the terms of the bargain was a tiny umbrella organization for community groups called the Assembly of the Poor. This was where I “worked,” if you could call the few dollars I received from them pay. The Assembly was part of the Earth-South network, but we didn’t receive much support from EarthSouth, which at this time was still a network of grass-roots organizations. In the social confusion following the Invidi arrival it would finally achieve mass support.


The Assembly office was in the upper story of a wooden house in Creek Road, which was a narrow dead-end street. Its asphalt was full of jagged holes, and the houses, which once stood in separate yards, merged into one another in clusters of additions and extensions. Some of the spaces between houses were filled with rusting parts of cars and machinery. Others held drums and plastic buckets of growing vegetables.


Today, the betting shop on the ground floor of the wooden house was open, and Indian music swirled out into the street. A hand-lettered sign next to the side door that led upstairs to our office read: CONSCIENCE IS NOT ENOUGH. Blue letters on a yellow background. Under this rallying call of the EarthSouth movement, smaller letters declared: IF YOU’RE SICK OF LOSING, JOIN US. IF YOU WANT SOME POLITICAL POWER, JOIN US. LET’S MAKE THIS TOWN A FIT PLACE TO LIVE. Someone had crossed out an “e” in “losing.” Below these exhortations sat a logo made up of four words in the shape of a face, the first word curved to make a fringe, the last, a frowning mouth: ASSEMBLY OF THE POOR.


On the side of the house local children had painted a red, green, and yellow mural of birds and trees. Some of it was still visible under black swathes of graffiti.


I dodged a heavy man who came out of the shop counting a handful of betting slips, waved a greeting at Mr. Deshindar who ran the shop, and fumbled inside my shirt for the keys, kept on a string around my neck. The lock on the barred iron door caught, then clicked open. I dragged it aside enough to slide in, then locked it behind me. Paranoid, yes. There isn’t much of value here, except our old computer, and the solar panels and recycled car batteries that we used during electricity cuts. And my telescope.


I went up the dim stairs and into the top of the building. I still felt queasy and my legs ached from the long walk, but at least I’d made it here. Daylight was fading and I wanted to put the money into our strongbox before I went back to my tent. I’d kept my own cash at the Assembly ever since the tent was ransacked and money taken from it, soon after Grace moved out.


The office was a single room, illuminated only by a dirty skylight and windows that let in the afternoon sun if we forgot to lower the blinds. Papers covered most of the threadbare green carpet and three rickety tables that served as desks. The drawers of two huge filing cabinets stuck half open, contents bulging. Nelson Mandela smiled from a faded poster on one wall at an infonet portrait of Marlena Alvarez on the other. Talk to your enemies, said the text below Mandela, but Alvarez didn’t smile back. Perhaps she didn’t like being an internationally recognized symbol, shared between human rights, women’s rights, and social justice movements. Like the Assembly of the Poor, which tried to service all of these as best it could.


We helped our member groups apply for funding, and the director, Abdul Haidar, lobbied local government. The Assembly itself was always in need of money. I was the “technical staff.” Florence Woo, the other staff member, wrote submissions for funds, that is, begging letters.


When I came for the job at the Assembly, I’d said that I was involved in the EarthSouth movement in Vaupés and named the largest town near Las Mujeres, sure it existed in this time.


I’d been using stories of my great-grandmother’s life to explain my presence in the out-town, masquerading as someone who knew Marlena Alvarez, the founder of the EarthSouth movement, the best known of the popular social justice movements in the early twenty-first century. At least, a century later it was the best known.


Alvarez was the mayor of the village of Las Mujeres from 2011 to 2017. My great-grandmother, Demora Haase, had been her chief of police. I grew up in that village hearing stories of Marlena. Her life, her sayings, her death by an assassin’s bullet in 2017. It was easy to put myself in supporting roles in the events my great-grandmother used to talk about, events that to these people happened only a few years ago.


I poured myself a drink of water from the jug on Florence’s table. Her papers were in neat piles.


Drinking water was the biggest expense for everybody in the out-town and in the surrounding suburbs. Since I arrived there’d been perhaps four days of rain, and none in the past three months. The tent cities had no piped water, and the water that came through the old pipes to these houses was often undrinkable. Water trucks came around regularly, but they charged just enough to make it difficult for a person on a subsistence wage to pay. Which meant most of the out-town struggled. We could boil piped water most of the time and get by. The last alternative was river water—nobody, seeing the rubbish and waste that ran through the drains, would willingly drink that.


One of the things the Assembly worked toward was getting water supplied free to everyone. Eventually we hoped to arrange sewerage as well as regular garbage collection. The enclosed environmental system of the space station recycled everything except a portion of heat waste, and I found it hard to believe this society still condoned the use of fossil fuel-burning engines and allowed production of nondegradable plastics. Still harder to believe was that some sections of the same city were left at below subsistence level, while others enjoyed the luxury of space and safety.


I knew how hard it was to persuade those with privileges to share with the less fortunate. On Jocasta we had enough space in the uppermost of its three rings to comfortably house most of the refugees and unregistered residents who stayed in the lower ring. But the upper ring residential area was owned and controlled by members of the Four—our “upper classes,” and do you think they’d give up their extra space? No more than the power-holders of this city would let the out-town residents into the harbor area or downtown.


I felt too tired to work on the damn telescope, sweaty from the walk and the hot room... suddenly the claustrophobic heat became more than I could bear, and I pulled up the dusty blind and opened one of the windows. A hot, dry breeze entered, but at least the air was moving now.


I needed to explore other options to contact the Invidi. What if I can’t get a laser? Arrival is only three weeks away.


I groaned inwardly and switched on the small globe suspended from the roof girder in the middle of the room. Then, after first putting my cash in the strongbox and sliding it back behind one of the filing cabinets, I took out the telescope from its box under my desk and sat on the floor beside it.


My knees creaked as I sat, and it worried me that something else was going wrong. I thought I knew this, my body. I’d lived with it for thirty-seven years. Now it was behaving like an unreliable machine and the things that happened to it here were frightening. I couldn’t control the incursions of viruses and bacteria, and what they did to me. My body was alien, a flimsy thing that didn’t work as I expected it to.


I found myself heeding Grace’s warnings about dangerous places, dangerous times of day, aware that physical damage here could be permanent; conscious of the frailty of my own flesh and bones, conscious that the medical treatments I used to take for granted would not be made until decades after the Invidi come. In this decade, a broken bone could take months to heal. Bruises remained for weeks.


Don’t think of that. Think of getting back to your own time, where you won’t have to worry—at least, not as much. Think about the telescope.


A fat tube with ungainly legs, it sat waiting for its computer connections to come alive. The lens was in place, and a hell of a job I’d had finding a workshop that would let me grind it. I was still accumulating pieces of hardware in order to motorize the tracking. For the time being, the scope had to sit static on its mount. I opened the toolbox, selected a screwdriver. The mount needed to be more stable.


I stood up again with a grunt, found the page I’d scribbled notes on, sat back down again. Most obliging of amateur astronomy groups to post telescope construction manuals on the infonet. After Grace had laughingly instructed me in basic computer usage, I found there were manuals for everything on the net, from bombs to kitchen renovations. Including the hacking manuals that allowed me to develop my computer skill further.


The floor shuddered slightly as someone rattled the door downstairs. The sound of male voices floated up through the open window.


I stood up, heart beating much faster than it had a few seconds ago. Maybe they want the betting shop, not the Assembly.


The door rattled again.


Maybe if I ignore them, they’ll go away.


“Hey, Maria,” called a familiar voice.



Two


It was Grace’s older son, Vince. Some of the tension in my shoulders relaxed.


He’d probably either be trying to borrow money or looking for a place to hide something illegal. That’s what he used to do when Grace lived with me. At least, I assumed the neatly wrapped packages he used to leave in Grace’s tent were illegal. No reason to hide them otherwise. I lifted one once and it was heavy, the heaviness of metal. I asked Grace if Vince’s group was connected with one of the larger gangs. “I don’t want to know,” was all she would say.


I turned on the weak yellow bulb on the stairs as I went down and looked through the bars. “Hello, Vince.”


He stared at me with his usual sulky expression and jiggled his hands in his pockets as he spoke. In spite of the heat he wore a short blue jacket with the collar turned up, jeans, and a black T-shirt. It infuriated Grace that he always had cash to buy clothes.


“You seen Will?” he said. Will was Grace’s younger son, ten years old. “No, he hasn’t come here. Is he out alone?” I heard my voice sharpen like Grace’s. “Just checking. So you can tell her I asked.” He jerked his head back. “These blokes want to see you.” Four men stood behind Vince. I squinted into the gloom—the local butcher and the bus driver I knew. His bus ran between the Clyde yards south of the motorway and the streets closest to the tent city. The other two men were strangers.


“You said she’d show us the tellyscope,” said the driver. He poked his narrow nose up to the bars and stared up the stairs. The brim of his cap bumped the bar.


“Now?” I said. “And why? It’s just a homemade telescope.”


“That’s what you say.” One of the unknowns grunted from behind the butcher.


“Yeah. We don’t like spies here,” said the other.


I snorted. “Vince, have you been putting this stuff in their heads?”


“Not me.” Vince shot me a look that said it was exactly what he’d done. He kicked the barred door. “I’m off then. If you see the kid, send him home. I’m sick of mucking around looking for him.”


Left alone with the four men, I tried reason.


“Who would I spy for?”


“Migrant Affairs,” the grunter said immediately.


“What would I tell them?”


“Names.” He glanced at the others in triumph.


I felt both exasperated and concerned. “How would I contact them?” The butcher nodded up at the office. “I seen all your radio stuff.” “That’s not a signaling device,” I said. At least, not to anyone on Earth. “Wait a minute.”


I went upstairs, heaved the telescope into my arms. It kept slipping to one side, but I descended crablike down the stairs, placed it on the floor while I unlocked the barred door, picked it up again with a grunt, and shoved past them. Wish I’d gotten around to making wheels for the mount.


Outside the house, I crouched and eased the scope down on the uneven concrete, hoping the dust-proofing on the casing and the screws would hold.


“Look through here,” I panted.


The sky was quite dark now in the east, except for the glow of the city low down. Often I’d get better viewing in the south.


The butcher took first turn to squint through the eyepiece at what looked from here like a stretch of dull black sky.


“Well?” said the driver, leaning so close that I was afraid he’d push the scope over.


The butcher withdrew, rubbing his eye socket. “You wouldn’t think you could see anything, would you?”


“Gimme a look.” The driver pushed him out of the way to see for himself. “Huh, nothing special.” But he sounded almost awed.


“Give me a go, then,” said the grunter.


“Wait yer turn.”


Most of them wouldn’t have seen the stars properly for years. The skies of Sydney were as polluted as any other big city in 2023, and in my five months there, I’d never seen more than Venus just before sunrise or isolated dots that might have been constellations directly overhead, with the naked eye. Many of the out-town residents wouldn’t even have seen the stars on their journey here, especially if they’d been jammed in the holds of boats sneaking past Customs patrols or drugged senseless in luggage compartments of aircraft.


On the rare moments I could see the stars, I loved the twinkling effect. I hadn’t seen it since I was a child, having spent the past twenty-five years mostly in space habitats without surrounding atmosphere.


“My go,” the grunter insisted. He squatted, looked, and became suddenly still. They wouldn’t see half the stars I saw from Earth as a child, because in my time the Invidi had helped clear the pollution from the atmosphere, but even this view was more impressive through the telescope.


“I told you, it’s just a hobby.” I didn’t try to keep the annoyance out of my voice and they all nodded and sidled back, except for the butcher.


“Yeah, well we had to check it out, y’know?” He looked hungrily at the eyepiece and wiped his hands on his apron, which smelled faintly of offal. “Reckon I could have another look sometime?”


“I don’t mind,” I said. “But not tonight, eh? I’m really tired.”


“Right.” He followed the others as they trailed away.


We needed the residents’ goodwill because it wouldn’t be hard to break into this old house. The people who lived in the tents and shacks along the riverbank knew the Assembly worked for them. They kept an eye on the office and we had to trust them, as we couldn’t afford to pay for professional security.


I carried the telescope back inside and up the stairs. It felt a lot heavier now the adrenaline rush had worn off, and my knees wouldn’t stop trembling as I made sure the computer was unplugged and checked the window catches were closed. Put the scope back—now I’m really too tired to do anything. I could push two of the chairs together and sleep on them. Or lie down on the hard green carpet— although the cockroaches made that an unsavory option. I could dump papers on the floor and use the table as a bed— it wouldn’t be the first time. Or I could walk the three hundred meters back down the street and into the maze of paths to my tent.


Vince’s words nagged at me. Had Will run off again? If he had, he’d be more likely to go first to my place. I sighed and locked the door behind me. Tent it is, then.


I’d shared the tent with Grace until recently. She picked me up off the street when I first arrived in the out-town, lost and disoriented. She found me occasional mechanical jobs around the out-town and then the job at the Assembly. And she nursed me through virus-induced illnesses and bacterial infections, and negotiated with the local clinic to supply me with asthma medication on her health card. I owed my survival in this century to her.


When she lost her job packing pallets at a wholesale food distributor a month ago, she moved into her lover Levin’s house, which was across the motorway near Parramatta Road. I chose to stay in the tent, despite Grace’s invitation that I move with her; “Levin’s got an extra room upstairs,” she’d said. Levin’s house backed onto his business and stood in an area with steady electricity and water supply, but Levin and I didn’t get on at all. Grace said she moved in “for Will’s sake.” Levin resented my presence and the fact that I’d known Grace longer than he had. Will and I both resented Grace having anything to do with him at all.


I couldn’t work out what his business involved—the shop front was a neat office, with a sofa for people to wait and a stack of magazines. I’d never seen anyone in there on the few occasions I went past in the bus or visited Grace. Grace said simply that he was a “local entrepreneur.” She made it clear, in her blunt way, that she wasn’t interested in talking about it. I wondered if he was connected with the gangs. Vince called him “Mr. Levin,” and didn’t talk much in his presence; that in itself was enough to make me wary of him. Levin occasionally hinted at some kind of paramilitary past, too, usually by mocking another person’s less-than-expert opinion on firearms or military protocol.


Outside, the street was unlit except for irregular strips of light from windows and doorways. I tripped and stubbed my toe on raised pieces of concrete and potholes. As I left the paved area and moved between the out-town shacks, flickering lamps mostly replaced the electric lights. I could hear voices and see vague moving outlines in the darkness. Somewhere children giggled.


At the second corner down from Creek Road I passed through a yellow rectangle of light from the snack stall there. The woman inside waved her spatula.


“Nothing tonight, love?”


“No thanks,” I said. My stomach at the moment couldn’t tolerate a cup of tea, let alone slabs of potato fried in well-used grease.


“Night, then.” She wiped the sweat off her mustache with a red and white checked cloth.


“Good night.”


Her accent was unlike the accents of the majority of out-town residents—they used English as their lingua franca and to gain practice before paying off their fake ID cards and moving into suburban society, but it was not the mother tongue of most of them. Her accent was broad and local, and reminded me of Bill Murdoch.


Bill Murdoch was the chief of Security on Jocasta. He grew up on Earth in this very city, although at the end of this century, and his Earth Standard was as flat and idiosyncratic as the English in this time. Some days I could think about him and the station calmly—when the Invidi come I’ll talk them into sending me back there and then Murdoch and I will pick up where we left off and everything will be fine. More than fine, perhaps, since he made it clear he was interested in more than friendship. He kissed me, after all. We hadn’t done much about that more-than-friendship when I left; meals together when our schedules didn’t clash and occasional off-duty walks in the station’s gardens. Murdoch had been with me on the station for nearly five years, and when I didn’t think about it too much, I could assume he’d be there when I got back.


It was when I did think about it, or in unguarded moments when I listened to local voices, that I was overwhelmed by longing to hear his voice. And consumed by longing to be on the station again. What if Murdoch’s not there when I get back? He might have moved on, decided five months was long enough to wait. Why the hell didn’t I tell him…


I spent many long out-town nights considering what I should have told Murdoch. Plenty of time to consider many things, while the sirens howled down the motorway and rats scrabbled along the roof and the couple next door screamed their nightly abuse at each other before rocking the line of tents with noisy sex.


I didn’t even know which part of Sydney Murdoch came from. Comes from. Will come from. One day I thought I saw him, from the back. A tallish, heavy-chested man with a rolling walk. The unhurried persistence was so like Murdoch that I strode after him, pulse pounding in my throat. When he turned, I could see he was, of course, a stranger. No way Murdoch could get here. As a human he’d have no access to a ship that could bring him here.


As a human, one of the Nine, he couldn’t use the jump drive. The Four—Invidi, K’Cher, Melot, and Bendarl— guarded their monopoly of the drive as zealously as the inhabitants of Sydney’s inner city guarded their privileges. The Nine were limited to traveling on ships owned and operated by the Four. I wondered what happened back on Jo-casta when the Four found out I had used a jump-capable ship to get here.


I hoped the three engineers who’d been involved in the research with me hadn’t gotten into too much trouble. When we planned the test, I told them if anything happened and I didn’t return, they were to blame the whole thing on me. Not that we expected anything to happen. Perhaps we should have put off the test until after the neutrality vote.


The station, and by extension the star system in which it was situated, was a candidate for the status of planned neutrality from the Confederacy. The Confederacy Council, which contained representatives of all thirteen Confederacy member worlds, would vote for or against this. We wanted neutrality because the station’s residents were fed up with the Confederacy for a variety of reasons, including being left to endure an alien blockade for six months without assistance. The vote could have gone through already, it had been nearly half a year since we declared our intention to apply for neutrality. I’d been here on Earth for five months—what might have happened at home? Or rather, what will happen...


I nearly ran into someone on a particularly dark track.


“Watch it,” a man’s voice growled. A heavy body lurched past me, so close I could feel the heat of his breath and smell the alcohol fumes.


Stop daydreaming and concentrate on getting back to the tent safely.


A dog barked, hitting a corrugated iron fence with a thud that set my pulse racing again. I turned the last corner. In this lane there were no patches of uncurtained window light, only the glow from an open fire at the end of the lane. Laughter rose from the shadowed figures around it and tiny red dots from smokers winked on and off.


My tent sat halfway down the lane. It had canvas walls, pulled tight on a framework of hardwood poles driven deep into the dirt, and a thin sheet of corrugated iron for a roof. The wall that faced outward on the corner of the row also had a sheet of wood nailed to the framework outside. It kept out some of the noise, but on windless nights the tent was stifling.


The row of tents formed one side of a square that enclosed a courtyard paved with uneven brick fragments. The courtyard held a communal shower block and privy, a twisted lemon tree in a cracked plastic garbage bin, lines stretched between four sets of lopsided poles to hang washing on, and garden vegetables in rusting drums.


I pushed open the flimsy screen door. Inside, a wooden crate I used as a table-cum-cupboard was built around the central pole. I reached up and switched on the small electric lamp high on the pole. I charged the batteries once a week with the Assembly’s solar generator.


The only other furniture was a chair of battered green plastic, a small pantry, and an old door propped on four bricks, covered with folded cloths. I couldn’t sleep on a mattress like Grace. When she lived here she had flipped hers over one night, turned it on end, and sprayed pungent insecticide on all the insect life thus revealed. Shuddering, I told her a blanket was all I needed. She laughed at my squeamishness, but after that I slept on the door.


You should be grateful, I told myself drearily, sinking into the hard chair and staring at the ground. Six bricks marked the place on the other side of the tent where Grace’s board and mattress used to lie. You should be grateful she picked you up and you’re not stuck in a detention center. Grateful you can work.


And anyway, whose fault is it you’re here? If you hadn’t insisted on making the test run, if you hadn’t insisted on beginning the project in the first place...


“Maria?” The small voice came from the doorway.


I blinked away tears that had somehow leaked out. Feeling sorry for myself again. “Will, what are you doing here?”


Grace’s younger son, Will, wiry as a monkey and twice as much trouble, shuffled into the tent, slamming the screen door on its uneven frame.


“Wanted to see you.”


I wiped my eyes hurriedly. “You saw me yesterday.”


Yesterday he skipped out of school and the principal told Grace, who then came to the Assembly office in a foul mood. She yelled at Will, which scandalized Florence, and dragged him back to school.


Will sat on the chair and kicked his legs rhythmically. “When do the results come out?”


“I told you, middle of May.”


“Can I come and look with you?”


“We’ll see.”


When he and Grace lived here, I’d helped him with his schoolwork. Sometimes we went along to the Assembly office and used the computer to do research on the infonet. While doing this, we’d entered a competition to design a spaceship engine. Why, I wasn’t sure. We were both bored with his schoolwork. At the time, I’d had a vague idea that if the Invidi didn’t come or, worse, refused to help me, I could start a career in aerospace. It was a challenge—how to use my knowledge without revealing future technology to this age.


“Did you tell them we moved to Levin’s?” said Will, in time with his kicks on the chair. “So they know where to send my prize?”


“I told them. If we win, you mean.”


If the company running the competition was genuine, they wouldn’t be able to resist our entry. I had to use Will’s name to get the necessary national ID number. Which meant putting Will’s signature prints on the application. If we won, he got the prize, which was the whopping amount of twenty thousand dollars. I wanted to repay Grace somehow, but couldn’t think of a way to do it that she’d accept. Aside from the problem of not having anything to repay her with. If Will won that money, I thought it would more than cancel the debt.


We hadn’t told Grace about the entry, though. She didn’t like me teaching Will anything except his regular schoolwork, despite his obvious ability. “I just want him to be normal, y’know?” went the litany. “Nothing fancy, nothing off the rails like Vince. Just get a decent job and lead a normal life. So don’t fill his head with all that protest stuff, okay?” She approved of what the Assembly was doing in the out-town, but she didn’t think it needed to preach.


“Does Grace know you’re here?” I said, remembering Vince’s visit to the Assembly office.


He kept swinging his legs, accompanied by little boopboop sounds.


“Will?”


“She went out with Levin. I don’t like it when they’re mucking around. I told Mrs. Le I was coming here,” he added defensively.


“What do you mean, ‘mucking around?’ ”


“You know.” He kicked the chair legs quite hard. “Kissing and stuff.”


“Vince was looking for you earlier. Did you go home after that?”


“It’s not home. It’s Levin’s place.”


I couldn’t dispute that logic. It was why I hadn’t moved with them. “You can come too,” Levin had said, with that mocking, dare-you-to-disagree look that would have been understandable on a teenage face, but sat strangely on a man who was at least thirty.


“I’m hungry.” Will looked pointedly at the little pantry in the corner, raised on bricks like the bed. It was another converted wooden crate, lined with small-gauge chicken wire and fronted with the same material, to keep out rats.


“Nothing in there,” I said. “Didn’t you have dinner?”


“Don’t like chook feet.”


I sighed and wriggled my fingers around my trouser pockets. Maybe a stray coin...


“Mum gave me five dollars,” he said. “We could get some potato cakes.”


“We could get some fruit,” I said firmly. The family who lived across the courtyard from our row of tents cultivated fruit and vegetables on a patch right down near the river’s edge. They usually had some to sell. My stomach could handle something fresh, and it meant I wouldn’t have to cook on the open grill in the courtyard, which was always filthy. And I wasn’t a very good cook. In the twenty-second century I didn’t need to be.


“I’ll go,” he said happily, and jumped off the chair as though he had springs on his backside.



Three


Will and I had just sat down to a meal of mandarins and half a loaf of bread when Grace and Levin pushed open the door.


“Jeezus, you try my patience.” Grace slapped Will’s arm gently. He was sitting in the chair.


I stood up from where I’d been sitting on the bed. “Hello, Grace. Levin.”


“G’day, Maria.” Grace was about my own age, wary-eyed, round-faced, and running to fat around her breasts and stomach. She’d put on weight since she lost her job.


Levin, a long-bodied man with cropped dark hair and permanent stubble, ignored the greeting. He stepped around Will and sat down on the bed as though he owned the tent, legs spread wide in his tight black trousers. His eyes shifted continuously around the room and his big-boned hands grasped the edge of the bed with unnecessary strength. Levin’s hands made me nervous. He balled them into fists even when his face was calm.


“He’s supposed to be at home,” said Grace to me. “Kid his age shouldn’t be wandering around by himself at this hour.”


“I didn’t invite him,” I protested. “He turned up here.”


“Vince did,” said Will. “Go out by himself. When he was eight, he told me.”


“You’re you and he’s him, and you’re different people. And I’m talking to Maria,” said Grace.


“Grace, if you want me to baby-sit, say so,” I said. “But don’t attack me for nothing.”


“I’m not a baby,” protested Will, his mouth half full of bread.


“It’s just an expression,” I said. “You know that.”


“You encourage him,” said Grace.


“I do not.”


“Send him back straightaway, then.”


“I can’t send him back in the middle of the night.”


On the bed, Levin chuckled. “Studying history, Maria?” He waved a printed page at me. It was one of many in a pile hidden under the wad of towel I used as a pillow.


“ ‘On that fateful day in 2017,’ ” he read in an exaggerated tone, “ ‘who would have thought the portly figure of the unknown mayor would walk into history as a martyr of the fledgling EarthSouth movement. Would she have stayed away, had she known her fate?’ ” He picked up another page, then another. “ ‘Marlena Alvarez—the truth behind the legend’... ‘Marlena Alvarez talks to Le Monde ’... ‘Did the EarthSouth movement begin here?’ ‘Mendoza on Alvarez...’ ”


“Leave them alone,” I snapped, barely able to control the urge to snatch the pages out of his hand.


“You’re wasting your time.” He tired of teasing and let the pages drop. “Like you waste your time with that Assembly. EarthSouth is already finished. It will never amount to anything.”


“I disagree,” I said. “Look at the alliances they’ve helped forge among the environmental groups. And the restrictions they’ve got passed to protect labor.”


“It doesn’t make any difference,” he said. “I grant you, Alvarez would have made a good leader. But without her, they’re nothing.”


I could feel my face flushing with annoyance. Alvarez didn’t die so that some arrogant street thug could make fun of all that she and the other women fought for...


Grace tugged Will’s hand and he slid off the chair, stuffing mandarins in both pockets as he went.


“If you two are going to talk politics, we’ll be here all night,” she said. “C’mon, Levin, let’s go.”


“Bye, Maria,” said Will as Grace towed him out.


“Bye, Will,” I called.


Levin shrugged and followed them. In his total selfcenteredness he reminded me of a K’Cher and I tried not to let him get close to anything I valued. His touching the magazines seemed like a violation.


In the doorway he turned as though he’d forgotten something. “You went to the parts dealer today.”


“How do you know?” Levin had connections everywhere.


“What is it that you want?”


“A kind of focused light beam device,” I said cautiously.


“If you mean a laser, I can get you one.”


“You can?” He couldn’t have surprised me more if he’d suddenly begun to yodel. “I mean, that would be nice. But it needs to be a specific type, and they’re out of production now.”


“Why do you need it?” I nearly said, to send signals to aliens, okay? but turned it into, “Part of the telescope assembly.” “Watching the skies. Can you see anything through the smog?” “When it’s finished I’ll take it out of the city to look properly.”


“Tell me the laser specifications and I will ask around.”


“Around where?”


“I have friends.”


“Why are you offering?”


He paused. “You are hardly in a position to be choosy.” It seemed as if he’d been going to say something else, then changed his mind.


“I’ll think about it.” I was too tired to do anything more that night.


“Don’t think too long,” he said. “You get out of the habit of doing.”


“Levin, you coming?” Grace called from outside.


He disappeared into the dark.


I latched the door behind them, although it wouldn’t keep anyone out. Then I scraped the mandarin peel and bread crumbs off the table and into a bucket, over which I placed a piece of fibro and held it down with a brick to keep inquisitive rats from helping themselves.


Then I picked up the papers Levin had dropped, wiping each of them on the dirty blanket. Cleaner than Levin’s touch. He was right. I was studying history. My own history, because Marlena Alvarez was my great-grandmother’s best friend, and if not for her, I wouldn’t have been born in Las Mujeres, because there would have been no village there. I was also studying the EarthSouth movement, which Alvarez had founded.


At least, my great-grandmother always spoke of Alvarez as if she single-handedly created the EarthSouth movement. I always thought that after her death in 2017 human rights and local autonomy groups across the world formed a chain of protest against oppression and poverty. The political upheavals following the Invidi arrival helped them bring their agenda into the mainstream of politics, while advances in medicine and agriculture allowed them to put many of their ideals into practice.


But Levin’s comments about EarthSouth may have smarted all the more because I hadn’t found much evidence of a united social justice movement in early 2023. From what I’d collected in written articles, downloaded from infonet archives, and heard from visitors to the Assembly, in these five years since Marlena’s death EarthSouth was only an umbrella organization of loosely affiliated groups that met once a year in some countries, more often in others, and had only met twice internationally. The first meeting in 2018 attracted media attention, but during the second meeting in 2020 the Olympic sporting events received more coverage.


And Marlena Alvarez was only one of the “inspirations” claimed by the movement. Earlier icons such as Nelson Mandela and Naomi Klein also featured large in their pantheon. I wondered whether my great-grandmother might not have overemphasized Marlena’s importance. Understandably, too, seeing that they worked and cheated death together in Las Mujeres for five years.


For five years after Alvarez became mayor, the women of Las Mujeres struggled to keep their village safe from government militias, private militias, guerrilla groups, starvation and disease. At least, that was what my great-grandmother’s stories told.


She told how Marlena got the idea of moving everyone to a new camp, leaving the old village as a decoy, to be presumed abandoned. The guerrillas moved on to collect tribute from more lucrative sources.


How Marlena went alone and unarmed to talk to an army commander who wanted the women to inform on their vanished sons and husbands. He left, persuaded that the women had been alone for so long they could know nothing.


How Marlena’s leadership united the heads of local governments enough to defeat the proposal to dam the nearby twin lakes and flood all the villages along the river.


Although I wouldn’t have admitted it to Murdoch or any of my colleagues on Jocasta, these stories, this image of Alvarez, was a comfort and an inspiration to me during the long, hopeless months of the alien blockade. When yet another station system failed, or yet another squabble broke out between alien and alien, alien and human, human and human, in these moments I’d ask myself, “What would Marlena Alvarez do?” I trained as an engineer, and while I could direct the flow of a construction site or coordinate projects within a larger design, nothing prepared me to be solely responsible for thirty thousand people. Alvarez was an example of someone else who had made the best of a job she took on without training or preparation—she’d been a solicitor’s clerk before becoming mayor.


I used to chide myself for relying on Alvarez’s memory, but the parallels in our situations were obvious: we were both isolated, with limited resources, and surrounded by enemies who outgunned us. When the responsibility for Jocasta sat particularly heavily on my shoulders, it helped to think that Alvarez had found a way out. She had insisted Las Mujeres not align itself with any of the powers in the region, and the women stubbornly maintained their independence until the changes in local government laws of 2046.


Alvarez’s insistence upon keeping neutral throughout the many wars and insurgencies that swept across the region influenced the EarthSouth movement’s determined political neutrality. And her ideas influenced my decision to push for neutrality for Jocasta, although I didn’t realize it at the time.


Since beginning work at the Assembly, I’d collected all the articles on Alvarez that I could find and downloaded as much information as I could from the infonet. And one memorable day, I watched her speak. It was a recording of a speech made shortly before she died.


It was early morning in the out-town about two months after I arrived. In the Assembly office Florence and I would work from seven to eleven, go home because it was too hot, then come back for a couple of hours in the evening.


On this particular morning, I found a reference to Alvarez in a file our computer could download, so I did, and fed it into “run video.”


I cried out with surprise and slapped my hand over my mouth. Florence looked up from sealing envelopes.


“What’s the matter?”


“Nothing,” I mumbled, but she came and stood behind me.


“Alvarez? That’s the San Diego speech, I think.” Florence nodded to herself. “The only time she left her own country.”


I wasn’t interested in the details. The captions running at the bottom of the screen, the two smaller windows at the top that showed an edited history of the village and an explanation of the San Diego rally; all these were unimportant. Marlena was there, almost in person.


Beside the practiced movements of the suited man who introduced her, she looked small and awkward.


I thought she’d be taller. And I expected her to... glow, or something. Have an aura. But at first glance, she could have been one of the women who walked home from the bus stop each night from work in the factories, in her cheap dress and scuffed sandals. Graying hair pulled back from a large-featured face. Narrow dark eyes that glared from behind glasses.


Glasses. Nobody told me Marlena wore glasses. None of the photos showed glasses.


“You knew them, didn’t you?” said Florence.


“Alvarez was well known in the district,” I said distractedly. The glasses didn’t fit what I knew about her.


The camera drew back to show Alvarez on the edge of a stage in a wide stadium, surrounded by a dark ocean of figures, almost engulfed in the spotlights.


Why am I here? Her voice echoed tinnily from the computer’s inbuilt speaker. You invited me to speak about the things that are happening in my country. But you know already. Why do you need me to tell you again? You are the ones who make the choice to go on as you have, or to act on behalf of others less fortunate who cannot act.


“It’s a real pity she’s not around today,” said Florence. She shook her head sadly and went back to sealing envelopes, dabbing them with a glue stick because they were cheap post office rejects on which the glue had long dried.


I said that conscience is not enough, but it is a good start. Don’t let it stop there. You can go back to your comfortable homes after I finish talking, and you can forget what I say. Or you can think about it, but eventually you’ll return to your job and your home and you’ll forget. Or you can go home and do something. A small action is enough. But it must be an act.


She paused, removed the glasses, and smiled. It transformed her heavy features into beauty.


Then do it again tomorrow.


The speech was the same as I’d read in our history files, but it worried me that none of the contemporary reports mentioned my great-grandmother’s stories, like Marlena talking to the army commander or the decoy village. There were other stories, less glamorous: how she stopped the dam work, yes, but mainly because she invited the media into her village, and the media told the world about the dam.


The media told the world about Alvarez, too. Now that I was here in the twenty-first century and saw the distortions in print and electronic media, I began to wonder how much we could trust of what they’d told the world about Alvarez.


In the tent after Will, Grace, and Levin left, I sifted through the flimsy pages that Levin had rearranged. Interviews, articles, news stories, later reviews of earlier articles. The big issue of a magazine called Time published on the first anniversary of Marlena’s death, which I found by chance in a box at the dump when I was looking for wires. A lucky chance, because people usually sold old papers for recycling.


One of the interviews I’d printed from the infonet caught my eye. Alvarez had refused to cooperate with the new alliance government when it came to power in 2016, because it hunted down the militias who had terrorized the people of that region for decades and executed them without trial. “This is not the way to build a lasting peace,” said Marlena. “You must stop the killing sometime.”


I smoothed the paper below the grainy photograph—she wore no glasses—and read the last lines. “You have to be flexible,” she said. “Things can change in ways you don’t expect.”


Like aliens coming to visit.


“I have never seen the wisdom,” continued Marlena in the interview, “in resisting what you feel is right for today, in order to do something that may be right tomorrow.”


I patted the edges of the papers into line and slid them inside the string bag in which I usually carried food or small pieces of potentially useful junk. I hadn’t collected many new reports on Alvarez for weeks now. It seemed more important to complete the telescope and prepare to contact the Invidi when they arrived.


After five months here, I’d worked out that Alvarez might not be the hero I’d thought; she was a moderately successful politician who had a keen sense of justice, tempered by awareness of the need for compromise. Not quite the freedom fighter extraordinaire of EarthSouth legend and my great-grandmother’s memories. Nor even the charismatic leader of my own imaginings.


Realistic or not, though, my image of Alvarez had helped me through the ordeal of the Seouras blockade—cause enough for gratitude. And she would help generations of campaigners for planetary justice in the decades after the Invidi come.


I stepped out of the thin trousers and draped them over the back of the chair. Wash them tomorrow. Having to remind myself to do it was almost as arduous as the task itself. And hang them inside, I added silently. The day before yesterday somebody stole my other T-shirt and two pairs of underpants off the line in our courtyard. I couldn’t afford to lose any more.



Four


In the dream I fall into the Earth. The blue and white ball rises, becomes a curved line, then a horizon, then finally fills my vision completely. It’s different from the Earth of my century. The clouds are undisturbed by balloonlike weather controllers, there aren’t enough comsats to make navigation difficult, and no big orbital stations. No wide, brown kelp farms in the oceans. Blue below, blue above. Nobody yells at me through a comm link for unauthorized entry, no Earth-Fleet fighters buzz my little pod in rude swoops.


Somewhere from beyond the dream come the niggling questions: Why wasn’t I being shaken to the eyeballs or squeezed nearly senseless against the harness or hearing the whine and rattle of stressed systems and the sizzle of the pod’s skin being fried? Shouldn’t I be terrified and sweating and repeating the reentry protocols aloud to keep conscious?


What really happened was that the pod I took from the moon to Earth yawed and cracked across the structurals on one side and the paratube saved me with a jerk, holding me firm in midair as the pod fell away in pieces toward a black mass, then I landed with a clumsy thud onto soft dirt in the dark.


I know this, but in the dream the pod plummets toward the blue and I can’t stop it. Earth starts falling away from me again. Shrinks, falls in upon itself as if someone has placed a black hole in the middle of the blue, and then it finally disappears. I drop into that point. You can’t breathe in a black hole. Gravity crushes your lungs. Can’t breathe...


Can’t...


I pushed myself upright, hand fumbling automatically for the inhaler beside the bed. Not there... Horrible feeling, as though the air intake on an environmental suit had failed. Gasping for air that wouldn’t come... Don’t panic... my fingers found the inhaler and I shoved my face into it and sucked desperately. The chemicals took effect immediately. One breath in, one breath out. Easy.


I sat still, covered in sweat, and waited for the trembling to stop and my chest to lose that tight and trampled-on feeling. Prompted by the dream, my mind played through the scenes of my arrival, as if by revisiting them, I might find something I hadn’t noticed before. Some clue as to what went wrong.


The ship I was testing, Calypso II, came through a jump point about three days’ travel from Earth. With my twenty-second-century engines, that is. Using this century’s pre-Invidi technology the same distance would have taken more than a year, which is about how long the original Calypso would have taken to reach this position.


The original Calypso left Earth on what its passengers thought was a journey to Alpha Centauri in 2026, and would have taken a year to get to the position in space where I’d emerged. So I thought I’d arrived in 2027. This was because the distance from Earth indicated that the jump I just completed had a “length” of ninety-five years, 2027 to 2122.


Calypso II seemed to hold together well, so after checking all systems I tried to go back through the jump point to my own time by repeating what I’d done when I piloted the ship toward the coordinates near Jocasta where Calypso had appeared.


It didn’t work. I took a deep breath, let it out. I’d never used a jump drive before, this was only to be expected. Maybe I missed something. I checked the log, tried again. Didn’t work. Calypso II continued in flatspace as though the jump point didn’t exist.


I started to sweat. Ran a series of exhaustive diagnostics. Nothing mechanical at fault. Nothing in the navigational or control systems. But I couldn’t get back through the jump point that should be there. Calypso II was on a short experimental flight, and my supplies weren’t sufficient for more than a fortnight’s emergency running. I also didn’t have much fuel for flatspace thrusters. I could reach Earth—probably.


If I couldn’t find the problem by the end of the fortnight I had two choices. First, I could do some fancy conversion work and divert energy from the flatspace engines to life-support systems, then sit around for months hoping someone from my own time would arrive with a rescue ship. Unfortunately, but necessarily, nobody knew that we’d been experimenting with a jump drive, and therefore just about everyone would think I had merely disappeared into normal space. And if the rescue mission didn’t arrive, I’d have sacrificed my ability to move for no reason. In this century there was little space traffic near the solar system. The likelihood of my distress call being picked up by a passing trader was close to nil.


Second, I could recalibrate the flatspace thrusters and go to Earth. In 2027 the Invidi would have been here for four years. They’d have organized orbital stations, surely, so that they didn’t have to live on Earth among humans. I wasn’t entirely sure of the details of intra-system exploration in this age; I did know the first crewed expeditions to Mars didn’t leave until the 2040s.


If I contacted the Invidi, they’d understand what had happened and hopefully help me to get back. They wouldn’t know about the future ban on humans using jump technology. I wasn’t sure whether my contacting them would give them information from the future, but hell, from what I understood of the timeline, all that had happened already.


So I headed for Earth with my twenty-second-century signal dispersal field operative, in the hope that I wouldn’t show up on any human sensors. The Invidi hadn’t given humans any engineering information or hardware at first, so human sensors should still be pretty primitive. I’d stretched the emergency running time to nearly three weeks by shutting off every inessential system and consuming as few resources as possible, so by then I was dirty, hungry, sleep-deprived, and thoroughly frustrated.


But the closer I got to Earth the worse I felt. There was no sign of Invidi presence. No ship signals, no residue from any kind of spaceship engine I was familiar with, no alien comm traffic. Only human signals, mostly on the same narrow band of frequencies and all of them on Earth, except for a robot probe gathering samples on Titan. When I reached the moon, being careful to keep on the dark side, I stopped and listened more carefully to the signals.


And it was there, huddled in my dark, foul-smelling, stale-aired cabin that had become a prison, exhausted, confused, and scared, that I learned I was in the wrong time. But this is impossible, I told myself, trying not to speak out loud to conserve oxygen, but by that time often it wasn’t clear in my head if I spoke or not. News report after news report, entertainment program after program—what a lot of them—military communiqué after communiqué, all repeated the same unbelievable date.


This is your Moscow correspondent, bringing you the news on January 4, 2023.


Here’s the weather, then, for Wednesday, fourth of January, 2023.


Kickin’ in with the best quiz on the globe, this fine Tuesday evening, 3 January 2023.


I could understand the English, Spanish, and a little of the German—from my great-grandmother—and had to assume the other languages carried the same message. I was four years too early. The Invidi hadn’t arrived yet.


Which is impossible.


I floated in the middle of the cabin and squeezed my eyes shut to keep out the sight of what might become my coffin. Don’t panic, think.


Calypso left Earth in flatspace in 2026 and came out of a jump point at Jocasta in 2122. Six months later, I go back through that point and emerge at the coordinates Calypso must have left from. The distance from Earth to those coordinates indicated Calypso must have reached there and entered the jump point in 2027. Which means the jump should have been ninety-five years long. But I had emerged at the coordinates in 2023... 2023, oh, gods... which makes a length of ninety-nine years between now and my time of 2122.


No jump we know changes length. They are always fixed in space—invisible until activated, but always in the same spot—and always have the same length, or “correspondence.” Otherwise what would be the point of having a jump network? That’s how the Confederacy maintains order, by keeping all member worlds on the same timeline.


Yet not only had Calypso used a jump point that was not connected to the Confederacy’s Central jump network, but it seemed to have shifted back in time.


What the hell should I do?


In the end, I kept my original plan, prompted by the date. The only way I could find out if the jump point was still connected to my world of 2122 was to either repair my jump drive myself or ask the Invidi. As I couldn’t do the former, I’d have to wait for the Invidi to arrive. And the Invidi arrived on Earth in May 2023. May 1, to be exact. All I had to do was survive five months on my own planet.


If I’d known what that involved, maybe I would have stayed in Calypso II and tried to stretch and convert my fuel for five months.


But I didn’t, I left Calypso II tethered in a deep crater on the dark side of the moon and took one of the escape pods down to the planet.


The Single Escape Vehicle was popularly known as a “turd” because of their simple shape and the fact that if you needed to use one, you were deep in it. This one lived up to its reputation by malfunctioning, then disintegrating at about seven kilometers above the surface, and I floated down in a damaged paratube that eventually caught in short, thorny bushes on a hillside and dumped me. Sand and small, sharp rocks made a mess of the environment suit’s insulation, so after I finished shaking with the release of tension, I buried it. All but the boots. The scattered remains of the pod I could do nothing about. I hoped it would be buried soon in drifting sand and dirt. I didn’t really care, I just sat there for a moment and contemplated how nice it was not to be dead. Then the cold seeped up from the sand, which grew harder and harder, and merely not being dead wasn’t enough. I had to find a town, somewhere to wait out the next five months until the Invidi came.


I knew when I was, but where? The stars said the Southern Hemisphere, but I didn’t think it was my home continent. I didn’t get as far as the Indian Ocean. Which left Australia. Murdoch’s homeland.


Might as well walk as sit here.


The sun rose. I was in a landscape of straggly trees, sharp grasses, prickly-looking shrubs. Lots of unfamiliar birdsong, among it a peculiar gulping cry, and a liquid warble that made me glad just to hear it. A wire fence drooped to the ground unmended. This sign of human habitation heartened me and I followed the fence to a road. But there were no houses and no sources of water. I finished the pod’s emergency water rations too quickly.


I kept walking along the side of the road. It didn’t look well maintained. The edges of the bitumen mix were crumbling and there were holes every ten or fifteen meters, some big enough to cover a quarter of the black surface.


The heat reflected off the road became worse as the day dragged on. I kept my outer shirt over my head as radiation protection, but by midday my head was aching so much I had to stop and sit beside a bush. Mouth dry, eyes full of dust. Not one vehicle in about six hours. They’d had groundcars in this period, surely. If so, none of them traveled this road.


A little later a hum in the distance became a growl, then a roar, and a long groundcar stopped with a hissing of brakes at my frantic waving. The driver waited for me to rattle open the cabin door. He glanced at me sideways from pale blue eyes with lines radiating from the corners. Suspicious and distant.


“Long way from anywhere to be walking.”


I nodded, unsure of twenty-first-century idioms. At least I understood his words. English.


“Car break down? Or somebody dump you?”


I nodded again. He gave me a drink of water, which I gulped down. The groundcar lurched into motion again. Unsettling at first, then soothing, the road rolled on endlessly, straight and gray, away from the sun. Eastern seaboard, I thought sleepily, population centers. From a photoimage above the window, a small dark woman hugging a young child smiled down at me. A dangling woven ball with a tassel rocked in front of them.


I must have fallen asleep, because the next thing I knew, the vehicle was stationary, the driver outside talking to an other man. Dark outside, except for lights on poles beside the road and bright lights over a low building beside it. The driver said I’d better get out unless I wanted to go through a checkpoint.


“They sent them back.” He pointed at the photoimage. “Guess helping you might even things out.”


He liked the boots. I gave them to him in thanks for the lift, and found myself in the out-town.


Night, nowhere to stay. I didn’t even remember going to sleep against a wall somewhere, but had a rude awakening just before dawn. Someone held my shoulders and covered my face while another grabbed the medkit and scanner I’d brought with me from the paratube. They disappeared into the warren of shabby buildings before I could stagger to my feet.


I’d thought that the moment I opened my mouth I’d be marked as an outsider, but nobody gave me more than a quick glance. Snatches of words in languages other than English drifted out of open doorways, people walked quickly along streets of small houses with red roofs. First I needed food, then shelter. Economic system should be money-based. I had no idea where to start.


I met Grace at the Help House near the church on Roma Street. I didn’t understand that the House was a charitable organization, providing food and a few clothes for nothing to the destitute and temporarily destitute. They said they didn’t need any work done, and Grace, who was there with a box of clothes to donate, laughed at me when I turned away in disappointment. If you want to work, she said, you can clean up my shower block. I went back to the out-town with her and cleaned the communal shower in the courtyard and fixed a couple of leaks in the pipe with a temporary patch.


“If you can fix things,” Grace said, “that’s a different story.” She fed me, then introduced me to a friend who owned a repairs workshop and said, “She’ll work for coupons and a rec-cert, won’t you?” looking at me in a meaningful way I totally failed to comprehend. “You do baby-sitting?” she asked. The word conjured up bizarre images, and while I dithered, she continued. “ ’Coz you can stay here for a while, if you don’t mind keeping an eye on my ten-year-old when I’m on night shift. I don’t want no business done here,” she added hastily. “It’s not that I’m fussy, but you get some weird punters these days, and the kid”... I said I’d be very grateful to stay, having deciphered the “sitting” part, and only a little while later worked out what she meant about “punters.” The option didn’t appeal to me and I was glad I’d met Grace before being driven to consider it.


For the first few weeks I was too busy coping with attacks by local viruses on my unprepared immune system. At first I thought my twenty-second-century medical regulators had been disabled in some way by the jump to the past. Then I realized that they were probably still working, which was the only reason I was still alive.


When I finally experienced a few hours without feeling sick, I wanted information about the town, about the world, about my ancestors, and I needed to work out a way to contact the Invidi when they arrived. To do this I needed access to a computer, those ugly, primitive boxes that had to be physically connected to a source of electricity most of the time. Primitive maybe, but they were expensive by the standards of the out-town, and Grace certainly didn’t have one in her tent.


The local store ran noninteractive broadcast programs, what older people called TV and younger ones called vidnet. It was the only place within a couple of streets that had a screen. Or I could access the local library’s network, which connected only to other public libraries; or I could use the Net Café over the other side of Parramatta Road, but I’d have to borrow someone’s account as you needed an NID to set up a new account. At the café I could surf the older internet, but most of the information I needed, for example about military communications satellites and higher level scientific information, was on Safenet, which was another system entirely and which had far stricter controls. So I tried to study ways to access different systems without authority—“hacking.”
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