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      High in orbit above the planet where her father had lost his life, Becca Cardatious shivered.

      The hollow volume of the empty observation deck was cold. Too cold. The ship’s heating had been on the fritz since before they’d left for Hammerhound.

      Sixteen paying passengers and every one of them had complained to the captain about the lack of heat. Ten days of transit with temperatures sitting around 8 degrees centigrade.

      The Curlew’s Plaintive Cry was an ageing rust bucket with patches of standard gray Braemer’s grout over edges and corners, and welded plasteel sheeting on too many decks and walls. It reeked of oil and grease, and of globs of the still-hardening grout.

      Still, the ship must have passed inspection to have even been allowed out of port.

      Becca had taken to wearing her big thick thermal body coat, intended for on the ground. The thing billowed too much. It caught on the ship’s lugs and loops and she would find herself snarled up. On the ground of course, gravity would tug it into shape.

      Hammerhound had a higher gravity than she was used to. Something like one point three. She’d been taking Dr. Klon’s Muscle Remedy tincture to help strengthen her muscles and cartilage. Disgusting tasting stuff. Three drops a day on her tongue and she would feel like she’d been licking the belly of a sand gecko.

      Still, some of the other passengers—most of them—were heading for the Branaman Isles, a tropical haven filled with pools and spas and robot hustlers eager to sell you another extortionately-priced mai tai. Passengers with little more than thin, gaudy shirts and shorts, and ropey sandals. Wide-brimmed hats for the sun.

      They seemed to spend most of their time in the ship’s small centrifuge casino, tossing around their credits and downing colorful cocktail bulbs. Their vacations had begun even before they had stepped aboard.

      Becca, meanwhile, had spent most of the time in her pokey cabin, going over the same meagre set of documents again and again, trying to wring out fresh details.

      Now, Becca returned to the cabin, tugging her way along through the cylindrical companionways, trying to avoid getting caught up on the lugs.

      Her cabin as a haven, really, with all that she had on her mind.

      How she would pay for the trip. How she would feel when she got on the ground.

      Thoughts about her father that she kept pushing away. His search for moments to paint. That was all.

      She pushed away again. Focused on where she was.

      The cabin had a single porthole. For most of the trip it had been sealed with a cluster of bluish pebble-shaped balls—the ship’s natural protective coating for the transit through the strange bent physics of the supra-light environment.

      Now, though, in orbit, the port was transparent. Hammerhound was gorgeous. Blue and gold and green. Oceans and cloud forms you would expect. Vast tracts of deep, thick forest and wide swathes of rolling prairies.

      The appeal was obvious. Extraordinary open acreages and spectacular scenery. A mild climate. At least, closer to the equator.

      Of course that ramped up gravity weeded out those with lower tolerances.

      Becca’s cabin had become more home-like on the trip, somehow. When she’d first come aboard, it had seemed so tiny. Like the old coffin hotels her friend Karl frequented on his jaunts around Europe and the Middle East.

      Now, though, it was more cozy and comforting. She would be sad to give it up when it came time to board the dropship to the surface.

      She had yet to give thought to her return.

      Her two foot walker bag was packed, ready to go, but she kind of didn’t trust it. The walker feet were fine for following her around terminals and into transport, but when she made it down to the tundra the thing might struggle. It was certainly adaptable—during the trip, it had maneuvered itself around her hammock and dresser with an agility that suggested monkey DNA in its little brain.

      Pulling herself close to the viewport, Becca stared out at the planet. The terminator was coming up. A dark, fuzzy line creeping across the mountains and ocean.

      Hammerhound’s star, Sharolus, was distant and bright. Hammerhound’s orbit was little more than ninety days, and its day ran to a little less than twenty-two hours.

      In the last six years of financial investigative services, Becca had visited thirty-four planets. Mostly core worlds within forty light years of Earth. Her reputation had begun to grow and had begun to precede her. Organizations, both governmental and private seemed to have their books in order when she arrived, though it was often obvious that the work had been rushed.

      It was so strange to be coming to a place on her own recognizance. There was no local accountant down there quaking with worry about the state of their company’s books.

      And likewise, no hotel, no buffet, no eager pageboy slavering to run around after her and ensure everything was smoothed over.

      This was all her.

      On her own.

      Below, the terminator shimmered and crept along. The ship would be passing right over it soon.

      Somewhere down there, her father lay in a casket, awaiting her arrival.

      It had come too soon.

      A chime came from her door.

      It was time.
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