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WHAT HAS GONE BEFORE


The Terraforming Age


I


Thousands of years ago the humans of Earth reached out to the stars. Under the terraforming project of Doctor Avrana Kern, they began to reshape worlds to make them hospitable for Earth life. Only one planet, Kern’s own project, was close to being finished when the end came. A political crisis on Earth resulted in a cataclysmic war that poisoned the human homeworld, set civilization back into an age of ignorance and unleashed an electronic attack that was transmitted out into space to shut down humanity wherever it could be found.


II


On Kern’s World, her facility had already fallen victim to sabotage and she preserved herself as an uploaded artificial mind, watching over the planet she had remade. An uplift nanovirus that had been released onto the world, intended to raise up primates she’d never had a chance to install, instead began its work on a variety of invertebrates, most particularly one species of spider.



III


In another star system, over the neighbouring planets they named Damascus and Nod, a handful of terraformers survived the electronic attack. One, Disra Senkovi, used the same nanovirus to uplift octopuses to build a civilization on the water world of Damascus. Erma Lante and others instead went to Nod, finding there an alien ecosystem, the first truly extra-terrestrial life humanity had ever discovered.


IV


On Nod dwelled a composite microbial life form capable of recording all its past experiences within its cells. After discovering and analysing Earth biology, the Nodan organism then colonized Lante and her fellows, devouring and rebuilding and becoming them. In a tragedy of misunderstanding, the entity next spread to Damascus and destroyed the Octopus civilization there while trying to understand it, leaving the Octopuses living in orbit and space, and in crisis.


The Second Dawn and the Age of the Ark Ships


V


On Kern’s World, over many generations, the Portiid spiders developed a complex society, including organic technology and computing performed by colonies of ants.



VI


On Earth, humanity clawed its way back into space, rediscovering the records of its predecessors and the coordinates of the terraforming missions. The after-effects of the war had left the planet a poisoned wreck, so in desperation ark ships were built, fleeing outwards on the promise that there were other worlds out there prepared for human life.


VII


The ark ship Gilgamesh reached Kern’s World and encountered both the Portiids and the artificial intellect of Avrana Kern. After coming to the brink of war, the Portiids infected the Gilgamesh humans with a version of the same nanovirus that had set them on the path to sentience, bridging the species divide and allowing humans to become Human, capital H. An uplifted species capable of recognizing the Portiids as fellow sentients, with whom they can share their world.


The Age of Exploration


VIII


Generations later, a Human–Portiid vessel carrying an uploaded instance of Avrana Kern reached Nod and Damascus, encountering both the Octopus civilization and the Nodan organism. Kern found the latter desperate to experience a wider universe, now that contact with humans had shown it the true scale of existence. Kern convinced the entity that communication would provide it with the stimulation it needed, whereas devouring would only ever reduce the universe to copies of itself. Peaceful accords were reached between the inhabitants of Kern’s World, Damascus and Nod, the tentative beginning of a cross-species interstellar society.


IX


Later, after having had access to research previously off limits due to the risk of Nodan infection, Octopus scientists tested out a refinement of a starship engine. This permitted faster-than-light travel within the bounds of relativity, allowing the new combined culture to travel swiftly between the stars. Their missions are now many, but chief amongst them is to search for and reach out to other life, whether alien, remnants of the terraforming age, or even ark ships from ruined Earth still trying to find a home.















DRAMATIS PERSONAE



Terraformers and their worlds


Avrana Kern—Kern’s World


Disra Senkovi—Damascus


Erma Lante—Nod


Baltiel, Rani, Lortisse—Nod


Renee Pepper—Rourke


Alex Tomasova—Rourke


Mikhail Elesco—Rourke


The crew of the ark ship Enkidu


Heorest Holt—Command


Halena Garm—Security


Olf—Engineering


Mazarin Toke—Science Esi Arbandir—Classicist


Dastin Gembel—Science second


The crew of the Portiid vessel Skipper


Bianca—Portiid spider, in command


Avrana Kern—uploaded intelligence


Miranda—Interlocutor


Portia—Portiid spider


Fabian—Portiid spider


Paul—Octopus


Jodry—Human


Gothi & Gethli—Corvids


The people of Imir


Liff—a child


Her parents


Molder—her uncle


Garm—guard hog


Arkelly—Councillor


Yotta—a child, Liff’s friend


The Widow Blisk


Miranda—a teacher


Portia—a hunter


Fabian—an engineer


Paul—an artist













PART 1


THE ANCIENT MARINER


The Ark Age


Long ago















1.1



Not with a whimper, but a bang.


The ship had shot Heorest Holt full of all the right drugs to ensure a peaceful re-entry to life, but he hadn’t been ready for what sounded like the end of the world. It had only been a subjective moment since they’d all been gathered in Command, discussing the target, celebrating their success. Esi Arbandir, their chatty classicist, had even brewed up something alcoholic and drinkable from the Enkidu’s ancient printers.


Their success: being further away than any of their people had ever gone, older than anyone ever was. A fragment of Earth that was, against all odds, going to live on. The ship was still holding together and, although Olf from Engineering had been dolorously tallying the failures and dead systems, the simple fact that he was alive to speak and they to hear seemed to cheat all probabilities; to cheat even certainties, up to and including death itself. They’d survived. They’d made it. Almost two and a half thousand years in silent, cold transit across the void. And now they’d even collected data. Back then, in that previous waking, Holt had been given a wealth of hope. The star system that they’d set their sights on was there, and if that shouldn’t have been too much of a surprise, well, the planet was there too, immediately detectable. A system of fourteen worlds tugging at their mother the star and one, fifth out from the sun, that the Ancients had chosen as enough like Earth to transform into a paradise.


Or that was what the classicists claimed, and what else did poor, fugitive humanity have to work with? As the drink flowed, the half-dozen of them had speculated about just what might await them there. Olf talked about a pristine world, built for them by their unthinkably distant ancestors and then left, like goods with the wrapping still intact. As though somehow the Ancients had been prescient, knowing of their own upcoming downfall as well as that Holt’s people would come to succeed them, aeons later. That they had rebuilt a planet as a Just Reward For Those Who Were To Come, and then quietly left. And, with that drink flowing, the thought hadn’t seemed so outrageous. They’d toasted it. Esi the classicist had chattered away about what else the Ancients might have left: the intact machines, the archives of lore, the wonders of their lost age. The Ancients themselves, perhaps, living in some perfectly regulated society which would welcome their penurious relatives. From Earth? they’d say. Why, we thought there was nobody left! Come in, come in and partake of our plenty!


Science chief, bald old Mazarin Toke—well, they were all hairless as eggs, out of suspension, but he’d been bald before they went under—had come out of sleep blind and with one arm and leg withered. He wasn’t taking it well. They’d printed him a mobile chair, and he had his second, Gembel, to act as his hands and eyes, but the drink had made him mean and dour, even as he celebrated with them. The Ancients, he proclaimed, would probably still be there but, having been cut off from wider Earth, they’d have degenerated into savages, living like beasts in a world designed to meet all their needs and present no challenges. We’ll probably have to hunt them for meat, he’d declared with sour joy, and everyone had rolled their eyes, but toasted with him anyway.


Only Halena Garm hadn’t appeared at the impromptu table, cheering on the future. She’d been trying to glean more about the planet, their destination. It wasn’t her job, they called out to her genially. It was, she said. She was Security head, and what greater challenge did Security have than the planet itself? She wasn’t worried about beasts or atavistic Ancients. She was worried about incumbents on the new world who wouldn’t take kindly to a failing boat full of their distant relatives pitching up out of the black. They’ll have their own problems, she’d said. Of which we’ll just be one more.


And so she’d sat there trying to bootstrap the ship’s instruments to full functionality while the rest of them celebrated. Once, just once, she claimed there was a signal. A transmission coming from that distant orb. But the ship hadn’t recorded anything but static and she couldn’t repeat it and at last she’d given up in disgust.


They’d gone back into suspension, eventually. Olf had forcibly sobered himself up and run through all the proper checks—Engineering’s final report had been sobering for the rest of them. The ship was in the red on almost every metric. We almost didn’t make it, was what they’d told each other. But they were so close now. Just a short step across the icy abyss to their new home. Maybe it had a name, that unseen world, with inhabitants who knew what it was called, and its long and storied history. Perhaps the greatest crisis the cap-in-hand refugees from Earth would face would be one of diplomacy, negotiating for landing sites and living space. But Holt had felt sanguine about that. It would be his responsibility, and he knew he could do it, no matter what compromises were needed. The fate of the human race was at stake, after all. He would find a way.


But maybe the world had no people on it, to name it and present diplomatic obstacles. Maybe it was a paradise, like the classicists promised. No hoary and advanced society of Ancients; no state-of-nature nouveau primitives or barbarous tribes or mystic masters with strange mental powers; no talking animals like something from a child’s story. In that case, the honour would fall to them, the Key Crew of the Enkidu, the last scions of Old Earth. They’d talked round and round the table: names historical and names potent, names brimming with meaning, names that rolled lyrically off the tongue. In the end it came down to Captain Heorest Holt, head of the Command team. He’d looked over each of them with great fondness, his crew, his people, his friends. Esi, life and soul of the party; small, reliable Olf; bitter Mazarin with young Gembel refilling the old man’s cup; even stern Halena who’d at last been persuaded to join them. They had trained together—all save Gembel, anyway, who wasn’t allowed to get a word in edgeways to make himself known. Unlike so many of the ark-ship crews, they’d been given time to reshape themselves around their colleagues until they fit like puzzle pieces. They were a team. And they’d done it. They’d piloted this gallimaufry of failing systems across actual light years, based on nothing more than fragile maps recovered from millennia-dead orbitals. And the star was there; and the planet was there; and hope was there.


“Imir,” he’d told them all, raising his glass. Honestly, by that point in the proceedings, he couldn’t have said exactly why. He just looked down his long nose at them and told them it was deep and significant and meaningful, while having the vague idea it was from some old story he’d read once, when he was a child. A story with talking birds and strife, and new life being built upon the ruin of something vast and terrible. And Imir seemed good enough to everyone, even to Mazarin Toke, and so they’d toasted that. Then it had been time to get sober again and back into the beds in the suspension chamber. If he’d wanted to sit and wait until their arrival then the grandchildren’s children of the children he’d never have would have grown old and died before planetfall.


And now here he was. Moments later. Centuries later. In the middle of waking with grace and composure, about to set the new world to rights, but something had detonated. Abruptly, all the air in the suspension chamber was very keen to be out of the suspension chamber, and he, Holt, sitting up, yawning, was ripped from his pod and spilled across the floor. He felt a dozen hoses and ducts of varying degrees of intimacy yanked out of his body, and he knew he was going to die. Yet he didn’t die. The air howled past him into nowhere, and then stopped doing that just as he was sure there was no air left to go anywhere. The deck beneath him shuddered to the thunderous closure of bulkheads.


The lights died. All he could do was lie there, collecting himself, scrabbling for the last rags of that grace and composure he’d felt so full of a moment before. And he was Command. He should be leaping into action, telling everyone what to do. Except he didn’t know what to do, he didn’t know anything.


There was a light. Just a little red one. He tried to get to it, managed to find his feet, then find the wall the hard way when he misremembered the dimensions of the suspension chamber. Found a bank of switches under his trembling hand. His fingers remembered how to open a channel, which was just as well because the rest of him had nothing useful to contribute.


“This is Holt,” he said into the staticky void. “This is Command. What’s going on?”


After too long, the jagged, broken-up voice of Olf came through: Engineering, the one department Holt really, really wanted to hear from.


“Captain,” from Olf. “Heorest. Stable. We’re stable. I think we’re stable.”


And, as if needing Olf’s reassurance before venturing out again, the lights in the suspension chamber came back on. Holt looked around, shrugging out of the open-backed gown he’d slept in, fumbling in the lockers for a shipsuit. Olf’s pod was open, the lid now hanging off at an alarming angle. His own had slapped shut after ejecting him. Bare-footed, he stumbled over to look at the others. Halena’s was empty, the lid almost shut but trailing hoses caught in it. He couldn’t put any good interpretation on that. Oh, perhaps she’d got the jolt at the same time he had, but had just gotten her head together more quickly. It seemed more likely, though, that Olf had felt a stronger need to be Secured than Commanded first off.


Esi and Mazarin were still under. Nothing needed Science done to it, apparently, and everyone knew the classicist would be the last to be woken, unless one of the Ancients was staring them in the face. Except, while Esi’s readouts were all within tolerable amber, Mazarin’s were either in the red or just out like blown candles. Olf had fitted a new pod for him, after the mess the last one had made of the man, but perhaps the failing systems had been integral to Mazarin, and not part of the ship at all. He was dead, and that was that. And he hadn’t been the easiest man to get on with, but he had been One Of Us.


Holt started Esi’s wake-up procedure, and sent remotely for Gembel, the new Science chief, too. While they were woken up, he liaised with Olf about how bad things were. Because he didn’t want to go do his job without a full Key Crew. Because he didn’t want to even think about coming back here to find more red lights and fewer friends.


Olf looked smaller than he had been, shrivelled in on himself by suspension, his shipsuit seeming to pool around him as he perched on his seat. “Deceleration,” he said. “Captain. Heo. I did everything I could. I ran all the checks—”


“We know,” Holt said. “Just tell us.”


The Enkidu had survived all those long light years from Earth, coasting across the vast and silent depths of space with minimal system activity, just baseline power and the suspension systems. All the many thousands of pods—keeping alive the tiny crew, plus the vast population in the hold. The minuscule proportion of the population they’d been able to get off Earth. And things had gone wrong along the way, of course. Olf and Holt, and a varying selection of crewmembers, had come out of their long death-sleep to fix them. But overall, everything had proceeded as planned. Because, although space was full of hazards, it was mostly full of nothing, and that nothing didn’t push the tolerances of the ship to breaking point.


Then they’d finally reached the system they’d been travelling towards for longer than the recorded history of their civilization, and had been forced to slow down. As the Enkidu had fallen into an arc around the sun, using the drag of the star to save on fuel as they decelerated, something in the vast old vessel’s vacuum-eroded hull had fractured.


“We… we’ve, we’ve lost,” Gembel was saying, high emotion and a natural stammer collaborating to choke his words off, “eleven thousand and ninety-four units of cargo, sir. Eleven. Eleven thousand. Ninety. Four. Sir.”


“Creator forgive us.” Esi Arbandir, now out of her pod, put a hand on Holt’s arm and he touched her fingers.


And he shrugged her off. He shrugged her off because he had to, and asked, “How are we now? Hull integrity? Can we even make orbit?”


Olf was nodding, working with the Enkidu to model the damage and how much worse it would get the moment any more stress was applied to the ship. The stress of slowing down. The stress of altering their trajectory from a line into an orbital curve. The killing certainties of mathematics.


“Going to hurt,” he said. His projections sprang to life on everyone’s display. And straight away Halena Garm started tampering with them, conjuring a deployment of their shuttles, their haulers, even the automated drones; how they might act as buffers to keep the battered old Enkidu together, spending their own integrity to protect the mothership. Holt slumped in his seat, the pair of them bickering back and forth, as he ran through all the other reports. Before the detonation, Olf had already been trying to evacuate some of the cargo. He’d seen the problems, just not how bad they were about to get. Halena had had a security team woken up and mobilized as people-handlers, except the people they’d been about to handle were gone now, along with a whole splinter of the ship a half-kilometre long. Eleven thousand and ninety-four units of cargo. Meaning suspension pods. Meaning people.


Esi had her own models, using the same vessels Halena was positing as structural buttresses. She was trying to save the lost cargo. Except the vast majority of that cargo was already beyond recovery. Shattered, splintered, depowered. Dead in their sleep, with their last memories an embarkation on Earth over twenty-six hundred years before, objectively speaking. Maybe there were worse things. And maybe there would be more, because the ship was all flaws and vulnerabilities now, the hull and all its internal spars and struts and walls riven with weaknesses.


“No,” Holt told her, and she stared at him, betrayed, eyes red but without tears because the suspension dried you out. “We save what we have,” and he went through Halena’s amendments briskly, with a commander’s dispassionate efficiency. Yes, yes, no, yes. He authorized the expenditure of resources, when those resources were a finite thing and made up their world. Keep it together. And he kept it together, which in turn meant they would keep the ship together. Only later could he let himself fragment, when the single thing under threat of fragmentation was himself.


They lost another seventeen hundred units of cargo to the final deceleration and approach, individual pods and fragments flaking away like the scales of a moth’s wing. They also lost three quarters of the fleet that Halena had mobilized, sacrificial offerings for the ship that launched them. They lost and they lost and they lost, and Holt and his Key Crew stayed awake and did battle against maths and the universe for thirty-seven hours. Rowing against the wind, he thought. Pulling against the tide. Recasting the jagged claws of hostile physics as dark rocks, and the stuttering instruments as sporadic lightning that simultaneously threatened them and lit their way.


There were specialists and experts in that lost cargo. There were dreamers and poets and musicians. There were genius innovators and charismatic motivators and hard workers who would have made a difference, had they ever been allowed to. Human beings, each and every one of them irreplaceable. It didn’t matter that there were over thirty thousand still showing green lights on the board. That didn’t mean he hadn’t failed. But he remembered his training. They’d been prescient, his teachers. You will fail, they’d said, and here he was, failing. You will fail, and when you do, you must do everything you can to fail as little as possible. Don’t let the failure get its teeth into you. You will make decisions that come with a cost. That is Command. Do not let the cost consume you. He had sat alone, like they all had, all the prospective ark captains, hearing that cold party line. Being told that he could care on his own time. But when he became the Commander, then he had to decide instead. Decisions that meant lost cargo, dead crew, dead friends. Because Something Must Survive.


He’d made the decisions, and something had survived. Most of them had woken to see the Enkidu claw its way into stable orbit. Most of the cargo was still alive, oblivious, sleeping. Half of the required remotes and automata were intact and, following Olf’s repair protocols, triaging the human race as best they could. Most of the rest of the crew were also still alive, ready to be woken and take up the slack. Most of Heorest Holt was still a functional human being, and the parts that wanted to scream and beat at the walls were locked away for now.


He told them, Well done, even though he knew they didn’t believe him and he didn’t believe himself either. Even though the scale of their losses was so great—almost thirteen thousand hopeful colonists who had survived two thousand six hundred years of space travel, only to be murdered by the simple act of trying to slow down. But he had to look at what was left and tell himself, It could have been so much worse. Back behind them, along that curving course they’d cut, between star and planet, was the very definite possibility that exactly zero per cent of either cargo or crew would have survived. They had rushed towards those rocks and poled away from them as deftly as was humanly possible. And they had lived. For a given proportion and value of “they.” That would have to be enough because it was all they had.


Every department was waking up a second shift now. He was about to hand off to his own deputy too. Only Esi was still doggedly plodding on with her work, because her role would become relevant now that the actual danger of disintegration in hard vacuum had been staved off. She was preparing for the possibility of contact with the Ancients, revising her lexicon and composing initial greetings in a score of different dead languages, just in case. And that was probably a good thing because it kept her mind off everything she hadn’t been able to do in the crisis.


“Well, shit,” said Halena Garm, right out there and loud enough to snag everyone’s attention. For a moment Holt thought it was something new and catastrophic about to happen to the ship, but it turned out there were bigger things that could be broken than the pummelled old ark Enkidu.


There was the planet.


Just as with the thirteen thousand lost hopes and dreams, it could have been worse. But these were supposed to be worlds that the Ancients had walked on and remade, with their unthinkable technology of which Holt’s own was a mere shadow. An echo. A joke. That was the promise held in the star maps which those intrepid tomb-robbers had recovered—and paid for with their lives, in many cases. These were the homes their common and distant ancestors had prepared for them, all ready for the arrival of whoever actually survived the trip.


It seemed Imir was a drab dustball, however. The poles were icy. The equator was desert. There were seas and the seas were water. The temperate zones, where the climate wasn’t inhospitably hot or cold, was rock and a gritty substrate that wasn’t soil because it didn’t contain enough organics.


“What’s alive down there, though?” Holt asked, and for a moment he dreaded the answer. Nothing.


There was something, though. The ancient terraformers had got just so far, and no further. There was a kind of phytoplankton in the seas and a kind of lichen forming patchy sheets on the rocks. On the fourth try, Halena was able to get a remote down there without it coming apart during the stress of entry, and that gave them a little more data. Esi said they were engineered organisms. Not even an ecosystem, but the definite fingerprints of a process that would have resulted in one, had it moved on into a variety of other stages. But because the organisms at work were artificial, and had been responsibly designed, they’d never evolved beyond their engineered state. Not in all the intervening millennia had these microscopic workers ever thrown off their shackles.


“What have we got down there?” Holt asked, because this was how you did it. This was Command. You did not mourn. You moved forwards.


“Breathable atmosphere,” Halena told him. “Seventeen to nineteen per cent oxygen based on sampling to date. And that’s it. There’s nothing down there we can eat. Whatever we want, we have to make it ourselves.”















1.2



Standing in Command up on the Enkidu, looking over the first survey data of the planet Imir below, Captain Heorest Holt had set his crew to find a solution. Brainstorm it. No idea too mad right now. The Enkidu’s orbit was faultless at least and, despite the damage to the ship and ongoing repair efforts, they’d been left with a workable manufacturing capacity. For small to medium-sized projects anyway. Loss of the major factory bays meant nobody would be manufacturing a new shuttle or anything of that magnitude. While Engineering patched holes, Science tried to build a future with the broken pieces fate had left them. Then Science told Security, who weighed in with how people might actually live in it, or fail to, and everyone went halfway back to the drawing board. Heorest Holt was forced to admit that nobody had thought it through properly back on Earth, because you couldn’t have, not really. Not being as ignorant as they had been of what was waiting out among the stars. And a lot of people had desperately bought into the idea of pre-prepared Edens because what else would convince you to get on a ship bound on a multi-thousand-year trip into oblivion?


He hoped the other arks had found something better, but that was all the thought he could spare for the rest of the human race.


Remotes sent down to the surface brought back samples of the artificial terraforming organisms, and they really were just that. Gembel went into stammering rhapsodies about how elegantly engineered it all was, but that same sophistication meant there was nothing to them but their purpose. Plankton, microbes and lichen set about with tightly controlled genetic limits that all this time hadn’t served to break. No threat to human life, at least. Nothing that was going to poison them or infect them. Little machines, really, with even their populations controlled by the way they were designed, so they couldn’t run mad and cover the world in a festering microbial crust. Other than that, it was a world deader even than dying Earth had been when they’d fled it. Seas without fish, land without grass, skies with no birds. Not even the paucity of species Earth had been left with, the opportunists and the scavengers, when humanity had finally given up on their old homeworld.


The Enkidu had a meagre library of genetic information and the ability to engineer some species. They’d thought life would be something their hosts would provide, but someone had at least laid in a little stock of knowledge against a worst-case scenario. They had some plants they could seed, some animals. Livestock. It wouldn’t exactly be an ecosystem, but it might be a cradle that people could live in. For a time. Until something better came along. Until they cracked some secret that turned Imir into a paradise. Gembel had converted a chamber in the Enkidu into an Imir terrarium—an Imirarium?—and was trying to get things to survive in it. The chemical balance of the dusty earth was wrong, for Earth life. Not so wrong it would kill them straight off; wrong enough to have all sorts of long-term impacts. Could he breed plants that would filter out the wrongness and give them something to eat? Maybe. Research was ongoing. Gembel hadn’t expected to be heading the science team, of course, save that poor Mazarin hadn’t woken up. And Holt was asking the man to get a lifetime’s worth of research done by yesterday. Which was particularly harsh, given that Imir’s days were somewhere between fifteen and sixteen hours, a routine they were all trying to adjust to, and mostly failing. The years were just over three hundred short days and the axial tilt greater than Earth’s, so the planet wobbled like a top and the hemispheres traded harsh winters and parched summers, separated by what Halena described as “lightning season.” There was also a too-big moon, which had its own moon, making the tides a wild riot. This meant settling anywhere near the sea would be a fatal mistake; so much for maritime aquaculture.


Gembel and Halena were both constantly devolving jobs to Esi Arbandir, on the basis that—in the absence of any Ancients to chat to—she had basically become everyone else’s stand-in. She could at least talk to Gembel about how the Ancients would have practised agriculture—to the extent anyone really knew. And how they had ordered their soci-eties at various points—insofar as they had ever explained it in the surviving fragments of their writings. When she sent for Holt, he assumed it was to complain about being Key Crew’s bitch.


She was in a compartment small enough that she could touch all the walls from her seat, hunched over one of the ship’s multifunction consoles. She’d been listening for signals, he saw.


“The other arks?” he asked. Be good to know someone else made it. But she shook her head.


“Listen to this,” she told him.


She had been listening not to the stars but to Imir. Looking for some secret Ancient laboratory or cache, some gift left by their distant ancestors that would transform the world from wasteland to home. No such luck, but she had found…


Something.


Signals. Or at least it was a pattern to the background static. Except it was very complex, and the problem with patterns was that, even though simple ones were easy to recognize, they were most likely produced by nothing more sentient than the baseline workings of the cosmos. But as the pattern became more complex, and therefore more obviously artificial, it became harder and harder to pick out of the noise, until what you had was electronic pareidolia, coming full circle right back to nothing more than the natural buzz.


What Esi had been doing, whenever she had the time, was trying to isolate these signals. She’d told nobody else. The role of classicist was sufficiently derided that she didn’t want to invite any more mockery. But now she was telling Holt. Because Holt and Esi got on well—sleeping together, on and off, listening to each other’s gripes, just being there for one another—so she knew he wouldn’t just laugh her to scorn.


She played him everything she’d recorded, and plainly thought it was nonsense. That she’d been staring at the wall for so long, she must have started seeing maps and charts and pictures in the discolorations and the cracks. But she’d been second guessing what everyone else’s reactions would be, and to Holt there absolutely was a signal there. A pattern, a sign of intent. Even as she was downplaying and rubbishing what she’d found, he scrabbled for the metadata, trying to understand what he was listening to. Then he called Key Crew together, or at least scheduled a remote meeting for when everyone was awake at the same time, and they all listened to what Esi had found.


It was maddening, because the signal was only there sometimes, and the remotes had found nothing, so whatever it was must be buried under who-knew-what thickness of dirt or rock. Being unlike any known transmission of the Ancients, there was nothing legible in it. It didn’t repeat, like a warning or a beacon. Every instance Esi had detected was different. Yet each one obviously fit with all the others and was similarly entirely distinct from anything, ancient or modern, in the Enkidu’s library. Ship system analysis had drawn a blank when asked for comparisons. It was simply too different. Eventually Esi had quite the library of transmissions from the otherwise silent world below, enough to be as sure as anyone could be that they were picking up fragments of something crammed with information: a language, a code, meaning. Except to them meaningless, because it refused to yield to any analysis. Maddening, therefore.


By then a variety of curves were also starting to converge. The overall structure of the ship was as repaired as it was going to get, at the loss of only five hundred and forty-eight additional cargo units. Conversely, the state of repair of that small portion of the Enkidu currently being lived in, by the Key Crew and their teams, was deteriorating to the point that half Olf’s efforts were devoted to just keeping it all going. Nobody had intended for even a new and intact ark ship to be actively lived in for months. That was what planets were for. And the Enkidu hadn’t reached Imir in a state that qualified as either “new” or “intact.” Gembel had a plan, however.


The Science second had risen to the challenge remarkably, Holt had to acknowledge. He was a terrible communicator—not just his jerkily impeded speech but a general inability to convey anything with an awareness of other people’s perspectives or existing knowledge. But he could delegate the presentation work. Where his abilities had turned out to be gold dust was in the area of crisis ecosystems. The sort of thing that Old Earth had been left with, in the wake of the Ancients’ disastrous wars and environmental poisoning, was now the absolute best they could hope to get going on Imir. At least at first. Let’s have some hope that we can make things better. Gembel had a dozen plants and two dozen animals he could reliably recreate, grow and breed, and even prosper, in his Imirarium. Together these species, given a chance to gain a foothold on the planet, would provide the living basis for a colony. A small colony. At least at first.


With drone-work devolved to Security, Halena Garm had been running the planetside survey. After Esi’s discovery, she’d ended up as the classicist’s own subordinate, trying to track down the source of the signals with the surviving remotes and their inadequate instruments. In the end, all she could do was call a virtual meeting and inform their various images, spread across the ship as they attended to their own tasks, of the best she could do. That she could just about narrow it down to a single region of the planet—a plain between the fluctuating banks of a river and some hilly uplands that looked, to the remotes scudding overhead, like a dead giant’s knuckles.


“Geophysics scans suggest maybe something buried under the hills there,” was her absolute best guess. “Except we don’t have either the power or acuity of gear to be sure. We’ve tried to signal back in a variety of ways, mimicking what Esi’s received, or just in the way we would normally hail someone, but no response. And it’s not a priority. Surviving is our priority. Frankly, let our children look into it, when we’ve built enough of a future to have children in.”


Holt let the thought sink in. That, if they worked really hard, they could carve just enough purchase in this barren world to make it a place in which there might be children, who might then endure another generation of it. And another. And another. And better and better. More and more. Except the thought still nagged, of something buried there that might hold… what? All the plagues and terrors of the Ancients, locked up and incompetently trying to tell them to stay away? Or some vast cornucopia of wonders, that would revolutionize the lives of those hypothetical children, if they could only get to it. A lamp full of obliging genies. All the paradise they had been promised, which the Ancients had never quite got round to releasing onto Imir.


And we looked for them everywhere else. There had definitely been Ancients, the old Empire, on this planet, or in orbit over it. They had started off the process to turn dead rock into a living world. Except they had then gone, leaving only rudimentary terraforming fingerprints on the surface, and none over it, not even a scrap of detritus circling Imir. They had disappeared and left their sacred task unfinished. Now here was the Enkidu with its systems failing and its diminished cargo, desperate to find somewhere to live that didn’t require continual maintenance every moment of every hour of the day. However many hours that might even be.


Go far, far away from the source of the signal, he told himself, but in the end he couldn’t make that call. The safe call. The proper decision a responsible commander should make. Because Esi had sold him on the promise of that fleeting signal, without ever trying to. Because he believed in wishes and magic, elder gods and deus ex machina salvation. What if, buried down there, was the machina from which that deus might arise?


“I’ve been going through the cargo roster,” he told them. That was how he’d been taught, back on Earth, to refer to all the helpless frozen people they’d brought all this way. “I’ve produced a list of those to thaw out and prepare. People with skills. A first wave of colonists. Limited. We’ll need to feed them for at least a year on what the Enkidu can provide. That limits colony numbers. And after that, if Gembel has done his work, we might have a harvest.” The unfamiliar word, exotic on the tongue. “But we will need every pair of hands working at full capacity, and no more mouths to feed than that. The tolerances are very strict.” A shorthand summary of all the days and nights he’d spent—short days, short nights, but they still added up—compiling this list of personnel that would give the new colony its absolute best chance at survival. That would give humanity its best chance. From Key Crew to their teams, and from their teams to the wider draught of lucky cargo who would be allowed to wake and live, and work and die.


The rest would continue to sleep, until Holt and his chosen few had hacked out that future from Imir’s inhospitable surface, enough that they could wake and step down onto a planet fit for wider human life.


“I’m very proud,” he told them, Key Crew and their aides and his own subordinates in Command. “We’ve come all this way. And you’ve all worked so hard to make this even possible. Now the real work begins. Start waking them up. Start loading up the heavy lifter.” The Urshanabi, the one heavy lifter Olf had been able to patch up, after the carnage wreaked across their little fleet of launches in the process of just getting here.


“You’ve picked a site?” Halena asked, because Holt had been holding out on them. He didn’t want the inevitable mutiny his decision would spark. And he knew such a mutiny would be exactly correct, after which he’d have to backtrack and do something more sensible. And doom his children and all their children to a future of drudgery without hope of relief. Without even the outside chance of magic, every lamp and bottle empty, not a genie to be found.


So he showed them. They were to go down right near the source of the signals, hard up against the foothills. Good open land where Gembel could get his hand-picked plants established. Close enough to the river that they could try to seed some aquatic life, but not so close that the frequent tidal bores would scour the land clear of them. Perfect, unless the Thing—if there was a Thing, if it even mattered—was a problem.


He looked at them, and they looked at him, and he saw they’d all been husbanding the same bad idea. The planet beneath them was 99.9-per-cent-recurring hard toil and no real chance of anything better, just a tiny fragment of a percentage point of hope. They’d all wanted to go for that fragment of possibility but, knowing it was a bad idea, had not said anything. And now he was granting them this hope.


Esi even said, on his personal channel, “Should have called the place Pandora,” and later on, when they were together, he asked her to explain the reference. Some Ancients’ story he’d never heard. It didn’t change anything, and anyway, those old stories were no more than that.















PART 2


TO DARKNESS AND TO ME


Imir


Now















2.1 Liff



One night at the very end of Afterstorm, with the hills still resounding to dry thunder but the rains mostly stopped, Liff looks out of her garret window and sees her grandfather.


Old Heorest Holt, the ancient mariner in his coat with the copper-blue dye nobody uses any more. The night has turned it black but she remembers the colour. He’s out towards the treeline, out towards the hills and the sound of thunder. The moon is full, washing the landscape silver. She can see him quite clearly, or any details the distance obscures she makes up for in her mind. The long face, the pointed nose; the grey square-cut beard nobody wears any more. A man out of time, standing there before the trees that hang on the hills like a dark tide, forever about to rush down and obliterate Landfall.


She could call to him, but that would wake the whole house, and she’s supposed to be asleep. Supposed to have been asleep an age ago, save that she never can, not easily. Twenty-six years old—just on the cusp of adolescence, therefore—and she lies awake most nights gripped by nameless anxieties that seem to have become lost from far older people, who would have borne them infinitely better. Anxieties she can’t talk to her parents about, or anyone, because it isn’t what they want to hear from her. But perhaps she could have talked to her grandfather. He’d have listened.


She eases the shutters open all the way, heedless of the damp chill seeping in. He’s looking back towards the house, the picture of a man about to do something irrevocable. His face turns, dead white in the moonlight; she feels a shock of contact.


She waves. The tall, thin figure on the edge of the dark lifts up a silvery-pallid hand and holds it high. A salute; a farewell.


Before she has time to consider the wisdom of it, she’s out of bed, grabbing up her dress and her shawl. She creeps downstairs barefoot, so as not to wake her parents or her uncle. Shuffles into her shoes, the wood and pig-leather cold and clammy against her bare skin. Unlatches the door and inches it open, battling the squeak of the hinges her father’s always going to attend to and never does. Stepping out of the house, onto the rain-sodden earth of the place Heorest Holt had led them to. Above is the moon, along with its own satellite and, beyond them, the empty stars. The place Heorest Holt had led them from.


She was brought up on stories of the old man. That’s what she remembers, more than the man himself. Everyone in Landfall has one. The tales aren’t just the province of his actual family. Good stories, and not so good. Stories told openly, and those she’s heard after slipping into places she wasn’t supposed to, under tables after hours, listening to the drinkers in the Ricehouse. A name to conjure by. A name to curse. Holt, who paid terrible prices and made terrible bargains. Holt, who caused the war with the Seccers. The man whom the Watchers watched for, in their eternal, vengeful vigil. The last man alive who’d seen this world they lived on from the high places; all of it spread out below him like a tablecloth, they said, and she can’t imagine it. Nobody can, and nobody will ever be able to, because that isn’t something people do any more. Saw it spread out and heard a voice, perhaps, saying All of this can be yours…


Outside, the front door faces downslope towards Landfall, of course, the dark blocks of the town bulking out the horizon and obscuring the pale ribbon of the river. The old motion-sensor still hangs above the door but, growing up in this house, she knows exactly the arcs and angles that it covers, and where it is blind. The flickering lamp will remain dark as she sneaks out. Then she’ll have to creep around the side of the house and the barn to see the hills and the forest. Every farmhouse ever built has its face to the town and its back to the wilds. As though nobody wants to chance stepping out and seeing something untoward before they’re prepared for it.


She shuffles through the mud, past the front of the barn. Garm, the old razorback pig, rests there; she hears his breath change as she pads by him. No longer asleep but knowing her, so not about to leap up and start shrieking and charging around as if she’s an intruder. She scratches the rough, bristly skin behind his ears and he grunts at her and settles again.


Everyone said that old Holt had gone odd after he stopped actually running Landfall and left the Council. That he claimed to hear strange voices over the radio. That he started going on unexplained journeys. And that he was the only one who could go up to the cave in the hills and speak with the Witch who was supposed to live there. During the day, nobody really thinks there’s a Witch, but after dark Liff knows there is.


When she clears the side of the barn and gets within sight of the trees, she’s sure he’ll be gone, and then she won’t be certain if he’d actually been there or not, perhaps just a leftover piece of one of her dreams. But there he is, a dark slice of a human form before the far greater darkness of the wood. Waiting for her. Waiting to wave one last time before turning and walking and being swallowed by the trees.


She runs. Then stops. There is a wide swathe of grazing scrub, between the house and the trees, which is the moon’s domain, and she can see every curl and dagger of grass, every shrub, sharp and colourless but clear in the light. The trees are complete darkness, though, as if they had reached up and touched the night sky where it hung between the stars, and invited that freezing void down to shelter beneath their branches where the moon can’t reach. It’s more than Liff can do to brave that dark.


Grandfather did. He braved the greater dark, the real dark that dwells between the stars, everyone knew. But that was why he’d left the Council. All the stories about mad old Heorest Holt said the dark got into his head, in the end. Or else it had always been there from his journeying, and he’d brought it down to them, sheltered inside his skull. Then maybe it’d escaped, unable to climb back out of Imir’s gravity well, and gone to hide within the trees. Maybe that’s where the Witch came from, whom nobody believes in and everyone knows is there.


The next morning she tells her father and mother and uncle, at breakfast, bold as the sun, about seeing her grandfather. The humdrum conversation of pigs and repair work and Council matters stills, and they stare at her, the sole child at the table.


Liff’s mother wrinkles her forehead, exchanging that familiar look with her father. Liff’s said something wrong again. “You can’t have done, sweeting,” she says, in that gentle, fragile tone her parents always use when they’re worried about her, that can turn into shouting so very easily.


“It must have been a dream you had,” from her father, even as he looks over at her shoes, skewed by the door and still caked in mud.


Liff shakes her head adamantly, so that Uncle Molder snorts into his greying beard and makes that little finger-circling-in-the-air people do when they want to show someone isn’t all there in the head. Liff’s father glares at him—his brother and nobody’s favourite relative, but family is family. For a moment she thinks the whole business will be forgotten against the resurfacing of one of their regular familial stress-lines. She’d rather it did, despite the shouting. She shouldn’t have said anything. But her mother, all well-meaning, isn’t letting it go.


“Sweeting, I don’t think you can even remember him, not really. You’ve seen the recording of him, that’s all. You were only very little when he died.”


Liff holds her face stiff so that nothing inside can escape onto the outside of her and just nods, like a machine. Of course Mother of course of course. But knows that she hadn’t been asleep and that he’d been there, going into the woods. That he’d waved at her. And that he’d wanted her to know he was there. Heorest Holt, the old mariner, who’d sailed the stars long ago, the last living man who’d ever known another world to Imir.


With Afterstorm done it’ll be winter soon, which means she has to walk all the way into Landfall to the schoolhouse and learn some letters and sums, as all the farm children do in off-season. Out of the way, while the adults fix whatever Afterstorm has broken, so that everything is braced for the new damage Storm will inevitably inflict. The new teacher is telling the class about their history; the first landing, Liff’s own family mentioned by name. And, because when things bubble up inside her she can’t always keep them down, she tells some of the other children she saw her grandfather. Crazy Holt, they call her, and Crazy Holt they called him. The old man who’d gone into the woods to talk to the Witch, which had made him crazy. Or else he’d always been crazy, and he’d gone into the woods to die.


One of the children, Yotta, has seen the Witch, she says. Not to tease Liff. To try and get people to stop talking about it. This means the other kids just tease Yotta instead of Liff, and that’s better, maybe. After school, before she walks home, Liff talks to Yotta and gets the story out of her. How her father the woodcutter was out felling trees for someone’s new barn when Yotta was sent to bring him his lunch. And there had been the Witch, talking to him. She could tell her father had been very scared. Perhaps he had cut trees too close to the cave everyone knew was up there, and the Witch had been angry with him for it? There was a trail, Yotta said, leading all the way up to the cave. She’d seen it, right then. Her father had been standing on it with his axe and his motor-saw. It was clearly visible, going up into the hills and the trees, as though people were always using it to visit the Witch. Except nobody visits the Witch. Except, Yotta and Liff tentatively agree, maybe people always do. Because she’s a Witch, so when there’s a problem nothing else can fix, maybe that’s when you have to see if the Witch is really there, because maybe she can fix even that. For a price. And everyone knows old crazy Heorest Holt had a lot of problems, which was maybe why he went into the woods to see the Witch so many times. Maybe that’s where he was going last night.


That afternoon, Liff prepares for an expedition. The adults are all working on the barn, shoring it up from the inside, shout of voices and grumble of ailing machinery. They’ll probably expect her to be within hollering distance, in case they need anything brought or held, or some other small help that her small hands can provide. But if they holler and she’s not there, they’ll most likely not think too much on it. She doesn’t actually out and out say she’s going to visit Yotta or some other girl, but she does talk about it when they’re at lunch, so it’s not quite a lie and yet it does a lie’s work anyway. Then, once she has eaten, she gets a woven bag and packs it with everything she thinks she might need for going to find her grandfather. Because he’s out there in the trees and she knows he’s waiting for her. He’s with the Witch and needs her to rescue him. Or he wants her to learn something. Or there’s a gift for her. She keeps changing her mind about precisely what he had meant when he lifted his hand to her last night. It can’t just have been a goodbye.


So she takes some of the hard, flat cornbread and a little dried sausage. She fills a waterskin from one of the rain-butts, because standing water will be good all winter, until Storm’s done and the flies start to breed. She takes her father’s clasp knife and battery torch. And last of all, she takes her book. It’s the only book she has, and it’s the same book most children she knows have, when they don’t just have the History of Landfall that’s so dull even the adults don’t read it much. It’s the book of stories someone printed, a generation ago, for Landfall’s children; the one old Esi Arbandir curated. Stories brought from another world. Stories about magical things that can’t happen; forest witches and talking animals. If she is going to meet the Witch, if there even is a Witch, then she’s going to be prepared.


The brown-bound Wonders of Earth is the sum total of knowledge she has about how to deal with witches. She’s read it three times. Witches always hate people and yet resourceful little girls can win their grudging respect. Witches are always very clever and yet very stupid at the same time, each in very specific ways. They are always tricking people but they can always be tricked. They are fenced around with rules that don’t apply to normal people, but which they can’t break, and if you know the rules you can command them to do what you want, as well as use their great powers at your whim. That is how the stories go, although sometimes they use words other than “witch” for the thing the story is about, such as genie or demon or artificial intelligence.


Yotta said the witch looked like a pale, strange woman, but Liff knows that doesn’t mean anything. Witches are tricky that way.


And so, with all the adults busy, she sets out into the woods with her bag and her book, and searches for where Yotta had said the trail was, leading to the Witch’s cave.


She’s never noticed a trail there before, but it’s where Yotta told her. Just a winding path that feet have made between the trees. Not many feet, not often. And, while Imir’s impoverished ecosystem doesn’t have much to obscure such things, the torrential rains of Afterstorm should have obliterated it, washing these slopes clear of anything without a good clutch of roots to hold it in place. Once, nothing had had roots, and these slopes were a constant battleground between erosion and what her teachers call the basal system; the things that were here before people came. And they are still here, making it possible for people and trees and pigs and rice and catfish and flies and the dozen or so other species to live on Imir.


The trees have done well, for a given value of “well.” Imir doesn’t really suit them. If they had a voice they’d complain that the summers are too hot and the winters too cold and the intervening seasons too wet and riven with lightning. Yet, without competition, they’ve spread to carpet these hills, a sparse-spaced conifer plantation now self-replicating out from its original site in every direction people will let it. Seeds flying with the wind from opened cones when Afterstorm comes, new seedlings taking root in any patch of ground that will take them, from here to the horizon and beyond.


They say her grandfather planted these trees first. Or that’s what her family says, anyway, and old Heorest Holt is something of a lightning rod for firsts. She wonders what he thinks now, seeing that initial work spread so greedily across the world. Not greedily, but desperately, like a parched man searching for water. The trees all look half-dead, compared to the pictures in her book, but that’s what trees look like, Earth trees on Imir. Their lower branches are bare and the bark peels away from boughs like exposed bones. A carpet of needles is beneath her feet, busy with worms and beetles that digest it all and turn it into better soil which the next rains will try and wash away.


She is not allowed to go into the woods. In the stories there are beasts that prey upon girls who do just that, and sometimes they talk and sometimes they just devour. On Imir there is always a loose community of escapee pigs scratching a lean living on pine cones, but nothing more. What there might be are Seccers. Liff imagines gaunt, starved-looking men and women, come with knives and vengeance to do evil to the good people of Landfall. The threat everyone talks about but nobody’s seen. Because they look like us, she thinks. Because they’re already here, pretending to be from the far farms, pretending to be us. But that’s Uncle Molder talking after he’s been at the sake. Liff doesn’t really believe it. Besides, if she’s in one of those stories then she’s the resourceful girl who can outsmart the talking animals and impress the Witch, and maybe save her grandfather from whatever trouble he’s in and bring him home. That would make her mother happy and show Uncle Molder. And she would have a story to tell at the schoolhouse. She would be Liff Holt, worthy of the name she inherited from the first human being to step onto Imir. The very first off the shuttle, Captain Heorest Holt.


It’s around then she realizes the path isn’t there any more, gone so utterly and without trace that she wonders if she ever actually found it earlier. She’d never seen it before Yotta mentioned it, after all, not in all her wanderings. Perhaps it was no more than a runnel of rain, rather than a road into the deep woods, up into the hills, to a Witch’s cave. There aren’t any witches, after all. What there are, are lost girls in the woods. Unlike witches and talking animals, that’s something the real world can stretch far enough to accommodate.


She stops walking, stands very still. For what it’s worth she takes out the clasp knife and cuts an arrow into the nearest tree, telling her where she was when she realized she was lost, and which direction she was moving in. She looks for her own footprints but the carpet of shed needles has swallowed them smugly, the seething beetles the rain hatched out devouring them like little corpses.


She looks for landmarks. There is one lichen-encrusted rock that the trees have grudgingly had to grow around rather than unseat. It is almost as tall as she is, rolled here by the rains an age ago and now a permanent resident, penned in by trunks. Other than that, the trees stretch off in every direction and, while some are whole and some are stormdamaged, the damage is so evenly distributed that no route distinguishes itself. She has only her carved arrow to cling to and who knows what direction she was actually travelling in, in lieu of a path?


Downhill, she tells herself. Downhill is home. But she finds her feet had been taking her downhill already, and the problem with hills is that they go up and down anyway. Uphill, she tells herself. Uphill until she can get high enough to see where she’s going and where the real up and down are. She isn’t panicking. She is Heorest Holt’s granddaughter. He found his way all across space to deliver his people to Imir; she will find her way out of a wood.


So she goes uphill, but there seems to always be more uphill and she never gets high enough to see past the infinite perspective of the trees. She moves downhill again, but somehow there’s always an uphill past the downhill, as though every step can only take her further from home. After a long time, and with the darkness slowly sifting down through the tops of the trees as evening draws on, she comes to a lichen-encrusted rock and her arrow mark carved into one of the trees.


Only then does she surrender and seek help. She drinks some water and eats some bread, thinking of the one story where children in a wood leave a trail of crumbs, and wondering what woods those were, without the ravenous beetles that are even now queuing at her feet for anything she might drop. Then she stands up and starts shouting, calling for help, just making a noise. Right now, even if the Seccers turned out to be real and turned up to catch her, at least she could talk to them. She could be the clever girl who tricks the monster into letting her go and falling into its own cooking pot, rather than the stupid girl who walked out into the woods and never came back.


Her voice echoes back from the hills, and is simultaneously muffled by the trees, but she continues to yell and scream as loud as she can; for her parents, for her grandfather, for the Witch and the roving bands of Seccers—aren’t they supposed to steal wayward children? Why are they passing up on this golden opportunity? Then she’s hoarse and raw and very, very certain that her voice hasn’t carried as far as home, or anybody’s home. Only the beetles hear her, and none of them turns out to be the useful talking sort the stories are so fond of.


When she turns around, there are two people there.


She screams again, seeing them. They’re only a couple of metres away, having snuck up on her as she made all that noise. Two people in long coats, as though they’ve been travelling in the rain. Strangers with sharp noses and dark eyes. One of them is standing, the other sitting on the rock with knees drawn up to chin, bringing their heads to almost exactly the same level. Their faces are very similar, brother-and-sister-close. She isn’t sure which is which until the seated one speaks, sounding female.


“She isn’t supposed to be here, Gethli.” She cranes forward to pin Liff with her sharp, black eyes.


Gethli, her brother, has no expression on his face, compared to his sister’s look of piercing enquiry. Liff has never seen a face quite that drained of all animation on a living person before.


“Gethli,” the woman says again, eyes never leaving Liff, “she’s new.”


“Can we eat her, Gothi?” the man asks absently, and abruptly Liff is the girl in one of those stories, knowing that she will have to be very clever indeed to escape these two. Clever, because she knows just running won’t help. And, even as she has this thought, the woman is off the rock and right at her elbow in a flurry of dark cloth. She examines the mark carved into the tree.


“New,” she mutters, cocking her head on a neck that seems too fluid, staring at Liff. The man is at her other elbow, again very still after so sudden a movement. The woman starts picking at the sleeve of Liff’s coat, at her back, fingers feeling the cloth even as she stares at everything she touches. Neither of them make eye contact with her, though they are constantly looking at each other.


“I’m going to visit my grandfather,” Liff gets out. “I’m taking him these…” torch, knife, book, “breadcrumbs.” All that’s left of the crust she brought. And then, because the admission costs her nothing but pride, “I lost the path.”


“Path,” the woman echoes, looking to her brother again.


He hasn’t actually looked at Liff once, but now he says, “Yes, the path. You remember. From that time there was a path.” He sounds like he’s making a joke that Liff isn’t supposed to get, and his sister Gothi doesn’t seem to get it either.


“Path,” she says again. Then, with a shock, Liff realizes she’s been looking at the path all along. Staring at it but not seeing it amongst the needles and the beetles. A trail worn by a few feet since the rains. Maybe her grandfather’s feet, and now hers. But the dark is closing in, stealing between the trees and trying to cut her off, and she suddenly doesn’t want to meet the Witch, not even to save her grandfather. She wants to go home. And thankfully some clever girl has cut an arrow here into the tree, to tell her the way she was going, so she just needs to head the other way and it will lead her out of the woods and home. So long as she keeps to the path. So long as there is a path.


“Thank you,” she says, because the girls in the stories are always unfailingly polite, even to things that want to eat them. The brother and sister stand side by side, heads canted together, staring at her.


“You’re not supposed to be here,” Gothi tells her, not accusing but wondering. “Why are you?”


“My grandfather.”


“But why?”


I saw him. My teacher said his name. By now she’s tired and hungry enough she isn’t even sure which came first to spark this mad adventure. She just retreats from the two strangers, the Seccers or out-farmers or whatever they actually are, and heads back the way she came down the path, while she can still see it. Ten metres along, she turns to make sure they aren’t following, that they’re still standing there by the rock.


They aren’t. Instead, there is a harsh clapping of wings and two black shapes are rising up towards the black sky, dodging branches. Seconds later, they are repatriated with the greater darkness and gone.


She gets into trouble, of course. Kept in, chores and endless talkings to, as well as Uncle Molder’s snide remarks about what side of the family it came from. But it isn’t the first time and all things pass and life goes on. She made it back safely, that’s the main thing.


At school, the new teacher is still working bits and pieces of history into their lessons, alongside the figures and letters that were just about the only things they’d been taught last winter. Any other learning was something your parents taught you, or whoever you got apprenticed to if you were that lucky. Children learned farm work and fixing, cooking and chores. But Miranda, the new teacher, is keen on history. She goes over the scraps of it they have left, and uses it for writing exercises. She tells them of Earth, and where they can look in the sky to see the brightly moving dot that is the ship their ancestors came from. And of course it’s everyone’s history and everyone’s ancestor, but Liff is one of those whose grandfather was the captain of that ship, and the only one to bear his familial name.


Liff likes Miranda, who’s young and energetic and seems genuinely interested in the children given into her care, unlike their previous teacher and unlike everyone else. Life on Imir grinds you down, with its hard seasons and its hard work. Doubtless Miranda has hard work of her own, year round, but somehow she saves up some enthusiasm for the winter school. So, after class, Liff stays on long enough to tell Miranda that she saw Captain Holt, that the old man is still out there. Maybe Liff could bring him to the class and Miranda could ask him questions about what it was like on Earth, all those years ago? Miranda stares at her and then smiles in that awkward way adults sometimes do when Liff talks to them.


“It would be grand,” she says, “if that could happen. Think of what we’d learn.” The light in her eyes outshines the wording of what she’s saying and Liff looks on her even more favourably for that.


She sees the looks Miranda gets from other people, though. A young woman, unmarried, come to Landfall from one of the out-farms, hence no family in town. A woman who does things differently, teaches their children differently. Even though it’s their history she’s teaching, because there is only one narrow history leading to Imir, and even though there could be ways of telling it that Liff has never quite heard. It’s not as though Miranda is talking about the Seccers, off beyond the hills or down the coast or wherever it is they’re supposed to be. Who move around and menace the furthest of the out-farms and steal children, and whom nobody but nobody has ever really seen. Unless they’re here. Unless they’re among us. It’s not as though she’s talking about the Watchers, who only get mentioned at Midwinter and then never again, not under any circumstances, stop asking questions. Nothing controversial at all, and yet Miranda still gets those frowning glances in the street, when people think she won’t notice.


Instead of going straight home, Liff follows Miranda for a bit, feeling protective against the town’s prickliness. It’s her town, after all. If it’s anyone’s, it’s hers. Built in the rusted shadow of the old shuttle, the Urshanabi, which brought them all down from that brightly moving dot she’s seen in the night sky, exactly where Miranda said it would be. It’s hers because of her grandfather, or else it’s his, still, and she’ll inherit it. She trails Miranda until she ends up at a big old barn-and-house at the outskirts of Landfall, a fixing shop where a man’s tinkering away with some luckless farmer’s clapped-out tractor. The engine is in pieces all over a tarpaulin. The man, angular, long-limbed, kneels there, examining each piece through a lens pinched between cheek and brow to keep it over his eye. Thin-fingered hands patter and tap at the vehicle’s open chassis, all the wooden panels carefully stacked to one side so he can get at the innards. The delicate, ancient solar panels are carefully propped open like beetles’ wings.


Liff knows that keeping the tractors going is a constant struggle for the handful of people who can still muster the knowledge of how to do it. Some of the ancient machines date back to First Founding, and these days Landfall’s smiths often can’t cast or hammer out replacement parts accurately enough. When something complex goes, like the battery, it has to be hauled out wholesale and scrapped. Replaced, if you’re lucky, by a noisy, smelly biofuel engine. Or by a team of draught hogs if you’re not. Yet this man, Miranda’s housemate, has a mess of wiring out in front of him and he’s splicing the metal strands to the solar panels in a way she has never seen anyone do before. He barely looks at his hands as they skitter back and forth, seeming to perform his technical miracles by touch alone. A skilled professional, then. Liff watches him go about his trade, lunging suddenly to pounce on this component or that, long pauses where his clever hands tap and drum erratically on the tractor’s frame as he thinks what to do next. Then Miranda greets him. A little kick at the vehicle to get his attention; a wriggle of the fingers in greeting, reciprocated. Perhaps Miranda has found someone after all, and won’t be so alone and so much of an outsider. Perhaps Liff won’t need to worry about her getting those suspicious looks any more.


Except Liff finds someone who lives nearby, pretends that she has a father with a tractor in dire need of repair, and asks about the fixer. More dark looks. He’s new, come in from one of those out-farms that couldn’t scratch a living. And yes, he’s bringing trade to this part of the town; he’s useful, he’s clever with machines. But he’s not local and they don’t know him and that means they don’t like him. Liff wonders if he and Miranda came in from the same failed out-farm, because otherwise it’s two strange people meeting together in the same house, out of sight. She feels that would be worse, in the eyes of the long-time Landfall residents.


A clever little man, though. Able to breathe life into a dead machine that everyone else has given up on. Almost as if there’s more knowledge in that squat head with its tousled hair than someone should have. The neighbours seem resentful, even, of the fortunate Afterstorm winds that blew him into town. Bring him a radio or thresher or call him out to your generator, they say, and Mr. Fabian’ll have it working again. They don’t like it, however. As though he’s one of her storybook goblins that can spin straw into gold but at too high a price.


Midwinter means Remembrance. On the coldest, longest night, everyone ends up standing outside in the centre of Landfall, around the great gnarled trunk of the First Tree. And it is everyone, or it seems to be. Liff climbs up the porch of the Ricehouse and sits on its roof, looking out at a sea of heads. Clumped into families, neighbourhoods, trades, drinking buddies, whatever little cliques people naturally fall into. There’s the smell of sausages and bacon on the air because, a few days before, there was a carefully judged slaughter of the swine herd, cutting the throats of just enough animals to ensure the town will have meat and tallow and leather, and the fodder stock will last the winter. Now some of that meat is sizzling on the fire—this is the feasting night when everyone, no matter how lowly, gets animal protein.


Liff scans over the crowd, picking out the families of the children she knows from neighbouring farms or from the schoolhouse. Many of the children are also perched up on anything that’ll take them, for a good view. Some of them wave. Some make faces. Then she sees Miranda, who’s standing up against the schoolhouse door. Mr. Fabian’s next to her, and a big scary-looking woman who Liff thinks is his sister, come in from the same out-farm as him but spending most of her time hunting feral hogs out in the woods. Liff has become quite the expert on her teacher’s social circles, out of an obscure protective streak. Except everyone Miranda spends time with out of school hours seems to be some species of oddity or outsider. And that would be a worrying picture for anyone else to put together, the way people are these days.


Then everyone’s kindling their yellow candles, passing the lighters round so that the crowd becomes its own star-field. Councillor Arkelly is up on the big grit block before the Councilhouse, reading out the old words. Liff reckons her grandfather probably wrote them. It’s not something anyone has told her, but familial pride insists on it. Officially, they’re just the words the Founders said, when they had their first Remembrance, just as there are other words they say for Thanksgiving, which comes roughly before harvest, around summer’s end. But someone had to have said them or written them down first, and for Liff that means Heorest Holt, boldest of the star-voyagers.


Thanksgiving is all about being glad they got here from Earth, that the Engineers kept their ship working, and that the Ancients made Imir safe for people to live on—basically, life is hard but be grateful it isn’t harder. Remembrance is different. Nobody really says why, and Liff listens to the words, or what she can make out of Arkelly’s voice over the susurration of the crowd, but they are obscure. They carry a burden that slowly stills the murmurs and the chatter, until by the end of the speech everyone is actually close to quiet. Then she hears:


“… Hold to the memory of our pledge, that there are things we shall not abandon. Though our travails be hard, we do not forget. They shall not grow old, as we grow old. There are no years nor seasons where they sleep. And when our long winter turns and, blooming, brings us to the summer of our power…” Old words, beautiful words, Liff thinks. Sad words, but she isn’t sure why. She has asked, you can be sure she’s asked. There isn’t a question that enters Liff’s head that doesn’t exit her mouth. Only most of the adults don’t seem to know, and that’s par for the course for most questions Liff has. But, uniquely, those adults she’s found who do know—and it’s anyone who’s served on the Council, her father included—won’t say. They won’t even really meet her eyes. Something bad happened, and the remembering of it is in spite of people’s preferences, not because of them. It’s a burden. Nobody wants it. And the uncomfortable solemnity of those who know creeps out into the crowd to infect all those who don’t, until everyone’s completely silent and still. One more year and no more answers.


That night Liff has her midwinter dream. She never remembers she’s going to have it, but when she wakes she’ll know she’s had it for the last dozen, fifteen years at least. Then by the end of the day, most likely she’ll have forgotten it again, until it ambushes her once more the year after.


In the dream she’s right there in the centre of Landfall, just as she had been last night for Remembrance. Only there aren’t any crowds. It’s the flat, clear light of a winter morning, dry as bones because they’ll see little rain until Storm comes in sixty days or so. Nobody’s about. Every door is hanging open. She could go into anybody’s house right now, see the insides of places she’s never explored in waking. And of course it’s a dream, so she never thinks to, though she kicks herself for the missed opportunity the next morning. But in the dream it’s not an opportunity. Having the town to herself isn’t a good thing. She runs from place to place, impossibly fast, covering the distance from the First Tree to her home, from there to the school, to the Ricehouse, to everywhere she knows, and there’s nobody. No sound, no animals, and the fields are barren. Nothing but the vacant, hollow buildings spread out from the rusted wreck of the shuttle that brought everyone’s ancestors here. The buildings are all tumbledown as well, as though there haven’t been hands to fix and mend for years. It’s just them and the silence and the big empty sky. And her. Just her. The last. The horror of the dream isn’t that everyone’s dead, it’s that she’s still alive.


Then she wakes on the morning after Remembrance, as she has done every year for most of her life. The dream perhaps brought on by the words and the strange covert looks of the people who know, and too much rich food too late at night. And an overactive imagination, no doubt. She’s told her parents about the dream but what are they supposed to do about it, exactly? Except point out that dreams aren’t reality. Uncle Molder does that circling gesture with his finger again, and she stops telling people about her dreams. She’s twenty-six now, which by the old classroom reckoner would be not quite thirteen on Earth. Old enough to be drafted in for any task on the farm, too old for stupid questions or paying any heed to dreams.


Except, when she wakes from the dream this year there’s something different. Something she doesn’t even recall noticing while she was running through the empty dream-streets of Landfall, but recalls in retrospect. That huge yawning winter sky, the flat grey sky of the dead year, hadn’t quite been empty. She’d seen two dark dots casting overhead. Dark wings in a bright sky.


After Remembrance, Miranda moves on from history. Because, Liff realizes for the first time, they’ve done history. There isn’t actually that much to tell. There’s the pittance anybody knows about Earth, and there’s the Journey, and there’s the Founding, and then there are the generations from her grandfather setting first foot on Imir all the way up to now. Miranda even seemed to pad it out a little, adding details nobody had ever heard before; things about Earth that sounded more fantasy than history. Information about Holt’s ship that Holt himself had never mentioned. Until some of the parents came to speak to her, one day after school, and she stopped inventing new things nobody had ever heard. So that’s it for history, boys and girls. Somehow Liff never thought about that before, how shallow the foundations of Landfall are. Probably that “somehow” is rooted in the way all the teachers before Miranda just did letters and numbers and precious little even of that. She’s learning that getting a proper education doesn’t answer questions, it just teaches you to ask them.


Miranda’s onto science now, in the back end of winter. She tells them stories about animals, though not the talking kind. She teaches about ecosystems and what does what, and why the flies that will be swarming gleefully come summer are important to the trees and plants, and why they need beetles, even though every child knows to stamp on every beetle you see in the barn or the house. Because the beetles are there to eat dead things and stop them piling up everywhere. But the beetles don’t know that, and to a beetle your grain store is just a lot of dead things that need eating. Which is why we need spiders, Miranda tells everyone. Because spiders eat the beetles that need eating, and that’s why you should never, ever, under any circumstances, kill a spider. She’s very emphatic on that point. Then she goes further than this—because after a few days of this sort of thing, even the slowest kid gets the idea that these things eat those things, and those things eat some other things, and it all goes round and round, which is how the world works. Miranda starts talking about Why.


First off she talks about Earth again, because apparently that’s not just for History class. “Who has the storybook?” she asks, and Liff’s hand goes up, along with half the class. Miranda has the same book and she reads them a part of it, about a girl lost in a wood who’s guided out by—Liff is braced for it to be birds, but it’s a fox, actually. A fox guides her out. “And who ever saw a fox?” Miranda asks. Nobody’s hand goes up because there aren’t any foxes. They don’t exist outside of stories. Miranda tells them that’s because foxes were an Earth animal which didn’t get brought to Imir, like pigs and flies and beetles are Earth animals that did. There weren’t many Earth creatures—species is the word she uses—brought over, or at least that the Founders successfully introduced. Literally every living thing on Imir is having to work hard to make sure the rickety scaffolding of the planet’s ecosystem is maintained, so that people can have all the things they need. So don’t get mad at all flies just because they bite you at Summer-end.


Liff takes it all in, and feels her head expand a bit. This seems perfectly sensible to her, and at the same time it has the curious tang of the forbidden about it. This isn’t something any other teacher has ever mentioned, and it isn’t something her parents were going to teach her, surely. She doesn’t require this knowledge to help with the farm. There’s a particular way of doing things, that the farm needs, and that’s the way they do it. That’s how the farm turns out the things they need, most of the time. But now Liff thinks about all the things she just accepted, in the stories. All the animals that don’t really exist, and the things people do that nobody does. Like milking a cow, when everyone knows you get milk from pigs. Or having oxen or horses to pull your plough, when everyone knows that if you can’t keep a tractor working you use grunters to haul whatever needs hauling. And grunters are just bigger, different pigs. You also get meat from swine, and leather, and wool. Garm, the razorback, who sleeps outside the house in case the Seccers come to steal food or children, is just a different sort of pig you don’t eat or shear or milk.


Liff likes Miranda’s lessons, but at the same time they make her uneasy, as though some inner part of her has been taken out and washed, and now doesn’t fit quite right inside her skin. Because Miranda telling them all this somehow makes Imir and Landfall smaller. She takes “the way things are” and “the way things should be,” which for all of Liff’s life have been two mostly overlapping circles, and pulls them apart a bit. Then the world doesn’t look so pleasant or perfect, no matter what all the adults say. And Liff sees those louring looks Miranda continues to get. They grow, day to day. And Liff worries.


After one morning’s lessons she stays on after and helps her teacher clear up the slates and the chalk, and asks about the birds.


“I’m afraid there aren’t any birds on Imir,” Miranda says. “That’s not one of the species they brought.”


“But I saw them,” as the two of them leave the schoolhouse. “In the woods. When I was looking for my grandfather. Like I told you.”


That awkward look again, like adults get, but from Miranda it cuts deeper. “Liff…” Striving desperately for diplomacy, Liff can tell. “You know you can’t possibly even…”


“Look!” Pointing up at the sky. Perhaps it’s just because she doesn’t want Miranda to finish that sentence, but providence is there for her, this once. Two specks, circling over Landfall, just like in her dream. Miranda squints up and her mouth opens to deny it, then shuts before the denial can venture out.


“Damn,” is all she says, and after that she won’t be drawn.
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