
  
    [image: Blast Crater on Endemo]
  


  
    
      BLAST CRATER ON ENDEMO

      
        MATTI-JAY AND DUB ADVENTURES

        BOOK 4

      

    

    
      
        SEAN MONAGHAN

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Triple V Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2021 Sean Monaghan

      All rights reserved.

      Published by Triple V Publishing

      

      Cover illustration

      © Savagerus| Dreamstime

      

      ISBN: 9798732817508

      

      Discover other titles by this author at:

      www.seanmonaghan.com

      

      This is a work of fiction. All characters, places and incidents described in this publication are used ficticiously, or are entirely fictional.

      

      No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, except for fair use by reviewers or with written permission from the publisher. www.triplevpublishing.com

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      Covering up the ruin of the base was never going to be an easy task.

      There was the husk of the cabin, where the bores had been made. The barrels of fuel and crates of robot parts. There was the broken down big-wheeler vehicle that lay canted against the rubble of the crater wall.

      Caspar Anfens watched as Dove Mellner and Jasa Te worked with the big flitter they'd brought in, trying to pack as much into the compact cargo space as they could.

      It was going to be too little too late.

      The huge ancient crater was not really so ancient. Four dropals rim to rim. Made by an artificial bolide less than three hundred spurls back. That was why the vegetation in the bowl of its depression was rangy and regenerating. Why the jagged edges of it were still sharp and defined.

      No time for the relentless weather to wear them down. That would happen, eventually. After eons.

      Even this far north on Endemo, where the winters could be cold and the summers, frankly, not much better.

      Right now, the sky was a brilliant blue, with streaks of cloud to the west. A rain front coming in. It would be cold and wet within a couple of hours.

      Typical.

      Endemo was a sparsely inhabited world. Two main settlements, Rualedde with over a hundred thousand people, and Demikle, a quaint little town much nearer, with only something like ten or twelve thousand people.

      Amazing to think of the Great Wall only a few hundred dropals south. A huge ring, constructed who knew when? Almost ignored, really. In all of the Ao worlds there was plenty to keep people occupied.

      Which suited Caspar just fine.

      You would think the lack of people would make an operation like this academic. But nothing should be left to chance. Nothing.

      Caspar munched on a clangle. Sweet, but not too sweet. They'd picked up a whole case of them back in Rualedde, on the other side of the planet, before they'd flown in to start sorting out this mess.

      Clangles were fist-sized red fruit that grew prolifically near the big city. It was always interesting to come to a new place and try new foods.

      He took another bite and headed toward the flitter.

      Dove was struggling with a crate filled with cogs and other heavy parts. They could have used robots to do the work but that would involve electronic records. The hive mind of machines was a wonderful thing, but it did make it difficult to be discreet when you needed to be.

      And this, well, this needed to be as discreet as anything he'd ever taken on.

      Their original robots had been hacked down to a point that they could barely walk. Ripped away from all connections and all hints of communication. Good workhorses to be sure, but now they lay, like the rest of the base, busted and decaying.

      The area where the base had been situated was a wide, flattish area of the crater floor. Toward the edge, where the chaos of the impact had left a slightly raised area the size of a small village. With a low scarp the height of two people on the inner side and the tall crater wall on the other side.

      To the south a large copse of strong pickec trees stood, their trunks dark brown and their canopies bright green. Some vagary of the way the land had settled from the impact leaving that spot--and many others around the crater--fertile and lush, while other areas remained barren rock, or suitable just for hardy rocks and mosses.

      A half a dropal from the scarp, a marshy, reedy wetland was home to resilient waterfowl. There had been families, black, web-footed adults with tiny peeping yellow fuzzball babies. Not that he would admit it to anyone, Caspar actually thought the chicks were cute.

      He focused back on the tasks at hand.

      Dove stuffed the crate into one of the cargo slots in the flitter's side. The flitter's manifest would read that it was salvage from an old mining site seven hundred dropals away. It had taken some shunting of data to adjust those details.

      Both Dove and Jasa were locals. From a small settlement on the outskirts of Rualedde. Dull and unimaginative, both the settlement and the people. Just the kind of people who were ready to earn some money by doing heavy lifting.

      They were working hard, impressively really. People who'd grown up used to the slog, used to having to scrape for a living. A good work ethic.

      Jasa emerged from the flitter's cockpit. He looked around. A rangy guy with an unkempt mane of hair and a perpetual layer of stubble around his cheeks and chin. He spotted Caspar and headed toward him, moving quickly over the rough ground.

      "Problem?" Caspar said as Jasa drew close.

      "There's a message come in." Jasa glanced back toward the flitter nervous. "On your coded system."

      "You tried to read it?"

      "No," Jasa said too quickly. Clearly he had. "I'm just coming up to let you know. I get that this is a kind of... ah, situation involving discretion and subterfuge."

      "Discretion and subterfuge. That's quite an assessment based on being employed to clean up at a damaged base."

      Jasa said nothing.

      "You want more money?" Caspar said. "Is that it?"

      Jasa shrugged.

      "You're being paid well. If you work hard, you'll be done by the end of tomorrow. This place will be cleaned up and you'll have more than you would have earned in forty days back in Rualedde."

      "Yuh," Jasa said. He turned and headed back toward the flitter. "Just wanted to let you know there's a message. Might be important."

      He stopped. Turned to face Caspar.

      "Yes?" Caspar said. "Something more?"

      "Just that if there are messages coming in, maybe there's a problem. If there's a problem, then maybe things are going to go bad. If things go bad, then maybe I don't get paid. I want to get paid."

      "You'll get paid."

      "Yuh. And maybe you need to check on any messages. Just to make sure things run smooth and all."

      Now Jasa headed back. As he went he picked up a couple of stray pieces of cabin framing and carried them on.

      Caspar liked Jasa. He might be a bit mouthy, but he was articulate and thought things through. That could sometimes be useful.

      But it did mean he would need watching.

      Caspar sighed. He took a last bite of the clangle and tossed the core off to his right. The core bounced and tumbled and vanished into a crack in the rocks.

      He started after Jasa. The man was right. The message could be important.

      No sense in letting it wait.
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      Matti-Jay Menthony stood on a narrow ledge halfway down the wall of the blast crater in Endemo's northern reaches. The wind was cold and a sleety rain was drifting in from across the far side of the crater.

      She pulled her jacket closer to her face. The fur around the hood held the rain off. Mostly.

      Their ship, Blue Defender, stood just below on a flatter area with a small stream. The underside of the ship's hull tinked and pinged, still cooling from their descent through the atmosphere.

      The ship looked mysterious right now. Swirls of rain and mist swept around her sleek hull. Vapor hissed away from the hotter spots.

      Endemo was a distant planet in the Ao cluster of worlds.

      Sometimes it was hard to visualize the spread of the Ao through this part of the galaxy. As Ambassador Pro Tempore of Earth--which was really just a lost Ao world, probably--Matti-Jay got to go explore wherever chance took her. The volume of the worlds was like a football, but a really uneven football.

      Perhaps it was more like one of those images she knew of a neuron in the brain. A central bulk, but with tendrils reaching out.

      Spread over hundreds of light years.

      Earth was at the edges of the bulk. Fifty light years from Ludelle, the ancient Ao homeworld. Endemo was at the far end of one of the tendrils. So much farther away. Hundreds of lightyears from Earth. If Matti-Jay was able to turn a telescope on Earth now and see what was going on, it would be knights jousting and early Polynesians exploring the pacific in dugout canoes.

      More to the point, Endemo was over sixty lightyears from the next closest Ao world, Perscell.

      Which kind of partly explained why so few people came to Endemo.

      Despite the remarkable scale and intrigue of the Great Wall. And now this blast crater.

      According to Chir, the crater and the wall were related. The events of just a few hundred years back leading to changes in Endemo's ecosystems.

      Something had crashed here. Something constructed.

      Matti-Jay sipped from a flask of eorange juice. At least that's what Charlie called it. The real name was unpronounceable. The juice came from fruit gathered on orchards on one of Perscell's moons and was kind of like pulpy orange juice, but with a really sharp tang. Almost electrical.

      Kendra had discovered it. She was pretty good at finding the best new foods in places they visited. Or sometimes the most vile.

      Right now Kendra was under Blue Defender, wearing a long rain poncho and shining a light up at the vessel's underside. Checking for any damage from the flight and re-entry.

      Standard practice. Even though the ship was smart enough to know her own self, it was always reassuring to have someone do a manual check.

      They'd made three orbits, scanning and building up their picture of the planet. Trying to get a sense of the Great Wall, and the blast crater. How they were related. How they fitted with the rest of the world.

      The Great Wall was a vague ring, enclosing over two million square kilometers of Endemo's surface. A stunning artifact, it seemed ancient but was actually probably less than three hundred years old.

      Inside was a huge variety of environments. Mountains and plains, deserts and lush river valleys. All coated with a rich and vibrant ecosystem. But not the same as the ecosystem outside the wall.

      Built by aliens. According to Chir. And she would know, since her parents had been into the alien jungles within while she'd been gestating. Alien compounds had integrated into her DNA.

      She was beautiful and strange to look at once. Purple eyes and hair too blonde and a smile too wide. Stunning.

      If vaguely unsettling.

      Right now she and her friends, Kamy and Arnt, were asleep in their berths in Blue Defender. Resting up to prepare for their expedition into the crater.

      Matti-Jay should have been resting too. But this was just too interesting. Even if she couldn't see much through the driving rain.

      Frankly, when you spent weeks cooped up in a ship leaping from star system to star system, getting into the outdoors was always welcome. Even if some of the rain did force its way in and down your neck.

      "Hey!" Kendra called over. "Hello! Stop daydreaming over there, Ambassador. Where's your robot?"

      Matti-Jay smiled. Some days Kendra could be really on form.

      "Coming." Matti-Jay took deep breaths of the sweet, cool air. After all they'd been through here on Endemo, it was good to be able to relax. To be able to help Chir and the others with their investigations.

      Right now, though standing here in the beautiful, elemental crater, Matti-Jay kind of wanted to go wandering. Take a hike through the landscape and just bathe in its raw glory.

      Something had crashed here, creating this blasted and complex landscape. Soon the area would be covered in snow as Endemo's wintern arrived. That would make for some gorgeous landscapes.

      She headed toward Blue Defender. There were the beginnings of ice rime on some of her upper surfaces. The sticky sleet catching and setting in places.

      The crew's big robot, Dub, came striding across the ground from ahead of Blue Defender's bow. Dub had recently remodeled her body and it was taking some getting used to.

      Previously, she'd been metallic and kind of blocky, kind of gray. Now she was real sporty. A shining, polished red body, that looked like the skin of a clangle--one of the tasty fruits Charlie had gotten hold of for them.

      Only Dub wasn't edible. As well as her body, she had similar casings on her four legs and her manipulator arms. There were chrome flashings in places, like ornaments or trim.

      She looked like she was ready to enter a race with other robots. Ready to leave them in her dust.

      "Your robot has gotten really vain," Kendra said, coming over. Under the rain poncho she was wearing heavy work trousers and boots, and a light shirt. She had her long hair tied at the back of her head.

      "Vain?" Dub said, stopping a few meters off. "Do you think so?"

      "I think Kendra's just not used to your ability to update your exterior," Matti-Jay said. "That's all."

      "She could update her exterior if she wanted," Dub said. "She could use it."

      "Hey!" Kendra said as Matti-Jay laughed.

      Dub said nothing more.

      "Vain and rude," Kendra said. She looked at Matti-Jay. "Ship's in good shape. We should eat before we head out. Assuming Chir and the others are awake already."

      "They're awake," Charlie said from the head of the boarding steps. He was shielding his head from the rain by holding the collar of his flight jacket up over his head, hunching his shoulders.

      "Put on a raincoat," Kendra said. Looking at Matti-Jay, she said, "Your boyfriend's an idiot."

      It was pretty new, that. And Matti-Jay was taking a moment to get her head around the idea. Charlie was her boyfriend.

      "Now who is rude?" Dub said.

      "Kendra's always rude," Charlie said. "You should know that."

      "Blunt," Kendra said. "Honest. Never rude." But she smiled. "Charlie, get in out of the rain. We'll be up there in a moment."

      "Cool." Charlie ducked back into the ship.

      Matti-Jay smiled. She and Charlie had been the youngest members of their original vessel, the Donner. When that had wrecked with few survivors, they'd kind of been thrown together. He wasn't what she'd ever thought of as boyfriend material, but they had grown close over the last couple of years of exploration.

      It was nice.

      "All right," Kendra said. "Focus here Matti-Jay. So you kissed the guy once. Big deal."

      "Let's go eat," Matti-Jay said. "And maybe this weather will clear and we can gather some of the recordings and data Chir needs."

      Kendra smiled. "Yep. Good." She headed for the boarding steps.

      "There is information already," Dub said.

      "What's that?" Matti-Jay said. Maybe, somehow Dub had located the remains of the object and knew where they should dig and explore.

      "There are other people here in the crater. Across the other side. Two point seven kilometers away. They seem to be packing up equipment. They seem to be trying to hide something."

      "Hide something?" Matti-Jay said. "What?"

      "I do not know."

      "Well then, we'd better go look."

      "Count me in," Kendra said.
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      Caspar sat in the comfy seat in the flitter's cockpit. This was a really good machine, not one of those little rough insect-like things that were around. He'd been up in those things a couple of times and it was not a bit pleasant. Fluttering wings and a cramped cockpit.

      This one was like a super deluxe version, with a smooth ride, plenty of space for the three of them, and a decently sized cargo hold, to take all the decommissioned junk and all the robots.

      It even smelled good. Kind of woody and fresh.

      Just the machine for this kind of clean up. Trouble was it wasn't going to take all the evidence. He was going to need to make a second trip.

      And a second trip meant extra time. And extra time meant extra risk.

      The mess was worse than they'd mentioned. So, if the message was from them, he would be giving them a good reaming.

      He didn't tolerate getting messed around well. Not well at all.

      The flitter's control dash, arrayed in front of him, was filled with complex systems and displays. Lucky that the thing flew itself. And, the key reason for employing Dove now, she could fly it if something went wrong. She was a fully rated pilot.

      Impressive for someone with her lack of imagination.

      Caspar waved at the main display and called up the recent messages. Just the one showed on the display.

      Nearby, across the grassy part of the crater, the rain was moving in. With such a clear view, it looked almost like a wall of it, running in fast.

      Caspar stared at the display for a moment. Good news, or bad news. Most likely bad. Perhaps that explained his hesitation.

      Outside there was sudden movement. He looked through the bulbous cockpit canopy. There, off to the left. Darting along through the ragged vegetation there was some kind of four legged thing. Like a wild house pet. A spance or similar. High head, big ears, and bouncing tail. The animal galloped along.

      It came to a sudden stop.

      Below Caspar, outside the flitter, something else moved. Jasa. Striding toward the animal.

      "Leave it alone!" Caspar called.

      Jasa didn't hear him. Just kept walking on.

      Caspar cursed the man, but returned to the message. He entered his code and the text decrypted.

      We need a progress report now. Events have transpired to push up our schedule.

      Great. Perfect.

      "What events?" Caspar said. "The schedule was already as tight as could be."

      The display converted his words to text, encrypted them and sent them away.

      It would take a moment to get a reply.

      The spance-like animal had a maroon pelt with dusky yellow spots. Like a piece of fruit with seeds. The fur was short.

      The animal had come to a stop. It opened its mouth, tongue lolling as it watched Jasa approach.

      Jasa took something from his waist satchel. Black, with a handle and twin prongs. Not prongs. Barrels.

      A weapon.

      It looked like a Kopple 39. Nasty little thing. You could do a lot of damage with something like that.

      Caspar shook his head. This was what you got for hiring locals without doing too much vetting. Or any vetting, really. He'd just looked for a couple of people desperate for work.

      This was going to cost him.

      Jasa trained the weapon on the animal. Jasa's hand was shaking. Not used to real confrontation, perhaps. Used to having the weapon as a point of intimidation, rather than something he would actually fire.

      And probably used to people, rather than wild animals.

      The animal snarled at Jasa.

      It darted forward. Fast. As in, faster than Caspar had seen an animal move before.

      Jasa fired. Wild. The shot went high and wide. The crack of it echoed around the crater, audible even inside the flitter.

      The animal raced at him. Jasa tried for a second shot. Moving the gun away.

      But before he got a chance, the animal knocked him down. It opened its jaw, showing a mouth full of savage teeth. The animal roared at him.

      Well that was a pity. Jasa might have been too inquisitive, and a bit mercenary, but he was a hard worker and was getting through the clean up.

      Then Dove was there. Running in. Shouting, from the looks. Waving her arms.

      The animal looked up. Stared at her.

      Dove kept coming. Kept shouting.

      With another roar, the animal turned back. It raced away into the grassy area. Caspar watched it. Sometimes it appeared through the vegetation, but it was clear that it was heading for a stand of nearby trees.

      Interesting.

      Jasa was on his feet, helped by Dove. Jasa stared up at Caspar, frowning.

      Caspar smiled and waved. They would have a talk later, about bringing along the weapon.

      The rain arrived, gentle for the first moment, then quickly thickening. It spattered on the flitter's canopy, a few spots, quickly becoming an intense drumbeat and then just blurring into a heavy hiss.

      Dove and Jasa scampered for shelter. Well, they could have a moment before he got them back to work.

      Caspar focused on the display as the message came back. He entered his code to reveal it.

      Offworld visitors, the message read. An ambassador and her party. They're disrupting things. Get the job done. You have until sunrise tomorrow to be clear of the site.

      Caspar sighed. Well, that was impossible.

      He was going to have to rethink his approach.
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      Blue Defender stood in the crater on Endemo's surface as the rain began to clear. Sleet, really. It was cold out and though Matti-Jay had enjoyed the little walk around the outside, it was nice to be back in the bridge, toasty and warm and dry.

      Charlie sat next to her in the co-pilot's seat. He'd had his hair cut recently. Real short. One millimeter. It was cute, though Matti-Jay wasn't quite sure if she liked it. It was weird to run her hand over his head, all prickly, kind of like a hedgehog.

      Fun, though, since it kind of bothered him.

      The bridge was a great place to be. The business end of Blue Defender. Four comfy acceleration seats, a space for Dub in back, wide windows giving a more than a hundred and eighty degree view, side to side, and wrapping around enough that there were views above and below.

      The dashboard consoles were complex, with a lot of displays and controls, but it was still straightforward to fly the vessel.

      Behind the cockpit, there were tiny cabins that never felt cramped, a small mess and kitchen, a relaxation room and a surprisingly good bathroom.

      Just the thing for modern space travelers.

      "Come in, please," Charlie said to the tiny comms mic. He looked around at Matti-Jay. "Whoever they are, they're either ignoring us, or have got their system switched off."

      Which wouldn't make sense. Comms always worked. It was a fundamental safety function.

      Dub had climbed up into the cockpit with them. She adjusted her four legs and moved herself into the corner. Her football-shaped head peered around, looking them over with her range of lenses.

      Kendra came through, her hair tied up at the back of her head.

      "All right," she said. "What's the deal? Dub said there's something going on? You saw people across the crater. Doing bad stuff."

      "The were gathering materials from the crater floor," Dub said.

      "Materials?" Charlie said. He tapped at the complex consoles in front of him and started the process to get Blue Defender aloft.

      Their little ship had been through a lot over the couple of years since the loss of the Donner.

      Matti-Jay stared off into the diminishing rain. While it was wonderful to have the ship with all the new improvements the Ao had gifted--the enlarged space, the ability to jump between star systems, the easy controls and so on--she always felt a sad thinking back over the cost.

      As survivors of Earth's first colony vessel, Matti-Jay and the other two were the lucky ones.

      Make them proud, Kendra would say. They would like that.

      All those lives lost, though. It was hard to keep the melancholy at bay.

      At least having Charlie and Kendra around helped with that a lot. Good people to travel the galaxy with.

      "I could not identify the materials," Dub said. Dub was a robot from Ludelle, where the Donner had crashed. She had helped the survivors and was now sticking with Matti-Jay's team, as was her smaller counterpart, Kaimen.

      "So we're going to take a look," Kendra said, leaning and peering forward. "Lot of rain that way. Looks cold."

      "Whaht is going on?" Chir said, coming into the bridge. She blinked at Matti-Jay, and smiled her too-wide smile. Her strong accent was fading, which made her easier to understand, if less exotic. With her face, though, she would always be exotic. Unique.

      "There are other people in the crater," Dub said. "We are going to speak with them."

      "Othar people? Did you maike contact with thehm?"

      "No word," Charlie said.

      "Ahre we going thehre?" Chir sat in the last empty seat in the bridge.

      "Yes," Matti-Jay said. "Sorry that you didn't get a look around."

      "We hahve been here before," Chir said. "It is a nice place, but if we hahve an urgent investigation, then thaht takes precedence."

      "Thank you."

      "Are Arnt and Kamy awake?" Charlie said. "They should strap in."

      "They are strahpped in," Chir said. "We knew something wahs afoot."

      Of course. Chir's alien-influenced DNA gave her some kind of telepathy. She seemed particularly atuned to Matti-Jay. Mostly Chir kept out of Matti-Jay's head, but it was impossible to stay completely away.

      They'd had some long conversations about it. It was thrilling, but also disconcerting.

      "I'll fly us over," Charlie said. "If that's okay."

      "Go ahead," Matti-Jay said. He didn't really have to ask permission, but it was a nice touch.

      "It'll be nice to meet some more locals," he said.

      "You haven't had enough of the locals?" Kendra said, touching Chir's arm. "No offence intended. Remember the mayor at Demikle? Some of her friends."

      "No offence tahken," Chir said.

      Charlie activated the controls and took the second yoke. Blue Defender's Voith coils wound up, giving them easy flight through the atmosphere. A kind of anti-gravity thing that bent physics in a related way to how the jump drive was able to carry them from planet to planet.

      The vessel was as comfortable in the air as she was traveling between the stars.

      In moments they were in the air, cruising low across the crater's surface. There were patches of bare rock, and other parts that were deeply forested. The rock glistened in places, wet from the rain. In some of the deeper crevices, drifts of ice had formed. Some of the trees held clumps of loose sleet in their leaves.

      Then the vessel was back in the rain. It splattered across the windshield. Some of the splatters were icy.

      The vessel wasn't traveling very fast, and the wind buffeted it.

      "Stabilizers!" Kendra said. "What do you think they're for?"

      "The stabilizers are active," Charlie said. "This storm is getting worse."

      "Maybe we should just leave it alone," Kendra said. "I don't like flying through storms."

      Blue Defender gave a sudden lurch, as if to confirm Kendra's concerns. Charlie held the yokes.

      "I'll fly above," he said. "It's not as if this is super urgent, right? We're just on an outing, aren't we?"

      "I suppose," Matti-Jay said.

      Fact was, it was more than just an outing. After what Chir had told them about the ecosystems within the Great Wall there were definitely investigations to make here.

      The crater was recent. Thousands, perhaps just hundreds of years old. The question was, what had impacted here? And why did it lead to the creation of the Great Wall?

      The dashboard pinged with the ident of an incoming message.

      "It's from the site," Charlie said.

      Blue Defender was turning with the storm, rising. The sleety rain pelted in from the starboard now.

      "They want to talk to us," Kendra said. "That's interesting."

      "Let's connect," Matti-Jay said. "Let's see what they have to say."

      She tapped the console to connect the communications.

      "Go ahead," she said.

      "Blue Defender," an accented voice said. "What is your business here? This is private airspace."

      "We're just visitors," Matti-Jay said.

      "Offworld?"

      "We're from Earth."

      A pause.

      "Say again, please," the voice said. "I thought you said Earth. But that can't be."

      "That's correct," Matti-Jay said.

      "You're the ambassador!"

      "Yes I am."

      Kendra harrumphed behind Matti-Jay.

      "Get over it," Charlie said.

      "Fine for you!" Kendra made kissing sounds at him.

      "Grow up."

      "You have a whole party?" the voice said.

      "Six of us," Matti-Jay said. "Three from Earth. Three Ao."

      "I would love to meet you. And you might even be interested in the work we're doing here. Can you fly over?"

      "There's a storm right now, which is making flying unpleasant. Perhaps when it passes."

      "Good, good. It won't last long. I'll see you soon."

      "Okay. Thank you. What was your name, though?"

      "Caspar," the voice said. "I'm Caspar Anfens."
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      Caspar stayed sheltered in the flitter's cockpit, smiling to himself. The storm was actually becoming quite ferocious, but that probably did indicate that it wouldn't last long.

      He spun the seat around and reached to the small dispenser at the back of the space, dialing it up to give him a hot jekee. A sweet, stimulating drink that he'd actually come to enjoy during his time here on Endemo.

      So, he was going to have company soon. Matti-Jay Menthony and her cadre. Had she said six of them?

      That would be interesting.

      The dispenser pinged that the beverage was prepared. He reached into the slot and took out the warm ceramic mug. The air above it steamed. He sipped and it was really good. If the machine could do this, imagine what one made by person with care and attention would be like.

      Holding the mug, he turned back to the flitter's consoles and expanded the display. With some quietly spoken commands, he called up more data.

      Matti-Jay was a human, from old Earth. There wasn't much known about how humans and Ao related, but it was clear there was something deeper there. Their shared DNA suggested a common ancestor, yet the people of Earth had, until now, never left their own star system. And no Ao vessels on record had ever visited Earth.

      It was a conundrum. Researchers were still looking into it.

      Their first exploration ship had crashed. Been attacked by the planetary defenses around Ludelle.

      A catastrophic loss of life. Why did that make him feel bad? Anonymous deaths shouldn't worry him at all. He was made of tougher stuff than that.

      But some authority somewhere had found the survivors, and awarded Matti-Jay the title of Ambassador Pro Tempore. For now. An open-ended assignment to go off exploring in her newly refurbished ship.

      It was just a tender, really, not a true starship.

      And she'd been around numerous Ao worlds already. She'd visited the crystal falls on Enomba, she'd taken an ocean safari on Shadoulou seeing the huge animals that lived in that vast ocean, she'd been gravity diving at the moons of Paastell.

      The database had a lot of information about her adventures. An extended vacation really. At the expense of the Ao, everywhere she went.

      And she meddled too. She'd prevented a coup taking place in a small country on Cordo, she'd fought off pirates, she'd been accused of espionage when a skyline tower collapsed on Rhokes.

      Interesting.

      Somehow she'd slipped her way out of those situations.

      She and her little team. But there were just three of them. Charlie, a man, close in age to Matti-Jay, and Kendra, older than both by quite some time.

      She was the one who should have been made ambassador. Matti-Jay was barely more than a child. Assuming Ao and humans had the same developmental progress. No reason to assume otherwise.

      But that was her whole team, according to the databases. The other survivors had returned to Earth when given the opportunity.

      So, who were the other three aboard the vessel with her.

      That could make things interesting.

      Caspar sipped from the jekee again, enjoying the warm swirl through his mouth.

      He turned at a sound from behind.

      Dove, coming into the cockpit through the accessway. She was dripping wet.

      "Doing what we can, boss," she said. "But this weather's making it pretty tough."

      "I understand," Caspar said with a smile. "We'll have some more help here soon."

      "We will?"

      "Yes. Perhaps not willing help, but help nonetheless."

      "Not willing."

      "Take a seat." Caspar waved at one of the other seats in the flitter's tiny cockpit. "I'll tell you the plan."
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      Blue Defender rose high to get above the storm. The ship hummed pleasantly to itself. The sky cleared, becoming a brilliant blue, and soon they were looking down on the storm and out across the crater.

      "Oooh," Kendra said. "This view is fabulous. We weren't this high when we arrived. There's so much snow."

      North of where they were, beyond the crater's rim, parts of the landscape were draped in glowing white snow. It was like Antarctica, or Canada.

      "Fresh falls," Charlie said. "Day before yesterday it was all just hardy forests and rocky streams."

      "We need to head up that way and make snow sculptures. I can get the kitchen to make carrots and raisins for the faces."

      "I have a scarf," Charlie said.

      "It's so long since I've played in snow," Kendra said.

      "I know. we can get the machine shop to make a sled."

      "Brilliant idea."

      "Children!" Matti-Jay said. "Let's focus on the task at hand. We'll fly over to this base, visit with Caspar and see if he can shine some light on the crater and how its relationship with the walled area works."

      "I urge caution," Chir said.

      "Caution?"

      "I'm not sure thaht our new friend was entirely honest. I have a feeling they ahre up to something."

      Matti-Jay watched the snow. Well, this didn't have to be easy. They were investigating, with Chir and the others, trying piece together the origins of the Great Wall. Perhaps the most intriguing part of that puzzle was how little investigation had been carried out so far.

      Chir's parents had been two of the few investigators who had ever spent extended time in the alien forests enclosed by the wall. It was hard to fathom out, but there were forces--people--on Endemo that seemed to actively discourage any kinds of research.

      It was as if there was another kind of wall too. Something less obvious, but no less effective at keeping things at bay.

      "I think we should take people at face value," Kendra said. "And if they turn out to be not nice, pop them in the face."

      "Nice," Charlie said.

      "I'm serious. Everyone deserves a chance."

      "Or they get decked?"

      "Exactly."

      If only it was that easy.

      "Caution," Matti-Jay said. "Thanks Chir. I think that's a good idea in any situation."

      "Sure thing," Kendra said. "I'm all for caution."

      The storm swirled below them, churning and wild. The clouds were thick and they continued to throw heavy rain into the crater. How did it drain all that water out? There wasn't a lake or any obvious drainage point.

      Something worth investigating.

      "Charlie," Matti-Jay said. "How long do you think until the storm had cleared and we can set down?"

      "Fifteen minutes," Charlie said. "At least."

      Matti-Jay smiled. "If we timed it right, we could play in the snow for ten minutes or so."

      "Yay!" Kendra said.

      "Seriously?" Charlie said. "Are we not all adults here? I was kidding around."

      "I wasn't."

      "You're older than us. You're supposed to set us an example."

      "I am."

      "Please," Chir said. "Whaht is 'playing in snow'?"

      "Oh boy," Kendra said. "You are about to find out."
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      Caspar checked his weapons. He had a springshot, which was a very effective discharge tube the length of his forearm. Useful at close range, delivering a nasty shock to the recipient. Very accurate.

      He was in the small service cabin in back of the flitter's cockpit. There was a small fold-out bed, a food store and numerous other lockers with equipment.

      Including this weapons' locker. There were several other projectile and discharge weapons, from handheld units like Jasa's Kopple, to hefty things that could bring down their own flitter if used in the right way.

      Dove stood behind him.

      "I am not in favor of this plan," she said. "We are doing a job."

      "You're an employee," he said. "I take your stand of being not in favor, but it's a moot point. You have a job to do and I'm the one in charge."

      "The job never involved shooting people."

      "Shooting people!" Jasa said, pulling up into the space from the ground. He was dripping wet. Outside, the storm continued, though it did seem to be abating.

      "That's what he's planning," Dove said.

      "Great," Jasa said. "I even brought my own gun." He took out the Kopple as if Caspar didn't know he had it.

      "What is up here?" Dove said. "Really, you're going to start shooting people?"

      Jasa stared at her.

      "What's wrong with you?" Dove said.

      "You. Don't you want some action? It means more money." He looked at Caspar. "Doesn't it?"

      "Yes," Caspar said. It didn't matter. He would pay them the agreed amount and no more anyway. It wasn't as if they were going to go find law enforcement and try to squeeze more money out of him. He would be long gone.

      "Who cares about money?" Dove said. "I'm not killing anyone."

      "We're not killing anybody," Caspar said. "You can count on that."

      "So why guns?"

      "Best form of inducement when people don't want money."

      "These people from the message?" Dove said.

      "No. The message is that the work is behind schedule. We need to hurry it up. Hence, extra hands."

      "We have the robots."

      "It's not enough. The robots are sluggish and we've lost time with this storm."

      "Some storm all right," Jasa said. "And cold. Should have asked for more money."

      What was it with this guy? At every turn he was looking to hustle for cash.

      "We're getting paid fine," Dove said. "You want to go back to barrows and sludge?"

      Jasa gave her a nod. "So, when are we expecting the targets?"
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      Blue Defender had set down far to the north west of the storm's edge. The skies were blue and the air was cold. She'd landed on the floodplain of a frozen stream. Some tall, gangly white animals with brown spots and antlers strode along near the trees at the edge of the plain. Their breaths came out in clouds of vapor.

      The flood plain was coated in a thick, soft, rolling mass of snow. Almost a meter deep in places. Blue Defender's landing gear sank into it, up to the first hydraulic joint.

      Kendra lay in the snow and made angels. She balled up hefty chunks of it and threw it at the others. Arnt and Chir joined in. Charlie stayed by the vessel's exit stairway and watched, shaking his head.

      Matti-Jay joined in too. Despite being the youngest of the group. It was kind of embarrassing how much fun it actually was. Encouraging, though, the way that Kendra leapt into it all with wild abandon.

      They were all wearing snow parkas with fur hoods and wrists, and waterproof thermal leggings over their trousers, galoshes over their boots and gloves on their hands.

      Even all bundled up like that, the cold and damp still got in around the edges. That was all right. They would be back inside the ship soon, and able to warm up.

      Their attempt at making a snow sculpture failed miserably. They managed nothing more than creating a pile of collapsed snow. Kendra stuck in the carrot and raisins anyway, and wrapped Charlie's scarf around it.

      She used a display to take some photos.

      "The storm will have moved off now," Charlie said, standing on the steps. "We should go see our new friends."

      "If they ahctuahlly ahre friends," Chir said. She had a snowball and hurled it at Kendra.

      "Hey!" Kendra shouted. She scooped and padded and hurled one back. She missed Chir, but caught Arnt square on the neck. He had his hood down, lying across his back, so he was exposed there.

      "Hey yourself," he said, wincing and scooping into his clothes, pulling out little clumps of snow.

      "What? If you can't stand the heat, you shouldn't be in the kitchen."

      "Whaht heat," Chir said. "Where is the heat?"

      "Right," Charlie called over. "And what kitchen?"

      "It's a metaphor!" Kendra said and fired a snowball at him. It fell way short.

      Matti-Jay wandered closer to the frozen stream. It was quite beautiful. The ice was thick--perhaps thick enough to walk on, but she wasn't going to try it. There were drifts of snow in places, but mostly it was clear. The water level in places was lower than the bottom of the ice and it bubbled and churned. There were rocks, and there were maybe some fish. At least, something moved down there.

      "Are you not cold?" Dub said, coming up beside her. "Matti-Jay."

      "Cold, but it a good way," she said.

      Dub looked funny, up to her 'knees' in the snow. She had been walking a few steps and using her manipulator arms to draw pictures in the virgin snow ahead of her--faces and mountain scenes and diagrams of starship drives--then stepping back and around and walking on to another spot to draw more. It was intriguing to see her being creative this way.

      "Please explain," Dub said. "Cold is uncomfortable for humans and Ao. This I know. It can even be dangerous if your core body temperature drops too low."

      "How is my core body temperature?"

      Dub reached out one of her manipulator arms and placed it on Matti-Jay's clavicle, pushing the fur of her jacket down.

      From the tip of the arm a small plastic reddish transparent tentacle wound out. The end had a kind of sucker on and this stuck to Matti-Jay's skin. The touch was weird and squirming.

      "Your temperature is thirty seven point two degrees Celsius," Dub said.

      "Spot on then."

      "It is within acceptable limits."

      Matti-Jay smiled. It meant she was far from hypothermic.

      "I didn't know you could do that," she said.

      "There are many things I can do that you do not know about."

      Matt-Jay nodded. "I bet. Part of the recent upgrade, huh?" She rapped her fist against one of Dub's new red panels. It gave a satisfying thunk.

      "I am always upgrading. When it is the exterior, it is obvious. The interior systems, including the synaptic networks, may be less so."

      "Good to know."

      Dub let go with the sucker and stepped back. The snow swished around her legs. She took a step toward the stream and extended the other manipulator arm. She reached out and down, pressing against the ice.

      "What are you doing now?" Matti-Jay said.

      "Gathering samples." Something whirred at the tip of the manipulator and chips of ice spread out from the spot.

      "Samples? We're a long way from the crater."

      "Correct. But the samples will be useful. I can analyze and gather data."

      "Good. Carry on. I'm going back to the ship."

      The ice made a pop and some water splashed up through the hole Dub had drilled. She was always gathering data. When Matti-Jay had first encountered her, Dub had been silent and busy gathering scientific data on a beach on Ludelle. Gathering data was her primary function and even though she'd learned to speak and to become part of the crew, she continued to have that as a driving force.

      It was useful. Often she was able to determine things long before Matti-Jay and the others realized they needed the information.

      Matti-Jay carried on. Following her own path through the snow back to the ship was easier going. Despite being soft and fluffy, it had still been a chore making her way to the river.

      Kendra had tried again making a sculpture. More successful this time--there were two balls, one top of the other. She was in the process of making the third, smaller, to go on top.

      "You need sticks for arms," Charlie said, still on the stairway.

      "Go get some then. There are some trees not far off that way." Kendra pointed beyond Blue Defender, toward the edge of the floodplain, where the forest started.

      "The storm has cleared," Charlie said. "We should be on our way."

      "I think thehre is no hurry," Chir said.

      "We need to talk about that, then," Arnt said.

      Kamy came to the open hatch at the top of the stairway. She was wearing dark yellow overalls, cinched at the waist. "What!" she said. "You've been playing in snow without me?"

      "You were asleep," Arnt said.

      "Well, I'm not missing out." She disappeared back into the vessel.

      "This is not a vacation," Charlie said. "We've got things to do. And Chir is worried about this too."

      "I am," Chir said. "But even whehn working, thehre must be time for play."

      "Right, right," Charlie said.

      "I'm coming in anyway," Matti-Jay said. "I need to warm up. And if Chir's ready, I'd like to talk this through."

      "Her sixth sense is tingling," Kendra said.
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