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1.  Out of the Nest
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FINCH DIDN’T BELIEVE the satchel was big enough to hold everything needed for a round-the-galaxy tour. They had repacked it three times already, and a forlorn stack of rejected items teetered in the corner of the nest.

The bossiest of Finch’s cousins reached into the bag and pulled out an old-style paper book, yellowed and dog-eared.

“Do you really need this?” he said scathingly.

Finch grabbed at the book. “Yes,” they protested. “Granny gave it to me. I’m taking it.”

“Up to you,” shrugged the cousin, relinquishing his hold. “Well, young Finch, I think you’ve got everything. What time’s your shuttle?”

“Any time now,” said Finch, burying the precious book deep in the satchel. “I’d better go and say goodbye to everyone.”

The whole family was lined up at the entrance to the roost, a rainbow of iridescent feathers from the sapphire plumage of Granny, the matriarch, to the bright scarlet (in Finch’s opinion, over-confidently garish) of the bossiest cousin. Finch was the only one whose feathers were still the glossy black of an adolescent, yet to moult and affirm their adult identity.

There was the hum of a shuttle in the distance.

“Hey, Finch,” shouted an older cousin. “The first stop’s Ersyn, isn’t it?”

Finch nodded, a knot of nervousness growing in their stomach.

“You’ve got to ride the Eagle’s Flight. We want proof!” There was a ripple of laughter from the cousins.

Granny patted Finch’s shoulder sympathetically. “Do whatever you want to do,” she said quietly. “Don’t follow the flock. You’ll find yourself on your travels. I did.” She gave Finch an encouraging smile. Her eyes were wistful and full of memories.

The shuttle docked at the roost’s gangway. Finch exchanged final hugs and hurried on board, clutching the tightly packed and battered satchel. Settled in a window seat, Finch waved one last time. The shuttle accelerated away towards the spaceport. Finch’s view of the family roost receded until the cluster of bright feathers was just a blob on the horizon.
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2.  The Eagle’s Flight
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THE CROWD AT THE GATES showed no sign of dissipating. Finch stood on the hostel balcony with half a dozen other young travellers and gazed morosely down at the sea of beings clamouring for access to the park. They had been here on the dwarf planet of Ersyn for three days, waiting in vain for the legendary water park to re-open after some unscheduled maintenance downtime.

“Do you reckon we’ll get in?” asked a squat venusian troll.

“I hope so,” replied Finch. “I don’t think those gates are opening any time soon, though.”

The troll grunted and turned away from the balcony railings. “I give up,” he said. “I’m shipping out to Cygnus tomorrow. There’s no way I’d get to ride the flumes now with so many people ahead of me.”

“You’re going straight to Cygnus?” asked Finch. “I’ve taken the longer tour. My next transit’s out to Karga in two days.”

“I still don’t fancy your chances of getting into that park,” said the troll. “Ah well. Enjoy the rest of your trip, Finch.”

“Thanks,” said Finch, “you too. Maybe we’ll meet up again further along the tour?”

“Maybe.” The troll waved as he disappeared back into the hostel.

They would probably not cross paths again, reflected Finch. The round-the-galaxy tour itineraries were very flexible. It was a centuries old tradition among avians like Finch to set out on a journey as unformed youngsters and return ready to take on their responsibilities in the clan. They tended to take their time, savouring the rite of passage. Venusian trolls were a hastier race, catching the main sights before rushing back to the hot gravity well of the Sol system that they called home.

Finch looked back at the crowds, the closed gate, and the high walls. There was a tantalising glimpse in the background of the empty water park. There would be no amount of teasing back home if they missed this landmark.

Ersyn was a fast-spinning planetoid, its high centrifugal force one of the factors which made the water park so popular. The two days that remained before Finch was due to depart amounted to a little less than twenty-eight standard galactic hours. It was already afternoon. If the gates were to open now, there would still be little chance of reaching the front of the queue until late the next day. That would be cutting it very fine indeed.

Finch leaned over the balcony, trying to get a better look at the interior of the park. The sun was starting to cast shadows on the smooth surfaces and as Finch watched it became clear that there was a lot of frantic activity behind the scenes. There was no-one in direct sight, but the shadows revealed people moving around and many agitated limbs waving. There was obviously something very wrong with the legendary flumes.

Finch’s eyes rose to the top of the ride which dominated the skyline.

The Eagle’s Flight.

This was the crowning glory of the galaxy’s water parks. Sharing a picture from the top of that chute, even if the flume wasn’t running, would be enough of a brag to keep the irritating cousins quiet. How hard could it be?

Scanning the high walls of the park from the balcony’s vantage point, Finch noticed a spot where the tourist crowd thinned out and the perimeter ran close to the network of smaller streets behind the strip. There were trailers obscuring the view, but it looked very much as if this was the trade entrance, hidden from eyes on the ground.

Mind made up, Finch turned away from the railings and headed back inside the hostel and down the stairs to street level. Pausing for a moment to re-orient, Finch struck out through the narrow streets, grateful for the logical grid pattern of the settlement. In the bigger towns on old established planets, especially those with a hive or warren culture, urban layouts were so complex that travellers could be lost for days. As it was, Finch reached the hidden gate in less than a quarter of a standard hour.

For all the activity inside, the gateway was quiet. Only the trailers parked tight against the wall hinted at the work going on. In the jumble of logos Finch picked out the universal signs for joiners, plumbers, electricians, and what looked oddly like the symbol for fishmongers but probably meant something quite different here. There was no security detail at the entrance and the portal was wide open. A couple of sturdy figures emerged, causing Finch to draw back into the shadows. They chatted and joked as they unloaded a large crate from one of the nearby trailers and carried it back through the gate without breaking step.

“This is my chance,” murmured Finch. Staying close to the buildings for as long as possible, dark feathers camouflaged in the shadows, Finch crept towards the gate. There was no movement from within. It was now or never.

Turning the corner into the park, trying to look confident and relaxed, Finch was brought up short by the glorious vista of flumes and rides soaring to the sky. And there it was in the middle, breath-taking and terrifying. The Eagle’s Flight.

Caught up in wonder, Finch paused a moment too long.

“Impressive, isn’t it,” said a voice. The spherical security drone was level with Finch’s head. It turned its single eye towards the avian. “I don’t think you should be in here, should you, youngster?”

Finch’s feathers drooped.

“Follow me,” said the drone, sailing back towards the gate.

Finch knew better than to argue. Plan A hadn’t worked. There was always Plan B.

The bunk room was empty. The venusian troll’s bed was tidy, and his rucksack gone. Finch took advantage of the peace and quiet to clean and preen, tweaking and smoothing their iridescent black feathers. This second assault on the park required a little more preparation. The security drones would be looking for backpackers and young travellers, not mature workers. As an avian, adding a splash of colour was one way to look more grown up. Finch’s feathers were still all black with no sign of a moult hue.

A little impromptu shopping on the way back to the hostel had yielded a bright blue feather boa and matching satchel. Finch carefully stripped the feathers from the boa and weaved them into their own plumage, adding a noticeable haze of blue which would mark them out as a maturing female. The blue satchel, hastily decorated with one of the trade guild symbols, enhanced the impression. Looking in the mirror, Finch saw an elegant working avian. Perfect.

The late afternoon sun was casting much longer shadows as Finch left the hostel in search of the right bar. The long strip of bars and restaurants that faced onto the park would be full of tourists, but there were plenty of establishments in the side streets that were frequented by locals and by members of the diverse itinerant workforce here on Ersyn.

The first bar, a small bodega with a few barrels for tables, was virtually deserted. The cocktail menu was good and priced for the locals. Finch ordered the best drink in the house and perched on a stool, sipping happily. This undercover plan was going well.

“Are you working in town, ma’am?” asked the bartender, polishing a glass absentmindedly on its fur.

Finch tried not to start at the unfamiliar gendering. It seemed the disguise was working.

“I’m here for a few days,” said Finch cautiously. “Is it usually this quiet in here?”

“It’s still early,” replied the bartender. “Once the tourists give up trying to get into the water park, this place will be jumping.”

“What’s the problem with the park?” asked Finch.

“Not too sure what’s wrong this time,” said the bartender. “It’s all a bit fishy if you ask me.”

“Do they need any hands?”

The bartender looked Finch up and down and took in the logo on the blue satchel that Finch had laid artfully on the table. “The trade guilds are always hiring,” he said at last. “Try the Omega Lounge on Seventeenth. That’s where they hang out.”

“Thanks.” Finch drained the drink and scanned the payment chit.

“Head east out of here and take the third left,” said the bartender. “You can’t miss it.”

Standing outside the Omega Lounge a few minutes later, Finch had to admit that the bartender was right. You really couldn’t miss it. The front of the building was a riot of lights and colour. It looked out of place in these back streets away from the strip. Finch took a deep breath and stepped through the door.

Inside, it was reasonably busy but much quieter than the exterior suggested, and devoid of tourists. The music was low and soothing. The clientele seemed to be made up exclusively of workers and locals clustered in groups around large tables. The scent of food wafting through the room made Finch’s stomach growl. It smelled good. The odd fourteen-hour day/night cycle here on Ersyn meant that most visitors skipped lunch. Slipping into a free space at the edge of one of the tables, Finch looked around for a menu.

A waiter appeared.

“Dinner, ma’am?” he asked.

“Yes, please,” said Finch. “What’s on the menu?”

“Today we have fish, potatoes and salad,” replied the waiter.

Finch frowned. “Uh... what kind of fish?”

“Fish, potatoes and salad,” repeated the waiter firmly.

Finch looked down the length of the table. Everyone was tucking into the same dish.

“I guess... one fish, potatoes and salad, please.”

The waiter nodded. “Beer or aquavit?”

“Beer, please,” said Finch. It wouldn’t do to start on the local firewater this early.

The waiter disappeared as smoothly as he had arrived and returned in minutes with a glorious plate of food and a huge mug of frothy beer. If nothing else, thought Finch, savouring the flavours, this was the best meal since leaving home.

“We don’t see many avians in here,” said an octopus sitting on the other side of the table. She reached out a tentacle in greeting. “I’m Chahidi.”

“Finch,” said Finch through a mouthful of salad, bumping her tentacle with an outstretched wing. “Nice to meet you.”

“You’re in the plumbing guild too?” asked Chahidi, glancing at the decoration on Finch’s bag.

“Yes,” said Finch confidently. “Are you working on the park?”

Chahidi rolled her eyes. “Are we ever. We’re straight back on shift after dinner.” She looked Finch up and down. “We could do with an extra tentacle. Wing. Whatever.”

“I don’t have any experience with flumes,” said Finch quickly, torn between elation that Plan B might be working and terror that they would be exposed very quickly as knowing nothing at all about plumbing. “Apart from riding them, of course.”

“I like your style,” said Chahidi, skin glowing an amused pink. “Don’t worry, they’re not complicated. It’s just that the pipes are a little bigger than the ones in your bathroom. You can help me out if you like?”

Finch nodded, hoping that whatever she needed would be straightforward.

“Excellent,” said Chahidi. “I’ll clear it with the boss.” She picked up her glass of aquavit and raised it to Finch. “Welcome to the team.”

“Thanks,” said Finch sincerely, clinking the beer mug against Chahidi’s glass.

“Now, eat up,” said Chahidi, pointing a tentacle at Finch’s half-finished plate. “We’re back on the job in half an hour.”

“The fish is good, isn’t it?” said Finch, tucking in with gusto.

Chahidi laughed. “It’s excellent,” she said. “You can tell it’s local. Nice and fresh.”

“Are there fish farms nearby?” asked Finch. They were in the middle of what passed for a continent on Ersyn, a long way from the sea.

“Kind of,” said Chahidi with a smirk. She carried on eating.

Sated and rested, the cheery group of plumbers made their way from the bar to the gate from which Finch had been summarily ejected only a few hours before. The security drones circled the site, green lights glowing. The temporary pass from Chahidi’s boss rendered Finch invisible, just one of the registered trades beings that the drones expected to find on their scanners.

They made their way deep into the park, taking shortcuts through the workings of the rides. Finch gazed around in awe, trying not to gawp like a tourist but fascinated by the spaghetti of pipes that soared to the heights.

“It’s usually so loud in here that you can’t hear yourself think,” said Chahidi. “When we get it fixed, you’ll see what I mean.”

“Chahidi,” called the supervisor, “you and the bird head up to the top gantry.”

“Right, boss,” replied the octopus happily. “Come on, Finch. Have you got your spanners?”

Finch patted the blue bag confidently. “All set.”

Chahidi started expertly up the stairs, tentacles whirling as she pulled herself up by the stair rail and adjacent pipes. Finch jumped two steps to try and keep up, soared unexpectedly a further three steps, and realised belatedly that the spin of the planet was providing a little boost to every movement. As they rose higher up the structure, Finch looked down. The rest of the plumbers were mere specks on the ground and the top gantry was still some way away, but Finch still had plenty of energy.

“This is fun!”

The octopus turned her head and glowed. “It is, isn’t it? Not far now.”

The high gantry came into view. A mass of pipes converged at that point, and a grimy window gave Finch a glimpse of the outside world. They were very high up.

“Chahidi...” Finch peered out of the window, trying to fix on a familiar landmark. “Are we actually inside the Eagle’s Flight?”

“Of course we are.” Chahidi dumped a large bag of spanners and spares onto the gantry. “Look sharp, Finch. Now that all the blockages are cleared, they’re testing the pressure lower down. If all goes well, they’ll get the pumps going and open the valves all the way up to us.”

“What were the blockages?” asked Finch.

“Haven’t you worked that out yet?” said Chahidi. “I guess you’re new to the trade. There was a rain of fish four days ago. The little blighters have been all over the park and through the pipes. As soon as a big one gets stuck, everything grinds to a halt. This is the best plumbing job in the galaxy. We all watch the weather forecasts, and as soon as they announce fish for Ersyn, every plumber in the nearby systems flies in.”

“Fish... No wonder there’s so much of it on the menus in town,” said Finch.

“It’s taken longer than usual to fix this time,” replied Chahidi. “We’ve been short-staffed because half the crew had to deal with an unseasonal flood on Cygnus. I’m glad you came into the Omega this evening.”

“So am I,” said Finch, glancing out of the window at the view again and wondering whether there was a chance of getting a picture.

“They never tell the tourists, of course,” continued Chahidi. “That’s why you signed that confidentiality agreement when you entered your guild...”

She frowned, thinking, and looked at Finch’s bag again. The guild symbol that had been hastily added was starting to smudge. Her skin dulled to a grey green. “Which planetary guild chapter are you with, again?”

Luckily for Finch there was a shout from the gantry below.

“Here we go,” said Chahidi, doubts forgotten. “I’ll start opening the valves. I need you ready.” She grabbed two valves with four of her tentacles and pointed at her bag with a fifth. “Grab an M20 and that hammer. If there’s a single trickle of water, you need to close that emergency stopcock just there.” She pointed across the gantry with a sixth tentacle, tangled herself up in a knot, and collapsed to the floor. “Dammit!”

“Are you okay,” said Finch, reaching to help her up.

“Don’t mind me,” she shouted as the noise began to swell. “Get to those valves, now!”

Finch had the wingspan to grab both levers at once but was not strong enough to turn them quickly. Chahidi writhed desperately as the pressure built and the pipe joints threatened to give way.

“Open the one on the left first,” she yelled.

Finch concentrated hard and wrestled the left-hand lever to the open position. There was a splashing from outside, and a strange noise came over the roaring of the water. Finch realised it was the crowd cheering outside the gate. Swelling with pride, Finch grabbed the second lever. It was too stiff to move.

“Incoming!” Chahidi, free from the knot, grabbed a can of lubricant and stretched out a tentacle, spraying the mechanism with millimetre-perfect accuracy. The valve opened smoothly.

“Four more,” shouted Finch, grabbing the next lever. It was as immovable as the last. “Have you got that spray?”

“I can’t help,” shouted Chahidi in reply, her voice strained.

Finch turned to look at her. She was stretched across the gantry with a hammer in one tentacle, a spanner in another, the spray clutched in a third, and the rest of her tentacles wrapped tight around groaning joints.

“Get on with it,” she yelled desperately. “I can’t hold these much longer. It’ll blow if the pressure gets too much.”

“I can’t move the levers,” shouted Finch, panicking.

“The last shift was supposed to check them all,” she murmured, despairing. The pipes were bulging, and there was no way that the team lower down
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