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Fuzzy Nation is dedicated to the following:


To Mary Robinette Kowal, a good friend and even better writer;


and


To Ethan Ellenberg, who did more work to make this happen than either of us expected. His efforts are greatly appreciated.


The author additionally bows deeply in the direction of H. Beam Piper, for the most obvious of reasons.













INTRODUCTION


But for paperwork, Fuzzy Nation wouldn’t exist.


The paperwork in question is for copyright renewal. Today, thanks to various laws and treaties, copyright for authors lasts a very long time: the lifetime of the author, plus another seventy years for good measure. So, for example, the earliest the book you hold in your hands would now be out of copyright and in the public domain would be the year 2089. Hopefully it will be longer than that; I don’t wish to die anytime soon. Now, we can argue that the current length of copyright is too long, and I wouldn’t disagree with you. But, for now, copyright extends a very long time indeed.


But in the 1960s, copyright was for twenty-eight years, renewable for another twenty-eight after that – if you remembered to turn in your paperwork. In 1992, copyright laws were changed to make renewals automatic, but if your work came out before 1964 and no one filed the renewal paperwork, it went into the public domain.


This brings us to Little Fuzzy, the 1962 novel by H. Beam Piper, about adorable extra-terrestrial creatures from a different planet who might be more than just the cute and cuddly animals they first seem to be. Little Fuzzy was well-appreciated in its time (it was nominated for the 1963 Hugo Award for Best Novel) and is a classic example of ‘golden age’ science fiction, with its competent men doing competent things and saving otherwise helpless creatures. It sold well for decades. In most scenarios, having its copyright renewed would be a no-brainer.


But somewhere along the way . . . it wasn’t. Piper died tragically in 1964, and his various heirs and estate owners never seem to have got around to it. And thus, Little Fuzzy, rather unusually for a novel of its time, fell into the public domain.


This is where I come into the tale. In 2009 I was between projects, had a little time and was thinking of something I’d always wanted to do: take an existing ‘golden age’ science fiction story and ‘reboot’ it with a modern sensibility. Why do this? Basically, I was curious how it would turn out. I should be clear that I wanted to do this not with an eye toward selling the story, but to satisfy my own curiosity. I just wanted to see what it would be like. It’s okay to do things without commercial intent.


Be that as it may, out of an abundance of caution as much as an affection for the source material, I chose Little Fuzzy as the subject of my reboot experiment because it was in the public domain and there wouldn’t be any issue of a legal right to recast the story and characters.


This came in handy after I finished writing the story and my agent Ethan Ellenberg called me to see what I was up to.


‘Are you writing anything new?’


‘Well,’ I said. ‘In fact, I just finished writing something I don’t think you’d ever be able to sell.’


‘We’ll see about that,’ Ethan said. So I sent the book over to him.


When Ethan decided that, yes, in fact, he could sell it, we did something that was not legally required but that I thought was morally incumbent, which was to contact the owners of the Piper estate, let them know what we had done, and show them the manuscript. If they liked it, we hoped for their endorsement, so long-time H. Beam Piper fans would know we weren’t trying to pull a fast one on them or disrespecting Piper’s memory. And if they didn’t like it . . . well, I wrote it for myself and my curiosity. It would be okay if it went into a drawer.


The fact you have this book in your hands tells you what the Piper estate’s response was. Which delights me. Fuzzy Nation was never intended to supplant the original or to implicitly criticize it for being of its time; this book is also of its time, after all. What it is meant to be is another take on a classic science fiction tale – a cover version, as it were. What I also hoped it would do is make another generation of science fiction readers aware of Piper’s original story – that having read this take, they would work their way back, and possibly indulge in some compare and contrast. In the years since Fuzzy Nation came out, I know a number of people have done just that. This also delights me.


It would probably be inappropriate for me to say thank you to all the people who didn’t file a copyright extension on Little Fuzzy, thus allowing me to bring Fuzzy Nation into the world. Instead, let me point out that in this case the public domain did what it was supposed to do – it allowed a creator to take the bones of an existing work and put something new on them, introducing that story to a new audience, in another time. This is how stories live on in our culture.


John Scalzi, 2022
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Jack Holloway set the skimmer to HOVER, swiveled his seat around, and looked at Carl. He shook his head sadly.


“I can’t believe we have to go through this again,” Holloway said. “It’s not that I don’t value you as part of this team, Carl. I do. Really, I do. But I can’t help but think that in some way, I’m just not getting through to you. We’ve gone over this how many times now? A dozen? Two? And yet every time we come out here, it’s like you forget everything you’ve been taught. It’s really very discouraging. Tell me you get what I’m saying to you.”


Carl stared up at Holloway and barked. He was a dog.


“Fine,” Holloway said. “Then maybe this time it will stick.” He reached down into a storage bin and hoisted a mound of putty in one hand. “This is acoustical blasting putty. What do we do with it?”


Carl cocked his head.


“Come on, Carl,” Holloway said. “This is the ﬁrst thing I taught you. We put it on the side of the cliff at strategic points,” Holloway said. “Just like I already did earlier today. You remember. You were there.” He pointed in the direction of Carl’s Cliff, a massive outcropping of rock, two hundred meters high, with geological striations peeking out of the vegetation covering most of the rock face. Carl followed Holloway’s ﬁnger with his eyes, more interested in the ﬁnger than in the cliff his master had named for him.


Holloway set down the putty and picked up another, smaller object. “And this is the remote-controlled blasting cap,” he said. “Which we attach to the acoustical blasting putty, so we don’t have to be near the acoustical blasting putty when we set it off. Because that’s boom. How do we feel about boom, Carl?”


Carl got a concerned look on his doggy face. Boom was a word he knew. Carl was not fond of boom.


“Right,” Holloway said. He set down the blasting cap, making sure it was nowhere near the blasting putty, and that the cap receiver was inactive. He picked up a third object.


“And this is the remote detonator,” Holloway said. “You remember this, right, Carl?”


Carl barked.


“What’s that, Carl?” Holloway said. “You want to set off the acoustical blasting putty?”


Carl barked again.


“I don’t know,” Holloway said, doubtfully. “Technically it is a violation of Zarathustra Corporation safe labor practices to allow a nonsentient species member to set off high explosives.”


Carl came up to Holloway and licked his face with a whine that said please please oh please.


“Oh, all right,” Holloway said, fending off the dog. “But this is the last time. At least until you grasp all the fundamentals of the job. No more slacking off and leaving all the hard work to me. I’m paid to supervise. Are we clear?”


Carl barked once more and then backed off, tail wagging. He knew what was coming next.


Holloway glanced down at the detonator’s image panel and checked, for the third time since he placed the charges earlier in the day, that the detonator was keyed speciﬁcally to the blasting caps placed into the charges. He pressed the panel to answer YES to each of the automated safety questions and waited while the detonator conﬁrmed by geolocation that it was, in fact, safely outside the blast radius of any charges. This could be overridden, but it took some hacking, and anyway, Holloway preferred not to blow himself up whenever possible. And Carl was not so fond of boom.


CHARGES SET AND READY, read the detonator panel. PRESS PANEL TO DETONATE.


“Okay,” Holloway said, and set the detonator on the skimmer ﬂoor between him and Carl. Carl looked up expectantly.


“Wait for it,” Holloway said, and swiveled around in his chair to face the cliff. He could hear Carl’s tail thumping excitedly against a crate.


“Wait for it,” Holloway said again, and tried to spy the places on the cliff he had drilled into earlier in the day, using the skimmer as a platform while he inserted and secured the charges into the drill holes.


Carl gave a little whine.


“Fire!” Holloway said, and heard the dog scramble forward.


The cliff puffed out in four spots, spewing rock and dirt and hurling vegetation for meters. The cliff face darkened as the birds (which is to say, the local ﬂying animal equivalent to birds) that had been nesting in the cliff face’s vegetation took to the air, alarmed by the noise and sudden eruptions. A few seconds later, four closely spaced cracks snapped the air in the skimmer’s open cockpit, the sound of the explosions ﬁnally reaching Holloway and Carl—loud, but without the Carl-worrying boom.


Holloway glanced over to his right, where his information panel lay, sonic imaging program up and running. The sonic probes he’d placed on and around the cliff were spewing their raw feed into the program, which was collating and combining the data, turning it into a three-dimensional representation of the internal structure of the cliff.


“All right,” he said, and swiveled around to look at Carl, who still had his paw on the detonator, tongue lolling out of his mouth.


“Good boy!” Holloway said, and dug into the storage bin to pull out a zararaptor bone, still heavy with meat. He unwrapped it from its storage ﬁlm and tossed it at Carl, who fell on it happily. That was the deal: Press the detonator, get a bone. It had taken Holloway more than a few tries to get Carl to press the detonator accurately, but it had been worth the effort. Carl had to come on the surveying trips anyway. Might as well have him be useful, or at least entertaining.


Now, it really was a violation of Zarathustra Corporation safe labor practices to let a dog blow things up. But Holloway and Carl worked alone, hundreds of kilometers from ZaraCorp’s local headquarters on-planet and 178 light-years from its corporate headquarters on Earth. He wasn’t technically a ZaraCorp employee anyway; he was a contractor, just like every other prospector/surveyor here on Zara XXIII. It was cheaper that way.


Holloway reached down and rubbed Carl’s head affectionately. Carl, engrossed in the raptor bone, paid him not the slightest bit of mind.


An urgent beep came from Holloway’s infopanel. He picked it up to see that the data feeds were suddenly spiking through their bandwidth.


A low rumble thrummed its way into the skimmer cockpit, getting louder the longer it lasted. Carl looked up from his bone and whined. This noise was perilously close to boom.


Holloway glanced up and saw a column of dust rising violently from the cliff wall, obscuring everything behind it.


“Oh, crap,” he said to himself. He had a very bad, sinking feeling about this.


After a few minutes, the dust began to clear a bit, and his very bad, sinking feeling got worse. Through the indistinct haze, Holloway could see that a portion of the cliff wall had collapsed, the borders of the collapse roughly contiguous with where he had placed his explosive charges. Stark geological striations glared out from where vegetation had been before. Birds swooped into the area, looking for their nests, the remains of which were a couple hundred meters below them, the wreckage muddying and rerouting the river at the foot of the cliff.


“Oh, crap,” Holloway said again, and reached for his binoculars.


ZaraCorp would be awfully pissed he’d just caused a cliff collapse. ZaraCorp had been working hard over the last few years to reverse the long-standing public image the company had as a rampant despoiler of nature—earned, to be sure, by actually despoiling nature on a number of planets it had operations on. The public was no longer buying the argument that uninhabited planets had higher ecological tolerances than inhabited ones, or that these ecosystems would quickly restore natural equilibriums once ZaraCorp had moved on. As far as they were concerned, strip-mining was strip-mining, regardless of whether you were doing it in the mountains of Pennsylvania or the hills of Zara XXIII.


Confronted with overwhelming public opposition to his company’s ecological practices (or lack thereof), Wheaton Aubrey VI, Chairman and CEO of Zarathustra Corporation, said “ﬁne” and ordered ZaraCorp and all its subsidiaries to exercise practices consistent with ecological guidelines suggested by the Colonial Environmental Protection Agency. It was all the same to Aubrey. He was no friend to the various ecologies of the planets his company was on, but ZaraCorp’s Exploration & Exploitation charter with the Colonial Administration speciﬁed that the company would receive tax credits when conforming to CEPA guidelines, so long as the incurred business costs were above a meager cost-of-development baseline formulated decades before anyone cared about the ecological despoilage of worlds they would never actually set foot on.


ZaraCorp’s ostentatious new regime of ecological best practices, in other words, helped drive the company’s tax indebtedness to something close to zero, a neat trick for an organization whose size and income were a nontrivial fraction of that of the Colonial Administration itself.


But it also meant that events that tarnished ZaraCorp’s new eco-friendly PR campaign were looked at rather harshly. For example, collapsing an entire cliff wall. The whole point of using acoustic charges was to minimize the invasiveness of geologic exploration. Holloway didn’t intend to make half the cliff fall away, but given ZaraCorp’s reputation, the company would have a hard time getting anyone to believe that. Holloway had played fast and loose with regulations before and had mostly gotten away with it, but this was just the sort of thing that would, in fact, get Holloway booted off the planet.


Unless.


“Come on, come on,” Holloway said, still peering through his binoculars. He was waiting for the haze to settle enough to make out details.


The communication circuit on Holloway’s infopanel ﬁred up, showing the ID of Chad Bourne, Holloway’s ZaraCorp contractor rep. Holloway swore and slapped the AUDIO ONLY option.


“Hi, Chad,” he said, and put the binoculars back to his eyes.


“Jack, the geeks in the data room tell me there’s something really screwy with your feeds,” Bourne said. “They say everything was coming in clear and then it was like someone turned the feeds up to eleven.” Chad Bourne’s voice came in crystal clear and enveloping, thanks to the skimmer’s one true indulgence: a spectacular sound system. Holloway had it installed when he realized he’d be spending almost all his working life in the skimmer. It was a wonder in many ways, but it didn’t make Bourne sound any less adenoidal.


“Huh,” Holloway said.


“They say it’s the sort of thing you see when there’s an earthquake. Or a maybe a rock slide,” Bourne said.


“Now that you mention it, I think I felt an earthquake,” Holloway said.


“Really,” Bourne said.


“Yes,” Holloway said. “Just before it happened, Carl was acting all strange. They say animals are always the ﬁrst to know about these things.”


“So the fact that the data geeks just told me there was absolutely no seismic event of any magnitude in your part of the continent doesn’t bother you any,” Bourne said.


“Who are you going to believe,” Holloway said. “I’m here. They’re there.”


“They’re here with roughly twenty-ﬁve million credits’ worth of equipment,” Bourne said. “You’ve got an infopanel and a history of bad surveying practices.”


“Alleged bad surveying practices,” Holloway said.


“Jack, you let your dog blow shit up,” Bourne said.


“I do not,” Holloway said. The dust at the cliff wall had ﬁnally begun to clear. “That’s just a rumor.”


“We have an eyewitness,” Bourne said.


“She’s unreliable,” Holloway said.


“She’s a trusted employee,” Bourne said. “Unlike some people I could name.”


“She had a personal agenda,” Holloway said. “Trust me.”


“Well, that’s just the thing, isn’t it, Jack?” Bourne said. “You have to earn that trust. And right now, you’ve got not so much of it with me. But I’ll tell you what. I have a surveying satellite that’s coming up over the horizon in about six minutes. When it gets there, I’m going to have it look at that cliff wall you probably just blew up. If it looks like it’s supposed to, then the next time you get into Aubreytown, I’ll buy you a steak at Ruby’s and apologize. But if it looks like I know it’s going to look like, I’m going to revoke your contract and send some security agents to bring you in. And not the ones you go drinking with, Jack. The ones who don’t like you. I know, I’ll send Joe DeLise. He’ll be delighted to see you.”


“Good luck getting him off his barstool,” Holloway said.


“For you, I think he’d do it,” Bourne said. “What do you think about that?”


Holloway didn’t respond. He’d stopped listening several seconds earlier, because in his binoculars was a thin stratum of rock, sandwiched between two much larger striations. The stratum he was focused on was dark as coal.


And sparkled.


“Yes,” Holloway said.


“Yes, what?” Bourne said. “Jack, are you even listening to what I’m telling you?”


“Sorry, Chad, you’re breaking up,” Holloway said. “Interference. Sunspots.”


“Jesus, Jack, you’re not even trying anymore,” Bourne said. “Enjoy your next ﬁve minutes. I’ve already called up your contract on my infopanel. As soon as I get that satellite image, I’m pressing the delete button.” Bourne broke contact.


Holloway looked over at Carl and picked up the detonator panel. “Crate,” he said to the dog. Carl barked, picked up his bone, and headed for his crate, which would immobilize him in case of a skimmer crash. Holloway dropped the detonator into the storage bin, secured his infopanel, and strapped himself into his chair.


“Come on, Carl,” he said, and goosed the skimmer forward. “We’ve got ﬁve minutes to keep ourselves from getting kicked off the planet.”
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Five minutes thirty seconds later Holloway slapped open the communication circuit on his infopanel, sound only. “I suppose you’re going to tell me my contract is deleted,” he said to Bourne.


“It is so very deleted,” Bourne said. “And I’m keying in the security retrieval order right now. Just stay where you are and someone will be along to pick you up in about an hour. They’ll take you directly to the beanstalk. Pack light.”


“No chance I can convince you otherwise,” Holloway said.


“No way,” Bourne said. “I’ve got six dozen contractors I supervise, Jack. Six dozen. Not one of them is as much of a pain in my ass as you are. I’m about to make my life that much easier.”


“You’re sure your satellite image is showing you what you need to see?” Holloway asked.


“The satellite takes images at a centimeter resolution, Jack,” Bourne said. “Live images. I am at this very moment staring at the cliff wall you just blew up, and seeing you and your dog sitting on a ledge that up until a few moments ago was inside the cliff. Say hello to Carl for me.”


Holloway turned to Carl. “Chad says hello.” Carl blinked and lay down to rest.


“Carl’s a nice dog,” Bourne said. “Too bad he’s yours.”


“That’s been noted before,” Holloway said. “Chad, if the satellite can resolve to a centimeter, you should look at my hand.”


“You’re giving me the middle ﬁnger,” Bourne said, after a second. “Nice. Have you always been twelve years old, or is this new?”


“Glad you noticed, but not that hand,” Holloway said. “The other hand.”


There was a moment’s pause. Then, “Bullshit,” said Bourne.


“No,” Holloway said. “Sunstone.”


“Bullshit!” Bourne said again.


“Big one, too,” Holloway said. “This one’s the size of the proverbial baby’s ﬁst. And there are three more just this big here on this ledge with me. I pulled them out of the seam like they were apples off a tree. This was the original jellyﬁsh burial ground, my friend.”


“Infopanel,” Bourne said. “High-resolution imager. Now.”


Holloway smiled and reached for his infopanel.


Zara XXIII was in most respects an unremarkable Class III planet: roughly Earth sized, roughly Earth mass, winging around its star in the “Goldilocks zone” that made liquid water possible and life therefore an inevitability. It lacked native sentient life, but most Class III planets did, otherwise they’d be Class IIIa and ZaraCorp’s E & E charter would be void, the planet and its resources held in trust for the thinking creatures who lived on it. Because Zara XXIII lacked creatures with forebrains (or the forebrain equivalent), however, ZaraCorp was free to explore and exploit it, mining the metals and plunging depths for the petroleum that humans had long ago exhausted on their own world.


But for all that Zara XXIII was mostly unremarkable, it stood out from all the other ZaraCorp planets in one way: 100 million years previously, its oceans were dominated by an immense jellyﬁsh-like creature that survived on algae and diatoms that themselves fed on the unusually mineral-rich waters of Zara XXIII’s seas. When these jellyﬁsh died, their fragile corpses sank downward into the oxygen-starved depths, covering the ocean ﬂoors in places for kilometers. These corpses were eventually covered in silt and mud, and in the course of time, weight and pressure compressed and transformed the jellyﬁsh into something else.


They became sunstones: opal-like stones that did not just catch the light like ﬁligreed ﬁre but were in fact thermoluminescent. The body heat of someone wearing a stone was enough to make it glow from within. Not the garish glow of a light stick at a dance party or a glow-in-the-dark mood ring you’d give your kid, but a subtle and elegant incandescence that warmed skin tones and ﬂattered the wearer. Because every person’s skin temperature was ever so slightly different, even the same sunstone looked different on another person. It was the ultimate personalized gemstone.


ZaraCorp discovered them while excavating what it hoped was a coal seam and decided the funny rocks kicking up in the hopper were more promising than the coal. Since then the corporation had taken the lessons of the old diamond cartels to heart, positioning sunstones as the rarest of all possible gems: found only on one planet, strictly limited and therefore fetching the highest possible prices. The sunstone Holloway held in his hand was worth roughly nine months of income. Cut and shaped, it would be worth more than he’d likely make in three years as a contract surveyor.


Which he no longer was.


“Holy cow,” Bourne said, glancing at the sunstone through the infopanel’s camera. “That thing’s like a jawbreaker.”


“It sure is,” Holloway said. “I could retire on this baby, and on the other sunstones I picked out of the seam here. And I guess I will, since now I own them and the entire seam.”


“What?” Bourne said. “Jack, being out in the sun has made you delirious. You don’t own a damn thing here.”


“Sure I do,” Holloway said. “You deleted my contract, remember? That makes me an independent prospector, not a contract prospector. As an independent prospector, anything I ﬁnd is mine, and any seam I chart I have the right to exploit. That’s basic Colonial Authority E and E case law. Butters versus Wayland, to be speciﬁc.”


“Oh, come off it, Jack,” Bourne said. “You know ZaraCorp doesn’t allow independent prospectors on planet.”


“I wasn’t one when I came on planet,” Holloway said. “You just made me one.”


“And besides which, ZaraCorp owns this entire planet,” Bourne said.


“No,” Jack said. “ZaraCorp has an exclusive Explore and Exploit charter for the planet, granted by the Colonial Authority. De facto, ZaraCorp runs the planet. De jure, it’s Colonial Authority territory.”


“Are you having a problem with the word exclusive?” Bourne said. “An exclusive E and E charter means only ZaraCorp is allowed to explore and exploit.”


“No,” Holloway said. “It just means ZaraCorp is the exclusive corporate entity allowed on the planet. Single individuals are allowed E and E rights on any Class Three planet, so long as they conform to CEPA guidelines and allow chartered corporate entities right of ﬁrst refusal on purchase of their prospected materials. Buchheit versus Zarathustra Corporation.”


“You’re pulling these so-called cases right out of your ass, Jack,” Bourne said.


“They’re real, all right,” Holloway said. “Go ahead and look them up. I was a lawyer in my past life, you know.”


Bourne’s snort came loud and clear through the infopanel. “Yeah, and you were disbarred,” he said.


“Not because I didn’t know the law,” Holloway said. Which was true, as far as it went.


“It’s all immaterial anyway, because when you surveyed the seam, you were working for ZaraCorp,” Bourne said. “I deleted your contract afterwards. Therefore discovery of the seam and the fruits of that discovery belong to us.”


“They might, if I had used ZaraCorp equipment to do the survey,” Holloway said. “But in fact, I used my own equipment, which I bought and paid for, as speciﬁed in that contract you deleted. Since I used my own equipment, legally the right to the ﬁnd vested back to me when you dropped me. Levensohn versus Hildebrand.”


“Bullshit,” Bourne said.


“Look it up,” Holloway said. Actually, he hoped Bourne wouldn’t look it up; unlike the other two cases he quoted, he’d made up Levensohn v. Hildebrand on the spot. He was about to get kicked off planet anyway. It was worth a shot.


“I am going to look it up,” Bourne said. “Trust me.”


“Good,” Holloway said. “Do that. And while you’re doing that, I’m going to get busy excavating this seam. And when your security goons show up and try to roust me from my seam, I’ll be absolutely delighted, because then I can sue them, you and ZaraCorp under Greene versus Winston.”


Holloway couldn’t see it, but he knew Bourne had stiffened in his chair. Greene v. Winston were ﬁghting words at ZaraCorp because, among other things, the decision had sent Wheaton Aubrey V, ZaraCorp’s previous Chairman and CEO, to San Quentin for seven years.


“Greene was overturned, you hack,” Bourne said, tightly.


“No,” Holloway said. “A narrow and limited exception was carved out of Greene in Mieville versus Martin. That exception doesn’t apply here.”


“The hell it doesn’t,” Bourne said.


“Well, I guess we’ll ﬁnd out,” Holloway said. “It’ll probably take years to work through the courts, though, and ZaraCorp will get all sorts of bad publicity while it does. We all remember what happened the last time. Also, just so you know, I’ve been recording this little conversation of ours. Just in case you get it into your head to suggest to DeLise and his security goons that they should toss me off this ledge when they ﬁnd me.”


“I resent that implication,” Bourne said.


“I’m glad to hear that, Chad,” Holloway said. “But I’d rather be safe than sorry.”


Bourne sighed. “Fine, Jack,” he said. “You win. Your contract is undeleted. Happy?”


“Not in the least,” Holloway said. “If you deleted the old contract, then I have the right to negotiate a new contract.”


“You get the standard contract just like everyone else,” Bourne said.


“You talk as if I’m not standing next to a billion-credit sunstone seam, Chad,” Holloway said. “Which I own.”


“I hate you,” Bourne said.


“Don’t blame me,” Holloway said. “You’re the one who deleted my contract. But my demands are simple. First, I don’t want to be ﬁned for this cliff collapse. It was an accident, and I know when you sift the data you’ll see that for yourself.”


“Fine,” Bourne said. “Done.”


“And I want a one percent ﬁnder’s fee,” Holloway said.


Bourne swore. Holloway was asking for four times the standard ﬁnder’s fee. “No way,” Bourne said. “No way. They’ll ﬁre me for even thinking about approving that.”


“It’s one lousy percent,” Holloway said.


“You want ten million credits for blowing up a cliff side,” Holloway said.


“Well, it might be more than that,” Holloway said. “I can see six more sunstones in the seam from where I’m sitting.”


“No,” Bourne said. “Don’t even think about it. The most I’m allowed to authorize myself is point four percent. Take it and we’re done. Leave it and we’re going to court. And I swear to you, Jack, if I get ﬁred for all of this, I’m going to hunt you down and kill you myself. And steal your dog.”


“That’s just low, stealing someone’s dog,” Holloway said.


“Point four percent,” Bourne said. “Final offer.”


“Done,” Holloway said. “Write this up as a rider to the contract neither you nor I contend was ever stupidly deleted by you. If it’s a rider, I don’t have to ﬂy into Aubreytown to approve it.”


“Already done,” Bourne said. “Transmitting now.” The MAIL icon on Holloway’s infopanel came to life. He picked up the infopanel, scanned the rider, and approved it with his security hash.


“Pleasure doing business with you, Chad,” Holloway said, setting down the infopanel.


“Please die in a ﬁre, Jack,” Bourne said.


“Does this mean you’re not taking me for a steak at Ruby’s?” Holloway asked, but Bourne had already cut the connection.


Holloway smiled to himself and held up the sunstone in his hand, turning it in the sun. Even in its uncut, dirty state it was beautiful, and Holloway had held it long enough that his own ambient heat had worked into the heart of the stone, making its ﬁlaments glow like lightning trapped in amber.


“You’re coming with me,” Holloway said to the stone. ZaraCorp could have the rest of them, and would. But this was the stone that had just made him a very rich man. It was a lucky stone, indeed. And he had someone in mind to give it to. By way of apology.


Holloway stood up and slipped the sunstone into his pocket. He looked over at Carl, who was still lying on the ledge. Carl crooked an eyebrow at him.


“Well,” Holloway said. “We’ve done all the damage we’re going to do around here for today. Let’s go home.”
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Holloway’s skimmer was roughly halfway back to his home when his infopanel alerted him that his house was being broken into; the emergency alert system’s movement alarm had been tripped.


“Crap,” Holloway said. He jabbed the AUTOPILOT function on the skimmer; the skimmer skewed momentarily as it acquired signal and pathing from Holloway’s home base. There was no trafﬁc here—Holloway’s survey territory was deep inside a continent-wide jungle, far away from any population centers, or indeed any other humans—so the course was more or less a straight line to home over the hills and treetops. Autopilot engaged, Holloway picked up his infopanel and clicked through to the security camera.


Which showed nothing; Holloway had the camera on his work desk and generally used it as a hat stand. His view of his house—and whoever was currently inside it—was being blocked by a stained porkpie hat he’d worn for amusement’s sake during his second year of law school at Duke.


“Stupid hat,” Holloway said. He kicked up the gain on the security camera’s microphone and held the infopanel speaker against his ear, on the chance the interloper might talk.


No luck. There were no voices, and what little else he could hear was being washed out by the sound of the skimmer engines and wind rushing through the open cockpit.


Holloway clicked his infopanel back into its cradle and looked down at his skimmer instrument panel. The skimmer was moving along at a leisurely eighty kilometers an hour, a safe speed in the jungle, in which birds were liable to burst out of the trees and smash themselves into the vehicle. Home was another twenty klicks out; Holloway knew that without checking the GPS data because he could see Mount Isabel off to his right. The hill’s eastern face was chewed away and the four square klicks in front of it fenced off and stripped bare of vegetation where ZaraCorp was doing what it euphemistically called “Smart Mining”—strip-mining but with an ostensible commitment to minimizing toxic impact and to restoring the area to its pristine state when the mining operations ceased.


At the time ZaraCorp started mining Mount Isabel, Holloway had idly wondered how an area could be restored to a pristine state once ZaraCorp had mined everything of value out of it, but this was not the same thing as him exhibiting actual concern. He’d been the one who did the original survey of Mount Isabel; the small sunstone patch that ﬁrst drew his attention was exhausted in a matter of weeks, but the mount was a good source of anthracite coal, and the relatively rare rockwood tree grew on the mount and down its sides toward the river. He’d gotten his quarter of a percent out of the ﬁnd—a decent-enough sum—and had moved on.


Holloway’s critical eye guessed that Mount Isabel had another year or two left in her before she was mined down to a molehill, at which time ZaraCorp would airlift out its equipment and drop in a clutch of terriﬁed summer interns, who would hurriedly strew bags of rockwood seeds on the ground—this counted as “restoring the area to a pristine state”—and who would also pray that the fence winding around the perimeter of the mining area held up while they did it.


The fences usually held. It was rare these days to lose an intern to a zararaptor. But fear was a ﬁne motivator.


A loud crash came out of the infopanel. Whoever was in Holloway’s house just dropped something breakable. Holloway swore and pressed the button that would enclose the skimmer cockpit, and then opened the throttle. They’d be home in ﬁve minutes; the birds in the treetops would just have to take their chances.


•  •  •  


As the skimmer approached his home, Holloway dropped it into CONSERVE mode, which dropped its speed signiﬁcantly but also made the skimmer almost silent. He stop-hovered the craft a klick out and reached for his binoculars.


Holloway’s house was a tree house—or more accurately, a platform anchored across several very tall spikewoods, on the edges of which stood the modest prefabricated cabin that was his living quarters, and the two sheds in which Holloway kept his surveying and prospecting supplies. Power was supplied by solar panels held aloft by a turbine kite, connected to the compound’s power plant, on which was also attached Holloway’s moisture collector and waste incinerator. In the center of the platform was a parking space, with enough room for Holloway’s skimmer and one other craft, provided it was small.


It was that space Holloway was looking at. It was empty.


Holloway relaxed a little. The only easy way into Holloway’s compound was by skimmer. It was possible that someone could have approached by foot and then climbed up, but that person would’ve had to be either very lucky or very conﬁdent. The jungle ﬂoor belonged to zararaptors and the local versions of pythons and alligators, any of which looked at the soft and slow human animal as an easy-to-catch, easy-to-eat snack. Holloway lived in the trees because all the big predators were on the ground, save the pythons, and they didn’t like spikewoods for reasons the name of the tree made obvious. The spikewoods also made climbing them a challenge if one were taller than half a meter, which any human would be.


Regardless, Holloway scanned the platform and through the foliage to look for climbing cables and the like. Nothing. The other option would be that someone dropped in from above, from a hovering skimmer, which then took off. But Holloway would have been pinged about any trafﬁc within a hundred-klick radius when he set the autopilot. He hadn’t been.


So: Either there was a super-awesome ninja assassin lurking in his cabin, knocking over pottery, or it was just some dumb animal. While Holloway wouldn’t put it past Bourne to put a hit out on him, especially after today, he also doubted that Bourne could shake out a competent assassin on short notice. The best he would be able to do was some of the less intelligent ZaraCorp security types, such as the aforementioned Joe DeLise. They (and particularly DeLise) wouldn’t have bothered with sneaking up on him.


Chances were excellent, then, that this was a dumb animal; probably one of the local lizards, in fact. They were the size of iguanas—just small enough to avoid impalement on the spikewoods—vegetarians, and dumber than rocks. They would get into absolutely everything if you gave them a chance. When Holloway ﬁrst came to Zara XXIII and had his treetop compound built, the place was infested with them. He’d put up an electric fence at ﬁrst, but discovered that waking up every morning to the sight and smell of barbecued lizard depressed the crap out of him. Then another prospector told him that the lizards were utterly terriﬁed of dogs. Carl arrived shortly thereafter.


“Hey, Carl,” Holloway said to his dog. “I think we got ourselves a lizard problem.”


Carl perked up at this. He very much enjoyed his role as solver of lizard problems. Holloway smiled, took the skimmer off STOP-HOVER mode, and went in for a landing.


Carl was out of the skimmer as soon as Holloway turned off the engines and opened the cockpit. He sniffed happily and headed off in the direction of one of the storage sheds.


“Hey, dummy,” Holloway said to Carl’s tail, which was whipping back and forth. He walked over to his dog and whacked him gently on the ﬂank. “You’re going the wrong direction. The lizard’s in the house.” Holloway pointed in the direction of the cabin. He looked at the cabin at the same time, catching the image of the cat staring at him through the window over his work desk. Holloway stared back at the cat. It took him a second to remember that he didn’t own a cat.


It took him a second after that to remember that cats didn’t usually stand on two legs.


“What the hell is that?” Holloway said, out loud.


Carl turned at the sound of his master’s voice and saw the cat thing in the window.


The cat thing opened its mouth.


Carl barked like a mad dog and bolted toward the cabin door. His lack of opposable thumbs would have brought him up short had Holloway not installed a dog door after he’d gotten tired of being woken up in the middle of the night to let Carl out to pee. The dog door’s locking mechanism picked up the proximity signal from the chip in Carl’s shoulder and unlocked the door roughly a quarter of a second before Carl jammed his head and body through it, bolting effortlessly into the cabin.


From his viewpoint, Holloway saw the cat thing ﬂing itself away from the window. Less than a second after that, Holloway could hear the sounds of many things breaking.


“Oh, shit,” Holloway said, and ran for the cabin door.


Unlike Carl, Holloway did not a have proximity chip implanted in his shoulder; he fumbled for the key to open the dead lock on the door, barking and crashing continuing nonstop as he did so. Holloway undid the bolt and cracked open the door just in time to see the cat thing running toward it.


The cat thing looked up, saw Holloway, and skidded, desperately trying to change its vector of direction. Carl, directly behind the cat thing, leapt up to avoid the braking creature and twisted midﬂight, connecting his ﬂank with the cabin door, slamming it shut on Holloway’s forehead and nose. Holloway cursed and dropped to his knees by the closed door, clutching his nose. There were more crashing noises inside.


After a few minutes, Holloway became aware of two things. The ﬁrst was that his nose, while swollen, was not going to bleed out on him. The second was that all the crashing noises had stopped, replaced by the sound of Carl’s constant bark. Holloway stood up, touched his nose one more time to make sure it wasn’t going to spontaneously gush, and then very carefully opened the door to his cabin.


The cabin looked like one of Holloway’s college dorm rooms at the end of a semester: an explosion of papers and objects on the ﬂoor, which should have been on a desk or shelf. Dishes previously in the cabin’s tiny sink were shattered on the ground. Holloway’s spare infopanel was likewise facedown on the ﬂoor. He couldn’t bring himself to see whether it was still functional or not.


Carl was propped up against the cabin’s sole bookcase, barking madly. A quick glance up established that he had treed the cat thing on top of the bookcase. Books and binders had been ﬂung off the shelves as either the thing climbed up the shelf or Carl tried to get at it. The bookshelf was nowhere close to anything the cat thing could jump to; it seemed like it was too tall for the creature to jump down from, even if Carl weren’t there. It was safe from Carl for the moment, but it was also well and truly stuck. It stared down at Carl and then over at Holloway, alternating between them, cat’s eyes wide and terriﬁed.


“Quiet, Carl!” Holloway said, but the dog was too out of his mind with the thrill of the chase to hear his master.


Holloway glanced around the room. Amid the mess he saw the creature’s place of entrance: the small, tilting window in Holloway’s sleeping alcove. He must have left it unlocked, and the creature must have been able to pry it open and get into the cabin. Once the cat thing got in, it wouldn’t have been able to get back out; the window was easily accessible from the outside roof, but it looked like it would have been too high for the creature to get to from the cot or the ﬂoor.


He looked back at the cat thing, which was staring right at him. It stared at the window, and then back at him. It was as if the critter knew he’d ﬁgured out how it got in.


Holloway went to the tilting window in the alcove, closed it, and locked it. Then he walked over to his dog and grabbed him by the scruff of his neck. Carl stopped barking with a surprised urk and skidded his back paws ineffectually against the ﬂoor. Holloway maneuvered the dog to the cabin door, opened the door, and tossed the animal out. He pressed his leg against the dog door until he could secure its manual lock, and then stepped back. There were two thumps as Carl batted his head against the dog door. A few seconds later, his paws and head showed up in the window above Holloway’s desk, alternately barking with indignity and whining to be let back in.


Holloway ignored his dog and turned to the cat thing, which looked at him, still terriﬁed, but perhaps slightly less so now.


“Well, you little fuzzy thing,” Holloway said. “Now it’s just you and me.”
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If I were this thing, why would I be in here? Holloway thought. Animals weren’t terribly complicated creatures; anywhere you went in the universe, they tended to want to do one of three things: eat, sleep, and have sex. Holloway concluded the last two of these were out. Food, then.


He glanced around the mess of his cabin; on the kitchen counter, next to the sink, was the plate he kept fruit on, covered by a plastic bell to keep out the local insects. In the rumpus, the plate had been moved but the bell had not been dislodged. Underneath it were two apples and a bindi, a local fruit that was shaped like a pear but tasted not too far off from a banana. Both apples and bindi kept well, which was why Holloway had them.


Holloway slowly walked back toward the kitchen area, keeping his eye on the cat thing, but taking it off momentarily to lift the plastic bell. He reached for an apple, but then thought better of it and took the bindi instead. The bindi was local fruit; the cat thing was a local animal. He’d never known an apple to kill an alien creature, but why take that chance.


Holloway opened a drawer and took out a knife. The cat thing notably shifted at the sight of it. Holloway kept the knife low and quickly quartered the bindi, and got a reminder that bindi were sloppy fruit; juice and soft pulp ran through his ﬁngers. He ignored this and conspicuously set the knife back into the drawer and closed it. He’d clean it off later.


The cat thing seemed to relax a bit, but then got more apprehensive as Holloway approached the bookcase again. The creature was at one corner of the top of the bookcase; Holloway pathed himself the long way around to stand by the other corner, too far away to grab the animal. The cat thing crouched there and stared at Holloway, unblinking.


Holloway took a quarter of the bindi and popped it in his mouth, chewing it slowly and obviously and with apparent satisfaction, watching the cat thing watch him. He swallowed and then placed another quarter of the bindi on the far top corner of the bookcase.


“That’s yours,” Holloway said, as if saying so would make the action any clearer to the animal. Then he placed the other two bindi quarters on his work desk and conspicuously turned his back on the cat thing, moving to pick up the mess in the cabin.


Holloway had no idea whether the thing would understand he was offering it food, or even if the creature would like bindi. If the thing really was like a cat, it’d be a carnivore. Well, Holloway had some lizard cutlets in the cooler. He could try those next.


One part of Holloway’s brain, which fancied itself the sensible part, was currently yelling at him. What the hell are you doing feeding a wild animal? it was saying. You should have opened the door and let Carl chase it out of the cabin. You never acted this way when the lizards got in.


Holloway had no good answer for this, other than that for some reason, the creature interested him. Most of the land animals on Zara XXIII were more reptilian than not; mammal-like creatures on the planet were few and far between. In fact, Holloway couldn’t remember seeing one, either live or in a database, that was as large as this one was. He’d have to check the database again.


But what interested him the most was the way the creature was acting. The cat thing was obviously terriﬁed, but it wasn’t acting like a terriﬁed animal. It seemed like it was smarter than the average wild animal, especially here on Zara XXIII, where the local fauna never struck Holloway as having developed an evolutionary premium on brains.


Also, the thing looked like a cat, and Holloway always liked cats. Holloway’s internal sensible person smacked his virtual forehead at that.


Holloway took the papers he’d collected, tapped them together, and placed them on his work desk, glancing up at the cat thing. It was busily devouring the bindi slice as if it hadn’t eaten in days. That answers that, Holloway thought. He reached down and turned over his spare infopanel, preemptively wincing as he did so, preparing for a cracked screen or something worse. To his surprise, it appeared unharmed. He powered it up and it came to life, fully functional. He breathed a sigh of relief and looked again at the cat thing, which had ﬁnished its fruit slice.


“You’re lucky this thing still works,” Holloway said to the creature. “If you broke it, I might have had to let Carl eat you.”


The cat thing said nothing (of course) but kept glancing from Holloway to the two remaining bindi slices. The thing was obviously still hungry and trying to ﬁgure out how to get to the bindi without getting near Holloway. Holloway reached over, picked up one of the bindi slices, and slowly moved it toward the animal, holding the slice by pinching the smallest amount of the fruit possible with his thumb and index ﬁnger.
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