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Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.
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1



It was when the foundry imploded that Rees’s curiosity about his world became unbearable. The shift started normally enough with a thump on his cabin wall from the fist of Sheen, his shift supervisor. Groggily, Rees pulled himself from his sleeping net and moved slowly about the jumbled cabin, grinding through his wake-up routines.


The water from the rusty spigot emerged reluctantly in the microgee conditions. The liquid was sour and cloudy. He forced down a few mouthfuls and splashed his face and hair. He wondered with a shudder how many human bodies this water had passed through since its first collection from a passing cloud; it had been dozens of shifts since the last supply tree from the Raft had called with fresh provisions, and the Belt’s antique recycling system was showing its deficiencies.


He pulled on a stained, one-piece coverall. The garment was getting too short. At fifteen thousand shifts old he was dark, slim - and tall enough already and still growing, he thought gloomily. This observation made him think with a stab of sadness of his parents; it was just the sort of remark they might have made. His father, who had not long survived his mother, had died a few hundred shifts ago of circulatory problems and exhaustion. Suspended by one hand from the door frame Rees surveyed the little iron-walled cabin, recalling how cluttered it had seemed when he’d shared it with his parents.


He pushed such thoughts away and wriggled through the narrow door frame.


He blinked for a few seconds, dazzled by the shifting starlight . . . and hesitated. There was a faint scent on the air. A richness, like meat-sim. Something burning?


His cabin was connected to his neighbour’s by a few yards of fraying rope and by lengths of rusty piping; he pulled himself a few feet along the rope and hung there, eyes raking the world around him for the source of the jarring scent.


The air of the Nebula was, as always, stained blood-red. A corner of his mind tried to measure that redness - was it deeper than last shift? - while his eyes flicked around the objects scattered through the Nebula above and below him. The clouds were like handfuls of greyish cloth sprinkled through miles of air. Stars fell among and through the clouds in a slow, endless rain that tumbled down to the Core. The light of the mile-wide spheres cast shifting shadows over the clouds, the scattered trees, the huge blurs that might be whales. Here and  there he saw a tiny flash that marked the end of a star’s brief existence.


How many stars were there?


As a child Rees had hovered among the cables, eyes wide, counting up to the limits of his knowledge and patience. Now he suspected that the stars were without number, that there were more stars than hairs on his head . . . or thoughts in his mind, or words on his tongue. He raised his head and scoured a sky that was filled with stars. It was as if he were suspended in a great cloud of light; the star-spheres receded with distance into points of light, so that the sky itself was a curtain glowing red- yellow.


The burning scent called to him again, seeping through the thin air. He wrapped his toes in the cabin cable and released his hands; he let the spin of the Belt straighten his spine, and from this new viewpoint surveyed his home.


The Belt was a circle about eight hundred yards wide, a chain of battered dwellings and work places connected by ropes and tubes. At the centre of the Belt was the mine itself, a cooled- down star kernel fifty yards wide; lifting cables dangled from the Belt to the surface of the star kernel, scraping across the rusty meniscus at a few feet per second.


Here and there, fixed to the walls and roofs of the Belt, were the massive, white-metal mouths of jets; every few minutes a puff of steam emerged from one of those throats and the Belt tugged imperceptibly faster at his heels, shaking off the slowing effects of air friction. He studied the ragged rim of the nearest jet; it was fixed to his neighbour’s roof and showed signs of hasty cutting and welding. As usual his attention drifted off into random speculation. What vessel, or other device, had that jet come from? Who were the men who had cut it away? And why had they come here . . . ?


Again the whiff of fire. He shook his head, trying to concentrate.


It was shift-change time, of course, and there were little knots of activity around most of the cabins in the Belt as workers, grimy and tired, made for their sleep nets - and, a quarter of the Belt’s circumference from him, a haze of smoke hovered around the foundry. He saw men dive again and again into the greyish fog. When they re-emerged they tugged limp, blackened forms.


Bodies?


With a soft cry he curled, grasped the rope and sprint-crawled over the diffuse gravity wells of cabin roofs and walls to the foundry.


He hesitated on the edge of the sphere of smoke. The stench of burnt meat-sim made his empty stomach twist. Two figures emerged from the haze, solidifying like figures in a dream. They carried an unrecognizable, bloodied bundle between them. Rees anchored himself and reached down to help them; he tried not to recoil as charred flesh peeled away in his hands.


The limp form was bundled in stained blankets and hauled tenderly away. One of the two rescuers straightened before Rees; white eyes shone out of a soot-smeared face. It took him a few seconds to recognize Sheen, his shift supervisor. The pull of her hot, blackened body was a distant tugging at his belly, and he was ashamed to find, even at a moment like this, his eyes tracking sweat droplets over her blood-smeared chest. ‘You’re late,’ she said, her voice smoke-deep as a man’s.


‘I’m sorry. What’s happened?’


‘An implosion. What do you think?’ Pushing scorched hair from her brow she turned and pointed into the stationary pall of smoke. Now Rees could make out the shape of the foundry within; its cubical form had buckled, as if crushed by a giant hand. ‘Two dead so far,’ Sheen said. ‘Damn it. That’s the third collapse in the last hundred shifts. If only Gord built strong enough for this damn stupid universe, I wouldn’t have to scrape my workmates off each other like so much spoiled meat-sim. Damn, damn.’


‘What shall I do?’


She turned and looked at him with annoyance; he felt a flush of embarrassment and fear climb in his cheeks. Her irritation seemed to soften a little. ‘Help us haul the rest out. Stick close to me and you’ll be fine. Try to breathe through your nose, OK?’


And she turned and dived back into the spreading smoke. Rees hesitated for a single second, then hurried after her.


 The bodies were cleared and allowed to drift away into the Nebula air, while the injured were collected by their families and gently bundled to waiting cabins. The fire in the foundry was doused and soon the smoke was dispersing. Gord, the Belt’s chief engineer, crawled over the ruins. The engineer was a short, blond man; he shook his head miserably as he began the work of planning the rebuilding of the foundry. Rees saw how the relatives of the dead and injured regarded Gord with hatred as he went about his work. Surely the series of implosions could not be blamed on the engineer?


. . . But if not Gord, who?


Rees’s shift was cancelled. The Belt had a second foundry, separated from the ruin by a hundred and eighty degrees, and Rees would be expected to call there on his next working shift; but for now he was free.


He pulled his way slowly back to his cabin, staring with fascination at the blood-trails left by his hands on ropes and roofs. His head seemed still to be full of smoke. He paused for a few minutes at the entrance to his cabin, trying to suck clean oxygen from the air; but the ruddy, shifting starlight seemed almost as thick as smoke. Sometimes the Nebula breezes seemed almost unbreathable.


If only the sky were blue, he thought vaguely. I wonder what blue is like . . . Even in his parents’ childhood - so his father had said - there were still hints of blue in the sky, off at the edges of the Nebula, far beyond the clouds and stars. He closed his eyes, trying to picture a colour he had never seen, thinking of coolness, of clear water.


So the world had changed since his father’s day. Why? And would it change again? Would blue and those other cool colours return - or would the redness deepen until it was the colour of ruined flesh—


Rees pulled his way into his cabin and ran the spigot. He took off his tunic and scrubbed at his bloodstained skin until it ached.


 The flesh peeled from the body in his hands like the skin from rotten fruit-sim; bone gleamed white—


He lay in his net, eyes wide, remembering.


A distant handbell rang three times. So it was still only mid-shift - he had to endure another shift and a half, a full twelve hours, before he had an excuse to leave the cabin.


If he stayed here he’d go crazy.


He rolled out of his net, pulled on his coverall and slid out of the cabin. The quickest way to the Quartermaster’s was along the Belt past the wrecked foundry; deliberately he turned and crawled the other way.


People nodded from windows and outdoor nets as he passed, some smiling with faint sympathy. There were only a couple of hundred people in the Belt; the tragedy must have hit almost everybody. From dozens of cabins came the sounds of soft weeping, of cries of pain.


Rees lived alone, keeping mostly to his own company; but he knew almost everybody in the Belt. Now he lingered by cabins where people to whom he was a little closer must be suffering, perhaps dying; but he hurried on, feeling isolation thicken around him like smoke.


The Quartermaster’s bar was one of the Belt’s largest buildings at twenty yards across; it was laced with climbing ropes, and bar stock covered most of one wall. This shift the place was crowded: the stink of alcohol and weed, the bellow of voices, the pull of a mass of hot bodies - it all hit Rees as if he’d run into a wall. Jame, the barman, plied his trade briskly, laughing raucously through a greying tangle of beard. Rees lingered on the fringe of the milling crowd, anxious not to return to his desolate cabin; but the drink and laughter seemed to flow around him, excluding him, and he turned to leave.


‘Rees! Wait . . .’


It was Sheen. She had pushed away from the centre of a group of men; one of them - a huge, intimidating miner called Roch - called after her drunkenly. Sheen’s cheeks were moist from the heat of the bar and she had cropped away her scorched hair; otherwise she was bright and clean in a fresh, skimpy tunic. When she spoke her voice was still scoured rough by the smoke. ‘I saw you come in. Here. You look like you need this.’ She held out a drink in a tarnished globe.


Suddenly awkward, Rees said, ‘I was going to leave—’


‘I know you were.’ She moved closer to him, unsmiling, and pushed the drink into his chest. ‘Take it anyway.’ Again he felt the pull of her body as a warmth in his stomach - why should her gravity field have such a distinct flavour from that of others? - and he was distractingly aware of her bare arms.


‘Thanks.’ He took the drink and sucked at the globe’s plastic nipple; hot liquor coursed over his tongue. ‘Maybe I did need that.’


Sheen studied him with frank curiosity. ‘You’re an odd one, Rees, aren’t you?’


He stared back, letting his eyes slide over the smoothness of the skin around her eyes. It struck him that she wasn’t really much older than he was. ‘How am I odd?’


‘You keep yourself to yourself.’


He shrugged.


‘Look, it’s something you need to grow out of. You need company. We all do. Especially after a shift like this one.’


‘What did you mean earlier?’ he asked suddenly.


‘When?’


‘During the implosion. You said how hard it was to build anything strong enough for this universe.’


‘What about it?’


‘Well . . . what other universe is there?’


She sucked at her drink, ignoring the shouted invitations from the party behind her. ‘Who cares?’


‘My father used to say the mine was killing us all. Humans weren’t meant to work down there, crawling around in wheelchairs at five gee.’


She laughed. ‘Rees, you’re a character. But I’m not in the mood for metaphysical speculation, frankly. What I’m in the mood for is to get brain-dead on this fermented fruit-sim. So you can join me and the boys if you want, or you can go and sigh at the stars. OK?’ She floated away, looking back questioningly; he shook his head, smiling stiffly, and she drifted back to her party, disappearing into a little pool of arms and legs.


Rees finished his drink, struggled to the bar to return the empty globe, and left.


 A heavy cloud, fat with rain, drifted over the Belt, reducing visibility to a few yards; the air it brought with it seemed exceptionally sour and thin.


Rees prowled around the cables that girdled his world, muscles working restlessly. He completed two full circuits, passing huts and cabins familiar since his childhood, hurrying past well-known faces. The damp cloud, the thin air, the confinement of the Belt seemed to come together somewhere inside his chest. Questions chased around his skull. Why were human materials and building methods so inadequate to resist the forces of the world? Why were human bodies so feeble in the face of those forces?


Why had his parents had to die, without answering the questions that had haunted him since childhood?


Shards of rationality glittered in the mud of his overtired thinking. His parents had had no better understanding of their circumstances than he had; there had been nothing but legends they could tell him before their sour deaths. Children’s tales of a Ship, a Crew, of something called Bolder’s Ring . . . But his parents had had - acceptance. They, and the rest of the Belt dwellers - even the sparkiest, like Sheen - seemed implicitly to accept their lot. Only Rees seemed plagued by questions, unanswered doubts.


Why couldn’t he be like everyone else? Why couldn’t he just accept and be accepted?


He let himself drift to rest, arms aching, cloud mist spattering his face. In all his universe there was only one entity which he could talk to about this - which would respond in any meaningful way to his questions.


And that was a digging machine.


With a sudden impulse he looked about. He was perhaps a hundred yards from the nearest mine elevator station; his arms and legs carried him to it with renewed vigour.


Cloud mist swirled after Rees as he entered the station. The place was deserted, as Rees had expected. The whole shift would be lost to mourning; not for another two or three hours would the bleary-eyed workers of the next shift begin to arrive.


The station was little more than another cubical iron shack, locked into the Belt. It was dominated by a massive drum around which a fine cable was coiled. The drum was framed by winch equipment constructed of some metal that remained free of rust, and from the cable dangled a heavy chair fitted with large, fat wheels. The chair was topped by a head and neck support and was thickly padded. There was a control panel fixed to a strut at one end of the drum; the panel was an arm’s-length square and contained fist-sized, colour-coded switches and dials. Rees rapidly set up a descent sequence on the panel and the winch drum began to vibrate.


He slid into the chair, taking care to smooth the clothing under his back and legs. On the surface of the star a crease of cloth could cut like a knife. A red light flashed on the control panel, casting sombre shadows, and the base of the cabin slid aside with a soft grind. The ancient machinery worked with a chorus of scrapes and squeaks; the drum turned and the cable began to pay out.


With a jolt Rees dropped through the station floor and into the dense cloud. The chair was pulled down the guide cable; the guide continued through the mist, he knew, for four hundred yards to the surface of the star. The familiar sensation of shifting gravity pulled at his stomach like gentle hands. The Belt was rotating a little faster than its orbital velocity - to keep the chain of cabins taut - and a few yards below the Belt the centripetal force faded, so that Rees drifted briefly through true weightlessness. Then he entered the gravity well of the star kernel and his weight built up rapidly, plating over his chest and stomach like iron.


Despite the mounting discomfort he felt a sense of release. He wondered what his workmates would think if they could see him now. To choose to descend to the mine during an off-shift . . . and what for? To talk to a digging machine?


The oval face of Sheen floated before him, intelligent, sceptical and pragmatic.


He felt a flush burn up through his cheeks and he was suddenly glad that his descent was hidden by the mist.


He dropped out of the mist and the star kernel was revealed. It was a porous ball of iron fifty yards wide, visibly scarred by the hands and the machines of men. The guide cable - and its siblings, spread evenly around the Belt - scraped along the iron equator at a speed of a few feet each second.


His descent slowed; he imagined the winch four hundred yards above him straining to hold him against the star’s clutching pull. Weight built up more rapidly now, climbing to its chest-crushing peak of five gees. The wheels of the chair began to rotate, whirring; then, cautiously, they kissed the moving iron surface. There was a bump which knocked the breath out of him. The cable disengaged rapidly, whipping backwards and away through the mist. The chair rolled slowly to a halt, carrying Rees a few yards from the trail of the cable.


For a few minutes Rees sat in the silence of the deserted star, allowing his  breathing to adjust. His neck, back and legs all seemed comfortable in their deep padding, with no circulation-cutting folds of flesh or cloth. He lifted his right hand cautiously; it felt as if bands of iron encased his forearm, but he could reach the small control pad set into the chair arm.


He turned his head a few degrees to left and right. His chair sat isolated in the centre of an iron landscape. Thick rust covered the surface, scoured by valleys a few inches deep and pitted by tiny craters. The horizon was no more than a dozen yards away; it was as if he sat at the crest of a dome. The Belt, glimpsed through the layer of cloud around the star, was a chain of boxes rolling through the sky, its cables hauling the cabins and workshops through a full rotation every five minutes.


Rees had often worked through in his head the sequence of events which had brought this spectacle into being. The star must have reached the end of its active life many centuries earlier, leaving a slowly spinning core of white-hot metal. Islands of solid iron would have formed in that sea of heat, colliding and gradually coalescing. At last a skin must have congealed around the iron, thickening and cooling. In the process bubbles of air had been trapped, leaving the sphere riddled with caverns and tunnels - and so making it accessible to humans. Finally the oxygen-laden air of the Nebula had worked on the shining iron, coating it with a patina of brown oxide.


The star kernel was probably cold all the way to its centre by now, but Rees liked to imagine he could feel a faint glow of heat from the surface, the last ghost of star fire—


The silence was lanced through by a whine, far above him. Something glittering raced down through the air and hit the rust with a small impact a yard from Rees’s chair. It left a fresh crater a half-inch across; a wisp of steam struggled to rise against the star pull.


Now more of the little missiles fizzed through the air; the star rang with impacts.


Rain. Metamorphosed by its fall through a five-gee gravity well into a hail of steaming bullets.


Rees cursed and reached for his control panel. The chair rolled forward, each bump and valley in the landscape jarring the breath from him. He was a few yards still from the nearest entrance to the mine works. How could he have been so careless as to descend to the surface - alone - when there was danger of rain? The shower thickened, slamming into the surface all around him. He cringed, pinned to his chair, waiting for the shower to reach his head and exposed arms.


The mouth of the mine works was a long rectangle cut in the rust. His chair rolled with agonizing slowness down a shallow slope into the depths of the star. At last the roof of the works was sliding over his head; the rain, safely excluded, spanged into the rust.


After pausing for a few minutes to allow his rattling heart to rest, Rees rolled on down the shallow, curving slope; Nebula light faded, to be replaced by the white glow of a chain of well-spaced lamps. Rees peered up at them as he passed. No one knew how the fist-sized globes worked. Apparently the lamps had glowed here unattended for centuries - most of them, anyway; here and there the chain  was broken by the dimness of a failed lamp. Rees passed through the pools of darkness with a shudder; typically his mind raced through the years to a future in which miners would have to function without the ancient lamps.


After fifty yards of passageway - a third of the way around the circumference of the star - the light of the Nebula and the noise of the rain had disappeared. He reached a wide, cylindrical chamber, its roof about ten yards beneath the surface of the star. Rust-free walls gleamed in the lamplight. This was the entrance to the mine proper; the walls of the chamber were broken by the mouths of five circular passageways which led on into the heart of the star. The Moles - the digging machines - cut and refined the iron in the passageways, returning it in manageable nodules to the surface.


The real function of humans down here was to supplement the limited decision-making capabilities of the digging machines - to adjust their quota, perhaps, or to direct the gouging of fresh passageways around broken-down wheelchairs. Few people were capable of more . . . although some miners, like Roch, were full of drunken stories about their prowess under the extreme gravity conditions.


From one passageway came a grumbling, scraping sound. Rees turned the chair. After some minutes a blunt prow nosed into the light of the chamber, and - with painful slowness - one of the machines the miners called Moles worked its way over the lip of the tunnel.


The Mole was a cylinder of dull metal, some five yards long. It moved on six fat wheels. The prow of the Mole was studded with a series of cutting devices and with hand-like claws which worked the star iron. The machine’s back bore a wide pannier containing several nodules of freshly cut iron.


Rees snapped: ‘Status!’


The Mole rolled to a halt. It replied, as it always replied, ‘Massive sensor dysfunction.’ Its voice was thin and flat, and emanated from somewhere within its scuffed body.


Rees often imagined that if he knew what lay behind that brief report he would understand much of what baffled him about the world.


The Mole extended an arm from its nose. It reached to the panniers on its back and began lifting head-sized nodules down to a pile on the floor of the chamber. Rees watched it work for a few minutes. There were crude weld marks around the prow devices, the wheel axles and the points where the panniers were fixed; also, the skin of the Mole bore long, thin scars showing clearly where devices had been cut away, long ago. Rees half closed his eyes so that he could see only the broad cylindrical shape of the Mole. What might have been fixed to those scars on the hull? With a flash of insight he imagined the jets that maintained the Belt in its orbit attached to the Mole. In his mind the components moved around, assembling and reassembling in various degrees of implausibility. Could the jets really once have been attached to the Mole? Had it once been some kind of flying machine, adapted for work down here?


But perhaps other devices had been fixed to those scars - devices long since discarded and now beyond his imagination - perhaps the ‘sensors’ of which the Mole spoke.


He felt a surge of irrational gratitude to the Moles. In all his crushing universe they, enigmatic as they were, represented the only element of strangeness, of otherness; they were all his imagination had to work on. The first time he had begun to speculate that things might somewhere, sometime, be other than they were here had been a hundred shifts ago when a Mole had unexpectedly asked him whether he found the Nebula air any more difficult to breathe.


‘Mole,’ he said.


An articulated metal arm unfolded from the nose of the Mole; a camera fixed on him.


‘The sky looked a bit more red today.’


The transfer of nodules was not slowed but the small lens stayed steady. A red lamp somewhere on the prow of the machine began to pulse. ‘Please input spectrometer data.’


‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ Rees said. ‘And even if I did, I haven’t got a “spectrometer”.’


‘Please quantify input data.’


‘I still don’t understand,’ Rees said patiently.


For further seconds the machine studied him. ‘How red is the sky?’


Rees opened his mouth - and hesitated, stuck for words. ‘I don’t know. Red. Darker. Not as dark as blood.’


The lens lit up with a scarlet glow. ‘Please calibrate.’


Rees imagined himself to be staring into the sky. ‘No, not as bright as that.’


The glow scaled through a tight spectrum, through crimson to a muddy blood colour.


‘Back a little,’ Rees said. ‘. . . There. That’s it, I think.’


The lens darkened. The lamp on the prow, still scarlet, began to glow steady and bright. Rees was reminded of the warning light on the winch equipment and felt his flesh crawl under its blanket of weight. ‘Mole. What does that light mean?’


‘Warning,’ it said in its flat voice. ‘Deterioration of environment life-threatening. Access to support equipment recommended.’


Rees understood ‘threatening’, but what did the rest of it mean? What support equipment? ‘Damn you, Mole, what are we supposed to do?’


But the Mole had no reply; patiently it continued to unload its pannier.


Rees watched, thoughts racing. The events of the last few shifts came like pieces of a puzzle to the surface of his mind.


This was a tough universe for humans. The implosion had proved that. And now, if he understood any of what the Mole had said, it seemed that the redness of the sky was a portent of doom for them all, as if the Nebula itself were some vast, incomprehensible lamp of warning.


A sense of confinement returned, its weight more crushing than the pull of the star kernel. He would never get anyone else to understand his concerns. He was just some dumb kid, and his worries were based on hints, fragments, all partially understood.


Would he still be a kid when the end came?


Scenes of apocalypse flashed through his head: he imagined dimming stars,  thickening clouds, the very air souring and failing in his lungs—


He had to get back to the surface, the Belt, and onwards; he had to find out more. And in all his universe there was only one place he could go.


The Raft. Somehow he had to get to the Raft.


With a new sense of purpose, vague but burning, he turned his chair to the exit ramp.
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The tree was a wheel of wood and foliage fifty yards wide. Its rotation slowing, it lowered itself reluctantly into the gravity well of the star kernel. Pallis, the tree-pilot, was hanging by hands and feet below the knotty trunk of the tree. The star kernel and its churning Belt mine were behind his back. With a critical eye he peered up through the mat of foliage at the smoke which hung raggedly over the upper branches. The layer of smoke wasn’t anywhere near thick enough: he could clearly see starlight splashing through to bathe the tree’s round leaves. He moved his hands along the nearest branch, felt the uncertain quivering of the fine blade of wood. Even here, at the root of the branches, he could feel the tree’s turbulent uncertainty. Two imperatives acted on the tree. It strove to flee the deadly gravity well of the star - but it also sought to escape the shadow of the smoke cloud, which drove it back into the well. A skilful woodsman should have the two imperatives in fine balance; the tree should hover in an unstable equilibrium at the required distance.


Now the tree’s rotating branches bit into the air and it jerked upwards by a good yard. Pallis was almost shaken loose. A cloud of skitters came tumbling from the foliage; the tiny wheel-shaped creatures buzzed around his face and arms as they tried to regain the security of their parent.


Damn that boy—


With an angry, liquid movement of his arms he hauled himself through the foliage to the top side of the tree. The ragged blanket of smoke and steam hung a few yards above his head, attached tenuously to the branches by threads of smoke. The damp wood in at least half the fire bowls fixed to the branches had, he soon found, been consumed.


And Gover, his so-called assistant, was nowhere to be seen.


His toes wrapped around the foliage, Pallis drew himself to his full height. At fifty thousand shifts he was old by Nebula standards; but his stomach was still as flat and as hard as the trunk of one of his beloved fleet of trees, and most men would shy from the network of branch scars that covered his face, forearms and hands and flared red at moments of anger.


And this was one of those moments.


‘Gover! By the Bones themselves, what do you think you are doing?’


A thin, clever face appeared above one of the bowls near the rim of the tree. Gover shook his way out of a nest of leaves and came scurrying across the platform of foliage, a pack bouncing against his narrow back.


Pallis stood with arms folded and biceps bunched. ‘Gover’, he said softly, ‘I’ll ask you again. What do you think you’re doing?’


Gover shoved the back of his hand against his nose, pushing the nostrils out of shape; the hand came away glistening. ‘I’d finished,’ he mumbled.


Pallis leant over him. Gover’s gaze slid over and away from the tree-pilot’s eyes. ‘You’re finished when I tell you so. And not before.’


Gover said nothing.


‘Look—’ Pallis stabbed a finger at Gover’s pack. ‘You’re still carrying half your stock of wood. The fires are dying. And look at the state of the smoke screen. More holes than your damn vest. My tree doesn’t know whether she’s coming or going, thanks to you. Can’t you feel her shuddering?


‘Now, listen, Gover. I don’t care a damn for you, but I do care for my tree. You cause her any more upset and I’ll have you over the rim; if you’re lucky the Boneys’ll have you for supper, and I’ll fly her home to the Raft myself. Got that?’


Gover hung before him, hands tugging listlessly at the ragged hem of his vest. Pallis let the moment stretch taut; then he hissed, ‘Now move it!’


With a flurry of motion Gover pulled himself to the nearest pot and began hauling wood from his pack. Soon fresh billows of smoke were rising to join the depleted cloud, and the shuddering of the tree subsided.


His exasperation simmering, Pallis watched the boy’s awkward movements. Oh, he’d had his share of poor assistants in the past, but in the old times most of them had been willing to learn. To try. And gradually, as hard shifts wore by, those young people had grown into responsible men and women, their minds toughening with their bodies.


But not this lot. Not the new generation.


This was his third flight with the boy Gover. And the lad was still as sullen and obstructive as when he’d first been assigned to the trees; Pallis would be more than glad to hand him back to Science.


His eyes roamed around the red sky, restless. The falling stars were an array of pinpoints dwindling into the far distance; the depths of the Nebula, far below him, were a sink of murky crimson. Was this nostalgic disregard for the young of today just a symptom of ageing . . . ? Or had people truly changed?


Well, there was no doubt that the world had changed around him. The crisp blue skies, the rich breezes of his youth were memories now; the very air was turning into a smoky sludge, and the minds of men seemed to be turning sour with it.


And one thing was for sure. His trees didn’t like this gloom.


He sighed, trying to snap out of his introspection. The stars kept falling no matter what the colour of the sky. Life went on, and he had work to do.


Tiny vibrations played over the soles of his bare feet, telling him that the tree was almost stable now, hovering at the lip of the star kernel’s gravity well. Gover moved silently among the fire bowls. Damn it, the lad could do the job well when he was forced to. That was the most annoying thing about him. ‘Right, Gover, I want that layer maintained while I’m off-tree. And the Belt’s a small place; I’ll know if you slack. You got that?’


Gover nodded without looking at him.


Pallis dropped through the foliage, his thoughts turning to the difficult negotiations ahead.


 It was the end of Rees’s work shift. Wearily he hauled himself through the foundry door.


Cooler air dried the sweat from his brow. He pulled himself along the ropes and roofs towards his cabin, inspecting his hands and arms with some interest. When one of the older workers had dropped a ladle of iron, Rees had narrowly dodged a hail of molten metal; tiny droplets had drifted into his flesh, sizzling out little craters which—


A huge shadow flapped across the Belt. Air washed over his back. He looked up; and a feeling of astonishing cold settled at the base of his skull.


The tree was magnificent against the crimson sky. Its dozen radial branches and their veil of leaves turned with a calm possession; the trunk was like a mighty wooden skull which glared around at the ocean of air.


This was it. His opportunity to escape from the Belt . . .


The supply trees were the only known means of travelling from Belt to Raft, and so after his moment of decision following the foundry implosion Rees had resolved to stow away on the next tree to visit the Belt. He had begun to hoard food, wrapping dried meat in bundles of cloth, filling cloth globes with water—


Sometimes, during his sleep shifts, he had lain awake staring at his makeshift preparations and a thin sweat had covered his brow as he wondered if he would have the courage to take the decisive step.


Well, the moment had come. Staring at the magnificent tree he probed his emotions: he knew he was no hero, and he had half expected fear to encase him like a net of ropes. But there was no fear. Even the nagging pain in his hands subsided. There was only elation; the future was an empty sky, within which his hopes would surely find room.


He hurried to his cabin and collected his bundle of supplies, which was already lashed together; then he climbed to the outer wall of his cabin.


A rope had uncoiled from the tree trunk and lay across the fifty yards to the Belt, brushing against the orbiting cabins. A man came shimmering confidently down the rope; he was scarred, old and muscular, almost a piece of the tree himself. Ignoring the watching Rees the man dropped without hesitation across empty air to a cabin and began to make his way around the Belt.


Rees clung to his cabin by one hand. The rotation of the Belt carried the cabin steadily towards the tree’s dangling rope; when it was a yard from him he grabbed at it and swarmed without hesitation off the Belt.


 As always at shift change the Quartermaster’s was crowded. Pallis waited outside, watching the Belt’s pipes and boxy cabins roll around the star kernel. At length Sheen emerged bearing two drink globes.


They drifted to the relative privacy of a long stretch of piping and silently raised their globes. Their eyes met briefly. Pallis looked away in some confusion - then felt embarrassed at that in turn.


To the Bones with it. The past was gone.


He sucked at the liquor, trying not to grimace. ‘I think this stuff’s improving,’ he said at last.


Her eyebrows arched slightly. ‘I’m sorry we can’t do better. No doubt your tastes are a little more refined.’


He felt a sigh escape from his throat. ‘Damn it, Sheen, let’s not fence. Yes, the Raft has got a liquor machine. Yes, what comes out of it is a damn sight finer than this recycled piss. And everyone knows it. But this stuff really is a little better than it was. All right? Now, can we get on with our business?’


She shrugged, indifferent, and sipped her drink. He studied the way the diffuse light caught in her hair, and his attraction to her once more pulled at him. Damn it, he had to grow out of this. It must be five thousand shifts since the time they’d slept together, their limbs tangling in her sleeping net as the Belt rolled silently around its star . . .


It had been a one-off, two tired people falling together. Now, damn it to hell, it only got in the way of business. In fact he suspected the miners used her as their negotiating front with him knowing the effect she had on him. This was a tough game. And it was getting tougher . . .


He tried to concentrate on what she was saying. ‘. . . So we’re down on production. We can’t fulfil the shipment. Gord says it will take another fifty shifts before that foundry is operational again. And that’s the way it is.’ She fell silent and stared at him defiantly.


His eyes slid from her face and tracked reluctantly around the Belt. The ruined foundry was a scorched, crumpled wound in the chain of cabins. Briefly he allowed himself to imagine the scene in there during the accident - the walls bellying in, the ladles spilling molten iron—


He shuddered.


‘I’m sorry, Sheen,’ he said slowly. ‘I truly am. But—’


‘But you’re not going to leave us the full fee,’ she said sourly.


‘Damn it, I don’t make the rules. I’ve a treeful of supplies up there; I’m ready to give you what I get back in iron, at the agreed exchange rate.’


She hissed through clenched teeth, her eyes fixed on her drink. ‘Pallis, I hate to beg. You’ve no idea how much I hate to beg. But we need those supplies. We’ve got sewage coming out of our spigots; we’ve got sick and dying—’


He gulped down the last of his drink. ‘Leave it, Sheen,’ he said, more harshly than he’d intended.


She raised her head and fixed him with eyes reduced to slits. ‘You need our metal, Raft man. Don’t forget that.’


He took a deep breath. ‘Sheen, we’ve another source. You know that. The early Crew found two star kernels in neat circular orbits around the Core—’


She laughed quietly. ‘And you know the other mine isn’t producing any more. Is it, Pallis? We don’t know what happened to it, yet, but we’ve picked up that much. So let’s not play games.’


Shame rose like a bubble inside him; he felt his face redden and he imagined his scars emerging as a livid net. So they knew. At least, he reflected gloomily, at least we evacuated the Nebula’s only other mine when that star fell too close. At least we were honourable enough for that. Although not honourable enough  to avoid lying about all that pain in order to keep our advantage over these people—


‘Sheen, we’re getting nowhere. I’m just doing my job, and this is out of my control.’ He handed back his drink globe. ‘You have a shift to decide whether to accept my terms. Then I leave regardless. And - look, Sheen, just remember something. We can recycle our iron a hell of a lot easier than you can recycle your food and water.’


She studied him dispassionately. ‘I hope they suck on your bones, Raft man.’ He felt his shoulders slump. He turned and began to make his slow way to the nearest wall, from which he could jump to the tree rope.


 A file of miners clambered up to the tree, iron plates strapped to their backs. Under the pilot’s supervision the plates were lashed securely to the tree rim, widely spaced. The miners descended to the Belt laden with casks of food and fresh water.


Rees, watching from the foliage, couldn’t understand why so many of the food cases were left behind in the tree.


He stayed curled closely around a two-feet-wide branch - taking care not to cut open his palms on its knife-sharp leading edge - and he kept a layer of foliage around his body. He had no way of telling the time, but the loading of the tree must have taken several shifts. He was wide-eyed and sleepless. He knew that his absence from work would go unremarked for at least a couple of shifts - and, he thought with a distant sadness, it might be longer before anyone cared enough to come looking for him.


Well, the world of the Belt was behind him now. Whatever dangers the future held for him, at least they would be new dangers.


In fact he only had two problems. Hunger and thirst . . .


Disaster had struck soon after he had found himself this hiding place among the leaves. One of the Belt workmen had stumbled across his tiny cache of supplies; thinking it belonged to the despised Raft crewmen the miner had shared the morsels among his companions. Rees had been lucky to avoid detection himself, he realized . . . but now he had no supplies, and the clamour of his throat and belly had come to fill his head.


But at last the loading was complete; and when the pilot launched his tree, even Rees’s thirst was forgotten.


 When the final miner had slithered down to the Belt, Pallis curled up the rope and hung it around a hook fixed to the trunk. So his visit was over. Sheen hadn’t spoken to him again, and for several shifts he had had to endure the sullen silence of strangers. He shook his head and turned his thoughts with some relief to the flight home. ‘Right, Gover, let’s see you move! I want the bowls switched to the underside of the tree, filled and lit before I’ve finished coiling this rope. Or would you rather wait for the next tree?’


Gover got to work, comparatively briskly; and soon a blanket of smoke was spreading beneath the tree, shielding the Belt and its star from view.


Pallis stood close to the trunk, his feet and hands sensitive to the excited  surge of sap. It was almost as if he could sense the huge vegetable thoughts of the tree as it reacted to the darkness spreading below it. The trunk audibly hummed; the branches bit into the air; the foliage shook and swished and skitters tumbled, confused at the abrupt change of airspeed; and then, with an exhilarating surge, the great spinning platform lifted from the star. The Belt and its human misery dwindled to a toy-like mote, falling slowly into the Nebula, and Pallis, hands and feet pressed against the flying wood, was where he was most happy.
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