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Leonardo Fuica, who writes under the name Leo Zola, was born on the 5th of July 1976 in Pontevedra, Spain, the third of four children. When he was four, his family emigrated from Spain to Canada and settled in Montreal.

Leonardo wrote his first story in second grade. It was called “Waiting in Line,” and it was about the things students talk about while they wait to pay for their food in the school cafeteria. At twelve he landed his first acting role, as a guest star in Lance et Compte. From then on he worked regularly as an actor and wrote screenplays, like one of his many models, Sir Charlie Chaplin. He kept the writing a secret, for fear that it was not good enough. He simply loved writing stories.

After guest roles in several TV movies and the mini-series L’Affaire Kafka 10-07, he won regular roles in the Canadian television dramas Les 2 Frères and Tag. It was during those years that he learned he was dyslexic. It did not stop him from having original ideas and writing them down in his small book of ideas. Since those series ended he has worked nonstop, making his American debut in small films such as Home Team, with Steve Guttenberg. While working on that film he became interested in production, with the help of his siblings, who also work in the film industry.

In 2007, after playing the lead in his brother’s film Last Incarnation, he founded Fuica Productions Inc. and began producing, as well as acting and writing for the screen.

In 2011 came La Run, the first “Fuica brothers” movie, written, produced and edited mainly by the Fuica family. It was selected for competition at the Montreal World Film Festival (Canada), the Festival du Film Francophone d’Angoulême (France) and the Festival International du Film Policier de Liège (Belgium). In 2012 it received three nominations at the Jutra Awards: best supporting actor, best editing and, the one that did most for his confidence as a writer, best original screenplay. It was the first time one of his stories had been shown to the public.

What drove Leonardo more than anything was a high school theater and arts teacher, who once told him that he would never be able to act or to write a book, and would have to do something else with his life.

To this day, Leonardo proves that dreams are only achieved by trying.

“The secret of passion and creativity: you can’t buy it. You can only profit from it!”

Leo Zola

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​Dedication

[image: ]


Dedicated to my daughter Élia.

Thank you for giving me the courage to write my first novel. If it weren’t for you, it would have stayed on my table of ideas forever, waiting to come to life.

Love you,

Dad.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​CHAPTER ONE

​​The Voyage of Asteroid TYRX-55
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Current date: 2469
Source: Fragmented NASA observational data, rewritten by Originals (Meg Morales)
Source location: Bunker 16, formerly in the state known as Florida, Cape Canaveral
Source date: 2055, Month 6, date 8
We rewrite what the old world left behind, so that whoever comes after us will know how it began. It began far from here, and long before there was anyone to be afraid.

In the Norma constellation, a belt of asteroids drifts between two planets. The first is vast and red, circled by two rings that turn against each other and attended by three pale moons. The second is smaller, bright blue and green, with five little satellites strung around it like beads. Nothing moves here in a hurry. Nebulae hang in the dark in sheets of blue, green and red. It is beautiful, and it is silent.

Then something moves in a hurry.

A dark shape comes in from the left, tumbling end over end. Another, larger, comes in from the right at the same distance and the same terrible speed. They are asteroids, each one the size of a small moon, and they are falling toward the same point in front of the blue and green planet.

They meet.

There is no sound. There is only a white ring of force that swells outward from the place where two mountains of rock have become ten thousand. The ring crosses the blue and green planet and half of that world is simply gone, peeled away into vapor. Fragments rake the red giant and punch a crater into it wide enough to be seen from space. The whole belt shudders. Rocks that have circled quietly for a billion years are knocked loose and sent spinning.

One fragment, a very large one, is thrown clean out of orbit. It does not circle anything anymore. It begins to travel.

The years start to count.

It crosses the dark with a tail of dust behind it. A purple planet with two small moons swims up out of the distance, and the fragment bears down on the nearer moon, shedding pieces as the gravity drags at it. It strikes. The moon bursts apart, and the fragment breaks in two. The larger half curves away and falls into the purple planet, and that world dies in fire. The smaller half flies on, straight ahead, and leaves the Norma constellation behind.

Two hundred thousand years.

It takes the road of the Crux-Scutum arm. The pull of passing suns strips it, grain by grain, and it grows smaller. It crosses nebulae of green, yellow, red and blue. It threads asteroid fields. It passes planets that will never have names.

Four hundred fifty-two thousand, five hundred seventy-three years.

Beyond the arm, the stars open out in their millions. The fragment passes the Sagittarius arm and bends toward Orion and a small yellow sun on the edge of things. Here a meteor, quick and small, cuts across its path and hits it broadside. The fragment breaks for the last time, into three. The first piece, sixty miles wide, turns toward Orion. The second, only five miles wide, carries on in a straight line into nothing. The third is twenty miles wide, and it turns toward the yellow sun.

One million, six hundred thirty-nine thousand, twenty-one years.

It crosses the Kuiper belt. It passes Neptune, then Uranus, then the rings of Saturn and the great storm of Jupiter. It slips through the asteroid belt without touching a stone. It passes Mars, where a machine on a cold red plain turns its eye upward and sees it for the first time.

Ahead lies a blue planet with one moon.

We call it Earth.
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Current date: 2469
Source: Fragmented NASA observational data, rewritten by Originals (Meg Morales)
Source location: Bunker 16, formerly in the state known as Florida, Cape Canaveral
Source date: 2069, Month 7, date 5
About four hundred years ago, an asteroid struck the Earth and changed human life forever.

We found it in 2055, from the observatory on Mars. Because of its shape, a heavy head and a long tapering tail, the astronomers named it after the most famous of the dinosaurs. They called it TYRX-55. They did the arithmetic three times, and then they told the governments how long we had. Fourteen years.

For once, the people of the old world agreed about something. Surviving became the only priority, and everyone began to dig.

There were four kinds of bunker. The underground bunkers were built mostly of titanium, two and a half miles across, shaped to shed shock waves and floods and to hold a great many people. The surface bunkers were bigger and easier to build, and weaker against tremors. The sky bunkers were rare, and only a few countries could pay for them, but hanging above the ground they feared no earthquake and no tsunami. Last and finest were the space station bunkers. Those were supposed to be the safest places a human being could stand, and only the richest people on the planet held tickets.

Nobody imagined they would be hit first.

Every bunker was built to last one hundred years, or until it was safe to walk outside. There were fifty-six of them when the count began. After the impact, half remained.

Not all of us could get to a bunker, and those who got there had to fight their way in. Some never tried. They stayed in their homes with the people they loved, and waited.

On the last morning, the Earth looks peaceful.

From orbit it is a blue curve under a skin of cloud. The moon rides beside it, bright as a coin. Satellites blink. The space station bunkers swing around the planet in a slow parade, their windows full of faces.

On the observation deck of Space Bunker 3, a watch officer named Ilse Brandt has her hand flat against the glass. She has done this watch for six weeks. She knows where to look. There is a star near the pole that was not there last month, and this morning it has a shape.

“Contact is early,” she says. Her voice comes out very small. “Control, contact is early, it’s coming in on our—”

The asteroid arrives.

It is twenty miles wide and it does not slow down. It goes through Space Bunker 3 the way a fist goes through paper, then through Bunker 5 behind it, then through a swarm of satellites that flare and vanish. It enters the air above the Arctic trailing a column of fire, and it strikes the ice one hundred miles from the North Pole.

In California, at the gate of Bunker 6, the line is still four thousand people long.

Dr. Herman Dradeful is thirty-one years old, and he has a research pass on a cord around his neck and a crate of instruments against his chest. Behind him his assistant, Zyang Hong Lee, is dragging a second crate by its strap with both hands. A soldier is shouting numbers. A woman ahead of them is holding a child up over her head so that the child, at least, will be seen.

“Doctor,” Zyang says. “Doctor, look at the sky.”

To the north, the horizon is turning white.

“Don’t look,” Dradeful says. “Run.”

They run. The crowd breaks and runs with them. The great titanium door has already begun to roll, a slab forty feet thick grinding along its track, and the soldiers have stopped checking passes and started pulling people through by their arms. Dradeful goes through sideways with the crate. He turns. Zyang’s strap has caught on the door rail. She will not let go of it.

“Leave it!”

“It’s the samples!”

He grabs the strap and hauls. The crate comes free and Zyang comes with it, and the two of them fall together onto the steel floor as the door closes on the daylight. For a second there are hands in the gap. Then there is no gap.

Then the floor jumps.

Far to the north, the asteroid has shattered on impact, and its pieces are scattering across the world like seed. The shock wave travels through rock and water and air. It lifts a piece of the planet itself, a splinter of crust and ice as large as a country, and flings it into the sky, where it will stay. From that day, the Earth has two moons.

A thick black cloud rolls outward from the Arctic and begins to cover everything.

The blow is so hard that the Earth leans. Its axis tips ten degrees, and it never tips back.
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Current date: 2469
Source: Medical research book, paper, 85% intact, Dr. H. Dradeful and Dr. Z. Hong Lee
Source location: Bunker 6, formerly in the state known as California
Source date: 2072, Month 5, date 7
Dr. Dradeful wrote that it came at them in three waves. He wrote it three years after the impact, by lamplight, with the instruments still recording what was happening above his head. We copy his account as closely as the damaged pages allow.

The first wave was the shock itself, and it took only minutes. It worked the way a nuclear bomb works, but there was no end to it. Everything near the impact was destroyed completely: the Arctic, Greenland, a huge part of Canada from the northeast, half of the province of British Columbia and a piece of the Yukon, the northeast of Alaska, everything across to the province of Quebec and down into the state of Maine, stopping at the limits of Boston. It crossed the ocean and took most of what we used to call Europe. Iceland, Ireland, England, Norway, Finland, the Netherlands, Belgium, Denmark, Estonia, Latvia, Germany, France, the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Poland, Lithuania, Belarus, Luxembourg, Austria, Hungary, Croatia, Slovenia, Switzerland, the north of Spain, the northwest of Italy, the northwest of Ukraine, and Russia from its northwest to its northeast: gone, burned away in a flash, as if they had never existed.

The second wave came a few hours later, and it was water. The oceans rose and began to swallow what the fire had left. The rest of Canada went under, and the rest of Russia, and what remained of Europe. The Arctic Ocean, the tsunamis and the storms that followed flooded countries in Africa that had never seen snow: Western Sahara, Mauritania, Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, Mali, Libya, Egypt. In Asia, Turkey, Georgia, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Afghanistan, Iran, Mongolia and Japan all disappeared beneath the sea. The water did not spare the old and sacred lands either. Syria, Iraq, Jordan, Palestine, Israel, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, the United Arab Emirates, Yemen and Oman were drowned. In the United States, every state from Maine through New York to Florida, and Washington D.C. with them, and then across to Washington State, Idaho, Utah, New Mexico and Texas, lay under the ocean. Only parts of Oregon, Nevada, Arizona and California were left.

The third wave was the worst. It lasted three days, and when it ended there was only one continent.

See the map of the world.
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Terra 1

TYRX-55 shook the Earth far beyond anything the Richter scale was made to measure. The tectonic plates tore loose. What was left of Africa above the water was pushed, with the Asian borders of Egypt, Djibouti and Somalia, across the ocean floor until it struck the east coast of South America. When the two continents met, every building that people had made came down like a house of cards.

Locked together, South America and Africa drove on toward the east coast of Mexico, crushing every country and island in between. Panama, Costa Rica, El Salvador, Honduras and Guatemala were ravaged as the west coast of Peru ground into the east coast of Mexico. The moment they touched, the last American states felt it. In California everything that was still standing fell. In Hawaii the volcanoes woke together and destroyed the islands they had built.

Asia was the last. Indonesia, Australia and New Zealand, and all the islands people used to dream about, Fiji, Tahiti, Tonga, Samoa, were wiped out by eruptions, by tsunamis, by earthquakes, or simply by the ground opening underneath them. Of the whole continent only India and China remained, and the east coast of China was carried across the Pacific until it joined the west coast of Oregon, California and Mexico.

That was our new world: one land, wider and longer than any that had come before it.

In Bunker 6, on the third day, the lights go out.

Nine thousand people sit in the dark and listen to the planet break. The sound comes up through the floor, a long groan with cracks in it, like ice on a lake. Children have stopped crying. They are too tired.

Zyang Hong Lee has her back against a wall and the sample crate between her knees. She can feel Dr. Dradeful beside her, writing. He is actually writing, in the dark, by touch.

“What can you possibly have to say?” she whispers.

“The time,” he says. “And that we are still here.” The pencil scratches. “Somebody will want to know that we were still here.”

The emergency lamps flicker, catch, and hold. Nine thousand faces look up.
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Current date: 2469
Source: Medical research book, paper, 85% intact, Dr. H. Dradeful and Dr. Z. Hong Lee
Source location: Bunker 6, formerly in the state known as California
Source date: 2072, Month 10, date 20
For decades afterward the Earth lived in darkness. It was an age of change. Almost every living thing was destroyed in the impact or died in the years that followed. Slowly the plants came back, and they came back hungry. They climbed over the fallen cities, the roads, the bridges and the airports, and covered them.

For humankind, everything looked hopeless. But where there is destruction and death there is also something new, something unexpected, and sometimes it can help us.

The pieces of TYRX-55 that had scattered across the world carried something inside them. We call it glowtarium. It is a mineral, very bright, the blue of a clear sky, and it glows. It became a new source of energy almost at once, because of what it was made of: titanium, iridium, ruthenium, indium, and other substances that nobody could name. People did not understand all of it, and they did not wait to. They took hold of glowtarium and made weapons from it, and construction equipment, tools, new technologies and new materials.

Others said, and still say, that there is a far greater power hidden in the glowtarium, and that no one has found it yet.
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Current date: 2469
Source: Medical research book, paper, 85% intact, Dr. H. Dradeful and Dr. Z. Hong Lee
Source location: Bunker 6, formerly in the state known as California
Source date: 2089, Month 5, date 7
The research book found in Bunker 6 belonged to a professor and scientist, Dr. Herman Dradeful, and to his assistant, Dr. Zyang Hong Lee, a specialist in biology and ecology. Until they died, the two of them studied how the Earth was changing. They wrote that the vegetation had taken over almost everything. They wrote that the pieces of TYRX-55 were not only a source of energy. The pieces were changing whatever grew near them, making it grow faster and larger than it ever had.

Twenty years underground have turned Dr. Dradeful’s hair white. They have not slowed him down.

In the laboratory on the ninth level, Dr. Zyang Hong Lee stands with her arms sunk to the elbow in a pair of heavy rubber gloves. The gloves pass through the wall of a sealed transparent box. Inside the box, under a hard white light, lies a chip of blue stone no bigger than a fingernail, and it is glowing.

She holds a needle to it. She has held it there for eleven minutes. Her shoulders are burning.

A bead of blue forms at the tip.

“Dr. Dradeful,” she says, not moving. Then louder: “Dr. Dradeful, I’ve got one!”

He comes across the room so fast that he knocks a stool over. “Quickly! Quickly, to the evolution chamber. Don’t breathe on it. Don’t even look at it too hard.”

“I am holding it with a machine, Doctor.”

“Then tell the machine not to look at it.”

She draws the bead into a glass cylinder and seals it. She carries the cylinder in both hands, the way you would carry a cup filled to the brim, to a second transparent box at the far end of the bench. This one holds a tray of gray soil and a single plant. The plant is less than an inch tall. It has two leaves.

She opens a small hatch on the side of the box, sets the cylinder inside, closes the hatch and locks it. Her hand goes to the transfer switch.

“So,” Dr. Dradeful says softly. “Let us see if we are right.”

She presses the switch.

Inside the box, a steel arm tips the cylinder. One drop of blue falls. It lands on the left-hand leaf and seems to sink straight through.

One second. Two. Three.

The plant convulses. The stem thickens and twists upward like rope being pulled from the ground. Leaves burst out along it, unfolding as fast as opening hands. Roots shoulder up through the soil and spill over the edge of the tray. In less than five seconds the plant is twenty times its size and pressing against the roof of the box, and the box has begun, very quietly, to creak.

Zyang has stepped backward into the bench behind her without noticing.

“How fascinating,” says Dr. Dradeful. He is beaming. “How absolutely fascinating! Write that down. No, I’ll write it down. You get another drop.”

They ran their tests for ten months. What they found was that glowtarium did not only make things grow. It pushed life forward. Animals and insects that had lived too close to the fallen pieces were not dying of it. They were changing, quickly, into creatures that had never existed.

And little by little, as the air cleared, the wild things came out to look at their new world.

A bird settles on a branch.

It is a strange bird. Its wings are a butterfly’s wings, broad and soft, patterned in red, violet and yellow, and two long antennae curve back from its head. It folds its wings, looks left and right, and lets out a call that is odd and rather lovely, three rising notes and a click.

Behind it, the bark of the tree moves.

It is a small movement. A ripple. Then, in the brown of the trunk, an eye opens, sharp and lime green. The brown slides away like water running off a stone, and there is an animal clinging there that was not there before: part squirrel, part cat, wearing a coat that takes the color of whatever it touches.

The birdifly never turns around.

The hunter drops on it, bites once behind the head, and eats quickly where it sits, with its green eyes moving all the time. When it has finished it runs along the branch, head-first down the trunk, and is gone.

Above ground, the Earth and its weather had settled at last. Everything looked calm. Everything looked safe.

But down in the bunkers, a problem had already begun.
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Current date: 2469
Source: Medical research book, paper, 85% intact, Dr. H. Dradeful and Dr. Z. Hong Lee
Source location: Bunker 6, formerly in the state known as California
Source date: 2179, Month 9, date 8
About one hundred and ten years after the impact, the Earth finally cooled. By then more than half of the world’s population had died.

The ones who were left began to come out. They climbed up from the bunkers, and they came down from the last space station, to look at what they had inherited. There was one great continent now, and it had pushed all the countries up against each other.

One place could not be explored. Around the site of the impact there was a frequency that nobody could identify. It killed. People who walked into it burst apart. Engines died in it, and computers and every kind of electronic instrument overheated and burned. We call it rojo luar, the red zone. After enough people had been lost, the project was abandoned, and every human being was forbidden to go there or near it.

Our attention turned elsewhere, to everything that glowtarium made possible, and to the long business of picking life up from where it had been dropped.

The door of Bunker 6 has not moved in one hundred and ten years. It takes two days to open.

When the gap is wide enough, a girl of about twelve slips through it before anyone can stop her. Her name is Marisol Vega. She has never seen the sun. She walks out with one arm across her eyes and the other stretched in front of her, and she stops when her fingers touch something cool, and wet, and alive.

It is a leaf. It is larger than she is.

She lowers her arm. Where a city used to be there is a green wall, two hundred feet high, with the bones of towers leaning out of it. Something with far too many wings goes whirring over her head. The air smells of rain.

Behind her, the adults are coming out slowly, holding on to each other.

“Is this it?” someone asks. “Is this Los Angeles?”

Nobody answers.

All over the world it was the same. In New Delhi, in Beijing, in Mexico City, in Cape Town, in Rio de Janeiro, in Los Angeles, people walked through the ruins of their cities with their mouths open. The buildings had crumpled. The vegetation had grown so fast and so thick that whole districts could not be entered at all.

So they went to work. They rebuilt, with new technology and new kinds of structure. Engineers, scientists, geologists and biologists served humankind once again.

And sadly, as always, human ego and human selfishness kept them from sharing what they learned. Each country stayed behind its own line and hid its knowledge from the others.
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Current date: 2469
Source: Medical research book, paper, 85% intact, Dr. H. Dradeful and Dr. Z. Hong Lee
Source location: Bunker 6, formerly in the state known as California
Source date: 2184, Month 5, date 7
After several years of measuring the climate and the new ecosystem, scientists all around the planet came to the same conclusion. The new world would have only two seasons.

The first was fall. It began on the fifth of August and lasted until the fifth of February. It was the season of rain, chilly and gray, and in fall a day that was merely cloudy counted as a fine one.

Watch a week of it pass.

On the first day the rain comes down like a wall. Rivers climb their banks. An old stone bridge from before the impact, which has stood through everything, leans over with a sigh and goes into the flood. On the second day it rains again, a little less. On the third day the sky stays gray and holds its water, and it stays that way to the end of the week. By day the air is between 65 and 80 degrees Fahrenheit, 18 to 26 Celsius. The nights are warm and wet, about 72 degrees, 22 Celsius, and the ground steams. Then the week begins again, and so on for six months.

In the mud beside the drowned bridge, a small plant with pink leaves pushes up through the silt. It grows as you look at it. It swells, and splits, and opens from the middle in the shape of an eye.

Fall quickly became the season for crops, for fruit and for breeding animals. It was also the season of floods.

The second season was summer, hot and dry. All the water that fall had stored went into the plants, and the vegetation grew thick and fast, filling the reserves that would carry the land to the end of the year. In summer the nights were clear, and people could see both moons. They named the small one Uni, the little sister of the moon.

Watch a week of that.

The rain stops as if a hand has closed. The sun comes out, warm at first and then merciless. The days run from 83 to 120 degrees Fahrenheit, 28 to 48 Celsius, and not one drop falls. The nights turn cool and dry, down to 69 degrees, 20 Celsius, with a breeze. On the second day it is hotter and the air is heavy. On the third and fourth it is the same, and then a few clouds make it bearable until the week runs out and begins again. Six months.

Now the animals come up out of their dens. A creature the scavengers call a Myshcoon, half mouse and half raccoon, trots along a fallen wall on its two hind legs, sniffing. On a branch above it, an insect that is part beetle and part wasp, a Beeosa, saws steadily through a leaf. Overhead the moon and Uni shine side by side.

Summer became the season for digging minerals, for exploring and for scavenging. It was also the season when the predators fed.

The scientists found breed after breed of new animal and new insect, all of them made by glowtarium, and still they could not say how. It astonished everyone how quickly life had changed its shape, how well it fitted the new climate, and above all how any of it had come through the impact alive.

The governments of every country agreed, for once unanimously, to carry on the research that Dr. Dradeful and his assistant Dr. Hong Lee had begun in their notebook. At first the researchers studied living things as they found them, and took care not to hurt them. That lasted a few months. Then came the secret laboratories, where they tested what glowtarium would do to DNA itself, and mixed one species with another. Lion with monkey. Elephant with rhinoceros. They even joined lizard to ape to horse, and that one lived. It was a hunter, and it feared nothing. They called it the Hybreed.

Then, all at once, the experiments stopped. To hide what had been done, the creatures made in the laboratories were let go into the wild.

Something bigger had the world’s attention by then. It had started in the bunkers years before, and people had ignored it and set it aside. Now it could not be set aside any longer.

In a hospital in the rebuilt part of Los Angeles, a woman named Teresa Okafor is having a baby.

“Breathe,” the nurse tells her. “With me. In. And out.”

Her husband, Daniel, has her hand in both of his. He is saying her name over and over. A doctor is saying good, good, one more. Then there is a thin, furious cry, and the whole room breathes out at once.

Later, in the quiet, the nurse brings the baby to them wrapped in a yellow blanket.

“A girl,” she says. “She’s perfect.”

“A girl,” Daniel says, laughing, wiping his face. “The scan said a boy. We painted the room.”

The nurse smiles, and it is not quite a smile. “We’ve been wrong about that a lot this year,” she says.

The boys had begun to go missing from the count.

For as long as anyone had kept records, five babies out of every ten had been boys. Now, in some hospitals, it was four. Doctors and nurses apologized to families for bad scans and bad calculations, and privately began to compare notes. Fewer and fewer women were conceiving sons. As the old men died and were not replaced, the population began to fall. When it was four in ten everywhere, an international meeting was called at the United Nations.

The conference hall is enormous. Each delegation sits in a private cubicle with its own computer and its own holographic projector. The delegates wear the sleek high-collared suits of the new age, and each has a small device at the ear, wired to a voice translator that hangs at the throat.

A member of the United Nations steps up to the microphone and waits for silence.

“We have completed the data from every country in the world,” he says. “The results are confirmed.”

He opens his hand, and a holographic chart unfolds in the air above the hall. It shows the births of boys, year by year. The line slopes down.

“As you can see,” he says, “this is where we are.” He writes an equation beneath the line with one finger. “And if we do nothing, this is what will happen to all of us.”

He presses a key. The line runs forward into the future, down and down, and touches the bottom of the chart. A single word appears beside it in forty languages.

Extinction.

The hall erupts. Delegates are on their feet, leaning out of their cubicles, all talking at once. They are frightened, and they are determined to find out why.

Pharmaceutical companies, scientists, chemical engineers, biologists and doctors all around the world put everything else aside. Years went by. No answer was found. The problem became an emergency.

Back in the great hall, the leaders of the world meet again, and this time they are afraid. Country blames country. Voices rise. Two delegations have already walked out.

Then a senior member of the United Nations comes in through the side door with a young man beside her.

He is Indian, twenty years old, short, with glasses and a wide nervous smile, and he is carrying a folder against his chest like a shield. His name is Bendhi. The most powerful people on Earth have had years and whole armies of experts, and none of them has an explanation. He has come to give them one.

He looks very small down there.

Above him, the hologram of an old white man flickers into being, seated at a table, with his fingers steepled.

“So,” says the old man carefully. “Tell us what we haven’t found.”

Bendhi swallows. “Well, sir. I have been running blood tests for several years. I noticed that the male chromosome, the Y, was missing far more often than it should be. The bodies of men were no longer able to reproduce it.” He pushes his glasses up. “So I looked deeper. And I found a virus. A very small one. It does no harm to a person. You would never know you carried it. But it feeds on the Y chromosome. It leaves the female chromosome, the X, completely intact.”

The hall has gone quiet.

“I tried many ways to replace the Y, or to rebuild it. I tried using the chromosomes of male animals. That did not work, because, to my surprise, theirs were going missing as well.” He opens his hands. “So in the end I think the best solution is the simplest one. We work on it together. All of us.”

He means it. Anyone can see that he means it.

They did not agree with him. The delegations argued about his discovery until the session closed, and then each country went home to look for its own cure.
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Twenty-five years passed after the problem was discovered, and nothing was solved. The old men were dying. Only three babies in ten were boys now.

And so, because it could not be otherwise, power began to change hands.

The new White House stands in Los Angeles. On its steps, in front of a bank of cameras, the last male president of the United States of America finishes his speech. He is very old. He folds his notes with hands that shake a little, turns, and holds out his right hand to the woman standing beside him.

She is Black, in her late forties, and her name is Naomi Carter. She takes his hand. She holds it a moment longer than the cameras need.

“Thank you, Mr. President,” she says quietly.

“Look after them,” he says.

Then she steps to the podium and begins to speak to the country.

In Brazil, on the steps of the new parliament, a woman shakes hands with an elderly politician who has to be helped down afterward. Then Mexico. Then South Africa. Then China. One after another, at press conference after press conference, old men in suits shook hands with younger women and stepped aside. Country by country, the women took hold of the new world.

The last country ruled by men was India. In 2240, India too gave its government to a woman.

And still, every year, fewer boys were born, until something drastic had to be done.
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By 2260 only two babies in ten were boys. The women who led the countries of the world met to talk about it.

One of them, a determined woman named Azara, stood up and proposed something that had never happened in history: that all of them should work together in peace, under a single government ruling every country. They voted. Azara’s proposal was accepted. For the rest of that century, people all over the new world helped to raise the buildings of the new government out of glowtarium, and the face of our society was changed forever.

On the ground that used to be the center of Anaheim, a palace is going up.

It is huge and strange, all curves and spires, and the workers swarming over it are setting pillars carved with patterns finer than lace. Deep inside, in a private room with no ceiling yet, the leaders of the world sit around a big round table of black stone. Papers go from hand to hand. Pens scratch. Women who were rivals a year ago are getting up to embrace each other. They are happy. They believe they are present at the beginning of something.

When the last page is signed, somebody starts to clap, and then they are all clapping, and turning toward one chair.

“Supreme Leader,” someone calls. Then they are all saying it.

Azara is in her late fifties, a handsome, slightly heavy white woman with short brown hair, in a long-sleeved dress suit of sky blue. She does not stand. She puts her palm flat on the table in front of her, on the word cut into the center of the black stone, and she waits until they are quiet.

The word is Izoti. Equality.

Life grew calmer, thanks to Azara and her wisdom. For the sake of humanity she proposed to do away with every division, with hunger and with violence, and to require civil obedience in return.

A new spirituality took the place of all the religions and beliefs. It was called the Power of the Universe. Azara argued that the prophets of every faith had each described their own god, but that any god who existed would have had to draw the energy to create from the same place as every other. Everything has a purpose, she said. We are at the mercy of one thing only, and that is the universe. In the universe there is an unknown power that creates everything, that created us, that guides us and helps us in all its forms so that we can become better. But it helps only those who know how to listen, and who earn its respect.

Most of the new laws, the ones about obedience and moral conduct, were drawn from the Bible, the Quran, the Torah, the teachings of the Buddha, and the old criminal law of the United Nations. They kept only what was sensible. Whatever was extreme, or of no use to humanity, they left behind, and they blended the rest. Then they added new laws of their own. Racism, homophobia, pedophilia, genocide, pollution and overconsumption were strictly banned, and anyone found guilty was punished with prison or with death.

Azara also believed that people could not truly speak to one another across so many languages. There should be one language for everyone, she said, so that all would speak on the same level and the barrier of difference would break. It was built from the sounds of more than a hundred tongues, and she named it Hjùman.

But the most important change she made was to join all the countries into one world, one regime, one order, one empire: Terra 1.

From then on the Earth was called Terra 1, and it had only four zones.

Zone one was the southern half of what remained of the United States, with Mexico, Colombia, Venezuela and Ecuador.

Zone two was Peru, Brazil, Bolivia, Uruguay, Paraguay, and the northern halves of Chile and Argentina.

Zone three was Ivory Coast, Ghana, Burkina Faso, Niger, Nigeria, Sudan, Chad, South Sudan, Cameroon, the Central African Republic, Ethiopia, Togo and Somalia.

Zone four was Gabon, the Republic of the Congo, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Kenya, Uganda, Malawi, Zambia and Tanzania.

Everything else was forbidden, and abandoned to the wild. South Africa, Angola, Mozambique, Namibia, Botswana, Zimbabwe, India, Nepal, Bangladesh, Bhutan, Laos, Thailand, Myanmar, Vietnam, Cambodia, China, the southern halves of Chile and Argentina, and the northern United States were quickly forgotten. Nature took them back, and civilization there disappeared. The line between zone one and the forbidden lands and forest ran through the city of Los Angeles. North of it, there was nothing of ours.

After that, everything began to change. The new spirituality drew people together and helped them talk to each other. For the first time in a very long while, a little hope and a little peace could be felt around the world, and slowly it took a new shape.

There is a park, wide and open, not far from the palace.

Its trees are a new kind, called Vitril. They stand thirty feet tall, with green trunks and purple leaves, and at night the leaves glow and light the whole park in violet. Around their roots grows a flower that seems to be rose, tulip and lily at once. It is called the Healis. It stands four feet high, and if you come close to it, its scent goes through you and you find that, for no reason you could give, you are happy.
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In the middle of the park is the gathering place that has replaced the churches, the synagogues, the mosques and the temples. A statue stands there, sixty-five feet tall and twenty-five feet wide. It shows a woman and a man with their bodies entwined, each with the right arm raised, holding the Earth above their heads so that it will not fall. Both of them are looking up past it, toward the stars, as though something up there were coming back to them.

At the foot of the statue, a prophecy is cut into the stone in Hjùman, to give people hope:

A time will come when nature will find its way, by falling in love by instinct, at first sight. That love will give the Power of the Universe the cosmic energy it needs to make life, and humanity will be saved.

And on the facing side there is a warning:

Only true love must it be. And there, the two will face the greatest choice of all, to guide us to the eternal light and make us one with the universe. If they choose wrongly the consequence may be fatal, and it may be extinction. And yet there is always a tomorrow.

The Power of the Universe spread very quickly, and Azara’s popularity grew along with it. People of every origin, from every zone, came to the park in great crowds to honor the statue. They went down on the right knee in front of it. Some stood and pointed at the sky and asked for guidance. Some asked for food. Many asked for an end to the dying out of men.

In the Chamber of Rulers, around the table of Izoti, things were changing too, for better and for worse. Azara and her colleagues voted to
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