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 Chapter One

 


Tony Brock registered the call, even
though the water temperature had dropped another two degrees
centigrade. His feet were cold.

Overhead, Teothica burned bright, the
star’s morning rays cutting through the mist. It would be a hot
day. Maybe cooling later. He had yet to get a handle on Loetra’s
fickle weather patterns.

Here on the edge of the mountains,
looking out over the Plimmer Plain, Brock felt at home. It had been
a long time coming. Decades out in the void. Life here under the
old blue star was simpler. And the council was pleased to have
someone who knew a little about hydrology.

The call’s chime rattled through
again.

“One minute,” he told the
kit. He stomped on the ground, trying to warm his feet. High up on
a rock across the stream, a scootbill fluttered its wings, trying
to land in the branches of a gnarly pine. The bird called, a shrill
sound, followed by a series of clicks. It looked across at him with
a jaundiced eye.

“Good morning to you too,”
Brock called to the bird.

He thumbed the air above the robot. A
flat steel case the size of a bento box with legs, the robot was at
least fifteen years out of date. It was smart enough to find its
way around, and give him some good results, but it wasn’t anything
like some of the models he’d used. The Mandril back on Hesper could
practically run a full catchment analysis on its own.

Still, it was part of coming out here.
The backwoods. Out of touch with the rest of the thousand worlds, a
quiet way to begin his semi-retirement.

The robot wound out its probes and
began checking the stream. The temperature probe glitched, jerking
back and forth a couple of times. Brock thumbed it, but the little
aluminum and brass stick kept shaking. He touched it physically and
with a manual shove got it seated back into its recess. The probe
reached out, dipping into the water.

The kit chimed again. Brock
double-checked that the robot was doing its job and thumbed the
phone.

“Hello,” he said. He hoped
he didn’t sound too weary.

“Tony?” It was Gris
Paoletti, the dispatcher back in town. Silvervale clung to the edge
of the mountain, between a steep scarp and the river Holway. Sixty
thousand people, working the olive groves and the film and silicon
factories. Neither wealthy nor poor, neither overpopulated nor
tiny, the town suited Brock.

“It’s me,” he said. The
robot chirped. Unhappy with some result. Below the pines across the
other side of the languorous stream hybrid willow trees trailed
roots into the water. He didn’t doubt they were leaching complex
biologicals into the stream. He thumbed the robot to run its tests
again.

“Glad I found you,”
Paoletti said. “Someone’s looking for you.”

Brock’s felt a mild shiver travel
through him. A little surge of adrenalin. He didn’t dare hope, of
course, but the instinctive reaction just occurred. It had been
sixteen standard years since he’d heard from Bex. He didn’t know
where his daughter was−just the way she wanted it−but he always
hoped she would track him down. Hoped she would have grown out of
her anger.

“Someone?” he
said.

“Someone on Earth. Natalie
Couper. The message came off the translight. A ship brought it on a
package out of Cointh. It’s taken weeks to get here.”

“What does it say?” Who
was Natalie Couper? he was thinking. And who was she to be sending
him a message across the void? From Earth no less.

The scootbill leapt from the pine. The
bird furled its wings and plunged into the stream. Bobbing up a
moment later, a wriggling, glinting fish in its bill, the bird
paddled around, still eyeing Brock.

“I can’t open it,”
Paoletti said. “It’s tabbed to you. Big warning stamped on it;
‘Eyes only’, with your name.”

“Natalie
Couper?”

“Is she some old
flame?”

“Hardly.” There was Bex’s
mother, and a couple of others, but no ‘old flames’ as such. He
didn’t even think his current girlfriend was going to be current
for much longer. “I don’t even recognize the name. Earth, you
say?”

“Yeah. You know what
they’re dealing with, so maybe it’s important. You should come
down.”

“I should.” Brock looked
across the plains. He could see the town, a good thirty minutes
away in his jitney. “Let me finish up these runs and I’ll head
in.”

“You might not want to
come right away. It looks important. The water tests can
wait.”

Brock smiled. Paoletti was so young,
so impatient. Brock had come here in part to get away from all the
rush and hustle. He liked using an outmoded robot. He liked being
up on the mountain. “Gris,” he said. “It’s taken months to get
here, another half a day isn’t going to matter one way or the
other.”

He was intrigued though. Who was this
woman? Why was she contacting him?

Paoletti sighed. “All right. I’ll
stick around and see you when you make it back here. Looks like
it’s going to storm pretty soon, so you should come in
anyway.”

Brock smiled. Here was Paoletti
telling him when it was going to storm. Looking across the sky,
Brock could see it. Streaky cirrus made clear lines in the sky. By
Brock’s reckoning−and it still felt like an amateur reckoning−it
would be mid to late afternoon before any storm would
arrive.

He had learned his meteorology and
hydrology on Kokolu thirty years ago. A hundred light years away. A
bit more argon in its atmosphere, a bit less nitrogen. Its air had
been machine formed in the expansion era, fifteen hundred standard
years back. Before that it had been a carbon dioxide
hell.

Mostly it followed the standard
weather models. Never anything more than a category four hurricane,
but tornadoes and lightning storms that made energy production
there a breeze. The Voith wind engines turned tornado joules into
electricity, and lightning energy into heat and mechanical
energy.

Nothing like that here on Loetra. But
they did have mountains. Big chains of them. Mountains meant rain
and rain meant rivers. Rivers meant dams. Hydroelectricity was an
old technology−more outmoded than his bento box robot−but here on
Loetra it worked. Armies of self-managing, self maintaining robots
could design and build a dam in a matter of months.

Brock’s job was to work with the
figures and help manage the dams and the waterflow. Nothing too
challenging. It suited him just fine.

The trees rustled in a gust. The
scootbill had returned to the gangly pine and the robot began a
clumsy paddle out into the stream’s middle.

From the corner of his eye, Brock got
a hint of a flash. Almost like the glint of the sun from the
scootbill’s prey. Looking around, Brock saw the first billows of
the storm rounding the mountain. Still more than fifty kilometers
off, he guessed. Moving fast. He might not have as long as he
thought.

He crouched to his kit and unzipped,
taking out the robot’s remote thad. Time to bring the little
machine in. No one would mind if he called it a day. Paoletti had
almost begged him to drive back anyway.

Opening the thad, Brock keyed it to
the robot and worked the remote control. Like the robot, the thad
was a model that belonged in a scrapheap or museum. Glitchy screen,
physical buttons, and a thumb region detector that was never
calibrated. It crackled, as if there was a bad connection inside.
Some capacitor about to discharge.

The robot didn’t come up on the
screen.

Brock looked out across the
water.

Gone.

It had only been a few meters out.
Brock stepped into the water. His boots crinkled around his feet,
sealing up against the moisture. The scootbill inclined its head at
him, its red and white crest lifting like tiny fingers.

“Don’t tell me you ate
it,” Brock said. Already where he stood he could feel the current
tugging at him. Not strong, but perhaps powerful enough to drag
away a scatty swimming robot.

From the distance came a dull booming
roll of thunder.

The robot was gone for good. He knew
he had to accept that. He had a box of fourteen more in the back of
the jitney, but still, he never liked to lose equipment. Walking a
few meters downstream, he looked through the surface, trying to
spot it. His glasses adjusted their polarization, cutting
reflection. The stream had little sediment, and the willow roots
sieved even that, so the stream water was as transparent as tap
water.

He didn’t see the machine. He climbed
out onto the bank and took a last look. Nothing. Swept
away.

“Distracted,” he
muttered.

The bird shriek-chittered at
him.

“Not by you,” he told it.
Natalie Couper’s call. Whoever she was.

Gathering up his kit, he stowed it in
the jitney. Behind the wheel, he watched the storm still coming in.
He would make it back in time, but it would be close.

After his old life, he was
underestimating this place.

The jitney started with a rumble of
its own. He thumbed the drive control and the little vehicle headed
for Silvervale.

Who was this woman? Perhaps it was
just as well about the storm and losing the robot. Despite the
months-long lag, he was starting to feel as impatient as
Paoletti.

 


#

 


Delle Marullier hated translight.
She’d decided this within a half hour of launch on her first
flight.

A trip from Hiroto−her birthplace−to
Earth a decade ago. It was supposed to be a gift from her parents.
A graduation present.

Hiroto lay just eighty lightyears from
the old homeworld. Blue and green, now, it had been one of the
first air-worked goldilio planets. She knew her history, and some
Earth history too.

The expansion, the dispersal, the
exodus. Earth’s population now hovered around two billion. Of the
thousand worlds, it’s only claim was that it was the point of
origin.

There were bigger populations, more
fabulous scenery, more wealth, better conditions and happier lives
just about everywhere else. Somehow though, even without her
dislike of crossing the void, she felt comfortable on Earth’s
European continent. It felt like home. As if there was a
genetic−even molecular−need to be on the homeworld.

Even the cisterns didn’t bother her.
She’d never seen one. Never needed to deal with them. At least not
in a physical way.

She’d never left Earth again. Until
now.

Delle checked her time. In ten minutes
she had a meeting across the other side of the vessel. She felt
paralyzed in her chair, but it wouldn’t pay to be late. Natalie got
antsy.

Delle didn’t even know why the
director had selected her to come along on the trip.

The translight ship
Visage Splendide was a
two hundred meter wide ring, twisting every moment against the
physics that told it to stay put. Her crew numbered thirty-eight,
with close to a hundred passengers. The meals, Delle thought, were
nice enough and her cabin, while not luxurious, was more than
adequate. She had a private bathroom and space around the bed with
a writing bench and a comfortable reading chair.

The room’s smell reminded her of a
mountain stream. She liked to hike−feet on the ground−the Swiss
mountains around central Italance had become like a second home to
her. A third home.

What she didn’t like was the thought
of what lay beyond those thin steel and aluminum walls. It wasn’t
just the bent physics−Turnbull’s Wrench Engine provided the complex
power that allowed the ship to transit a hundred light years in a
matter of weeks or days.

It was space itself.

A mountain she could comprehend. A
continent even. Perhaps the distance between the Earth and
glittering Luna. But the distance between stars? That really made
her feel insignificant. A mote on an ocean. An ant lost in
Antarctica.

Humans had no place out here. Solid
ground belonged beneath their feet, and their feet belonged on
solid ground.

Perhaps it was a good thing that not
everyone was like her, she thought, trying to avoid thinking about
the void. Without Celia Turnbull and Glyn Onamati and dozens of
other mythical figures, no one would have ever left Earth. Her
parents would never have been born. The expansion through the void
to hundreds of air-formed worlds was a wonderful thing. Humans
would live on, even if disaster befell a single world.

Right now, halfway to Loetra, Delle
was more concerned with disaster befalling her and the fragile
ship.

The comms rang and Natalie spoke from
the membrane by the door. “Delle?”

“I’m here.”

“Just checking you’re on
your way.” Natalie sounded neutral. Not cajoling or criticizing.
Just doing exactly what she said. “I know you don’t like being out
here.”

“How can we move so
fast?”

“Don’t worry.” Lighter,
almost comforting. Almost. “We’ll be on the ground soon.
Stationary.”

‘Yes,’ Delle thought, but
didn’t say, ‘and we’ll be coming back again almost right
away.’

“We’re eating too,”
Natalie said. “In-flight meal, for what it’s worth. Something with
cranberry sauce, I think.”

“I’m on my way.” Delle
pushed herself from the soft folds of the armchair.

She wondered if she should quit. When
they arrived on Loetra she could tell Natalie that she was done.
Not going home.

Delle wondered if Natalie would accept
that. For a moment she thought about bringing it up in the meeting.
No. Better to say so on the ground. Less time for the woman to
bring up arguments against it.

There would be work somewhere, Delle
was sure. It had worked out when she had arrived on Earth, though
she had been much younger then.

Strange, she thought, that it was less
terrifying to abandon everything to stay on a new and unknown world
than it was to board a standard transport for a matter of
hours.

On the ground, she thought. Perhaps
just at the last moment before departing. Whatever role Natalie had
in mind for her, it involved something on Loetra, not anything to
do with the return journey.

Delle went to the door, thumbing it
open. Taking a deep breath she started out into the corridor. It
curved away ahead of her. Bad enough the transit system, but the
ship spun−centrifugal forces still worked in translight−creating
the sense of gravity at the same time as it put every part of the
ship under stress. Like it was trying to tear itself
apart.

There was no way she was going back to
Earth.

 


#

 


Brock parked the jitney outside the
works building as the rain really built to a crescendo. It had come
over fast and dark and heavy. The air smelled washed out,
fresh.

Gris stood in the building’s doorway,
backlit. Despite the still early hour−not even mid-afternoon yet−it
was dark out. With the rain, the clouds had brought an early
twilight. Loetra’s day ran to eighteen hours, which Brock kind of
liked. It meant more frequent sunsets. And the sunsets were
spectacular more often than not. Another sixty kilometers to the
south east, Rimbaud’s Sea, stretched away to the pole, wide and
roiling. From Silvervale’s vantage, sometimes it was possible to
see the water and watch Teothica slip below the waves.

“What are you doing?” Gris
hollered. “Get in out of the rain.”

The jitney had never been designed as
a rugged or all-weather vehicle. Its large thick bicycle-ish wheels
rode well over rough ground, but the tiny one-person cabin was
sealed only with transparent vinyls. Sealed well, but the interior
still felt cold and damp.

Brock grabbed the kit and thumbed the
side open. The vinyl door curled away and he jumped out into the
rain. He almost slipped a couple of times in slick puddles. The lot
was limed but not sealed. Water formed narrow rivulets, heading
generally downslope. Tiny tributaries heading into the
Holway.

Gris stepped back as Brock came up to
the door. Inside he set the kit down and brushed water from his
jacket.

“Lost the robot,” he
said.

Gris shrugged. “It’ll show up. They
always do. It’s geepiest anyway. I’ll send out a retrieval bot when
the rain lets up.”

“The thing was fritzing
anyway. We’ll have to take another look at the stream in the
morning.” The willowed stream drained from a micro-dam overflow.
The tests helped determine if any changes were required in the
dam’s make up. Sometimes little adjustments helped the health of a
catchment; salinity, sediment, biologicals, even fish migration
patterns. Brock had helped establish numerous ladders that had
revitalized whole catchments.

“Sure. Are you going to
take a look at your message?”

Brock unthumbed his jacket and slipped
it off. “You’re keen to know, aren’t you?” He hung the jacket on
the hook at the doorway. The kit had begun snailing itself across
the floor to the inventory racks.

“Tony,” Gris said. “There
aren’t many off-worlders living here. You’re kind of a celebrity.
When a message from the stars comes in, it’s kind of
exciting.”

Brock knew that Gris had never been
off Loetra. In fact the man had probably never even left
Silvervale. It wasn’t uncommon, but Brock hoped that he would get
out and explore some of the galaxy. Brock had encouraged him
numerous times. “I’m not a celebrity,” Brock said. “I’m just a
foreigner.”

“Sure. Anyway, the message
is at your workstation.” Gris pointed, as if Brock had
forgotten.

Brock sat down at his desk. Right away
the seat warmed, detecting that he’d been out in the cool rain, and
the coffee spigot flipped up over a threading cup.

“No coffee,” he said.
Right away the spigot slid down and the cup unthreaded.

The message was a physical
package.

A thick oblong the size of his
handheld thad. It was wrapped in plain yellow paper that crackled
as he tore it off. He ripped through the coded sticker that read
‘For the eyes of Anthony Brock only’. The paper had an odd, old
smell, as if the whole wrapped message had been sitting around in a
damp storeroom for years.

Inside was another thad. An unfamiliar
model, with a set of colored physical buttons along one side. Each
had a squiggly digit embossed in the surface. Numbers, he guessed,
in some other language.

“Not exactly a traditional
message,” he said, knowing that Gris was hovering.

“Seems secretive, even?”
Gris said. “As if the sender doesn’t want anyone pulling it down
electronically.”

“Exactly.” Brock glanced
around. “Do you recognize the numbers here?”

“Yes. That’s old standard
modern roman. Zero to nine. Plenty of places still using that.”
Gris tapped three of the buttons in sequence. The strange thad’s
screen lit up.

A woman’s face.

“Reminds me of my mother,”
Gris said.

The woman on the screen was no more
than fifty, standard, with a few lines at the corners of her eyes
and a few gray patches in her thick dark hair. Her skin was lighter
than his own and her eyes were a dark blue. On the left of the
screen, there were more of the curved, simple figures. Letters. Her
name, Brock guessed.

“You should get a patch,”
Gris said.

“Have you got one?” It
wouldn’t surprise Brock if Gris had a box of adhesive language
patches. The man seemed to have a good supply chain of various
items. One of the little squares stuck to skin would allow Brock to
read and speak other languages, depending on the chemical
programming, within twenty or thirty minutes.

“No. But there’s some
software around here should be able to handle it.”

Before Gris could move, the woman
started speaking from the thad. Gibberish.

“That’s English,” Gris
said. “Maybe French. Or Spanish.”

“Basically an Earth
language.”

“Yeah.”

Brock knew some of the language names.
Here on Loetra they spoke Swalle, an English variant that had
evolved across a dozen nearby worlds. He recognized some of the
words from the woman, but not enough to understand the
gist.

“Can you software this?”
he asked Gris. “Run it through a translator?” He still didn’t know
what this woman wanted, or even who she was. He guessed it was the
Natalie Couper, though it was possible this was someone else
entirely; Couper might have been just the person who had posted the
message.

“Might take me ten minutes
to find the set up,” Gris said, looking over at his own cluttered
workstation. It always surprised Brock that Gris was so good at
inventory and supply, but couldn’t keep his lunch separate from
invoices, ornaments and old magazines.

Of the six of them based out of the
office, Gris was the most disorganized, and also the most focused.
A lesson in contrast, Brock sometimes thought, and tried to remind
himself when he found himself frustrated with his own
inadequacies.

“That’s all right,” he
told Gris. “I’ll see what I can do.” He stood and took the thad
through to the small lounge. Their building had three main
spaces−the office with their workstations, the equipment storeroom
and the staff lounge. The space was generous and he preferred
reading assays and documents in the old kapok armchair over sitting
at his workdesk.

He grabbed a hot tea from the
dispenser just inside the door, and sat in the armchair, looking
out over the river. The rain beat ripples into the surface. Beside
him Ed Churn’s even more worn armchair smelled of barley beer and
corn brisket. Churn was out at Pestimon dam, an hour’s flight away.
Closest in age to Brock, the man bordered on becoming a grumpy
curmudgeon. Brock preferred the company of the younger
ones.

Tapping the odd thad, Brock played the
message again. He thumbed at the screen, trying to bring up its
onboard menus. The little machine didn’t respond. He tapped and
swiped at the screen corners. Still no response.

The woman kept speaking. The sounds
blurred together, the words all one long patter. This was how
languages worked, he knew. A native or patched or educated speaker
could distinguish each individual words, to anyone else everything
became a long string of words.

He let the message come to a close.
She nodded at him, blinked. Looking off to one side, she
acknowledged someone else out of view. The image switched back to
the opening still of her. Brock realized he found her attractive.
Her face was a little chubby with middle-age and her eyes had
lines, but it all gave her character. Her voice was mature and
deep, and there was something subtle about her facial and body
language. Assured and calm, but also insistent.

For some reason, he guessed, she
needed his help.

Touching the buttons as Gris had, he
started the message again. As she spoke Brock found another cluster
of buttons on the thad’s rim. He tipped it to look. More odd
figures. He tapped the first button.

“Thumbing active,” the
thad said in Swalle.

How about that?

Turning the device back he looked over
the face again. The language had switched−all the figures on the
screen had turned to Swalle. It was her name−Natalie Couper−on the
side. The digits embossed into the buttons hadn’t changed. Of
course.

He thumbed the message back to the
start. As she began speaking, Gris busted in.

“Found you a converter,”
he said. He was carrying something that looked like it had come out
of the jitney’s engine bay. A black cylinder with some wires
dangling from it.

“It’s all right,” Brock
said. “I figured it out.”

“... Oglund records. I’m
sure you know the situation on Earth,” Natalie Couper
said.

Brock thumbed back to the start again,
and paused.

“Need some privacy?” Gris
said.

“No. Listen in. I’m sure
it’s a case of mistaken identity.”

Gris sat in Churn’s chair and leant
in. Brock started the message again.

“Anthony Brock,” Natalie
Couper began. “My name it Natalie Couper−”

“We knew that already,”
Gris said.

“Hush,” Brock told
him.

“−and I came by your name
from the Oglund records. I’m sure you know the situation on Earth
with the constructions. We need some help and despite some
opposition, I believe you’re the man to help resolve the situation.
Our current strategies against the Cly are failing. Plans are afoot
to begin bombing. I’m not convinced that will work. I’m coming out
to Loetra to speak with you. When you receive this message I should
only be a day or so away. If that.”

She paused, looking aside. Brock
noticed that she had a scar below her ear. A thick white line.
Unusual.

“I’d like to talk things
through in person and offer you a job. I hope we’ll be able to come
to some agreement.”

“Coming here?” Gris said.
“She’s pretty serious.”

“Anyway, given your
experience, I hope you’ll consider this an introduction. I look
forward to meeting you in person.” Natalie Couper bowed her head a
fraction, looked to the side, and the message ended.

Gris leaned back. “Oglund records?” he
said.

“Like I said,” Brock
replied. “Mistaken identity.”

Gris shook his head. “No.” He smiled.
“I knew there was something about you from the first time you came
through that door.”

“We met at the Axis pub,
if I recall,” Brock said. “I don’t think you were even here the
first time I came through that door. You were on a weekend fishing
out at Salmon Lake.”

Gris waved him off. “You know what I
mean. You arrive here from off planet. We don’t get many
immigrants. Certainly not your age.”

“Thanks.” Brock was
forty-eight. He didn’t feel old, but he knew to someone like Gris,
still in his mid-twenties, there was little distinction in the ages
of anyone over forty.

“I knew you weren’t
running from the law, but there was something.” Gris gave him a
hesitant smile. “Or were you? You have to tell me.”

Brock returned the smile. “I wasn’t
running from the law.”

“But the Oglund
records?”

“Yes,” Brock sighed. “The
Oglund records. What do you need to know?”

 


 Chapter Two

 


Delle kept walking. She’d had to stop
twice, unnerved by the ship’s sporadic shaking.

She passed by the galley, the sweet
smells of croissants and bagels and big urns of apple juice both
comforting and nauseating at once.

Reaching Natalie’s cabin, Delle
thumbed the chime. The sound grated, as if there was something
wrong with the mechanism. It didn’t make her feel any more at
ease.

The door opened right away, swishing
aside on its mechanism. Natalie stood there in a ready-suit. A dark
overall with white trim. It suited her, both practical and formal
enough. Behind her in the cabin the bed was straightened and her
carry-on bag stood waiting. The cabin window was transparent,
showing the coruscating mist of translight. Delle forced herself to
avoid looking at it.

“You’ll need to dress,”
Natalie said. “We’ll be on the ground in less than two
hours.”

Delle nodded. “I’m about ready to go.”
She wasn’t. Her bed was in disarray, her own bag contents somewhat
scattered.

“Good. Come in, let’s talk
about your role here.”

“Okay.” Delle stepped
through. She felt safer right away. Even though she knew she was
still in the ship, the orderliness of Natalie’s room was
reassuring. As if it was a regular hotel room, about to be vacated
and swept clean by the check-out robots. Even with the glinting
window.

There was a smell too. Oily, fragrant.
Delle wondered if Natalie used some kind of hocus scenting. Maybe
that was what was calming her, Delle thought. Perhaps she should
have bought something like that at a pharmacy before they’d
left.

“Sit, sit,” Natalie said,
indicating an armchair that was sitting, near the
window.

Delle swallowed, nervous, but she
walked across. She wondered why this woman held such
power.

Two weeks ago Natalie Couper had
walked into the SaltCity Works office, demanding to see her. Three
men with her, like a retinue. Delle’s boss had ushered the four of
them into a boardroom with Delle and closed the door
behind.

Natalie hadn’t wasted any breath. How
much hydrology did Delle know?

Delle had laughed. “I’m a technician
working on desalinization. I don’t know everything, but more than
most.”

The other woman had looked at her slim
thad, thumbing through some detail. She’d looked up. “So you’re the
perfect person for this project.”

“What if I
decline?”

“That would be impossible.
This is a secondment.”

“I can’t
decline?”

“This is a state of
emergency. You know that. We leave in two days.”

And that had been that.

“I’m sorry,” Natalie said
now. “I realize that translight travel makes you
uncomfortable.”

Delle nodded. “It disappointed my
parents that I wouldn’t come home.”

“You haven’t seen them
since?” Natalie busied herself at a small wetbar, pouring hot water
into a low, fat cast iron kettle. It looked burnished and ancient,
something from a previous epoch.

Realizing that Natalie Couper was
given to eccentricities, even affectations, Delle warmed to her a
little. At least the hiss and steaming of the water distracted her
from the thought of what lay beyond the window.

“No,” Delle said, thinking
about her parents.

She knew they were still alive, still
held some hope that she might return to Hiroto. They messaged her
several times a year.

“Perhaps,” Natalie said,
turning the pot around several times, “you might consider a trip
home after our work here is done. I would arrange for the cost of
your passage of course.”

Delle was about to reply, but Natalie
filled the pause.

“I know your aversion to
translight, but perhaps you’re warming to it on this
trip?”

“I assure you,” Delle
said, “I’m not. You offered me little choice.”

“You hold a key to
resolving our issue. It was very necessary that you accompany
me.”

“And why is that?” Delle
felt the edge of annoyance. Almost as if she was here under false
pretenses. She still had little idea what this woman expected of
her.

“It’s a subtle thing.”
Natalie poured from the pot into small iron cups. The astringent
scent of the tea wafted through the room. She picked up the tray
and carried it to the small wooden table between the armchairs.
“Please, drink.” She waved at one of the cups.

“Hand made tea,” Delle
said.

“An affectation, perhaps,”
Natalie said, echoing Delle’s thoughts. “I find in this day of so
many daily and manual tasks handled for us, it’s meditative to
return to an old way of doing things. Do you understand what I
mean?”

“I think so. I sketch.”
Her drawing pad and pencils were back in her room. “With graphite
pencils and fiber paper.”

“Dumb paper?”

“Yes.”

“So you do understand what
I mean.” Natalie pick up the other cup and blew across the surface.
“Woody, so perhaps not to your taste. I dislike those sweet
teas.

Delle picked up her own up and blew
too. The tea was strong, and not at all sweet. “I like it,” she
said. “But I’m not here to discuss the merits of tea ceremonies and
how dependent we are on technologies, am I?”

“No. You’re a friend of
Rebecca Brock and I need you to be in the room when I speak with
her father.”

“Bex?”

“Yes, Bex. I’m inviting
Tony Brock−her father−to come back with us to spearhead the next
work with the Cly.”

“The Cly?” Delle felt like
she was asking too many questions.

“You know who they are,
don’t you?”

Delle nodded. The cistern builders.
One of sixteen or so races humans had encountered as they spread
through the spiral arm. Delle knew a little bit about aliens. In
between fiction, she read the popular science magazines as well as
her specific professional reading.

Some races were stone-age, a couple
were hyper-advanced, but most were settled somewhere around or just
below the human level. The Cly also had a translight technology,
but had only populated a few worlds.

They’d come to Earth, as visitors, as
residents. They’d begun constructing some edifices in mountains and
deserts. Big cisterns and temples. She’d seen some photos, but the
constructions were out of the way and remote. That was about as
much as she knew.

“And you know,” Natalie
went on, “that they’re more serious than the media would have use
believe?”

Delle tipped her head, conscious of
the action as one of her tells. She would never make a good poker
player. “What do you mean by ‘more serious’?”

“I’m not explaining it
twice. Listen closely when I’m talking with Mr Brock, because I’ll
be going over it with him. The point is that I know he’ll be
reluctant to come and help.”

Delle’s mind swirled with more
questions. Not just about the ‘more serious’, but about the whole
situation, about Bex’s father.

“I don’t see how I fit
into this.”

Natalie smiled. She took a sip from
the tea. “Good, you’re asking the right questions. Tony Brock
worked on the Oglund records. More closely than anyone. Well, than
anyone with his skills who might come and help.”

“You mean you have
leverage to get him to come. And you don’t have anything to get
anyone else.”

Natalie’s brow creased. “Astute. I
noticed that about you. Yes. There are a dozen people who dealt
with the whole Oglund situation when it flared. Though he is by far
first choice.”

Delle nodded. Seventeen years back
there had been some almost-war with a new species. Some people on
the spot had resolved it. The aliens−the Haunaflie−had decided to
settle elsewhere. People had died, but mostly it was a side-note in
the history of the thousand worlds.

“You know what happened
there?” Natalie said.

“I read the media at the
time. I was in college.”

“You were. I was well into
my diplomatic career, though still a junior advisor.”

“You’ve traveled a lot.”
Delle managed a glance at the window. “Out here.”

Natalie nodded. “A couple of hundred
worlds. I do like Earth, though.”

“Likewise.”

“I thought so.
Homeworld.”

“Yes. Whether or not I
could travel in translight happily, I would have liked to have
settled there.”

“You would have liked...”
Natalie’s smile faded. “You’re not planning on coming
back?”

Delle swallowed. “I don’t know if I
could face it.”

“You work for me now,
Delle. You have no choice in the matter.”

 


#

 


Brock stared at Gris. The man seemed
more like a kid right now. Brock knew he’d never been off-planet.
Loetra was a nice enough place. Sitting in the break room now,
looking over the small city and the forests below the scarp, Brock
felt almost at home. Of the dozens of worlds he’d spent time
on−from weeks to years−this was as good as any.

It felt like a cop out, he thought.
Acceptance and capitulation.

“Oglund?” Gris said. “You
were going to say something about that?” Gris leaned forward. He
was wearing some awful aftershave. Brock didn’t have the heart to
tell him to just leave it off.

“You’ve heard of the
Haunaflie?”

“No. What is that? Some
kind of plant?”

“A species. Hominids. They
were expanding too. Oglund was an air-formed world. We’d set up
engines ten years before. Nice clean mix of oxygen and nitrogen.
Some comet harvesting.”

“Like here.”

“Yes.” Brock smiled. It
was two hundred years since Loetra’s engines had been switched off
and repurposed. Oglund was still in the process of developing its
atmosphere.

“The caretaker group had
two sites, one with eighty people. Northern hemisphere continent.
The other had a hundred and sixty. On the shores of a big Southern
lake. There were a few other locations with seasonal shacks and
huts. Lots of remote monitoring sites that were automatic, but
included small habitations for technicians on service
rounds.

“The northern outpost lost
contact with the southern. They sent an aircraft and it didn’t
return. There weren’t many satellites at the time, but they managed
to pull one from its analysis tasks and have it produce images of
the location.”

Brock remembered when he’d seen the
pictures as part of his briefing. Grainy vertical shots of the lake
and the big encampment. A new, strange construction, obliterating
half the camp. The rest in pieces, scattered as if some violent
wave from the lake had washed it all down. And the aircraft’s
fuselage, lying a couple of kilometers away.

“So what was in the
images?” Gris said.

Bodies.

Brock took a breath. “The camp had
been crushed under the foot of a building. It was all curves.
Spirals on the exterior, whorls and S’s. Grown.”

“What’s that?
Grown?”

“Organic. But fast. The
species used biological systems to build their
structures.”

“It would still take
weeks. Months. Something that size. A whole camp, you say? One
hundred and eighty people?”

Brock nodded, remembering the stink of
the place when he’d finally gotten onto the ground. The decaying
human bodies, mixed with the accelerated growth patterns of the
building.

“A matter of hours, we
believed.”

“So what
happened?”

“The northern contingent
called for help. Not that easy for a location out of the trade
lanes. They had a couple of small translight ships in orbit, so
they filled one with close to half their number−a vessel designed
for eight, with twenty-two aboard−and hightailed it to
Westenra.”

“And?” Gris was
practically on the edge of his seat now, drink
forgotten.

Brock looked over the town again. The
rain looked like it was settling in for the week. He heard a roll
of thunder. The windows shivered.

“I was put on a team to go
and investigate. Ten of us. When we got there, the northern camp
had been abandoned. There was another building nearby, and a
another half a dozen through the space between. We found the
survivors hunkered down in the huts. Took them off and started
working with the builders.”

“The
Haunaflie?”

“Yes. They
didn’t−”

“Back up a step or
two.”

“To what?”

“The part where you were
put on a team for a xeno reconnaissance.”

Brock shrugged. “They needed my
expertise.” He knew what the next question would be. A whole past
he’d thought to have put behind him. Thank you Natalie
Couper.

“Because you’re a
hydrologist?” Gris said.

“I wasn’t always a
hydrologist.”

“No?”

Brock shook his head.

Gris frowned. Waiting.

“I studied in college, of
course. A regular degree. Generalist. When I moved to Calliope I
met someone, made a baby, retrained and retrained again. I went
into the service to make ends meet for a couple of years. Five.
Five years. Turned out I was pretty good at strategy. Something
about knowing the lay of the land.”

“By ‘the service’ you mean
the military.”

“Yes. Not my best
decision. But I was about at the end of my commission when this
Oglund incident came up. You can read all the records if you like.
My name’s in there, big and bold.” He wasn’t bragging, but that’s
what had happened.

“Bold,” Gris
said.

“Yeah. I... Look. Ten of
us went in, three came out.”

“Seems like it’s the kind
of thing I should have heard of already.” Gris seemed to remember
his coffee. He stared at it for a moment and lifted the cup to his
lips. “The kind of thing they make throovies about.”

Brock had seen some of those
throovies. The famous actor Aress Stanthorpe, charging his way
across an alien battlefield, using blades or fiery guns to cut down
enormous, strange-faced and multi-limbed aliens, all the while
trying to find his lost love. Stanthorpe made a lot of money from
that kind of thing. Too much money.

“Oglund wasn’t like that,”
Brock went on. “We pulled out most of the remaining team. Killed
some of the Haunaflie along the way. We made some negotiations.
You’ve probably at least heard of that kind of thing. Like trying
to negotiate with a cat. You will not
sleep there, and you will not bring dead critters to the
doorstep. It kind of didn’t
work.”

“So?”

“So...” Brock sighed. “I
went back with a diplomat. And a shipload of bombs. The diplomat,
Jesse Wainwright, got himself killed really quick. I shot down a
couple of Haunaflie and radioed in the bomb strike. Our ship was in
an eccentric orbit, and I’d timed it to be close to overhead for
the negotiations.”

Gris grunted. Brock wasn’t sure if it
was with approval or not. “So the crew dropped the
bombs?”

“Ship was on robotics.
Only the two of us went. I bombed one of their sites. It took forty
minutes for the bombs to arrive, but they did a good job. Better
than I’d been told to expect.”

“Nuclear?”

Brock shook his head. “Simple
chemical, but hefty, and with a translight kernel, so the force was
multiplied.

“Next thing, I’m dealing
with a Haunaflie delegation. They hauled along their dead. Threw
the bodies at my feet. I lifted my gun again.”

“You were just waiting
around?”

“I was thirty kilometers
from the bomb site. They found me.”

“The
Haunaflie?”

Brock nodded. “I was ready to shoot
another one. Or more. If I had to.” He closed his eyes, remembering
the moment.

“What did you
do?”

“I laid my gun on the
ground and opened my arms.”

 


 Chapter Three

 


Gris expelled his breath.
“Honestly?”

The air in the break room felt cool.
The smell of the coffee wafted around and the rain pelted into the
windows. Brock could see smoke from some houses, incinerators
operating to keep the place warm.

“Not going to say
anything?” Gris said.

Brock shrugged. “It was one of those
no-win situations. There were dozens of them. Big creatures, with
strong arms. I might have kept on shooting them down, but
eventually they would have overwhelmed me.”

“Why do I feel like we
should be having this conversation in a pub over beers and a bowl
of nuts?”

Brock looked around the break room.
With its ordinary beige decor, with some token posters and worn
furniture it did seem staid and worklike. Not exactly convivial.
Most of the conversations he’d had in here had been either
work-related, or blandly domestic. Whose kids were doing well, how
the Vikings looked for making the playoffs, what was on the
threevee.

Nothing like this.

He felt good about that,
about getting closer to Gris. Brock had made few friends in his
time here. Well, he thought, numerous friends but few
close friends. Over the
year, he realized, he hadn’t told anyone outside of official
channels about the events at Oglund. All the details were sealed up
in official locked records.

No one should know about them
really.

“You’re opening up here,
right?” Gris said. “You don’t talk about this very often do
you?”

“Never.”

“Never?”

Brock shook his head.

“So,” Gris said. “You lay
down your gun?”

“I lay down
my−”

Behind them the door opened and a head
poked in. “You believe this rain?” Melissa Bade said. Melissa was
the station’s manager and lead hydrologist. Dark-haired like Gris,
but not so wiry thin. She was ten years Brock’s junior.

For a moment neither of the men
replied.

“That’s rain all right,”
Gris said.

Melissa frowned. “Yeah. Chewing the
fat, huh? Mind if I join?”

One thing Brock knew about Melissa was
that you didn’t decline an invitation like that. He did kind of
mind the intrusion−opening up as he was−but he couldn’t tell her
that.

“Sure,” he said. “Come on
in.”

“Coffee’s hot,” Gris said,
lifting his cup.

“Ha, ha,” Melissa said and
promptly got herself a coffee from the spigot. She sat in one of
the other armchairs, back to the windows.

Gris looked at Brock and lifted his
eyebrows. Dead giveaway.

“So what’s up?” Melissa
said. “Heard we lost a streambot this morning, but that can’t be
it.” She glanced over her shoulder at the rain. “It can’t be the
weather, right? Without the rain, we’d be out of jobs.”

Brock and Gris didn’t say
anything.

Melissa took a deep swig from her
coffee. She put the cup onto the table and sat back.
Waiting.

Brock knew he needed to speak before
Gris said something inappropriate.

“I got a message.” Brock
glanced at Gris, willing him not to say anything.

“Message?” Melissa said.
Her tone and facial expression suggested that she knew full well
about the message.

“Sounds like a job offer,”
Brock said. He shrugged again. “But it’s pretty vague.”

“I can offer ten percent
on what they’re offering,” Melissa said. “Within
reason.”

Brock smiled to himself. It was nice
to feel valued, even with the ‘within reason’ qualifier. “I don’t
think it’s that kind of offer,” he said. “More like a one-off
contract.”

“You don’t know
yet?”

Brock shook his head. “Right now it’s
pretty scant on details.”

 


#

 


Delle sat in her cool cabin, staring
at the landing countdown. Fifteen minutes. The misters introduced
some humidity and scent into the air. Probably designed to calm
her.

She sure could use it. Not that
landing freaked her any more than translight−in fact it was kind of
a relief to be back in normal space, even though there was still
endless void all around.

Natalie’s words echoed
around Delle’s mind. You work for me
now.

No question, no offer, just a simple
statement as if it was fact. It was fact. Delle now worked for
Natalie Couper.

Delle wished she knew what Natalie saw
in her. Surely it had to be more than simply her association with
Bex.

It did make Delle a bit on
edge that she was being used as leverage. That whole
being used concept
niggled at the edges. Too often it had been boys, and later men,
who toyed with her, left her angry, frustrated. Bitter. Bitter and
tired.

She forced the thoughts from her head.
Concentrated on the landing. The ship, burning its way, fiery and
screaming, though the planet’s upper atmosphere.

Loetra.

Settled four hundred years ago.
Population already in the billions. A bit bigger than Earth−always
the standard−with a slightly lower surface gravity. Big oceans, but
still lots of land area. Vast acreages of soy cropping. Corn,
robotic proteins, sorghum. Brocolapples and peach and other
stonefruit were big on the northern continents, bananabas and
pyneapples around the equator.

The biggest art museum was in Braethe,
one of the largest cities. The Braethe-Kruger Museum of
Contemporary Art. She’d hoped to visit some time, but it seemed she
would be caught up with Natalie. Hauled back off-world. Back into
the void.

Delle winced. There she was thinking
about it again. Strange how her mind circled back
around.

Tell someone to not think of an
elephant, a teacher had once told her, and for a short while at
least that’s all they can think about.

The ship shuddered. Delle imagined
some exterior panel parting ways with the vessel. Superheated gas
making its way in. The superstructure melting.

“Well,” a voice said,
crackling through the ship’s PA. “This is Captain Twose. We’re just
about slowed-down to landing speed and we have a good vector on the
port. We trust you’ve had a pleasant trip, and we look forward to
hosting you next time you chose to fly.”

As if, Delle thought, I’ll have a
choice.
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Later, at home, Brock stood at his
kitchen window, looking into the dim city. The streetlamps
flickered in the rain, their peripheral lights dim beyond the
focused cones. The occasional streetcar hissed through the
downpour.

In his yard, the flowering willows
bent into the drenching, their leaves weighted by the water. In the
morning, if the rain had stopped, the branches would all be
straight again, the moisture wicked away into the trees’ reservoir
tubers ten feet into the soil.

He’d come home right after the fight
with Melissa.

Not exactly a fight. She was his boss,
after all. Disagreement, perhaps. Strong argument.

She was his boss. His signed contract
was based on an ages-old principle: to work as directed. Part of
that included deferring to the person in charge.

Sure there was always a ‘within
reason’ clause−whether in writing or not. An employer couldn’t
force workers into unsafe situations.

But he had told her that it was his
personal business, no matter what. Even if he didn’t know the exact
nature of it, it wasn’t anything to do with her. Not
yet.

He should know when to shut his big
mouth. Whatever she decided, it wasn’t going to make any
difference. He could resign, or not−most likely not−if he chose.
That was always a basic tenet in contracts.

In the kitchen, he had the
refrigerator make him a burrito. Extra spicy. He thought about
calling Fleur.

They’d been seeing each other for a
couple of months now. Going well. A bit up and down. She had an
almost-adult son−Abian−away in Solchester studying. The kid hoped
to become a geologist. Abian was still a bit iffy about Brock being
around. The boy’s father had only been dead a few years. The idea
of his mom having someone new didn’t quite sit well. Especially at
his age.

The fridge cranked through making the
burrito and sending it to the cooker. The smell of cilantro and
beef started to build.

Brock had an old-fashioned telephone,
built into his table. He kind of liked not having it with him all
around the house. He sat and thumbed, pulling up Fleur’s link. As
it dialed, another call interjected.

For a second he was about to reject
it, but he held back.

Identification anonymous. Maybe
Melissa. He would be contrite, without trying to sound
apologetic.

“Answer,” he told the
table.

The screen section shifted and a
woman’s face appeared. Not Melissa.

Natalie Couper.

She looked somehow more real. As if
the image on the original message had been some kind of low-grade
simulation. She had fresh make-up on, lips red, eyes lined.
Attractive, he thought. He would have to watch that.

“Natalie Couper,” he said.
“In the flesh.”

She smiled. Her teeth shone. “Well,
over the cable, but at least live this time. I take it you’ve seen
my message.”

“I have. Where are you?”
She had to be on the ground somewhere on Loetra, or perhaps in
orbit. “You’ve come all this way.”

“Yes. I didn’t trust
myself to be convincing enough in the message to have you come so
readily. I wanted to have some face-to face time with
you.”

“Well,” he said, taking a
breath. “I was just making myself some dinner, but go
ahead.”

“We’re at the port now,”
she said, taking a glance away from the camera. “Gravesend? What a
name. We’re getting a flight to Solchester first thing in the
morning and then a ship to Silvervale.”

“You’re very serious about
this.”

“This situation,” she
said, leaning forward, “is as serious as they come.”

“What makes you think I
can make any difference?”

“I said in my message. You
brought the Haunaflie to heel.”

“Good luck,” he said,
“rarely works twice.” She was piquing his curiosity, though. Had
the Haunaflie come back? Or some race similar in behavior? Surely
there were protocols in place now.

Despite himself, and her approach, he
found himself warming to her. That brusk manner and sly smile were
engaging.

“We need you,” she
said.

“Everything you need is in
the records. You can look it up anytime.” Behind him the cooler
chirped. His burrito was ready.

“I did. That’s how I know
we need you.”

“I’m busy,” he said. “I
have a job.”
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