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“Stay or go.”

The man rubbed the curly ginger beard on his chin. Beside him, a woman with her hair tucked up under a woolen cap inclined her head. Together, the pair looked out over the two stepped plateaus below them to the base of the mountain where people were bustling around an encampment in the river valley.

The woman sighed. “At least this lot talk before they attack.”

“If we go, leave here, try to migrate south by ourselves, we’ll have to learn to attack before we talk. Or risk being wiped out whenever we come upon good land.”

“I hate to think of leaving. And there’s no guarantee we’ll find land we can live off. If we do, it’s likely others will want the same land for the same reason; it’ll take generations of fighting to make it ours.” The woman sighed again. “For twenty-five generations Island Hill has been here. If it is possible to escape to better land by taking this lot’s offer, we’ll be beholden to them.”

“Can’t be helped, Gus. Not every Hillie will find it so difficult to take the promise of an easier life, even if it is from a corporation our founders warned against.” Lee regarded the woman for a moment, then asked, “Some won’t go, no matter what. Will you stay?” 

Gus’s face became hardened, and the corners of her mouth dragged down. When she didn’t answer, Lee said, “I’m going into the meeting.”

For a few minutes Gus stood staring down the mountain. Then she wrapped her coat closer and turned to trudge after Lee. She entered the meeting hall made of fieldstone and heavy, hand-hewn beams. Breathing in the smoky warmth, she moved towards the soot-blackened central fireplace. Pulling off her knitted hat, she bent forwards to shake out her long black hair, in front of the heap of crackling logs, she rubbed her hands together briskly and undid the buttons of her heavy woolen coat. Nodding to Lee, she took her seat.

Lee stood and waited for the crowded room to quieten. People grabbed cups of tea from a table made of deep red wood. Scarred by centuries of use, it still gleamed with polished beeswax. The tall, heavy-set man swung his grizzled head around the room, light glinting off his ginger beard and hair. He let his gaze rest for a few moments on clumps of squirming children and whispering adults. The room settled. He spoke into the stillness, “As you all know, this meeting is about the corporation that is camping at the base of the mountain. They have offered to move us to a new world.”

“New world, my butt. They just want our food,” snarled a lanky man standing at the back of the hall.

“That may be, Thomas, but we, the Leegus, want the whole community to know the details of what is being offered. Gus and I want to talk it through with everyone before we make the decision.”

“Couldn’t they just take our food if they wanted to?” asked a short, stout woman.

The gathering went dead still. Pale faces turned towards Lee. Before he could speak, Thomas’s gravelly voice retorted, “For centuries, Hillies have beaten off more robber gangs, cannibals, and who knows what than we can remember, let alone count. Ain’t no cor-por-a-tion going to take our land, ’less we’re dead.”

From her seat beside the fire, Gus’s calm voice responded, “True. For the five hundred years since the Oil Age, we have fought off man and nature. We’re still here.”

As Thomas was about to retort, he realized Gus agreed with him and his mouth snapped closed. 

Lee said, “Doesn’t hurt to know what’s coming at us.” A ripple of nods and yeses went around the room.

Lee started again. “What we know is that a train of some sort of vehicles arrived about five days ago and camped below the graveyard, below the plateau where the church steps are. We watched them carefully for three days; Thomas’s hunting skills were a great help with that. As far as we can see, there are two or three kinds of people down there: half a dozen cooks and such and about ten armed guards—”

“Really rough-looking buggers with some heavy bows, lots of arrows, shields, and wicked swords. They love those swords, always got them out honing the edges and shining them up. Practice fighting with one another, as well.”

“Only sensible to travel with a strong guard.” Gus’s quiet voice quelled a few anxious comments.

“On the fourth day, a man and a woman walked up towards the graveyard. They made a point of turning around so we could see their backs, held their arms out wide with empty hands. They were skimpily dressed so we were pretty sure, if they were carrying weapons, they couldn’t have been bigger than knives.” Lee looked towards Gus.

Her low voice made the crowd lean in and listen more intently. “We expected they must want to trade, so Lee and I walked down through the gully and up into the meadow where they were sitting in the bare ground on what was once the church steps. They were beyond bowshot from their camp and all ten of their guards were out in the open where they could be seen. The pair were sitting with their empty hands in front of them. Thomas had wanted us to carry shields and swords, but we settled for heavy leather coats and eating knives. Anyway, they were ordinary size people, so I figured they wouldn’t get very far against our ‘man mountain.’” Smiling, she tipped her head up towards Lee.

He grinned as he picked up the story. “Yeah, they were spindly little creatures. If they tried any of that spinning around in the air kind of fighting, I meant to just catch ahold of a foot and toss ’em back to their guards.” Tension eased with a few subdued chuckles and some giggling among the children. “Anyway, it turned out they could speak good enough American that we could understand ’em. Seems they’re looking for, mmm, groups of people who survived The Whimper or came together since then and can, ah, look after themselves.”

“They called it ‘self-sustaining’—they mean we grow our own food, can hunt and fish, make everything we need, like clothes, even tools.”

Thomas frowned. “What for? Why don’t they just leave us alone.”

A skinny man, still in his teens, spoke up for the first time, “Are they a corporation? Is that what they say they are?”

“What does it matter, Ed? We just kill ’em and drive ’em off, the way we Hillies always have,” growled Thomas.

Gus spoke in a tone that commanded attention. “Let Sparky speak, Thomas. The way he uses the radio to gather information from far and wide is as important to our survival as your hunting.”

The skinny young man’s eyes widened, and his mouth fell open. Then he smacked his lips together, cleared his throat, and said, “In the Age of Oil, the powers—some called them oligarchs, or billionaires, no matter what they were called—they used the corporations to stay in power. If one of those powers needed some particular work done, it was the job of their corporation to do it. The corporation would find materials for building something and the people to make it run, no matter what it was. If they needed water in a desert, they got a bunch of corporations to force a government to steal water from another country.” A lot of people frowned or looked at their neighbors as they tried to understand the explanation.

“Or found a company to invent a way to make it rain,” murmured a bespectacled girl sitting across from Sparky.

“Oh great! Specs and Sparks are going to tell us what to do!” muttered Thomas, earning several disgruntled looks from people around him.

The stout woman beside Thomas shushed him. Turning towards Lee, she asked, “Is it true that they want to take us to a new place?”

“Yes, Daphne,” he answered. “They want us to go with them to a place far in the south. Then they will take us up in the sky and put us on a giant flying farm. The farm will be sent to the stars. Actually, to a special star where we will be put down on a world where we can make a home and where our children will be able to live.”

The whole room was still. A toddler, terrified by the sudden silence, wailed and ran towards his mother. A hubbub burst out all around the room. Thomas could be heard proclaiming, “It’s just a story. A trick to get us off our land. Mark my words, we’ll be killed before we get around the second bend in the river.”

Gus stood up and moved beside Lee, and they waited patiently for the frightened children to be soothed and adults to gradually calm themselves. 

After several attempts, Daphne managed to make herself heard. “Isn’t that some ancient myth? People dreamed it up when they could see that The Whisper would kill them?”

“Mmm, Specs.” Lee turned towards the young woman. “You probably know more about this than anyone else.”

Specs cheeks became pink as she took a deep breath and spoke in a low voice. “It might be possible. At the end of the Oil Age, some people went to the moon and even farther to a place called Mars. It is hard to tell which things really happened and which things were just stories they made up for, ah, fun.”

“Some of the people I hear on the radio believe it,” Sparky assured them. “They think a few of the powers from the Oil Age survived and kept all the technology, ah, machines to do things, and now they are using it again. Folk on my radio net think the corporations, most of ’em call them ‘powers,’ are able to fly into space.”

“If they’ve got all that, what do they need us for?” demanded Thomas.

“Um,” Daphne smoothed her skirts nervously. “If we went to a place where no people, no humans, have ever been, how will we keep ourselves alive?”

Specs explained: “I listen to the radio with Sparks. The other small settlements, like us, that we talk with, have books that they read out so I can write them down. Or we read from one of our books and they—”

There was a growing mutter of concern in the room. Gus pushed her hands towards the room. “It’s all right, Sparks and Specs asked Lee and I about this and as Leegus, we gave them permission, after we were sure that no harm would come of it.” 

The room settled again. Specs continued. “Long, long ago, before the Oil Age, people could move around the world and live in different places. A few of us have seen the endless water. Those Oil Age people used boats, big boats, to go across the water and make a place to live in a land where there were no people. To do that, they had to take everything they needed—seeds, tools, horses to breed, everything. The stories say that a lot of those people died or disappeared because they could not do everything for themselves.”

“That is why they want us,” said Lee, “because when we get to a new place, far away, we will be able to do everything.” He began gesturing with an upturned palm to people in the room. “We have weavers, carpenters, blacksmiths, many farmers, and a baker.” He pointed towards Sparks, adding, “We can even generate electricity to run a radio.”

“Why?” demanded Thomas. “I’m perfectly happy right here.”

Gus looked up. Lee nodded; she smiled slightly and began to speak. “These people say their corporation is not like the old corporations. They say they want to help humans survive by building new homes in new places. They say the weather is getting cold, colder than it was before The Whimper. It may take another five generations or maybe another ten generations, they say, but in the end, it will become too cold to grow food and live here. Not just here in Island Hill, but everywhere, on what they call the world. What, before The Whimper, was called ‘Earth.’”

A cacophony of voices greeted Gus’s statement. Only the age-old traditions of discipline kept community members from yelling and screaming at one another. People stood up to recite old tales of terror and show how they never came to be. Others argued that the terror had in fact come to be and they were living in it. Small children soon tired of hearing the grown ups harangue one another and began to race around playing tag until the arms of large, gruff men encircled them and deposited them in front of the fire. Mothers brought out hand-sewn stuffed animals and carved wooden tops, even a few tattered old books. Soon, the smallest fell asleep in their parents’ laps, only stirring when they were passed to another pair of willing hands so their father, or mother, could address the assembly.

Finally, late in the night, Gus stood to say, “Can everyone agree that we, the Leegus, should meet again with the two talkers from the corporation on the lower meadow beside the steps of the church—”

“As long as you stay within bowshot,” growled Thomas.

“—and if all goes well, we shall spend some days visiting their camp and bringing them to see our community.”

“Only the talkers come up to the church steps, not those bloody swordsmen!” Thomas’s hard words were supported by a strong current of agreement that ran through the room.

“And only the ‘talkers’ shall be brought to the higher plateaus with our farmland and our buildings. Agreed.”

There was a rustle of movement as parents gathered their children and men used to long days of hard work began to rub out the pains brought on from sitting for so long. A spattering of good nights ceased, when a gnarled old woman pushed herself up on her cane.

Her face was seamed with deep groves and huge bushy grey eyebrows obscured her eyes, which gleamed out with the intensity of a full moon. Gus inclined her head, setting a respectful tone by returning to her seat. Everyone quieted and settled down again. Despite her age, the woman spoke in a clear, strong voice, “I want to know where the ‘wild ones’ will come from—”

“Now is not the time for matchmaking,” grumbled Thomas.

Anger flared across the woman’s face. “I am a geneticist, not a ‘matchmaker.’ The wild ones are the reason our people lived when so many others died out. Young Abner, there.” She motioned to a boy sitting in front of the fire. He was still wide awake and had followed everything that had been said. “He’s a wild one. His mother came in off the mountain in dead of winter, only lived long enough to birth him. You too, Thomas.” Her steely voice stilled a protest about to burst from Thomas’s lips. “You are lucky that your mother lived, and we are lucky your father came and took you to learn the ways of the wild, to hunt, fish, and what-not. We are doubly lucky that you returned to us. It is our good fortune that the founders of Island Hill, way back before The Whimper, chose a wide range of people and created traditions of marriage that made sure we would have, mostly, healthy offspring. Hard rules, not allowing some to have children.” She looked towards a plump woman who responded with a vacant smile. “We survived, not just because the founders were smart, or at least smart enough to find people to teach them farming, weaving, hunting—all those skills the first of we Hillies did not have. Many groups learned to live but we continued living down through generations because we brought in fresh blood. A “diverse gene bank,” as they would have called it before The Whimper. I want to know—” She paused and turned her head towards Lee and Gus, then took a deep breath before warning, “If we go up onto their flying farm, where will the wild ones come from? Without wild ones, we will not survive.”

In the hush that followed her speech, heads turned towards the fireplace. Lee rose slowly to his feet. Nodding, he replied, “We, the Leegus, will be sure to get an answer to that question.”

The following days saw a great deal of going back and forth and what Abner called “blathering.” The Leegus met the corporate talkers and reported to the community. As was usual with big decisions, most people got on with their own work, letting Lee and Gus gather information, sort it, and bring different parts to people as needed. The field workers got in the last of the grain, the women threshed it, other women put up the last of the preserves, and everyone who had nothing else in particular to do was cutting, hauling, and splitting firewood to be ready for a winter that promised to be the coldest anyone could remember. Abner, who, at ten years, was just about old enough to be almost finished with schooling but not quite old enough to have a particular job, spent most of his time spying, with an ancient pair of field glasses, on the Leegus’s meetings with the talkers. When Gus or Lee were making reports to a lot of different people he contrived to be within earshot. 

He watched as Daphne kneaded bread dough and listened, wide eyed, to Gus tell her that the corporates had a machine that would make bread all by itself. A group of farmers listened intently while Lee explained that most of the corporate farming was done by machines and all that people did was inspect the machines to make sure they were doing the work properly. The knitters were dismayed to learn that corporates had no wool; the blacksmith examined a fork and spoon but was skeptical, wanting to know how they could possibly get such hard metal and whether they could make more useful, larger things, like ploughs. The spinners and weavers were amazed by the feel of splendid clothes, but they wanted to know how such fine threads could be made and woven.

Gradually, the idea developed that the whole village should go down together and see these marvels. Predictably, Thomas feared there was a hidden army just out of sight. He slipped away for days at a time to make wide scouting trips but found no hidden war-makers.

One evening, a group of wood cutters, finished for the day, were walking along the edge of the plateau closest to the corporate camp when one of them noticed Abner spread out on the ground using the field glasses to gaze down the hill. “Oi, oi,” called one of the men in a jocular voice. “This is where you got to. What do you see down there?”

“I think they’re playing football,” replied the boy.

“Eh!” exclaimed several of the men. They squinted into the setting sun and watched the long shadows of men running back and forth along the meadow below the mountain. “There,” exclaimed one of them. “What was that? It looked like an end catching a pass.”

“Yup,” answered Abner. “Pretty sure they’re playing football. At least the ball is pointed at both ends and they throw passes, but it’s a lot different than how we play.”

That night there was a town meeting to decide who should go down to the valley and inspect the corporation’s many wonders. Thomas, Daphne, and few others went on and on about the risks and what good might come of the visits. After a particularly long speech, the blacksmith, obviously bored, stretched his aching back and whispered in a hoarse voice, “I reckon we could beat those swordsmen at a game of football.” There was a guffaw from the men around him. Speaking for the tired men who knew the dawn would come all too soon, the blacksmith declared, “Them as don’t want to see the wonders don’t have to go.” Stamping their boots, the men voted with their feet by going to their beds.

The next day was crisp and clear, and by mid-morning the whole village, unable to resist the lure of the corporate marvels, was streaming down the hill. Lee and Gus stood by the church steps watching their people in the valley below swarm over the tents and machines with cries of amazement and shouts of joy. 

“That sweet candy is going to have the kids buzzing around for days,” remarked Gus. 

Lee smiled. “Good reason for the tradition of having one and only one taffy pull each spring.”

“You think we should—?” Gus asked, looking up at him.

“Think we shouldn’t talk about anything without some others present, or we’ll be accused of keeping secrets.”

“That’s the truth.” Startled, they looked over their shoulders to see Thomas.

“Hell, Thomas, no wonder I couldn’t find a mark on that deer you brought in—you scared it to death.”

The three laughed. “How long you been telling that joke?” asked Thomas.

“Since you came back from the wild, I reckon,” said Lee.

Thomas grunted in agreement, then said, “You can go ahead and talk about leaving. Nobody’ll believe you’re dreaming up ways to hoodwink ’em if I’m listening.”

Gus let out her low, melodious laugh. “Truth is, I think we’ll have to go sooner or later. Better to go while travel is still possible. Those corporate talkers are pretty smart, showing our people all the shiny baubles.”

“Like the bread maker, you mean?” asked Lee.

“Daphne’s smarter than you give her credit for. So’m I, for that matter.”

With a frown in his voice, Lee asked, “What do you mean?”

“You were just saying we have to go. Why d’you think that?”

Lee’s face seemed to get long, giving him a solemn expression. “Pretty sure we have to plant later and harvest earlier each year. Be a while, but in the end, we won’t be able get enough food out of the land, even in the river valley.”

“There’s always the game you hunt, Thomas, and the fishing,” Gus sought to soften Lee’s words.

“See, that’s where you don’t put enough faith in me and some of the others. Game’s been migrating south and not coming back, for a ten year.”

“You got any idea why?” asked Lee.

“Course I do. Like I said, I’m not as dumb as you think.” Thomas’s chin jutted out and there was a trace of belligerence in his face. “Been thinking on it since the other night. Truth is, I go north, and the snow gets deeper and stays longer every year. I go south, and that’s not so good either. Deer keep going farther and farther south, staying longer and longer. I’m coming to the belief that Island Hill will have to follow, or we’ll die.”

Gus’s soft voice suggested, “Couldn’t it just be a cycle and, in a few years, it will warm up again?”

“See, that’s the kind of stupid that got people killed in The Whimper.” Thomas’s voice rose a little, but he took a deep breath and lowered it before going on, “Have you looked at Specs’ records? I never did before, always though she was kinda dumb, but actually she’s plenty darn smart, even though she can barely see past her nose. She’s been writing down the dates of everything since we were kids.” His face cracked into a smile. “The one and only time she got into a fight. That was ’cause the kids bigger’n her were fooling around with the thermometer. ‘Our only working thermometer,’ she screamed, and whaled right into ’em.”

“Even so, that’s only, what? Twenty years—”

“There you go again, dumber than pig shit. She went down into Lee’s Library and found really old books. I mean really, really old. She’s so careful with them, she won’t let me turn the pages. She puts on soft wool gloves before she touches them, says the gloves should be cotton, whatever that is. The books got all these pictures, she calls them graphs, which show the world was getting hotter for fifty years before The Whimper and ‘the powers that were’ wouldn’t do anything, so they just boiled to death. Almost everybody died. Specs says it’s going the other way now: we’re all going to freeze.”

“I guess we better look at Specs’ work,” observed Lee.

“I guess you better.” Thomas nodded emphatically. “Hey look, they’re going to play football.” He hared off down the hill shouting, “Wait for me!”

“I think he’s sweet on Specs,” observed Gus with a smile.

“Better get Aggie to check that out,” said Lee, “See if children Specs bore would be as blind as she is.”

“Yeah, I suppose. Makes me sad when our ‘geneticist’ forbids women to have children, or when lovers aren’t allowed to marry,” Gus smiled grimly. “She’s right about our survival though. We’d be long gone without the wild ones bringing in fresh blood.”

Lee nodded. “Genetics is beyond my ken, but we all know she’s right.”

Gus stepped towards the path, saying, “We’d better go ooh and aah at stuff. Are you going to play football?”

“No thanks. Those swordsmen call it one-handed touch. Then they push you into tomorrow. If it were two-handed, they’d push you into the new moon.”

After several days of visiting, the Hillies met again. There was a bubble of excited chatter in the gathering room as people found their places. In front of the fireplace, the children were having a wild game with a soft, pointy-ended ball that the corporate talkers had given them. Lee snagged a pass out of the air and scooped up its intended receiver under the other arm. Walking across the open space, he deposited the girl in front of her mother. The child jumped up, trying to grab the ball. Holding it high above his head, Lee said, “Uh-uh, Sammy. I’ll give it back to you when we’re done talking.”

“That’ll be never,” complained the girl, crossing her arms and drawing her brows together in a furious stare.

As Lee took his position on the opposite side of the fireplace from her, Gus asked the gathering, “OK, who wants to speak first?”

Daphne popped up. “That bread-making machine is no good. The bread squishes up in your hand. You have to use a special machine for slicing it, and when you try to spread butter on it, the whole slice pulls apart.” She sat down with a flounce.

“Plus, you need electricity to run it,” added another of the women.

“And you can’t fix it,” said one of the men. “They said if it breaks, they just throw it away and get a new one.”

There followed a long litany of strange things. At some, the Hillies marveled, a few they liked, but most mystified them.

“Even the swordsmen turned up their noses at perfectly good venison steaks,” said Thomas, shaking his head.

One of the women, who made a lot of the community’s clothes, said, “They have no idea how to tan deer hide or make mittens, but they gave me these shiny, crinkly gloves. When I asked, didn’t their fingers get cold, they said no. But I figure it must be pretty warm where they live.”

The blacksmith stood to speak in his deep, rumbling voice. “They can’t fix anything. I asked one of them how they got around, figured they must have a herd of horses or oxen. They took me along the river to that flat stretch and said it was a road in olden times. They have these huge moving things. Like four-wheeled wagons, I guess, but all shiny and big as a house. They gave me a ride. I asked what they did if a wheel broke; they didn’t know, said none had ever broken. Then I asked how they made it go, I mean, move, and they pointed underneath to a motor, said it worked like Sparky’s generator. I couldn’t figure that, but they said if it broke, they just took off the motor and put on a new one. I asked how they’d fix the broken one, but they said they don’t have to; they just send it somewhere to be fixed and get a new one to replace it.”

“There were some good things,” ventured Specs. The room quieted so they could hear her soft-spoken comment. “They said they could fix my eyes so I would be able to see like everyone else.”

“But not the eyes of a baby you birthed,” snapped Aggie.

Specs looked towards the geneticist and nodded with tears in her eyes.

Into the silence, Abner piped up. “Wouldn’t they give us all those things? They gave us the football.”

“Yeah, and Lee took it away,” complained Sammy. 

A rattle of laughter went around the room as Sammy’s mother scolded, “Hush, Samantha Jane.”

“No, they wouldn’t.” Startled faces turned to look at Sparks.

Through the sudden quiet, Gus’s voice carried easily. “Explain yourself, Ed.”

Sparks straightened, then stood and began to speak clearly. “I don’t think the corporate talkers know about our radio, which surprises me. Anyone can listen to a radio signal if they have the right frequency, they just need to tune...umm, well anyway, I was worried what they might think if they found out about it. So, I was just listening on the radio, that’s passive so...” He noticed Gus making a gentle rolling motion with her hand. Gulping, Sparks started again, “I heard the Seign—I can never pronounce that, the Quios. I was surprised, ’cause we haven’t heard them on the radio for a long time. Anyway, the corporates are going to take them onto the star ship—”

“The farm in the sky,” put in Gus.

“Oh, yes. They said they’re taking all their own stuff. That is why the corporates want them. It makes sense, see, ’cause if we went to a new land, we couldn’t just get new things whenever we wanted them. We’d have to make them ourselves.”

There was an explosion of arguments all around the room, some saying ‘go’ because they thought the corporates would give them anything they wanted, others wanting to stay where they knew how to live.

“We have to...” Specs tried to speak into the cacophony of voices.

Gus flicked a glance at Lee. He stood and made his patting motion with his hands, “Let’s hear what Gwen has to say.”

At a gesture from Lee, Gwen rose to her feet. There were warm smiles as the community remembered that Gwen was Specs’ given name, “You all know how I love the old science. Even when I was little, I wrote things down or drew the birds who flew over us in the spring. It has been getting colder. In our bones, we all know it even if we don’t want to admit it. Our one thermometer tells us the temperature every day. I write it down when I get up, at noon, and before I go to bed.”

Sammy popped up. “That was you out there in the mist with a lantern.” She stuck her tongue out at Abner and said, “See, I told you it wasn’t a ghost.”

When the murmur of laughter died down, Specs continued. “Under this building, in the big, dry tunnels, Lee’s Library has old books from the time of the founders. Some of them are printed books, some of them are like journals written by the founders. The earliest one is written by the Lee of the first Leegus.” A smile lit her face as she went on, “That Lee was a woman. Those journals show it was getting warmer. It got so warm that the founders had to keep moving up the mountain so it would be cool enough to live and grow crops. After almost two centuries, ten generations, it stopped getting warmer, which was fortunate, because by then the survivors were living on our highest mountain pasture. If it got any hotter, they would have nowhere to go. Slowly the temperatures got cooler again and after some generations, we Hillies were able to move down again. The community lost the will to keep records—”

“Until you came along,” said Ed with a shy smile.

“—we don’t know how long it has been getting colder. For sure it has been for all of my life, just over twenty years, only one generation. If I were to have grandchildren, it would be too cold for them to live here.”

“Couldn’t we move down to the river?” asked the blacksmith.

“No,” said Specs in a hard tone that no one had ever heard her use before. “Already the river freezes twice as long as it used to. There will come a time when big rivers of ice come down the mountains pushing everything in front of them.”

“We could take everything and move south until we found good, warm land,” suggested Daphne.

“There is none.” Thomas’ guttural tone was harsh with fear. “When my father took me from here, we went south. We traveled for whole seasons between the mountains with frozen tops and the endless bitter water. There are places where nothing grows. It is warm and there is rain, but nothing grows, nothing lives there except lizards. It is hard to find enough food and water to live in those lands, and it is easy to die. My father swore there was a ‘land of plenty,’ to the south, but I only ever saw dead lands. When my father got some sickness and died, I was afraid to go on, alone. I came back here. I don’t want to leave here, but I think we must. Maybe there is no good land anywhere south, so the corporate people want to find some in the stars.”

“In the stars, there will be no wild ones,” said Aggie. “We may live, but our children will die out.”

Gus lifted her palm towards Sparky. “Ed, you used the radio to ask the Quois about that.”

Ed rose to his feet; hesitantly he reported, “The Quois say there will be four farms on the starship, each as large as ours, plus the people who make the ship run. The Quois believe it will be enough for all four of our communities to live on through our children.”

Gus looked at Lee and the pair stood. 

Gus said, “We, the Leegus, believe it will become too cold to stay here.”

The Blacksmith suggested, “Perhaps we can find land.”

Wistfully, Specs said, “Perhaps I will be able to see, even if I am not allowed to have children.”

Cheerfully, Sparks added, “Perhaps the sky farm will travel fast. I want to see the new world.”

“Perhaps, perhaps, perhaps,” grumbled Aggie. “Perhaps the corporation has a magical way to make people.”

“I can make better bread than their machine,” said Daphne. “No ‘perhaps’ about it.”

As the chuckles died out, the room sank into silence. Lee pronounced, “We, the Leegus, believe the community should accept what the corporation has to offer.” 

Gus asked, “People of Island Hill, how say you?”

No one spoke.

In unison, Lee and Gus intoned, “Hearing no nays, we, the Leegus, declare that the Island Hill people shall go to the stars.”
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Chapter Two
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Tyke and Neer
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“Who are you?”

The thin boy started then blurted out, “Tafari! Who’re you?”

“Nefertiti,” declared the petit muscular girl. “What are you doing here?”

“Nothing. Hey, with that long neck you look like the ancient Nefertiti.”

Self-consciously the girl sucked her chin in and scrunched her shoulders up. “Do not!”

“What’re you getting all huffy about? It means,” Tafari’s body stilled and his eyes hazed at the edges, “’the beautiful one has come’.”

“Oh, what a poetic description.” Her body relaxed and her scowl was replaced by a dazzling smile.

“Anyway, I came up to see the new arrivals.” His hand swept towards the curved clear wall and pointed towards a grassy plain far below them. “What are you doing here?"

“Nothing, but if anyone asks, I’m checking the ‘structural adherence of inspection catwalk seventeen B’.” Nefertiti plunked herself down on the carbon fibre walkway and hung her feet over the edge. Pouting she added, “Nobody has any time for me. They’re all chasing around getting ready for the ‘big push’.”

“What’s that?”

“Slingshot maneuver to start us on our trajectory to Alpha Centauri, wherever that is.” Tafari’s eyes hazed again and his lips moved rapidly. “Hey,” Nefertiti waved her hand in front of his face. “Are you all right?”

“Uh?”

“Are you all right?”

“Oh, yeah. What happened?”

“I dunno, you sort of zoned out.”

Tafari’s mouth twisted. “Hyperthymesia.” Nefertiti looked at him blankly. A sad look came into his eyes as he explained, “I can remember everything. That’s why I’m on this spaceship to Alpha Centauri.”

Nefertiti’s brow drew together. “I don’t get it.”

“Total recall?” Tafari looked at her inquiringly. When she shook her head, he went on. “So we don’t know what’s going to happen out there in the never-ending void. One possibility is an EM event.” He paused.

“You mean an electromagnetic event that could wipe out the computer memories, the shielded data bank—oh!” Nefertiti gasped, clasping a hand in front of her mouth. “Total recall, EMS wouldn’t affect a human being.”

“Right, so they have me. Well, us. There are ten SAMs altogether; we sit in dimly lit rooms and copy out, in handwriting, huge long tracts of information. The next day they have us recite it while they check we’ve got it right, then they give us a bunch more. It is deathly boring.”

“Like what kind of information?”

“Like slingshot maneuver; in plain American it means we use rocket engines to pull out of Earth’s gravity and head off for Alpha Centauri.”

“Big deal; I could have told you that!”

“Yeah, but can you dictate the mathematical formulas for calculating the burn-to-fuel ratio, length of burn, and so on and so on? I’m trained to do it so that somebody could copy it down and use it again.”

“You mean like dictate each step in the calculus method for finding how long each rocket should burn to set us on the right course for Alpha Centauri. I guess the navigational engineers could do that. More likely they would just tell the computers where they wanted us to get to and the computer would do all the calculations.” Nefertiti tilted her head and raised her eyebrows. “You mean you can do that!?”

“I didn’t say I could do it! I said I could recite all the information I wrote out,” his eyelids drooped and he flexed his fingers, “by hand. You don’t seem like a girl from one of the four settler domes.”

“No, no, I’m not; I’m a structural engineer.”

“But you’re a kid!”

“Yeah. My mom was pregnant when she came on board as apart of the construction engineering team. She specializes in synthetic glass fatigue. I had stress test charts sung to me instead of lullabies—” Tafari’s body began to slump. Nefertiti poked him, saying stridently, “No, don’t phase out on me again. It just means she checks the outer panels of the geodesic sphere to see if they are cracking.”

“Oh yeah, the space side of these giant snow globes? Aren’t those—”

“Snow globes? I’ll have you know each geodesic sphere was built with thousands of triangular plates. The outer layer is a clear synthglass designed to protect the inner dome which has solar electrical generation panels embedded in the synthglass. There are hundreds of miles of gangways
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