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For my parents.








Prologue






Harvest


/ˈhɑːr.vəst/






noun




  	the activity or time of gathering a crop, or a crop that is gathered.





 


verb




  	to pick and collect crops, or to collect plants, animals, or fish as food.


  	to collect a natural resource in order to use it effectively.


  	to get an advantage or something valuable from a situation.


  	to give unto the Emperor his annual share of grains and livestock, according to the Contract.









Half of the grain to feed the Emperor’s table, 
a quarter to Market to clear any debt, 


and a quarter for field and table.






Half of the livestock to fill the Emperor’s stable, 
a quarter to Market to advance on the year, 
and a quarter to keep the family fit and able.






A son or a daughter, 
nine and nine with a fallow between, 
to enter the Emperor’s Service. 

With the second fallow, 


ten-year is granted


to serve our final purpose.








Boarding Party
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Ship






The airlock door opened with a squeal of tortured metal. Alarms blared, and then fell silent as the sensors determined there was no drop in pressure. 


Armour-suited figures floated along the flexible boarding tube connecting the two ships, then heavy boots clanged down against the deck as the ship’s artificial gravity field pulled the figures upright.


Security robots stood in frozen poses along the corridor, their systems and weapons deactivated by the cyber-assault that had preceded the airlock breach.


Six suited bodies tromped past the inert bots. A human crew member peeked around the corner at the far end of the corridor, then promptly fell dead from the three-centimetre hole drilled clean through his skull. Panicked footsteps echoed as the other crew members fled.


Undeterred, the six armoured figures tromped deeper into the vessel. They met no resistance. At the first intersection, four went left and two went right, towards the bridge.


The four continued down the left corridor, their heavy steps echoing on the curved metallic walls. At a second junction, they separated into pairs, left and right.


They slowed their pace and the leader of the leftmost pair raised a scanner, passing it along the walls.


At the fourth door on the right, the pair drew their weapons and held them at the ready. The leader ignored the Open button, assuming it was locked. Instead, he depressed a stud on the side of his weapon and pointed it at the locking mechanism. The disruptor beam sparkled as molecular bonds dissolved before their eyes, leaving a cloud of metallic mist and a large pool of sludge dripping onto the floor. He switched off the weapon and yanked the door open using the enhanced strength of his armoured suit.


The junior held his weapon ready, muzzle aimed through the middle of the now-open doorway.


No shots rang out to greet them; no disruptor fizzle appeared on their thick layers of protective armour. Instead, there was a faint sound. A sniffle, almost, and soft breathing.


“You found me,” said the woman seated in a large chair, facing away from the door.


“That we have,” said the leader, and twisted the barrel of his weapon before pressing another stud.


The sniffling sound faded away to nothing under the steady hiss of the beam, which swiftly punched a fifteen-centimetre hole through the metal frame of the chair, the luxuriant leather upholstery, and the flesh and bones of its seated occupant.


Her head drooped, and all was still.


“You’d better go check,” said the junior.


“Don’t tell me how to do my job. I know identification is required. You can do the honours.”


“But—”


“Now.”


“Yes, sir.” The junior sighed as he stepped forward and pulled the severed left hand away from the body, then dropped it into a clear bag. He touched a sensor to the flesh, then sealed the bag.


“Well?”


“Identity confirmed.”


“Good,” said the leader as he took the bag. “Now you get to finish the clean-up. Nothing must remain, not even a hair. No chance of a ReGen. The hand will be destroyed once formal identification has been completed on-board our ship. The thing on her finger is all that he wanted back.”


The junior coughed. “She … was holding something. There’s not much left of it.”


The leader growled. “Make sure there’s nothing left at all. Use your auxiliary power pack if you need to. Complete sterilisation wipe, then this ship’s taking an early retirement trip into the nearest star.”


“I … I think it might have been a baby she was holding.”


“Just one?”


“I think so.”


“No, you saw two.”


“But I saw—”


“We found two,” said the leader slowly and with a hard edge to his voice. “It’s taken us long enough to find them as it is. I don’t want to spend the rest of my natural life searching across a hundred planets, looking for something that might not even exist. Unless you’re volunteering?”


The junior swallowed. “Uh, no, sir.”


“What did you see?”


“Two babies. Definitely two.”


“Good,” said the leader. “Nothing left, remember. We only had to identify her, nobody else. Full wipe. And remember what you saw.”


“Two babies. Very sad, it was.”


“Of course. And nothing left.”


“Yes, sir.” The junior nodded. “What about the ship’s crew?”


“Not your job. Erasing those two—no, those three—from existence and a possible ReGen, is. I’ll see to the crew myself. And if any are still alive and squawking, well, it’ll be a shame they put up such a strong resistance.”


“I didn’t see any real resistance.”


“Sure you did. Fierce fighting.”


“Yes, sir.”


The leader’s fingers flicked across the keypad on his forearm. “Matter of fact, they took out our ship’s comm unit, too.”


“They did?”


“Yes, they did. Couldn’t get a message out. Too bad about the rest of our crew.”


“Sir?” The junior’s voice quavered.


“I’ve changed my mind. You’re with me now. No survivors. Only you and I managed to escape this death trap. Do you understand me?”


“Uh … yes, sir.”


“Full power, two centimetre beam, and hook up your auxiliary pack before we go.”


“But what about the—?”


“We’ll clean up this mess later. Once everyone else is dead.”


“Sir.”


“I’m glad we see eye to eye on this. Now, let’s get to work.”


“Sir, yes, sir!”








Round up
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Little Klep






“Over here, Brem!” Trysk called out to her seventeen-year-old twin brother as she pushed her way uphill through shoulder-high filkseed grass. She stopped by a thick copse of fernweed bushes at the top of the rise.


“Just the one?” asked Brem as he followed behind through the ripe stalks.


“Yes.” 


“Any more out here?”


“No.” Trysk glanced off into the distance, where farm buildings dotted the undulating landscape of the valley like tiny ships on a rippling sea of golden grain. 


“Good,” said Brem as he came up beside her, out of breath. “We wouldn’t want any of them to get caught up in the combine.”


“No, we wouldn’t.” Trysk smiled as she knelt down, her right hand outstretched. She was careful not to touch the tiny spikes that grew along the gnarled branches that supported the broad fernweed leaves. They could give you a nasty rash. 


Brem peered between the maze of twisted branches. “It’s in there pretty deep.”


“Shhh.” Trysk whispered. The late afternoon light from the twin K-type orange suns lit up her reddish-blonde hair and light olive skin, giving them a faint glow. “Come here, little one.”


Brem stood and watched her, his arms crossed over his chest. “You should have brought some food. We might be awhile.”


“Shhh. Just give me a minute.” Trysk glanced back over her shoulder at him, then focused her attention on the small creature hiding beneath the branches.


Brem sighed. “Fine. But it’s almost dinnertime.”


Trysk ignored him and spoke in a soothing voice. “Please come out. We don’t want you to get hurt.”


The creature crept forward and sniffed at her wriggling fingers. 


“That’s right,” she whispered, slowly drawing her hand back. “And we’ve got dinner for you, too.”


Step by slow step, the small creature crept forward on bifurcated hooves, following her fingers. Its large central eye remained open while the outer two slowly blinked.


“It might bite, you know.”


“It won’t. And don’t try to grab it. You remember what happened last time you did that?”


“Fine.” Brem sighed. “But please hurry up, or our sibs will eat everything before we get back to the farmhouse.”


“Just a little more … there you go.” Trysk leaned forward and scooped the creature into her arms. It was still sniffing at her fingers.


Brem shook his head. “I still have no idea how you do that.”


Trysk stroked the soft fur on the creature’s head. It chittered and curled up in her arms. “They just trust me, that’s all.”


“Well, then you’d better remember to feed it when we get back.”


“Her, not it. And I think I’ll call her Mabel.”


“Whatever.” Brem groaned, then stepped to the side, his arm outstretched. “After you. And you shouldn’t name the Kleps. They’re a food source for the Emperor, that’s all.”


That earned him a glare from Trysk. “Don’t say that in front of her.”


“It’s true. A full-grown Klep masses six to seven hundred kilos, and that’s high value meat on the hoof for export, come Harvest. Just because it’s a pup doesn’t mean its final days will be different from any other.”


“Perhaps not,” said Trysk. “But for today, she’s Mabel, and tonight, she’ll sleep in my bed if she wants to.”


“You won’t want her to do it when she’s full grown. She’d break your bones. Don’t train her to sleep in your bed.”


“Just tonight.” Trysk tickled the Klep under its bristly chin. “I think you scared her.”


“Whatever.” Brem rolled his eyes. “Now, can we go eat?”
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Dinner






“Did you get the last of them in?” said the weathered, middle-aged man at the head of the long wooden dining table. He sported a thick mane of dark red hair, going grey.


Trysk nodded as she dried her hands on a threadbare towel by the kitchen door. “Yes, Pa. All the Kleps have been rounded up. And with the help of our sibs, we counted the sheep and the cows and put them in their pens this afternoon. It’s safe to start in the morning.”


“Well, good,” said Pa. “Would have made a mess of the crop if any were to be caught up in the combine. Not to mention the loss of stock.”


“Not on our farm,” said Brem. “Trysk is really good at rounding them up. And the Kleps have already been fed.”


“Come sit down, you two. We saved you a full portion,” said Ma with a smile. Her red hair was lighter than Pa’s, but then everyone in the family had red hair, too. Simple genetics. It was the one thing the entire population of Ockham had in common, despite any variation in stature or skin colour. No matter where you went, you would find red hair, ranging from dark auburn to strawberry blonde. In some parts of the galaxy, red hair was quite rare, being caused by a recessive human gene. However, on this planet, it had been firmly established as the dominant hair colour.


Two chairs made a scraping noise on the worn wood floor as Brem and Trysk sat down beside each other on their mother’s left. Ma sat at one end of the long table, and Pa sat at the other end. Fourteen other chairs seated their younger siblings, all one year apart, from age three through sixteen. Two high chairs sat on either side of their mother for the one- and two-year-olds, and a sling held the baby close so it could suckle at Ma’s breast. Brem was the oldest, if only by a few minutes, and he was half a hand taller than Trysk. While red hair was common, twins definitely were not. Their other siblings had their own year-separated birthdays they didn’t need to share.


Everything else was shared, though, with hand-me-downs just the way of life on the farm. New clothes were a rarity, and they had all learned how to sew and mend at an early age, even Brem. It was the same on every farm, all over the continent. Ockham was a farming world, one of many that kept a good portion of the Empire supplied with grain and livestock.


“Let me help you, Ma.” Brem smiled as he picked up a small spoon and scooped up some mashed veggies for the two-year-old next to him. “I’ll feed Spot.”


His mother frowned. “Use his proper name, Brem. Timothy’s going to think that’s his real name, if you keep repeating it enough. And it’s a birthmark, not a spot. Yes, feed him, please. But proper names. No more nicknames.”


Brem bowed his head, chagrined. “Yes, Ma.”


Timothy opened his mouth wide as Brem spooned in some food.


“You should know better, Brem,” said Charlie, their sixteen-year-old sister. She had nearly finished feeding Samantha, the one-year-old. “Names matter.”


Brem shot her a dark look, then smiled at Timothy as he fed him another spoonful.


Trysk made herself useful scooping food onto her plate and Brem’s, giving him a slightly larger portion, as usual. But then, he was bigger.


“It looks like we’ll have a bumper crop of filkseed this year,” said Pa as his gaze swept around the table. “Lots of work to do, starting tomorrow. Six and unders have to stay in the house and help your mother.”


“Awww!” said Billy, the six-year-old. “But I wanna help in the field this time!”


“Next year.” Ma smiled. “I need all the help I can get. I need a big boy like you to help churn.”


Billy’s eyes lit up. “Do I get to have some of the cream?”


“Only what spills.” Ma shook her head. 


“Okay,” said Billy. Ma always spilled a little cream. Accidentally-on-purpose into their cups, not onto the floor. And the oldest helper in the kitchen at butter-making time always got a little extra.


“And I’m baking, too. Well, you and your sisters will help me.”


“Okay!” Billy nodded vigorously.


“Yes,” said Pa. “Lots to do in the kitchen, and the sevens and up need to listen close. Keep clear of the combine, front and sides. Follow at least ten steps behind, to tidy up any loose stalks to make the job easier for the baler.”


“Yes, Pa,” a chorus of voices replied.


“Good. Trysk will be driving it this year.”


“But—” Brem’s eyebrows rose. “But I’m the oldest.”


“Yes, but I’m a better driver.” Trysk smirked. “We all know that. And you’re only older by fifteen minutes.”


Brem’s freckled face flushed. He knew well enough not to complain. Everyone had a job to do, and everyone would be busy for the next week, at least. And once the crops had been brought in, there would be Celebration parties, all over the continent. He was really looking forward to that, as families gathered to share their bounty. Brem quite fancied the eldest daughter three farms over. He’d thought his interest had been a secret, until today, when Trysk named the Klep. Because the cute girl he liked was named Mabel, too.


But first, the bringing in of the crops, like they did every year. And perhaps he could steal another kiss or two while the adults were busy at the gathering. 


Yes, he was especially looking forward to that bit.






But then the days of sadness would come, as Harvest began.
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Bedtime






“You’re going to get caught, you know,” Brem whispered. He and Trysk shared a room, separated by a set of threadbare sheets suspended from the ceiling. Traditionally, the eldest got their own room, with the rest of the children having to share, in twos, threes or fours depending on age. But Brem and Trysk were twins, so … sharing, with visual privacy only. Neither of them wanted to sleep out by the Klep pens. 


“I won’t,” Trysk whispered back at him. “She’ll be quiet. I promise.”


There was a soft snuffling sound as the Klep pup snuggled in beside her.


“If she poops the bed, you’re going to have to clean it.”


“Oh, no, she won’t do that. She’ll use your bed if she has to go.”


“Trysk,” Brem growled. “Not funny. Once was enough.”


“Then keep quiet and don’t snore. Mabel doesn’t like snoring.”


Brem tossed around in his bed. “Then Mabel will be really disappointed in you. She might even bite you.”


“Shhh,” said Trysk. “It’s just for tonight, anyway.”


“So you say.”


“Just don’t tell.”


“If she stays in your bed, I won’t.”


“You know why I named her that, right?”


Brem drew in a sharp breath. “Because you’re mean.”


“You know you can’t keep secrets from me. Ma said twins have a special connection. You know what I mean, right?”


Brem paused. “Yes, I do.”


“I think she’s cute. The girl, not the Klep. Be nice to her.”


“Of course I will. Don’t tell Ma about Mabel.”


Trysk let out a soft laugh. “I won’t if you won’t.”


“G’night, Trysk.”


“G’night, Brem.”








Threshing
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Reaping






“You caught another rut!” Pa called out as he walked along beside a weathered combine that had seen better days. The once cherry-red paintwork had faded to a pinkish-white that nearly blended in with the pale pin-striping along the sides. The only traces of the original paint colour were hidden away in the dark spaces under the dusty undercarriage.


“On it!” Trysk yelled as she turned the steering wheel, the hand grips worn smooth from decades of use. The combine juddered, bounced high once, then settled back into a smooth forward motion. The full-grown Klep pulling the grain cart alongside the combine shifted slightly to the right as it plodded through the stubble. 


“You still think she’s a better driver?” asked Brem as he walked beside Pa, the family’s long-barrelled grit-gun in hand. Normally, it was Pa who carried the grit-gun to ward off the opportunistic flocks of birds that circled far above, watching for the small spills of filkseed dribbling out of the combine. The younger children kept themselves busy, scooping up the seeds and sifting out the dirt and grit before adding it to the buckets they carried along for just that purpose.


“Just keep an eye out, son.” Pa slapped him on the shoulder. “If a bird pecks out one of your sib’s eyes while trying for filkseed, Ma will never let you hear the end of it. And you’ll be wearing my boot.”


“Right up my—” Brem caught himself. Ma and Pa didn’t like cursing.


“Exactly.” Pa raised an eyebrow. “So keep an eye out.”


“Yes, Pa.” Brem nodded, then watched his steps over the furrows, even as he scanned the sky. He checked that the grit-gun remained upright, so the small handful of dirt he’d slid into the barrel didn’t fall out. He gave the stock another quick pump to keep the air pressure in the chamber up, glancing at the needle on the pressure gauge. He nodded as it crept back into the green zone.


After an hour, Pa whistled shrilly, two fingers in his mouth. Everybody stopped. Trysk brought the combine to a halt and powered it down. She removed a basket from the back and handed out snacks and water to her sibs, then took a swig before selecting a thin stick of bread  for herself. Four of her sibs scarfed down their food, then quickly ran back along the path the combine had made, looking for missed seeds. The Klep munched slowly on handfuls of freshly threshed filkseed stalks held out by the ten- and eleven-year-olds in their closed fists. 


While the stalks of some grains were only good for animal bedding after threshing—straw, some called it—filkseed stalks served a dual purpose. The nutritional value in the filkseed stalks was actually higher than the grain the combine threshed out, so farmers only had to grow the one grain crop to provide both soft bedding and feed hay for the farm animals, all while fulfilling their obligation to deliver grain to the Emperor. They still grew other things as they rotated the crops each year, of course. You had to have variety to maintain the soil and keep it producing, and feed people with something other than just grain. But unless they had a dry year, there was usually plenty of feed for the animals throughout the year.


Pa finished off a second bread stick and took a swig of water. “Remember to take breaks, like this. The weather’s supposed to be fine all week, so steady as we go. No need to rush, that’s how accidents happen. If the rains come, we rush, but try to be careful, right?”


“Yes, Pa,” a chorus of voices replied.


Satisfied at the response, Pa nodded. “Good. Now, we need to talk about Harvest.”


Brem and Trysk stiffened. The thirteen-plus sibs looked on with interest, while the rest took the opportunity to play, or look for more seeds, always in pairs, watching out for birds.


“What is there to say?” Thirteen-year-old Jonas frowned. “First, crops-in. Then Harvest.”


Pa shook his head. “Not every year. Nine for ten. This is a ten-year. At least for this farm. But you were three last time it happened on our farm, so you probably don’t remember.”


Jonas turned to look at his father. “What happens in a ten-year, Pa?”


Pa took in a breath. “The Emperor collects his share of our crops and livestock, like every year, of course. But every ten-year, Harvest skips a family. Fallow year.”


Jonas’s eyebrows rose. “Really?”


“Yep.” Pa nodded. 


Jonas looked at Brem and Trysk, who were now smiling. “You’re not joshing us?”


Pa shook his head. “Nope. If they took everything, ten for ten, there’d be nothing left. Simple maths. You need the fallow years to keep the tables full.”


“You mean Brem and Trysk get to stay?” Jonas’s eyes lit up.


“Yes, and no.” Pa scratched his head. “One of them needs to go to another farm. That’s the way it works.”


“Which one?” Jonas looked back and forth between Brem and Trysk.


Trysk smiled as she shook her head. “We don’t know yet.”


“What about the Baxters?” asked Brem, a little too quickly. “Do you know if they’re—?”


“The Baxters should be on a ten-year this season as well.”


Brem couldn’t stop grinning. “That’s great!”


Pa winked. “I thought you might like that bit of news. Nice girl, that Mabel, and I think she fancies you, too.”


Brem blushed at the chorus of ‘ooos’ from his younger sibs.


“You suit each other,” Trysk smiled. “I’ll be happy for you.”


Pa coughed. “Of course, you need to be Promised before anything else can happen. And that means talking to Simon about it first.”


“Of course, Pa.” Brem’s face sobered. “Everything needs to be proper.”


“Good.” Pa slapped him on the shoulder. “It will be hard to see one of you go. And not just because having two eldest children lessens the load, even though it does. Nobody’s as good as Trysk at bringing in the reluctant ones. Even from a young age, she’s had the knack. No, Ma and I will miss you for a lot more than just that. But it warms my heart that you both get to stay here on Ockham. We’ll get to see you regularly. Not like the others Harvested from our blessed planet.”


Trysk eyed the skies nervously, looking far above the birds. “They’ll be here soon, right?”


Pa nodded. “Like clockwork. With any luck, and with this good weather, Celebration should be a little earlier this year, not like the last. The wretched souls being harvested this year might get a whole week between Celebration and being taken away. Last year, the weather was so bad they were tapping shoulders before the opening song. But all of that is beyond our control. What the Emperor wants, he wants, and what he needs, he needs. Grains and livestock from our blessed planet. Kleps, sheep, cattle … and humans.”


Trysk clutched at Pa’s arm. “What happens to them when they leave?”


Pa shook his head. “Assuming you mean the humans, beyond joining the ‘Emperor’s Service’, I don’t rightly know. The rest are for food. But as no-one has ever come back after being Harvested, well … we just don’t know.”


Brem swallowed. “Then it’s good that this is a ten-year, then.”


“Yep.” Tears welled up in Pa’s eyes. “Not nearly enough of those. And the Emperor’s Counters aren’t that good at counting, either. Folk need to remind them a lot more these days.”


“Meaning what?” Trysk’s voice rose.


Pa stared off into the distance. “Meaning nothing. If they forget, we’ll just remind them. They need the ten-years to stay here, just as much as we do. There has to be someone left to start families, to have the required kids, every year. If they forget the ten-years, they won’t have food, or whatever the hell they do with the humans they steal from us, each and every year. Our children.”


Trysk said softly, “You swore, Pa. You said the ‘H’ word.”


Pa sniffed and carefully wiped his cheeks, being careful not to rub dusty filkseed chaff into his eyes. “Well, so I did. I let myself be angry for a moment. Don’t mind me. Things are just the way they are, and that’s that. But they need to remember it’s a ten-year for this farm, and the Baxters. They’ve got to.”


Brem nodded stiffly. “I’m sure they will. Mabel will be mighty disappointed if they don’t. I’ll remind them myself, if I need to.”


Pa let Brem pull him up to his feet. “And so you should. But not holding that grit-gun. You’d be dead in the ground, spirit in the sky, instead of your breathing body being somewhere it should be, all together in one. So be careful.”


“But it’s non-lethal,” Brem protested. “If I did fire it at them, they’d just be peppered with dirt.”


“Not a good idea.” Pa shook his head. “The Counters don’t have much of a sense of humour. And their weapons are far more deadly than what we’re allowed to have.”


“Okay, Pa.” Brem sighed. “We’d best hurry up and finish bringing in the crops for the day, so I can go tell Mabel the good news!”
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Mabel






Mabel closed the door softly behind her. “Pa said we can be out on the porch and swing, if we want.”


Brem sighed. “Your mother can see us there.”


“And so she can. She can see our heads, anyway. Our hands…” Mabel’s eyes twinkled.


Brem nodded stiffly, then escorted her to the swing and helped her onto it. He eased himself down beside her, their hands touching. He used his toes to swing them slowly back and forth, facing out toward the moon-lit yard.


His fingers threaded into hers. “You’re a little behind.” Brem nodded at the wide swath cut into the fields, the combine sitting idle near the farmhouse.


Mabel leaned her head on his shoulder, lifting their joined hands onto his leg. She stroked his leg with her thumb. “Not everyone has two eldest children, like your family. It makes the work easier.”


“Sorry.” Brem moved their hands onto her thigh. “Maybe I could come over and help a little.”


“Only if you get too far ahead.” Mabel gripped his fingers tightly as his thumb stroked her inner thigh. “And you’re getting too far ahead right now. They might catch us.”


Brem moved their hands back onto his leg. “I could ask my Pa in a few days. You know how it works. We can’t start Celebration until the last of the crops are in, so neighbours help neighbours. That’s what we do.”


“True.” Mabel pulled their hands back onto her thigh. “I don’t know if I can wait that long.”


“Pa said we’re on a ten-year. And that your family should be on a ten-year, too.”


Mabel’s breath caught in her throat. “Are you sure?”


Brem inched their hands lower over her inner thigh. “Yes. And that means more than just a few days together before Harvest. If you’ll have me, that is.”


Mabel turned and kissed him, right on the cheek. “I never thought … my parents didn’t … oh my, but that’s wonderful, Brem! Of course, it’s yes.”


“Ahem,” said a stern voice behind them. “Distance.”


Brem and Mabel slid apart a respectful distance. There were three loud footsteps, then the door closed behind them.


Mabel remained where she was, but she stretched out her hand to take Brem’s in hers. “We can wait. We’ll have an entire lifetime together, right here on Ockham. I’ll let Pa know you’re willing to come help.”


“That would be great.” Brem squeezed her hand. “But let me check with my Pa for when. Soon, anyway.”


“A ten-year!” Mabel sighed. “What wonderful, wonderful news!”








Market
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Supplies






“And get some more baler twine, while you’re in town,” said Pa as Trysk hopped onto the family trike.


“Yes, Pa.” Trysk nodded. “A kilo of nails, two of yeast, baler twine, and the rest of the list. Will another hundred metres do?”


Pa nibbled at his lip. “Best make it two. And you should let Brem drive for a change. He won’t get any better if you’re always at the controls.”


“Yes, Pa.” Trysk sighed and slid off the trike. Brem shot her a cheeky grin, then slipped into the saddle. Trysk hopped on behind him and put her arms around his waist.


“Don’t be long, just fill the list. We won’t go as fast without you, and it’s a risk letting the sixteen drive the combine. But better that than the grit-gun, I suppose.”


Trysk blew him a kiss. “Back in a jiffy!”


With that, Brem switched the trike on, and it smoothly lifted up ten centimetres off the ground. With a loud whoop, Brem sped down the road towards town, Trysk holding on for dear life behind him.
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Town






Brem parked the trike on the dusty strip just outside of the large general store. The sign was sun-faded and badly in need of repainting, but then most things were. Once it had faded beyond readability it might get repainted, but then again, perhaps not. Everybody knew where the only general store was in the small town that served the farms of the upper valley. It needed no signage.


He stepped into the shade of a large awning that ran along the front of the shop and pulled the screen door aside. He pushed the front door open inward for Trysk, and a small bell tinkled as the top of the door caught it on the way by. 


“Boots!” called out a voice from the back.


Brem and Trysk stamped their feet on the doormat before stepping inside. The bell tinkled again as the door closed behind them. The store had an air of extreme age, but it was well-lit and clean. Row upon row of neatly arranged shelves marched off into the distance behind the front counter. The counter itself had been carved from a single tree trunk long ago, and spanned nearly the full width of the shop. Although it was well-polished, the many dings, dents and gouges in the hardwood surface told of the countless patrons who had come into the store over many generations.


“Coming!” called out the voice from somewhere closer in the rows of shelves.


Brem rocked on his heels as Trysk unfolded the list.


“What can I do for you, Brem?” asked a smiling young woman as she emerged from the shelves and walked up to an ancient till at one end of the long counter. 


“Hi Sadie.” Brem smiled, then pointed at his sister. “Trysk has the list.”


“What do you need?” Sadie brushed her hands on her apron, tucked a strand of auburn hair behind her right ear, then pulled a pencil out of her pocket.


Trysk put the list down on the counter, then twisted it around for Sadie to read.


Sadie took her time examining it, which made Trysk tap her toes nervously. 


Finally, Sadie looked Trysk in the eye. “You can have a hundred metres of twine. Seems everyone’s having a bumper crop this year, so we’re short. The rest you’re good for. Put it on the farm account?”


Brem nodded. “Yes, please. Thank you, Sadie.”


“Uh-huh.” Sadie checked the logbook. “Settling-up time is coming soon. I hope you’ve got enough to clear the debt after Harvest.”


“We should have a bumper crop this year.” Trysk’s smile faltered.


Sadie sighed. “If everyone does, it means prices are lower. Supply and demand. Having an extra mouth feasting at the table can’t help. But you might be close to break-even on your account. Don’t worry about it until the time comes.”


Trysk glowered. “Having an extra mouth means an extra pair of hands and strong shoulders to make the work lighter. It’s not a drain. It’s a bonus.”


Sadie eyed Brem up and down. “Oh, I can see that. A little roll in the hay after crops-in would definitely be a bonus. Remember me when the time comes, Brem, will you?”


Trysk groaned. “Leave him alone. He pulls more than his weight.”


Sadie turned to Trysk and smiled sweetly. “Oh, wasn’t I clear? I meant that you were the extra mouth. Brem’s not a drain, not at all.”


“Stop it!” Trysk flushed. Her hair rippled in a gust of air as another patron entered the shop.


Sadie stared at Trysk for several seconds, then blinked. She shook her head. “Well, never mind. I’ll fill the list, and the two hundred twine. But because I want Brem to think kindly of me closer to the time, you can have the nails for free. I won’t write them down.”


“That’s stealing,” said Trysk.


“No.” Sadie stared at Brem’s trim physique. “It’s a gift.”


Brem nodded slowly, his face flushed. “Thank you, Sadie. We appreciate it. But we should really pay for it. Please write it down.”


Sadie pouted her bottom lip, then started scribbling on the logbook. “Fine. I was just trying to be nice. Something to look forward to before Harvest.”


“Um,” Trysk whispered. “It’s a ten-year for our farm. No Harvest. Fallow year.”


Sadie’s face went slack. “Huh.”


“He gets to stay, Sadie. If the Counters remember. But we’ll remind them if they don’t. We all need the ten-years.”


“Son of a Klep!” Sadie slammed down her pencil on the scarred wooden counter-top, snapping it in two. “Well, I’m a Harvest, that’s for sure. Our family’s next ten-year is in three. My loss. But maybe you could pity me with a roll in the hay, a parting gift, root?”


Brem worked his mouth slowly. ‘Root’ was a term for the stay-behinds, the ten-year fallows who got to remain on Ockham, put down roots and raise their own families. It wasn’t a cuss-word, but Sadie made it sting, nonetheless. “Um… the Baxters are on a ten-year, too.”


“Aww, Klep-poop.” Sadie hung her head. “Figures. Mabel, right?”


Brem nodded. “If her Pa says yes. I’m going to ask after the crops are in.”


Sadie pulled her lips tight and sucked air between her teeth. “Right. Like I said, we’re short on twine. Fifty, and—oh, my mistake. The price of nails went up last week. Double, in fact.”
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Homeward






“She wasn’t very nice,” said Trysk as she slid onto the trike, the basket behind her lighter than it should have been. “Pa’s going to be upset.”


Brem shrugged. “Her family runs the shop. And everyone’s having bumper crops, it seems.”


Trysk’s face clouded. “She just wants in your pants, Brem. Well, both pants off and you in her, which sounds disgusting, by the way.”


“Leave it alone, Trysk. Don’t start anything.”


Trysk squeezed her arms tight around his broad chest. “What she did was wrong, though. Ex—extortion, almost. Free nails for sex? And now … double price, and a quarter of the twine we need? I have half a mind to go talk to her Pa, right now.”


Trysk moved to slide off the trike, but Brem gripped her hand. “Don’t. Just leave it. We’re wasting time. The crops need to come in.”


Trysk repositioned herself behind Brem. “You’re right. And she’s wrong. I hope something—”


Brem squeezed her arm. “Don’t wish anybody ill, Trysk. Especially those going off to Harvest. She’s got a right to be upset, but let her cool off. She might make it right. It’s just a scribble in the books. I don’t blame her for what she did.”


“Well, I do,” said Trysk, but her voice was drowned out by the sudden rush of air as Brem kicked the trike into motion and sped them back towards the farm.
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Sadie






“You’ve got a visitor.” Pa pointed towards the farmhouse. 


Brem lowered his gaze from scanning the skies and looked where Pa pointed. “Sadie?”


Pa nodded. “You’re a popular young man, Brem. But don’t go breaking too many hearts. Especially around Harvest.”


Brem sighed. “I’ll go see what she wants.”


“Grit-gun.” Pa held out his hand. “And don’t rush back. We’re about to stop for a break soon, anyway. Fifteen minutes.”


“Okay.” Brem handed Pa the grit-gun and walked across the stubble towards the farmhouse.


Sadie nervously shifted from foot to foot on the grass beside the verandah as he approached.


“Sadie.”


Sadie took in a sharp breath, then looked down at her feet, her face flushed. “Brem.”


“What do you want, Sadie?” Brem frowned.


Sadie lifted her head. Her eyes were brimming with tears. “You, of course, but that’s not going to happen, I know that. Especially with Mabel on a ten-year, too.”


Brem stuck his hands in his pockets. “You didn’t need to come all the way out here to tell me that. It’s okay. You’re allowed to be upset. Harvest is hard on everybody. As much for the ones staying as going, I think.”


“But you don’t know, do you?”


Brem scuffed a rock with his toe. “None of us do. No-one ever comes back, and no stories. Just called to ‘serve the Emperor’, whatever that means.”


Sadie’s voice caught in her throat. “They take us, along with the crops and the livestock. Like we were livestock too.”


Brem pulled his hands out of his pockets, then gestured for Sadie to take a seat on the well-worn steps. “I don’t think they eat people.”


Sadie laughed nervously and gave him a sidelong glance as they sat side-by-side on the top step. “I’m scared, Brem.”


Brem slid over and put an arm around her. “I am, too. Big changes are coming, whether a person stays or goes away forever.”


Sadie sniffed and wiped her eyes. “But you get to stay. You know this place. Everyone who leaves, goes—” she gestured at the sky with a hand, then let it fall into her lap.


Brem sighed. “Those who stay start having babies, right away. But it’s a duty, not a pleasure, Sadie. Do I get to stay? It looks like it. But that means, after eighteen years, I’ll have to start letting my own children go to Harvest, except the ten-years. Before then, I’ll help Mabel’s family raise the rest of her sibs—and every year, one of them will be taken. Harvested. I love Mabel, but what kind of life is that? Having to raise our children like … like livestock, to be herded away when they’re a certain age? Almost like a culling.”


“Brem,” Sadie said softly, her hand on his thigh. “I’ve never seen you cry before. That scares me more than anything.”


Brem sniffed and wiped his face, careful to avoid his eyes. “Now, don’t go telling anyone I did that. Especially now.”


Sadie leaned her head against his shoulder. “I won’t. I cry a lot, too. But staying or going, it’s all bad, I guess.”


“Yeah.” Brem let out a shuddering breath. “I have to be strong for Mabel. But with you … it’s good to talk, you know?”


Sadie patted his leg. “I know. And I’m sorry for what I said in the shop. I was wrong. You’re suffering, too. All of us are. And the nails weren’t double, they were half price. I noted it in the logbook, under your account.”


Brem pulled his head back. “I don’t want charity, Sadie, or to owe you a favour either.”


“No.” Sadie sat up straight and dragged her fingers through her hair. “They are half price, for everyone. Pa overheard me in the shop, and he was right furious about what I did. So half price, not free. And I’ve got another hundred and fifty metres of twine on the back of my trike. We have enough, barely, and I noted it on your account. But I know that you’ll share any excess with other farms, no charge, that’s just what your family does. I think a quarter of your debt in the logbook must be from helping everyone else. I’d strike it off if I could, but I can’t. You’re good people, Brem, and I’m sorry.”


Brem took a deep breath. “Me, too. If things were different, you’d get that roll in the hay, Sadie. Plenty of people releasing stress before Harvest, and more than once or twice with different people, too, I hear. But not if I’m starting a family with Mabel.”


Sadie gave him a sad smile. “You’re good people, Brem. A good person. Too good for me, probably. That’s why I like you. But I wouldn’t do that to Mabel. A kiss, maybe?”


Brem lifted her hand and kissed the back of it. “That will have to do, for now. And I promise a kiss goodbye when the time comes.”


Sadie pushed herself up to her feet. “Thank you, Brem. Now, could you please unload my trike and store the twine away? I’d like to watch those muscles at work one last time, so I can dream about you later, when I’m lost out there amongst the stars.”


Brem chuckled. “My shirt stays on, Sadie.”


Sadie gave a dramatic sigh. “Well, it will have to do, I suppose. I’ll do the hard work of imagining you with it off.”


“Sadie...”


“Just the shirt. Please?”


Brem sighed. “Well, I am a little sweaty…”
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Brem






“What was that about?” asked Trysk as she handed Brem the bag of bread sticks.


“Sadie was just dropping off the rest of our order. She found some more twine. And the nails were half price, not double.”


“All on the books?” Trysk raised an eyebrow.


“Yep.”


Trysk elbowed him playfully. “You took your shirt off. Some girls might consider that payment, of a sort. And you kissed her hand, too.”


Brem sighed. “You saw that?”


“We all did. We get our entertainment where we can, Brem. And you seem to supply a steady stream of it.”


“Don’t tell Mabel, any of you.” Brem shook a finger at his sibs. “Sadie’s just a friend. She was sad.”


“Lots of people are sad coming up to Harvest,” said Charlie, the sixteen.


“Not on a ten-year,” said Pa as he stood up and stretched. “Brem will be a few farms over, all going well. And Trysk will be here with us, on the farm.”


Charlie hugged Trysk and Brem, one arm around each of them. “We don’t ever want to let you go, do we?”


“No!” said the other sibs.


Pa sighed. “The ten-years are important, but it also makes it harder on the rest. An extra spoon of cream for the one that finds the most spilled seed, okay?”


“Yay!” chorused the children.


Pa looked Brem in the eye. “Now, let’s get back to work. Hard labour will take your mind off all kinds of dark thoughts, believe me. I’ve had my share.”


Trysk kissed him on the cheek. “We love you, Pa.”


A cloud passed over his face, then cleared. “And we love all of you too. Your turn with the grit-gun, and Brem can drive the combine the rest of the day. He’s earned it.”








Crops In
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Dinner






“We’re making good progress,” said Pa over dinner a few nights later.


“That’s good,” said Ma.


“Yep.” Pa looked over at Trysk and Brem. “A little ahead of a lot of the neighbours. But of course, we’ve got one more pair of hands than most.”


Trysk looked up from her plate. “Who needs the most help, Pa?”


“The Baxters. Simon’s slowed down a lot since his injury. Do you think you could lend them a hand, Brem?”


Brem sat up straighter in his seat. “Of course, Pa.”


“Then it’s settled. Brem will head over at first light. Offer your help, don’t push. Simon’s a proud man, but we’re getting close to crops-in all over the valley. So there’s no shame in accepting help. I would have had you go over this morning, they’re so far behind. But tomorrow will be fine. Make sure you ask him where he needs help. Don’t assume anything. You don’t want to be on his bad side, especially when his farm’s on a ten-year.”


Brem nodded soberly. “Yes, Pa.”


Pa coughed. “And one more thing, Brem.”


Brem tensed. “What is it?”


Pa’s eyes narrowed. “Focus on the crops. If they work you late in the day, then they’ll find a place for you to rest, so don’t worry about coming back every night. Meals with them, of course. But hand-holding and other things can wait until after it’s all in. Remember that.”


Brem flushed. “Yes, sir.”


Trysk shifted in her chair. “Maybe I should go help the Baxters. If it’s going to be awkward, I mean.”


“No,” said Pa. “I need you here. And if things turn out the way I think they might, Brem needs to work alongside Simon for a few days, man-to-man. It might become permanent.”


“Oh!” Ma put a hand to her chest.


Pa sighed. “Oh, hush, Grace. Half the valley knows Brem and Mabel are sweet on each other. In fact, you told most of them, as I recall.”


Ma blushed furiously as she worked on cutting a piece of particularly tough meat on the side of her plate.
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Helping Hand






“Good morning, sir.” Brem walked up beside the idling combine.


“Yes?” Simon winced as he stood up from inspecting the front left tyre, which looked a little flat.


Brem coughed. “Pa sent me over to offer my assistance. If you need it, that is. Not saying that you do, sir. Just if you do.”


Simon sighed. “Of course I do. Don’t play games with me, boy. Now run up to the shed and get the compressor. Tire’s gone flat and needs a top-up. But be quick, we’re burning daylight.”


“Yes, sir.” Brem flashed a grin up at Mabel, who sat waiting in the driver’s seat.


Brem ran over to the shed and walked back with the heavy compressor held against his broad chest. He set it down with a grunt, then started it up and unwound the hose. The compressor thumped steadily as the tyre slowly inflated. Brem banged the side of the tyre with his fist, stowed the hose, then stood up. 


“Did you want me to put it back in the shed, sir?”


“No.” Simon wiped his brow. “Set it over in the shade by those trees. We’ll need it soon enough. Slow leak. I plan on getting a new tyre as soon as crops are in, and I can settle my account.”


“Yes, sir.” Brem hefted the compressor and began walking towards the trees.


“Brem!” Simon called out.


Brem stopped and turned around. “Yes, sir?”


Simon sighed. “Stop calling me ‘sir’. Sounds cheeky. Call me Mr. Baxter.”


“Okay, Mr. Baxter.” Brem nodded.


“And one more thing,”


Brem turned back. “Yes, Mr. Baxter?”


Simon winced. “You’re a good young man, Brem, even if I don’t appreciate some of your cheek.”


Brem swallowed nervously. “Sorry, Mr. Baxter.”


Simon cleared his throat. “I know you’re on a ten-year. Seems we are, too, although I didn’t want to get Mabel’s hopes up until closer to the time. But you told her, so that’s that. Mabel favours you, boy, and I do too, despite the cheek. You help get our crops in, then we’ll talk, man-to-man. About your future. Seeing as you’ll have one here on Ockham now.”


Brem lifted the compressor higher, a carefully neutral expression on his face. “Yes, sir. Mr. Baxter.”


Simon sighed. “Now, hurry up and set that compressor down by those trees. Just watching you standing there holding it is hurting my back. Then you can lead with the grit-gun, eye on the sky. I know you know how to do it, been watching you all week at the close turn of the rise where our properties near-on touch. But keep your eyes on your feet as you do. The land curves a little more here than it does on your father’s farm. Might as well get used to the lay of the land before you lay anything else.”


Brem’s face turned beet red as he walked over to the trees to set down the compressor.
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Dinner






“Thank you for dinner, Ma’am.” Brem nodded at Mabel’s mother, who sat on his left at the head of the table. He was seated in the guest chair next to the one-year-old, which placed him directly opposite Mabel. 


Mabel glanced up from feeding the two-year-old and smiled at Brem.


“My pleasure.” She smiled. “Please, call me Charlene.”


Brem blushed. “Yes, Ma’am.”


Charlene passed him a large tray of biscuits, half-empty. “Have another.”


Brem accepted the tray, then stood up. He placed a biscuit on the plates of the three children to his right, then selected one for himself before handing the tray to the eleven-year-old.


Charlene put a hand on his arm as he sat down. “Well done. Such nice manners, looking out for the sibs.”


Brem flushed. “Just how I was raised, Ma’am.”


Charlene nodded once, then glanced at Simon at the far end of the table.


Simon coughed. “Brem.”


Brem looked up. “Yes, sir? Mr. Baxter?”


Simon winced, a hand on his side. “It’s been three days, and we’re about a day off crops-in. Well done. Pitching in with the Kleps when they were being unruly, ensuring no filkseed was spilled around the silos when the sixteen unloaded. Encouraging words to the sibs, and no hard bits about you that didn’t need to be hard.”


Brem’s eyebrows rose. “Sir?”


Charlene and Simon exchanged a glance. Charlene looked at Mabel, who blushed furiously. “Well?”


Mabel blushed more deeply, then took a breath and looked at her mother. “He’s a hard worker. Good with the sibs, easy with the switch on the Kleps unless they’re awry. And … he makes me happy.”


Simon frowned at the break in tradition, then sighed. “A fine handler of livestock and people, fair in mind and spirit.”


The sixteen spoke next. “A fair and honest guide for the sibs, for every day until Harvest.”


Charlene looked at the ten. “Your turn.”


A soft voice spoke up. “Not struck nothin’, ‘cept the dinner bell.”
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