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  The Iskander Series novels. 




  This second edition of the Iskander novels is owned and issued by the author. The novels will be released during 2014 as the revising and re-editing is completed. 




  The planned schedule is as follows:-




  Arrival




  Novel 1




  April 2





  





  Masquerade




  Novel 2




  April 2





  





  Deadly Enterprise




  Novel 3




  June 2





  





  The Wildcat's Victory 




  Novel 4




  May 2





  





  The Wildcat's Burden 




  Novel 5




  May 2In the first edition, Deadly Enterprise was written and published first and as a consequence has scenes and plot events that do not conform to the other four books. It will be released when these issues are corrected.




  There were other Iskander stories that were planned but never completed as well as a novella “Gisel Matah and the Slave Ship” that can be downloaded for free from the website www.christopherhoare.ca




  In lieu of a map for this wide-ranging story I remind reader that Gaia, where the Iskanders are marooned, is an analog of our Earth and point out the story locations on our atlas.




  The first landing of the Intruder is on the Exe estuary in Devon between Starcross and Cockwood, a location picked because the author lived there as a child and the geography was well remembered. Kenstar castle is close to Powderham Castle but actually located on the rise where Powderham church sits. Isca in the story is Exeter (using its pre-Roman name) and Shipham is Topsham, where my grandparents lived. The River Clyst keeps its own name in both worlds.




  The Kosmoneos locations can be found on the coasts of Panama and Columbia, between Portabelo and Cartagena, but I had to turn the bays around so the raiders could attack with the rising sun behind them. The island called Andres is there in the Caribbean about a hundred miles off the Nicaraguan coast.




  Lingdon City in the kingdom of Lingdon is, of course, London...the naming reflects the heritage of Greek city states on Gaia. Tarnland, where the story action ends is Sweden, with Bergrund about fifty miles northwest from Uppsala with access to the port of Gavle. The Autarch's enemies are the kingdom of Denmark/Norway and the city state of Lubitz at the mouth of the River Oder (Odra in Polish).




  And now to the story:-




  Arrival – Chapter One 





  Gisel pushed her way through the doorway as half the crew crowded onto the viewport balcony. The compartment could hold at least fifty while the Iskander was in orbit and everyone floated weightless. After 36 hrs of official silence, the senior officers had decided to let everyone see the mystery for themselves.




  About damned time.




  Her father, Dr Henrik Matah, head of the Engineering Department, was beyond her reach at the front, strapping himself into one of the viewing seats overlooking the huge armoured glass bubble. She squirmed between two senior engineers to grab one of the ceiling handrails beside her brother Robbie – where she had a view of the green and blue globe below. It helped to be nimble and sixteen sometimes.




  When the crowd settled themselves into niches and stared silently down at the planet below, Colonel M’Tov, in command of the Iskander, stood up from the chair beside her father’s. He turned. “As you can see, the planet looks very like Earth . . .. Except for one big difference, I’d say it was Earth.”




  “And what difference is that?” Hans Knecht, an engineer, asked.




  M’Tov turned an icy expression toward the questioner, his bullet head swiveling like a gun turret. “We can detect no signs of modernity; no cities, no space stations, no transportation corridors, and no signs of industrial agriculture. The radio spectrum is empty – ”




  A woman’s voice. “What? How can that be?”




  Gisel glanced down at this questioner – Dr Maria Hather, the head of 4 their medical department, holding onto Nurse Biggs’ arm as usual.




  Apparently, they’d worked together for years before this journey.




  Beside her at the ceiling rail, Robbie caught Gisel’s eye and nodded. He murmured, “Nothing – zilch. Just the lightning and the hiss of the Big Bang.”




  He should know. He’d been in on the crew’s secret deliberations these past hours – it came from being in demand as a mathematician. First time he’d told her anything – older brothers . . .!




  M’Tov resumed speaking. “I have no explanation. I’m merely telling you what we’ve found. There is no Baikonur Control, there are no satellites in orbit, no communication channels . . . in fact the only thing we recognize down there is the geography. Except for some small coastline differences, it looks exactly like Earth.”




  Yvan Korchik, one of the engineering staff who’d been acting as Gisel’s academic supervisor on the voyage, pushed forward. “Then what are we doing here, Colonel? We are supposed to be approaching the colony world N-3.”




  Voices in the crowd increased in volume. Outside in the corridors, those who hadn’t been able to squeeze into the viewspace demanded to know what was happening. Gisel grinned – all these super experts – the specialists chosen to build the infrastructure of the fledgling colony on N-3 – were losing it. They were no better than the market wallahs in the old part of Mumbai. What a laugh.




  M’Tov raised a hand for silence, but had to shout. “I’ll use the speaker at high volume if I have to, but I assure you it will be more comfortable if you settle down and listen.”




  After loud protests at this, the assembly gradually quieted.




  “Thank you,” M’Tov said. “We are studying the problem. As a commercial charter, there are no space scientists aboard, but among our 5 earth resource scientists and civil engineers we do have some keen minds. I have assembled them to consider the implications and what we must do, as well as figure out what went wrong with our wormhole jump. I must assume a problem there caused us to arrive . . . here.”




  “We don’t want to be here,” Dirk Scopes’ sonorous voice rang out of the throng. Gisel frowned, he was too damned officious as administrator.




  “We have work to do on N-3. Contracts to take care of. Your job is to get us there – we expect you to do it.”




  Another voice – a geophysicist – took up the complaints. “Yes. Let’s leave . . . get out into deep space . . . and continue our journey to N-3.”




  “I’m afraid that’s out of the question.” M’Tov cast his glance about as if sighting on the speakers. “You may recall the fuel tankage of the Iskander is sufficient to get us to N-3, but that the return trip to Earth – when your work contracts are finished – is only possible with new fuel produced in a prefab plant Iskander carries in its hold. Right now, Iskander has insufficient fuel to go anywhere.”




  The crowd fell into a shocked silence. Gisel looked about at the faces.




  True, but nobody had considered the implications before. The fledgling ground installations they expected to find on N-3, set up by the first colonist wave, would have stored supplies for them until their infrastructure programs were up and working. If they weren’t at N-3, they were in trouble.




  A firm voice broke the silence, it was Gisel’s friend, Hannan Badry.




  “And that deuterium separator plant, and the fission reactor to make the conversion to tritium must get down to the surface and begin processing seawater right away. It’s our Oceanography Department’s priority job.”




  M’Tov looked toward her. “I agree, Dr Badry – when we are certain of a secure location. But that plant will still take ten years to fill Iskander’s tankage.”




  



  “Ten years!” By the buzz that went through the crowd, Dirk Scopes’




  echo of the words reflected everyone’s shock. Gisel looked at her brother for his comment, but he was merely frowning at something on his handheld screen.




  “What do you have?”




  He looked up. “Nothing, li’l sister. Just an idea I was checking. Father and M’Tov want me to run some calculation checks on our trip records.




  Something might show us what went wrong on the wormhole jump.”




  “And?”




  “If we can’t figure out what happened . . . we’re never going back.”




  




  




  *******




  




  Gisel took her tray from the dispenser and drifted over to Hannan Badry’s table with it. “Can I join you?”




  Hannan, looked up with a half smile. Her deep dark middle-eastern eyes and black hair mirrored Gisel’s own; only her heavier build and facial lines showed up the difference between a sixteen year old personal trainer and a mid twenties PhD. “I was expecting to meet your father here, but I’m sure we can put up with you.”




  Gisel hid the frown she felt. Hannan and her father were spending a lot of time together, but what did it matter to her? Her parents had divorced after his serial infidelities. Her mother now somewhere back on Earth, while she and her brother had elected to join their father’s project. She lowered her tray until the metal tabs clamped against the magnetic table restraints, belting herself into the spare seat.




  She shrugged. “If I can put up with him, you mean. He’s pissing me off about schooling again, but I’m damned if I want to be a math wiz like 7 Robbie.”




  Hannan regarded her with an ironic twist to her lips. “He wants you to learn essential basics. Math will be needed whatever training you decide to go for.”




  Gisel raised one shoulder dismissively and squirted a spoonful of the thick green soup into her mouth. “Ugh! What the hell is catering calling it this time?”




  Hannan offered a momentary grin. “I think they’ve quit trying to sweeten it with a name. It’s just the last of the protein and carbohydrate culture.”




  Gisel drew in another spoonful and choked it down. “And to think I left south India for this. We had mangos growing in our garden. The best chapattis in the city sold just down the road.”




  “Don’t tell me. You people were bloody lucky – I was raised on UN




  famine rations in Gaza – and even at grad school in Cairo, we ate more soy protein than couscous. Maybe I won’t find this Earth so bad if we can get fresh veggies.”




  “We’re going down, then?”




  Hannan shrugged. “What choice do we have? We’ll either starve up here or eat stardust until the lights go out.”




  “That bad?”




  “I’ve been helping with the krill cultures – they’re getting stretched.




  Need a few months to build back up before we can harvest regularly again.




  The Iskander wasn’t designed with any fat, everything was pared down to carry essential equipment for the trip.”




  A movement behind made Gisel follow Hannan’s glance; her father glided like a raven toward them, carrying his own tray. He settled into the last seat and regarded them both. “What are you two talking about?’




  



  Gisel shrugged and turned her attention to her meal. Hannan smiled and jerked a finger toward the floor. “That thing down there. What other topic of conversation is there?”




  “And the lousy food,” Gisel said, wrinkling her nose.




  “When are we going down?” Hannan asked.




  Father picked up his package of green soup and scowled at it. “There’s to be a meeting tomorrow to discuss that. Everybody’s to be there.”




  Hannan raised an eyebrow. “M’Tov wants everybody?”




  “Yep. Seems Iskander has become a participatory democracy. Well, there are only a hundred and ten of us. That makes it easier to hear everyone’s input.”




  “We’re in deep shit.” Hannan leaned back in her seat, looking as relaxed as someone who had always lived amid crisis. “Babes in the wood, who will either starve or freeze to death, but at least we can smile and all pull together.”




  Father frowned at her as he ripped open the spout of his soup. “I think I’d prefer you to sound more positive, Hannan. The child hasn’t had your background – not that she’s been completely sheltered.”




  Gisel had heard Hannan’s cool front before, so she only grinned. They ate in silence for several minutes.




  He turned to Gisel. “What are you doing this afternoon?”




  “Why?”




  “I’m preparing some N-3 equipment for Earth level gravity. Thought you might be interested.”




  “M’Tov is sending me some crewmen for callisthenics and resistance training.” She pulled a face. “They’ve never been for fitness training before, so it’ll be a bloody disaster.”




  He smiled. “Don’t be so sure. He’s told them they have to be able to 9 work in Earth gravity. These will be the first guys down to take a look around.”




  “Christ. When? I can’t get that flab off them overnight.”




  “That’ll be decided at the meeting tomorrow. We have to figure out how long it’ll take us to ready the ground mission. Meanwhile we’ll fly the Intruder down for a low altitude recon and sensor scan.”




  Hannan squished her empty soup bag onto her tray. “And we need to set up remote sensing equipment on the Iskander to decide where we’re going. Norris is preparing the oceanography component right now.” Professor Richard Norris was her boss.




  “That will require a few days of data collecting – even in this orbit.”




  Henrik mused.




  “Right. Weeks, if we’re going to do a thorough reconnaissance,”




  Hannan said. “We’ll have to decide where to focus first – and then we’ll need ground truthing.”




  Gisel knew the word from her year at tech school in London, when her mother had been a resident physician at Guy’s. A trial separation before the divorce. Space imaging needed to be checked by actual examination on the ground.




  Father nodded. “In that case, either you or Norris will have to be on our first ground trip to conduct that.”




  Gisel looked up quickly. “Hey, that’ll be neat. Can I come?”




  He frowned at her. “No, you can’t. I will likely be going down with the first party, but we hardly need a gymnast or a personal trainer.”




  “But you’ll need the teams to be fit,” Gisel said in a rush of words.




  “And I’m the fittest aboard.”




  “She’s right, there, Henrik,” Hannan said.




  “Even so . . . she’s a child. I’m not going to make myself look a fool in front of M’Tov. He’s trying to set this up like some kind of military operation.”




  “What military?”




  “Good point. We don’t have the muscle to go down and throw our weight around. He and a few others are reserve officers, and there are those among the crew who’ve had military experience, but we’re a civilian expedition and I’m damned sure I want to see it stay that way.”




  Gisel finished her green soup and stuffed the bread surrogate into a pocket for later. She unfastened her seat restraint. “I’d better get to the gym and make ready for M’Tov’s army, then.”




  “Right,” Hannan grinned. “Put them through it, sergeant major.”




  Father glanced quickly toward Hannan and then away before Gisel could catch his expression. “How long will you be in the gym?”




  There was something in his voice, but she refused to consider the implications. “All afternoon, I guess. Why?”




  “Nothing. Just wondered,”




  Gisel picked up her tray and gave a casual wave with her left hand. As she pushed herself away Hannan and her father were regarding one another steadily across the table.




   




  



  

  Chapter Two




  Gisel’s first session with M’Tov’s newly appointed ground security men went quite well, but next day they’d scheduled a much longer session – and now they felt sore and complained about everything. Five managed their required workouts and left, after she’d taken their blood pressures and working heart rates for the ship’s records. One remained in the weight training area trying to make his quota as she floated weightlessly back across the gym. All of them had more or less picked their own training regimens from the options she’d offered, so she was more of a facilitator.




  There to keep the machines in good order, she’d no illusions about miraculously transforming their physiques.




  Gisel studied the readout on the working machine – didn’t look like he’d make it. “Just twenty more full extensions, Mr Geroux. How’s your breathing?”




  He glared at her and kept struggling.




  “You don’t want to over-stress. It’ll actually work against you.”




  “You’re not . . . telling me . . . anything, kid,” he grated. “I was doing this . . . before you were . . . even born.” Geroux had been a warrant officer in military service before joining the Iskander crew. Gisel knew he resented her presence in the gym – he’d resisted every suggestion she made.




  Damned if she was going to be intimidated. “I expect you were a lot younger when you could keep up the program you picked.”




  His eyes narrowed and he let go of the handgrips – the arms of the machine snapping back against the stops. “You think I’m too old for this . .




  .? Well . . . damn you for a young monkey . . .. Just because your old man is




  . . . senior level aboard this tub . . .” his voice trailed off into heavy coughing.




  Gisel reached out with her monitor and clapped it to his wrist. “You’re forty-nine, and the records M’Tov sent me said you’d been out of the service for seven years. A lot could happen in that time.” She stared at the monitor readings. “You’re not doing any more today. Look at these readings for yourself!”




  He grudgingly took the monitor from her. After reading the numbers he pushed it back into her hands. “So, shop me to M’Tov. I don’t give a damn.




  He can find me some other make-work until we’re set up here.”




  Like the other men picked for ground security, Geroux’s shipboard duties had finished now the auxilliary plant was idle. If they’d arrived at N-3, they would have been assigned duties among the first colonists, but now they were super-numaries – as unessential as herself.




  She should be able to sympathise with his reactions, but he pissed her off too much. “I’ll recommend M’Tov let me pick a regimen for you – one that will keep you alive until you can do something useful.”




  Geroux yanked at his harness to free himself. “Forget it, kid. I can speak to him myself.” He lifted up out of the machine’s saddle and pushed off toward the doorway.




  Gisel waited until he reached it. “Do you want me to take your post-regimen fitness readings?”




  “Use the goddamned numbers you have.” He slid the door aside and disappeared.




  She bent over the machine to re-stow the straps. Clean up the gym and oil the machines like a good little girl – try to make yourself useful.




  Damned if she was going to feel sorry for herself – she took conscious control of her breathing to slow her pulse rate after the altercation. She’d made a mistake coming on this contract with her father – and it had even been her mother’s suggestion. “Go with them, Gisel. I’m worried about Robbie – he doesn’t need any more of Henrik’s influence.”




  And now she was never going to see her mother again.




  Would Mother have any idea what had happened to the Iskander? Not likely. They’d be listed as lost in space – one more statistic in a long record of tragedies. She’d be mourning them as soon as the next ship returning from N-3 reached Earth. Damn – everything had gone wrong. Gisel threw herself into preparations to get the gym ready for the next session. Some of her old clients would be coming. They’d want foil practice with her or workouts after the meeting scheduled this afternoon.




  At the door, Gisel set the lighting panel to ‘sleep’ and slid the door closed. She needed to talk to someone. She’d get cleaned up in the quarters she shared with Father and Robbie – then she’d go looking for Hannan.




  As she floated down the corridors her mind raced ahead. Not only the youngest member of the crew, she was the least trained – in anything that might be useful now they were stranded here. Did she want to be beholden to her father for charity the rest of her life? Sure he’d offered her a training program, but to hel with planetary engineering. Damned certain she’d never rate anything but helpmate from now on. Kiss any dreams a good bloody bye – the Matah family produced movers and shakers, not gym technicians.




  At the door to the quarters, the life services readout seemed odd. Said it was occupied, and everyone was away at work. Robbie would never have slipped away – impossible. He was too in love with all the math problems their predicament had set him.




  She identified herself to the view eye and keyed the open button. The door slid aside soundlessly.




  Stepping into the vestibule, she opened her locker to deposit the med monitor and report sheets inside, took off her shoes, and began pulling the living-room door aside. A strange noise?




  Grunting. Panting . . . and a squishing sound.




  She poked her head inside – and froze. Floating across the living space were two frantic entwined figures. Naked figures. The panting came from her father . . .




  She pulled her head back and slammed the door closed.




  Oh God! Like a pair of goddamned snakes. Did snakes fuck like that?




  This one did. She’d seen her mother’s pain often enough with Father’s whoring – seen and learned from it. Never would she allow a man to hurt her like that . . .. So why did this feel as if he was betraying her?




  She yanked open her locker and jammed her shoes back on. Look for Hannan? No bloody need – she’d found her. The bitch! Is that why she’d been so friendly these past weeks? Gisel punched the outside door control and dived out when it was half open.




  The inside door sounded as if it was moving, but she swung away down the corridor – ricocheting off the walls like an angry bee. Come on out and call me back, you bastard. Bollock naked in the corridor. I don’t think so.




  She caromed away down several corridors. Nearly colliding with two women at an intersection, she grabbed a corner bar to swing away out of sight.




  Angry voices followed her. “What the hell do you think you’re on – a race?”




  “Damned kid should never have been allowed aboard.”




  Where the hell could she go? She had only one refuge – the gym. She took a vertical link back to the next deck and impelled herself more slowly back to the fitness training area. What to do – hide in a shower stall and cry her bloody eyes out? No way! Don’t let the arrogant bastard get at her. Don’t give that bitch any satisfaction. Must be a thousand snide digs she could get in to make Father rue ever presenting her an image like that.




  Lecture me, ever so goddam mature and wise again? Just try it.




  Meantime – she had to get her mind around something else. She’d pound that machine Geroux was riding so damned hard it’d break through the floor. Bet she could do three times the full extensions he’d set.




  She thumped the door control buttons hard and fumed as the door view eye flashed every light but green. “You have just left.” Iskander’s mainframe said.




  “Yes. And now I’m back.” Goddamned mechanical voices – mind your own business. Even the Iskander didn’t recognize her rights. “I have a new assignment – number K3-DD.”




  The number meant her personal training – the computer couldn’t quibble about that – maybe. “This area to be sealed for housekeeping in five minutes.”




  



  “I want to pick up some equipment,” she snapped. If she stayed in the gym, the computer would have to reschedule the housekeeping. It couldn’t decompress the area with her in it.




  The light went green and the door slid open. She pushed off hard and flew into the changing area. She stopped at her larger, full height locker.




  Slapping a hand on the fingerprint scanner, the door opened. What did she need from it? She was still wearing her training tights.




  Her eye lit on her katana hanging by its decorative cord from the back hooks. Part of her training gig was foils – she’d switched to fencing when she grew out of the optimum age for competitive gymnastics. If she’d stayed on Earth she had a good shot of being the youngest member on the national Olympic team. The katana wasn’t part of her instruction gear, but she liked to keep her hand in with it. She reached in and lifted it from the hooks.




  Taking it in her left hand, she withdrew the razor sharp blade. The polished steel flashed in the bright lighting.




  Where to take it? She needed a place where no one else was likely to be working.




  




  ********




  Gisel slid open the observation room door and slipped inside.




  




  Unoccupied; a row of empty seats facing the huge viewport bulging out into space. Several cameras and remote sensing scanners had been clipped to the rail in front of them since yesterday. A console screen to the side showed the current data being recorded. She held the katana in its sheath in front of her as she drifted to the seats and strapped herself into the end one.




  Her mind buzzed with the events of the past days – events that had come to a head this afternoon. Damn him! Hadn’t he hurt her enough? First the divorce from Mother – how the hell could she live in two countries at once? She loved her mother, but she was often as remote as Father. She brought her patients’ worries home, while Father could sometimes make a girl the centre of his universe. Not that it had happened much lately. Not since this assignment – ten years setting up the infrastructure for a new world. Like hell. Where was the world? “I’ll give you the best training in the galaxy, Gisel. Promise.” How much were Henrik Matah’s promises worth?




  He’d broken them to their mother, to both her and Robbie, and now he was screwing that bitch Badry in their own quarters. Disgusting, mortifying.




  She lifted the katana by its hilt and sheath and drew out the deadly blade – shining like a mirror even in the heavily shielded sunlight. He didn’t care how much he hurt or humiliated her. She’d smarten him up.




  Her eyes drifted from the razor edge, mere centimetres from her face, to the brilliant planet beneath. Blues and greens in many shades marked out continents she had seen in every atlas file her whole life. Earth, but definitely not the one she remembered.




  



  She placed a finger gently on the steel edge. In ancient times defeated and disgraced warriors had used this edge to slice their bellies, signifying to a trusted companion that they wished to be beheaded. Disgraced women needed no help to sever their carotid arteries with the smaller kaiken. She hadn’t brought hers on the mission; a weight restriction for this journey.




  She’d had to plead with her father for the two foils and the katana – if he hadn’t pul ed rank to sign her onto the crew as a personal trainer she’d have lost them too.




  Her attention drifted to the planet again. What had happened to this Earth? They’d found signs of cultivation and small towns – but who were the people down there? The big meeting was this afternoon. Did she want to go?




  Father would be front and center at the meeting, of course, rating number three in the Iskander’s hierarchy. She couldn’t stand to hear him pontificate – she only wanted his apologies . . . his regrets . . . his grief.




  How should she go about her intention? Did she really intend to dare fate? The mythology said seppuku was called Hara-kiri – that the blade was used to disembowel oneself. Her teachers had told her otherwise. Pity, she had no trusted companion to slash off her head. In ancient Japan suicide wasn’t considered a failure, but she’d bet everyone on the Iskander thought it was.




  Could she use this long sword to sever a carotid artery? Not graceful enough.




  If he’d been with anyone but Hannan Badry . . .. The woman had pretended to be her friend. Had befriended her because of her own qualities – her intelligence, her personality – and all the while it was no more than a ruse to worm closer to Henrik Matah. A fascinating companion, the oceanographer had even asked to learn more about Zen meditation and the art of the katana. Fraud! Lies!




  Two naked bodies . . . writhing. . . like a pair of reptiles. Disgusting. So engrossed in their sensuality they hadn’t stopped even when she put her head into the room.




  She held out the sword at arms length, the blade pointed at the turquoise planet below. What forces could she sense in the conjunction? The mystery of life . . . of death. And the mystery of the planet. She breathed deeply – in . . . and out. One. Breathe again . . .. Two. In meditation she felt closer to the forces of the Universe – to the unifying factor her learning said was called “That”. Not a name – how could something so all pervading be limited by a name? One instructor had taught her a katana exercise of oneness, but made her promise never to practice it alone.




  She was alone. She was also in zero gravity, and it was a certainty that the creators of its deadly meditation had never envisaged its practice under weightlessness. Did she want to die? No, but she was not afraid to challenge death.




  She unfastened the restraint holding her into the seat and pushed herself off gently – to stop herself above the rail. Poised like a tightrope walker. She curled the toes of one foot under and pressed the other above the rail to hold herself in place. She held the breathing rhythm of the meditation and began to swing the katana from hand to hand.




  As she swung the sword she spun it about its axis. Slowly at first – then faster. Her mind locked onto the spinning blade. The mind training called Kime – its later refinement Aikido – that held the devotee’s attention in the present. She flicked the katana as she threw it, so now it spun end over end as well. Her other hand darted out at exactly the right instant to take the sharkskin handgrip as it spun past.




  The deadly point skimmed past her throat. Millimetres away. Her mind stilled its worry and its hurt. This meditation would answer her uncertainty – death or the planet below. Did Gisel Matah have a life . . . a place in this world?




  Reflected light flashed from the spinning sword. Her eyelids flickered but did not close. The blade became a blur. Something sharp stung her left arm. Globules of blood drifted across her vision. The keen edge had stroked her bare forearm. She spun the sword faster.




  The sun’s reflection from the steel traced out a circle in the air before her. Her hands darted forward at exactly the correct instants to sieze the tsuka and impel its next rotation. The circle traced by point and kashira merged with the curve of the planet below. Two circles intertwined – exactly.




  The meditation had answered. Her hands ceased speeding the katana’s deadly path. She leaned forward to hold her balance near the spinning steel.




  Three more turns, then two, then . . .




  She clutched the tsuka of the weapon in her right fist and let it whirl about her head. Then she held it motionless, pointing again at the planet below. They must meet. They held her destiny.




  



  



  

  Chapter Three




  Gisel left the observation room, glancing around before launching herself out of the door. She cruised down the centre of the corridor and reached out with her left hand to stop herself by the handrail at the intersection leading to the gym. The headband she’d wrapped around her cut arm slipped but no blood spurted. Not even a major vein – the blood must be coagulating already. Just as goddamn well, the headband was soaked scarlet.




  She checked the cross corridor in both directions. Still no one about.




  That seemed strange for a work afternoon. As long as she didn’t bump into any inquisitive crew members she could avoid answering questions. She clamped her right elbow tighter to hold the katana against her side. The corridor to the gym was empty and dark – the housekeeping must be over by now. It never lasted more than a few minutes. The overhead lights came on as she kicked off gently toward the door at the far end.




  She stretched out a foot to stop herself at the door. Clear so far. She could wash up and put an invisible tape on the cut. Just wear long sleeves for a few days. She reached for the door control. It started to slide open even before she touched it.




  Someone inside. A man. Goddammit! Her father.




  “Oh, at last, Gisel. Where have you been? There’s the general meeting.




  Hurry, you’re late–”




  His black hair and hypnotically dark eyes – that she’d inherited – made him a stooping bird of prey in the doorway. The image was enhanced by his dark skin and large hooked nose – thankfully a gene she’d escaped. He moved awkwardly under weightlessness – a sign of too much time spent at a terminal. She squeezed past him, keeping her left arm behind her. “I’ll clean up. Where is it being held?”




  “I’ve looked everywhere for you.” He frowned at her. “What’s that on your arm?”




  “Nothing.” She kicked off from the wall. “I’ll be there ASAP, Dad.




  Where?”




  “That’s blood.”




  “Just a graze. I’ll disinfect it.”




  He turned to follow. “That rag is soaked. Let me look.”




  Goddamn. Of all the luck. “It’s nothing I tell you. I can look after it.”




  “You’ve got that damned katana. I told you to let me keep it under lock and key.”




  She changed direction and scooted faster toward the female changing room. He followed.




  “You can’t come in here.”




  “I’m in. What did you do?”




  “You gotta leave . . . I need . . .. You know –” She took hold of a cubicle door with her left hand, pressing herself tight to conceal her arm.




  He stopped, beside her and somewhat higher off the floor. A hawk hovering. “Gisel, quit putting me off. I know when you’re trying to bullshit me.”




  She placed a hand over the makeshift bandage. “Leave me alone! I’m not a little kid any more. Go and sniff around Badry. She seems to like your fussing.”




  His eyes widened. “What do you mean? You saw . . .?”




  “Damn right I did. You two couldn’t wait to get into the sleeping niche?




  Just animals out in public view. You were too hot – ”




  His face suffused with red. “That’ll do. Just keep a respectful tongue in your head.”




  “Respectful, shit! Like naked savages . . . writhing . . .. You and that slut –”




  His hand darted like a diving hawk, catching her on the side of the head. “I said, enough!”




  She shook her head to clear it. This was the Indian half of his Anglo-Indian again. Goddamn ancestry – his genes didn’t know they weren’t fighting for the Raj any more. She let go of the bloodstained headband and released the sword from under her elbow. “One of these days, I swear –”




  “Don’t you threaten me. Give me that katana.”




  “No!”




  He grabbed her arm. “Give it here!”




  She shifted her fist to take it by the handgrip. “You just try to take it.”




  “By God, I will.” His own fist closed over hers.




  She tried to anchor herself as he jerked at the sword. No such luck, his effort pulled her away from the cubicle door.




  “You little –” He tried to wrench the sword free. “I’ve spoiled you too much. That’s going to change, young lady –. Jesus H Christ! Where did all that blood come from?”




  She followed his glance to the door; a great scarlet smear where she’d pressed the headband against it. “Sto Dialo!” A pity her grandmother hadn’t taught her more Greek swear words – she felt like ripping off a long streak.




  Her father let go of the sword and reached for her left arm. “Let me look.”




  “No. I’m fine. I can look after it – just get to your meeting. You’re late too.”




  He didn’t take any notice. Just wrapped an arm around her shoulders and pulled her over to the washbubbles. “How did it happen? I knew I shouldn’t have let you keep that sword.” He stared into her eyes and then unwrapped the bloodstained bandage.




  “I was doing an exercise and it slipped.”




  “Bullshit, Gisel. You never slip when you’re exercising. One thing you do apply yourself to with perfect concentration.”




  She felt a grin pull at her lips. “I’m not as perfect as you.”




  He bent over her arm. “It’s not too deep.”




  “I know. It’s just about quit bleeding.”




  He left her with her arm inside the washbubble to sail to the far wall and collect the first aid kit. “How did it really happen?” he said as he glided back.




  “I told you – an exercise.”




  He stared into her eyes, as if a lie was written on her pupils. “One more evasion and I ground you.”




  She grinned widely this time. “Up here?”




  He glared a moment, before his eyes met hers and he smiled. “That’s what the meeting is about – it’s in the Intruder hangar. The whole crew are considering our options. We’d better hurry. I give you until it’s over to prepare an honest answer.”




  He worked quickly, cleaning the long cut and pressing the edges together while she sprayed the disinfectant and wound sealant on it. “Give it a good coat. Make sure it doesn’t work open or you’ll have a scar.”




  “I was doing the meditation exercise,” she said. “In the Observation Room. I guess I should clean up any blood still floating there.”




  “God Dammit. You were told never to do that alone – and in weightlessness! What the hell were you –”




  “It won’t happen again. I just needed to . . . that’s all.”




  He stared at her without speaking.




  “I was angry . . .”




  He reached out and laced his fingers into her hair. Either about to shake the shit out of her or hold her head while he slapped her with his other hand. She tensed.




  He shook his head. “Do you have a jacket here? Don’t want everyone seeing that cut.”




  




  *********




  They hurried to the Intruder hangar, a titanium cylinder cluttered with jigs and spare parts now the aircraft was parked outside in space, ready to drop out of orbit to check the surface. Voices echoed off the metal walls and Gisel’s nose twitched from the reek of lubricants and that universal aircraft smell of sour sweat.




  




  Every one of the Iskander’s hundred and ten passengers and crew were ranged about the vacated space – the only one large enough to hold everybody. All eyes turned to them as Gisel and her father entered. Colonel M’Tov paused in his address as they found places. Henrik swooped across the hangar to settle beside Dr Badry while Gisel tucked herself in beside her brother Robbie.




  He squinted at her momentarily and then faced forward again.




  M’Tov, thumbs hooked under the ample belt of his Space Service uniform, his greying hair freshly clipped short, watched them a moment before continuing to speak. “So, to recap for the late arrivals . . .. We need to procure supplies down there ASAP. We’ve mapped small towns and villages, so there must be farmers and fishermen. We need to set up our heavy water plant before we use up what’s left of our fuel flying the Intruder.” He paused to survey the glum faces. “I propose to find a suitable landing site in England – or rather, the geographical location we call the British Isles. Hopefully, the people there will speak English, or some dialect we can understand.”




  Gisel frowned at Robbie, but he didn’t respond. Didn’t people speak other languages in times past? But who says this is times past? She paid attention to M’Tov again before she missed too much.




  “The Intruder will fly a low level mission to check out a few sites. We need to find a place close enough to the sea to set up the heavy water plant.




  



  We want a site with a full demographic cross section of the population base – urban and rural. We need to keep clear of the largest centers, particularly a capital city, because officialdom may require too many questions and answers before we get what we need.”




  “Isn’t that a wild assumption?” Dr Hather asked.




  “Not that wild,” Father said. “We have found no trace of industrialization – not even ruins that one might expect from a catastrophic nuclear war. Our best assumption is that this place has never reached a level of development approaching ours.”




  M’Tov chopped his hand at Hather. “So we are presuming a less centralized society that will have more local autonomy. We just need one with sufficient agricultural capacity to support us as well –”




  “And have access to the materials we will need to begin building ourselves an infrastructure,” Father finished.




  “Such as?” said a younger voice from the centre of the group. One of the biology field people – Mort, a fair haired twenty-something – had lifted up over his fellows.




  Father smiled toward M’Tov. “Some of the young people might relish a simple pastoral life, if that’s what we find down there, but I, for one, would hope to build a continuation of the technological society we have now.”




  “But what if the folks down there don’t want us to?” Hather said. “It’s their world.”




  M’Tov shook his head vigorously. “Not so. It’s ours as well, now. We’re stuck here.”




  Gisel had known that since Robbie had told her the reasons, but hearing the words from M’Tov still sent a thrill of apprehension through her.




  They had become the aliens from space – what must they do to be welcomed as friends?




  “But what if they don’t accept that?” came a loud voice – Yamaguchi, a mining engineer. “Do we fight for a place to land?”




  Richard Norris, the head of Oceanography, looked around for the speaker. “I’m sure we can find plenty of uninhabited islands where we can live without being discovered – if that becomes necessary. But such places are not well endowed with the raw materials that a technological society uses. Neither would they have the food and other supplies we need right now. We must establish solid contacts in some populated region – even if it becomes necessary later to conceal ourselves.”




  Yvan Korchik, their senior Production Engineer, spoke up from behind Gisel’s father. “Hiding in an island is a poor idea. Look at this from a sociological standpoint – we will make ourselves more secure by merging with an established power and blending into their culture. I’m sure we can thrive better as valued partners than as a hidden threat.”




  



  “Threat? What kind of threat are we?” Hather demanded.




  Korchik turned to smile at her. “Don’t tell me you never heard of all those stories from the past, about flying saucers and alien abductions. We must expect to be looked at as otherworldly – something to be feared.”




  “Then we just need to act like civilized people,” Hather snapped.




  “I think we all agree to that,” M’Tov said. “But first impressions are important, and we can’t control how the people down there react to us. We must reveal ourselves carefully. The Intruder itself . . . could be a terrifying thing to simple peasants. ”




  Father moved forward to address everyone. “Which is why we must pick a place somewhat isolated from the mainstream. If things go wrong, hopefully we have a chance to make a fresh start elsewhere.”




  Hather glowered. “I see no reason for anything to go wrong.”




  “Well, we have no expert in alien contacts, and no handbook what to do in this situation,” Korchik answered. “I’m sure we could soon be looked upon as friends if you were to set up a clinic down there, but you might need a security detail to keep away angry witchdoctors or some other primitive leech herders.”




  “And don’t for heaven’s sake lose an important patient,” Geroux cut in.




  Hather’s dark expression faded. That was a good point – she could be chased by an angry mob. But how did they know what would be acceptable in a society they’d never seen? Gisel agreed with Korchik that their approach should incorporate a strong dose of help and service for the locals, but humans were violent creatures. If the inhabitants were humans – but hold on there! Her imagination was getting away from her.




  “So,” another voice queried, “do we have armed peacekeepers?”




  M’Tov stared toward the speaker, Ahmed Villars the flight engineer of the Intruder, as if reluctant to answer. “We have some automatic rifles in the security locker,” he said eventually. “There was a plan to form a police team when we arrived on N-3.”




  Dr Hather’s chin jutted forward. “Policing who, M’Tov?”




  He shook his head. “Just a precaution – in the planning.”




  “How many rifles?” Commander Johansen, the senior pilot of the Intruder, demanded.




  M’Tov shrugged. “Six.”




  Richard Norris looked around at the group. “Then let’s hope the first people we find are friendly.”




  Colonel M’Tov straightened his spine into a military bearing. “I am in charge of our security, and the safety of personnel. I hope the locals present no threat, but I cannot allow valuable specialists to be harmed and will do whatever is needed to establish the good order we require.”




  “Which means coming on as bully boys?” Hather asked.




  



  “If necessary. The law we live by will be ours, not a law of the jungle.”




  

  Chapter Four




  Gisel craned for a glimpse out the small passenger door beside the cargo ramp as the Iskander crewman opened it. Her father reached out a hand to pull her against the seat back. “Be careful Gisel. We don’t know what might be out there.”




  It had taken her a great deal of fast talking this past ten days to secure a place in this first ground investigation mission. Her father relented and included her in his team – in large part because she’d made him worry for her mental state. Had she really intended suicide all those days ago? It felt as if some alien Gisel had taken over her emotions. She’d keep tighter control from now on.




  She leaned forward again as M’Tov and his crewman stepped out clumsily onto the head of the unfolded flight ramp, scanning the area around the landing zone. They moved as if on Jupiter instead of under Earth gravity – obviously not followed her advice. Outside, a grassy meadow stretched past a small creek as far as the woods beyond. No sign of human inhabitants, but then they’d picked a landing site over a kilometer from the nearest village – and Intruder was loud enough to scare them away.




  



  M’Tov turned back to the people inside. “It looks clear. Team leaders, prepare your people to disembark.”




  Father unfastened his seat belt and stood, staggering slightly after a month of weightlessness. “Ground truthing team collect your packs and join me at the cargo ramp.” He looked down at her. “How do you feel?”




  She tossed the ends of her seat belt aside and sprang to her feet. She strove to ignore a surge of dizziness. “Fine, Father. You know I’m the fittest one here. I can carry twice the load you’ve given me.”




  She stepped confidently across the floor of the cargo hold toward Marc Chronon, the youngest member of Iskander’s flight crew, who pressed the buttons to lower the Intruder’s cargo ramp. Only four years older than her, he was an electronics and communications specialist. She’d charmed an extra radio receiver out of him for the mission, but only because he wanted it tested after some repairs.




  He put out a hand to hold her back when she stepped onto the descending ramp. “Let M’Tov go first, Gisel. This is his show.”




  She stuck out her tongue before dodging around his arm and running down the moving ramp. She jumped off into the grass, which was still bent over from the blast of the Intruder’s landing. Like most of their larger systems, the aircraft was powered by a fusion reactor, and its turbine engines used electric arcs to turn air and recycled water into a superheated steam reaction mass. At less than combustion temperature, the vegetation below the aircraft had not been charred. She knelt to lift up handfuls of bowed stalks to hold against her face. “Come on down, it smells just like home.”




  Colonel M’Tov glared down at her. “Please come back at once, Miss Matah. I want to place my guards before any of you civilians disembark.”




  She grinned up at him and winked as he said ‘civilians’. M’Tov was one of her fencing students, and she was sure she knew how to get around him.




  But she stood and hurried back up the ramp. “Sorry, Colonel, but remember we’re not civilians any more. We’re all in this together.”




  He frowned and turned away.




  “Gisel.” Her father’s voice. “Come back here and pick up your load.”




  She waited just long enough to stand at salute while M’Tov and his six guards filed down the ramp. Scampering across the cargo bay past the oceanographers, hoisting an inflatable boat to their shoulders, she avoided Hannan’s eyes and headed past to her father and his team.




  “Hurry up, Gisel. We’re the next team off. Remember this is a speed mission. We don’t want to be on the ground long enough for the local authorities to react.”




  “Yessir!” She threw another salute. She could have pointed out that




  ‘local authorities’ was just a supposition. Everyone’s comments, as they’d flown over the countryside, suggested a really primitive setup. From a thousand feet up, the buildings in the villages looked a lot like thatched sheds – the people living there could even be serfs. They’d marveled at the castle beside the river, about four kilometers away – was there a knight in armor living there? Wow, wouldn’t that be neat?




  She’d never expected to see a real castle, with battlements and even a banner flying from its highest tower. She wished her father’s team was going that way instead of up the valley to ground truth various types of trees and crops that Iskander had recorded in remote sensing imagery from space. All this ground investigation to verify their remote sensing, so they could analyze their data. Why waste the time? She loved this place already, and wanted them to stay here.




  M’Tov had the first investigation team, heading to the village beside the river estuary, much closer to the castle. She could see him standing under Intruder’s tail, detailing three men to guard the aircraft and placing the last three among the file of specialists in his investigation team. She picked up her pack to swing onto her back and looped the carry strap of the portable analyzer over her left shoulder. Her cut arm twinged a bit, but she pushed the discomfort away. The katana’s warning cut was scabbed over and no longer inflamed.




  Father led them to the ramp, a video camera in one hand. They had no escort with their team but he carried an automatic pistol in a belt holster.




  Doubt he could hit a barn from the inside. Pity they hadn’t given it to her.




  Back on Earth, she’d sweet talked herself into a few shots at the pistol range adjoining her fencing gym.




  “We’re to keep together,” he said. “Are you listening Gisel? I don’t want any straggling. Now check our communications.” He unclipped the receiver from his belt. “Intruder, this is team north, do you read?”




  “Loud and clear, Mr Matah.”




  Gisel pulled out the spare receiver. “North team second radio. Gisel Matah, over.”




  Commander Johansen at the Intruder’s controls answered. “Seems to be working right now, Gisel. Drop it a few times and call us from a distance.”




  “Ha ha, smartass. We may need this extra one. The Colonel’s guards have most of the rest.”




  “You may need it,” Johansen’s voice came back. “Keep sassing me and I’m going to leave you down here.”




  She turned toward the cockpit door where both pilots were silhouetted against the windshield, and gave him the finger. The rest of the team descended the ramp, and she had to sprint to catch them up.




  Henrik glanced down at a compass in his hand. “This way, everyone.




  About eight hundred metres to the swamp where we do our first checks.”




  



  Some of the team were already wheezing. Gisel held her speed down almost to a stroll to keep from overtaking them. Ample time to look about as they walked. The Intruder had landed in a small valley where a creek, if you could call it that – it was only a metre wide – meandered slowly to the wider river estuary. They left the area where the grass was long and uncut and crossed several areas where it had been clipped down to ground level.




  Animal droppings suggested that livestock had been staked out to graze.




  She looked at the droppings – wonder what the hell made those piles?




  Animals – domestic or wild – were a rarity on the Earth they’d come from.




  The meadow on the hill to her right extended to a tree covered ridge.




  Too small to call a forest, it seemed better to call it a wood. She’d have liked to leave the team and run up to experience it – hadn’t seen trees like this since she was a kid – but knew it would get her into trouble. They were to check out more timber further up the valley.




  Only a few isolated trees graced the hill on her other side, and the ground between was cut in strips of bare red-brown earth. Cultivated fields, she guessed. A faint hint of green showed where plants were beginning to sprout – just like the seeds in that biology project back at the school she’d attended in London. Before the divorce; before Father went to join the Iskander, fitting out in Titan orbit. Forget that – look at the scenery. This place was . . . what was the word? Unspoiled. Yes, that was it. Like hundreds of years in the past.




  She looked back at the Intruder from the crest of a rise in the valley.




  Two guards stood under the wingtips in the shade, and the flight crew was talking to the third at the base of the ramp. M’Tov had ordered the aircraft to take off if any threat to its safety appeared. It was their only link between Iskander and the surface, and they couldn’t risk any damage. He’d briefed everyone on alternative pickup points if that happened. He didn’t say how they were expected to get there if some . . . army, or something big enough to damage the aircraft showed up. Amateurs at this kind of thing – shit – didn’t M’Tov ever read SciFi thrillers?




  Sure, Intruder made enough noise to scare the dead, but she didn’t believe all the locals had run away. Someone could be watching them from that ridge.




  At the swamp, Gisel set down her pack and the portable analyzer on some long grass while the biologists waded out into the shallow water. Nancy Svambini, one of the field techs, wielded a measuring rod and a sample tool, measuring water depth and turbidity. Looked like a messy job. Gisel grinned at her sympathetically as Nancy lifted a leg covered with black mud and bits of plants. She shrugged. Two tree specialists, both young field techs, paced about impatiently and stared at the woodlands in the distance. “All deciduous,” Mort said, shielding his eyes.




  “How many species? Can’t tell from here,” Alan, who Gisel didn’t like, said with a nod. “I hope to hell we get over there soon.”




  “Soon enough,” Henrik Matah said, turning to them abruptly. “When these people are nearly finished we’ll walk on.”




  Gisel stayed out of it. But it’d be good to get into the trees; the air around this place stank and small insects kept trying to fly into her eyes.




  She’d forgotten how much she hated bugs after six months away from Earth.




  The radios crackled. “M’Tov to Matah. Routine check.”




  “Good here, Elias. We’re at our first ground truthing site.”




  Gisel keyed her transmit. “Did we bring any bug spray, Colonel? I’m being eaten alive here.”




  A minute passed before M’Tov answered. “I don’t think Iskander carries any. Either you get used to them or you stay aboard, young lady.”




  She hated that tone of his, time to pull his chain. “What if they’re carrying some disease?”




  His answer snapped back a lot quicker. “I’ll check with medical and chemical engineering when we get back.”




  Alan came up behind her and swatted around her head. “Look out, Gisel. This one is big enough to carry you off.”




  She pushed him away, with more force than he expected by the way he screwed up his face. “Better you stick to your trees – they’re more your speed.”




  “Wicked one!” Mort said with a grin. “I don’t think she wants to make friends, Alan.”




  Being the youngest woman on the Iskander made her the object of all the young men’s attentions – she was sick of it.




  She walked part way around the swamp while the team worked. Her father watched her with a scowl but said nothing. Bet he already regretted bringing her. A movement under a grove of trees in the middle distance caught her eye. Shaggy, greyish white animals started out into the meadow, lowering their heads to munch grass as they walked. What the heck were they? She’d seen pictures of them once.




  It wasn’t until a boy and a dog followed them into the open that she remembered. The pole he carried – it was called a crook. That made him a .




  . . shepherd. Yes, that was it. He ambled on into the meadow, obviously without noticing them.




  The dog looked up and barked.




  The shepherd boy stopped and his mouth fell open. The Iskander team probably looked outlandish to him, dressed in shiny, repellant coveralls, while he wore a dull brown smock over knee length breeches and hose. Gisel waved; maybe he wouldn’t feel threatened by her.




  



  He backed away, the dog running forward growling. The animals . . .




  sheep . . . took alarm from the reactions. They began to mill about.




  Gisel waved again. “Hey. Come on over. We mean no harm.”




  The boy turned and fled. The sheep scattered in several directions while the dog ran to and fro, barking.




  “Gisel! Come away. Get back over here.” Her father’s voice.




  She turned to them, all pausing in their tasks to watch the commotion.




  “He’s only a boy. Can’t do any harm.”




  “Dammit! Come back over here. You don’t know that.”




  She shook her head, but turned to trudge back around the swamp.




  She managed one look over her shoulder to see the shepherd boy vanish into the trees. Most of the sheep had ceased running and grazed this way and that. How the hell would they meet anyone if they let them run away?




  On her way to rejoin the team, she heard her father call M’Tov to report the sighting. The radio on her belt blipped in and out when M’Tov answered so she unclipped it and held it up in the air.




  “Keep a watch for him, but we could have a bigger problem here, Henrik,” she heard M’Tov say. “We are closer to the castle than I intended.




  We heard what sounded like a trumpet coming from that direction.”




  “What do you think it meant?”




  “If that castle is the local authority, it likely means they’re aware of our landing and are calling their men together. You may need to carry out your tasks much faster than we’d planned. Until we know what these folks are capable of, we had best not take chances.”




  

  Chapter Five




  Gisel’s father took a few paces away from the swamp and gestured with the radio for her to hurry before keying the mic again. “Do you want me to return to the Intruder?”




  Gisel couldn’t stay silent any longer. “Gee, Father. One shepherd boy and we’re gonna run and hide? He’s already done that.”




  “Be quiet, Gisel.”




  “I’m not going to abort the mission,” M’Tov said, “We’ve found one fellow in the village who seems friendly. He could be a kind of official, but he seems willing to accompany us if we leave the rest of the villagers alone.”




  “You’ve discussed it with him?” Henrik said.




  “No. Doesn’t speak anything I’m fluent in. We’re using sign language.”




  “But your expedition’s mission is accomplished? Shall we cut ours short?”




  “No. We still need all the ground truthing. I’m moving back to where I’ll be closer to cover both you and the oceanographers.”




  Father nodded. “I’l send my arborists on ahead. Can you send me a guard when you get back?”




  



  “I’ll bring some myself. The rest of the team can work near the Intruder.”




  Gisel itched to tell him to go up to the castle and knock on the door, but she knew it wasn’t worth pissing him off. What had M’Tov expected? The Intruder landing had alarmed everyone within hearing. If they were to make friends, they’d better make the effort now.




  Her father was speaking with her two tree buddies when she rejoined the group. “You carry on ahead and start your work. Don’t get out of sight.




  Gisel, I want you to go with them as far as the trees and stay where you can see me, as well as Mort and Alan.”




  She smiled – the alarm had speeded things nicely. “Right.”




  “When the biologists have finished here, we will come and join you.




  Leave the portable analyzer here for them.”




  Alan hoisted a long tool from his shoulder. “You can carry this instead.”




  She grabbed it before it hit her in the face; it had a large snipper end and its weight momentarily pulled her off balance. “What is it?”




  “Extending clippers and grab, for collecting samples off high branches.”




  “Geez. Leave it with me. I’ll go shear some sheep while I wait for you.”




  Her father stared at her a moment before shaking his head and turning away.




  The two men set out at once, so by the time Gisel had reclaimed her pack from where she’d left it she had to run to catch up to them. The next trees were a good walk beyond those the shepherd boy had vanished into, and as they went on, all the clumps of trees she’d seen from farther away merged into a single large wood. The terrain rolled more than she’d first thought. Probably have to climb a tree if she was going to be able to see her father from the edge. Bet that would be wrong, too.




  “What is this tree identification going to tell us?” she asked as she caught up to them.




  “Culture identity will give us usage,” Mort said. “Cutting areas will indicate how frequently they harvest and what the society’s utilization rate is.”




  “Oh. Why not ask the fellow with M’Tov?




  “How can we do that?” Alan snapped, “if we can only communicate in sign language.”




  “Or else they run away,” Mort said.




  “I bet they won’t all run away. I bet the trumpet call means they’re getting ready to come and investigate us.”




  The two men exchanged glances and shook their heads. “Children can make everything sound so simple.”




  “They should have put you in charge, Gisel,” Mort said with a grin.




  Gisel stopped. “M’Tov as much as said the trumpet was serious – not my idea.”




  “Whatever.” Alan took longer strides “Hurry up. We’ll get nothing done if we don’t step out. M’Tov is already spooked.”




  “Hey,” Mort wheezed. “Not so fast. I haven’t lived in one G for a year.”




  “Told you to come to the gym,” Gisel said, running to catch up again.




  “I could have got you into shape.”




  Alan glanced back over his shoulder. “Gisel. Just carry your goddamned load and shut up. If we need your advice, I’ll ask for it.”




  Into the trees, the air smelled like wet cellars and old library books.




  Rotting, brown leaves covered the ground and fresh green ones blotted out the sky. Tree trunks stretched to the branches about twenty metres above her, like a whole forest of pillars. Could see quite away into the wood because the few lower bushes were small and widely scattered. Some trees had clumps of what must be blossoms or seed pods that gave gusts of sweetish aroma on the breeze. Gisel found the air cooler under the shade of the trees and leaned her back against the trunk of one that must have been a couple of metres around. The only sounds were the leaves rustling above.




  Mort and Alan crouched over inspecting a fallen tree between the rows of grey-green trunks. In the other direction she’d lost all sight of her father and the biologists – she’d given him a call to tell him so. “Keep calling in by radio,” he’d snapped.




  A bug landed on her cheek. She raised a hand to swat it, but gently brushed it away instead. Maybe M’Tov had a point – she’d better get used to bugs. It looked as if she’d spend the rest of her life here. What the hell would she do with herself? One thing was certain – she wasn’t going to partner up with one of these opinionated guys and keep springing his babies.




  She was going to find some job that would let her make her own life.




  She glanced toward the fallen tree – Mort and Alan nowhere in sight.




  They must have moved on. “Hey you guys,” she called. “I can’t see you.”




  No answer.




  “Hey! Where are you,” she shouted this time.




  Mort’s face appeared in the distance, framed between two tree trunks.




  “Over here, Gisel. You’d better follow.”




  She thought about reminding him they were supposed to stay in sight but didn’t want to sound like a baby. She picked up the sampling tool and shouldered it – couldn’t see anything to worry about in this wood. Should she call Father again? No, wait for him to call first.




  She ploughed through the rustling leaves to the fallen tree and then cast about for signs of their further progress. Easy to see, the turned over leaves showed their darker, damp sides. They hadn’t walked in a straight line but from tree to tree as if they had to touch each one. Maybe they had –




  



  must have been months since they last did whatever arborists were supposed to do.




  “Hurry up Gisel. We need our sampling tool.”




  She heard the voice but didn’t see the men until Alan moved out from a nearby bush. She stopped and placed a hand on her hip. “If you’d carried it . . .”




  “Quit complaining. Worse than an old woman.”




  Mort came around the bush. “Yeah. I don’t believe you’re sixteen.




  More like sixty, sometimes.”




  She swung the tool off her shoulder fast enough that he had to step back. “Careful with that thing. You could hurt somebody.”




  “What did you find so far?”




  “You’d never believe it. Most of these trees are cultivated, a whole plantation of oak trees – all the same age.”




  She squinted at him. “Yeah, so? Why wouldn’t I believe it?”




  Mort frowned at her. “Don’t you get it?”




  “Get what?”




  “These people aren’t so dumb. They’re cultivating trees for construction material. That shows forethought and planning, these take two hundred years to mature.”




  “Constructing what?” Gisel looked up into the tree beside her.




  



  “My guess would be ships. Somebody around here builds wooden ships.”




  Gisel smirked. Whatever turns your crank, Mort. But she didn’t say anything – these guys were as excited as if they’d found a goldmine. She followed him back to where Alan stared up at an unusual y low branch. They took the tool between them and extended it to snip off some small twigs and bring them down.




  Mort looked up at her from examining them. “See these furry things.




  They’re the male flowers. These are the female.”




  “Uh-huh.” That’s what she’d been able to smell. “Is that it?”




  Alan put their specimen in a container and handed her the sampling tool. “Fold that back up, Gisel. We’re going to head farther that way. Looks like some have been cut.”




  Wow, would that ever be exciting. She squeezed the handle to contract the sampling head and took her time to catch up.




  When she reached them they were bent over a tree stump, like it was a video game or something. Alan traced a finger across it. “At least two hundred years. More if each of these indistinct rings is two years.”




  Gisel looked down on the pattern on the stump. “Kinda pretty. What makes it like that?”




  Alan stared at her before turning his back. Mort grinned. “Each one of these rings is a year’s growth. We can count how old the trees are.”




  “And you think they’re all the same?”




  “That’s what we’re going to check.”




  She glanced around the small clearing . . . must be twenty stumps in sight. They were going to be here a while, she could explore a bit. “I’ll head back to where we came in and call the others. I was supposed to stay in sight.”




  Alan and Mort were on their way to the next stump. Alan glanced back.




  “Don’t get lost.”




  Get lost – what did they think she was? She set out confidently, following the trail of mussed up leaves. She stepped over the fallen tree they’d already inspected. As she walked, it niggled her that she hadn’t needed to go to the edge of the wood – she could radio her father from anywhere, but she wanted to see if they’d finished the swamp yet. She enjoyed the exercise – never been in anything like this before. Only trouble was – she should have been back at the edge of the trees by now. Couldn’t see any increasing daylight to indicate she was getting closer.




  She stopped to look about. Had she been here before? No telling, all these trees looked the same. She stared at the ground behind her – at least the marks of her passage were clear in the disturbed leaves. Maybe she’d better follow them back.




  



  No. That was stupid – she needed to go farther in the direction she was heading.




  She shifted the sampling tool from one shoulder to the other. It now felt heavy. Probably would get a bruise where it bumped up and down. She walked for ten minutes, more or less. The woods looked exactly the same.




  No trace of the brightening at the edge of the trees.




  She went on some more. Still nothing. Maybe she’d better follow her trail back. Like hell! That would mean she was lost. She set the sampling tool against a tree trunk and sat down. Getting mad, and she could feel the anger growing – damned trees – stupid wood, wasn’t going to help. The first thing to do was calm down. Meditation – she needed to calm herself and get in the moment.




  She sat quietly for some time before her breathing steadied. She was only dimly aware of the woods about her through her almost closed eyes.




  Then she heard thumping sounds coming through the trees. Her eyes snapped open.




  She held her breath to listen. How far away? All depended on how big the . . . thing . . . was that made the sounds. Like heavy footfalls. Coming closer?




  Definitely getting louder. An intermittent jingling merged with it. She stood up slowly and grabbed for the sampling tool. Not a weapon but it’d pack a mean swing.




  She listened carefully. The thumps were an irregular rhythm . . . like several footfalls . . . and moving quite fast. An animal, or animals, running.




  She stared in the direction the sounds came from.




  Nothing caught her eye for the longest time, while she breathed as softly as she could. Then a quick movement as something blurred between the trees – going across her line of vision. Colours, red and blue. Surely not an animal, but her glimpse hadn’t been clear enough to tell for sure.
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