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Chapter One
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They wore sunglasses inside. 

Anna stared at the two men from her hiding spot under the display of ancient relics and wondered how they could see anything.

The room was dimly lit, and usually full of the hushed echoes of visitors walking almost irreverently through the museum. Often groups of late teens came through as well, and they weren’t as quiet nor very interested in the carefully tended and displayed remnants of civilisations long gone.

The lighting was low for many reasons. Anna knew all about the museum and why things were done as they were. She had grown up here, hidden and watching. Some artefacts would be damaged by the harsh lights of normal living, and by the sunlight if windows were allowed. It also instilled a sense of wonder in the visitors and ensured they didn’t rush around and possibly damage the irreplaceable items.

The weak spotlights drew attention to the relics and pulled the visitors through the museum on a planned route. The curators didn’t want people just milling around and creating backlogs.

Often the relics were removed and allowed to rest in complete darkness for a few years while replicas were put in their place. Nobody knew about the replicas except the custodians, and Anna.

Years would go by while unknowing visitors took photos of carefully created replicas and awed over their fake details.

Anna’s parents were part of the team who made the replicas, and she helped when nobody else was around.

Something soft rubbed against her leg, and she reached out to her one true friend. The little black cat with half an ear missing was just like her. Forbidden. The cat was not allowed in the museum; that’s why she called him Dust.

The two men in sunglasses followed a brightly dressed woman and a man with a clipboard as they examined the case of relics by the door. Without even having to check, Anna knew that every single one of them was fake. She had helped her mother swap them out just days ago, and the real ones were stashed in straw-filled crates in the basement. The large wooden crates had been marked with a black stencil and shoved into the basement storage to prolong their life.

Prolong their life!

Just the thought of that had Anna almost barking with laughter, but she held it in lest she be heard and discovered. Dust snuggled in and purred. She felt her tension ease as she stroked his fur.

Nobody could know she was here, or even alive!

Children were banned.

She was illegal.

“And these, Mayor?” the man with the clipboard asked, pen poised and eyebrows raised.

The woman peered closer as if to read the label in the case. She shook her head slowly. 

“They’re rather bulky and I see little purpose in saving them. I could add a dozen dresses in their place.”

The man looked offended, but blinked his quick flash of anger away and looked down at his clipboard to make a notation.

“Perhaps the smaller items in this one?” he suggested, stepping towards the next case. “They are from a similar era.”

His hopeful tone said he was going to make sure she picked something, anything, from this room. It did not really matter if they chose anything, Anna mused, as everything here was a fake! Clearly, the man with the clipboard had not been updated on the recent boxing of this display. She did not recognise him, so she assumed he was not an employee of the museum.

Anna knew one thing that would not be picked in this room. Her. She was one of the hidden generation. Children were not allowed and would definitely not be included in the escape plans if they were discovered. 

She wasn’t technically a child at all, as she would turn seventeen in six weeks. But in the eyes of the world, she was and would always be forbidden. Anyone under nineteen was illegal.

Dust too would not be leaving this doomed planet, so at least she would have company when the rest escaped.

Escape. It was her word for the well-publicised plan to relocate the people of Earth. She had seen the huge banners that hung outside the museum and on every street, the pamphlets showing a couple standing on Mars in space suits, the never-ending news announcements between her favourite TV shows. 

Wait. Relocate. Repopulate.

She was annoyed at the lack of effort to make the alliteration complete. Surely they could have found a better word for Wait. 

Restrain, Restrict, Resist, Reduce... the list was endless. 

It meant no babies, no children. They were letting the population shrink as people grew older and passed away. Even then, by the time it was small enough, it would be too late.

The last of the huge EarthShips that were growing faster than the population was shrinking would be finished and ready to go within the week, and even that was cutting it fine. The approach of the world-destroying planet was simply a fact of life. It would impact in less than two weeks, with landfall expected on the 28th of November, 2045. Planning had been going on for the last twenty years.

Five waves of EarthShip Arks had already left this year; destination Mars. The first ships had not yet arrived on Mars as they left in early May, carrying the barest of infrastructure. A five-star hotel it would not be! The top political rulers, the richest, the popular and the self-important who could afford the ticket price had purchased their escape on the first wave. Just one wave of Arks was left and it would have to leave soon! The bold claims had been touted daily. 

‘A Seat For Everyone’

‘Don’t Panic’

‘Everything Is Under Control’

The riots in the early days after the revelation had been destructive and widespread. They had also resulted in a lot of deaths. Anna often wondered if that had been the plan. Why reveal the impending event so many years before it was coming? She had heard some curators discussing that it must have been known for many years before that, too. It wasn’t a fast-moving object; in fact, it wasn’t really an object at all. It was a rogue planet, ejected from its own solar system millennia ago. The collision of the two planets was apparently an infinitesimally small possibility. Yet, here it was, on a collision course.

How the astronomers had missed an approaching planet was a mystery. Anna decided it was not a mistake. If Earth wasn’t going to be destroyed, they probably wouldn’t have even mentioned it! Other debris also ejected along with the rogue planet had been brushing past Earth for a century now. An uptick in the amount of meteorites, fireballs, shooting stars and interstellar objects had been confounding stargazers for generations. Now they knew the reason.

Were there people on this other world? Would they too be sending spaceships full of survivors out to look for a new home? Did they see Earth, or Terra as some people called it since the announcement, as the cause of their destruction? 

‘It Will Terra Us Apart’

The slogan was painted over the top of many of the sanctioned statements in bold white paint.

“You think too much. The planet has been floating through space for thousands or millions of years without sunlight. Nobody is alive on it.” Her mother had told her when she asked, holding her tight in a warm embrace. “None of it will matter once we leave.”

Anna looked older than her sixteen years and much taller, too. She knew her mother’s hope was to pass her off as one of the last sanctioned children and get her on a flight. How? Anna did not know, and given the constant furrowed brows of her parents, she didn’t think they knew either.

Her interest in the visitors waned, and she quietly slunk out the door, heading for the stairs. Dust followed her, weaving in and out of her legs and threatening to trip her up on every step. One good thing about the museum being closed today was that she could run up the public stairs instead of sneaking around only at night. All the staff had been given the day off, and only her parents, who lived in the adjoining apartment, were there. She was sure that some curators suspected she existed, but out of deference to her parents, they turned a blind eye to her fleeting dashes through the corridors. After all, what did it really matter?

Once she reached the roof, she pushed on the huge emergency exit with its solid metal fire door. She propped it open with a large brick that she had taken up there several years ago. Letting it close would not be good, as there was no handle on the outside. It was a silly design as far as she was concerned. The roof was covered in an array of large air-conditioning units that hummed and thrummed. They kept the air inside the museum at a perfect temperature and humidity for the items that were not locked in cases and to remove the extra vapour produced by the exhalation of the gasping visitors. 

She wished they would put up a sign. 

‘Breathe gently’ 

Her mother had just laughed when she suggested it.

Dust raced ahead of her and leapt onto the first of the hot units. He loved the warmth.

Her feet crunched on the deep gravel that filled the spaces between the air-conditioning units. They gave off warm jets of air that melted the snow and made it a perfect spot for watching the city in winter. In summer it was too hot, but thankfully right now it was early winter.

She climbed onto a unit right by the front wall, wriggling to get comfortable on the slightly hot surface, and stared out across the city. Dust joined her, leaping from one to the next and snuggled into her lap. The cool breeze on her face was a welcome contrast to the perfectly balanced air that was her life inside. She pointed her face into the wind and closed her eyes. It felt as if she were flying.

When her eyes opened, they drifted automatically toward the sky. It was a habit of a lifetime.

The sun, low in the cobalt blue sky, shone weakly and well south as it brushed the horizon.  The moon had not yet risen but she knew it would be almost full. Full moon was predicted to be almost the same time as impact. Her gaze drifted to the north, where another object was visible. Not as bright as a full moon, but almost as big. It looked like someone had smudged a thin cloud into a circle. Parts of it were brighter than others, and she stared at it, trying to work out if it looked closer than yesterday. Clouds covered a lot of the sky; the top edges pulled up like thin fingers reaching up towards the incoming planet. Gravity, her father had told her, was affecting the planet already, and the clouds were just the first victims.

Eventually, her neck protested at the fixed position, and she turned her attention to the city.

“It looks cold down there,” she said to her little friend. “I bet they’d be jealous of how warm we are.”

Dust just purred, and Anna took it as agreement. From here she could watch the world, a world she could not be part of. She could pretend she was walking among the crowds and browsing the shops that led down to the harbour. Not that there were many people shopping these days. 

What hadn’t been looted years back had been slow to sell, and even slower to be restocked. People had all but given up on living a normal life, and most just sat and stared at the sky and now the planet heading their way.

They did, however, visit the museum as if trying to absorb all the history of the planet before it was gone. In fact, according to her parents, the museum was more popular now than it had been before. The museum was a place that most people planned to visit, but didn’t get around to. Other things were more important, and well, it would still be there when they found time.

Now, with no jobs, little food and nothing much in the way of entertainment to take their minds off the lack of a future, people were looking at the past as if it were some sort of lifeline.

Several people walked up the long, steep path and up the steps to the museum before looking dejectedly at the sign on the door and wandering off aimlessly. The museum stood at the top of a small rise, and it was a dozen floors tall. From here Anna towered over everything, and she could see all the way across the harbour to the island where the last two Arks were being built. They stood several kilometres apart but from this distance it looked like they were next to each other.

That was another reason for so many visitors to the museum. This was the staging area for the upcoming flights. Everyone had been pouring in for months, expecting a seat on the next flight out. Nobody seemed to know how or when they would be given their departure tickets, or even if there were actual tickets.

Perhaps it was a first-on, first-saved system. By the thousands of souls that milled around, staring out at the island, she figured they were all preparing to swim there through the freezing water if needed!

“I thought I’d find you up here.”

A quiet voice interrupted her thoughts, and Anna knew it was her mother without turning. Instead, she pointed at the Arks in the distance.

“There aren’t enough.”

It was a statement, not a question, and she heard crunching footsteps as her mother joined her.

“Enough?” her mother queried. Her expression said she knew exactly what Anna meant, but she played along as if avoiding the painful part of the conversation. 

“If you add up how many people went in the previous Arks...” Anna began the equations that kept her up at night.

“These aren’t carrying the same amount of equipment or supplies as the first ones. There’s room for twice as many, or more, on each one.” Her mother laid a calming hand on her shoulder as if it would stop the flow of worried comments erupting. “This is just one of a dozen launch sites around the world.”

Anna frowned and took a deep breath. She let her gaze drift back to the tall white structures that would carry humanity out of danger. Then she muttered softly. “There are only two left.”

“I came to see if you wanted to help box up the prehistoric collections tonight.” Her mother ignored her continued objections and smiled warmly. “Your father and I would love the help. Dust can come too.”

Anna looked up at her mother and smiled. She couldn’t remain worried or angry around her parents, and tucking precious artefacts into boxes would be a perfect way to spend an evening.

“Oh, and there are special guests touring this afternoon. I wanted to make sure you went to the apartment and stayed out of sight.”

It was said in an offhand manner, but Anna’s interest was instantly piqued. Her mother never kept her out of the museum, knowing that she always kept out of sight. She had grown up wandering the halls and exhibitions and could blend in at a second’s notice. She even wore clothing that supported that: browns and blacks that would melt into the shadows. Her own dark hair and olive skin made for a natural disguise.

“Sure thing,” she replied quickly. There was no point asking who the special guests were, as her mother clearly did not want to tell her. 

“Don’t stay out here too long. Lunch is in half an hour.” Her mother’s parting words accompanied crunching steps as she retreated to the heavy steel door.

Anna watched the crowds for a little longer, noticing that today it seemed even busier than usual. A steady stream of hopefuls came up to the museum doors and turned away again. There was little to do on a cold, snowing early-winter’s day when the world was about to end.

Eventually she picked up Dust, then wandered back inside and headed to her family’s apartment next to the main building. Her mother was dishing up soup, and Anna felt her stomach rumble in response to the appealing smell. Freshly baked and sliced bread sat on a plate in the middle of the table, and Anna hurried to join her parents for lunch.

The world might be ending, but she was definitely still hungry.

“I’m expecting we’ll get a confirmation letter of our placement tomorrow or the next day,” her father said between mouthfuls. It was directed at his wife, but Anna knew he said it for her benefit.

The slight shake of her mother’s head told him to change the subject, and he looked a little confused but did so.

“I hear there’s a kite in the shipment that arrived today. It’s probably the last shipment.” He raised his eyebrows as if the mention of a kite would distract her from the previous subject. It might have; when she was ten.

Anna did not want to upset him, so she pretended interest and asked if they could fly it before it was packed away. She didn’t mention that storing things in their super-safe, super-deep facility was unlikely to keep them safe, what with the upcoming collision. No matter how hard her father tried, his conversation always drifted to it, and he frowned as he realised he had done it again.

Anna broke off a small piece of well-buttered bread and slipped it under her chair. Dust snapped it out of her fingers, his sharp teeth brushing almost painfully against her fingertips. 

“I think it’s a bit too fragile to fly,” her father said sadly. “But it is pretty. You can hold it if you’re careful.”

Anna’s smile was genuine this time. Nobody handled the artefacts except for putting them on display, and these were just going into storage. The concession to allow her to even touch it was worthy of a grin. The world ending had some advantages!

Her father, thinking he had saved the situation and diverted her attention, smiled and tucked into his soup.

When lunch was done, cleared away and her parents back to their duties, Anna sat in the living room reading a book on the ancient tribes of the savannah. Dust was perched on the back of the sofa, his paws on her shoulders, purring loudly as he soaked up the sunshine that angled in from the window.

There were books considered far more suitable for her age, but she preferred the ones her parents read. This one had pictures, which helped her attention span. Sometimes she fell asleep reading a dense page of facts, measurements, and descriptions. This one was peppered with photographs and line drawings. She was so engrossed that she almost forgot about the visitors.

Mother had said to stay in the apartment, but she hadn’t said how long for. In her mind, she had already abided by that request, and she slotted the book back onto the shelf before hurrying out the door.

She slipped into the bowels of the museum and worked her way up and through the exhibits, slinking through shadows and hunting for the visitors.

Voices echoed softly up ahead. The slow intonation of a guide, her father, giving a prepared lecture on the items on display. Ah, they were in the twentieth-century exhibit. It was one of Anna’s favourites.

She slipped inside and hid behind a life-size model of a couple doing a dance that involved swinging arms, laughing, and big, billowing skirts. She picked up Dust in case he wandered out and gave away her presence. Her father would know that wherever the cat was, so was she.

“And this shows the changes when electricity...”

Anna felt her breath stick in her lungs as she tried to exhale but couldn’t. Standing just beyond her father was a couple. There was nothing unusual about them, but the two young girls who stood beside them made the hairs on her arms stand on end.

They were younger than her!
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Chapter Two
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Anna blinked finally as her dry eyes protested at her prolonged stare. Her breath exhaled far more noisily than expected as her body fought to gain freshly oxygenated air. Dust dug his claws into her arm in response to her suddenly over-tight grip. Her head buzzed from the effects of her frozen moment of shock. 

Her father’s monologue paused, then continued, and Anna knew he had heard her. His presentation sped up as if to get the visitors out of this hall as quickly as possible. Dust jumped out of her arms, clearly annoyed by being squeezed, and haughtily stalked off down the shadows. Anna hoped he would stay out of sight. The little cat didn’t like visitors any more than Anna so he wasn’t likely to go up to them.

“And these were considered the good old days?” the man drawled. “I suppose we might think that about now once we’re living in lava tubes. Maybe we’ll have lava lamps!”

He seemed to think he had cracked a joke and laughed at his own off-brand of humour. His wife tittered nervously, then fell silent as they were ushered out of the exhibition by Anna’s father. 

Anna’s eyes were only on the children. There was no way that either of them was over ten. 

“We board tomorrow, so we’re grateful you took the time to show us around,” the woman said kindly.

Again Anna’s brain went into freeze mode as her eyes flicked up to the woman, then to her father.

Tomorrow? Why were they boarding so soon? And they had children under nineteen? Had the rules changed? Would she too be allowed a seat? Would she be living her life inside lava tubes with no blue sky or grass? Had the launch been brought forward? Who were these people?

She blinked and realised that the family had turned the corner and were now out of sight. Her father paused, looked in her direction as if he could see her in the dark shadows, and firmly closed the door to prevent her following them.

Her mind was spinning as she wondered why these people had not tried to hide their illegal children. Perhaps they weren’t illegal. Were the rules different for the rich, the connected, the elite?

Another thought struck her as she stared at the closed door. Her parents knew. They kept it a secret from her.

Dust rubbed around her legs, clearly having forgotten his earlier mistreatment. She absentmindedly reached down to pick him up and stroked his fur as her mind spun in circles. What else did her parents know that they weren’t telling her? 

She stared at the closed door as if it would reveal all the answers if she just stared long enough. An urge to rush after her father and confront him rose, then fell instantly. She knew it would do more harm than good right now. Instead, she walked in the opposite direction and down through the years to the civilisations of ancient times. 

If anyone bothered to notice, the museum was laid out in a distinct pattern where one could start with the present day of 2045 and work their way hall by hall down to the earliest known artefacts. The relics of an era so far gone into history that only supposition and guesses marked the true nature and use of the items on display.

Anna knew, of course, and as usual her path took her to the often ignored deeper levels of the oldest ages. By the time most people got this far, they got bored, or lost and took a wrong turn, missing this era entirely. If Anna was doing a tour she would start here.

This was where she had found Dust. Curled up in an open display case, resting on the only known hide to have survived the long millennia. How old it was nobody knew, but it was here by default. The experts, and there were many of them, argued for years over where it belonged. It was a pelt that could not be identified, therefore could not be classified. It was deemed a fake, but Father had placed it down here in an alcove with other unsanctioned artefacts with a caption that read. ‘Early Mammal’

Dust had found the open case six years back, and when Anna went to close the case, she was startled by the stray black kitten resting on the item. Both had jumped in fright, and their friendship was immediate and lasting. Anna, a shy and lonely ten-year-old, found a friend that day. One that would never leave her.

Now she took Dust down to that pelt often and made sure she carried the key to open the case. Dust purred loudly and leapt down to run ahead of her as if sensing where they were going.

The final, deepest, and least-visited exhibition lay just off the corridor that linked back to the stairway and elevators. It was easy to miss unless the visitor was on a guided tour. This was where Anna felt at home and padded softly into the small room. Her footsteps were almost as quiet as Dust’s as he slowed down for her to catch up.

The exhibition needed little space, as relics from this far back were very few and so worn that they were more art than artefact. Tucked into the back of this hall was the exhibit she was heading for. It was even smaller, and the arched entrance did not even have a sign to tell visitors what era the items were from. Nobody knew, so a sign would not help.

Dust leapt up to the display case in one swift motion without even pausing his gait. Anna marvelled at how cats could jump many times their own height and always seemed to land on their feet if they fell. Humans might have developed speech and opposable thumbs, but cats had physical traits that outshone humans in so many ways!

“Do you want me to open the case?” Anna asked, holding up the key as if the cat could answer. She was under no illusion that she was talking to an animal who could never reply, but in her lonely existence it helped to talk to someone, something, anything.

Sometimes she talked to the old janitor. He was so old and near-sighted that he did not know that she was illegal and probably wouldn’t have cared. He would chat to her as he swept and mopped floors, tidied up pamphlets that had been misfiled by the visitors, and polished fingerprints off cases. Old Nick was the source of all of the gossip she heard. Her parents never told her anything that was going on apart from what she could already see on the news or out the window. Old Nick, however, was happy to retell any event he had seen or heard. 

“Now, I’m not one to gossip...” he would say and lean on his mop as he launched into a long story about someone who saw something and told a friend who told his mate. 

It was far too early in the afternoon to find Old Nick mopping floors as he came in after closing, and probably wouldn’t come today at all since the museum had been closed.

Anna frowned as she wondered about that. Was it closed for only one day? Had they closed it permanently? Surely it was too soon for that. The impact was not for ten days. Different news stations reported different timelines, and even scientists argued on live television about when life on this little blue planet would end.

But end it would. For years astronomers produced long-range images of the rogue planet. The first wave of EarthShip Arks left Earth in May. Four more waves had left between June and October at forty day intervals. Just one more was left.

That it was coming was not in question, and actual proof visible to the average person had shown up in the sky a week ago. Only the doomed would see it up close. Those in the Southern Hemisphere would not see it at all as it circled the North Star in the night sky.

Surely her parents would have told her if the museum had closed permanently. An hour ago Anna would not have given that more than a moment’s consideration. Now, though, aware that her parents were keeping secrets from her, she wasn’t so sure. Would morning arrive and find the museum forever empty? Anna was not fond of the loud, clumsy visitors, but was she now to spend her last days inside an empty building, seeing nobody and hearing nothing?

The thought hit her harder than she expected, and she felt a tear form at the corner of her eye. She had grown up knowing her time here was limited, and it was just a simple fact. Hysteria and tears would not change that, and she did not recall ever resorting to them, even as a young child.

A mewing and light scratch on her hand drew her attention back to her present location and task. Dust did not worry about tomorrow, and she should learn from him. All he wanted was the glass case open, and he scratched at the hand that held the key.

Anna inserted the old, worn key into the lock and turned it with a satisfying click. It was one of the few secrets she had from her parents. She knew it was not allowed, but in her world, it was the one thing that she felt strongly enough about to hide. It wasn’t as if she was taking anything, or even touching it. Dust was a different matter. The little cat was not human, so not bound by the ‘Do Not Touch’ signs that were in every room and hall in the museum. 

Anna frowned as she watched Dust curl up on the small pelt. Why shouldn’t she touch them? Nobody was ever likely to come down here again, and in a matter of days everything would be blown to dust. She frowned at the negative comparison to her friend’s name. No, everything would be blown to pieces. Yes, that was better. 

She looked at the other relics exposed by the raised glass lid. A few bone tools, a round disc with a section broken off, a shard from a pot, and a dozen small clay tablets with indecipherable markings.

These items were the originals. There was no need to make replicas of items that had no true historical value. They were some of the few items yet to be packed away in the crates down in the depths of the building. Deeper than she was now were another three levels of storage, below the workrooms where the replicas were made. Cold, dark, and perfect for delicate artefacts.

Anna’s heart beat faster as a thought formed and burst into reality. She could touch these and nobody would know or care. She could touch the past as nobody had done since the items were discovered, and probably not even then. Archaeologists were careful not to touch anything lest the oils in their skin caused damage.

Anna’s fingers stretched forward unbidden as she looked at the first item on the left of the case. It was a small bone shaped into what she thought looked like a fork. The noise of her heartbeat reverberated in her head so loudly that she looked around the room to see if someone was there. It sounded like echoing footsteps!

But no, she was alone, and before she could change her mind, she closed the distance to the fork and picked it up. She felt a shiver run through her as her fingers closed around the small bone implement. Who had been the last person to hold this? 

Immediately, she felt a wave of guilt. This was an action she could not take back. Perhaps she should have put gloves on after all! Panic and regret gripped her and she almost dropped the fork, but Dust rubbed against her arm as he came to see what she was doing. The touch of his tangled fur smoothed against the raised hairs on her arm, and he reached out to sniff the bone.

Anna noticed his paws were resting directly on several other artefacts. Well, everything in here was already tainted now. She might as well enjoy the moment, as it wouldn’t harm them any more than it already had done.

She placed the fork down and rubbed her hands against her trousers to remove any sweat or oils, even though it was far too late for that. The effort surely counted for something!

This time she reached out for the fork with anticipation rather than fear. She picked it up and drew it closer to the dim lighting above the case. Yes, it did indeed look like a fork if you squinted just right. Where she held it, she could feel an indentation as if it had been held there many times before and worn away the bone.

The handle part fitted nicely in her palm, and she squinted at the tip of the business end. Would those points be sharp enough to stab food? They didn’t look it, but it was quite possible the tips had been damaged over the millennia they rested in the dirt before being discovered.

She placed the fork back into its resting place and moved her attention to the next bone fragment. It wasn’t as interesting as the fork, and she only spent a moment turning it over and over in her hands as she tried to discern any use it might have had. A knitting needle? She laughed at her absurd guess as she returned it as well. Skipping several even smaller bones, she felt her attention drawn to the broken disk that lay next to the small animal pelt. Dust had returned to his comfy spot and purred loudly as he watched her work her way down the display case. 

Anna looked at the inch-thick flat disk from several angles before deciding the best way to pick it up. A section was missing, and small cracks ran across what was left. Father might not notice if she had picked up and returned items in the case, but he would definitely notice if one was broken.

“Dust, stay where you are for a minute,” she said to her little friend as she placed both hands underneath the disk. She lifted it gently and slowly, marvelling at how light it was. It was as if it were made of clouds! Was it a replica after all? Anna looked closer at it and saw a small crack full of tiny debris. No, they didn’t go to that extent for replicas and definitely not for ones that had no historically recognised merit.

“What type of stone do you think this is, Dust?” Anna asked quietly, as if talking to a colleague. “Pumice?”

She shook her head even as she suggested it. No, pumice wasn’t this smooth, nor was it easily engraved so finely.

Engraved? Her breath caught in her throat.

Anna leaned closer and lifted it higher to the light. She had never seen engraving on it before! As the light angled across the surface, she saw the shadows fall on the marks left by some ancient hand. Her own hands shook at the importance of her discovery. 

Did Father know about this? Surely if it had been seen before, it would have changed everything! Items could be dated by the words inscribed. Some hidden knowledge about the past might be revealed. 

It would be placed in an era where it belonged. 

It would be a legitimate relic.

It would matter.

She wanted to rush and ask him, then remembered that she was angry with her parents and remained staring at the object. She tilted it towards the light, and the markings vanished. A slow tilt back and the shadows brought back the faint markings. Unless someone had scrutinised it in a light like this, they would not have seen them! She might be the very first person to look upon the markings since who knew when.

Anna’s childhood had not been a typical one, for obvious reasons, but more so because she was surrounded by ancient artefacts. She was perhaps the youngest person ever to read almost every form of ancient writing. Deciphering hieroglyphs or reading ancient Sumerian was a hobby for her, whereas others studied a lifetime to understand just a fraction of what she knew.

She tilted the disk again and turned her head to the left. The words began further around the circle, but she was too afraid of breaking it to turn the object.

“Path of many ...” she frowned. “No. Gate... perhaps crossing?”

The writing was familiar, yet it was as if the markings were mixed up or misspelled. The words she guessed at were simply that. Guesses. Some markings fitted each one, but not all of them. Something was very different about this, and she knew she should be able to spot it but couldn’t. 

She felt the edges of a crack shift a little, and sprinkles of the rock fell down in a shower of silvery dust. 

Alarmed, Anna abandoned her attempt to read the words and slowly returned it to the case. Her heart pounded as she inspected it for any actual damage. It was slightly offset from its usual position, and she gently nudged it straight. Apart from the silvery dust, there was no sign that it had been moved. She brushed the rock particles until they lay invisible next to the object, then picked up Dust.

“I think that’s enough for today.”

She closed the case, wiping a cat hair from the top of the glass, and glanced nervously around the room. Surely there was no evidence of her actions to be found? The cameras that monitored every exhibit did not reach in here. It was considered a waste and unnecessary. 

Anna hurried back through the museum and tried to calm her racing heart. Guilt was surely written on her face for everyone to see!  

The walk back to her parent’s apartment was quicker than she expected, with her thoughts weighing heavy on her mind. Did she admit what she’d done?

As she entered the apartment, she saw both parents freeze and glance up at her before going jerkily back to their activities. Her mother was reading by the window while her father, the chef of the family, tossed something aromatic in a pan.

It was then that she remembered the children. Oddly, that didn’t seem quite as jarring as it had when it happened. Upsetting, yes. Wrong, definitely, but all she could manage right now was a shrug to show her disappointment at the unfairness of it all.

She watched as her parents, still eyeing her uncertainly, let out slow breaths of relief. Anna accepted they had secrets and reasons for them. She had her own secrets now, so she guessed they were even. 
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Chapter Three
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After a silent dinner, Anna found herself drawn to the large bookcase near the window. In years gone past, it had first been just a place to sit and stare out the window at the life she wasn’t allowed to be part of, when going up to the roof wasn’t an option. 

Then the books had become her best friends, and right now she needed to ask them something. She ran her finger along the spines, hoping that the right one would leap out and announce it had the answers. The question she already knew. What was the mysterious word written on the relic?

Her finger paused on the spine of a slim volume that she had read many years ago and had only flicked through a few times since. Its subject matter was very specific and mostly ridiculed in the eyes of the author’s peers. Still, it was the one she felt drawn to, and she eased it out of the tightly crammed shelf.

If it had once had a paper jacket, it had long since been lost, and all that greeted her was a dark maroon hardcover with a simple design on the front. There was no title, at least not in English, nor in any currently spoken language. Anna let her right hand drift over the rune-like design, and a small smile grew.

Yes, these were several of the letters, or markings, that she had seen just a few hours ago. They didn’t look quite right, but it was as close as she was likely to get. She had already considered and dismissed every other known written language, and this obscure and often ignored tome was her only hope.

She flicked through several pages of introduction, where the author almost apologised in advance for the collection of artefacts that he had placed together to form this reference. Some had nothing to do with the others, and a few were suspected fakes.

No wonder it had been so criticised, she mulled as she flicked past another page. Surely the author had to believe in their own work before they could expect anyone else to do the same?

She forgot all those thoughts instantly as she saw the first few photographs. Artefacts that she had only seen in this book, ones that would never make it into traditional museums, were dotted about the page, with a brief description below them. It was like looking at her small collection in their hidden alcove.

Dust stepped onto the pages as he vied for her attention, and she gently brushed him away several times before tucking him onto her lap and placing the book half over his warm, purring body.

There was no circular stone in the book, but some shards of broken tablets bore similar markings. She stared at them, then frowned as she was forgetting the structure of the one in the alcove.

She quickly grabbed a piece of paper and a marker and paused as she slowly recreated the markings with dark strokes.

Then she flicked through the pages, hunting for anything similar so she might discover what the author had translated it into. By the time she had reached the end of the slim book, she had seen nothing close enough to consider being even the root of the word, if it was indeed a word. It might be just a jumble of random marks that she was making into a word.

“What do you have there?” Her father came up and sat next to her, but did not lean in close to look. Clearly, he was trying to take an interest to smooth over their relationship.

“A word I’m trying to decipher.” She held it out for him to see, and he looked a little surprised. “I can’t find it in any of the books.”

“I’ve not seen that before. Where is it from?” he asked.

“I...” she hesitated. Lying to her parents wasn’t something she did, ever. Today she had lied by omission, but a straight-out lie didn’t feel right. “It’s on an artefact, but it only shows up at a certain angle of light.”

“Really?” Her father was now very interested and held out his hand to take it from her. “You must show me which one!”

He studied the markings, and his brows lowered as he almost spoke several times, then stopped. “I want to say door, or something... but it looks wrong.”

“Traveller.” Her mother chimed in from across the room. She was staring at the paper from the reverse as Anna’s father held it up.

“What?” he asked as she came closer.

She took the paper from him, flipped it around, and placed it back in his hand. The faint markings showed up just enough to make them out.

“Traveller,” both Anna and her father repeated together.

The markings were obvious now, and it wasn’t in the obscure dialect in the slim volume. 

“Ancient Sumerian,” Anna muttered as if she should have seen it all along.

“But you wrote it perfectly mirrored,” her father said, handing the paper back to her, smiling as if solving the puzzle had fixed their bond. “A clever ruse to trick me.”

Anna was pleased he hadn’t repeated his question about which artefact it was from. She was still mulling over the word. Why would someone inscribe that word on a disk, and why in reverse?

Flickering lights down in the city drew her attention out the window, and she sighed at the injustice of everything as she stroked Dust. Travellers. That’s what humanity was becoming to survive. She would not be one of them, though.

“I’m going out.” Anna hadn’t even thought the words before they were spoken. It was as if the decision was made at the same time the words formed on her tongue. 

“Going out?” Her father’s smile fell away and was replaced by a fast-blinking, panicked expression. “Out where?”

Anna flicked a look at her mother, whose expression mirrored that of her father. She did not speak, though, and she sank into the nearest chair; as if her legs would not support her. Even Dust looked up at the sudden change in atmosphere in the apartment. He looked around as if expecting a mouse or something to chase, then, seeing nothing of alarm, he tucked his head back and tightened his curl in Anna’s lap.

Anna felt her courage bolstered by keeping a tiny secret from her parents. She pointed out the window towards the city centre in the distance.

“I want to see what the city is like before everyone leaves.” Her voice gave no hint of requesting permission, and when her parents just stared at her with fishlike open mouths, she continued. “I’m well aware I won’t be going on a ship. Soon everyone will leave and the city will be empty except for the unwanted.”

“Everyone will go.” Her mother nodded furiously, tried to interject, but Anna held up a hand to silence her.

“We’re not going. Nor are thousands of other people. What do you think it will be like when there are so many left behind? It will be chaos again, like it was before I was born.”

Anna had seen clips on television of the riots and uprisings when it had first been announced.

Still, her parents remained silent and let her continue.

“It will definitely be too dangerous to go out then, so if I don’t go now I might never see it as a normal, living place. It will only be a matter of days before the impact, and I’ve waited long enough.”

She was impressed with how calm her voice remained and how easily her argument was presented. It felt like a speech she had rehearsed for months, yet only the odd passing thought could be given credit for the idea at all. Seeing the two young children today had been like a switch. Changing how she saw the world and her place in it.

Her impromptu speech now over, the room fell silent except for the suddenly loud ticking of the grandfather clock. It was an antique, but not quite special enough to be displayed.

The silence stretched on for a dozen heartbeats. Perhaps she should have kept quiet and just snuck out? Anna was about to repeat her intention when her mother spoke up with a shaky voice.

“If she wears your jacket, Jeff, she will blend in with the youth. Nobody will even look twice at her.”

Anna’s heart soared at her mother’s tentative words. She tried not to show her delight as she waited for her father’s response. If he refused, she wasn’t sure if she would go so openly against his wishes. 

He looked out the window as the growing twilight made the lights of the city streets seem brighter.

“As long as we stay in the poorly lit areas,” he said with a brief nod, the panic still clear in his eyes. “And you’ll wear a jacket with the hood up.”

“We?” Anna queried.

“You want to go alone?” Her mother’s lips were pale, and her eyes wide. She clearly wanted to add more, but pressed her lips together. 

Anna could guess what else her mother wanted to say. 

“And how many other nineteen-year-olds, the youngest people allowed to go walking through the streets, will be with their parents?” Anna asked. “Wouldn’t that draw even more attention to me?”

She had things she wanted to add as well. Her cool stare said them clearly without words. 

Silence hung between them even more than it had when she first arrived back at the apartment. This time Anna did not make the first move. She sat calmly waiting while the import of her words, both spoken and implied, sank in.

Then her parents looked at each other. Another unspoken conversation was achieved with raised eyebrows, compressed lips, and a tear that ran down her mother’s left cheek. Anna wondered how one eye could cry but not the other. It was a strange observation that she assumed was because it was so quiet.

Then they turned to her, and her father nodded. Just once and she saw tears in his eyes as well. Both this time.

“Can we at least be a short distance behind you in case you get lost?” he asked, his voice sounding thin and strained, as if his vocal cords were too tight to move.

Anna picked up the paper with the word traveller on it and flipped it over. She picked up the pen and, leaning on the slim volume, quickly sketched the entire city in remarkable detail for such a thick pen, and finally added the museum and the path leading up to it. She looked at it for a moment, then returned her pen to the paper. Just beyond the city, she drew an island and two squat shapes in 3D. She even added the small logo of EarthShip Systems on the side. A small star with lines next to it, as if it were moving.

“I won’t get lost,” she said, handing them the map and book. “I’ve spent years looking down and imagining walking the streets. I could do it blindfolded.”

Her father did not look any less upset or more convinced. It wasn’t the possibility of getting lost, and they both knew it. He did not want any harm to come to her. He did not want to lose her, even if they were all being lost in a very short time.

“I’ll be back before dawn,” she told them as she unfolded her crossed legs and rose. Dust rose with her and arched his back as he rubbed against her; begging to be picked up. “Is there a jacket I can wear?”

Her parent’s eyebrows shot up at the word dawn, but they said nothing. In fact, they looked so stunned that they couldn’t speak. After a long pause, her father left the room and returned with a large hooded jacket and a beanie. She put them on and held out her arms to check they approved.

Her mother cleared her throat. “You look older.”

“And it will not be as bright as daytime, nor fully dark with light from the planet and an almost full moon,” her father added, clearly trying to convince himself it was safe. He pulled out his keyring and worked a single key off it before handing it to her.

“It’s the rear basement door. I’ll turn off the motion alarm until dawn. Wait until you see the sensor go off before you leave, then head into the trees before going down to the city. If it’s on when you return, just wait in the woods.”

Anna smiled as she took the key. It was part joy at going outside, part relief, part love for her parents for trusting her. It had so many parts it split into a grin.

“Thanks,” she said simply and hugged her father. Her mother rushed in to join the hug and soon all three were crying; both eyes.

Anna brushed her tears away as she stepped back. Dust continued his bid for attention, and Anna picked him up before handing him to her mother. “Keep Dust here, please. I might be back earlier. I’ll wave from the bottom of the path as I go.”

It was her way of giving a little of her recently gained power back. Something they could look out for, as she knew they would not sleep until she returned.

Anna tucked the key into her jeans pocket and slipped her feet into her shoes by the door. A brief nod was all she gave as she left the apartment and shut the door behind her.

A shudder ran through her as she walked the three steps down into the museum. There was a front path outside the apartment, but that was in clear sight of the cameras that scanned the entire city. Peace was maintained by constant surveillance and police presence. The theory being that it was easier to stop violence before it began.

She felt both lighter and heavier at the same time. For so long she had wondered what it was like to walk the city streets. The prospect was thrilling and the joy she had felt a moment before was still there, but it was fading and giving way to a sense of doubt and fear. What was she doing? She could see everything she needed to from the roof!

For a mere heartbeat she considered just heading to the roof instead, then took a deep breath, touched the key in her pocket and turned towards the stairs. Her steps echoed in the quiet, softly lit stairwell. It wasn’t the main stairs that the public used but the ones for the staff who traipsed up and down with cleaning supplies or on their way to greet a tour group. They were narrower and far less fancy than the marble-looking main stairs, but it was a much quicker route to reach the basement. 

There were lifts, of course, but those had cameras in them. Almost all the museum had cameras, but Anna had learned how to avoid them so she could move unseen. Anna had never been in the lift. Those cameras could not be avoided. She eyed the lift with a look of promise as she turned the next bend in the stairs heading down. Once the last Ark had left for Mars, she was going to ride the lift up and down until she was sick. Who was going to care at that point?

Until then, though, she was still illegal and could be locked up for just existing. She did not want to spend her last days in a prison cell, and if there was a ticket heading her parents’ way, it would jeopardise their only chance. Even if she wasn’t going, she still hoped that her parents would escape.

She reached the basement and paused as the sensor lights flickered on. Beyond a large set of doors was the disused parking garage where the incoming boxes from other museums would be stored before being sorted. Below that garage were the main storage levels.

The room she stood in was almost full of the most recent delivery, and that was probably what her parents had wanted her to help sort tonight. Would they still do so? She hoped not. Despite her years, the promise of holding the ancient kite still held a powerful appeal.

She watched through the small glass panel in the outer door and stood so that she could see the camera that watched the back door and alleyway. It still glowed red with little dots around it as it watched for intruders.

A moment later Anna wondered if her father would actually turn it off. He could stop her from going outside simply by refusing to turn the camera off!

Even as the thought ran through her mind, she saw the red lights wink out of existence. A lump formed in her throat as she stared at the camera, silent and unseeing. No longer guarding or stopping her from leaving.

She touched the key in her pocket one more time, straightened her beanie and pulled her hood over the top. The jacket was too big, and as she shoved her hands into the pockets, she found half a dozen notes and coins. 

Money! She hadn’t even thought about needing money, but clearly her father had. 

One more gulp of courage and she flicked the lock open and stepped out into the cold, snowy, eerie twilight of night.
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Chapter Four


[image: ]


Anna’s confidence melted instantly as she took her first step away from the museum building. She had never been this far away from the large, square museum that had been her entire life, except in her imagination.

For years she had dreamt of leaving. Finally, being able to leave the history of the world contained in the museum and explore the future, the people, the city. Freedom.

Yet it didn’t feel like freedom right now. She pulled her beanie lower to cover her forehead and hunched the coat further over her shoulders to make herself look bigger. Her insistence that she could pass for the minimum legal age of nineteen seemed silly now. Surely the first person she saw would spot her youthful features and raise the alarm. She would be arrested and thrown into jail for the rest of the days this planet had to exist.

Would the guards just leave her there when they got on their own Ark headed for the safety of Mars? She almost chuckled at that thought. Not the fact of being left to starve to death in a jail cell, but the safety of Mars.

For twenty years, they had been sending ships there to settle a Mars colony. Every effort had failed for the first fifteen years. First, just building the ships and getting them off the ground without blowing up. Others from natural, or avoidable disasters; both on the way and once they arrived. Eventually, a base had been built in the lava tubes. 

This was where the escapees from Terra had been going. Was it safe? Possibly. At least compared to what they were leaving behind. The incoming planet would miss Mars entirely as it sailed past on the other side of the solar system. But how long before the people succumbed to the madness of such an existence? Those who went on missions before were healthy, young, hand-picked, well-trained, and prepared for the conditions. Now people of all temperaments and ages and of varying degrees of health would live in connecting structures inside caves. What could go wrong?!

A tree dropped a small dollop of snow on her hat, and some slid down and found its way onto her partly exposed neck. She shivered and realised she had been standing under the tree for far too long. It was bound to draw attention if she simply stood there and stared at the city. She could do that from the roof!

An involuntary gulp preceded her next step, and she followed the snow-covered path down towards the city centre. Even from here she could hear the sounds of the city that never seemed to sleep. No matter what time she sneaked a peek through her living room window, there were always lights on down in the city. She hadn’t heard the night-time sounds that accompanied those lights as clearly as she did now, though. It drifted to her on the wind like snippets of songs interspersed with smells from whatever the street vendors were selling.

Anna chided herself for having eaten so much dinner, as now she could not sample as much of the fare on offer. At the end of the path, she turned and looked towards the small lighted window that marked her parent’s apartment. She could just make out two shadowed figures against the light as she raised her hand in the promised wave.

A steep, winding path carried her down to the edges of the city much quicker than she expected and she slowed a few paces before the park. 

Sunset wasn’t long ago and there were still people hanging around, trying to continue their leisure in the weak lights that were dotted around the meandering paths. Not that it was truly dark. Ever since the rogue planet had appeared in the sky, it had never been dark at night. Instead, it was a deep blue that looked like the sun had only just set. The moon was up now, and that joined the other glowing orb in the sky, the one they all feared.

Nobody appeared to notice her descent from the museum, and she walked purposefully through the park towards her destination. If someone stopped her now, she might not even reach the bustling metropolis, and she desperately wanted to do so.

“Heads up!” a shout rang out, and she spun, wondering what that meant. She saw a group of youths; well, what passed for youths nowadays. Young men in their early twenties acting like children as they ran back and forth and laughed.

The next thing she noticed in the split second after the shout was the ball. She blinked as it raced towards her like the planet that was heading towards them.

The comparison was cut short as the ball struck her in the head and she tumbled to the ground. She landed in a bank of snow with a whomp that knocked all the air from her lungs.

Panic ensued instantly. Not from being hurt, but from being noticed. Anna gasped for breath as she rolled over and struggled to her knees. She was desperate to get moving and be gone before anyone came to her aid. Distant glances would not see her deception, but close-up inspection would give it away quickly.

“Hey, take it easy. Are you okay?” A voice, far too close for her liking, broke through her noisy gasps as her lungs fought to regain their natural rhythm.

A hand touched her arm, and she wanted to pull away, but her entire focus was on breathing right now. She was pushed back onto the cold, snow-covered ground as another hand held her other arm. 

“Sorry about that. Didn’t you hear me yell?” The voice, softer this time, seemed much closer. It sounded as if he were right next to her ear, and she jerked away instinctively. She had never been this close to anyone except her parents. Even the old janitor kept
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