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      Crespin's Bar was a nice enough place. Twenty or so small tables, with a couple of seats each. A long L-shaped hardwood bar with circular stools upholstered in red vinyl. From the bar's corner, a thin waft of rose scented vapor rose toward the dark hollows of the ceiling.

      Doubtless there were batbots up there, scrambling around quietly in the crooks and crevices.

      Barl Brennan sat at one of the tables, alone, nursing a liter tankard of Crespin's own ale. A sweet brew and Barl was going to have to watch himself. If he finished the tankard, then he would go ordering another and then, well, in the past things had gone blurry and he'd found himself, too often, waking in a cell with a pounding headache and various injuries. Injuries he had no idea how he'd come by.

      The judge, however, would tell him that he'd inflicted just as much as he'd sustained.

      All he needed right now was some work. Deckhand. Tillerman. Pilot.

      Anything, really.

      He was so close to clearing the debt, that he could almost see over the rise to the lands of plenty, with his worries and cares left behind.

      Sure Barl, tell yourself that. He took another sip from the tankard.

      Behind the bar, Lucy, was working back and forth, wiping the hardwood down, clearing the spigots from the on-tap beverages, and polishing the glasses. She was maybe twenty-five, with thick dark hair, an artificial eye and an artificial left hand and a deadpan wit that was entirely natural.

      Watch out the bozo who crossed her, or tried to short-change her, or, worse, attempted to hit on her.

      Two walls of the bar were solid, blank plates. Something that had come from an old starship. One of the autobuild units that had never been launched. A lot of the city was built on them, stacked high.

      Karbunkle was made like a dome, really. Some old volcanic formation five hundred meters high and two thousand meters across. Solid rock below, clustered buildings all over. Sometimes you had to use catwalks and corridors to get around, everything so jam-packed.

      The third wall, backed behind the bar, had access to bathrooms, the dormitory and private rooms above and Crespin's secret hideout.

      Presumably.

      Crespin was the kind of guy who probably needed a secret hideout.

      Barl had known him a long time. Too long perhaps.

      And the fourth wall, Barl's favorite of course, was a single long glassene window that looked out across a narrow balcony and over the vast wide fields of flowering grass.

      Prairie. Stretching to the horizon.

      A few drifting boats out there, riding on their Voith coils a hundred, a hundred and fifty meters above the tips of the plants. Plying the lanes.

      Some of them were real rust buckets. Falling apart with lines draped low and plates bolted over plates welded over holes.

      The sky above was dark with heavy clouds. A gray, black. Storms would be rolling through soon. The prairie would become briefly awash. Animals would seek high ground and the streams and rivers would churn and twists. The tramps would tie up and wait it out.

      Both good and bad for Barl. Good in that there would be captains around and he'd be able to see if he could negotiate crewing. Bad in that it could be days before anyone set out again.

      The tale of his life.

      Barl sipped again from the tankard. It was a good drop, really. He took a bigger sip.

      The few other patrons in the bar were engaged in quiet conversations. A couple in purple and bronze robes with black trim eating a meal and doubtless discussing the finer points of some religion. A single man, with a wide-brimmed hat still on his head and a decorative tankard similar to Barl's own, sat at a table near the back corner. He had a datapad of some kind and was making continual gestures at it.

      Another couple, this one quite different to the pair in robes, sat in a booth, practically smothering each other with their faces plastered together. Hands all over. Impossible to tell which hand belonged to which person.

      A figure strode along the balcony out front, coming from the direction of the port. Dressed all in black, with a wide-brimmed hat like the guy seated in back.

      Except this guy, Barl knew.

      Edmond Steverin.

      Barl's primary creditor.

      And Steverin wasn't supposed to know where Barl was. Not at all.
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      Captain Arlon Stoddard winced at a terrible screeching sound coming from somewhere in the small machine shop. There were steely workbenches and racks of tools, stowed robotic assistants and shelves filled with parts and raw materials and all kinds of fasteners.

      The domain of Olivia Kersmann, the ship's engineer. Right now Olivia had some kind of transducer or solenoid on the workbench and she was grinding at the part with a tiny, fast-spinning tool. The air stank of smoke and sand.

      She looked up at him and shut off the tool.

      Olivia was bigger than he was. She worked out and carried herself well, limber and agile despite her size. She would be the first to admit that she wouldn't suit a ballgown. Either physically or personality-wise.

      "Captain?" she said. Her dark blue ship's overalls were unzipped and rolled down to her waist. She was wearing a tight sports top on her upper torso. She had black circular goggles protecting her eyes.

      Tethers held her in place against the microgravity. Their vessel, Saphindell, was in orbit above Ulshene, a remote and quiet planet.

      Perhaps, if this investigation went well, they could have some downtime. Play some rounds at a slolf course or relax in a spa. The whole crew deserved it.

      "You were getting plans together?" Arlon said.

      "I was. Did I not send them to you?"

      "Possibly." Arlon smiled and she smiled back. The crew knew that he preferred to talk with them when they presented ideas, rather than try to go over them remotely. Far better to ask questions directly.

      "Well," she said. "You're in luck. I have them right here. Hard copy."

      She turned to the shelves, twisting expertly against the tethers, and reached up. She pulled out a roll. She put it on the bench and it unfurled to a fifty-centimeter square.

      It was a rough schematic of a kind of atmospheric vessel and it had to be about the ugliest thing he'd ever seen.

      A tramp steamer. Designed to ride through the shipping lanes from Karbunkle to Tromworth or Seutte or Wittlewettle or any of a dozen other ports on Ulshene.

      Across the Binboum. The vast and endless prairie.

      The steamer had a flat bottom, but a pointed prow with a bulb, and a tip that stretched right out to a bowsprit. The sides were ragged, with lapped plates, and mismatched portholes spaced along at irregular intervals.

      There were derricks on the deck and a fo'c'sle standing proud. Toward the stern stood a tall bridge structure with wings and antennas and flight control structures. The stern curved around and hung over the propulsion nacelle and rudder.

      The thing looked as if Olivia had taken a half a dozen different designs for waterborne vessels, and a couple of designs for aircraft and mashed them all together with a cabin that belonged in the woods.

      "I think we'll paint the hull brick red," Olivia said. "And all the superstructure in white and yellow, with royal blue stripes. And I know what you're thinking?"

      "What am I thinking?"

      "That it's the ugliest vessel you've ever seen."

      "Yes, I was thinking along those lines."

      "That's perfect. Because, it's going to help us blend in."

      "Well, blending in is what we need here."

      "So you approve the design?"

      "Yes. Let's use that. How soon can we have it ready?"

      Olivia grinned. "It's ready already. I had the machine shop and the ship's hangar hard at work constructing it on the flight out."

      They'd just completed an investigation into a covert and corrupt political scheme on a planet called Darby, thirty light years away. It had taken them over two weeks in leap space to cross the distance.

      Olivia, as with all of the crew, liked to use their transit time productively, but this was new. Building a vessel. Without approval even.

      "Good," Arlon said. "What if I'd said no?"

      "Well, I could have just taken it apart again, and rebuilt something you would approve of. But I knew you'd approve anyway."

      "Am I that much of a predictable pushover?"

      "No. You just know a good design when you see it."

      Arlon laughed. "All right," he said. "Let's head down to the hangar and you can show me this tramp steamer you've concocted."
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      Lucy came out from behind the bar and began wiping down tables. Doubtless they had already been wiped, and the afternoon crowd had yet to arrive. Still, clearly she needed to keep busy.

      Perhaps, though, she was just sidling a little closer to take a listen to Barl and Steverin.

      Steverin had come on in through the bar's entrance and made straight for Barl's table. Sat himself down opposite without a word.

      Steverin's eyes were narrowed and his mouth was a thin line. He had a thick black goatee that, and hadn't shaved his cheeks for a few days. It made him look swarthy and intimidating. The wide brim of his hat kept his face mostly in shadow.

      He'd sat for a good two minutes before speaking. Barl knew better than to go first. Always wait and see what Steverin wanted. Don't give him any leverage.

      "You have a debt," Steverin said.

      Barl just nodded. No sense in arguing. No sense in saying that it would be paid very soon. Once he got work.

      And he was never going to pay it off through gambling winnings. The winnings, if he was honest with himself, always simply sank right back into the next wager.

      Gamblers. He was just a regular old losing gambler too.

      And there was a game coming up. A skalball match between Astringemm and Jendal Rovers. Maybe that would be his big payoff.

      Barl shook his head. Listen to himself. Fool.

      Steverin just watched him. Barl stayed quiet.

      Always wait and see what Steverin had to say.

      "Three thousand crowns," Steverin said.

      Figured. By Barl's calculation it was two thousand five hundred, but people like Steverin had different ways of accounting.

      It would take him three sailings to come up with that kind of money, even if he went easy on his expenses. Ten days, probably. By which time the debt would have crept up a little more.

      He had eighteen hundred stashed away.

      "I'm sailing today," Barl said. "A two day freight run to Tromworth. So I can be back Thursday with part of the debt, but it will take a couple more trips to--"

      "Barl, Barl, Barl," Steverin said. He leaned back in his seat.

      Barl sat quietly.

      Steverin looked around and waved for Lucy. She came over, though looked non-plussed. The lens on her artificial eye moved a fraction, focusing. It was kind of disconcerting.

      "I'll get a regular glass of house ale," Steverin said. "And a top up on my friend's tankard here."

      Barl was about to decline, but thought the better of it. Perhaps he should take the drop and just enjoy himself for the afternoon.

      After all, it could well be his last afternoon alive.

      "Coming right up," Lucy said. She reached and took Barl's tankard and went off behind the bar.

      Steverin leaned forward. Barl could smell his breath. Peppermintish, as if Steverin had been sucking on a lozenge right before the meeting.

      Steverin made a tiny gesture. Waving Barl closer. As if they needed to speak conspiratorially.

      Barl leaned in.

      "See the man over in the corner there?" Steverin said, his eyes flicking to the man with the datapad and the similar wide-brimmed hat.

      Counterparts, of course.

      "I see him," Barl said.

      "He's my brother."

      "Also called Steverin?" Barl said. Stupid. Keep your trap shut.

      Steverin smiled. "As it happens, yes. But we just call him Crusher. That may or may not convey to you why you'd want to deal with me, rather than him. Why you'd want to stay on my good side."

      "So I don't get on his bad side?"

      Steverin's smile widened. "You know, Barl, you're smarter than you look. Smarter than I gave you credit for."

      "Thanks?"

      "So, here's the thing. I know that you don't have a sailing lined up. In fact, I think that you're here watching the ships come in with the hope of finding yourself work on one. It smacks of desperation, my friend."

      "They're called boats," Barl said. "Not ships. Ships would be much bigger. Everything here on the plains is a boat."

      The Binboum plains might be vast, but a ship would be just plain out of place. The largest vessel Barl had ever crewed on had been thirty meters long, with a complement of ten.

      Once, he'd contemplated making a trip to Astrucion or Kalloo or one of the other water worlds and crewing on an actual ship. Something a thousand meters long.

      The idea, though, of sailing along with the hull immersed in virtually bottomless water was intimidating.

      Besides, getting off world took cash. It had been a long time since he'd had much of that.

      Steverin leaned back once more, just as Lucy arrived back with their drinks.

      Barl's tankard was filled to the brim, with foam running over the top and down the side. Steverin's glass was tiny, compared. Bubbles formed in the amber liquid, clinging to the inside.

      "One crown, ha'penny," Lucy said, holding up a chit.

      "Of course." From his clothes, Steverin pulled out a data pen and tapped it to the chit. "All done."

      "Thank you for your custom," Lucy said, deadpan. She departed.

      "I like her," Steverin said. "Just the right amount of attitude."

      Barl made no reply.

      Steverin took a sip from his glass. Set it back on the table.

      "Here's the deal," Steverin said. "I have a package waiting for me in Oadalee. I need it brought here. You can be my courier. You get the package and deliver it and not only will it clear your debt, I'll pay you another thousand crowns to help you get on your feet again. So that you don't have to come back to me and find yourself in a similar kind of pickle in a few weeks."

      "A package?" Barl was already running the numbers in his head. Oadalee was a three day trip, each way. He would clear close to two thousand crowns on that.

      His to keep.

      Plus, a thousand from Steverin. Without strings.

      The eighteen hundred Barl already had aside.

      It wasn't retirement money, but without the noose of that debt, it would put him in good shape.

      Steverin leaned forward again. "This package is of a delicate nature. You would need to be discreet."

      "I can be discreet."

      "Really? You're downing ale here like someone who is incautious. You get yourself into debt too easily and have to come to someone like me to bail yourself out. I'm not sure if you're the right man for the job."

      Barl pushed the tankard away, even though at this point he would happily down the contents.

      "I can be discreet," he said.

      "So you'll do it?"

      "Done," Barl said.

      Steverin nodded. "Thought you'd say that. We've even arranged your passage."

      From a pocket he produced a chit and he slid it across the table to Barl.

      "The Siren Outlast," Steverin said. "I believe you know the captain."

      Something inside Barl collapsed, like the ashes from a fire.

      Captain Shiruni Olade.

      Evil as Beelzebub, canny as a tock and with a violent temper that sent men to their deaths.

      And his former lover.

      Steverin laughed. "Oh, the look on your face, my friend," he said. "The look on your face."
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      Saphindell's hangar was dim, with just a few spotlights active in various parts. Arlon smiled to himself. It was as if Olivia had set it up that way to create a mood for displaying the vessel she'd concocted for the runs.

      The space would be eerie if he wasn't so used to it.

      Saphindell was large enough to have numerous tenders, from the little single-person uni-M05s which were little bigger than a regular EVA suit, right on up to their current L-16 which was a full search-and-rescue vessel fully capable of independent operations with support for sixteen people over and indefinite period.

      It even had its own miniature and limited leap drive. Enough to reach anywhere within a fifteen light year radius.

      With all the stowed equipment, vessels and gear, there was little space left. Quite intentional--it meant that little evacuation was required when the hangar bay doors opened.

      With some shuffling and moving things to other bays, Olivia had made room for their tramp steamer.

      It was almost as big as the L-16, but without any of the sleek stylings of that vessel.

      The steamer was uglier than the schematics she'd shown him. Rough and jumbled, with rust lines and mismatched plates. Gaps and filler and a real hodgepodge of pieces.

      "The thing's going to fall apart the second we switch it on," Arlon said.

      "I know!" Olivia said. "Isn't it perfect? I mean, it won't fall apart. I built it after all. But it looks like it will. That means it's going to fit right in down there."

      "Good job. How do we get it to the surface, though?"

      "Well, Captain, technically it will never reach the surface, since it glides along on permanent Voith coils. It will spend its life somewhere between two meters and a hundred and fifty meters above the ground."

      Arlon smiled. A technical point for sure.

      There were hundreds of these vessels riding on their Voith coil anti-gravity systems, traveling across vast rolling prairie lands down on Ulshene. Traders, really, and a few harvesters, apparently.

      The prairies were home to numerous big roaming animals. Ungulates and the like. Some of the steamers had nets and lines and would catch the animals, returning them for their meat and other products. Delicacies, apparently.

      Frontier culture.

      Brigands and pirates and organized crime.

      Somewhere in amongst the trading boats there was a smuggling ring that was creating some havoc in local communities. And the police and other enforcement organizations on the ground were struggling to pinpoint things and put a stop to it.

      Corruption, perhaps. At all levels. So Arlon and his team had been called in. As the Authority did when things got out of hand for the locals to deal with. The interstellar backstop, or something like that.

      Infiltration might be the answer.

      "Marto can't come, can he?" Arlon said.

      "Nope."

      Marto was a Crested Daison. The only non-human member of their crew. A huge, hulking man with an enormous crest and a long snout.

      He would be far too obvious among the human crews on the surface. Arlon and his team were were trying to be inconspicuous.

      "He won't be happy," Arlon said.

      "Nope. But I can give him some things to do. There's plenty of maintenance, then I bet Eva will have numbers for him to look over. There's always something new to be found in the investigation data."

      "I'll talk to him. Now, again, how are we getting this close to the surface?"

      "We'll wrap her up," Olivia said. "A big bubble of low-ablation, high absorption ceramic. Drop her in like any aerobraked piece of cargo. Well out of sight of the main trade lanes. Let Eva take us down separately in one of the little runabouts."

      "You've got it all planned out, huh?"

      "At least until we're on the ground. Then it's over to you and your planning. Which, I'm assuming, involves improvising as usual."

      "I guess so." Arlon pulled closer and touched the hull of their fake tramp steamer. "Does she have a name?"

      "Tulip," Olivia said.

      "Kind of ordinary, isn't it?"

      "You want to blend in, you don't go calling it Athena or Queen of the Plains or something equally ostentatious. Maybe Stoddard's Folly?"

      Arlon laughed. "Tulip it is then," he said. "Good choice. Let's get her launched and see what awaits us on the ground. Or just above the ground."
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      The Siren Outlast was a shiny and sleek vessel. It was tied up at a dock around the far side of Karbunkle, loading for the voyage to Oadalee. Bushels of grain and crates with machine parts and boxes filled with dried herbs. The sweet smell of them wafted around the dock.

      The dock itself was a long stretch of cantilevered stone, cast in place, with bollards all along its length. It stretched out over a wide sloping mossy area, with ferns and small shrubs spaced around.

      There were stone and wood houses all along the sides below, and little businesses. Repair shops and butchers and a whole array of artisans.

      Barl smiled to himself as he stood watching the bustle on the long dock. There were several other vessels tied up too. Some loading, some unloading. One that was about to cast off and head away.

      All of this was a quirk of Ulshene, really. Most other places would have fast aircraft, even sub-orbital ballistic arc cargo carriers. The first colonists on the planet had come from Kalloo, a water world, with thousands of tiny archipelagoes. A whole culture of port to port shipping in small vessels had evolved there. Ocean-going, rather than riding the anti-gravity of the Voith system, but the culture had been retained.

      There was a lot to like about Karbunkle and Ulshene as a whole. With a relatively small population, life ran on a very different kind of schedule to planets with populations numbering in the billions. The tens of billions. How many lived on Ulshene now? Something like a half a million maybe? Certainly under a million.

      Along the dock tall poles were spaced out, with fluttering flags in all kinds of colors. Some with script and some with symbols and pictograms. Good luck and spirit wishes to all sailors.

      "Hey, hey buddy," someone called out. A vendor. She was probably eighty years old, but tall and slim. She had a barrel brazier with glowing coals and racks of spiced kebab stakes sizzling on a grate. She wore simple black clothes.

      "Not hungry just now," he said.

      "Good voyages," she replied, and focused back on turning the kebabs. Interest in him lost.

      Ah, well, it was time to get this done.

      Hoisting his small duffle, Barl started along the dock, dodging the robot loaders and stacks of crates and barrels. He made his way to the gangplank leading to Siren Outlast. There were deckhands there, guiding in nets filled with melons.

      "Hey there, Barl," one of them said. Bald and wearing black circular glasses. Somehow familiar.

      "Hi," Barl said. "Looks like I'm signed on."

      "You don't remember me, do you?"

      Did he. The man was kind of familiar. Flat-nosed and broad-cheeked.

      "I'm bad with that kind of thing," Barl said. "Faces and names. It's kind of embarrassing." Then it came to him. "Dhinn?"

      Dhinn laughed. "There you go, not so bad. I had hair last time we worked together." Dhinn rubbed his hand over his scalp. "Mind you, it was getting a little thin even then. Just didn't want to admit it to myself."

      Barl patted his belly. "Well, we all age, don't we?"

      Dhinn laughed. "Sure do. Looks like about thirty pounds extra you're carrying there."

      "Five," Barl said. "If that. And let me tell you, sitting around in Crespin's waiting for a boat to sail is not great. I've taken a shine to their ale. My tongue likes the taste, but my belly keeps it all to itself."

      Dhinn laughed again. "Crespin's, huh? Still a going concern? That's great. Year's since I've been up there. That Lucy still working the bar? I did like her, when I was young, virile man."

      "Yes, she's still there. She told me you're nothing but an old perve."

      Dhinn snorted.

      "She did lose an eye and a hand, though."

      "Oh, nasty." Dhinn pursed his lips.

      "She's still the same. I think her false eye is sharper than her original."

      "And she was always very sharp. And speaking of sharp, what's happened to you?"

      "Me?"

      Dhinn looked back up at the Siren Outlast's bridge. The vessel was distinct among the others at the dock. New and bright and modern. It felt like it belonged on a different planet.

      "Yes you," Dhinn said. "You've signed on here, as if you don't know who the captain and owner is."

      So Shiruni owned the boat too. It just got better.

      "I know," Barl said. "And I need the work. The pay looks pretty good."

      "She does pay fair, I'll say that." Dhinn pointed along the deck. "Grab that hook there and help with these nets. We'll sort out the screenwork later to get you properly signed up."

      "You bet." Barl tossed his duffle in against the bridge structure's lower edge and picked up the long pole with the hooked end.

      One of the suspended nets filled with melons was just coming up across the side. Barl went to the edge of the open cargo hold and checked below. There were already hundreds of melons there. The smell of them was strong.

      They were spread around, in their nets, but immediately Barl could see where the net needed to be set to keep the load balanced.

      Even with the cleverness of the Voith system, a balanced load was always better.

      He reached with the hook. Got it into the strands of the net. Tugged it around.

      As the derrick operator lowered the net, Barl kept tugging. The load came down slowly. The operator knew what she was doing. You always wanted to get loaded up fast, but it made no sense if you smashed the load in the process.

      Barl got the net down in place. He used the hook to release the derrick's clamp from the net's ring. He waved to the operator and she reeled the clamp back in.

      "Good work," Dhinn said. "You're a natural."

      "Nope," Barl said. "I've just loaded a lot of boats in my time."

      "So how come you never signed on to permanent crew? Or even got your own boat?"

      Dhinn glanced toward the bridge.

      Shiruni would be up there, watching. Just to make sure that the loading was going well.

      She would be watching him, for sure. Perhaps wondering whether to toss him overboard here in Karbunkle, or to wait until they were out over the prairie sea.

      "Can I be frank with you?" Barl said to Dhinn. Already the derrick's clamp had a hold of the next net filled with melons.

      "Frank as you like," Dhinn said.

      "That's my problem," Barl said. "I can be frank, but without opinion. I let captains know how they should be running their boat. It never goes down well. And I know it, but I somehow never manage to hold my tongue. Kind of creates issues. As in, not getting a return trip."

      "Ah. So I guess you plan ahead? Figure out where you'd like to end up, just in case that happens?"

      "Very funny."

      The next net arrived and Barl got it positioned, keeping tension on the hook until the load was in place.

      Soon he had a good sweat up and the loading was progressing at pace. The sun traveled on through the sky. Dhinn left him to work, going belowdecks to look over the engines and make other last-minute checks.

      At one point Shiruni came out onto one of the bridge wings and looked over the operation. Leaning on the railing, she gave Barl a nod, but nothing more. She went back inside the enclosed part of the bridge.

      Finally, the supply of melons was exhausted and Barl took a moment to catch his breath.

      And there was Steverin standing on the dock. Just one berth along.

      Staring back at him.

      Barl sighed. Just when he'd become engaged with the work and feeling back on an even keel. This was the work he was meant for and just for a moment he'd been able to forget all those problems and the task that Steverin had set for him.

      Smuggling. In effect.

      But it would pay off all the debt. And then some.

      That's what he had to keep focused on.

      Getting himself clear.
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      Arlon stepped from the parked L-16 and strode across the rocky area where they'd landed. Heat still washed from the ship's hull after the rapid descent through the atmosphere, and the planet's air was crisp and cool. The scent of grass was strong, and pleasant.

      The rocky area was part of an outcrop that stood in a sea of the stuff.

      It rippled and washed around in the wind, like an ocean's surface. Waves of grass stretching to the horizon.

      Kilo, Saphindell's navigator came up beside Arlon. Like the rest of them, Kilo was wearing a tramp steamer crew outfit. Colorful maroon breeches, heavy boots, a yellow shirt made of light fabric, with a maroon brimmed hat with a black sash.

      "It's weird watching the grass," Kilo said. "The way the wind travels across it, but there are hills and valleys that are fixed. You want it to be liquid, because of the movement, but you know it's solid because of the shapes. Hills like frozen waves. Weird."

      "I think it's great that they haven't torn it up with roadways," Eva, the ship's pilot said. She was put out, of course. She was the stylish one aboard. Always ready to wear a floral gown or some carnival costume, but now, in her own royal blue shirt with blue-black trousers, she looked almost plain among the rest of them.

      It was almost as if they were going to a costume ball.

      "It's perfect," Olivia said, joining them, wearing crimson and scarlet and orange that seemed to somehow work. "It's somewhere that the populace cares for and have made real long range plans about. You know five and ten thousand years, and then something like a hundred thousand years."

      "Immeasurable time spans," Kilo said.

      "Exactly. They've made plans for what the place will look like when humanity has left. I guess they're assuming that we will have transcended our corporeal bodies and simply have become one with the ether."

      Arlon smiled as he listened. Ulshene was an unusual place, that was for certain, but then, few of the places they were called to bore any relationship to any of the others. That they were inhabited by people was about the only thing they had in common.

      This part of Ulshene, well over five million square kilometers was essentially a vast plain composed of low rolling hills and occasional outcrops like the one Eva had set the landing craft down on. A sea of grass. Endless to all intents and purposes.

      There were several other prairies like it, around the planet.

      Some of the larger outcrops and hills had become home to villages and towns and even a few cities. Karbunkle was one of the larger ones with fifteen thousand people. Many worlds that wouldn't even count as a 'locality' and people would laugh at it being considered a city.

      "There, look," Eva said. "Animals. What a treat."

      She was pointing out across the grass. Arlon tried to follow the line of her arm, but couldn't see anything save for the relentless waves of the yellow-green grass.

      A bird darted along, flapping as it followed a wave. Then there were others with it. Dozens of them. Gold and white.

      They vanished over the brow of a hill.

      Holly came up beside Arlon. His first officer, Holly was utterly critical to his command. She was the one who could explain his reasoning to the crew when he'd made a decision. The one who could counsel him on making those decisions.

      She was dressed in muted yellows, with a simple black hat, though it did have a yellow sash.

      "Here," she said, holding up a datapad. "Zoom."

      Arlon thanked her and took it. He lifted it and aimed it vaguely in the direction Eva had indicated.

      The display zoomed in on the grass, which didn't look any different.

      Then little bright orange locator line appeared across the face and locked in on something darker in the grass. Moving, but not in time with the swish of the grass.

      A brownish hump. Then another.

      Walking along.

      "They're herbivores," Kilo said. "Maybe like bovines? Uisielli, but I just want to call them bison."

      "They're nothing like bison," Eva said. "For one, they're three times the size. More like whales. And they lay eggs, if you please. Make underground nests, though how anything that size digs a hole beats me."

      "Their front feet are like paddle claws."

      "Well, there you go."

      All Arlon could see through the datapad's display was the pair of humps. Just the curved backs of the creatures. Then a third one appeared. It was hard to get a feel for the size of the creatures. Or any real sense of their morphology. If they were three times the size of a regular bison, then the grass was longer than it appeared.

      But all this contemplation could wait.

      "All right," he said. "Enough admiring the local wildlife. Olivia, where's Tulip gotten to? Let's load up and make for the port so we can get this investigation underway."

      "Around the other side of the outcrop here," Olivia said. "She should have her gangplank out and waiting."

      "All right," Arlon said. "Lead on."

      As he took a last look at the Uisielli, he glimpsed something else.

      Just a speck.

      Far off on the horizon.

      Moving quickly.

      He adjusted the datapad. Zoomed in.

      It was another tramp steamer. Rough and falling apart. So far off the datapad had to work to keep the image well-resolved.

      It looked as if there was someone on the deck. With a kind of scope pressed to their eyes.

      Staring right back at Arlon.

      "I thought that we'd come down well out of the shipping lanes," Arlon said.

      "We did," Eva said. "We plotted this. The most isolated spot we could find."

      "And still." Arlon showed her the datapad. It kept the steamer in view.

      Tendrils of vapor wafted from its funnel, and its flags fluttered.

      "It's either nothing to worry about," Holly said, "or our investigation is blown before we even get started."
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      It was into the second day of the trip from Karbunkle to Oadalee that Shiruni called Barl into her private cabin.

      He'd barely seen her at all as he scrubbed decks and oiled nipples. He'd spent a few hours checking the little runabout cutter that served as a lifeboat and tender.

      It was great being aboard a vessel again. The smells and the feel of it. The constant reassuring hum of the engines through the hull.

      The relentless surge of the grass below as the steamer chugged its slow way above.

      He was home.

      They were making their way generally east south east. Over five hundred kilometers from Karbunkle to Oadalee.

      There were three levels of crew accommodation aboard the Siren Outlast. Barl was sharing with Cody, the other deckhand, on the bottom level, below the main deck and right above the engine. The room was tiny, barely larger than the space the two bunks occupied. Cody snored.

      The middle level had the mess, bathroom and cabins for Dhinn and Gaille, first and second officers respectively. Gaille was also the engineer. Cody was also the cook. A small crew so they all did a little bit of everything.

      Shiruni's cabin was on the top deck, right behind the bridge. She had a private bathroom, bedroom and a living space with a table and bench. None of it would be considered huge, but compared to the space Barl had, her cabin was positively luxurious.

      Barl stood in the bridge, at the open door, waiting for her. She was in the bathroom.

      The large windows in her living space looked out back the way they'd come. The grass waved out in a fading V shape. The wake left by the simple jet engine that propelled them across the land.

      Shiruni appeared from the bathroom door. She had a small towel and was drying her face. She looked good, really. Black hair tied back, tiny diamond tattoos around the edge of her left ear, tiger stripes in her eyebrows. She was wearing black breeches and a deep yellow top.

      "Barl," she said. "Thanks for coming up to see me."

      He said nothing.

      "Come in," she said. "Don't just stand there like a doofus. Bit of a change in our fortunes here, huh? Who'd have thought that you would come work for me?"

      "Not me, that's for sure." He stepped in. The air in the cabin was warmer. The living space was in the corner, so there were side windows too, looking out across the grass.

      Far off a spire stood, stretching skyward. Thin and silvery. That would be Ghozt, one of the smaller towns on the route from Karbunkle to Oadalee. Barl had spent some time there shucking nuts. A month or so a year back, before things got really bad.

      "What happened to you, Barl?" Shiruni said. "You used to be... I don't know. Different? You could have had your own boat. Even the Siren Outlast."

      "What is the deal with that name?" Barl said. "Shouldn't the word be 'outcast'?"

      "Well, that wouldn't be very positive, now would it? No, my boat outlasts all the others. That's all there is to it. And I wanted something more distinctive. You know, better than Maree, or Duchess, or Carol-Anne."

      "Your boat's distinctive anyway. Look at it." Barl made a vague gesture. "The thing looks like it belongs in space, not out in the Binboum."

      Shiruni laughed. A glorious, light tinkle. He'd missed it. Something in his stomach twisted.

      "Can you imagine me," she said, "captaining one of those rattletrap rust buckets?"

      "No." Of course not. Shiruni always liked things neat and orderly.

      "I suspect I'll be at the start of something," she said. "In five years, there won't be any tramp steamers left. They'll all be modern, purpose-built vessels."
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