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​Chapter 1, Ecias
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​“Vanessa, what are you trying to do? Slow down. What’s the rush?”

The words were torn out of my mouth as we raced over the bumpy road, the open top of the buggy meant that you had to shout to make yourself heard; you had to shout louder when Vanessa was driving. She approached driving like she approached everything else, flat out and head on, daring it to get in her way or spoil her fun. 

I gripped the armrests firmly and felt the harness dig into my shoulders every time we bounced. The suspension was doing its best, but at this speed it was fighting a losing battle with the rough surface. The road had been cut through the forest by a squad of army engineers; the uneven sections were filled in and levelled with a hard-packed mixture of earth and stones. It was all held in place by a lattice of tree trunks and metal piling. It swerved around the bigger trees, in places it clung to the hillside over deep valleys and cliffs. If you weren’t concentrating on staying alive, there were some amazing views over the land and the ocean, it was the sort of journey that you could easily sell to adventure-seeking tourists.

You were supposed to sound your horn and slow down on the corners, in case there was someone coming the other way. Vanessa, predictably, didn’t bother. She kept the speed on and we shot around the corners, never knowing what would be in front of us. “You can see if anything’s coming,” she had explained to me, “if you keep your eyes open and look in the right place.” Maybe that was right, I had to hope that it was.

If I had leant out of the buggy I could have touched the trees on my side. The strong, equatorial sunlight shining between them cast shadows over the road, exposing us to patches of light and dark as we headed into town. The air was warm and still, at least it would have been if we hadn’t been moving so fast that it felt like a full gale in our faces. Ecias was a paradise, with amazing scenery and beautiful wildlife. It was how Earth had probably been before we humans had got our despoiling hands on it. The trees had large flowers as well as their leaves; they were a magnet for bees, butterflies and multicoloured birds that looked like Earth’s hummingbirds. If you were quiet and slow you could get right up close to them. Like all the wildlife on Ecias, they had not yet learned to fear man or see what he could do to a planet. 

We raced towards a large warning sign. Fixed to a tree that was at least ten metres across, it informed us in large red letters that five hundred metres ahead there was a sharper than usual curve. An arrow underneath the letters emphasised the point. The good news was that after we had got around it, the road straightened out and we could start our descent down the side of the hill into Richavon. 

Despite the speed, we weren’t in any particular hurry. While it was true that the supply ship was due, it would be here for at least a day. It wouldn’t be leaving again without the report that we carried. Vanessa just liked the exhilaration that speed and danger produced. 

We had been alone in the forest, just us and our prefabricated trailer, for nearly a month, since the last supply ship had left. Not that I minded that; being alone with my wife, doing what we loved as a team was the best bit about my life.  

We were content in each other’s company but the journey into town from wherever we had been in the last month was always anticipated. It was the chance to stock up on supplies, get a meal cooked by someone else and catch up on news from home. As we flashed past the sign we were approaching the scariest bit of the journey. 

The sign had been put up on the orders of the company’s local manager, our boss. He was fed up with scraping wrecked vehicles and people from the riverbed at the bottom of the hill. Mainly, it was those who hadn’t been here that long and hadn’t got used to the road. Speed was just as much a killer here as it was on any other planet. Sometimes, I cynically wondered if the real reason for the sign wasn’t that while newcomers paid their own way to get here, their vehicles were expensive to replace. 

The outside of the curve, at the edge of a sheer drop, had been fenced with a wall of tree trunks. I had helped to fell the trees and stack them between two lines of metal piles which we had screwed deep into the rocky ground. The logs were painted with black and white chevrons indicating that a turn to the right would be a good idea. We bounced over another dip in the surface and I saw them ahead.  

“Slow down, Vanessa,” I pleaded again. She was a good driver, but the road was wet from recent rain; despite the heavy-duty tyres we had already skidded a couple of times in some of the muddier sections. Not that Vanessa would ever have admitted to having lost control, it would have been a perfectly executed slide as far as she was concerned.

She turned to me, brown eyes sparkling and the wind frothing her long hair. “What’s the matter, Dan?” she asked holding both my gaze and her speed. “Don’t you trust me?”

There were one hundred metres to go, then eighty, still she held my gaze. I didn’t want to, but I started to shrink back into the seat. She laughed, a full-on explosion of mirth. 

“If you’re with me, you must have the whole package,” she said as she hauled on the wheel, dabbing at the brake pedal with a plimsolled foot. 

Her left hand went to the traction control lever and she flicked it casually. Instantly the revs dropped and the engine’s note changed from a whine to a growl. We started to turn, then slide. The buggy leant over as gravity and momentum fought the wheels for control and I saw the logs at about forty metres away. I closed my eyes; perhaps that would make things better. If I couldn’t see them, then we were safe. It didn’t work. 

Vanessa must have noticed. She took one hand from the wheel and nudged me. “Pay attention,” she shouted. The logs were now only twenty metres away. Stones flew from under the wheels as the heavy tread started to grip. She thrust her right foot down on the pedal, flicked the switch again and the engine roared. 

We were broadside on to the logs and our sideways motion was slowing as we started to move forward. As she spun the wheel, I saw that we were lined up for the next section of the road; she had timed it to perfection. The logs were less than a metre away as we flashed past them. She changed gear and we took off like a rocket.

Two minutes later we arrived at the crest of the hill. I realised that I had been holding my breath and exhaled gratefully as Vanessa pulled over into a clearing and stopped. We disturbed a flock of large birds. The biologists called them ​Anseres Harabus, after the first settler to describe them, Denise Harabus. I just thought of them as geese. They were large and multicoloured, abundant in the forests and good eating. 

We both got out of the buggy, stood side by side. ​Vanessa was as tall as me, thinner but as strong. Arm in arm we gazed out over the deep indigo sea. Far below us, nestling in the curve of the coast, was Richavon. Looking past the town and the farm compound, we could see that the ship had arrived, or at least was in the atmosphere. There was a red-plumed dot just above the horizon, in front of Claudius, the largest of this planet’s moons. The ship would land just outside of town before we got there. 

Like I said, it was a regular link with home. It had been late last month; the beer had run out and the atmosphere in town had been miserable. When you had been away from your home planet for over a year, things like that were important.

“I told you not to worry,” she said, her eyes sparkling. “You should learn to trust me.”

“That was... interesting,” I tried to sound casual. My heart was racing, it would never do to show Vanessa fear though, that would only encourage her to do it again.

“You almost lost it,” she remarked. Moving to stand behind me, she put her arms around my waist, pulling me close. “I knew what I was doing. Anyway, if you were that worried, you could always have reached over and turned the auto on.”

“And that would have made me popular,” I said, more in relief than anything else. I had let her drive, I had chosen to trust her ability. In auto, the buggy could have done the trip on its own. Maybe not at that speed but...

She laughed again. “It’s so easy to get you going,” she said between chuckles. “Isn’t that why you love me?”

In answer, I tried to grab her and we ended up wrestling on the damp grass. She threw me easily and landed on top. Once we were both horizontal, one thing led to another. Vanessa was good at that as well. 

I loved my life out here; Ecias was the nearest thing to heaven that I’d found so far. With Vanessa by my side, it was just about perfect.
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Chapter 2, Earth
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“Rick,” Cath’s voice in my ear woke me. “Rick, what are you doing?”

I struggled into wakefulness and looked around me; the bedroom was lit by a low energy lamp on Cath’s bedside table. It was about as bright as the scrap of daylight trying to creep around the blind on that October morning. Even in its meagre offering, I could see that the quilt and several pillows were in a heap on the floor. Cath raised herself up on one elbow and looked at me; the blue eyes were filled with worry under the mop of short, dark hair which was sticking out at crazy angles.

“You were thrashing about and muttering in your sleep. Are you alright, love?”

I looked at her, trying to focus. I hadn’t been sleeping well for weeks now and last night I had taken the first of the new tablets that I had been prescribed. My insomnia was a recent thing; its treatment complicated by the fact that I could go to sleep normally. I just couldn’t stay asleep for more than three or four hours at a time. 

At first, Cath had put me off going to see the doctor, she reckoned that they would only tell me to try and improve what she called my ‘sleep hygiene’. As a nurse, she had her own view of doctors, based on her experience of working with them. It was better to go along with her ideas when she was in nurse mode, so I had tried what she suggested. No computer screens after eight pm, a hot drink, quiet routine, a sleep diary and all the rest. When they hadn’t worked, we moved onto meditation and herbal tablets. The tablets left me feeling drugged and hungover and I couldn’t get the hang of meditation, no matter how hard I tried.  

The thought that I was wasting time on things that didn’t work only added to my wakefulness. I was at my wit's end. I was falling asleep in meetings, nodding off while driving or even when I was just sitting at home and listening to Cath. At first, she had got wild with me, used it as a way to blame my lifestyle, the lunchtime drinks and late-night business dinners. I reckoned that her sleep hygiene idea was just a way of getting me to come home early and sober. But, after I had changed my habits without any improvement, she accepted that I had a real problem. So I went to see my doctor.

He was all for CBT and counselling, Cath took over and told him that I had already tried them, without success. I let her do most of the talking, she was insistent, hearing her argue my case I could see how she ran a busy ward. His thoughts were obvious; he was thinking, ‘save me from nurses’. 

In the end, he said he would arrange for me to see a specialist, but that I would have to try the things I didn’t want to do if he said so. I think he really meant the things that Cath didn’t want me to do, I was ready to try anything. Cath told me that it was a result. I had the feeling that I was being fobbed off as an ‘awkward’ patient with a pushy wife.

“I have something that might help you,” the consultant had said. To my surprise the appointment had come through quickly. He had listened sympathetically to my tale, then he told me that it was no wonder that what I had tried wasn’t working. Beside me I felt Cath stiffen, please don’t argue with him, I thought, you’re not at work now.

He had obviously worked out how to deal with opinionated nurses. “You’re right to try those things, Mrs Wilson,” he said, which relaxed her. “However, those things only really work if you can’t actually get to sleep. You need to stay asleep, so you need something that works on your brain once you’ve fallen asleep to help keep you there.” 

He held up a dark brown bottle, I could see white tablets inside it. “You should only need three or four days of these to break the cycle and get you back into a proper rhythm. They’re an experimental drug, not licensed yet but on final trials before general release. The initial findings are excellent for a problem like yours.”

I looked nervously at Cath, the idea of a drug trial hadn’t entered my mind.  

“Is this an official clinical trial?” she asked. 

He nodded. “Your GP won’t be able to get you any more of these. As I said, in tests they’ve been very promising, with no reported side effects. If you’re happy to sign a release you can have a course.”

We had left his office with what looked like at least two weeks’ supply of the tablets and instructions. I had to take one before going to bed; even if I slept better immediately, I still had to take them all. I should take no other medication at the same time. That had been so important that he’d said it several times. The good news was that I could still have a couple of beers in the evening. “Just not too many, and not every night,” he had said.

“He’s not taking anything else,” Cath had insisted. “And I make sure he doesn’t drink much.” She was still in full nurse mode. He nodded, looked at me with a knowing grin.

He told me that I was expected to keep notes, for the drug company research. He made an appointment for me in six weeks to review. It felt like progress, at last. 

Now I was waking in a bed that looked like it had been hit by a hurricane. 

“Yeah, Cath, I’m fine. It was probably just another of my dreams,” I said, kissing her before I got up. “I don’t remember waking up in the middle of the night. I’m having a shower.” 

“OK,” she said, avoiding the subject of my ‘dreams’. “If they’ve started to work straight away, it’s a good sign. I’ll go get the kettle on.”

“Bacon sandwich,” I shouted as I went into the bathroom. 

An hour later I was ready to go. I left Cath; she had the day off and a nightshift to look forward to, hence the bacon sandwiches. As I opened the front door, cold rain blew in from a sky filled with low, fast-moving clouds. I ducked my head and ran across the road to my car. My job was in an office on the other side of town. Like every day I faced the rush hour traffic with dread. Even though I had only run twenty yards, I was soaked when I pulled the car door shut behind me.

As I started my car I realised that I felt a lot more awake this morning, more alive than I had felt for a long time. I had definitely slept better; the tablet must have done something. As I had said to Cath, I didn’t remember waking in the night and I didn’t have the feeling that the other tablets had given me. Even though they were made from natural ingredients, the herbal remedies had still left me feeling sort of hungover and lethargic. 

What was strange was that I couldn’t remember anything much about my dreams; I had been retaining good memories of what I had done in the short bits of sleep that I had managed recently. Today there was nothing, just the vague feeling that whatever I had dreamt, it had been interesting.

Strangely, my dreams had been about the usual random things that everyone has, until the insomnia had started. Since then, they had all been about the same subject. I thought of it as an ongoing soap opera. It was like I had an alternative life in another place, with other people. And they had become so vivid that I could almost believe that they were real. 

When I first told Cath, she had teased me about them. “Is your alternative life better than this one?” she would ask. I always said, “No, it was just as boring,” even though it wasn’t. 

In my dreams, I explored a virgin planet, surveying for minerals and natural resources. It made my life here, driving to work, advertising cat food and foreign holidays seem boring. Not that I needed dreams for that, my life was boring. I longed for the adventure that I had in my dreams to be real, a psychiatrist would probably tell me that was why I had them.

When I had started having the connected dreams, I had offered to give Cath a summary of what I had been up to. To begin with, she had wanted to know, lately she had grown less interested. The nurse in her probably saw them as hallucinations resulting from sleep deprivation. I suspected that her hope was that they would stop when I started sleeping properly again. Then again, perhaps she was just as bored with her life as I was, maybe she just hated the idea of my having fun without her.

Even when she had been interested, I didn’t tell her all of it, especially some of the more intimate details about what I had got up to. Vanessa was never, ever mentioned. Perhaps I was embarrassed by my antics. Then again, I knew that Cath might not be happy to hear about her. She had a quick temper and a habit of impulsive action. The trouble was, it was far too late for me to change that and introduce her now.  

I left our estate and joined the stream of cars, all heading in towards town. As usual, we ground to a halt, right where we usually did. They were widening the by-pass to accommodate the extra traffic from all the new housing, on some days it was quicker to go through town. Whichever way I took, I always wondered if the other one would have been better. Today I had stuck with the roadworks. I had plenty of time; Hughie, my boss, understood. 

“When I come in, I leave home early, before the rush starts,” he always said when I apologised for my late arrival. “But then, I’m the boss and I don’t have any reason to stay at home any longer. Take it easy on the road; I’d rather you got here late than not at all.” 

His wife had died in a car crash on this road about a year ago; her car had skidded off the wet surface into a tree, on a day when he wasn’t with her. He was actually away at a corporate party, which she hadn’t wanted to attend. While he was getting drunk, while we were trying to find him to tell him, she was fighting for her life. He hadn’t known that she was gone until he had sobered up. 

He always blamed himself. “If only I had been there, it could have been so different if I had been driving.” He repeated it for ages, to anyone who’d listen. After that he had thrown himself into work, some days I doubted if he even went home at all. He had converted part of our offices into an en suite bedroom and a small kitchen. I had the feeling that he stayed there a lot.

We crawled through the roadworks, bright flashing lights on traffic cones randomly illuminated the inside of the car; there was a line of yellow-clad workers moving damp earth. My car bounced over a rough patch of tarmac and suddenly the road cleared. We all increased speed, the traffic thinned out. The rain was still hammering down, the wipers struggled to cope and even though the heater was on, it felt cold.

Parts of my dream were coming back to me. I remembered a journey, but not like this, it had been sunny and happy, full of excitement for some reason, not the daily slog of going to a job that I didn’t really care much about but had to do. Then I remembered the geese and the view from the top of the hill, what Vanessa and I had been doing just before Cath had woken me up. I might have smiled at the memory.

Bright lights in my mirror brought me back to reality; a huge lorry was overtaking me. It had a white cab with lots of foreign writing on it and a row of headlights. These were on full as it shot by me, the slipstream made my car rock as it disappeared out of sight. 

Stupid driver, I thought, they’re going much too fast for the conditions, at least they’re in front of me now, out of my way.
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I came over a slight rise in the road just in time to see the lorry’s brake lights flash, a hundred yards ahead of me. It changed direction violently and the back of the trailer started to swing out of line with the cab. As it slewed sideways across the road, the cars around it tried to take avoiding action, the trailer hit a couple of them; pushing them into the verge. 

It tipped over and the cab detached, bouncing over the central reservation it ended up on the other carriageway. Horns blared and there was the sound of impacts. I saw pieces of metal spiralling through the air.

I had started to brake automatically and brought the car to a halt about thirty yards away from the trailer, which was now on its side and blocking our carriageway. The cab had ended up stopping the traffic coming the other way. As I stopped, I glanced in my mirror. The driver of the car behind me had reacted late and was approaching at speed. I had nowhere to go. I watched as it got closer and breathed a sigh of relief when it managed to stop about an inch behind me. I saw the driver get out. In less than a minute, the road had turned into a car park; we would be here for a while, that much was obvious. 

He tapped on my window and I wound it down. “Sorry if I scared you,” he said. He was shaking. “I wasn’t paying attention.” A young lad, he looked almost too young to be driving. The rain had plastered his hair to his skull in the short time he been outside, his clothes were darkening as water soaked into them.

“It’s fine,” I answered. “Don’t worry, you stopped. Get back in the dry.” 

A few minutes later, a fleet of police cars, ambulances and a fire engine shot up the deserted carriageway to our right, turning the scene of the accident into a hive of activity. They started to try and get the driver out of the cab. Others climbed over the barrier and looked at the trailer. More vehicles arrived behind the trailer and started tending to the cars that had been hit on our side. I thought of Cath, at least she wasn’t at work, getting ready for an influx of casualties. I tried to call home, and Cath’s mobile; there was no answer to either. I left messages to say that I was fine, in case she had heard about it.

When we hadn’t moved after twenty minutes I called Hughie. “I’m going to be late,” I told him.

“So you’re caught up in that lot,” he said. “I’ve been watching it on the news. Don’t worry, just as long as you’re safe, have you called Cath?”

I told him that I had left messages. He said he would tell her if she called the office. There was nothing else to do. I sat with the rain bouncing off the roof and listened to the local news on the radio. They said that there had been some serious injuries, the road had been closed in both directions and that the emergency services were working on a plan to get the traffic moving. Ambulances started departing with the injured, lights flashing brightly in the gloom. 

While I sat there, I wondered about writing my dreams down as part of the notes for my follow-up appointment. I had considered it before; it might help me to deal with them. I would have to keep the bits about Vanessa separate, in case Cath found them. That was a complication that made me wonder if it was worth it. They were only dreams after all. The consultant wouldn’t be interested in them, only in whether I had slept or woken. 

I had wondered where Vanessa came from, what part of my mind had invented her. I had no idea, knew no-one like her. I’d been married to Cath for nine years, we were happy together and I had no intention of straying. Why would I? Cath was everything I wanted, apart from a job somewhere warm and sunny. And a few more pounds in the bank. In that respect, we were just a normal couple. Not only that, skinny women with long hair just weren’t my type.  

It was a good job Cath wasn’t with me now, she would have wanted to get out and take over the medical side of the incident, her ‘nursiness’ as I thought of it, it was the only thing about her, apart from her tendency to rush into things, that I found irritating.

I could see behind the trailer that a large crane was being manoeuvred into position, it would soon drag the wreckage clear of the road, then we would be on our way. The question was, which piece would they clear first? From the way the workmen moved, it looked like they were preparing to move the cab before the trailer. Typical!

The rain stopped, a few people got out and went to watch the workmen. I joined them as webbing slings were pushed under the cab. These were attached to the hook at the end of the crane's wire. The air was thick with the smell of damp earth, burnt rubber and oil; we were halted ten metres away from the trailer by a row of plastic barriers, manned by a policeman, bulky in his yellow waterproofs. 

“No closer please,” he said. The crane revved its engine, the noise changing to a low growl as the lifting wire tightened. The lorry’s cab rocked; there was a metallic screech that went right through me as it started to move.

“What’s the plan now?” a man on my left shouted as the cab was lifted clear of the other carriageway. It swung in the air, there was a lane open now and cars accelerated into the space. Unwilling to wait for permission they sped away, weaving around the wreckage left by the cab’s impact. The cab was dropped onto a trailer beside the crane, the slings were removed.

“We’re going to shift the trailer next,” the policeman said. “It’s too heavy for the crane, we can’t pick it up like the cab,” he explained. “We’re just going to pivot it around one end, enough to open up a lane. The road’s closed behind you at the last junction. Once the traffic’s clear and the road’s empty both ways we can sort things out properly. Now stand well back.”

It sounded logical, except that it didn’t quite work out. We all retreated as the crane manoeuvred itself into a new position and the hook was lowered from the jib. Once again, the webbing slings were deployed, this time around one end of the trailer. The operator started to pick up the slack. I watched as the end of the trailer stirred, lifted about a metre and then the lifting wire snapped with a loud crack. The hook fell onto the trailer and the end of the wire flailed around, whistling as it moved. 

It hit the policeman we had been talking to, knocking him flying in a sudden burst of red. Someone screamed. The trailer thumped back to the ground and burst open, scattering boxes across the now red-slicked roadway. We were stunned by the taking of a life, the casual erasure of sentience by mindless machinery.

“Oh great,” said the man stood next to me. “Now they’ll have to sort all that out, we’re going to be stuck here all day. I’ve got a meeting to get to.”

I mumbled something, trying to resist the sudden surge of anger. I understood what he meant but the attitude annoyed me. Someone had just died; a bit of respect wouldn’t have hurt. As Hughie had found, not far from where I was standing, nothing was more important than life, certainly not a business meeting.

Ambulances disgorged green-suited paramedics; they had nothing to do except collect the body, a task they performed with quiet dignity.

The remaining policemen had a discussion; they removed a section of the central barrier and set up a line of arrows, pointing to the right. There was no traffic in the other direction, cars were directed into the gap and soon they were driving up the other carriageway, heading towards the inevitable gridlock we had come from. When it was my turn I joined them. In the end, I got to the office just in time for a very late lunch. Which I would have to miss to catch up on the work I hadn’t done. While Hughie might be understanding, clients were generally not.

Hughie ran an advertising agency called Creative Concepts; I was one of his copywriters. I thought up the ideas for advertisements and he pitched them. It wasn’t exactly the most exciting job in the world, I was always thinking about leaving, but if all I was going to do was swap from working for Hughie to working for someone else there didn’t seem to be much point. The wages were OK, he was a good boss and together with what Cath earned from her nursing shifts we did a lot better than some. 

My main problem was envy. I did a lot of holiday promotions; my head was always filled with thoughts of the places that I could never afford to take Cath to. I used to sit and long to go to the places that I was paid to persuade others to visit, with their white beaches, pristine forests and spectacular views. Maybe that was where Ecias came from.

Thinking about Cath, what I wanted for her, made me suddenly realise that all my sleep problems had started when she had changed her working pattern. She had been working long days and we had both got used to her late finishes, the extra hours she had worked past the end of her shift for nothing. “We all do it,” she said, with an air of resignation. “We care, the management knows it, they all go home at five and play on our compassion.”

Then she was offered a switch to permanent night shifts, the money was no different but the night staff tended to finish on time more often than not. So she said that she would try them. To my surprise, and hers, she found that she really loved them. She said that the lack of bosses hanging around waving targets at her had let her do what she was trained for, looking after the sick. While she was on a run of shifts, we had got used to passing twice a day, one in and one out. 

Weekends were a drag, if she had worked Friday or Saturday night I had to either go out or be very quiet in the daytime while she was sleeping. And that was where I had got out of the habit of getting a proper sleep myself. I used to wake up several times in the night, unused to being alone in the bed and wondering what she was doing. Perhaps I should mention that to the consultant in my follow-up, it was so obvious I wondered why we hadn’t thought of it before.

The afternoon passed quickly. I tried to catch up, by six I was almost where I should have been. Cath would be leaving for work shortly, I might as well carry on. I was in no rush to go home to an empty house.

“Clear off,” Hughie said to the three of us. “There’s nothing here that won’t wait until tomorrow.”

“Are you going home, Hughie?” asked Molly, she was a couple of years older than him and a bit of a mother hen. Since Hughie’s wife had died she had taken responsibility for his wellbeing; she would bring him food and offer to do his laundry. He politely fended her off, in all respects except the food, which he admitted was superb.

“I might,” he said. “I haven’t decided yet.”

“I’m gone,” said Deanne, the other copywriter. She was a lot younger than Molly and me. Straight out of college, she was new to the job but very clever. She had been Claire, Hughie’s wife’s, project. Claire used to work here with us; she had spotted Deanne at a trade fair and offered her an apprenticeship. She was a lovely kid, except for her big mouth with no filters on what came out of it. If you wanted a secret kept, she was definitely not your go-to. 

Hughie used this flaw to his advantage. “Don’t tell anyone, Deanne,” he would say to her, “but...” whenever he wanted to put a competitor off or spread a little confusion. She hadn’t worked it out yet, there was potential for fireworks when she did. 

The two women went off arm in arm, chattering like a couple of sparrows. “Well,” said Hughie, “aren’t you heading home?”

“No rush,” I answered. “Cath’s on nights, she’ll be gone by the time I get there.”

“Yeah well,” he said with a grin, “I want to lock up, I’m off out tonight.”

“Hot date?” I asked and for a moment he looked sad. 

“No, just trying to woo a client,” he said. “See you tomorrow.”

On my way home the bypass was clear, there were only a few marks on the ground to show where the accident had been. The wreck of the lorry had gone, the crash barrier had been replaced and traffic flowed normally in both directions. All the blood had been cleaned away; it was as if the policeman had never existed.

Sure enough, by the time I got home, Cath had left for her night shift. There was a meal ready to be reheated and a little note by the microwave: ‘hope you had a good day, love you, Rick’, she had written, ‘don’t forget the tablet, sleep well tonight’. Even though there was a line of kisses, she had still managed to get an instruction in. Nurse to the last.

I took the second tablet after I had eaten; the first one had taken about an hour to work, this time I felt tired almost immediately. I never made it to the shower; I only just got to the bedroom before sleep overtook me.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 4, Ecias
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Vanessa parked the buggy outside Whistles, the big red-roofed shack that was the bar-stroke-restaurant-stroke-company-store-stroke-everything else in Richavon. She had relented and driven slowly down the hill, taking it easy on the switchback. My stomach was grateful, perhaps our exertions had calmed her down a little. I certainly felt a lot more relaxed than I had done two hours ago. 

As we had swung around the last bend, we could see that the ship had landed, off to the left of the buildings and between the town and the farm compound. That part of the settlement was surrounded by a tall metal fence. It was the only place in Richavon that was; it had to be to stop the local animals from wandering in among the machinery, eating the crops and mingling with our non-native stock. A collection of nearly noiseless equipment worked the earth and processed crops, milk and meat. There was a building in the corner with freezers and stores for our produce and the supplies that were being unloaded from the ship.  

Before we went into Whistles, we walked over to the Burgstrom office. The title made it sound grand, it was just another prefabricated hut. Richavon was a collection of prefabricated huts and trailers, single and double storied. Some of the more enterprising folk were building log cabins; there were a few in various stages of construction. The rest of us were far too busy for carpentry. 

One day, a gang of lumberjacks would turn up, build a sawmill and make a fortune; there were plenty of trees for them to cut. There was still a market for good quality lumber, a lot of planets had no trees and it was just as good a material to build with as metal and plastics. In some ways it was even better.

The office was empty; I left our report chip, in its anti-static envelope, on the desk. Ove Strand ran the planet on his own, without any staff; as he was fond of reminding us. We rarely saw him in here, if he wasn’t off somewhere he was in Whistles, which we all called his real office. He would be on the ship now, reporting and getting things organised. He had the knack of appearing to do very little, yet it was impossible to find anything that he hadn’t done, once he had said he would do it. If a job went in his notebook, it was as good as completed. He was a very capable man; I thought that he was wasted on Ecias.

“Right, that’s the job sorted, how about a beer?”

“I thought that you’d never offer.” Vanessa put her arm around my waist, together we went into the bar.

“Hey, it’s Dan and Van,” shouted Marcus as we walked in. The room was dark after the bright sunshine. He was employed by Burgstrom, the manager of Whistles and in control of the booze. He was also the general wise guy that every small town has. “How come you’re all wet and covered in mud?” 

“Wrestling practice,” said Vanessa with a straight face. “Get us a couple of beers.”

Marcus lifted two bottles from the cooler. “I don’t need to know anything more,” he said. “Not that I’m not jealous.” Vanessa laughed. Marcus was unattached, Vanessa wasn’t his type.

“We’re not going to run out of beer either,” he said. “The supply ship’s got here in time this month.” He grinned. “Good thing, there were only a few of these babies left.”

We opened the bottles and drank. The beer was cool and very welcome, even more so now that we knew we wouldn’t have to ration them.  

There was hardly anyone else in Whistles, everyone who wasn’t working had gone down to watch the ship land and try to be first to get to the mail. Unloading was a communal thing; we would have a couple of beers and go down to help later in the second shift. We nodded to the other customers, people we knew vaguely. There were fishermen and their partners, one or two of the farm workers. We only really met any of them once a month; it meant that we didn’t know them that well, but they were always friendly. We had all undergone the same psychological evaluation before we had been allowed to join the settlement, to try and make sure that we all fitted in together. There were characters among us but nobody really got on anyone else’s nerves. And when there were only a few of you, any contact was nice.

Supplies from home, a few luxuries, all played a part in keeping us contented. They were an important part of our lives. We had plenty of food, one of the first things the original settlers had done was clear land for the farm. Conditions were perfect for growing all our own crops, the climate meant that most vegetables and grains grew well; the soil was fertile and free of pathogens. There was a sort of grass in the spaces between the trees; it provided grazing for the animals that the first few ships had brought. 

The farmers had found it easy to work the land, although the hours were long the work was not physically tiring, they had plenty of machinery to help them. As well as the grass, the other native plants were mostly edible as far as the cows and sheep were concerned, we had milk and meat. Until we got a proper harvest going, with a surplus to our bread making needs, there was no spare grain for making beer. There was no equipment for doing it either. Nor was there anyone who wasn’t needed for something essential with the time to make it. 

As Marcus was fond of saying about anything that arrived on the ship, “Stuff from home is important, it’s more than just a bottled drink or a video with news and sports reports, it keeps us tied to Earth.” 

There were sure to be a few more settlers on the ship, some new faces to liven the place up. More arrived every month, some even stayed. They would be welcomed, as long as they pulled their weight and joined in. Those that couldn’t take it or didn’t fit in could always leave next month. With the ship’s arrival, Vanessa and I would get a new area to survey, based on the satellite scans and the analysis of our previous reports. We would be out of here in a couple of days, before we had the time to make any new friends.

Richavon was a small settlement on the edge of the only large landmass on the planet Ecias. It occupied at least half the surface of the world, the rest was sea and ice at the poles. The planet was surprisingly Earth-like, atmosphere and temperature were acceptable, like a lot of the planets that had been discovered so far. After all the talk of Earth being a rarity, it was nice to find that a lot of star systems had at least one body that we could live on. Gravity wasn’t an issue here either, and the sight of several moons of differing sizes in the sky had become normal to us.

The landmass, which had no formal name yet, straddled the equator, extending into the higher latitudes in places. The way the planet was inclined meant that there wasn’t much difference in the seasons. It was all pleasantly temperate, with variable rainfall and little in the way of extreme weather. The seas were joined at a narrow gap where the land didn’t quite make it all the way around the globe; in a feature that we called the Canal. 

Animal life on the land was varied and sparse, compared to the sea. Apart from the birds, there were insects and a few mammals; all the species we had found so far were harmless, at least to us. We had seen dead animals, found evidence of attacks but had never spotted a predator. We had seen no snakes or large carnivores, no tracks or nests. There had been nothing at all to threaten us as we explored. Even the pollinators appeared to have no stings. There had to be something, a top predator somewhere. The ecosystem needed balance and there were certainly predators in the sea. Maybe we just hadn’t found them in the vast forests, apart from Vanessa and me there were few people exploring. Perhaps they had seen us and despite the lack of fear in the other fauna, were keeping out of the way while they assessed us. 

The majority of the planet's animal life was situated in the seas. There were huge whale-like creatures and lots of different species of fishes, good eating when you could subdue them; they all seemed to have lots of teeth and attitude. A small fleet of fishing boats went out daily from the harbour that had been constructed from huge plastic blocks filled with water. The boats harvested the seas to supplement our diet, using sonic stunners; the fish would have made short work of nets, unless they had been made of heavy wire. 

The land under the forest, from what we had found so far, was filled with an abundance of the minerals that civilisation needed. 

That was our job, why we were here. Vanessa and I worked surveys on the land, mostly to our own timetable; so long as we had results for Burgstrom on every monthly departure, they were happy.

Burgstrom was the company who paid us, they had a big investment in the planet and everything on it, even though I wasn’t an analyst, I knew that they would be very happy with the figures we had come down to send off this time. Hence the celebratory beers.

We were on our second bottle when the first of the new arrivals came in. Led by Ove, there were about fifteen of them. A mixture of men and women, young and old, they all looked a little shell-shocked to be here. Maybe we had looked like that ourselves when we had arrived.

“This is Whistles,” Ove announced in his best corporate voice. “It’s where we meet up when we’re not working, but let me make one thing very clear, we do not get drunk. Marcus is in charge of the place, he works for me and will not serve anyone who he thinks has had enough beer or starts causing trouble.”

“Hello, everyone,” said Marcus. “Ove’s right, upset me, get drunk or pick a fight and you’re gone. No arguments, no second chances. Just the next flight off at your own expense.”

A couple of the crowd looked annoyed to hear that; let them be. We had a good thing going, we worked hard and once Marcus got to know you, a little extrovert behaviour was ignored. But the pep talk made Ove and Burgstrom feel better.  

One of the new arrivals looked around at the place and shook his head. “This is not for me,” he said. “I’m getting back on the ship.” He turned and walked out, followed by taunts and jeers from a small group who seemed to be together. The rest just stood and watched him go.

“Good,” Ove sounded pleased. “Anyone else want to save themselves a month and go now?”

There were no takers, just a lot of shuffling and looking downwards.

“Right,” he continued. “Marcus will get you beers, or soft drinks, there’s nothing harder. The upside is that there’s no money here.” That got people interested; they looked up and took a bit more notice of the idea of free beer. 

“These two fine people,” Ove waved at us, “are Dan and Vanessa Waldon. They run surveys and prospect for Burgstrom. They’re usually up in the sticks, so you’ll only see them once a month, when the ship comes in.”

We raised our bottles in salute; there were a few muttered greetings. I noticed that the group who had shouted at the departing settler had stayed together and moved to the front. There were three of them. All large and heavily bearded, they looked like miners, or maybe they were the advance party of lumberjacks. Standing apart from the rest, they were looking at Vanessa. And I mean looking. She spotted it and looked straight back. If they had picked on her to ogle, they might be surprised at her reaction. Ove was still doing introductions. 

“And over there are Terry Malvern and Linda Chan, with their partners. They run the fishing operation.” Quickly Ove introduced the few others present. 

One of the new arrivals, a short, stocky man came over to us. “Hi,” he said. “I’m Vince Kendall. I have a message from Burgstrom for you. I think that we’re going to be working together.” He handed over an envelope.

“Typical,” said one of the group, loud enough for us all to hear. “Loverboy gets all the luck.” The other two laughed.

“Watch your wife, mate,” another said. “We’ve seen him in action, he’ll be after her.”

“I could be stuck here for a month with that,” added the third.

The tension was rising; I could feel my
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