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				The Roaring Sky

				Every few minutes, sometimes several times in one minute, you heard the roaring in the sky.

				Most often, the vast sounds just came from nowhere, instantly, and hit you – SMASH!, like that. In the old days, the twentieth century days, at least you had warning. The roarings announced themselves, so to speak. There would be a distant, warning sound, then the full sound, then the dying sound as the jetliner went on its way.

				There were still people alive who remembered those sounds and those days. ‘Oh, it was dreadful, our house was near the airport, right under the flight path, you see, and all day long it was noise, noise, noise from the jets, you couldn’t sit in your own garden . . .’ So your grandfather or grandmother might tell you. You would nod politely, thinking, ‘It’s a good thing the poor old dear is so deaf.’

				But even as you thought this – BLAM!, and yet another ship howled or bellowed or thunder-clapped its way out of Earth’s atmosphere, making a noise like a mad pop group in a thunderstorm or a smash-up or the end of the world, depending on whether it was a freighter, an Interstar or a military ship.

				‘Oh yes, it was dreadfully noisy in the twentieth century,’ grandmother or grandfather would tell you; you’d murmur, ‘Hmm’. But even before you’d finished your ‘Hmm’, there would be another catastrophic BLAM! as another ship left Earth and your heart skipped another beat. The ships were so big, so vast, so fast. Faster than sound. The noise reached you after the ship made it. That was why there was never any warning.

				The noise was perhaps the worst thing about Earth in the twenty-first century. No, wait: not the worst, not the worst by any means . . .

			

		

	
		
			
				

				School

				‘Let’s play Worst Thing on Earth,’ Vawn said, resting her bare feet on Ispex’s back. Her own back was jammed against the dried-out, cracking panelled wall of the common room, still showing the initials carved two centuries ago. She was bent almost double so that her mane of coppery brown hair completely hid her face. She was twelve.

				‘The Worst Thing on Earth,’ she began, ‘is here and now: being a boarder in this school. Being left behind as a prisoner. Knowing your parents are a thousand million miles away. Knowing you can’t escape. Your turn, Ispex.’

				‘The Worst Thing on Earth,’ little Ispex said, glinting his spectacles earnestly at the other two, ‘is crumminess. Knowing you’re stuck with a loser. Knowing that the whole planet is going down and down, everything falling apart, nothing working, everyone wanting to leave, all the best people already gone—’

				‘Everyone but us,’ Makenzi said. He was the tallest of the three and at fourteen, the oldest. He scratched his crinkled black hair with a long finger, dark brown one side, pale brown the other. His forebears were West Indian. His grandparents had settled in Scotland, long ago, in the twentieth century, building the tankers that carried oil when there was still oil. ‘Everyone but us,’ he repeated gloomily, looking like a caged cat, a black puma, in the battered, dismal old room.

				He stretched his arms above his head, jumped, and caught hold of a beam. He began to do pull-ups, grunting with effort. ‘The Worst Thing on Earth,’ he said, ‘is us. US!’

				He dropped from the beam and loomed over Ispex. ‘Why are we here?’ he bellowed in Ispex’s face. ‘Why don’t our parents come and get us? Why don’t we just get out, go away?’

				Ispex stared back at him, mildly.

				‘And why do you wear those crazy spectacles?’ Makenzi demanded. ‘Are you a freak, or something? An antique?’ Now Makenzi was grinning. He had deliberately changed his mood, trying to throw off the grey cloud that was always over them, the cloud that would brood above them as long as they remained on Earth, away from the real worlds, the worlds that glittered and beckoned in the night sky.

				Ispex said, with dignity, ‘I prefer spectacles. My eyes cannot tolerate contact lenses. It is a medical condition. I like my glasses.’ He took them off, bent his round sandy head over them and polished them with his special cloth.

				Vawn kicked out at his back, jogging him, but he took no notice. ‘You’re really an old man in disguise, you know that?’ she said. There was still a trace of Irish in her voice. In the old days, her name would have been Siobhan, ‘Shevawn’. ‘You’re an animated fossil,’ she said, lazily.

				Ispex polished his glasses. ‘You’ve said that before,’ he said. Then, severely, ‘We should think.’

				‘Think what?’ Makenzi said.

				Vawn uncoiled herself and looked round the common room, blinking her pale grey eyes, making her long face even longer with a yawn. She vaguely noted the rain splashing the windows, the battered locker doors ringing the gingery-brown room, the sagging plastic chairs, the school notices all askew and curling on the notice board by the door. She yawned again, noisily.

				‘That’s not thinking,’ Ispex said to her, severely. ‘That’s yawning. To think constructively, you must establish the facts and put them in a proper order. Then you can arrive at an effective conclusion.’

				They had ignored or even not noticed the fourth person in the room: a figure almost hidden in a window recess. ‘I quite agree,’ Tsu said, in her high, clipped, precise voice. ‘It’s no good just sitting here—’

				‘Nobody asked you,’ Makenzi said, with deliberate rudeness. ‘Come to that, nobody asked you to join us. Even sit with us. You don’t belong.’

				‘I do belong. I belong because I want to get out. I want to leave Earth, like you—’

				‘We’ve got somewhere to go. We’ve got parents waiting for us,’ Makenzi said. ‘You haven’t any parents. So you don’t belong.’

				Vawn, shocked, ‘Mak! There’s no need to—’

				Makenzi cut across her. ‘All right, all right,’ he said. ‘I’m cruel and nasty to poor little Tsu. But I don’t care. What I said is true. I’m serious, I really do want to get out. We really do intend to get to our parents on Epsilon Cool. The three of us – me, Ispex and you, Vawn – will do it somehow. But we don’t want any passengers. We can’t carry anyone. Particularly not Junior School kids like Tsu.’

				Tsu stood up. She was a foot shorter than Makenzi and three years younger. Her skin was golden yellow. Her black hair, so dark that it seemed to have blue lights in it, swept back in two wings, clipped short. The irises of her eyes seemed almost black under the heavy curved eyelids. Her small, delicately boned hands were at rest. She said, ‘I’ll fight you.’

				Makenzi laughed aloud. ‘You won’t,’ he said. ‘You most certainly won’t! You fight me?’

				‘I’ll fight you. I’ll beat you. Then you’ll let me come. I’m not a passenger, a hanger-on. I’ll prove it. I’ll fight you.’

				Makenzi deliberately stared into Tsu’s eyes. ‘No fight, no way,’ he said.

				‘You’re yellow,’ Tsu said.

				Makenzi grinned and said, ‘That’s good, coming from a Chinese!’ As he said the words, he flinched and dropped his eyes. Vawn said, ‘Mak! How could you!’ Ispex stared at Makenzi and said, ‘Apologise. Say you’re sorry.’

				Tsu said, ‘I don’t want apologies. I want to fight. With you.’

				Makenzi mumbled, ‘I’m sorry. I apologise. I didn’t mean—’

				‘Never mind that. I like to be Chinese, that is why my name is Tsu, t-s-u, instead of Sue. It is not my fault that the Chinese rule the world and rule it badly. The world was bad when the whites ruled it. Will you fight me?’

				‘No, I told you—’

				‘But I must prove to you—’

				‘No.’

				Without a word, Tsu turned and left. She looked very small and neat as she crossed the dingy room. When she was gone, Vawn said, ‘You’re a pig, Makenzi.’

				‘I know. But I didn’t mean it, it all builds up . . . You know what I mean, all the Chinese jokes . . . Everyone jealous of them . . . I just didn’t think.’

				‘It’s time we thought,’ Ispex said. ‘Let’s think properly. I’ll begin. First why are we here? Because—’

				‘Because it’s the dumping ground of the galaxy, and we’re dumped,’ Vawn said, bitterly. ‘“The Left-behind Children”.’ Makenzi seemed not to be listening. He was picking at a tuft of thread on the worn-out floor covering.

				‘All right,’ Ispex said. ‘How long will we stay dumped?’

				‘Until our parents finish the settlement on Epsilon Cool and pick us up and take us home . . . A home with them . . .’ She hugged her knees.

				‘All right. And when will that be?’

				‘Never,’ said Makenzi, suddenly rejoining the other two. ‘We’re dumped for life the way things are going.’

				‘Not necessarily so,’ Ispex said, primly. ‘Epsilon Cool should have been made habitable by now; the settlements and life-support systems and agriculture should have been completed—’

				‘But they’re not,’ said Makenzi. ‘And my bet is that they won’t be for years. Listen, Ispex – if you were going to say, “Oh, let’s be patient, let’s play cool, it can’t be much longer” – if that’s what you think, I don’t. No new world for us. We’re stuck with what’s left of the old one. Stuck indefinitely.’ He began to sing, mockingly, ‘Why are we waiting.’

				Overhead, there was a thunder clap that shook the school. ‘Starship,’ Makenzi said. ‘Outward bound, of course . . .’ He stared through the window at the sky but there was nothing to see. ‘We’ve got to do something,’ he said. ‘Do it now. Get out.’

				‘All right, we’re agreed. We won’t wait. We’ll get out,’ said Ispex. ‘But how? We’ve discussed various plans. Let’s go through them all over again and this time really think about them. First, stowaways.’

				‘Stowing away never works,’ Vawn said. ‘I mean, look at last night’s TV! All those people trying to get out . . . children, too. The police and Emigration Control were packing them away in vanloads—’

				‘Some stowaways must make it,’ Makenzi objected, ‘and those would be the ones you don’t learn about.’

				‘If they do make it, they get caught at the other end and sent back,’ Ispex said, silencing Makenzi by holding up a schoolmasterly forefinger. ‘Tsu would be. She’s an orphan. No parents to accept her. That’s why we particularly don’t want her homing in on us. Now, do we or don’t we vote to try stowing away?’

				A bellowing, slamming roar from the sky silenced him. When it was over, Makenzi said, ‘That shuttle that just went over – I’d take my chance on a ship like that.’

				Ispex said, ‘Would you, Vawn?’

				She thought, her hair hiding her face; then looked up and said, ‘No. I vote no. They’d get us.’

				‘I vote no, too,’ said Ispex. ‘Well . . . at least we’ve thought about it . . .’

				Ispex went on, trying to make his voice decisive and firm, ‘Plan two: Certificate of Special Urgency, issued on compassionate grounds—’

				‘Oh, that,’ Makenzi said. ‘They don’t swallow that stuff any more, it’s no good trying that on—’

				‘In the old days,’ Ispex said, ‘people made themselves ill by chewing soap. You get a temperature and everything. I read it in an old book—’

				‘You and your old books!’

				‘Well, it might be worth a try. We make ourselves ill, and the Certificate is issued and our parents are given leave to come and collect us—’

				‘This is the twenty-first century,’ Makenzi said, wearily. ‘Present-day doctors know about soap.’

				Ispex said, ‘But it’s an old dodge, they might not—’

				‘Look,’ Makenzi interrupted, ‘why don’t we do something useful? Why don’t we set fire to the dormitories, or hit each other on the head with heavy objects, or dress up as bunny rabbits and chew grass, or build a spaceship—’

				‘Build a spaceship,’ said Vawn, looking up. ‘Did you say, build a spaceship?’

				‘Build a spaceship?’ said Ispex. His mouth opened into an O. His spectacles glittered in the grey light. ‘You said, build a spaceship?’

				Makenzi stared from one face to another. ‘Look,’ he said, ‘I was only talking, it was only words, I wasn’t serious—’

				But Vawn and Ispex were still staring at him, or at nothing. ‘Build one . . . !’ Ispex muttered.

				Makenzi uttered a strangled ‘!’ and said, ‘Mad, you’re going mad, I’m going mad! For heaven’s sake, come on, let’s go and find some food or something! Are you coming?’ Neither replied.

				Makenzi snorted and left, slamming the door.

				Waiting outside the door was Tsu.

				‘Will you fight me?’ she said to Makenzi, in her thin, cool voice.

				‘What the – ! I told you, no—’

				‘Then I’ll fight you,’ she replied, and hit him in the neck with the edge of her hand.

				Makenzi discovered that he was lying on the dirty floor of the corridor, one side of his neck a solid agony.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				The Fight

				Vawn and Ispex heard Makenzi fall and came running.

				Makenzi was still sprawled on the floor. He got slowly to his feet, rubbing his neck. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘thank you, thank you very much . . .’ He shook his head. His eyes were furious.

				‘Fight,’ said Tsu.

				‘I told you: no. I don’t fight little girls. Go away.’

				‘Fight,’ she said, and kicked him. The kick came from nowhere. It was like a dance movement, controlled and dainty. The kick again hit Makenzi in the throat. He staggered back choking, his eyes rolling and glowing darkly with fury.

				Tsu said, ‘Here or in the gym. But you’d better fight.’

				He was so angry that he lashed out at her with a big, swinging open-handed slap aimed at her face. She swayed backwards a very little – and again her foot came up. This time it caught him in the solar plexus.

				He gasped, stared at her calm face in amazement and went for her with his right fist clenched. Vawn shouted, ‘Stop!’ and pulled at his shoulder. Tsu kicked yet again and Makenzi shouted with pain and surprise. He flung Vawn aside, opened his shoulders and let fly a punch at Tsu.

				Quick as she was, it landed solidly on the top of her arm, at the shoulder. For the first time, her face showed some emotion. Small white teeth were revealed as her lips parted. For a second, her heavily lidded eyes opened wide. She swayed sideways with the shock of the punch, yet in the same movement somehow half turned, swivelled and hit out back-handed with a chopping blow. It struck Makenzi’s throat with a vicious slapping sound.
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