
  
    [image: Cradle Robbers]
  


  
    
      CRADLE ROBBERS

      
        CAPTAIN ARLON STODDARD ADVENTURES

        BOOK 11

      

    

    
      
        SEAN MONAGHAN

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Triple V Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2024 Sean Monaghan

      All rights reserved.

      Published by Triple V Publishing

      

      Cover illustration

      © Mik3812345| Dreamstime

      

      Paperback isbn: 9798883159977

      

      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 fictitiously, 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


          

        

      

    

    
      Royd Melgrave slammed himself into an emergency vacuum suit as the refinery klaxons blasted around him.

      Figured he had something like a half a second left to live.

      He’d been in back of the station, just in one of the valve reset rooms. A space little bigger than his mother’s bathroom. Walls lined with parallel rows of steel pipes. Some of them were straight, and some had kinks, and some had full double-U doglegs. Hundreds of them. With brass physical valves.

      The master control.

      He’d made it more than a half a second already. The suit was working hard to protect him. It stank of old socks. Too long since it had been serviced.

      It hissed at him. Little fans in the simple dome helmet circulating the tank air.

      The automatic seals joining the front of the abdomen and thorax section made soft wicking sounds. Reassuring over the blare of the alarms.

      The room was beat up and old, like the whole station. Layers of thick paint chipped and cracked and still with pumpkin-orange shades of rust showing through.

      Porous paint, of course, designed to bleed the forming iron oxide out. Zinc in it to help combat the station’s decay, but after a hundred years, any station would be struggling to stay in shape.

      And Grade-Conklin  82’s refinery job just took that much more toll on the station. Expected to pump out continuous huge tanks for the explorers.

      Sometime, the station would be melted down into ingots and raw materials, ready for the next fabrication. Made into another station, or into a statue or a bridge. Maybe just into trinkets for tourists visiting the Thasperwell waterfall caves on Denoit. Little figurines or miniature smart dioramas or just magnetic backing for motion images.

      The valve reset room was a full-redundancy onboard system. The station took care of herself, in theory. All those valves threw themselves to manage cooling, heating, life support, water and other systems.

      Human operators were only necessary when things went haywire.

      Lately, things had been going haywire a little more often. All those non-human systems getting stretched as the age showed and the demands increased.

      Royd’s suit flared simple red glow tones from around his chin. Problems with the seals.

      Problems with comms.

      Already it should have hooked up with the others. Figured things out.

      He had to trust it to work things out. The emergency suits were tested regularly. Stripped out and reknitted aboard the station’s little repair factory.

      Grade-Conklin  82 followed a slightly eccentric orbit around Noah 185, a simple M star, burning yellow and bright. Midlife, so at times a little grumpy, burping out solar flares that could threaten local colonists.

      The station-refinery sucked up plasma from the star’s corona. Royd didn’t understand much of it at all. Gluons and quark-matter, condensates and sub-bosons.

      The stuff of leap drives and hypercomputers and everyday appliances.

      What Royd was real good at was fixing stuff. One look at most mechanisms and he could tell you what was ailing it. Mistiming pistons or worn Q-rings or brass acid creep, heat venting or glass coil disruption or even broken Hantredge runners on your particle sluice cleaner robot.

      Stuff on a macro-scale. He understood how a leap drive bolted together, that was for sure, but all that twisty, windy, magical stuff of what happened inside remained a mystery.

      So maybe he could do some fixing of this. He still didn’t know what was wrong. The valve room displays were down. His suit’s systems were simple. Designed

      The klaxons continued. Royd’s suit was constricting. Still settling into its configuration. Helmet, shoulders, life-support pack.

      The thing would give him an easy thirty minutes. Time enough, in theory, to jet across to a lifeboat. Or to plug into an air supply.

      Right now, there were six crew aboard the station. Not a bad crew to mass ratio at all. The station was close to three kilometers long and almost a hundred thousand tons. A needle in the sky. Plasma in one end, fuel out the other.

      They worked in rotations, with two of them on shift at any one time. Two months aboard the station, with a month off back groundside on Tonelow, the system’s primary inhabitable planet.

      They were on the frontier here. At the edge of human-occupied space. Eighteen light years from the next-closest occupied system. A waypoint for those heading into the void to develop new worlds and create new settlements.

      Frontier meant fewer resources, of course. Less chance of rescue. Equipment pushed beyond its intended lifespan.

      Part of the reason that Royd had a job anyway. When you were at the limits, you needed people who could still fix stuff. People who understood design limits and who could come up with workarounds.

      Looked like maybe he hadn’t come up with enough workarounds.

      Forty seconds had passed since the klaxons had started sounding.

      Something he needed to get to work on. Fast.

      The sound of the klaxons continued. Not through the suit speakers, but still sounding in the station’s air. Which meant that there was no local breach.

      Fifty seconds.

      Royd brought up his left arm and checked over the small two-line data display there. It had an image of the suit too, showing mostly green integrity. A couple of orange sections at his left leg and ankle. Maybe just creases in the fabric that hadn’t worked themselves out yet.

      He turned to the valve room’s hatchway and pulled himself out to the companionway. The station operated on a slow rotation which gave a one-third gravity here in the valve reset room. Primarily for the occupiable portions of the station.

      His helmet crackled, then came a staticky voice.

      “Royd?”

      “Angela?”

      “Where you at?” she said. Angela was the station commander. Mid-forties—ten years older than him—tiny and dark. Her eyes were pits that could swallow universes.

      “Valve reset room. One of the bypass lines was on the fritz, so I—“

      “Later. You in a suit?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. Need you to make your way to tender six.”

      “Tender six?” That was their biggest vessel. Made for ranging out to visiting ships wanting to fuel up.

      “Was that not clear?” Angela said.

      “Tender six. Copy that. On my way.”

      “Good job. See you there in five.”

      “All right. What’s going on?”

      But Angela had already cut the connection.
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      Captain Arlon Stoddard looked up into a blazingly bright sky and shielded his eyes with his right hand. Around him the deep, penetrating mud of the near circular natural pool glooped and bubbled. It was warm and slow moving. He was naked. Just his head showed above the mud’s surface.

      The smell was sulfurous and strong. Deep below, the planet’s crust was thinner and heat made its way up through cracks, as water trickled down through others. The meeting created steam, which then forced itself back up through vents.

      In some places there were geysers, in others there were slick and slippery silicon springs. Here, in a little town called Graling, there were dozens upon dozens of thermal mud pools. A mixing of water and earth in just the right consistencies, with the steam vents below heating through.

      Supposedly it was very healing. Minerals in the mud could work their way through your skin, improving tone and adding to your lifespan, and local, beneficial microbes that could colonize your joints and repair tendons and cartilage.

      The Graling tour people were very good at selling it all.

      Of course, there was a whole lot of cooling and heating coils below to ensure no sudden eruption tossed groups of mud-encrusted tourists into the sky.

      He was fifteen kilometers from the nearest settlement. A little place called Kibuldi, though it was pronounced with a kind of odd guttural shout—Kargh-Booldee!—as if the locals were about to leap off a cliff into the ocean, or some other adrenalin-inducing activity that required heightened courage.

      The pool’s edge was lined with fat limestone slabs that might once have been white, but were now darkened gray from the mud traipsed over them by thousands of tourist feet. Around the pool stood tall, thick-trunked conifers that were clearly some kind of hybrid blend—some old California redwood stock mixed with something local. The needles were flatter and nearly as wide as his fingers. The sappy scent mixed with the odor of the mud in little breezy bursts. Perhaps that was part of the healing quality of the place too.

      Amazing that the trees could grow in this thermal spot. Perhaps that was part of the reason for the hybridization.

      Arlon had this pool to himself, but through the trees he could hear the quiet conversations and occasional laughs of others in pools of their own, hidden within the trees. The occasional libidinous giggles of a young couple drifted through too, and Arlon smiled at those. He’d been young himself once.

      He was here on Wellurane with his crew, and they were all taking a good week-long furlough after a nasty mission off in the Migraine Sours Thick Nebula. A brilliant decaying gas torus around a fat old sun. A pirate ship with a cargo of hostages, mostly already dead, caught up in the gas and debris, power almost gone.

      They’d gotten the survivors off, and Arlon was proud of the crew. Improvising and testing the limits of their ship’s capacity.

      Right now, Olivia and Kilo, the engineer and navigator, were spending their week figuring out improvements to the vessel.

      Mud baths weren’t everyone’s thing, and if letting your hair down involved enjoying figuring out armor plating and cable winch loads and how to squeeze in a whole lot more emergency rescue packages, then that was fine. Who was Arlon to say how they should spend their time off?

      A ripple of warmth rose through the mud and rolled slowly along his back. The fluid was lightly viscous. Something like liquid honey, but without that kind of stickiness.

      Soon one of the attendants would be by to tell him it was time to end his session. While it might seem quite wonderful, apparently it was best to limit your immersion time.

      Meanwhile, he could enjoy it. Tomorrow would involve some steep hiking with Holly, his first officer, along the Ione Scarp. The steep valley walls and narrow paths required the use of personal Voith units—effectively antigravity coils in belts—so that if you fell, you didn’t wind up as a pool of smooshed entrails somewhere at the bottom.

      After that, some good food in local restaurants, maybe some shows.

      It was good to unwind, that was for sure.

      A tiny brown bird with brassy feet and pure white eyes alighted on a nearby branch. The bird opened its bill and twittered a brilliant, momentary symphony. Arlon was mesmerized, then brought back to reality by a voice.

      “Captain. It’s time to go.”

      For a moment he thought it was the attendant, and was tempted to ask for another ten minutes.

      But he looked around and it wasn’t the attendant. It was Eva, the ship’s pilot.

      She was wearing a shimmering, layered translucent robe, with an animation of stripy fish swimming through it.

      “Eva?” he said.

      “We’ve got a call,” she said, standing at the edge of the pool, shaking her head. “Vacation is over. We need to beeline over to Noah 185.”

      Arlon nodded and sighed.

      One of these days he would get a genuine vacation.
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      Royd climbed up from the little room they’d given him in the investigations complex on Tonelow. The apartment was three stories up, but the only access was through the ceiling. The complex had been self-constructed in a matter of hours after the loss of Grade-Conklin , but there was something up with the design. Most of the rooms had ceiling access, that led to faceless blank blue-walled corridors.

      They’d pulled the design from some world where doors were taboo or something. Too hard to change it now. The complex would be torn down once the investigations were concluded, and the land returned to forest and park.

      They wouldn’t let him go home. Not yet.

      “There you are, Royd,” Eartha Igless said from behind, as he stepped around the railing that surrounded the open access hatch. Royd’s heart fell a little.

      “Here I am,” he said, turning. “Not going anywhere, apparently.”

      Eartha was the town’s constable and effective current lead on the investigation. He’d been over the whole situation a half a dozen times already. Chances were she’d want to go over it all again.

      Not that anything would change.

      The station had broken down, gone into an emergency process, he’d been the sole survivor.

      The rest of his crew were gone.

      Angela, Chroi, Stran, Becky and Greg.

      Dead.

      Angela. He would miss her. Even if she was in charge, she was his rock out there.

      They’d had some kind of connection. Older, of course, but he had to be careful.

      Meanwhile, he’d been tossed into space and had seen something. A shimmer? A ship? A hallucination?

      And Eartha kept wanting to get more detail on it. Wanted him to remember more than he remembered. She kept asking the same questions in different ways.

      “Perhaps it was a glint from your helmet?” she’d said. “You know those emergency suit helmets aren’t necessarily optically tuned. Could have been that?”

      He knew what he’d see wasn’t a glint from his helmet. It had stayed in one place even as he’d been slowly rotating.

      Far from the station.

      Out on his own.

      In the void.

      The suits had facilities to make recordings, of course, and he’d said his farewells to his three children, and to Sildra, their mother. Supposedly they should receive it, if his long-dead, mummified body was ever found.

      They were so far away. Neldon. A quiet, pleasant world. The kids studied. Sildra ran a ground and air vehicle repair shop. Intuitively knew her way around the mechanisms. Even if they still fought sometimes, he missed her. Missed them all.

      His time out on Grade-Conklin  should have been less than a year. Maybe, just maybe, he could have gone home and reconciled with Sildra, been more of a father to the kids.

      They were all under ten.

      But Eartha just kept asking her questions. Perhaps a recording playing on the helmet’s HUD? How about fragments of the ruined station? Maybe you had optic nerve damage? Or neuronal damage?

      It was getting dull. It would be great if he could get back to Neldon, and Sildra, Haumi, Yosev and Tiinah.

      Angela was dead. All of them. Barely friends, but people he worked closely with. He’d gotten on fine with Stran and Becky, struggled with Greg, but with Chroi there had been something special. Laughs over coffee, sharing rolled eyes about some new protocol Angela had been sent to be implemented, floating in the station’s hub, just watching the stars, or a solar prominence.

      Now, gone.

      He should have stayed on Neldon. Plenty of work for him there in the shipyards. Didn’t pay as well, and was simpler. Building starships was easier than fueling them.

      “Let’s grab you something to eat,” Eartha said. “You must be hungry.”

      “Hungry, tired, bored and homesick. Can’t this be over?”

      “Soon.”

      “You’ve said that before.”

      “I know.” Eartha started along the corridor. Lights followed, softly increasing their lumens.

      From ahead, the complex’s kitchen, came the scent of baking bread. Surely the most gorgeous smell in the universe. And surely they used it to manipulate him. Make his effective imprisonment seem more homely.

      “But,” Eartha said, “the special offworld investigators are arriving today. Once they’ve spoken with you, we’ll release you and you can do what you like.”

      “Do what I like?”

      “You’re fortunate, they were close by. It’s only taking them a few days on the leap to get here. Telemetry suggests they’ll be on the ground by early afternoon.”

      “And they’ll come talk to me? Then you can release me.” That word—release—sure made it sound like he was being held against his will. At least they were honest about that.

      Now, just wait and see about these investigators. As if they could have more say about his fate than the local officials.

      Still, there was a nice breakfast awaiting. If by chance it was his last day, he was going to take advantage of it, that was for sure.
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      Saphindell dropped neatly from the leap into a low, slightly eccentric orbit around Tonelow. Over the dark side, with the terminator ahead. The planet’s wide crescent glowed bright. Below, there were few lights.

      Arlon sat in the revamped bridge, enjoying the efficiency of the space. An elongate sphere three meters across and five meters long. In some ways it was a tight squeeze with six of them at their stations, but really it was cozy and efficient.

      Eva sat at the main pilot station at one end, the seat wrapping around her almost like a blanket as she operated the vessel with her body movements. Next to her Kilo had a similar seat, but was less wrapped up. Around him hung displays showing their approach and trajectory.

      “We have a good set orbit,” he said, with a glance back at Arlon. “Two hundred eighty-two kilometers above the mean surface. Coming up on the settlement soon. We could drop right away or go around again.”

      “Let’s set down,” Arlon said. “He’s been waiting for days.”

      Royd Melgrave had been the sole survivor of an incident at a fueling station where the station had been destroyed. Obliterated in the words of Eartha Igless, the local lead on the incident.

      Arlon’s crew had planned their approach in the three day transit to Tonelow. Arlon, Holly and Marto would set down in one of the landing craft, and begin the interview process, while Eva, while Eva, Kilo and Olivia would take Saphindell out to the debris field and gather data there.

      “We’ll be in optimal position in six minutes,” Kilo said.

      “I’ll head aft,” Arlon said. “Remember to eat, you two.”

      “I’d never forget that,” Kilo said. Untrue, really, since there had been plenty of times he’d gotten caught up in some navigational conundrum and realized it was two AM ship time and he hadn’t eaten since breakfast.

      “I’ll make sure he eats,” Eva said. “Get going.”

      Arlon slipped from the captain’s chair and headed down to Saphindell’s hangar.

      The vessel was looking in good shape. While he’d been soaking in mud baths and enjoying some fine food, a team of scarab bots had come aboard and coordinated with Saphindell’s systems for some renewals, which had included decor. The companionway walls were a textured, muted maroon with dark yellow piping, and numerous hollowed niches in the ceiling housed art deco lamps. The floors were carpeted in a dark, patterned weave.

      Mostly, Saphindell was a zero-gravity environment, but it was kind of heartwarming to have her looking like this. Like a stately home, rather than a working deep space vessel.

      The hangar was still the same. Narrow spaces between the vessels—Saphindell sported nine tenders, from personal runabouts right up to their new CA16, a leap-capable surface to orbit vessel that could, at a pinch, accommodate all six crew members.

      Holly and Marto were already aboard the Pegasus-8. A three person dropship that would get them down fast. It was shaped like a flattened teardrop, with a pointed stern and a rounded leading edge.

      Legs trailing, Arlon pulled along the catwalk that led to the access hatch. He grabbed a maneuvering loop, and with a twist of his hips he angled down through the opening. He slipped into the little jump seat at the back of the cockpit.

      “Barely made it,” Marto said.

      Marto was the crew’s only non-human member. A Crested Daison, Marto was an enormous humanoid with a fat, long muzzle and a complex colored crest

      “I know, I know,” Arlon said. There was time, but he did like to leave more of a buffer.

      “We could have just gone around,” Holly said. “A couple of hours is all.”

      As first officer, Holly was Arlon’s constant mirror. Giving him alternative views and other options. Anything she said always bore consideration.

      “There are some inconsistencies in the process,” Arlon said.

      “Eartha Igless,” Holly said.

      The little craft thumped as the docking clamps shifted. Through the narrow viewports, Arlon saw the hangar curtains form up. Shrouds around the vessel rigid enough to maintain atmosphere in the rest of the hangar as the Pegasus launched. Marto worked the controls.

      In moments the hangar doors were open and the Pegasus slipped into open space. Marto angled the vessel, nose down for a moment.

      More of Tonelow was in sunlight now, as the vessels followed their orbits. Long streaks of cloud, and broad patches of ocean. Possibly a tall mountain range on the left.

      The craft gave a kick and they began their descent. Rapidly, plasma formed flickery tendrils over the viewports. The craft shook and shuddered, but quickly they were in clear air and in daylight. With the viewport’s angles, Arlon could just see the spread of brilliant green forest below.

      “This isn’t so bad,” Holly said.

      Soon they set down at a small field with hangars and other vessels parked around a wide apron. A local official met the crew and whisked them in a low, wheeled vehicle which carried them rapidly through a small town filled with dark brown, earthy homes.

      The investigations building was out of context, really. Several floors of silvery vanes and black shadowy niches. Linear and almost brutalist.

      “Exuded from plans,” Marto said as their vehicle pulled up out front.

      “Exactly,” Holly said. “They’re not set up for anything on this scale. Their notes said that they were constructing a dedicated building that would suit our purposes. From old Authority plans.”

      Arlon had read through the same notes on the way out to Tonelow. The population was tiny, and for the most part that was something he enjoyed. Down home people with strong values, uncorrupted by dense city living.

      But that came with limited infrastructure and very flat hierarchies. The town mayor might also be the constable, a farmer and the hydraulic hose repair person.

      Even so, there was always some kind of background resourcing. A few robotic systems capable of putting together various requirements. Extra forensic equipment or vehicles and accommodations or, in this case, an entire building.

      Shade doors faded away, allowing them ingress to a wide lobby with eight stairways to the floor above, but no doors. The walls were slate black, and the banisters were bright white. An unoccupied desk stood in the middle of the floor.

      “Big welcome party,” Marto said.

      “Intriguing,” Holly said.

      “Another piece in the puzzle,” Arlon said. “As if they’d rather we weren’t around.”

      “Yet the building,” Marto said.

      “Exactly, the building. Perhaps just for appearances.”

      “It’s a lousy appearance if that’s the case,” Holly said. “Eight stairways?”

      “Old corrupted file,” Marto said.

      “From the authority?” Holly said. “The base level file for construction?”

      “I think so.”

      The air was cool, with the vaguest scent of the mountains—like a crisp alpine flower meadow.

      A woman appeared at the top of one of the stairways on the left and waved over to them.

      “Authority Team!” she called. “Welcome. Welcome.”

      She had a broad smile and a shock of black hair like a helmet on her head. Her mandarin dress billowed as she descended.

      “I am Eartha,” she said, still descending. “Eartha Igless. I’m so glad to see you. So glad. I can’t begin to tell you how... well, how overwhelming this has been.”

      She reached the last step and strode toward them. She was tall and lithe and she extended her right hand.

      Arlon stepped in and shook her hand. Her grip was firm and her skin was warm. She placed her left hand over the top of both their hands and squeezed.

      “This is a very old tradition,” she said. “This shaking of hands. I’m not sure I’m used to it at all. We are less tactile creatures here on Tonelow. Mostly we greet each other with raised eyebrows and tiny nods.”

      “Don’t feel obliged to shake,” Arlon said. “We will, of course, adapt to local custom.”

      “Not at all. You are the Authority. You’ve swooped in to pick up the pieces from the mess I have made of things. It is I who will adapt to you.”

      “You’ve not made a mess,” Holly said. “The destruction of the station was nothing to do with you. And you’ve gone above and beyond with this building. Remarkable for us to have a base like this.”

      Eartha smiled once more. She released Arlon’s hand and took Holly’s.

      “This building is what I meant. We got it built so quickly and it wasn’t until we got inside that we realized what a shambles it was. I hope you don’t mind lots of stairs and ladders and elevators. It’s the oddest building ever.”

      “From Authority plans?” Marto said.

      “Yes! But don’t try to take the blame for it.” Eartha released Holly’s hand and took Marto’s, placing her left hand on top, as she’d done with Arlon and Holly. Marto’s hand was so big, though, that her own right hand was enveloped within it, and her left hand looked more like a child’s, patting Marto’s hand.

      She appeared entirely unfazed by Marto’s appearance. Mostly when they arrived in these remote, frontier planets, the locals were startled.

      “We’re always happy to work with what we get,” Holly said. “We’re adaptable.”

      “Good, good.” Eartha released Marto’s hand without a second glance. “So, we’ve got the suspect in the interrogation room, all set for your arrival.”

      Suspect? Interrogation room?

      Holly glanced at Arlon with the slightest of frowns.

      “You have a suspect?” Arlon said. “In the destruction?”

      “We do, we do. Come along.” Eartha started toward the stairway she’d just descended.

      “We understood there was a survivor,” Holly said. “Royd Melgrave. But no suspects.”

      “One and the same.” Eartha started up the stairs. “Why else did he survive if he did not have something to do with the incident?

      Interesting approach.

      “All right then,” Arlon said. “Let’s go talk to him.”
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      Arlon descended the ladder with a wry smile. That sure was a corrupted design that had come from the Authority. His distant and vague employers who kept a stern eye on human occupied space. Thousands of worlds that on occasion needed a little extra help, a little corrective intervention.

      And, apparently, somehow, provided lousy plans for temporary structures.

      This building was a mess. Perhaps some cultural bleed there from societies that used ceiling and floor room access. Perhaps a religious thing, or to do with some particular kind of climate.

      Royd Melgrave sat at a ceramic table, bound with a set of power cuffs. The room four meters on a side, with no furniture save for the table and three chairs. Royd occupied one.

      A white robotic arm with a fat lens at the tip angled toward them. The lens blinked.

      “Why am I cuffed?” Royd said. He was in his mid-thirties, with short cropped dark hair.

      Wearing a simple dark orange pair of repair overalls, though they were utterly clean, as if freshly spun.

      “Arlon Stoddard,” Arlon said as he stepped off the ladder. “I’m from the Authority. Come to work this out.”

      Royd thumped his hands on the table. The power cuffs buzzed. They were looped through a simple inverted U bonded to the table’s deck.

      “Work it out, huh?” he said. “What’s to work out?”

      Eartha dropped along the ladder quickly, as if well practiced.

      “Working out your involvement,” she said. “You haven’t been cooperative with me, but perhaps when a starship Captain is present, you’ll cough up something useful.”

      The friendly aspect Eartha had shown back in the lobby had evaporated. Instead she’d become officious, verging on abusive.

      “Actually,” Arlon said, “Eartha, would you be able to show Marto through the documentation you have on Royd and his background? I think Holly and I can proceed with his next interview.”

      Eartha looked at Arlon, the slightest of scowls on her face, though it faded quickly.

      “Of course,” she said. “Of course, of course.” She looked up the ladder. Holly and Marto were still standing on the floor above.

      “Holly,” Arlon said. “Come on down. Marto’s going to go over the background with Eartha, while you and I get started questioning Royd.”

      “On my way.”

      Holly came quickly down the ladder and looked at Royd. Glanced at Arlon, then at Eartha.

      “The documentation then,” Eartha said.

      “If you would,” Holly said. “Marto is quite the expert on parsing data. It would be very useful.”

      Eartha nodded, as though not convinced. But she started up the ladder.

      “Oh,” Arlon said as she reached the top. “Can we get these power cuffs shut off? We find it easier to interview someone when they’re more relaxed.”

      Eartha stopped. Looked down at him.

      “Please,” Arlon said.

      “Well,” she said. “You are the Authority, aren’t you?”

      “From the Authority.”

      “We are representatives,” Holly said.

      “Representatives, yes. Of course. I’ll shut the cuffs off momentarily.” Eartha continued her ascent and stepped out onto the floor above.

      “Documentation review, then?” Marto said, out of sight, somewhere near the ladder hole.

      “Documentation review,” Eartha said, right after she stepped from the ladder head. “Right after I shut off those silly cuffs.”

      Arlon listened to them walk away, their footfalls audible through the ceiling. The building had been constructed quickly. Light, strong materials. Spun silicon and hydrocarbon polymers. The kind of thing that could be feed into a hopper and chewed up latter to make paving, soda tumblers or decorative flocks of birds for a wall. Any number of things.

      “Royd Melgrave,” Arlon said, taking a seat. “BTech Astronomo Institute, Steersman First Class, father of Haumi, Yosev and Tiinah, all back on Neldon. With their mother, I understand.”

      “She and I,” Royd said, “don’t get along so well these days. I was hoping for a reconciliation. Sometime. Seems out of reach now.”

      The power cuffs gave a louder buzz and released, leaving a little puff of ozone scent in their wake.

      “You know about me,” Royd said, stretching his arms. He rubbed his wrists. They would be tingly for a while.

      Holly had sat too, and she gave Arlon a nod. Happy for him to continue.

      “It’s my job to know about you,” Arlon said, leaning his arms on the cool of the table.

      “We read up on the whole situation on our way out,” Holly said. “I’m Holly Blaise, first officer aboard the Saphindell. We just arrived in orbit an hour or so ago.”

      “You don’t waste time.”

      “Not in a situation like this. This is my Captain—“ Holly gestured toward Arlon “—Arlon Stoddard.”

      “You Captain? I took you for lovers.”

      Arlon smiled. Right away he liked Royd. Straight up and willing to speak his mind.

      “On occasion,” Holly said.

      “Funny way to put it.”

      Holly smiled. “We are lovers, but we also work together, so we have to keep some clear delineations.”

      “Yeah. That stuff can get in the way.” Royd blinked and looked away. Swallowed.

      “What was that?” Arlon said.

      “What?”

      “That thing you just did,” Holly said. “What I said brought up something for you?”

      Royd took a breath. “I...”

      Arlon waited a moment. They would get there. It was important to follow the man’s train of thought. If they were going to figure this out.

      “Have they fed you here?” Arlon said. “Given you nice accommodations.”

      “Protein steaks and vegetable amalgam, three times a day,” Royd said. “A sleeping mat in a room that’s not too cold. Mostly.”

      “I’m sorry about that. Let’s see what we can do about improving that situation.”

      Holly got out a datapane and began waving through menus.

      “You’re not here to ensure my comfort,” Royd said. “You’re just here for more questioning. Taking off the power cuffs a nice touch, by the way. Good cop, bad cop, it’s a classic routine.”

      “Eartha being the bad cop?”

      “She spins a nice line, then she gets out a blade and slices you open. Metaphorically, of course.”

      “Of course.”

      “Though I wouldn’t put it past her to have a scimitar buried away in her uniform.”

      “Does she seem the sort?” Arlon said.

      “Not to me,” Holly said. “And it’s not good cop, bad cop. We’re from an entirely different branch.”

      “The Authority,” Royd said.

      “That’s correct.”

      “So you wield a whole lot more power than she does.”

      “A different kind of power.” Holly held up the datapane. “There is a guest house in town.”

      Royd nodded. “Where we stay usually. On shore leave.”

      “Let’s move you there.”

      “Fine with me.”

      “Assuming we’d need to ask more questions after all this.”

      “Depends if you ask the right questions.” Royd leaned back in his chair. He was still rubbing his wrists. “Angela and me, on the station. Grade-Conklin 82. We clicked. I knew something would happen if I stayed there. And that would jeopardize my chances with Sildra, wouldn’t it?”

      “Sure would,” Holly said.

      “So I made sure to take care.” Royd took another deep breath and looked away once more. “And now she’s gone, so it’s moot, really. Dead. Destroyed by that thing.”

      “Thing?” Holly said. “The thing you saw?”

      “Exactly.” Royd looked between them. “I suppose you read up on all that too?”

      “Right on up until the time we made the leap out here.”

      The speed of light might have been easily side-stepped with leap tech, but it was still a limit on transmissions. Systems communicated by way of leap buoys—tiny robotic craft that could squeeze through the leap even faster than crewed vessels. A matter of hours often.

      The data they’d had on the destruction of the station had been ninety minutes old when they’d left three days back. On arrival, Saphindell would have uploaded any updates. Arlon hadn’t scanned them.

      Better to hear it from the horse’s mouth, so to speak.

      “So you know I saw an alien vessel?”

      “Got that,” Arlon said.

      “And you know that Eartha was pretty skeptical? Ridiculously skeptical?”

      Interesting. Eartha was an odd mix of welcoming and belligerence.

      “Hadn’t known that,” Holly said.

      “How about you tell us what you saw?” Arlon said. “Your direct, first impressions.”

      “All right. You know how big Grade-Conklin  was?”

      “Three thousand two hundred eight meters,” Holly said. “But very narrow.”

      Royd’s eyebrows went up.

      “Impressed,” he said. “You do read up. On everything.”

      “On pertinent details.”

      “Yeah. Course. Anyhow, Grade-Conklin  always felt big to me. Smaller volume than a lot of starships, but longer than most.”

      “You saw plenty of starships, of course.”

      “Fueling station. When they’re taking leaps into the unknown, well, they like to have full tanks.”

      “I bet.”

      “This alien ship?” Arlon said. “It was bigger?”

      “Yes.”

      “Much bigger?”

      “You know about elephants? And shrews?”

      “Old Earth mammals,” Holly said. “The biggest of the modern era, and, well the shrew was pretty tiny.”

      “That’s it. Grade-Conklin  was a shrew next to this thing.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER SIX


          

        

      

    

    
      Angela Hesseltine sucked in deep breaths. Coughed. The air was dank and thick and moist.

      She couldn’t see a thing.

      There was gravity, though. At least one point one. So she was on the ground, not in the spin on Grade-Conklin .
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