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It began with an ending.


It ended with a beginning.


Denise Libby had come all the way out to Jupiter, from Earth, to interview her ex-husband, John Hackett.


Now, alone in a tiny, automated shuttle, Denise Libby barely felt the push, barely heard the hiss of the steam-rocket engines as the craft lifted her from the surface of Callisto, moon of Jupiter. She said: ‘Hull to transparent.’


The cabin stayed opaque. Like a wall of dumb steel.


She’d been told that this was standard: local rules. Only long-term residents, the local police, emergency workers and other privileged folk were to be entrusted with the giddying sight of an ascent from, or descent to, any of Jupiter’s inhabited moons. Just too vertiginous a sight for a novice, so the rule went. Or, more likely, the burgeoning conflict between Earth and its Jovian colonies mandated secrecy on all sides. Weapons platforms to be glimpsed, perhaps. Even mining operations not authorised by Earth …


Bah. She tried anyhow.


‘Hull to transparent,’ she said again.


John wasn’t even here for Jupiter, or Callisto, or interplanetary politics. Not directly. John would soon be heading out of this rich planetary system, with a crew of similarly minded suicidal idiots, on a one-way mission to the Andromeda galaxy. Hell of a thing, a round trip of five million light-years – and five million years one-way into the future.


And here she was being nursemaided by this dumb little toy ship.


‘Hull to transparent, damn it. Hull to transparent. Hull to—’


The hull turned transparent.


Now she seemed to be floating in a kind of outline of a craft, a box of slim but robust-looking girders holding together the bulky globe of a fusion engine, and fat propellant tanks. Other anonymous installations that were presumably the elements of the life-support system that kept her alive. All of this in a frame suspended in empty space.


And there, far below, was Callisto, a brownish sphere only dimly lit by the distant Sun. During the transit from Earth – a hundred days of continuous fusion-rocket thrust – there had been little for her to see or do. A journey spent in a kind of grim silence, without external comms. For, in a Solar System poised, it seemed, for war, such ships ran silent in the interplanetary night.


Now, though, at last, here was Callisto itself, suspended beneath her. The furthest out of Jupiter’s four largest moons – larger than Earth’s Moon – and covered by craters, it looked to Denise like a huge ball of glass peppered with gunshot impacts. In fact, she knew, this moon’s surface was very ancient, some of those scars tremendously old. But the geology was quite unlike the superficially similar impact scarring of Earth’s Moon, for this remote world was more than half water ice by mass. The craters were frozen splashes.


And that was why the governments of Earth had come here, bypassing the rogue, fractious, noisy, independent settlements in the asteroid belt. For water. Water to sustain human lives in habitats, water for fusion fuel for spacecraft, water not controlled by the monopolistic rock rats in the belt, water for rapidly advancing industry.


Industry that had already supported the construction of humanity’s first crewed starship.


Which brought her focus back to the task in hand. Not that she could see anything yet of John or his craft, the Perseus, right now. She turned around, peering through the transparent hull, trying to orient herself by the tremendous cosmic entities arrayed around her: the Sun, Callisto, the brilliant sparks that were more of Jupiter’s moons … But where the hell was Jupiter itself?


At last, as she twisted around, she saw a fine crescent cradling a disc of darkness. A thin line, just a bow of ruddy light, the outer edge faintly diffuse against the deeper dark beyond.


But the inner edge was quite sharp. Technological. An artefact.


And suddenly it all came into focus. ‘Oh. I get it, Hackett. I can’t see Jupiter because your damn ship is so big it eclipses Jupiter. Almost.’


‘Perseus to Callisto shuttle.’ John’s smooth voice, sounding in the air.


‘You show-off bastard. It must have taken some navigation to set that stunt up. You might have warned me.’


‘Would you have listened? That would have been a first. I have you locked on to my docking system. Just sit tight, I’ll bring you in. And don’t go pressing any buttons.’


‘There aren’t any buttons—’


‘Our dark energy ramscoop is somewhat fragile. Mint tea – still your choice?’


It hadn’t been for years, even before the break-up. Even before the death of Sarah, their niece, the event which had ultimately driven that break-up. But it wasn’t a moment for scoring points, she knew. ‘Mint tea,’ she said calmly.


And, little by little, the cloud banks of Jupiter slipped out from behind the tremendous scoop-sail. King of the planets, eclipsed by a human artefact.


‘See you soon,’ said Hackett.


The smart shuttle had no trouble finding its way past the ramscoop sail, or rather through it. Close to, it turned out to be a kind of mesh of sparse threads, making an array of gaping holes, each a neat hexagon.


But, as the shuttle neared the structure, from Denise’s point of view it opened out into a wall across the sky. A wall, she reminded herself, against which fifteen planets the size of Earth could have been set in a row, and still leave room at the margins. And at each intersection of the thread mesh she saw technology, glittering knots, evidently complex.


‘I’m guessing I’m seeing the dark energy access stations,’ she murmured, as one of those great hexagonal gaps opened up around her.


‘Not all active yet,’ John called back. ‘We are still testing the sail, the integrity of the structure, the smart feedback and control mechanisms. I say we – everybody else has gone under already.’


‘The other six of the Andromeda seven. All in their float tanks?’


‘Where I will be joining them soon. To sleep through five gravities’ thrust for twelve years – or two and a half million years as the outside world will have it, thanks to relativity, as we approach the speed of light. All the way to the Andromeda galaxy.


‘As for me, there are final checks to be done as we ramp up to full operating thrust. At each node of the scoop we have a kind of particle accelerator, which sends a particular form of neutrino, called a sterile neutrino, into the higher-dimensional bulk in which our universe floats – floats, like a membrane in water. That’s where dark energy comes from. Our universe, our membrane, is expanding, like a balloon, because of mysterious currents in that strange higher ocean, so to speak. Which we can now tap, as an inexhaustible source of propellant if you will …’


He was speaking in tidy, pre-digested paragraphs. The ones given to many press and government briefings before, no doubt.


‘John, have you really forgotten that I know all this? I worked with you when you were developing the proposal, you and your backers. Remember? I had to help you pitch it so it sounded like a technology for a long-range science mission—’


‘And they don’t come much longer-range than the Andromeda galaxy—’


‘And not just as a demonstrator for a fancy new technology that gets Earth away from depending on the rock rats back in the asteroids. No fusion engine, so no need for the rock rats’ precious water. And so much for their resource monopoly. Interplanetary politics, right?’


‘It’s to be regretted. We do what we can in the times we live in … You should be through the scoop by now.’


It had been a while since she had looked out. She saw he was right. She had passed through that immense array, and now found herself floating in a kind of heaven of threads and nets, all softly illuminated by the distant Sun – and by the still dimmer light of Jupiter itself, that broad face with its sombre, churning bands of cloud. In a sense she was inside the distributed structure of the ship itself.


‘Can you see the habitat modules?’


She followed the threads; there had to be millions of them, but all the lines converged on a distant knot of technology. She touched a screen, pulled an image into the air, and magnified it. It was a blunt square, four rod-like modules fixed at their corners.


‘I see you. Bring me in, John …’
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‘Welcome to the Perseus.’


He was wearing a vivid green jumpsuit, soft slippers. A UN logo on his breast.


They embraced, stiffly.


Then they drifted weightless through the ship, side by side.


The modules he ushered her through, floating in zero gravity, were the usual glistening space tech. Every square centimetre of every wall panel was smart, including those of the widely separated cabins within which John’s six crewmates were already sleeping the dreamless artificial sleep of induced hibernation. She was struck by the general use of green and blue tones within the craft – gentle, Earthlike. Aside from that she could have been in any of the space facilities she had visited before, from near-Earth orbit to the Moon, the asteroids – and now to here, Jupiter with its huge water-rich moons, where, everyone agreed, the battle to decide the course of the next few human centuries was likely to be fought.


John was much more interesting than such planetary-scale abstractions, more interesting than interplanetary war. People always were. He would have been interesting to Denise even if he hadn’t been part of the first crew to Neptune, outermost of the planets. Even if this man hadn’t once been her husband.


She said, ‘You shaved your head again.’


‘Depilation as usual, facing the long sleep. Losing the eyebrows was worse. And down below—’


‘You put on weight—’


‘As us hibernators always do in advance. Of course, you’re recording all this, images and sound? Hence the obvious questions?’


‘Of course.’


He shrugged. ‘I’m sorry there’s so little to see. In fact there won’t be much for two and a half million years, until Andromeda is off our starboard bow.’


She admitted it. That line thrilled her.


She let him guide her to a refectory, where, yes, mint tea had already been poured into zero-gravity lidded cups. They sat at a table, astronaut style, with their legs wrapped around bars under the seats to hold them steady. He was fifty years old now, two years older than Denise. He was tall, lean, comfortable in his body, trained for the mission. Never handsome, she thought, but striking – especially with that shaven head. Friendly, though, his expression always open.


‘You have questions,’ he said calmly. ‘Personal and otherwise, I should imagine.’


‘All on the record,’ she replied, equally calmly.


‘Fire away.’


‘OK, then. What’s the true purpose of this mission, John? In your view. You can be honest now; it’s not going to get canned, from this point. And why so eager to do this now? Is it to demonstrate Earth’s technological superiority, before the interplanetary cold war between the Vesta League and the UN gets hot?’


He looked abstracted, considering his answer. ‘Cold War. You’re referring to terrestrial conflicts, and the analogy is inexact. When was the – the nuclear war that never quite happened – two centuries back? Actually our current tensions look back to much older models of political control, older sources of power.’


‘You’re talking about the water.’


‘Of course. You know the argument. Water is essential to sustain life, and industry of various kinds. Earth is rich in water. Whereas there is – was – little water in near-Earth space. A few cold traps on the Moon, and in the near-Earth asteroids, scrapings that could have kept terrestrial-scale industry going for a few days, no more. The rock rats, seeking some kind of commercial monopoly, scavenge water-rich asteroids – in all, the asteroids hold about a fifth as much as in Earth’s oceans. But it’s expensive to extract and ship – and Earth has slapped an environmental protection order on most of the water-rich bodies, citing possible biological traces. And away from that, and with Mars controlled by Earth, there was nowhere for the rock rats to expand. Not inwards, anyhow.’


‘And you wouldn’t go colonise an asteroid if you weren’t interested in expanding further such as before in the aridity.’


‘Correct. They had to move out, really. Because Earth was running a water empire, by then. This is what I mean by older forms of polities. The current regime is like some of the early empires on Earth, in the aridity of the Near East of Eurasia. Control somebody’s water, which was needed for irrigation back then, and you control their very existence. And thus Earth has been controlling water supplies in space. So, to expand, the rock rats looked to Jupiter, where the big Galilean moons have water to spare—’


‘Only for Earth, the UN, to dash out and claim it all for themselves.’


‘Correct. A region of space with the water resources to support billions in comfort. Some estimate trillions, actually. And you have Jupiter itself, that huge atmosphere to mine. Jupiter is the future of this Solar System—’


‘And the water empire has pre-emptively grabbed it all. But not securely.’


He grinned, nodded, his bare head shining in the harsh artificial light. ‘The rock rats are firmly entrenched in the asteroids, and are good at this space stuff. They do have an opportunity, for the next decade or two, to fight back against this land grab. But nobody is fighting yet,’ he said. ‘Thankfully.’


She sipped her mint tea. It was fine, just not what she would have chosen. ‘But we are facing off. Just as the Americans and Russians faced each other in the Cold War, then.’


‘In the end, they pulled back from global conflict. I guess because there were enough wise heads on either side who could see what the consequences might be if they went ahead. An interplanetary war today would be hugely damaging too. Everything in space is so … fragile. Throw a big rock at a space habitat and it bursts like a soap bubble. Throw a big rock at Earth – and the rock rats could do that with the same technology we developed to push rocks away from the Earth – and—’


‘Mass extinction,’ she said.


‘Right. I do believe this is a war the UN has to win. But without fighting.’


She had heard these arguments before, but this was being played up for the recording. ‘The water empire should win? Aren’t they the bad guys, squashing the heroic little pioneer rock rats?’


‘No. Because even if we don’t exterminate ourselves in the process, we know that unregulated expansion has to falter, somewhere. Exponential growth just goes on and on, erasing everything, every accessible resource. The planets, the moons, the comets – it could all be gone in just a few millennia. And then where are you?’ He shook his head. ‘We can’t just grow. We need regulation, like it or not. And the UN’s water empire is in a position to regulate – in our time, anyhow.’


She studied him. ‘And this,’ she waved a hand, ‘is your response. A … cultural response to the new Cold War?’


‘If you like. A demonstration of a higher purpose. Showing that we can do more than fight each other.’


‘Why go so far as Andromeda, though?’


He spread his fingers on the table top between them. Even the backs of his hands had been depilated, she saw, in advance of his coldsleep.


He said, ‘Because it’s as far as we can go. Because we will be reporting back from places nobody has visited before. Because we will return, even if only on the longest of timescales, with some truly startling science. Our own Galaxy seen from the outside. A close-up look at Andromeda. You know that in five billion years or so the Milky Way and Andromeda are going to collide? What an event that will be – and it shapes every future you can conceive of. The earlier we can get a good handle on that, the better.’


She had to smile. ‘You are thinking big, aren’t you?’


‘Well, in the nineteen-sixties President Kennedy set his nation just as tough a challenge, in context: to reach the Moon in a decade. Now Secretary-General Bandanaik has set an equivalent goal: to reach out to Andromeda.’


She nodded. ‘The parallels are obvious. Project Apollo then, Project Perseus now … Why Perseus, by the way?’


‘Well, in myth he was the son of Zeus, king of the Greek gods. A real pre-Hercules hero. And among other stunts he rescued Andromeda from Cetus, the sea monster. Ask me about the relevance of that bit of myth when we get back.’


‘In five million years …’ She looked him in the eye. ‘We used to be married. I still don’t know you. Whatever the logic of the mission itself, why you? Why must you go? You were the first to Neptune. Isn’t that enough?’


‘When you’ve gone to the edge of the Solar System, driving a freighter to Callisto just doesn’t cut it.’


‘You know, and I know, there’s more to it than that.’


He looked away, as if searching for the right words. Or avoiding them. ‘You’re going to ask me about Sarah? On the record?’


‘I have to, John. Because if you don’t talk about it now, nobody will ever understand you, and why you are doing this.’


‘Even if it has nothing to do with my determination to see through the mission?


‘Even if that were true, and most people wouldn’t believe it anyhow.’


He looked down, at fingers nested around his own cup, on the table. ‘You want me to summarise the event? For the sake of your piece. In my own words?’


The event. ‘No, John,’ she said softly. ‘Just tell me how you feel.’


And, she was sure, they both knew what she meant.
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Sarah had been their niece, daughter of Denise’s sister, her only sibling.


John had no siblings. And he had grown up sterile, thanks to a gene-warfare attack on London when he was a boy. So Sarah was precious to the whole extended family – and had always seemed particularly so to John, otherwise introverted, emotionally undeveloped. Or so even his wife, Denise, found him.


The accident that killed Sarah had been a freak.


They had been holidaying in the national forest that, in the twenty-second century, much of northern England had become. One evening, while the evening meal was being prepared, Sarah, six years old, wandered off, alone.


And the ground had given way under her, as simple as that. She fell deep, and then lay, stunned, in a puddle of groundwater, deep enough to drown her before she woke.


It was a sinkhole, the geologists decided at length. A freak, caused by groundwater slowly dissolving a layer of gypsum in the bedrock, creating a kind of hidden underground cavity – a cavity whose roof eventually gave way.


This was ten years before. It seemed to Denise that John had never recovered. She said so now.


He shrugged. ‘Recovery is an inappropriate concept—’


‘You speak about yourself in the third person when you talk of such things. No, not even that – you talk of incidents, feelings, as if they were external to you entirely. As if you were describing a faulty engine component.’


He looked surprised at that. ‘Well, I am an engineer, at bottom. Engineer and scientist. I … it was the sheer randomness of it.’


‘That made it hurt more?’


‘I looked it up. You know this … for the record. The sinkhole. It turns out to have been a phenomenon of deep time. That gypsum layer was a relic of a drying sea that existed back when the area was at the heart of a supercontinent, called Pangaea. This was maybe a quarter of a billion years ago, or more. All that time, you see, and that bit of ground could have given way at any time, any of those ten thousand trillion seconds – but it just had to happen in the one second Sarah was walking over it, over that primeval cavern.’ He said this calmly.


She reached out, held his hands, still wrapped around his cup. ‘And that’s why,’ she said. ‘That’s why you’re flying off into the far future. Because Sarah was killed by deep time. Are you sure that’s going to fix you?’


‘Fix me?’ He looked at her. ‘Look, you can write all this down as you like. I just want to remember her. For somebody to remember her. For as long as is technically possible.’


She thought that over. ‘People say this trip is a kind of sublimated suicide—’


‘No. I see it as an extension of human consciousness, of memory, far into the future. Of empathy, even. A new evolutionary step, if you will. As for Sarah – I’ll remember her as long as I live.’


She nodded. ‘We will remember. And then what?’


‘She’ll be remembered as long as the Sun shines.’


‘And then what?’


‘As long as the stars shine.’


‘… And then what?’


He just grinned.


‘And me, John? Will you remember me?’


He withdrew his hands. He sipped his drink.


‘Always,’ he said. ‘You are my Andromeda. Well. I should show you the control room …’
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She returned to Earth, and never saw John Hackett again.


And, after years of routine reports, she heard only one piece of significant news about him.


The event occurred about ten years and five months after the departure of the Perseus, with the ship about ten light-years from Earth – and with only eighteen months having elapsed for Hackett, such was the ferocious piling-on of relativistic time dilation. The news, of course, had taken another ten years to limp back to Earth. More than twenty years after he had left.


Hackett had been revived, as he was, briefly, regularly, every six months as the ship settled into its long journey, to supplement automated checks with a human inspection.


He found his six crewmates, all of them, were dead.


A little checking proved to his own satisfaction that the cause was sabotage – presumably, he reported, by political opponents of the mission, either outside the UN or even within it.


Why not kill all seven, though? Some speculated that Hackett himself, a victim of his own complex motivations, might have been the murderer – or maybe, Denise had thought darkly, he had given in to those suicidal impulses she had suspected, after all.


But the ship’s internal records, downloaded to Earth, showed traces of deep malware in the operating system, malware demonstrably in place long before the ship’s departure, malware with no apparent connection to Hackett, requiring nothing to be precipitated by him in flight. Hackett denied any responsibility; most people believed him, Denise saw. And so did she.


Hackett himself speculated that he had been left alive, alone, on purpose: solely so he could make the confirmatory report of the deaths of the others. In the expectation that he would be unable to complete the mission solo.


But that wasn’t going to be the case, he reported.


When he had recovered from the discovery, he sent his crewmates’ bodies, carefully preserved in their sleep tanks, with suitable markers and origin information, out in six diverse directions. Each of them a pioneer of a new realm of deep space. He reported on this.


And then concluded, ‘Very well. Alone. Perseus out.’







Mela



Years 30 to 22
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Year 30


On the evening before the funeral of their great-aunt Vaer, and thirty years before the end of the world, Mela took her twin sister Ish out to count the Earths.


They walked together from their house on the edge of town, and then to a low hill, set in parkland, a favourite playground for the two of them since they had been small. Well, Mela reflected, as they headed up the grassy slope, favourite at least since big brother Tabor had decided that it was more fun to run with the gangs of boys in the town than to pick on his little sisters when their parents were out of sight. They were safe here now.


It was a steady climb, and the path was easy to pick out in the muddle of light from the cloudless sky. The ruddy background swathe of the stars was a setting for the bright blue-green diamonds of the thousand Earths in their regular array, as if the whole sky was a jewellery box, Mela sometimes thought, like the big box her parents shared, a fascination of studs and clips and pins and brooches that Mela and Ish, twelve years old, were not yet old enough to be allowed to handle.


And, under that sky, Mela was learning to appreciate the way the view around her unfolded as they climbed higher. You could see the roofs of the houses and inns and shops, and the broad, shining vein of the River as it passed through Procyon. Of course the River, the town, this home from which she had yet to venture far even with her parents, was a mere waystation, as she knew now. Just one more place for the River to pass in its twelve-hundred-kilometre journey from the Heartland Mountains at the centre of this Earth, all the way south to the Perimeter, where, it was said, the flow dissipated in the Tide, a waterfall full of the light of the end of the world.


And, looking downstream of the town, she saw that this evening the River was mirrored by a kind of ribbon of light, following the bank’s graceful curves, perhaps twenty metres from the water. That was a caravan, she knew, Immigrants, thousands of them from some other town further south. They were fleeing the Tide, fleeing the advancing Perimeter, steadily plodding upstream.


The Immies were camped for the night, she imagined, and she saw the glistening of their lamps and fires. But they were supposed to have passed through the town by tomorrow night.


Tomorrow being the day of Aunt Vaer’s funeral, of course, so Mela and Ish would be down at the cemetery, near the River, when the Immigrants might pass. Mother – and Father too, to some extent – had already issued stern warnings to the girls, Tabor too probably, about keeping a safe distance from the Immigrants, to let the Town Guards do their work if there was any trouble.


As she took in all this, Mela kept an eye on Ish, who, as usual, lagged behind as she climbed. The walk was deceptively steep. They were both panting by the time they reached the summit of the hill.


There were a couple of benches here, and play frames, litter left scattered on the grass by earlier walkers. Ish threw herself down at the base of a wooden play frame, and leaned back against a post. Rather than sit on the cold ground, Mela would have preferred to climb the frame. Even maybe hang upside down, so that it was as if she held up her whole world like a tremendous dish over her head, thrillingly threatened by the prospect of an endless fall into the sea of stars and Earths. But Ish was rarely up for that sort of thing, and certainly not tonight. So Mela sat down beside her, legs crossed, on a patch of bare dirt that wasn’t covered in damp, dewy grass.


And Ish was already counting the Earths. ‘Fifteen. Sixteen.’ She pointed to each one, each glowing dish in the sky.


Mela squinted. ‘I can never tell which ones you are pointing at.’


Though they were far outnumbered by the jumble of crimson stars beyond, and though they were regularly spaced across the sky in their cloud, the Earths were a bewildering horde, as if hanging from invisible threads, each a blue dot surrounded by a wider, elusive, silvery glimmer.


The teachers at school had tried to explain the sky, starting with baby-talk when the pupils were small, progressing to more detail as they grew older – even diagrams, numbers.


Mela knew that you had to imagine a greater sphere, with all the Earths, including this, her home world, like flat panels fixed to the inside of that sphere. She had long known that she would always be worse at geometry than at books and geography and stuff about people, but she got the general idea.


So here she was looking up at the interior of that greater, imaginary sphere, lying on one of those panels, looking up at the rest of all the panel-worlds around her own. Some were closer, others – nearer the apex of the sky – farther away, looking smaller.


The Earths were all the same size – the same size as her own – so the nearer they were, the brighter they looked, on average. But even on the nearest of those worlds you couldn’t make out features, not with the naked eye, as you would see on a map, if only because they were all but edge-on to her own. But Mela had learned at school that you could see more detail on distant worlds through telescopes.


To add to the spectacle, at any moment some worlds were dimmer than others, some brighter. They all went through their own daily cycles, as the daylight glow crept across their lands and seas, and washed away back to the night again – just as happened on Earth, their Earth, Mela’s and Ish’s. And, she supposed, her Earth would just be a blue smear to somebody living on one of these other Earths, lost in the cloud.


And still Ish counted them, every time they came out here like this, seeing how many of the legendary thousand she could pick out.


They were twins but not identical, as her parents always felt necessary to explain to people. Ish had always been smaller physically, quieter, shyer than her sister. Just as Mela had led the way up the hill now, so it was Mela who usually chose what game to play or book to read, Mela who read stories to her sister when she was sickly rather than the other way round, Mela who protected Ish from Tabor’s occasional meanness. The doctor said there was nothing wrong with Ish. Father called Ish precious, and Mela noble. Mother, when she looked up from her work – all her buying and selling, buying and selling – called Ish a coward.


Anyhow it was only now, now that they were twelve years old, that Ish seemed to be coming out of her shell and finding her own interests, her own path. Like counting the Earths.


‘Fifty-two,’ she whispered now, her head subtly moving from side to side. ‘Fifty-three. Fifty-four.’


Mela took her hand. ‘I just don’t see how you can even get that far.’


Ish said, ‘I always pick one easy one to start with. Such as that big bright one. See?’


Mela could see; that particular Earth seemed bright enough to cast reflections from the roofs of the town below.


‘And then I just work out from there. Like a – a twirly thing. You know.’


‘A spiral?’


‘Oh, you made me lose count. Never mind, I’ll start again. I got to a hundred and twenty-four, once.’ She smiled.


Mela smiled back. ‘Including our Earth. The Earth.’


‘I know. Counting our Earth. Nine hundred and ninety-nine up there! One down here! I’ll get to a thousand one day, you’ll see.’


‘No, you won’t, you stupid.’


That was Tabor’s voice.


Glancing around, Mela saw her brother stomping up the hill. He seemed to drag his feet deliberately so as to obscure the footprints the girls had made in the dewy grass. As if erasing their traces. His mood seemed twitchy.


He was looking for something to do.


Mela’s heart sank a little, and she was on her guard.


‘Mother says to come home. You’ve got to get your suits fitted for the funeral.’


Fifteen years old – three years older than the twins – he had much the same dark colouring as the girls, but he was much bigger than either, his voice already deep, like a man’s, Mela thought. But now he put on a whiny tone. ‘Oh, it’s all such a rush.’


Mela snorted. ‘Who’s that supposed to be, Mother or Father?’


He pulled a face. ‘Who’s that supposed to be? Who’s that supposed to be? You think you’re smart, don’t you? You’re as stupid as she is.’


Ish scowled, her expression clear in the muddled Earthlight. ‘I’m not stupid, you—’


‘Oh, leave her alone,’ Mela said.


‘Leave her alone,’ Tabor parroted. ‘To do what? Count to ten, forget what comes next, and start all over?’


Ish scowled and turned away.


Mela just felt … tired. Tabor was always like this, out of sight of their parents anyhow, and sometimes even when they were around – particularly Mother, who was a lot less likely to pay attention and to dish out punishment. Tabor didn’t usually harm you that badly. But he was relentless. Every day was the same.


She said, ‘I like hearing her count. And what difference does it make to you?’


He grinned. ‘I just like hearing you two be stupid, that’s all. Counting the Earths is stupid.’


Ish protested, ‘No, it’s not—’


‘It is. Because the Earths aren’t important. Mother says so. She says the stars are much more important, and they think at each other, and if you could only see their thoughts you’d have something worth counting.’


Mela frowned, uneasy.


Tabor, typically, was picking at a scab, another flaw in their family. And he was doing it just to be cruel.


Mother and Father followed different faiths, she the Starrist, he the Perseid. The two great creeds sometimes worked together, and sometimes fought. ‘They are complementary,’ her father had told her, spelling the word for her. ‘They talk about the same … universe. The same mankind, the same us, and our place in that universe. The same stars, the same Earths, the same history. They just think different bits are important.’


But, Mela had learned, those differences of doctrine had caused wars in the past, back in history, and had sometimes caused wars in their own household. Such as over the funeral arrangements for Aunt Vaer, as they called her, actually Mother’s own aunt. What kind of service should it be – Starrist austerity or Perseid humanity? And Tabor was old enough to see the barely concealed differences between their parents as a mine for spite, because those differences frightened his sisters.


Now he said, ‘Counting Earths is stupid anyway.’


Ish, for now, seemed calm enough. ‘No, it’s not. You can’t count the stars, you can’t see a lot of the stars, thinking or not. They’re just red dots, and some are too far off to see without a telescope. But you can see the Earths. All of them, if you wait, while the sky clears. I’m going to count them, even if it takes me … weeks.’


Tabor snorted laughter. ‘No, you won’t, you baby.’ Standing there, he pursed his lips. As if deciding what to do. ‘Even if you did it wouldn’t mean anything. Shall I tell you why? This is something they tell the big kids at school, bigger than you babies—’


‘Stop it, Tabor,’ Mela said quickly. ‘Please.’ We mustn’t be ready for this. Whatever he’s about to tell us. We’re too little. It was like when he had told them about sex, in graphic detail, a few years back. But he’s going to tell us anyway. ‘Please—’


‘Counting the Earths is meaningless. Because Earths die. Like people do.’


Ish seemed stunned. ‘Like Auntie Vaer?’


‘Like Aunt Vaer, that miserable old woman. Like you will someday.’


Ish visibly flinched at that.


‘Earths die,’ Tabor said flatly. ‘Whole worlds full of people and rivers and animals and such, just going – poom! – in the dark. People have seen it. There hasn’t been one you can see just with your eyes, not while we’ve been alive. The astr– astro– the people who look at Earths and stars—’


‘Astronomers,’ Mela said, her own voice faint.


‘Yeah, them. They have seen Earths exploding. Or collapsing, whatever. In the past anyway. before. Worlds turning to clouds of—’ His imagination evidently failed him. ‘Junk. Rubbish. All just floating around in space, people and animals too. It doesn’t happen very often. There haven’t been any while we’ve been alive. And there’s none you can see just by looking, they’re too far away. But there have been some. They have records.’


Ish had been listening in horror. Now she seemed to crumple. Sitting by the climbing frame, she folded into a ball, tucking her head between her knees, wrapping her arms around her head, covering her ears, her eyes. ‘Earths die? Will our Earth die?’


Tabor grinned and walked up to her.


Appalled, deeply upset herself, Mela moved forward, blocking his way. But now he was winding up for the killer blow. He pushed her aside and stood over Ish.


‘Of course our Earth will die. That’s what the Tide is. Eating away at the Perimeter. A dying world. Our world, dying world. Bit by bit by bit—’


Ish looked up at her sister. ‘Is it true, Mela? Will the Tide come here?’


‘No,’ Mela said, scrambling for some comforting fragment – though she had no real idea of the truth herself. The Perimeter, relentlessly driving its displaced people forward, was real enough, but far away, off in the future, for her. It always had been. ‘No. Even if it does we can – move away. Go north.’


‘And be like Immigrants?’


‘Yes. No. Not like them. Mother and Father are important. They’ll take us, we’ll walk all the way to Sirius City and the Heartlands and then we’ll be safe.’


Tabor leaned over and leered. ‘They wouldn’t let the likes of you in. Not at Sirius, where the rich people live. Where the Empress lives. I’m going there some day, to fight in the army. They won’t want a weakling like you—’


‘Leave her alone, Tabor.’


Their reactions just seemed to goad him on. He chanted at Ish, ‘One after the other, they’ll die, die, die – popping in the sky. Die, die, die – popping in the sky—’


Enough. Mela bunched a fist, held her arm outstretched, and whirled around the way Father had once shown her to throw a discus.


Her brother got her fist and forearm right across the side of his head.


Tabor staggered, shocked, almost fell.


Mela stumbled back.


Tabor lifted a hand to his cheek. It came away red. He straightened and marched up to Mela, fists clenched, the side of his face a bloody mask. ‘I should kill you for that. I should kill you both. I’ll tell Mother.’


Mela ran to Ish, who was still huddled over, and wrapped her own body around her sister’s. Waited for the blows to fall. Wondering, with a stupid urge to laugh, if he would tell on them to Mother before or after he killed them. Even if he does kill us, she thought bleakly, Mother will say it’s our fault for being cowards.


One breath, two.


But the blows had not fallen.


She felt a drop of blood, warm, fall on her face.


Cautiously she lifted her head. Ish stayed tucked over.


Tabor was standing over them still, silhouetted by the light of the Thousand Earths, fist clenched. Grinning, his teeth white in a mask of blood.


When he spoke, his voice was calm. ‘I’ll tell you what else they told us. At school.’


Again a deep dread took root in Mela’s heart. ‘No, Tabor.’


‘Something you aren’t supposed to know until you’re fourteen.’


‘No, please—’


‘The Earths are dying. Do you remember I told you that, stupid-stupid? And our Earth is just another Earth in the Cloud. Isn’t it? All the Earths in the Cloud will die, some day. And so will ours.’


‘Everybody must die. Auntie Vaer—’


‘Aunt Vaer was old. And this Earth is old too,’ Tabor said slyly. ‘And, guess what? The teacher said they know how old. I mean, they can tell when it’s going to die. When it will explode, right out from under your stupid feet.’


Mela felt Ish tense further in her arms, tightening into a ball of stress and terror.


‘And you want to know when it’s going to die? They know, the ast–astronomers. The teachers know. I bet Mother and Father know.’


‘Tabor, please—’


‘Thirty years. Ha! That’s all. Just thirty more years and the whole world will pop like a spit bubble, and you’ll be left spinning in space like a landed fish out of the River, gasping for air. You think about that. You try and get to sleep tonight! It’s all true, the teachers told us. You’ll see. You’ll die when you’re forty-two. Both of you. Think about that.’ He wiped his face, and looked at his bloodied hand. ‘I’m going straight home, like this, and I’ll tell Mother what you did.’


‘You’re lying,’ Ish said, weeping now.


But Mela knew he wasn’t. Suddenly she saw it. Of course it’s true. Why else call this Year Thirty, and the last Year Thirty-One, and the one before that … Why did I never wonder what those numbers mean? Of course he’s telling the truth.


Now Ish pushed her way out of Mela’s embrace. Glaring up at Tabor, she sounded somehow much older. ‘You’re frightening us. But don’t you see, you – you stupid – if we die you will too.’


He grinned. ‘Yeah. But I’m older than you. I’ll be able to do more stuff. Have sex and stuff. And I will have lived longer than you ever will, three years longer. Ha! Losers.’ And he walked away.


When he was gone, they rested a minute. Then Mela got to her feet, helped Ish up. Her face was as tear-stained as Tabor’s was covered in blood, Mela saw now. They would all have to clean up before they went home.


The girls set off down the hill back towards home.


On the way they disturbed a flock of birds, small creatures, grey and brown so they were hard to see. The birds scattered before their footsteps, scurrying over the ground, one trailing behind with a broken, stubby wing.
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Back home, there wasn’t the storm of recriminations that Mela might have expected, given the state they were all in.


There were tuts and frowns from Mother, but, bent over a desk strewn with papers, she mostly ignored the three of them.


Father took care of them, if brusquely by his standards. He pulled them all over to the light of a clearwood window, and inspected the impressive bruise developing over Tabor’s cheekbone. Mela looked on, suffused with a delicious mixture of shame and a sense of accomplishment. Mela herself was grubby, bloodied but unharmed.


Tabor mumbled some excuse about getting into a fight with Immigrant kids, which any canny parent would surely see through, Mela knew. Mela had long ago learned that Immigrants and their kids were first in line for blame for most of what went wrong in Procyon, as they passed through the town – and, she now thought, dismally, probably in all the towns along the River, on their way from wherever they had come from to wherever they were going, as they followed the River upstream, fleeing before the advancing Perimeter.


Well, Mela kept her mouth shut, as did Tabor, and if her father was suspicious he didn’t show it.


Or he and Mother were just too busy – and that was because of the Immigrants, Mela knew. Because both of them had jobs to do with the unending flow of people.


Mela could see that Mother was distracted by what looked like last-minute arrangements for the next day’s family funeral – even though she kept taking frequent stolen peeks at a heap of other work on her desk. Ledgers with labels like Investment Portfolio Projects: Years Minus Twenty-Five to Minus Twenty. Other big fat books containing, Mela had learned, closely hand-written entries of money totals, with plus and minus signs and fractional gains and losses.


Mela knew this was something to do with the Immigrants, but she had no clear idea what. All she understood was that there was some kind of link between the Immigrant flows now and in the future, and her own family’s income, its wealth. Mela was pretty sure she was expected to follow her mother’s footsteps in what she knew was the money-earning family business – given that the eldest, Tabor, no intellectual, was evidently unsuited to the job, and Ish, though bright in her way, had none of the concentration and organisation such a job would require.


Not that Mela liked the idea, not if it made her as ill-tempered and unhappy as it seemed to make her mother. Even getting in the way of the work was enough to set her off. ‘Don’t pull at your face like that,’ Mother would growl. ‘Do you find all this boring? This is how I earn the money to pay for you three. And with half of it taken off in taxes and duties and humanitarian funds. You three and your father …’


Meanwhile Father’s work was about the Immigrant columns too. In another room of the house he wielded more ledgers, tables with labels like Age Profile, Gender Percentage, Skills Breakdown, Liquid Assets – which Mela knew meant money, cash. The job of a Magistrate was basically to help the town handle the Immigrant flow as a whole. That meant coordinating Guard patrols to keep the town safe as the Immigrants passed through – maybe providing the Immigrants with support, food or medicine, maybe not. And, Mela had recently learned, Father had to decide, or help decide at least, which of the Immigrants could be allowed to stay permanently in Procyon, if they had money, or useful skills like doctors or teachers – and which would eventually have to pass on upstream. Ever upstream, heading north into the Hinterland and so deeper into the inner territories of the Empire, where, her father said gloomily, they were even less likely to find a refuge. And, to Mela’s confusion, he even had a role in deciding which Immies belonged to a third class of person, those who would not be allowed to pass through the town at all, and Father wouldn’t say what would become of them.


All of which was controlled by the precious Permits it was his to grant, or not, to the individuals washing up through the landscape. Permits controlling life and death, Mela was growing up to understand.


And she was beginning to understand, too, that he cared about every single case that crossed his desk, pass or deny.


So both their parents were distracted by work tonight.


‘We’re lucky they’re so busy,’ Mela said to Ish as they cleaned themselves up in the bathroom. ‘It was pretty bad tonight. I mean it was Tabor’s fault, but we all get the blame for fighting. Any other day we’d be in bed without supper, or worse—’


‘Maybe we’re lucky.’


Ish looked at her distantly – as if, Mela thought suddenly, she was still counting Earths in her head.


‘But it’s not so lucky for Auntie Vaer, is it? Or those poor Immigrants.’


That startled Mela. Poor Immigrants. Nobody called them that. To most Procyon folk she knew, Immigrants were just – Immigrants. It was as if they weren’t people at all, she thought. More as if they were a kind of sewage; a backwash coming up the River, to be dealt with. Even those allowed to stay in the town – even if they stayed for years – even they were never treated like regular people, like people who had been born here.


She looked at Ish differently now. Maybe Ish, of the two of them, was more like their father, if she thought that way about the Immigrants. If she pitied them, understood how they might feel. Whereas Mela herself – what was she? More like her mother? Stern and cold and abrupt, and seeing people like stuff you would buy or sell, like shoes or firewood – and yet, she knew, providing for her family? She hoped not. Maybe she could have the good bits of Mother without the unhappy, unkind bits.


And if so, she thought, if Ish was like Father, and Mela was like Mother, what had been left over to make Tabor? She laughed around her toothbrush.


Ish looked at her oddly. ‘We ought to go to bed.’


‘Yes, Father.’
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Mela had trouble sleeping that night. Maybe it was the physical beating-up. Or the anticipation of what was going to be a strange day, one way or another, the day of a funeral. Or the tension in the house, emanating from her busy-busy parents.


Or, she thought wryly, maybe it was because her thug of a brother had told her the world was going to end in thirty years. Out of spite.


She was twelve years old. She couldn’t imagine being an adult, like Father and Mother. When she tried, she seemed to see herself as a sort of stretched kid, pretending to be a fake adult in old-person clothes. With a dull, boring everyday job? With children? Thirty years might as well be forever, she thought, in her heart. For now, at least.


And besides, as her father often said of some minor impending disaster, ‘Something might turn up.’


What, though?


She was old enough to know that she didn’t understand what it would be like to be grown up. She knew what anxiety was, however.


On the day of the funeral, awake before dawn, she pulled on a coat and made her way to her room’s small window. Small as it was, if you stood on a chair you could get a good view of the sky – the Thousand Earths – and the River. And now she watched as the day began to break. In the sky to the east, beyond a faint pink layer of mist, the rich blue of the night sky, adorned with the Thousand Earths and the scattered red stars, began to give way to a deeper crimson that swept up from the horizon, brightening steadily, eventually to gather as a pale blue at the crown of the sky – if the clouds let you see it, as they did today. There was no single source of light in the sky, just a smooth brightening from night to day. As if, she thought, the whole world were a room with walls and ceiling that could fade to transparency, like smartwood.


Once, Tabor had told her another not-for-little-kids fact about the Earth. He said the philosophers believed that Earth, this Earth, her Earth, like all the Earths, was a machine. Not something natural. Something built. Somehow, as she watched that dawn, Mela thought that was quite likely to be true. And she had no idea how she felt about that. Not good, if the machine was going to fall apart in thirty years.


She heard footsteps, yawns, a sharp command from Mother to Tabor to wake up. The day had begun.


The funeral was to be held early in the morning, apparently a last request from Great-Aunt Vaer.


‘It was her favourite time of day,’ Mother had said, sounding irritated, mystified. ‘When the world is fresh. Who knew?’


Father had raised his eyebrows. ‘You might have known, if you ever listened.’


Mother shrugged. ‘Makes no difference to her now.’


So the family had a quick breakfast – smartcrops gathered from the garden and heated on a hotplate, with mugs of tea. It was a quiet affair, the adults distracted, the children subdued.


Mela found herself staring at the cooker’s heat stalk. This was a wrist-sized metal rod that plunged into the ground to tap the heat down there, ultimately connected to the town’s deepshaft, a tunnel down to the Substrate itself, so it was said.


The deepshaft where Aunt Vaer would be placed in a few hours.


They quickly got through the meal, and then changed into their funeral clothes. Tabor put on his Guard cadet uniform for the day, and strutted before the mirror.


The girls’ outfits were formal affairs of purple fabric laced with starbursts. Mela knew that these designs reflected their mother’s Living Star faith rather than her father’s Perseid upbringing. Although Aunt Vaer had been a Perseid too – her mother’s was a mixed family – so Perseid green might have been more appropriate. Mela had always thought that her own leanings were towards the human warmth of the Perseid teaching rather than the cosmic austerity of the Starrists – what little they had been taught about both faiths at school – but she admitted she had always preferred the Starrists’ designs and colour schemes, compared to the Perseids’ bland green, and she frankly loved the sweeping starburst gown her mother wore today.


When they were ready, it was only a short walk from their house, down past the small estates of other families to the town’s small Perseid funeral plot – in turn only a short walk from the river bank. It was a select part of town, close to the centre, with the town hall nearby, and the public printer bank. The bank was a squat building that, Mela knew, stood on top of another kind of root in the ground. Another close link to the main deepshaft that led down to the Substrate, a kilometre below, the foundation of the world and its source of energy. A few people were already lining up at the printers, this morning, here to ask the machines within for pens or pots or pans – specialist stuff you couldn’t find in the smart forests in the countryside outside the town walls, where small, simple tools and gadgets, even furniture components, grew wild.


Mela hadn’t travelled much, but Father had told her that all towns were like this, based on the same foundations, with the same facilities. There would be a cluster of deepshafts feeding heat stalks and printers and such, moulded into the rocky ground. These things weren’t human-built. The world had been made that way (or had made itself, depending on your ideology). And you built your town around those facilities. So, here were the printer users, next to the mourners gathering at the deepshaft itself.


The people in the deepshaft lines kept quiet as the funeral unfolded, their gaze respectfully averted.


And now Mela could see the mourners already gathered by a trestle which evidently bore Vaer’s fragile body, wrapped in its own Perseid-green blanket. Only a few people were here yet, and Mela only recognised a handful of them. Distant relatives, she supposed, and Vaer’s old-person friends. She hoped the ceremony would be quick, and the gathering later even quicker, even though she knew that was a selfish thought.


But she was distracted by a wash of motion beyond, behind the plot, between the ceremony and the river bank.


As they walked closer to the funeral pit Mela saw that it was the Immigrant column, or maybe an offshoot of it, making its steady way upstream. Plodding people, presumably having walked all the way north from the Perimeter fence that had finally pushed up from the south into their own lands, their homes. They were dusty, dark, shapeless, in layers of baggy clothing. Without identities. You could tell which were children only by their size, if they were walking too.


Mother snarled, ‘Trust a pack of them to spoil the atmosphere, today of all days.’


Tabor just laughed. ‘Ha! Look at those Immies limping along.’


Father turned on him. ‘You do not use language like that. Not today. Not ever.’


Tabor recoiled, but was defiant. ‘Why not? She does.’ He pointed at his mother.


‘Not ever. Tell me you hear me.’


‘Yes, Father.’


Father turned away.


Mother sniffed. ‘Well, we’re already late. Let’s get it over with.’


She walked off, leading the way to the burial plot. Her mouth was set, Mela saw, an expression she often used when facing a situation she didn’t like. Determination and distaste.


And as the family followed, Mela thought she heard the bellow of some huge beast, powerful, mournful itself, ring out across the town.


Ish, walking beside her, took Mela’s hand. She whispered, ‘Did you hear that? Was it an aurochs? I heard these Immigrants use aurochs to pull stuff sometimes.’


‘I don’t know,’ Mela said. ‘But I hope so. Make the day more fun.’ She grinned, and they both stifled laughter.


They reached the graveside, and the slow, simple ceremony began.


Two bearers worked pulleys, and the body, on its board, wrapped in its Perseid green, began its smooth descent into the ground – and, shortly, Mela knew, it would reach the deepshaft over which this pit in the soil had been dug. Like uncountable others before, Vaer’s body would begin its last, strange journey through the lower layers of this world – down, down, following a steep, smooth slope through what was believed to be a kilometre-thick layer of earth and water and rock – down until it reached the Substrate layer which supported the whole Earth.


‘So Vaer is cradled,’ the preacher said now, ‘as once her mother cradled her as an infant, and as the love of Perseus cradles all humanity – and remembers, as Perseus remembers his Andromeda. For whoever lives in the Substrate lives on in him …’


He bent to take a handful of earth from the side of the shaft. ‘Cradled as our Earth cradles this ancient soil, which is enriched by the blood and bone of humans and their companion beasts and living things, and which sparkles with the fragments of machines and treasures long destroyed …’


Mela, not uncharacteristically, was more interested in the people around her than in the preacher’s words. Did any of the green-clad Perseids here believe all this? That when you died, so long as you were properly deposited into the ground – down a deepshaft, the appropriate words spoken over you, you would somehow live on? Maybe even forever? And yet, when she thought about it, the words did describe her Earth world as it seemed to be, as a huge, cradling machine. Like the other Earths in the sky. And an ancient cradle indeed, if the preacher’s words were true.


Now the preacher held the handful of dirt to the bland sky. And it actually did sparkle, Mela saw now, vaguely thrilled. Maybe there really were fragments of machines and treasures long destroyed …


Ish, frowning, tugged her sleeve. ‘Listen.’


Mela whispered back, ‘Hush—’


‘You hush. Listen.’ She tugged again, and they stepped away from the knot of people around the burial plot. ‘Can you hear that?’


‘What? Not the aurochs again.’


‘Not that. Somebody crying.’


And now Mela heard it, a loud crying – halfway to a scream, she thought now. A child’s scream.


‘I think it’s coming from the River,’ Ish said. ‘One of the Immies? And—’


And now another noise, a good bit louder. That aurochs’ call again, but much louder, much closer.


As the body descended, as the preacher droned on, Mela saw the adults were getting distracted now, much as they tried not to show it. It wasn’t every day you had aurochs pass through the town.


But their distraction gave the sisters a chance.


Mela grabbed Ish’s hand, pulled her away. ‘Come on.’


Ish ran with her gladly enough. ‘Are we going to see the aurochs?’


‘No. We’re going to find out who’s screaming …’


At the river bank, they faced an apparently endless line of people, most of them grimy, most on foot – adults, children, the old, even some infants – anybody who could walk was walking, with a tired, shuffling, dusty gait, Mela thought. Many carried packs on their backs. There were vehicles studding the line, just crude wooden wagons, some of them hauled by big grunting horses – even they were a thrill for Mela and Ish to see – but most pulled by humans, men and women and even older children hauling at traces.


The scene was cluttered further by townsfolk come to see these transient visitors pass through. Just to see them – or mock them, Mela saw – or, in rarer instances, help them with small offerings of food or flasks of clean water. But the lines of Town Guards that accompanied the column generally pushed away any such offerings, or took them for themselves.


Mela saw all this in an instant.


And she saw that one wagon was hauled by an aurochs.


A mountain of heavy flesh, it towered over the tallest of the people, even the greatest of the horses: its dark brown hair thick and shaggy, two grand horns curling in the air, a massive tether over its head with dangling ropes attached, ropes hauled by three, four handlers. This was the first aurochs Mela had ever seen in the flesh; they weren’t usually brought into the town. It was overwhelming, hugely physical – it stank, she thought, joyfully.


But now the big beast roared again and shook its harness. And, suddenly, it reared on hind legs, huge and heavy and scared and evidently almost out of the control of the handlers who surrounded it with their ropes and whips. It reared higher still, bellowing—


‘There.’ Ish pointed, at what looked like a heap of rags at the feet of the aurochs.


A heap that was moving, Mela saw now, slowly, evidently painfully.


‘It’s a girl,’ Ish said. ‘She’s hurt. Nobody’s watching her. Is she the one who cried out? Maybe she fell – she screamed …’


Mela barely heard any of this. For, she saw, the rearing aurochs was about to come crashing back down to the ground with that heavy body, those wide, hard feet, crashing down right on top of the injured girl. And nobody was reacting, the Guards, the Immigrants, even the townsfolk apparently frozen. Nobody had noticed.


This was right in front of Mela.


Mela didn’t think about it. She just ran forward, pushing through the line of Guards, pushed her way into the column.


She scooped up the injured girl. She was light, lighter than Ish. She might have been six, seven years old, and she screamed with the pain of her dangling leg.


But the aurochs was like a toppling building above her. Mela was actually in its shadow. It bent and waved its tree-trunk forelegs.


Holding the girl, Mela threw herself sideways. She landed on top of the girl, who screamed again.


And Mela heard the bellow of the aurochs as it dropped down onto its forelegs, an impact that shook the very ground. Mela, bewildered, imagined the ripples reaching down through the base rock, to the Substrate a kilometre below.


An impact that had missed her, and the girl. She had startled the aurochs away, just enough to move the girl to safety. She just lay there, breathing hard, bewildered, unable to move.


Now Immigrants swarmed around her, gently pulling her back, even more gently crowding around the injured girl. She screamed again, but a man clamped his hand over her face, to stop her alarming the aurochs further, Mela realised.


Then the man spoke to Mela, in an accent too thick for her to follow.


Mela was distracted as Ish ran up to her, crying, smiling. She took a deep breath. Ish and Mela shared a look, and then embraced, laughing.


Ish helped her up.


Mela said, ‘We’d better get back to Aunt Vaer’s funeral. Do you think they missed us?’


But as they prepared to move away the girl shook off the hand over her mouth. She called, her accent strange and heavy, ‘What is your name? You! Who saved me! What is your name? My name is Peri! Peri!’


‘I am Mela!’


‘I will remember you, Mela! One day I will save you in return! I am Peri! …’ And then she was gone, gone in the crowd, and Mela and Ish had to scramble to get out of the way as the procession of Immigrants continued.


Father came running up, clumsily. His face was twisted with what seemed to Mela an odd mixture of anger, fear – and a kind of joyous pride. He grabbed Mela, enfolded her in his arms, and hugged her as he hadn’t since she was a child.


‘Oh, Mela, Mela. How could you do that? To risk your life so. And yet how could you not …?’


She let herself melt into the hug. But over his shoulder she saw Tabor, with a look of contempt on his face. And he mouthed at her. Makes no difference. Thirty years. Thirty years …


She pulled back from her father, suddenly feeling the awesome implications of that.


Tenn looked at her, puzzled, still holding her. ‘Are you all right? Are you injured—’


‘No, no. Nothing like that. Father … tell me the truth. Will the world end? Will it end in thirty years?’


His expression crumbled. She read regret, dismay – fear.


‘Ah, ah. I hoped to spare you a little longer. Why do you ask now? … Ah, but I left it too long. You are growing indeed … Who told you?’


She shook her head.


He held her shoulders. ‘That is our fate, I’m afraid.’


‘Will you be there, Father? With us, at the end.’


He looked as if he was on the verge of tears. ‘Where else would I be? We must help the others, you and I. Help your mother and Ish. We are the strong ones. But, yes, I promise. I will be there, with you. Come now …’
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Year 25


One evening their parents made the two of them stay at the dining table after the evening meal. This was five years after the funeral of Aunt Vaer, and as the twins’ seventeenth birthday approached.


The girls sat quietly. The light outside the open windows was fading, the whole sky dimming down – a handful of Earths visible, bright blue spots. Evidently their parents had something to say.


Mela idly picked at the table’s wide, smooth top. The table was new, the top a seamless piece of smartwood, trained and grown to order in a specialist forest workshop deeper in the Hinterland, to the north of Procyon, and so closer to the heart of the Empire. Remarkably expensive, according to Father.


Tabor wasn’t here. He rarely ate with the family now.


‘Your father and I have been arguing,’ said Mother at last, abruptly.


Father laughed. ‘I don’t agree.’


Ish said, ‘But that means you are arguing now.’


‘I won’t argue with that—’


Mother snorted. ‘Word games. You shouldn’t encourage her, Tenn.’


Mela shook her head. ‘Why not? At school they have us debate things. They say it makes us think.’


Mother scowled. ‘Hmm. It teaches you to talk like a clever Immie with a grudge.’


Mela found she recoiled at that word. Immie. A word once banned by her father. A word Tabor, their brother, used routinely now, especially since, aged twenty, he had been recruited to the Fence Watch, a division of the Town Guards.


She said, ‘They aren’t “Immies”. They’re Immigrants. And they aren’t even that by choice—’


‘And talk like that and you’ll end up like your father,’ Mother said. ‘A Magistrate. Or more likely a Magistrate’s clerk. Agonising over the fate of losers running from the Perimeter.’


Mela said, coolly, ‘Rather that than making money out of them.’


That was of course a direct dig back at her mother, who pursed her lips.


But before she could speak, Father put in, ‘Leave it, Salja. Let’s call a truce. This isn’t going very well, is it? Look. We didn’t get as far as telling you what we were not arguing about—’


‘Tell us, then,’ Ish said impatiently.


‘Your birthday,’ Father said. ‘The two of you. Your seventeenth. Look, call me sentimental. You’re growing up fine and smart and strong, and we are very proud of you.’


Mother raised her eyebrows, but didn’t butt in.


‘But,’ said Father, ‘you are growing up. Last year, the year before, it was all about family, the gifts we bought you, the party we threw. Next year you’ll be gone, so will your friends, following your own careers, your lives, and there’s nothing wrong with that. So this year, we thought we should do something special. A one-off, something you will remember. And also – well, once you’ve been out there, you will – understand – a lot more. And it makes further sense since just now we both have reasons to go out there anyhow—’


‘Out where?’ the twins said, almost simultaneously. Ish asked, ‘Where are we going?’


‘To the Perimeter,’ Father said. ‘To see the Tide.’


That news filled Mela with a kind of startled joy – and a splinter of fear. The Tide, the end of all things, beyond the edge of the world … ‘Really? I mean – yes! Let’s go.’ She saw that Ish was grinning too.


Mother raised her eyebrows. ‘How old are you two again, seventeen or seven? Well, as your father says it makes a certain sense. We both have business out there …’


And Mela thought it wasn’t a surprise that this treat turned out to be just a distorted version of a business trip, for Mother at least. Which was probably how Father had got her to agree in the first place.


Father ignored that, however. With a flourish, he pulled a map scroll from his jacket pocket, rolled it out over the wooden table. It was a simple linear depiction of South River, the formal name of ‘their’ river, leading all the way from home at the top all the way to the Perimeter, the Tide: a ribbon across the landscape with its tributaries and ponds and flood plains, connecting more communities. All of these towns, to the south of here, were in the Uncivilised Lands, so-called, the region beyond the Hinterland where the Sirian Empire’s sway was formally acknowledged. Procyon itself was close to the Hinterland’s southern boundary.


But the map was old, Mela saw, with changing positions of the Perimeter marked by hand. The map had evidently been drawn up when the world had been bigger, the Perimeter further out, and a whole series of southern towns had been crossed out one by one as the Perimeter had crawled northward, steadily, relentlessly. Mela wistfully wondered what had become of the people of those lost cities – she wondered how many people even remembered the cities’ names.


Father ran his finger down the line of South River, picking out townships close to it: three of them in all. ‘We’ll stop here. We’ll take our time. There will be lots to see. The towns, the people – the animals too, there’s more room for them down there …’


Mela asked, ‘What animals?’


‘Wild aurochs? I’m told there are still a few herds …’


Mela and Ish looked at each other gleefully.


But Father kept talking. ‘There’s not the room there used to be, of course. The Tide is only about a hundred kilometres south of us now …’


He said that casually, and Mela realised that, though she had grown up with such numbers, she had never really taken them in. Only about a hundred kilometres. She vaguely wondered how many times she would have to walk around her own town’s perimeter to cover a hundred kilometres, the distance to the end of the world. Less than twenty?


This journey was a treat for grown-ups, she realised – or a treat designed to make you grow up, perhaps. If it was a ‘treat’ at all.


Father said now, ‘We’re thinking a day or two at each town, we’re in no hurry—’


‘And I’ve got business to do at each one,’ Mother said, breaking in. ‘Which will take as long as it takes.’


The twins just shrugged that off.


‘And,’ Father said more circumspectly, ‘yes, I’ve a little work to do on the way also. Signing off a student Magistrate’s certification at Rigel, for instance. And there’ll be a planning meeting at Arcturus, the next town to be Tide-evacuated. Shouldn’t take long. Early opportunity to discuss procedures and handovers. The sooner the better with such matters … Ah! Here I am discussing my own dull itinerary.


‘Girls, the main thing I want you to see when we go out there is the Tide itself. The reality of it.’ He shook his head. ‘It amazes me how people walk around and live their lives as if the Tide and its advance didn’t even exist. Or as if the Perimeter was still as far away as when the Thousand Earths were first built by the Perseid and his companions.’


‘According to legend,’ Mother said, faintly disapproving.


Mother the Starrist, Mela knew. Mother whose creed officially denied that the Perseid, or Perseus, had ever existed, and held that the world, or worlds, had been created by the Living Stars.


Father snorted. ‘Legend, history – it’s the only remotely specific account we have of our origins.’


Ish seemed troubled. ‘Only a hundred kilometres …’ She shivered, Mela thought, as if the numbers had only now fitted into her understanding too.


Father covered Ish’s hand with his. ‘This is growing up, love. I know how it feels when you start to understand, really understand. We’re dealing with it. We’ll make sure you’re always safe, your mother and I. We’re prepared. That’s the thing to hang on to, you see. Not the threat, but how we are going to cope with it. You mustn’t be anxious.’


Mela thought it was too late for that. Sometimes, when she tried to think like a grown-up, she wondered if they were all insane – everybody in the world, not just her family – carrying on with business and life and even education, as if the twenty-five-year terminus of everything wasn’t real – as if it would turn out to be some kind of mistake, that the storm clouds would clear.


But Ish was pouting now. ‘Some treat this will be with you two working all the way.’


Mela stared at her. Just like that, Ish had put the imminent end of the world out of her head.


Father smiled. ‘Don’t worry, we’ll have some fun on the way.’


Ish looked doubtful. ‘What kind of fun?’


Mela smiled. ‘He told us. Aurochs.’


And Ish’s smile in return was like a bright midday sky. ‘What else?’


They were twins, but suddenly Ish seemed so much younger than Mela was. I’m going to have to protect her, Mela realised. All our lives.


Later, Mela went out to find Tabor – to talk to her brother about the trip. It seemed the right thing to do.


She asked at the Fence Watch training camp, and was sent to the town fence itself. She found Tabor walking the parapet wall between two watch towers on the southern perimeter, shadowing a more seasoned officer. His only weapon for now was a sort of wooden club, junior as he was. But he wore a Town Guard’s red-over-blue uniform, and he glared south, beyond the town boundary, as if daring whatever Immie bands lay beyond to approach.


When Mela called up to him, he walked over reluctantly. Mela was aware of his superior officer leering as he looked down at her.


Tabor knelt on the walkway and hissed down. ‘What do you want? You’re showing me up.’


She glared back. ‘I just wanted to make sure you are all right about the trip.’


‘Down the River with Mummy and Daddy? Who cares about that?’


‘It’s all right with me and Ish if you want to come. I know it’s our birthday—’


‘Why would I want to waste days seeing a bunch of dung-heap towns?’ He grinned and patted his palm with his club. ‘I can just wait here until the Immies and their squalling brats and toothless grandmothers come to me.’


‘I just wanted—’


‘Clear off.’ He straightened, turned away from her, and went back to his post.


Mela retreated.


That officer watched her until she was out of sight. Even then she heard him make some remark to Tabor, and they both laughed.
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Tabor wasn’t in place on the fence when, on their birthday a couple of days later, Mela, Ish and their parents walked out of their home, and to a gate on the town’s southern side.


Both parents had to show papers and Permits and proofs of identity. Mother muttered vaguely, ‘Next year, when you are eighteen, you two will need your own Permits to get out – and, more importantly, to get back in. Your father will sort it out.’


Ish snorted. ‘Yes, and I bet our big brother will do his best to keep us out in the wilderness if he gets the chance.’


‘Oh, grow up.’ Mother turned away.


And then the gate opened, hauled back by a couple of Guards – neither of them Tabor – and, with Mela dragging a small trolley with their luggage, they walked out through the fence.


Once out, they headed roughly east at first, making for the river bank.


Mela tried to remember when she had last come out here, out of any of the town gates, the four of them studded around the roughly circular perimeter fence. She did remember that things had been different when she was small. Then the gates were routinely left open during the day, with a token Guard or two standing watch, and sometimes not even that. Even visitors from the country or other towns had been allowed to wander through, though she now suspected they had always been required to carry the right papers and Permits. Things had changed since then, as the Perimeter – the limit of the world itself – had moved northward by hundreds of kilometres, driving hordes of people before it.


But, as she often found herself repeating in the privacy of her own mind, the world might be ending, but not today. Not today. And with determination, one hand hauling the luggage trolley, the other clasping Ish’s hand tight, she marched forward into the open land beyond the fence.


The world seemed to simplify, and expand. There was the fence behind her. The River ahead was a broad band of slow-moving, turbid waters that, having completed its passage through the eastern side of the town and under its bridges, exited through a heavily guarded culvert under the fence to continue its flow southward. Some way downstream, further south, she saw a vessel on the water, a low, long boat, tied up at one in a row of wooden docks.


‘Come,’ Father said. ‘We have to walk down to the River, to that boat. See it? That’s our ride …’


Mela felt obscurely excited. Her boat!


So they walked, deliberately slowly, Mela thought, her father taking his time, as if making the point that this was a holiday for them all. Mother, restless, kept checking through the papers in the slim case she carried, as she had since before they’d left home, as if she were desperate not to have left anything crucial behind.


But this wasn’t home. The ground near the fence was criss-crossed by the tracks of carts and human feet. Further away from the fence, the wider landscape opened up, bare, grassy, with clumps of trees.


And further out still Mela saw tracts of land that glowed a brilliant green under the diffuse lights of the sky. These were farms, full of smartcrops, self-seeding, self-fertilising, their leaves and fruit and roots ready to eat, all of their varieties offering a complete package of nutrition for humans. Even their stems broke down quickly into a thread-like material from which cloth could be woven. All made from nothing but the light of the sky, and the dirt of the ground. A gift of the Perseid, her father would have said; a miracle of star stuff, her mother would reply.


And the crops were being gathered, slow, laborious work, by bent, dusty people.


The view opened up some more as they walked. Mela saw that beyond the smartcrop fields was a clutter of dwellings. Some were smart, some shabby – some mobile, on wheels or sleds. A few people, also dusty looking, moved between the huts, or came and went from the crop fields. Shanty folk.


Mela caught up with her father as they walked on. ‘So these people—’


‘Ye-es? You’re going to ask me some kind of legal question, aren’t you?’


‘Ye-es,’ she said, mocking him.


‘It’s my day off too.’


‘The law never sleeps. You told me that once. The shanty folk.’


‘Yes? The crop-pickers over there, you mean?’


‘Well, who are they? What’s their status?’


Mother raised her eyebrows, shook her head. ‘Their status. What are you, forty years old?’


Father shrugged. ‘Shanty folk. They’re travellers. They camp around the town walls, or head from town to town if they hear word of work, or hand-outs. They are generally tolerated if they can offer useful services, such as working on the River, or on the farms. Even construction projects inside the town, sometimes.’ He pointed at Town Guards in the fields, easily visible, in their red-over-blue uniforms, standing rather than crouching, watching rather than working. ‘You see those supervisors? They’re seconded from the Fence Watch, whose job is to look out of the town anyhow.’


‘So these folk aren’t citizens of the town, of Procyon. Of any town. But they aren’t Immigrants either.’


‘Correct,’ he said. ‘An Immigrant was once a legal citizen of a town, a properly constituted community. And when an Immigrant shows up at our fence they are, in law, applying to become a citizen of our town. As an Immigrant your legal status is – pending. But you do have the residual right of a hearing.’


‘But the shanty folk—’


‘They have no legal status, as far as Procyon is concerned. Or any other town of the Empire. They aren’t citizens, they were never citizens anywhere as far as we know, and, most likely, they don’t want to be. Most of them live and die without ever spending more than a handful of days or weeks in a town. Shanty folk survive because at least some of them have useful skills: wood craft, river dredging, canal building. The law is loose about employing them, actually.


‘A hundred years ago there were no shanty folk. But the world has got a lot smaller since then.


‘There’s a sort of progression. You start as a citizen. If you lose your town you become an Immigrant. And if you and your family don’t find another place to live, you are shanty folk. And your children are born as shanty folk, you see, and will stay that way. So it goes. Such folk are tolerated if they are useful – as are we all, in the end, I suppose. And they have their own culture.’ He smiled. ‘Shanty folk like entertainers. Story tellers, singers, musicians, jugglers, acrobats. Whatever. Something to distract them, during the long dark nights. There are worse ways to live than to be shanty folk. If you’ve had a good day, anyhow.’


Mother snorted.


But Ish murmured, ‘A good day. Just for today. Which I suppose is all any of us can hope for.’


Her remark surprised Mela. Ish might not be all that strong, she thought, but she was evidently deep.


Father seemed to be thinking something similar. He gave Ish a quick, almost embarrassed hug. ‘I don’t know how we are doing it, but we are raising some remarkable kids.’


Mother snorted. ‘And Tabor.’


Mela winced. ‘Even I think that’s mean, Mother.’


Mother just shrugged.


They walked on.


At last they reached the River itself. Now they followed the River’s bank, heading steadily south, away from the town, on a path worn and rutted by many feet and wheels – and by some kind of animal print, Mela saw with a thrill. The River itself was physically wider here than inside Procyon’s fences, where the flow was constrained by ducts and dykes and canals. Here it flowed freely, a little turbulent, the water a rich blue-grey thanks to the murk churned up from the basin. Along this stretch, if Mela looked away from the town and the shanty camp, she could almost imagine they were alone, walking the length of this great river – one of four such rivers, she knew, that drained the Heartland Mountains at the centre of this Earth. As if she were the first explorer of this Earth.


The illusion of wilderness didn’t last long. Her father began a slightly dull lecture on traces of imperial activity to be seen in the landscape, even this far out – culverts and built-up banks and even the remains of a riverside road, now not much more than a ditch in straight segments, with the stone long ago robbed out.


But then, not very far south of the town, they came to a stretch of bank lined with wooden piers that jutted out into the water – many of them very ancient, Mela knew.


And at one pier, that boat was waiting.


Ish asked breathlessly, ‘Is that one ours?’


Father just smiled.


Thrilled, the girls ran forward.


The river boat was slender, sleekly streamlined, maybe twenty paces long. There were small structures fore and aft, the aft being the crew’s quarters and the captain’s cabin, Mela soon learned, and the little hutch at the prow where the passengers were to shelter.


No time was wasted. When the crew had got the family and their luggage aboard and roughly stowed, the captain, a rugged-looking woman with brilliant red hair, ordered the crew to cast off the lines that held them to the dock. Then the crew – two men, one more woman, all taciturn, powerful-looking, bored, Mela thought – used poles to push the craft away from the bank.


Once in deeper water the boat seemed to surge forward, the south-running current surprisingly powerful, and the family staggered, grabbing on to the sides to keep from falling, Ish laughing, Mother growling, Father winking at Mela.


As soon as they were safely underway, the family quickly crammed into the little cabin that was to be their home for much of the ten days of the journey. Although, as Mother had insisted from the beginning, they would be disembarking at the towns they passed en route to the Tide, and spending nights ashore. ‘Wherever possible,’ she had growled.


Now, inspecting the furnishing, Mela saw two sets of bunk beds, four beds in all, one small privy with a sink, one table with two chairs and one small cupboard.


‘Well,’ Father said, ‘I suppose it’s what we were promised, even if it’s a lot smaller than the captain suggested when I booked her.’


Mother just dumped her bag on the table and sat in one of the chairs. ‘Oh, you always were a fool when it came to business, Tenn. Well, this will do, we’ll survive. Or at least we won’t all kill each other. Thank the stars Tabor isn’t here.’

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
STEPH E N BAXT ER

SUNDAY TIMES BESTSELLER






OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml






Contents





		Cover



		Dedication



		Title Page



		Contents



		John Hackett



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4









		Mela



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		Chapter 12



		Chapter 13



		Chapter 14



		Chapter 15









		John Hackett



		Chapter 16



		Chapter 17



		Chapter 18



		Chapter 19



		Chapter 20



		Chapter 21



		Chapter 22



		Chapter 23



		Chapter 24



		Chapter 25



		Chapter 26



		Chapter 27



		Chapter 28









		Mela



		Chapter 29



		Chapter 30



		Chapter 31



		Chapter 32



		Chapter 33



		Chapter 34



		Chapter 35



		Chapter 36



		Chapter 37









		John Hackett



		Chapter 38



		Chapter 39



		Chapter 40



		Chapter 41



		Chapter 42



		Chapter 43



		Chapter 44



		Chapter 45



		Chapter 46



		Chapter 47



		Chapter 48



		Chapter 49









		Mela



		Chapter 50



		Chapter 51



		Chapter 52



		Chapter 53



		Chapter 54



		Chapter 55



		Chapter 56



		Chapter 57



		Chapter 58



		Chapter 59



		Chapter 60



		Chapter 61









		John Hackett



		Chapter 62



		Chapter 63



		Chapter 64



		Chapter 65



		Chapter 66



		Chapter 67









		Mela



		Chapter 68



		Chapter 69









		John Hackett



		Chapter 70



		Chapter 71



		Chapter 72



		Chapter 73









		Mela and John Hackett



		Chapter 74



		Chapter 75



		Chapter 76



		Chapter 77



		Chapter 78



		Chapter 79



		Chapter 80



		Chapter 81



		Chapter 82



		Chapter 83









		Afterword



		Credits



		Also by Stephen Baxter



		Copyright













Page List





		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		349



		350



		351



		352



		353



		354



		355



		356



		357



		358



		359



		360



		361



		362



		363



		364



		365



		366



		367



		368



		369



		370



		371



		372



		373



		374



		375



		376



		377



		378



		379



		380



		381



		382



		383



		384



		385



		386



		387



		388



		389



		390



		391



		392



		393



		394



		395



		396



		397



		398



		399



		400



		401



		402



		403



		404



		405



		406



		407



		408



		409



		410



		411



		412



		413



		414



		415



		416



		417



		418



		419



		420



		421



		422



		423



		424



		425



		426



		427



		428



		429



		430



		431



		432



		433



		434



		435



		436



		437



		438



		439



		440



		441



		442



		443



		444



		445



		446



		447



		448



		449



		450



		451



		452



		453



		454



		455



		456



		457



		458



		459



		460



		461



		462



		463



		464



		465



		466



		467



		468



		469



		470



		471



		472



		473



		474



		475



		476



		477



		478



		479



		480



		481



		482



		483



		484



		485



		486



		487



		488



		489



		490



		491



		492



		493



		494



		495



		496



		497



		498



		499



		500



		501



		502



		503



		504



		505



		506



		507



		508



		509



		510



		511



		512



		513



		514



		515



		516



		517



		518



		519



		520



		521



		522



		523



		524



		525



		526



		527



		528



		529



		530



		531



		532



		533



		534



		535



		536



		537



		538



		539



		540



		541



		542



		543



		544



		545



		546



		547



		548



		549



		550



		551



		552



		553



		554



		555



		556



		557



		558



		559



		560



		561



		562



		563



		564



		565



		566



		567



		568



		569



		570



		571



		572



		573



		574



		575



		576



		577



		578



		579



		580



		581



		582



		583



		584



		585



		586













Guide





		Cover



		Table of Contents



		Start Reading













OEBPS/images/title.jpg
EARTHS

STEPHEN BAXTER

*





