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To James Ohlen, who really knows how to fly an arkship.
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(1)

It was a Cycling Day – my Cycling Day, actually. Not that it made any difference; as always, I was woken up by Frazer moving round our room. He’s my little brother. Although he’s actually fourteen now, and nearly as tall as me, that’s how I still think of him. I suppose I always will.

“Sorry, Hazel,” he whispered, completely unapologetically, when he saw me peering blearily at him. He was like a solid shadow in the gloom, except for his hair, a shaggy white-blond mass, shining in the silvery moonlight leaking round the shutters. His round face is cute and energetic, with wide blue-grey eyes. I’ve noticed several village girls his age start to give him attentive looks at meals, nudging each other and whispering, but mainly giggling. He never sees them, of course – too busy. Frazer is always busy, either with his hands, helping Dad in the village carpentry shop, or with his brain. If he looks at anything for more than a few seconds, you just know his thoughts are taking it apart to figure out how it works. Maybe someday he’ll be the one that gets all the ship’s machines working again.

He put on his shirt and trousers and waved to me before slipping out. It was strange; nobody had been sleeping well for a while. I’d spent another restless night shuffling about on the thin mattress, waking intermittently. It’d left me as tired as when I went to bed.

I snuggled back under the blanket, all comfy and warm like a baby bird in its nest. On the other side of the room, hanging on the dresser, was my new dress. Dad’s partner, Tanari, had made it for me, and didn’t charge me a single food kilo – which was so kind of her. I just kept staring at it in the low light. That dress was the loveliest thing I’d ever owned, emerald-green to complement my red hair, with a long elegant skirt and wide shoulder straps. And right in the middle of the front was a Cycling symbol, a circle divided by an S-line down the middle, one half black, one half white, each with a dot of the opposite colour top and bottom.

The whole village was going to be watching me at the Cycling, especially now I’d got the dress. I was the ceremony’s flower girl, presenting the posies to those who were to be Cycled.

It’s a real honour to be chosen as the flower girl. After so many years of being overlooked, I was kind of surprised when the mayor asked me. Nobody over seventeen is selected, so I’d only got a few months left.

Cycling Day is the best time. For a start, nobody works. Well, the cows have to be milked, pigs and chickens fed, and the cooks have a lot to prepare, but that’s all during the morning, when the families are saying goodbye to members who are going to be Cycled, which is kind of a sad–happy time. Then, once the morning’s over, we have the ceremony at midday, followed by a big remembrance celebration and feast in the afternoon. The kids play games; there’s singing. Then, when the daylight goes off, the flower girl lights a big bonfire in the village square and there’s dancing until late.

So it was my day, and it was going to be wonderful. The only possible downer would be Zawn. He’s twenty, and a couple of months back he got appointed a probationary Regulator, so he thinks he’s important because of that. There’s a real swagger to him now as he walks about. Truth is, he only got the Regulator job because Elijah, his older brother, is deputy Regulator. And Zawn likes me – a lot. My fault; he was a mistake, a rebound from Scott. By the time I realized that, he’d gone and got all serious about us and decided I was The One for him. I broke it off, of course, but I handled that badly.

Out of the twenty-three precious books we had at the school, my favourite was Pride and Prejudice. I always see myself like Elizabeth Bennet, who keeps having all those mixed-up conversations with Mr Darcy. Except under no circumstances can Zawn ever be compared to Mr Darcy. So, basically, my love life is an ongoing disaster.

I clambered up out of bed a few minutes before the daylight switched on. I really, really wanted to put the dress on, but I had chores to do first and I wasn’t going to mess it up. No way.

I pulled on my usual trousers, a shirt that wasn’t too scratchy, and slipped a jerkin on over that. My boots were soft leather and fitted perfectly, but the soles were worn. I’d have to visit the cobbler again before long, which will cost plenty of food kilos.

It took a couple of minutes sitting on the edge of the bed to comb out my hair, which falls nearly down to my waist. I inherited my red hair from Mum. It’s thick and tangles easily, which is a real pain, but red hair is rare in the Daedalus, and to be honest it is my best feature. Everyone says that. I let it grow long because I wanted my best friend, Alice, to have it for a wig, but in the end she said no, so now I just let Mum trim it when the ends get all split. I’m well practised at braiding it so that it only takes a minute.

I picked up my basket and the nightsoil bucket, then tiptoed carefully across the cabin’s living room so’s not to wake Mum. I needn’t have bothered. I could hear her coughing away in her room. It’s quite an epidemic in the village right now, which is maybe why we’re all finding it harder to sleep. Outside, the morning air was fresh from last night’s three-hour rain. I took a deep breath, smelling the lavender in the garden, and looked round.

Our village is called Ixia, and its layout is typical of a Daedalus habitat village. Right at the centre – in every sense – is the hall, one of the arkship’s old buildings that date back before the Mutiny, a broad circle with a white roof that has radial curves, like a melted flower. Its glass walls have big, open archways leading inside. Above the largest, there’s a sign carved into whatever the roof is made of:

IXIA STATION

BLUE LINE

Nobody knows what blue line means. Maybe there was a blue path on the ground before the Mutiny, but if so it’s long gone now.

There aren’t many rooms inside the hall. There’s the main hall itself, which has the Electric Captain’s screen at one end – that’s where we all eat and have village meetings. It has the kitchen along one side, with the ovens and cold cupboards that work from electricity, just like people had before. Behind the kitchen is the hospital, which has a medicine machine that got smashed up by the Mutineers but still works a bit.

The Regulators have their rooms near the centre, too, along with the mayor’s office. But best of all is the school. I’m too old to go anymore. Besides, I know all of Ixia’s twenty-three books. Maybe not as good as Frazer does – he can recite them all by heart – but I enjoyed them plenty. I liked just sitting and learning. I know all my numbers and letters; I can write and do arithmetic, and draw. I also learned how to play the guitar, which is what I like the most.

Outside the village hall, laid out in neat concentric circles, are the cabins where everyone lives. Ours has bamboo walls and a reed roof, though some are constructed entirely from wood. We have a bigger garden than most, with long beds full of Mum’s herbs. There’s also some fig trees, and grape vines on a frame that Dad built before he left.

It was early so there weren’t many people about. I quickly dumped the nightsoil into the drain and left the bucket by the cabin door. Frazer and I are supposed to share that chore, but he never does it.

I made good time walking out of the village. All the barns and stables and pens form a border around Ixia’s cabins. The smell from the animals is ripe, but I don’t mind it. Farming is all part of the life Cycle. Without it, the arkship would be dead.

I’d been assigned a chicken coop next to one of the plough-horse stables. Teenagers always get an interim job once they finish school, so the mayor can see how reliable we are before we settle down into a profession. There are twenty-five chickens in my coop. It isn’t particularly hard work, but it’s important. Everyone eats eggs.

The birds were just starting to stir when I arrived. I tipped some grain and kitchen scraps into the feeder trough outside. Yesterday I’d spent a couple of hours giving the hutch a good clean so I wouldn’t have to do much today. As the silly creatures came strutting down the ramp into the silver light, I went inside and checked for eggs. I got seventeen, which I put carefully into the basket.

As I left the hutch, the light strips running the length of the habitat roof a kilometre and a half above me turned from a gentle silver radiance to a dazzling white, like an incandescent rib cage holding up the solid sky. It’s never an abrupt transition, taking maybe ten seconds, but it always makes my eyes water.

I blinked the tears away and looked down the length of the habitat. Ixia is midward, almost equally spaced between the two endwalls. I knew the forward wall was twenty-eight kilometres away but couldn’t see it clearly. The landscape of farmland and forests sort of shimmered into a distance haze where the light strips overhead seemed to merge with the ground. They don’t, of course; tower mountains rise out of the land every five kilometres like titanic black pillars, helping to hold up the habitat roof.

To spinward and antispinward, the ground appeared to curve up, again until it reached the solid sky. Another optical illusion. Wherever you stand in the habitat, it always looks like you’re at the bottom of a curve.

Daedalus is basically a colossal cylinder flying through interstellar space on its way to our new world. It spins along its axis as it travels, giving us gravity on the habitat floor – apparently it’s the same strength gravity as Earth had. To start with, the ship was an asteroid, just a huge lump of stone floating round Earth’s sun. The Builders hollowed out the habitat section in the centre, making a cylindrical chamber fifty-five kilometres long and eleven in diameter, which gives it a circumference of thirty four point five kilometres. In the middle of that, the axis is another solid cylinder of rock – our sky. I always wish they hadn’t designed it that way, that instead they’d left us with an open cylinder so we could look up and see the land above us. But they chose this layout. Too late to change now – by nine hundred years.

I walked back to the village hall. Even twenty metres outside the glass wall, the marvellous smell of fresh-baked bread was thick in the air. Inside, the kitchen the cooks were working hard, shouting at each other and their helpers. No way was I going to interrupt that, so I left my eggs in the rack along with all the others. Hauer was on duty that morning, one of the village Regulators. Some of them try to make out they’re aloof, implying they’re better than the rest of us, but Hauer’s not like that. He smiled at me and put an entry in the food-kilo ledger that I’d completed my task. At the end of every week, Mayor Fininen and Chief Atov tally up everyone’s work hours and issue food-kilo coins for them. I had my eye on some blue cloth that I wanted Tanari to turn into a skirt for me, but I was still about eight food kilos short.

I thanked Hauer and looked round, trying to see Alice. We grew up together, played together, got into trouble together, sang together in the choir. She is my sister, more than any family could make her. Not that anyone can mistake us for family. First off, her skin is a lovely rich black. Second, she’s the pretty one. I’m just tall and skinny, while she’s almost as tall and has a figure which makes boys stare silently then talk like they have brain damage. And her smile… Even I feel happy when she smiles. I can’t smile like that. Don’t bother trying.

She’s also bald. According to Marana, it’s some kind of very rare disease, which is otherwise completely harmless. Poor Alice didn’t think so a few years back when she started to lose her hair. That’s when I volunteered my hair for her. I couldn’t bear how much she cried – it used to set me off as well. But in the end she decided a wig of red hair with black skin would be even more weird. As it turns out, she made the right choice. Having no hair just makes her look even more striking.

At the party after the Cycling ceremony, it’ll be Alice who’ll have all the boys in Ixia lining up pleading for a dance while I’ll be left fending off Zawn.

The mayor had assigned her as a cook’s helper. I caught sight of her taking a batch of loaves out of an oven on a long wooden peel. There are seven ovens in our kitchen, all of them the same: hemispheres a couple of metres across the base with an open arched doorway in the side. The floor inside is some kind of tough stone that the electricity heats up. They’re always hot, about two hundred degrees Celsius, so everything gets cooked in them.

Alice slapped the loaf tins down on a table, then slid a couple more fresh ones into the oven. That was when she saw me and came over, snagging a couple of rolls on the way.

“You’re not in the dress yet, then?” she teased and handed me one of the rolls. It was still warm in my hands.

“I’m getting ready after breakfast,” I told her.

“I want to help braid your hair.”

 “How long till you finish?”

“Going to take a while,” she said resentfully. “There’s five didn’t come in this morning. Five! Can you imagine that? On Cycling Day! So the rest of us have to cover, and it’s not like we’ll get extra food kilos for it. Itzy got taken to hospital in the middle of the night – she won’t stop coughing. They say Marana’s worried something is in her lungs, an infection maybe.”

“That’s terrible.”

“Yeah.” She coughed, then looked annoyed with herself. “Hope we haven’t all got it.”

“We’ll be fine,” I assured her. I knew Itzy. She’s three years younger than me. Yes, it’s wrong to judge people, but Itzy always looked frail; she was shorter than everyone else in her year and had really thin limbs. At school she’d hang back at playtime, never joining in the games. We’d whisper behind her back that she’d likely be going for an early Cycling. That’s horrible, I know, but Dad always said school is really for toughening you up ready for adult life.

“I’ll be as quick as I can,” Alice said. Her expression soured as she caught sight of something behind me. “Uh-oh. He’s been asking when you’d be in.”

I turned to see Atov, Ixia’s chief Regulator, walking towards me, a powerfully built man in his early fifties with brown hair just starting to show strands of grey. He got the job three years ago, when Shamus, the last chief, Cycled. Actually, he’s not a bad Regulator – a pragmatist, Dad says. Whatever. I always feel guilty when I see him. Having him come towards me so purposefully was troubling. I’ve never done anything wrong – well, technically. I’m too young to drink alcohol… but surely he doesn’t care about that? If he did, he’d have to fine every teenager in Ixia.

“Hazel. I’m glad you’re here.”

“Chief Atov.” I bobbed about pathetically as he looked me up and down.

“Is that your flower-girl dress?”

I frowned crossly. “No, sir!” Then I realized he might be making a joke. His thin face was regarding me quizzically. I’m not used to Regulators trying to be funny. I suppose he wanted to put me at my ease. Why would he want to do that? What–

“Can I have a word with you, please?” he said. “Nothing to worry about.”

“Yes, sir,” I mumbled.

He led me towards his office in the centre of the hall building. Behind me, Alice pulled a wicked face. I gave her a shrug in return, grinning.

“Are you looking forward to the ceremony?” he asked me.

“Uh, yes, sir. I thought I might never be asked. I’m nearly too old.”

“Nonsense. A girl like you, with your head screwed on right, you were always going to be asked. You’re a credit to your family and your village.”

“Thank you.”

His office was a simple circular room with a big desk in the middle. Sheets of whiteleaf were piled up on its broad wooden top. The Regulators keep notes on everybody – when you were born, parents, school marks, infractions, good citizenry citations, illnesses. Your Cycling Day.

On the wall behind the desk was a long cabinet. I noticed it because it’s made out of metal, which is unusual – most of the furniture in the village is made of wood. So the cabinet was obviously pre-Mutiny. Its lid was glass, which allowed me to see Ixia’s five Regulator pistols inside, sitting neatly in their cradles.

Our Regulators don’t carry them often, thankfully. They’re nasty dull-black things with a fat barrel. I remember old Shamus coming into school to explain them to us. The pistols suck up electricity when they’re not being used, he said, and that powers the mechanism that fires the dart.

Darts are dangerous. If you’re too close when a Regulator shoots his pistol, they can punch a big hole in you. Really close, and the damage can be fatal. They’re intended to inject a fleeing infractor with a simple anaesthetic, knocking them out. The darts themselves are reloaded with anaesthetic from the hospital medicine machine.

I never thought about it before, but looking at the pistols made me wonder… That’s quite a coincidence, that among the very limited number of medicines the machine in the hospital can produce – biotics for infections, painkiller pills, contraception pills, creams for sick skin – the bit that makes the anaesthetic drug still works. You’d think the Mutineers would’ve smashed that part first. And it’s not just Ixia’s medicine machine – all the Daedalus villages have the same kind of machine and each one can make the dart drug for their Regulators.

Atov got me a chair and sat behind his desk, looking at me in what, presumably, he thought was a kindly fashion. “It’s like this, Hazel,” he said. “Your job today is nice and simple. You award everybody who’s being Cycled with a pretty bunch of flowers.”

“A posy,” I corrected. I didn’t like that he was disparaging the flower girl’s role. “It’s a posy of flowers, not a bunch.”

“Quite. It’s the symbolism, you see. Flowers are bright and colourful when they’re open, full of life, but they also contain seeds, which are the future.”

“The life Cycle.” I knew all this, we did it at school the whole time. I didn’t understand why he needed to bring me in here to tell me again.

“Normally, we Cycle when we’re sixty-five.” He gestured at the stack of whiteleafs on his desk.

With a start, I realized a sheet with my name on it would be there, sitting among all the others – Savin (Dad), Mum, Alice, even Frazer. All those sheets with our Cycle Day written on them. Everything decided, because that’s how it has to be. They explained it all at school: despite how big the Daedalus is, it’s not a wide-open world like Earth from before. Even though the Builders did their very best to make it planet-like, it’s a closed system which only works because of the Cycle.

“It is a great time,” he continued. “An honourable time. We Cycle to make room for the new generations. We return to the soil, which grows crops, which we eat. Thus we live.”

“Yes.”

“Everyone knows this. Everyone accepts this. So everyone whose Day it is takes their posy from you before they’re Cycled; and when they do, they smile and say thank you. There’s never normally any fuss.”

Now I knew why he’d brought me in here. “The Cheaters,” I said.

“Exactly.”

It had been the talk of the village for the last four days, ever since the Regulator squad had brought back three Cheaters they’d found stealing our sheep. I’d caught a glimpse of them sitting in the cart as they were taken to the village hall and locked in the cells, two men and one woman, so terribly old. They had run away before their Cycle Day, run off and hidden somewhere inside the arkship’s habitat – actually, in the tower mountains. Everyone knows that’s where Cheaters go.

Now they’d been caught. Our diligent Regulators had brought them to justice. They were going to be Cycled this afternoon.

“They can’t physically run,” Atov told me. “They’re too old now, anyway. And my people will be escorting them to the Cycle platform. But they may resist when it comes down to it. We don’t often have to Cycle a Cheater; I’m old enough to have seen it a couple of times. There could be shouting, a lot of anger. It might be unpleasant.”

“I understand,” I told him, and I really did. And that was accompanied by a nasty thought: had I been chosen because I was old? That a five-year-old flower girl wouldn’t be able to cope with Cheaters at the ceremony?

“Good. You need to be prepared, that’s all. If it looks like they’re going to be trouble, if they start kicking off, we’ll use a dart to put them under.” He gestured at the pistol cabinet behind him. “Nobody wants the ceremony ruined, especially not by a Cheater. Today is a celebration. It’s your celebration, Hazel.”

“Right.”

“So if they can’t receive the posy gracefully like they’re supposed to, like a decent citizen would, just lay it beside them and move on. Got it?”

“Yes.”

“Good girl. I knew we’d chosen well. You just keep your head and tonight we can all have a great party.” He winked. “I might just be not looking your way when you and your friends have a drop or two of something you shouldn’t.”

“But…” My forehead must have crinkled up, I was puzzling away at this so hard. “If you disable them with a dart, how will they take the Blessing?” The Blessing is the little glass of liquid that everyone being Cycled drinks as they go to lie down on the platform. In school, they told us it has the best taste imaginable. It sends you peacefully to sleep and slows your heart until it eventually stops. Then Daedalus Cycles you.

“The Blessing can be injected if necessary,” Atov said flatly. “That’s something the Regulators will take care of. It’s our job. Don’t you worry about it.”

“Yes, sir,” I nodded hurriedly.

But I couldn’t stop thinking about it all the way back to our cabin. Life in Daedalus is the Cycle. You know when your Day will come. It’s written down there on the whiteleaf in the Regulator’s office on the very day you’re born. And when it comes around, you take the Blessing and give yourself to the future. That’s the only way the Daedalus will eventually reach our new world.

I never questioned it my whole life. Cycling is so simple, so obvious. Everyone is brought up understanding the necessity of it.

Cheaters don’t. They believe in something different altogether. They’re not like us; they’re arrogant, greedy and horrible. But they’re still people. And if Chief Atov is right, they might not take the Blessing drink willingly. It will be forced on them.

I suppose that means – if you take away all the smooth, soothing words – we’re going to execute them.







(2)

Alice and I got ready in my room. She brought her dress over, a grand ruffled skirt and a scoop-neck top in purple and white. Standing beside her, I knew I looked great in my green dress but once again she’d outshone me without even trying. She spent a long time doing my hair, weaving in white flowers – bouvardias and peonies. Mum had given me a basket of them – she must have spent a day selecting them from other gardens and the fields outside Ixia.

“Wow,” Alice said, as she put her arm round my shoulder. We both stared into the mirror. “You look amazing. Like mother nature Herself.”

I had to admit I did like the effect. My hair was thick with blossom. She’d arranged it perfectly. The only downside was a headache growing behind my eyes. I’d been getting them a lot recently.

“Thank you,” I said.

“You’ll knock ’em dead tonight,” she said. “Who are you going to dance with?”

“I don’t want to go anywhere near the dance. I thought I’d bring my guitar and help the band.”

 Her nose wrinkled in disapproval. “They won’t let you play. And it’s your Cycling Day. You need to make the most of it. Be the queen of the dance.”

I groaned in frustration. I did love to dance. But… “Zawn is going to be there. I don’t want to be stuck with him all night. I don’t want to be stuck with him for one dance, actually.”

“Then don’t. He needs to get it into his thick skull he’s been dumped, and with good reason. Come on, you’re the flower girl. You get to dance with who you want. I know Garril said he wanted to dance with you.”

“Garril?” Oh dear. Garril is shorter than me and has crooked teeth. He’s already working in the pig pens like his father. I know, don’t judge. But…

“No? Well, how about Makkus?”

“Definitely not. He’s already twice my weight. His mother must give him all her food.”

“It’s not fat.” Her eyes had that gleam. “I’ve seen him with his shirt off.”

“Makkus?” I asked, mock-scandalized.

“And this is why you have the likes of Zawn thinking he’s still in with a chance. Stop being so dismissive of everyone else. We need to get boys to realize how fantastic you are. Scott did.” She pouted at herself in the mirror. Wiggled her hips and shimmied. “Go get ’em, girl.”

I sighed and my shoulders drooped, remembering Scott. “I wish I was like you.”

“No, you don’t. You’re you and you’re fabulous just as you are. We need to make people realize that. And this dress will go a long way to making that happen. Trust me.”

“I just–”

The door banged open and Frazer charged in.

“Hey!” I yelled. “Girls changing in here!”

He gave both of us a jeering laugh and pulled his shirt off. “Yeah, yeah. Boy changing now. Oh my dayz, what is that smell? Hazel, why’ve you got a garden on your head?”

“She’s the flower girl, idiot,” Alice told him.

Anyone else, anyone, calling him an idiot would’ve got a barrage of abuse back. If it’d been me, he’d have thrown something. Mind, I may have lobbed things in his direction on occasion. Brothers are a complete pain. I always wish I had a sister instead.

But because it was Alice, Frazer just grinned and said, “You two! Mad, the pair of you.”

“Come on,” I told her. “It’s about time anyway.”

We left just as Frazer tugged his trousers down. He is so embarrassing at times.

“You need your own room,” Alice said as we went out into the living room.

“Tell me about it,” I replied in my best martyred tone. There were even times when I wondered if I should just go and move in with Dad. Except that would devastate Mum. It always amazes me that, in a small village where everything flows along smoothly, life can be so complicated.

Georgi was waiting with Mum in the main living room. He’s the council clerk, sorting out all the administration. They’d been seeing each other off and on for a few months, though he’s a lot older, only six years off Cycling. He’s nice, quiet and patient, which is good for her. I guess I may have been a bit resentful about how he made Mum start to feel good about herself again. Finally. It was a long painful climb out of the sullen anger that had claimed her after Dad left. Mum had withdrawn to some inner place that not even me and Frazer could pull her out of.

I kept a grip on my disappointment as I looked at Mum. She was in the same dress that she’d worn to every Cycling Day for the last ten years. There’s nothing wrong with it; I just wish she’d try something new, something that might jolt that weary expression off her face. Georgi, by contrast, was wearing an immaculate black jacket and matching trousers.

Mum came over and started fussing, adjusting the dress when it didn’t need it. “You look so fine,” she said. Her voice was all choked up. “I’m so proud.” She hugged me tight. “You know that, don’t you?”

I squeezed her back. “Thanks, Mum.”

“You’re going to be fighting off the boys at the dance tonight,” Georgi said, giving me a thumbs up. All I could do was return a slightly forced smile. Why does everyone focus on me and my chances at the dance? If they’re not setting me up with someone, they’re speculating who I’ll wind up with. Why can’t they leave me to find my own friends? It’s tough enough without all eyes being on me. Besides, I’ve grown up with all the Ixia boys. I know them too well – the choice isn’t exactly inspiring. That’s what makes the invitation dances to other villages so popular. I get to meet boys like Scott.

“The flowers were lovely, Jolene,” Alice said brightly.

“Thank you, sweetie,” Mum said. She handed Alice a single scarlet rose. Alice smiled happily and took it.

“Are you all right?” Mum asked me.

“Headache, that’s all.”

“Oh, we can’t have that.” She went over to the dresser that held all her jars of herbs and fruits. “Here,” she said, handing me a handful of almonds. “Chew these. They should help.”

“Thanks, Mum.”

Frazer charged out of our room, greasy hair tufted up and full of sawdust, shirt hanging out of his trousers. All four of us groaned at him.

“Oh my dayz, what now?” he demanded.

“Come here,” Mum said fondly. She and Alice smartened him up, and we were finally ready to go.

Walking down to the village hall together, we joined in the procession of other families who were emerging from their cabins, all wearing their finest clothes. I love it when everyone dresses up; we spend so much time working it’s hard to remember there are times when we can just ease off and be happy.

“You nervous?” Alice asked me.

“No.”

“Lucky you. I was in a complete panic.”

“Were you? Nobody could tell.”

“So what did Atov want?”

“Just to tell me to be calm when I greet the Cheaters.”

“Oh, that’s a relief. I couldn’t think you’d be in trouble over anything.”

Which I slightly resented. I can be bad if I want. “What do you think about the Cheaters?” I asked her.

“I think I’m glad they’re caught. Breathing our air, taking up our rightful space. Daedalus isn’t infinite.”

“But they didn’t actually harm anyone.”

“What’s wrong with you, Hazel? Those were our sheep they were stealing. We would have had to go without. And they know more than anyone Daedalus has to Cycle. Everyone’s life depends on it. They Cheated that.”

“I know, I know. It’s just… if they don’t take the Blessing, we’re going to kill them.”

Alice looked mildly shocked. “We kill sheep and cows and deer so Ixia can eat. People Cycle so life can carry on until we reach the new world.”

“Yeah. I just wish they’d been caught for a different Cycle Day.”

“Oh, Hazel.” She put her arm round my shoulder. “They will not spoil your day, okay? It’s going to be magnificent.”

I managed to produce a smile of sorts. “Thanks.”

The Cycling platform is right behind the village hall, a metal square three metres to a side with a guard rail around it. An old metal sign above it says: MAX LOADING 1,500KG.

Mayor Fininen was already standing there, along with Chief Atov. As I joined them, I noticed the chief was wearing his pistol holster. I took my place next to Marana, who was looking very unhappy. Her fingers kept stroking the leather medicine satchel she always carried with her.

I tried to quell my nerves as I faced the assembled villagers. Yes, I wanted to be flower girl, but I wasn’t used to so much attention. Alice did an exaggerated mime and I stopped hunching my shoulders.

As the stragglers arrived, I found myself looking at the front row: those to be Cycled. There were nineteen of them. It was odd, but to my eyes it seemed like they were the ones about to lose family members rather than the other way round. Quite a few had red eyes from crying. A couple of them appeared sullen. I quickly moved my gaze away.

Cycling is deliberately intended as a celebration, rejoicing the departure of the old people so it doesn’t upset the young children who are likely watching a grandparent disappear. It’s open and honest, so everyone knows it will happen to them, that it’s perfectly natural, the way the habitat is sustained. We thank those being Cycled and reaffirm our commitment to the voyage of the Daedalus so one day our children will reach the new world.

The chatter faded away as Regulators escorted the Cheaters out of the village hall, where they’d been held. Two men and one woman, their faces all wrinkled, hair thinning so much it reminded me of the awful six months Alice had suffered. Their appearance made me wonder exactly how old they were, how long they’d Cheated the Cycle.

Zawn was escorting the woman Cheater, looking insufferably proud at the duty. I saw his hand gripping her arm so tightly it must have been painful for her. Typical.

Mayor Fininen began his address. I could practically recite it myself, I’ve heard it so many times. How Daedalus travelled from Earth to the first world, taking four centuries to reach it. The discovery that although the first world was mostly ocean, it had evolved a species that was almost sentient. Then came our finest hour: we renounced the first world as it did not belong to us; the aliens who were born there deserved their chance to reach their full potential on their own.

With great sadness, Captain Kruger ordered Daedalus to fly to another new world – the one we were still heading to. It was even further away, a flight of at least five hundred years.

Thirty years after the ship left the first world came the Mutiny. The Mutineers wanted to turn back; in their arrogance they claimed the aliens were never going to amount to anything and we should have our chance. They wanted to establish their shiny new cities on the islands of the first world and claim it for their own. It was the ultimate betrayal of our ancestors, whose society had risen above Earth’s ancient conflicts and imperialism to a noble era where everyone played a part in building the Daedalus. Fortunately, many on board were appalled by the Mutineers; they remained loyal to Captain Kruger and resolved to uphold the decency of the Builders and continue onwards.

The conflict raged for over a year, with the Mutineers smashing all the food machines in an attempt to force Captain Kruger to turn round. Then they began on other machines. It was a terrible time; so many adults died in the fighting – on both sides. Finally the Mutineers laid siege to the bridge, where Captain Kruger and her remaining loyalists had retreated. So the captain made her glorious sacrifice: she cast herself into the remaining thinking machines to become the Electric Captain. If the Mutineers smashed the thinking machines, the arkship would die. So in the end, she won. Daedalus remained under her lawful control and never turned round.

But the machines they’d already broken no longer produced food and medicine and clothes. Thankfully, our magnificent Builders were smarter than the Mutineers ever realized. With the guidance and knowledge of the Electric Captain, it was possible to farm the habitat parkland. It would be a simpler life, she warned the young survivors, a harder life involving many sacrifices, but people would live to continue the great star voyage. As she explained, the parkland is finite; its resources must be carefully nurtured. It cannot support expansion. To keep it stable and alive, everything must be Cycled.

“And so we are gathered today to acknowledge the wisdom of the Electric Captain,” Mayor Fininen said. “Today we Cycle. Those who are to be Cycled, we salute you. Daedalus will reach the new world because of you. One day, our children will live under open skies.”

“Open skies,” everyone repeated dutifully. Then they started cheering and clapping. The first Cycler stepped forward. I was nearly crying myself when I handed him his posy of purple iris and yellow roses. “May you blossom again,” I said formally.

“By the grace of the Electric Captain, I will,” he replied.

I always find Cycling a very emotional time, ever since I watched my grandparents Cycle.

After they collected their posy from me, those to be Cycled were given their glass of Blessing from the mayor. They drank it, often knocking it back in one, then went over to the platform.

They lay down side by side on the cushions placed on the cold, hard metal. The mayor pressed one of the two buttons on the box fixed to the guard rail and the platform sank down. Once it was below ground, a pair of safety doors flipped out so no one fell in, but they also shielded the platform from view as it descended.

A couple of minutes later, the safety doors moved aside and the platform slid back up, empty.

Only three people could lie on the platform at a time, so it took half an hour before the last one went down. Then the Regulators brought the Cheaters forward. Nobody applauded them. The whole village watched in silence.

The first one, a man with the whitest hair I’d ever seen, had to be lifted up and carried. There was a Regulator on either side; Elijah was one of them, stiff with the effort of holding him up – but the Cheater wasn’t struggling. I realized he was unconscious, his head was lolling forward. They stopped in front of me. I picked up a posy from the tray. I couldn’t put it on the ground next to him, like I’d been told – that just felt wrong – so I spent a few seconds tucking it into the top of his shirt. “Blossom again,” I whispered. Then Atov stepped up and made a gesture like he was gripping the Cheater’s shoulder in friendship. I saw the injector pod in his hand.

For one wild moment I wanted to yell out, No, stop it! but somehow I managed to stay silent. In my heart, I knew this was wrong.

Then the old man was being lowered onto the platform and the second one was escorted up to me. I held out the posy. His expression was contemptuous, but he took it from me. Next thing, he was chewing the flowers. I was so surprised all I could do was stare at him.

“May you bloss–” I began.

He spat out the wad of pulp and laughed mockingly at me.

The Regulator holding his arm twisted it and grunted: “Behave.”

Mayor Fininen held up the glass of Blessing. The Cheater practically snatched it from his hand and tipped it back, swallowing the drink fast. Then he screamed as if he was in agony and clawed at his throat, his knees buckling. Everyone jumped. I cried out, covering my mouth with my hand. The Blessing drink was supposed to be painless.

“Doctor!” Fininen yelped. She rushed forwards, then stopped.

The Cheater had abruptly fallen silent. He stood up perfectly straight and sneered at poor Marana. “What exactly were you going to do?” he asked. “Save me?”

“Get him on the platform,” Atov hissed.

The Cheater started a manic laugh as the Regulators lifted him off his feet and carried him away.

Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Marana standing perfectly still, except for her hands, which were trembling.

The last Cheater came forwards. Zawn had let go of her arm, allowing her to walk with dignity. Her face was heavily wrinkled. I wanted to ask how old she was but didn’t dare.

“Hello, my dear,” she said. “What lovely hair you have.”

“Er, thank you.”

“So like our dear Electric Captain.”

I just stood there all gormless. Plenty of people say the same thing.

“Oh, is that for me?” she asked. “It’s very pretty.”

“Huh?” I’d been so thrown by the last Cheater’s mischief, I hadn’t picked up the final posy. “Uh, right.”

“You have headaches these days, don’t you, my dear?”

I froze as I was about to hand her the posy. “How did you know that?”

“We all get them. It’s because the habitat air is running out.”

“What?”

“The pressure’s falling; it has been for years, and now it’s become critical. If you don’t believe me, ask Alisha. She knows all about these things.”

“Give her the flowers,” Atov told me curtly. “And you, be quiet.”

The old woman took the posy from me.

“May you blossom again,” I said automatically.

She smiled, such a warm, sympathetic smile it made me feel so guilty at what we were doing. Before Zawn and Atov could stop her, she put her arms round me. “Alisha is in Tressaco,” she whispered in my ear.

“Come on,” Atov tugged her away from me.

The mayor offered her the Blessing glass. She drank it down in one, all the while staring unnervingly at me. “Think for yourself, my dear. Save yourself.”

I watched numbly as Zawn led her over to the platform. She was almost there when she stumbled. Zawn had to carry her the last few steps. The last thing she did was put her arm round the man who’d chewed the posy. I thought I saw her smile, then she flopped down.

Were they married? They’d been caught together.

I was fighting back tears as the platform sank away. Marana’s arm went round my shoulders. “It’s okay,” she said soothingly.

Then Zawn walked over. He was smiling as if everything had gone smoothly. “Well, that’s over,” he said cheerfully. “You look lovely, Hazel. Really. The finest girl in the village.”

“Thanks.”

“Time to celebrate now.”

“Celebrate what?” I asked him numbly. I couldn’t forget the image of the three dead Cheaters lying on the platform. The guilt was like an all-over ache.

He gave me this puzzled look, his broad forehead all crumpled up, brown eyes narrowed. “The feast, remember? Then tonight, after you light the bonfire, I thought… I hoped, you and I could dance.”

“Zawn. No–”

“Hey, come on, you owe me an explanation, at least. I thought we were good together. Weren’t we?”

His face – which, if I’m honest, was reasonably handsome – was very still, with his jaw muscles all tensed up. After the stress of dealing with the Cheaters, I really didn’t need that needy self-pity directed at me full strength. “Affairs of the heart don’t follow reason,” I told him, which was pretty much what Elizabeth Bennet might have said.

“What did I do?”

Nothing. The idea of spending every day of my too-few years being with you, here in the same village, of having no choice in my life, of never seeing the new world – I want to cry and scream at the very idea. “It’s not you. it’s me.”

“Everyone knows that means the opposite. Why? What did I do wrong? Most girls would jump at the chance to go out with a Regulator.”

“Lucky you, then. Go and dance with them all tonight.”

Marana’s arm tightened round me. “Thank you, Probationary Regulator,” she said levelly. “That will be all.”

Zawn gave her a resentful look and marched off back to the village hall.

“Thanks,” I mumbled.

“If he gives you any more trouble, you let me know.” As the village doctor, Marana was really important. She sat on the village council and even the mayor had to listen to her. She also happened to be Dad’s cousin, which makes her someone I could always turn to. I wound up visiting her cabin a lot after Dad moved out.

“I will.”

“So what did she say to you?”

“Who?”

“The old woman. When she hugged you.”

Interesting that Marana didn’t call her a Cheater. I looked at Zawn’s distant back, then at Atov, who was talking to the mayor. “She said the flowers were nice. That’s all.”

“Right.” Marana gave me a very judgemental look.

Tressaco is a tower mountain seven klicks spinward from Ixia. So I guessed there was a bunch of Cheaters hiding out there. I didn’t want the Regulators going there and hauling them in for Cycling. Not after today. “Marana, what do you think she meant about the air running out?”

She glanced over at the mayor and Atov, who were still talking heatedly. “Not much ambiguity there, Hazel. She believes the air is running out.”

“Is it?”

“I don’t know.”

“Well, we have to find out!”

The mayor and Atov stopped talking. They both stared at me. I blushed hot red.

“Hazel,” the mayor said amiably. “You did a wonderful job there. It can’t have been easy at the end. Thank you.”

“She said the air’s running out,” I blurted.

“She was lying,” Chief Atov said.

“We don’t know that. We have to find out.”

“Hazel,” he said, using a voice like a teacher patiently explaining something at school. “If we were in any danger, the Electric Captain would warn us. Wouldn’t she? She’d tell us what to do.”

“Oh. Yes.”

“The Cheater was trying to cause trouble. It’s what they do, you understand? They’re rotten to the core.”

I turned to Marana, who gave a small nod.

“Yes, Chief Atov,” I said meekly.

“So don’t go mentioning what she said to anyone. Lies like that only upset everybody – which is what the Cheaters wanted. Don’t let them win.”

“I understand.”

“Good girl. Now come on, the cooks have prepared another amazing feast for us. I don’t know about you but I’m starving.”

I found Mum and Georgi sitting at one of the long tables in the hall.
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