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Prologue
AD 2198






Edwina Revil, captain of the pioneering deep-space mining ship James Watt, was the first human of any authority to see a lume. She and her crew named the lumes, in fact, and were the ones to make the first rough guesses as to their nature and consequences.


The first to make decisions about lumes. Decisions that shaped human history, for good or ill.


At the time, all she was concerned about was the disruption of her own mission. Edwina Revil, leader of the first group of humans to visit the edge of the Solar System.


They had come as miners.


At the crucial encounter, the Watt was four years out of Earth.


Or, strictly speaking, four years out of the L5 Lagrange point, a position in Earth’s orbit whose gravitational stability had encouraged the development of an elaborate industrial complex. There, at L5, the ship itself had been assembled, and its capacious tanks filled with hydrogen propellant – and its fusion reactor loaded with a trace of precious helium-3, an isotope laboriously mined from vanishingly sparse lodes in the Moon’s regolith. Treasure from meteor-churned layers of lifeless grit.


Helium-3 gave you the best possible fusion-energy performance – at least outside of the hydrogen-hydrogen processes that caused the stars, like the Sun, to shine, a process still beyond the wit of humanity to replicate. It was the sheer scarcity of the isotope on Earth – indeed across the universe – that made the use of helium-3 such a challenge. Everybody accepted that scarcity was acting as a brake on humanity’s development on Earth, and increasingly off it.


But there was plenty of the stuff if you knew where to find it, and were able to retrieve it.


And that was why, as Revil had had to explain many times over to politicians and investors, the Watt was sent to Neptune.


Even given its universal scarcity, there was plenty of helium-3 to be had in the Solar System’s outer planets, just because the planets were so big. A small percentage of a hell of a lot was still a hell of a lot. In Neptune, for example, there was around two hundred thousand times as much of the stuff as in the Moon’s regolith. And in fact Neptune had the smallest helium-3 lode of all the giant outer planets – Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus … But that lode was large enough to mine efficiently, and more than profitably, with the use of bergs suspended in the giant’s deep air: floating factories patiently filtering out the precious isotope, and periodically firing the result back to orbit for collection by the Watt, and eventual return to Earth.


More than once, when facing policy-makers, or even ordinary citizens of the nations of Earth, Revil had had to explain the what, why and how of all this. Why, for example, were they starting up this outer-planet mining industry with the furthest lode, in Neptune?


There was a deeper logic. Jupiter and Saturn, gas giants, were much larger, and indeed closer, but provided more challenging environments than Uranus and Neptune, the ice giants. The gas giants had deeper gravity wells, ferocious radiation belts – and, in the case of Saturn, a suspicion of life in the high clouds.


So, after building up mining facilities at Neptune, thus proving the technology and establishing industrially useful supply flows, a move inwards to Uranus, about two-thirds Neptune’s distance from the Sun, would enable a rapid expansion of supply when it was needed. And then on to Saturn, and massive Jupiter itself …


Well. All that for the future.


For now, thanks to that laboriously gathered lunar helium, it had taken a mere four years from Earth to Neptune, outermost of the Solar System’s recognised planets.


And so here was the James Watt, orbiting close to Neptune’s innermost moon – called Hippocamp – only three planetary radii above the cold cloud decks of the primary, completing an orbit in a little less than an Earth day. From here Revil and her crew monitored the progress of the robot mining stations they had suspended in that high cold air, saw the intra-orbital ferry craft bringing back helium-3 in increasingly massive and useful loads to the Watt …


Step by step, building the future. And Revil watched over every one of those steps.


Edwina Revil was very controlling, she knew. Meticulous to a fault. Qualities that didn’t always endear her to her crew, but made her an ideal fit for this mission of exploration, and the proving of advanced technology.


But she was a visionary too, so she believed. When she was forced to be, anyhow. Oh, she knew the numbers – she had production targets to meet, demands to fulfil – but she also understood the potential of her project. The implications. The potential of all this was huge, for all mankind.


Consider the twenty-second century, just closing, and the energy usage of a humanity still mostly confined to Earth, in that century. The helium-3 available from Neptune alone was believed to be as much as twenty thousand times as much as humanity had used in all that century. And the other giant worlds together would contribute about six times more yet.


That was the dream. Given the short-term costs and challenges, Revil knew she had to capture the true meaning, the significance, of all this in each report she made. Beyond the dry lists of tonnes of helium extracted, of technical triumphs and glitches, of lessons learned for the more expansive mining projects to come in the future, she had to emphasise the existential value.


Enough daydreaming. She tapped a screen to wake it up.


‘New file. Notes for speech to be given at – the next appropriate occasion.’


The tenth anniversary of the Watt’s launch? Maybe an anniversary of James Watt himself?


‘Note to self. Humble. Practical. Not triumphant in tone. As I sit here—’


Marcia Bell’s face pushed its way into her display. ‘Hold that thought, captain. We’ve got a problem.’


‘Problem?’


‘Some kind of … incursion. Take a look.’


She did.


And everything changed.


Revil swiped the screen to clear it, and saw something new, subsidiary images around that central focus of her chief engineer’s face. Images of – what? A blue arc, the pale, dimly lit air of Neptune, the usual dark background beyond – but now, a kind of sparking at the rim.


‘That’s the problem? Magnify novel imagery. Stay with me, Marcia.’


‘Oh, I will …’


The blue limb of Neptune was soon so heavily magnified that it presented as almost flat. Stars behind. And – something approaching that blue straight-edge. Something … glowing. At first she thought it was a single mass, but when she tapped for further magnification it broke up into isolated points, each gleaming, any detail on those points too diminished to make out. Falling on Neptune.


‘Like a rain shower,’ she murmured. ‘Or an insect swarm. Falling on the planet.’


‘Or an artillery barrage,’ Marcia said.


‘Hmm …’


Later, Revil would wonder if, had Marcia not made such references early on – if somebody more scientific, and lacking Marcia’s own military training and background, had made the first reports – if so, would Revil herself have been so quick to assign labels like ‘barrage’, ‘swarm’, ‘incursion’ to the event? The future might have been different.


Or not.


Because in the next few seconds, the footage reached a point where the enigmatic sparks she was following started to smash into the pale, innocent hulk of Neptune. There was an immediate pinpoint of light at each impact, bruises of blackness spreading over that pale Earth-blue face.


The energy of each impact – and subsequent perturbation of the blue air – was evident.


‘Shit. What is this? Give me some numbers,’ she murmured, not taking her eyes off the screen, tapping by instinct to pull up more data, more angles.


Marcia had numbers ready. ‘Well, each of those – bolides – must mass no more than a few tonnes. Those things are small, physically – no more than a metre or so in radius—’


‘So is it just ice? Rock, then?’ Revil’s mind was working faster now. ‘A shattered comet? The remnants of some busted-open moon, after a collision with a bigger, badder—’


‘No, no. Not as simple as that. When they hit the atmosphere, the bolides don’t just – burn up. We are seeing much more massive detonations beneath the upper air layers. A couple of our deep-sampling probes got lucky with the proximity; we were able to estimate the energy release—’


‘How much?’


Marcia hesitated. ‘Far more than the kinetic energy of a comet fragment. Nothing on the scale you’d expect. In terms of order of magnitude – we’re talking multiples of Earth’s insolation. I mean, how much energy Earth gets from the Sun per hour. That’s one comparison. Per fragment. It can’t be kinetic energy. We can see the size of the things, just a metre or so … Such objects, with such energy densities, ought to just disintegrate, outside their natural gravity fields.’


‘So, what then? Some kind of fusion bomb? Or a cluster of them—’


‘Not even that. Given the mass, the physical size, you have to say that this is still more energy-dense than fusion.’ She hesitated. ‘Some of the guys are saying this must be antimatter. Total annihilation of matter and antimatter, colliding.’


Revil’s imagination was running away with her now. ‘A few tonnes. E equals m c squared. That would do it, to deliver that much energy. Matter and antimatter – somehow kept apart until they hit the … target.’


‘Yes. And it does look like Neptune was targeted, by the way. We’ve seen precise hits along the equator. Well, you have the images. Concentrated bursts. If this was some random cosmic event, that’s all highly unlikely. I mean, it’s unlikely a planet would be hit at all, let alone with such precision. Apparent precision.’


Revil caught that hesitation, the caution.


Marcia, like Revil, was surely already thinking of the implication for the mining operations here. Endless hearings to come if all this turned into some kind of disaster – and there were plenty of vested interests who would enjoy seeing this long-shot Neptune experiment crash and burn. You had to be careful what you said, even here, here now, in anticipation of the hearings to come.


Still, Revil hesitated to say it out loud. ‘You’re suggesting targeting. Of what – fusion bombs?’


‘Not fusion—’


‘Marcia, is this some kind of weapon? If so, who, or what, might be behind this?’


‘Nobody human. I think we can be sure of that. If some aggressor could manufacture an antimatter weapon like this – these luminous menaces – these lumes, let’s call them, the guys here are calling them—’


‘Lumes. I’ll buy that,’ Revil said.


‘If they had that they wouldn’t need to go dredging helium-3 out of Neptune or anywhere else. Believe me, we’d know about it—’


‘No human aggressor. Then what?’


And that stopped the conversation, again.


Still the brilliant specks of light fell upon the face of the planet; still the grey-black bruising spread across that pale blue surface.


Revil tried to process this.


She said at length, ‘I think I’d better start making some calls. Wait out the usual lightspeed-limit hours for reply from Earth. Then we’ll see what’s what. In the meantime, keep watching. Do you have a draft technical report I can attach—’


‘Here it comes.’


‘Downloaded. Got it.’ She looked into the screen displaying Marcia’s face. ‘Lume. Yes. That will do for a label. Let’s get to work.’


That was the beginning. The first discovery of lumes in the Solar System.


Their naming.


In the days that followed, humans across the System watched the travails of Neptune, through the eyes on Revil’s mining ship, and on other automated watchers.


Spacebound telescopes, meant for deep-field astronomy, looked out further. It was seen that the lumes were coming from deep space, their origin unclear – far beyond the planets of the Solar System, if not beyond the outer System, the realms of the comets and icy dwarf planets.


And still the bombardment of Neptune was unceasing.


A continuing stream of sparks of light fell into the increasingly bruised air of the planet, and, suspended in that air, atmospheric probes, intended to support the mining operation, were hastily adapted to follow the ‘lumes’ in. The imagery and sensor data they returned showed that some of the sparks were falling down, down into the deep layers of Neptune, towards water-ice strata thousands of kilometres thick, down to the rocky core itself. They looked like torches dropped into a mist.


And then, as hours and days passed, more integrated observations, statistics, suggested that more lumes were being observed reaching those deeper layers than had come in through the upper atmosphere.


Somehow the light specks were reproducing, even as they fed on the carcass of the wounded planet.


Breeding.


After that – weeks later – huge explosions, deep inside the planet’s air, dwarfing anything observed before. Gouts of the substance of the planet were thrown out into space. Ejected debris rapidly formed a ragged ring around the planet’s equator.


It could only be the lumes – even before drone imagery confirmed it. The lumes’ breeding evidently done, they had, it seemed, begun to give up their mass-energy, each one.


The raddled body of the planet tried to absorb the energy, the inner heat. Neptune itself began to expand. Edwina Revil knew what was to come. If a planet were injected with enough energy – if that injection was greater than what was called the ‘binding energy’ of the planet – then that planet, any planet, however large, would disintegrate. For Neptune, eighth planet, the end was inevitable.


Humans could only watch.


Revil followed this process, right through to the end of her life. Somehow she would always feel responsible.


But beyond that lifetime, still it continued.


Ultimately Neptune was gone. The process took centuries.


In its place a remnant of the rocky core amid a swarm of rubble, like a cluster of asteroids lodged somehow out of place, far from the Sun’s heat. Still the tiny lanterns of the aggressors, the ‘lumes’, swam through the debris. Some settling in groups, almost as if inhabiting the ruin. Some casually orbiting, all the same dimensions, a couple of metres across, each no more massive than a sack of water the same size – yet replete with energy. Lumes. The name hastily assigned by Captain Revil’s crew would stick for these unwelcome visitors.


Revil and her crew eventually stood down, retired. Their place in history unwelcome.


Before Revil died, though, more teams of humans, cautiously probing beyond Neptune, venturing into the Kuiper belt beyond the planets, discovered the wreckage of another planet – another ice giant, smaller than Neptune, destroyed hundreds of millennia before Neptune.


Another lost world.


And long after Revil’s death, significant alarm was raised when lumes were seen drifting in towards the Sun itself.


More alarms when the first lumes reached the clouds of the next ice giant: Uranus.


By now people, considering this apparent pattern, had begun to perceive a threat. A story behind that pattern, that threat.


Perhaps unseen alien warships had come in the dark. Perhaps they had fired out the ‘lumes’ as if they were semi-sentient cannonballs. Maybe the purpose was to steal the Solar System, in effect, to reduce its worlds to rubble, one by one, moving steadily in towards the centre, mining the treasures of those planets. Why not? Humans had mined their own origin world for millennia.


But this was different. The Solar System was under siege. That was the belief complex that emerged, over decades.


And human society, and government, responded.


No defence was known.


No weapons stood against the lumes.


There was no apparent source, no invading armada – nobody with whom to negotiate.


And the fear intensified when it was observed that lumes, just a trickle of them, had already drifted in through the inner Solar System, even fallen into the Sun itself.


What then? The Solar System could not be moved …


Well, perhaps it should be hidden. The whole of the Solar System.


And in this period of chaos and fear, a person known only as the Architect emerged, offering a vision of rebuilding: of order, of stasis, of symmetry, defying the interstellar chaos.


A plan slowly congealed – outrageous – bold, ambitious – fearful. All the worlds of the Solar System – the survivors – would be rebuilt, repurposed. Society itself was reorganised.


The Solar System was to be – hidden.


Even the Sun. Modified.


Some objected. Some said this was a retreat to medieval thinking, to constructing a false, safe cosmos.


Others argued this was a psychologically necessary retreat.


Others yet advocated flight. In case the Solar System was ultimately lost, ships were to be built, capable of carrying humans to the stars, the journeys planned to take many generations: a backup strategy, based on ships ironically powered by captive lumes themselves, for humans had found no more efficient and effective an energy source.


That was how it started. In the Solar System, guided by ever more powerful leaders, people en masse huddled, or fled. Or waited.


Beyond the System, the tiny ships scattered, all heading away from Sol.


The ships’ passengers, looking back as the generations passed, watched the Solar System turn invisible.


A thousand years wore away.





AD 3207






1



We’re following the light, that’s all. Just following the light …


Rab Callis, as he grew, would always believe that he could remember that nightmarish flight with his mother. A flight through the aerial catacombs of Venus. And how that flight ended.


That was even though he could not yet have been two years old – years measured by Earth standard, as counted by the Unity of Mankind, the body which governed the Solar System from Solar Wrap to System Mask, as the proverb had it.


By Earth standard. A measure, more cynical Venusians would say, devised for a planet rotating two hundred times faster than their own, a planet now largely abandoned. So what use was that? …


So in a sense there was no surprise for Rab – after he had grown into a position, junior but responsible, aboard the Mask, his permanent station – no surprise when he was finally able to access the files held on him, as on each of the System’s teeming billions, living and dead, in finally finding a confirmation of the truth of his mother’s flight, and its grisly culmination.


She really had done this thing to him.


His own mother. The flight. The – act.


But that wasn’t enough. It was easy to confirm the facts, barely remembered – but what about the motivation? What desperation could have driven any mother to such an end?


There was little about her to be found in the records. Nothing much beyond the bare details of the fact, the act itself, the consequences – the subsequent banishment of Elinor Callis, for that was her given name, to the pits of Mercury. In fact Rab found little more than the record made by the officer, the Lieutenant, who had tracked her flight, had apprehended her – had resolved the situation as best he could, it seemed. A brief, ghastly epilogue as she was prosecuted for her crimes.


And after that, a slow but pervasive impact on Rab’s whole life.


Eventually Rab even found the officer’s name: Constable Jeo Planter, a solid Earth-dynasty pedigree. Three years older than Rab’s mother, in fact. Later even met the man …


Of the incident itself Rab knew nothing more, could remember nothing and knew little for sure. He had been an infant.


And yet he thought he did remember that desperate climb to the light. And his mother’s voice, reassuring, deceptive, so soft as she dragged him on, or bundled him in her arms …


‘Just following the light,’ Elinor said, growing breathless as she climbed. ‘Just following the light … the lovely glow of all those lumes, up in the sky …’


But just now they were still deep in the underbelly of the berg, and were climbing a steep, winding stair, the only light coming from her own headtorch, a splash ahead, her own shadow below. This deep in the lowest uninhabited sections of the berg – with only a few levels of workers’ dormitories below – there was no handrail of any kind, and the walls and the step surfaces were slick, smooth – thankfully dry. But her boots, flat-soled, were not made for climbing, and were prone to slippages even so.


She just had to climb this sky-berg one step at a time …


(Eventually Rab would learn the ident code of the berg itself: UY-HG-TDFC. One of a hundred billion that crowded the upper air of Venus, shoulder to shoulder.)


Climbing, climbing.


Little Rab was tucked up in his harness on her chest. He might be safer on her back, she knew, but she liked having him in front of her, so she could wrap her arms around him to protect him – so he could see her, and she him. And she promised herself that she would break her arm rather than fall on top of him.


Climbing, climbing. But this was Venus, with a lesser gravity than Earth – so the climbing was easier. Like Rab himself, Elinor had been born and raised here. Humans had been living on Venus – and rebuilding it – for centuries now, but not long enough, the scientists said, for significant adaptations in the human body stock to have occurred yet – especially since mechanical aids made it unnecessary, in any case, to have the body start evolving away from the Earth-spawned template.


In her own time, Elinor had spent too long in the light gravity of Mercury, a smaller world yet. But years on Venus had made her strong again.


If they fell, she was confident she could protect her son.


Mostly confident. She stepped cautiously as she climbed.


All the surfaces were the same. Slick and slippery. Pretty much everything in this interior space was manufactured from carbon-fibre constructs – as was the whole of the great berg and its fellows, in their immense interlocking clusters that floated on and contained the dense lower atmosphere of Venus. Carbon fibre because all of this had been manufactured from the thick dense air of Venus itself, and that was, or had mostly been, carbon dioxide.


She imagined people rarely came this way, save in emergencies: a route connecting the lower chambers of the berg where workers like Elinor lived and worked, and the upper surface, the playground of the rich and privileged. She sighed, ‘Otherwise these damn stairs would be more human friendly. How about a handrail?’


It got slowly harder. Soon her back was playing up, that old deep stiffness in the lower spine. A souvenir of her stay on Mercury, a relic of an ancient injury. She’d rather not be taking these risks, making this ludicrous flight at all, of course. But she couldn’t see any alternative right now. No alternative if she was to save little Rab from being taken away from her, and cast down in his turn into the pit that was Mercury, that ball of hot metal circling the wrapped-up Sun.


And so she climbed on.


She glanced down at little Rab’s round face, wide-eyed, staring up at her, his mouth open. She had him in a sling on her chest, his legs dangling down. It wasn’t as convenient an arrangement as she had hoped it would be when she had improvised it from other gear – in fact the harness was a relic of her own Mercury-surface suit, intended for working in the mines, a souvenir.


At least it was still tough enough to hold baby Rab’s weight, she thought. He seemed to be growing fast and strong – not that that was a good thing in the circumstances. It was possible that she couldn’t have attempted this ridiculous climb much later in his development.


Now, staring up at her, he was pushing his thumb into his mouth – his right thumb, his right hand. She sighed. ‘Make the most of it, kid. Because if the worst comes to the worst—’ But it hadn’t come to that, not yet. That wide stare. She could see the intelligence in those deep, hypnotic eyes. ‘You’re too smart for this world, kid. Too smart for me …’


Something in that made him smile, and his whole face lit up.


And she lost it, just for a moment. She crumpled into tears, folded over him – one hand held out flat against the wall to keep stabilised.


She sat on a step, and sat him up on her lap.


‘Plenty of time for breaks, kid,’ she mumbled. ‘Seven kilometres from bottom to top. Either they’re on to us or they’re not. And if they are they’ll no doubt be tracking us with exquisite precision.’ She faked a big beaming grin. ‘My only hope is that they’ll fuck up more than I have, and we’ll get away with it, without my playing my wild card …’


The cuss word seemed to make him smile.


And with her heart melting like a snowflake on Mercury, she fumbled in a pocket, pulled out a bulb of water. He took the nipple hungrily, reaching for the bottle with his hands, those precious, intricate little hands …


‘I’m teaching you bad habits, little boy. Or the wrong habits.’


Hold it together, Elinor.


He was so young. She’d waited until he was weaned, at least, before embarking on this desperate escape attempt. Still, he was barely two. But already the various ability-potential tests he’d had to take – so soon after his birth – had mapped out his career, and his fate.


A fate she was determined to defy. She shouldn’t wait any longer.


He wasn’t done with the water, and was playing with the bottle with those tiny, precious hands. She couldn’t take her eyes off his hands, such was her mood.


He had always been a curious little boy, it seemed to her, from the moment he opened his eyes, in her arms. The preliminary psych-potential had confirmed as much. It was ironic that, she suspected, much of that potential had come from the father, now a senior manager at Caloris on Mercury, who himself had been the subject of what had seemed a harsh allocation decision, a double-length assignment. After her own assignment to Mercury, Elinor had returned to Venus, pregnant. Her lover had never complained about his fate, her reassignment, his being kept apart from his son after she’d gone – not to Elinor. All the way up to his own premature death.


And now, her son.


They won’t take him too. Mercury can’t have him.


Rested, her determination reinforced, she tucked away the bottle, got Rab settled in his harness, and stood up cautiously. After a grizzled protest, he nestled against her chest once more.


And she continued her plod upwards along this steep, apparently interminable stair.


As she settled back into her rhythm, Rab quickly drifted off into a kind of half-doze, as he glared around at the mostly nondescript surfaces around them.


Nondescript, maybe, but not unchanging, and before setting out on this desperate flight Elinor had worked out a route that ought, she thought, to keep her away from the more populated volumes in this particular berg.


Berg: a simple word, a word little Rab might learn soon. He was a bright little boy.


Berg: in the context of Venus that word summed up something magnificent – or hubristic, she sometimes thought. A berg: a segment of the artificial world humans had built around this planet.


The bergs were a planet-wide clustering of balloon-like vessels, like upended airships, that literally floated on the crushingly dense, warm air below, far above the lethally hot ground of the planet itself. All seven kilometres long, crammed together, side by side, built to support a habitable surface above, they were a geometric layer of huge interlocking segments.


That was where the privileged lived. On that comfortable upper tier. Even the gravity was about right, kinder, in fact, than Earth’s.


It was a world of engineering. At the vessels’ base, the air was thirty-six times as dense as Earth normal; at the top, the density was just about Earth-normal – and Earthlike, with nitrogen, oxygen imported by humans or processed from Venus’s primordial atmosphere …


It was all a legacy of ancient engineering, it was said, put together before the Solar Wrap had been assembled within the orbit of Mercury to harvest all of the Sun’s energy, before the Mask had been spun around the Solar System, just inside the orbit of ruined Neptune – before the invasion from deep space. No, the remaking of Venus had been earlier than that, an epic venture that must have caught the imagination of generations – only to be dwarfed by the tremendous feats that followed, when humans had even blocked out the light of the Sun, and had hidden from the stars themselves.


When people had first ventured away from Earth, their attention had naturally been drawn to the inner planets, and their moons, if any. And for the inhabitants of the third planet, Venus, second planet from the Sun, must have seemed a prime target for exploitation, for colonisation. Venus was a world of iron and rock, similar in size to Earth. But, being so close to the Sun, Venus had had a surface temperature some four hundred degrees higher than Earth – any water had long been boiled off – and an atmosphere, mostly of carbon dioxide, ninety times as massive as Earth’s. Oh, and its ‘day’ was over a hundred Earth days long.


The first generations of pioneers and their robot predecessors had battled these conditions with little success – until they observed that while Venus might be an inferno on the ground, it was Earthlike in the clouds – some fifty kilometres high – where the air pressure was about that at Earth’s sea level, the cloud temperature no worse than at Earth’s surface. The upper air itself was usable – so long as you filtered out the acid clouds.


So while mining machines toiled on the surface far below, people started to live in airships, floating in the sky. Such ships grouped together, soon linked to make floating islands, the bergs, which huddled together in great herds …


Why not go further? If you had the resources, why not cover up the whole ground? Why not make a new surface up in the sky, where it was moist and temperate, enveloping the whole world, leaving the useless rocky ground far below, and the remnant bulk of the lethal atmosphere, all that carbon dioxide, useful only to be mined for its carbon …


So, for centuries, generations had lived in these crowding cloud cities, high above the planet’s glowing-hot surface, fed by sunlight and water from the sky, and by metals and minerals extracted by robots from the ferocious Venusian landscape below – a landscape studiously ignored save when ancient volcanoes erupted, and the jostling bergs moved or rose to escape damage.


Farms and cities, floating in the sky.


So successful were these enterprises that Venus had soon started to export food to Earth. The mother world was under its own agricultural pressures, as ecologies were reconstructed – as farmland was replanted with forest and savannah, some of it for the first time in millennia …


That was before Neptune.


The attack on the ice giant and all that followed – the dousing of the Sun, the expulsion of the stars – meant little immediately to Venus, or the inhabitants of its island-crust world. The engineers simply spun a new transport web around the planet, indeed the planets, that allowed lumes, carefully controlled, to shed their mysterious light on the roof-world of Venus, emulating that of the shrouded Sun. And eventually a new transport net, the Frame, brought water across the Solar System from ice moons, water that rained down on Venus – and turned it into the breadbasket of the Solar System. That, and a workshop. As for the bergs, aside from their basic function of supporting the habitable surface, the bergs contained a host of necessary infrastructure – storage, sewage processing, waste disposal, air and water processing.


Population boomed. But even as the bergs grew downward in sophistication, so there was a population crisis on the upper sunlit roof-worlds above.


Soon, the workers who maintained this strange planet had to live inside one of the great bergs. Lived and worked there. Elinor and her son among them, like generations before them.


And now the Unity police were coming to take her son away, to cast him down into Mercury, Elinor could think of only one means of escape from this aerial maze. If she was to find sanctuary, there was nowhere inside the berg, her home, to hide. She needed to reach the top deck, the roof, the lifted landscape of a transformed Venus. There, in an environment not so heavily patrolled and controlled as her own level – one where no one knew her – she might find refuge, for herself and Rab.


All this was a horribly vague plan. To hide among the rich and powerful and privileged?


And to get to that refuge above, she had to climb.


It was all she had. Save one fallback, she reminded herself. One fallback if the worst came to the worst … She struggled to her feet, secured Rab, and resumed her climb.


That was when she became aware that she was being tracked.


She froze.


It had been an echo that wasn’t quite an echo.


Coming from below.


Not an echo of her own clattering at steps. Not the metallic chime as her harnesses hit the ladder. Not even an echo of Rab’s occasional gurgles.


It was all unravelling. So quickly. She knew that she was already in trouble. Even by making this unauthorised climb so far, especially with a baby in hand, she was breaking several ordinances. Most probably she could be arrested, apprehended.


Her baby taken away, even earlier than otherwise.


She stared into Rab’s intelligent, inquisitive eyes. He gurgled, burped and smiled at her. She’d had to try, she told herself, had to save him if she could, given the slimmest hope of evading Mercury.


And on the other hand she wasn’t actually apprehended yet.


There was still a chance. There was no reason not to go on as long as she could, until there wasn’t the slightest chance of winning through. As long as Rab came to no harm.


So she took a deep breath, and climbed up further, through the next hatch.


And emerged into another vast, enclosed space.


She saw shadowy forms high above her. There was plenty of plumbing up there, she noticed. It was like looking up into the stomach cavity of some giant anatomical model: memories stirred, of ancient emergency-medicine training on Mercury.


‘This isn’t a lived-in place,’ she murmured to a wide-eyed Rab – she would swear he was curious, staring around. ‘This bit, all this complicated stuff, supports places you would live in. Up there, beyond the ceiling. All those pipes taking power in and waste heat out, and water and food in and sewage out, and air to be breathed in and out and then cleansed of all the carbon dioxide—’


‘Those who work here call such places catacombs,’ came a male voice.


It sounded as if it came from the bottom of the latest ladder she had used. Close, then.


Elinor grabbed her baby and flinched back.


The voice called again. ‘You are Elinor Callis?’


She closed her eyes. Was the game up already? ‘You know who I am?’


‘May I come up? I mean you no harm.’


‘I – do I have a choice?’


‘Good question. All the choices you do have, apart from surrendering, will probably have worse outcomes for you, if not for your baby.’


‘I don’t know who you are.’


She saw him now. He was a dim, blocky form climbing slowly out of the darkness beneath.


‘My name is Planter. Jeo Planter. My rank—’


‘Constable.’


‘Good guess. Can you see my insignia?’


‘No. Do I know you?’


‘Not personally. Rab’s nursery alerted my commanders when you …’ His voice tailed off.


‘You can say it. When I abducted my baby.’


‘Baby Rab. He’s safe? Well? Uninjured?’


She flared at that. ‘He’s safe. He’s with me.’


‘I had no doubt. It was a formality for me to ask. But I have to ask even so. The only harm done in the eyes of the state, so far, is that he has been taken away from his nursery school before role allocation. But I’m guessing that’s the problem here. The allocation itself. I’ve seen the records. You protested against what seemed to you to be a likely unjust life-vocation assignment, based on his age-group tests. And I see you were given the same assignment, at a similar age. To Mercury. You came back after—’


‘Have you been to Mercury?’


‘Not to work—’


‘Then you don’t know what you are talking about.’


‘I have been to Mercury. An orientation trip; we get a lot of refugees from down there … It is a mine. Would you say that? A planetary mine. Closest of all planets to the Sun, it is a world of nearly molten lava. Of course now that the Mask has blocked the solar insolation—’


She said, ‘A world of cooling lava. Five billion years of heating cannot be shed in a few centuries. A human can’t venture out on the surface save in the heaviest of protective gear …’ She was speaking rapidly, she knew. Letting it spill out. ‘You may say the mining of metals is largely automated there. Of course it is. But in such conditions, even after centuries of development, still a human presence is necessary. And the toll of accidents and deaths, even today—’


‘I’m aware of the statistics,’ he said softly.


‘Statistics are one thing. The misery inflicted on the humans sentenced to serve there, as I once did—’


‘Such an assignment is not a sentence but a duty to be fulfilled—’


‘You parrot jargon. I served there. You know this. I survived. Others of my cadre, of my friendship groups, did not. The death toll is shockingly high. And now my son—’ Her voice caught; she clenched, refusing to break down. Strength was the only option. Especially if her plan, such as it was, had to be followed to its bitter end. ‘And I’d still be there, labouring in those damn mines, if not for my own injury.’


‘Yes, I read the file. A minor back injury. And so you were reallocated to the sky farms here … For all our engineering prowess, all our experience, we still need people to work down here, and frail human bodies still come to harm. And yet Mercury with its metal-mining is a linchpin of the whole Solar System economy. And it’s a source of other materials, such as silicates in the crust – did you know that? That is why we must go there.’


‘We.’ She made the word sound as bitter as she could. ‘You need not go. I have been. My son will not go.’


‘But if he is needed there – and we all must serve the Unity where we are needed, and where we are fit to serve—’


‘He can serve the Unity here. I know what Venus is. And I know that this world of floating farms was built, or modified, before the Solar Wrap was completed. When the sunlight was lost, a network of lumes was installed to match the lost solar insolation … I know this. So let my son be a farmer, here, on the planet where he was born. Let him feed all those other hordes as they pursue their own noble goals.’


That sour remark made the constable laugh. But he pressed the point. ‘And if we have enough farmers?’


‘Then let him learn other skills. You’ve seen his preliminary assays – you must have. He is intelligent, or will be. He will have a technical intelligence I do not share – or you, I dare say, constable – and he would prove to be a great asset. More so than in what amounts to manual labour in the lava fields of Mercury. Send him to the Wrap!’


‘They have no need of him at the Solar Wrap. Not when he matures—’


‘The Mask, then.’ She thought she heard her voice catch at that.


And it seemed as if the constable reacted to that. ‘The edge of the Solar System. Where he will be as far from you as it is possible to be?’


‘I will have to accept that.’ She stared at him frankly. ‘I think you are not without – empathy, Constable Planter. Or we wouldn’t be having this conversation at all. But I would sooner he be far from me and safe, than close to me and in danger: in the dull, stupid, inevitable danger of the Mercury mines.’


He seemed to muse over all this. ‘This cannot end well, you know,’ he murmured. ‘I mean, without your giving up the boy one way or another.’ He waved a hand. ‘It wasn’t the most foolish idea to hide out on the top deck. Criminals from up there generally flee down here … You have gone the other way.’ He studied her. ‘But you failed. I am trying to disabuse you of the notion that there is anywhere you can run or hide. Why, I have caught you already. Even if you were to evade me, the automatics will never forget you. You have to end this attempt to flee now.’


He sounded genuinely sympathetic.


She nodded. She thought through her response, one more time, and she knew she was certain.


She grabbed little Rab to her chest, and with the other hand she rummaged in a pocket, produced and held up a tool.


‘This is a metal-cutter,’ she said.


The constable seemed shocked. He held up empty hands. ‘Elinor …’


‘A metal-cutter,’ she repeated. ‘It’s capable of slicing through hardened steel the thickness of my own finger.’


Planter hesitated. ‘What do you intend to do with that?’


‘Not use it as a weapon. Do you have an emergency medicine kit?’


‘I—’


‘Do you have the kit?’


He seemed to suppress a sigh. ‘I have the kit. Tell me what you intend to do.’


She sat little Rab up against the wall, making sure he couldn’t fall or come to any harm. He looked up at her, wide-eyed. Expecting a game, probably.


Smiling at him, she wielded the metal-cutter. He grabbed for it as if it was a toy, but she kept it out of his reach.


The constable asked again, ominously, ‘What do you intend to do?’


‘You have seen Rab’s test results. You know that intellectually he would make a suitable recruit for service at a high-intellect posting such as the Mask. But physically, too, he is fit and strong; so he would also make a suitable recruit for labour on Mercury …’


The very brightest and best, everybody knew, were generally meant for the complex engineering of the Mask, out beyond Uranus, or possibly the equally complex management of the Solar Wrap, at the very heart of the Solar System – or even the Frame, the great integrated transport network that connected the worlds. But where you ended up, as you matured to allocation age, depended as much on need in different locations as on availability of human potential.


‘It’s not fair so much as rational. But when it’s my own child …’


The constable nodded, as if confirming her own thoughts. ‘But there will probably be no postings at the Mask, or the Wrap come to that – at least there will not be in a couple of decades’ time when he is ready to serve. Whereas on Mercury, we know—’


‘I will not let him be sent to Mercury. Not – him. Not my boy.’ She held up the cutter again.


‘Ah.’ The constable, evidently, now saw her plan. ‘He is physically able to work on Mercury. You intend to disqualify him from that work through – disability.’


She hesitated.


He spoke no further.


Deadlock. The moment stretched. He was forcing her to respond, she realised. All he had to do was to wait until she lost her nerve. This cop was too smart to be bluffed.


She was going to have to go through with it.


‘Sooner longevity with a disability than a short life on Mercury,’ she said.


She opened the cutter and, gently, laid her son’s tiny arm over it, so that the blades would close over his wrist. He looked at her, and at the tool, and giggled.


‘He thinks you’re playing a game,’ the constable said softly.


‘No game.’ Still she hesitated.


‘You’ll kill him.’


‘No.’ She tapped a pocket of her suit. ‘I have a smart med pack. The wound will be cauterised – I have already administered an anaesthetic—’


‘But even if he survives, he may be crippled. After such a clumsy procedure it might not be possible to fit a prosthetic.’


‘That’s a chance I’ll have to take.’


‘What mother would do this?’


She looked at him. ‘A desperate one.’ She swallowed. She braced herself, prepared to close the cutter—


‘No. Wait.’


She hesitated.


‘Don’t make me wait long, Constable.’


He touched his ear, looked distracted. ‘Let me … my superiors are debating this, umm, fiercely.’


‘They’ve been listening in?’


‘Of course they have.’


She shook her head. ‘You, and they, can’t stop me—’


‘Wait, I said! There is an option.’


‘I won’t move from this spot until the thing is done, one way or another.’


‘I believe you,’ he said, still listening to unheard voices. ‘Let us – let me help you. I can call in a med drone. Capable of making this – amputation – surgically, if it must happen at all. With no pain, minimal damage to the wider body. There are proper ways to do this. Under general anaesthetic for one thing. The operation isn’t simple, not if complications are to be reduced and the maximal use of the limb maintained, with prosthetics. But we could do it right here, right now … I’ve just had that confirmed for me. He would have a much better chance of survival than – this. And – yes, look, later in life, such a, a disability—’


‘Anywhere but Mercury.’


‘Yes. Anywhere but Mercury.’


She hesitated. Tried to hold her nerve. Still Rab stared at her, a kind of puzzled smile on his face.


Planter was distracted; she heard the faintest of transmitted voices. He looked away, touched his ear.


She snapped, ‘How do I know you won’t trick me?’


Planter shrugged. ‘You have my word. You must trust me.’


Still she hesitated.


‘Then do it.’ She dropped her head, and held out the metal cutters to him.


Planter let her hold little Rab until the med robot drone arrived, sleek and efficient.


Planter, consulting his comms kit, listened to multiple channels. Whispered headlines, strange images. ‘Have you heard the news? They say they’ve detected a signal from a starship. A human starship, on its way towards us. A long way, still twenty years out, but on the way. Must be some of the diaspora from the Neptune attack. Or their distant descendants …’


Elinor cradled Rab. His eyes were wide.


‘What use is a starship to me?’
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When Captain Tavar issued the long-awaited call for the crew of the starship Lightbird to assemble at the Carousel podium, Muree was working at the lume tank. As usual. And as usual she didn’t want to leave.


Ship-wide summonses like this were infrequent: Tavar called her two-hundred-strong crew together in this way, in person, maybe once every few weeks – almost always for some fairly trivial purpose. Or sometimes a death or birth. If nothing else it was a good drill to keep the crew alert to their captain’s authority.


But this time Muree knew what such a call, made just now, must signify. That the ship’s century-long flight from Ross 128, her home star, was finally, formally, over. That it was time to look outside this ship, this cosy interstellar shelter, and to think about what was to come when the journey was completed – when the Lightbird finally sailed out of interstellar space and, perhaps, entered the edge of the Solar System itself.


And she felt complicated about that. As if her own life were ending, only to be continued – differently. Unknowably.


Still, when the captain spoke, you jumped. That was the one golden rule drummed into every crew member from birth.


And now, peering up and around through the windows of her station on the ship’s axis, close by the lume tank, Muree could see people already responding. Making for the down shafts that took you to the Carousel.


Reluctantly, she closed down her work, and followed.


The main body of the Lightbird was essentially a fat, hollowed-out disc – or you could think of it as a flattened cylinder, two kilometres in diameter, with just twenty metres between the upper and lower plates. The whole arrangement spun on its axis once every minute, to give a ‘standard gravity’ at the spinning rim – the ‘Carousel’ – although Muree wasn’t sure whether that ‘standard’ referred to the gravity of the Lightbird’s home world, Rossbee – formally the planet Ross 128b – or the gravity of Earth, a similar-sized world where, she had been taught, humans had evolved … It didn’t really matter, she supposed.


The result was a strip of habitation, a hoop just over six kilometres long. People ran races, regularly, around and around that perimeter. And people lived in compartments built into the side walls, ‘above’ the Carousel, with decreasing spin gravity as you climbed towards the axis.


The axis itself was the spine on which the great habitable structure spun, and served as mount for external components. The ship’s massive engine block. The huge radiation screens, the even huger heat-dump radiators. The vast propellant tanks – now, with the journey to the Solar System nearly done, all but depleted of their hydrogen contents, though with sufficient residue left to explore what might be found at journey’s end.


And the breeder farm, where a hundred lumes, give or take, swarmed and tumbled – and delivered one new lume every day, give or take, to the ship’s internal store, its tank. Just as they had done over the last century, all the way from the orbit of Rossbee – and as a similar community of lumes, she supposed, had brought similar ships to the star Ross 128 a thousand years before.


That begged the question, of course, of how the crew were to get back home – if they needed to, if they weren’t made sufficiently welcome – if they attempted to do so in this ship. Sure, they would have the lumes, self-reproducing power packs, but acquiring enough propellant in the form of liquid hydrogen – or perhaps water or oxygen – might not be an easy task. When the ship had left the orbit of Rossbee the tanks – now nearly drained – had contained around two million tonnes of liquid-hydrogen propellant: as much as four times the dry mass of the ship’s structure.


Would the inhabitants of the Solar System be generous with such materials? Muree had literally no idea. She could barely imagine what such people might look like, after a thousand years apart …


She longed to return to the lume tank, the farm, where she belonged, which was home enough for her, away from all this unwelcome clutter beyond the walls of the ship.


And she knew why she felt that way. Because, since the loss of her parents in a major air breach, the jostling lumes were the nearest to a family she had.


But orders were orders.


Obediently, she made for the lines for the elevators down to Carousel level.


Captain Tavar and her staff, and their predecessors across a century, had done their best to instruct generations of youngsters in the facts of the geometry of the ship that sustained them.


Such as, facts about the monstrous engine which had hurled this huge spinning top from one star to another, from Ross 128 to Sol, in just under a hundred years. Through those years, the propulsion system had unceasingly pushed the ship with an acceleration of half of one per cent of the Carousel’s spin-gravity – a field itself about the same, Muree had learned, as the natural gravity of both Rossbee and Earth.


At its peak, halfway through the interstellar journey, the Lightbird had reached a quarter the speed of light, which had resulted in a slight relativistic bending of time for the crew as compared to the outside universe. Thus the work of a star-straddling engine.


And at the heart of that was the lume farm. Every day or so, on average, a new lume was born – a mysterious process which seemed to break the walls of the universe itself, as the lume infants came sparking out of nowhere.


And every day, on average, one more lume, mature, was extracted and sacrificed to the ship’s energy store, yielding up its mass-energy for the sake of the ship, the journey, and the humans whose mission this was.


Not that Muree, born on the ship nineteen years earlier, had any but the dimmest understanding of that mission. We’re going home – that was all her mother had had time to teach her, before her untimely death.


Untimely – and the cause of a deeper loss. She had never told Muree who her father was – evidently a choice of the genetic diversity panel, a donor who had opted not to have anything to do with his daughter. Who might not even know she was his daughter. Which wasn’t unusual …


She was dreading the end of this mission, this strange backward-looking voyage of exploration. She didn’t belong on Earth, even if it still existed, or ever had, that strange, lost world, a world from which her ancestors had fled a thousand years ago, in the face of some bewildering invasion.


On the other hand Muree wasn’t from Rossbee either. That was just the alien place, the strange gravity pit, into which her ancestors happened to have been born. She was an orphan several times over.


As far as she was concerned, where she was from, where she belonged, was on this ship where she had been born, and the end of its flight was a source of fear. For whatever lay beyond that ending would not, could not, could never be as familiar and hers as the ship was.


And, in particular, once the journey was over there would presumably be little need for her to spend her days with the lumes.


Thinking that over now, she longed to go back to her station, return to her duties. And the lumes.


But captain’s addresses were compulsory.


So she followed her workmates to the elevators.


She found an empty compartment.


Entered it, tapped a panel to close the door, murmured ‘Carousel’.


And immediately felt the familiar jolt that told her the boxy compartment was moving down, down along a radius towards the Carousel, the rim of this flat, spinning, circular tank. Then a steady build-up of spin gravity. Another jolt to stop.


As the elevator car settled, curiosity pricked. What was the captain going to say? Maybe the crew would at last get some kind of briefing on what they might find at the Solar System, the origin of humanity, which, as Muree knew, as everybody knew, had remained resolutely silent despite signals from the approaching Lightbird – signals sent for decades – and despite an energy flare from their decelerating engines that must have been visible across light-years.


No signals from Earth. No signals from anywhere. What could that possibly mean? According to the rumours Muree had heard, there might be stranger news than that in the offing, held close for now by Captain Tavar and her senior crew.


Well, maybe today would be the day they all found out more. For better or worse.


With a sense of anticipation, or maybe dread, she reached the Carousel level. But before the door would slide open for her, various warning systems whispered in her ear: how to raise the alarm in case of some disaster, how to access emergency supplies – and, crucially, how to access air. In this long-duration starship – as in the fully enclosed habitats people lived in back on Rossbee with its thin carbon dioxide atmosphere, or so she’d been told – whatever the emergency, human beings were never more than a few seconds from a supply of oxygen, by design. The mantra had been drummed into Muree and other youngsters from infancy: If I take your food away from you, you might last weeks. If I take your water, you’re dead in maybe days. If I take away your air, you are dead in minutes … An uninterrupted air supply was an existential right. So you were reminded every time you moved through the ship’s levels. People were encouraged to carry their own masks and emergency packs at all times.


Toddlers learned all this before they learned to walk …


At last the door slid open.


And Muree emerged onto the Carousel, into quite a bustle.


She knew she wasn’t far from the podium, a modest construction but a magnet at significant events. Now a respectable crowd had already gathered ahead, including a few officers. She was close to the action, then.


She made her way forward – and her interest perked up when she overheard gossip among her crewmates that Captain Tavar did indeed want to brief her crew on what had been discovered so far about the star system they were fast approaching. But it seemed the milling crowd was of the opinion that Tavar’s news was going to be – unexpected.


Muree got her bearings, and edged through the crush towards the podium.


But she staggered a little. That was the Coriolis force, the sideways push you always got when trying to walk across a spinning floor. She stayed close to one wall where there were handrails, purposefully placed there for the benefit of axis-dwelling zero-gravity refugees like herself.


She had no shame in taking hold of the rails, letting her hand slide along as she walked on. She did get a couple of looks, not from anybody she knew. You stay up there too long, you don’t follow the exercise protocol … She weathered that. Too right. She hadn’t exercised her time away. Not when she had the existential wonder of the lumes to tend …


But as she got used to walking again she took in the architecture of the ship with new eyes.


Here in the Carousel, she was at the rim of a flat, circular can that was spinning on its axis – an axis visible overhead, a thousand metres up, where a knot of cloud had gathered around the hub. The Carousel’s main drag, just twenty paces wide, lined in places by lesser buildings, was mostly kept clear for foot passage and transport, and it was bounded on either side by the main outer walls of the Carousel’s structure.


Aside from that touch of Coriolis she had no sensation of being on a spinning artefact at all.


This was a linear town, if not a city, fenced in by towering walls to either side – walls just twenty paces apart – and the thing was, you could see the curvature of the roadway, as it lifted up ahead of you and behind. And if you leaned back, looking beyond the side walls, dense with their own structures and detail, and up above, beyond the hub structures at the centre of it all, you could see a mirror-image of the thin landscape strip you stood on now. Well, not quite a reflection; up there was parkland, a narrow strip of it, vivid green and photosynthesising busily under the rays of the sunlight lamps – lamps mostly powered by the brief lives of her lumes.


And all these people. So many of them when they were all out of their cabins.


OK, there were only a couple of hundred people on board at any one time; births and deaths over the century’s flight had continually churned the identities of the living population. She’d once been told that the population density – numbers of people per square kilometre – was actually a little lower than in the cramped habitats on Rossbee, but was apparently typical, she’d learned, of cities and towns on old Earth, before – well, before starships like the Lightbird had gone scattering mankind across the cosmos. How odd it must seem to anybody who had spent at least part of her growing-up on a proper planet, like mythical Earth. Or so she imagined. Maybe, if they had visitors from the Solar System, that would be obvious. Curious.


‘Watch where you’re going.’


The voice, the sudden presence before her, startled her.


‘Or rather, look down where you’re going. You spend too much time up there in the axis hub.’


She forced a grin. This was Brad Tenant, a little younger than she was, heavy-set, short, in a coverall uniform identical to Muree’s. Not a surprise since he worked with her, in the lume bays. He habitually joshed her. She habitually joshed him back. ‘Shouldn’t you be at work?’


That was her standard line for him. But this time he shrugged. ‘The captain has something so grave to tell us that she’s allowing all non-essential stations to stay uncrewed.’


‘What is it?’


Tenant shrugged. ‘Kind of a dumb question. We’ll know when everybody does, I guess.’


‘Your mother and sister?’


‘Back home. Everybody’s supposed to listen, but parents have been told to filter the news for the kids. Meaning under-tens, I think … Oh, here comes the captain.’


Following his lead, Muree turned to the podium, where Captain Tavar approached – but the crowding was such that Muree got a better view from the nearest viewscreen, high on a wall.


And when the captain started speaking, the audio output filled the air, as if she whispered in Muree’s ear.


‘… should say sorry for cutting into your day like this. You know me; I don’t like to grandstand.’


A pause. Then some nervous laughter. Muree wondered if that actually was a joke, or just a lame introduction.


She looked around, at the screens that hovered around Tavar as she spoke. Screens full of faces, save the central panel above her head, showing the captain herself.


Tavar was a short, squat woman, about forty-five, her prematurely greying hair drawn back from the dark skin of her forehead. She always looked at her best when she was being deadly serious, Muree thought. Not a bad attribute for a commander. Even if her jokes lacked something.


Now Tavar waved away the laughter. ‘OK, that one didn’t deserve a laugh. But maybe that best sets the mood.


‘Look, people – you all know that we’ve been surveying Sol system since we arrived here, and even from further out, as we approached. I haven’t wanted to disseminate any news, or non-news, until we had some kind of confirmation about what we’ve found. I mean, specifically, that if we had received some kind of signal, we would have reported it to you immediately. Either a response to our own hails – or some kind of recognisable leakage, even if not intended for us, perhaps …


‘I have to tell you now that no such signal has been received, or detected.


‘In the absence of such a signal, however, I decided to wait to speak to you until I had something to say, however partial, however – alarming, perhaps. Disturbing …’


She spread her hands, turned around, surveyed the ship, her crew.


Tenant snickered. ‘She looks almost – magnificent.’


‘Give her a break,’ Muree said. ‘I think she’s finding whatever she’s got to say difficult. Which kind of implies—’


‘It’s going to be difficult to hear.’


‘… Disturbing,’ Tavar repeated. ‘Look – you all know the deep background of all this. Every schoolkid learns it.’ She waved a hand. ‘Once, humans lived here. And nowhere else. In this solar system. We evolved on the third planet, Earth. There were eight major planets in all, from Mercury, closest to the Sun, to Neptune, the eighth, an ice giant out at the inner boundary of what was known as the Kuiper belt – the domain of ice moons and comets … A family of planets much as we found, or our ancestors did, at Ross 128, our star.


‘And – Neptune. I’m sure you know why that’s significant, why I mention it. Because it was the disruption of Neptune that sparked the human exodus from the Solar System, a thousand years ago. An exodus, a swarm of ships like our own ancestors’ … Even though most of Earth’s population, of course, was left behind.
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