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    CHAPTER 1


    Alysha Forrest, captain of the UAV Stardancer, twisted her practice sword, catching the glint of the overhead lights on its plastic edges. Her brows lifted. “Are you sure this is wise, Taylitha?”


    Across the mat, the woman sitting on the gym’s bench laughed as she tied back her scarlet hair. “Wise?” she said. “I doubt it. Necessary, though... that I believe, sir.” She stood and paced across the room, ears pricked forward. Though they were both of the Karaka’A, a Pelted race not known for its height, they didn’t look much alike: Taylitha was a good head shorter than her captain, and brown-furred where Alysha was rain-gray, and no one would have mistaken Tayl’s bright hair for Alysha’s sleek black. There was only determination in her dark blue eyes, though, when she came to face her captain on the mat, practice sword in hand. “Are you ready?”


    “I suppose,” Alysha said, shaking back her hair and lifting her blade. “Though I’m telling you, I’m not going to need to win yet another sword fight crucial to the security and well-being of the Alliance any time soon.”


    “But when you do, I’m not going to have to sit through a live broadcast of you getting cut up,” Taylitha said. “Now, on your guard!”


    Alysha let out a breath in something approaching a sigh and let Taylitha come for her. They exchanged blows—one, two, three—and Alysha’s practice sword flew to the other side of the mat.


    Taylitha scowled at Alysha’s hand blocking the edge of her blade. “I know it worked on Gledig Colony, sir, but that’s the last time anyone’s going to let you get away with that trick. Particularly since the footage of your duel with Dylan’s been broadcast to every known corner of the universe.”


    “Was it every known corner?” Alysha asked, amused. At Taylitha’s renewed frown, she laughed and said, “You’re right, of course. It’s just habit.”


    “If this had been a bastard sword, or An forbid, a claymore, you wouldn’t have any more fingers.”


    “If that had been a claymore, arii, you wouldn’t have been swinging it like a long sword.”


    Taylitha leaned back and folded her arms, sword sticking out of the crook of one elbow, and not even ‘arii’, the word for friend, was sufficient to dampen her scowl. “Are you going to take this seriously or not? I have a vested interest, professional and personal, in seeing you in one piece, Alysha Forrest. It was a nightmare to have to watch a sword-dancer worthy of Le Ceau Tournament go after you in Daleth’s crumbled courtyard... and have him nearly take you to pieces. And I haven’t known you as long as ‘Star and Laelkii. Can you imagine what it was like for them?”


    “It was only a few scratches,” Alysha said.


    “A few scratches? Do you remember the hole in your thigh? What about your arm? Not to mention your hands after you caught his final downswing. I thought Laelkii was going to have a coronary.”


    Alysha smiled, chagrined. “I survived, didn’t I?”


    “Barely,” Taylitha said, tail lashing. She sighed and chuckled, unwillingly. “And with far less style than usual. Look, I know how it is with you and getting yourself into trouble, so I’m not going to try to argue you out of it. You obviously need someone to keep an eye on you, and I’ve got no problem being that person. Particularly since I appointed myself. But like it or not, sword-fighting is still widespread in parts of the Core and the colonies, and it’s the traditional dueling weapon where dueling’s allowed. It’s still used and taught at Fleet Academe. Swords are legal in places where palmers and other projectile weapons aren’t. Would you rather walk into those places armed or naked?”


    Alysha rubbed her wrist. “I’m never without weapons, Taylitha.”


    Taylitha paused, glanced at the taller woman’s fingertips. “Maybe. But a little distance from your enemy is a useful thing.”


    “Is it?”


    An exasperated sigh escaped Taylitha. “Everything’s philosophy with you, sir. Put up your cursed sword and we’ll talk about it while I beat some muscle memory into your arms.”


    “Done,” Alysha said, and jumped forward, sword swinging.


    Taylitha retreated an able two steps, blade meeting hers with a dull thump. “So tell me again about your intimacy problems.”


    “What?” Alysha said after a surprised laugh. She ducked her first commander’s next thrust.


    “Don’t waste so much motion. Time is blood.” Taylitha stepped a few paces away, then tapped the captain’s blade a few times with the point of her own. “Your intimacy problems with weapons. Swords are just as intimate a weapon as hands... maybe more so.”


    “More so?” Alysha arched a brow.


    “Watch my body, not the sword. I can lie with the sword, but it’s harder with my body.” Taylitha tossed sweat-matted bangs off her forehead. “But yes. More so. Because there’s more elegance. It stresses the times you come close by contrast.”


    “We’re normally distant, Taylitha. Getting a little personal isn’t a bad thing,” Alysha said, transferring her attention from the woman’s sword-tip to her arm. “I like to look into the eyes of a person I’m fighting. It reminds me to act more responsibly.”


    “More responsibly, or in a way more likely to frenzy? Or snap?”


    Alysha hesitated, and grunted as Taylitha slapped her in the side with her plastic blade. “I suppose,” she said, sidestepping the next swing, “that depends on the kind of person you are. I’m finding it hard to look into your eyes when I’m busy tracking your arm.”


    “Why are you looking at my arm? Look at my chest. Or watch my eyes. You need to know when I’m actually advancing, not when I’m feinting or trying to distract you.”


    Alysha drew in a breath and pressed the offensive. Taylitha met her blade easily. “Easy to say. But it’s hard to ignore the stick on the end of your arm!” When the smaller woman laughed, Alysha grinned and continued, “In all seriousness, a sword—any weapon—is a barrier. If you’re going to be responsible for someone’s pain, you should feel it yourself.”


    “Don’t you think that’ll make you neurotic?” Taylitha tapped her on the shoulder. Her parries had the grace of a tournament champion, for the very good reason that she was one. All Alysha could do was admire them—wryly—because disengaging from them was far beyond her skill level. But her first commander was still talking. “Throughout history people have been objectifying the enemy. Otherwise, it becomes too difficult to kill him. And then there are mental problems—who can hold ‘that which I must destroy’ and ‘him who has family and his own concerns’ in her head at the same time and not go insane?”


    Alysha paused, and Taylitha circled the point of the sword at her. “Don’t stop. You spent your entire bout with Dylan talking philosophy. If this is going to be a habit of yours, we might as well reproduce the conditions while practicing.”


    “Taylitha, I am not a swordswoman.”


    “Not at all, but that means you’ve got nowhere to go but up. Besides, you’re already improving. You’ve stopped dodging so dramatically.”


    “Dramatically!” Alysha chuckled. “I am not dramatic!”


    “You move like a dancer when you’re not checking yourself,” Taylitha said, cocking her head. “It’s a little too much grace and a little too little econo—ah!”


    Alysha smacked her on the hip and thrust for her first commander’s head. Taylitha’s wild swing struck the plastic blade, which broke in two pieces with a piercing crack. They stared together at the hilt left in Alysha’s hand.


    Taylitha said, “That was not in the plan.”


    A faint smile curved Alysha’s lips. “Swords do shatter.”


    “I didn’t think my parry was that hard!”


    They both glanced at Alysha’s wrist, dented by the thin cords of ligaments that ran to muscle up her arm. Taylitha sighed and took the captain by the upper arm and led her off the mat. “You have to think less in terms of resistance and more in terms of flexibility. Respond only as forcefully as you need to in order to succeed. Anything more is wasted energy, wasted motion.”


    “Wasted swords,” Alysha added blithely. “What now?”


    “Now...,” Taylitha tossed her plastic blade aside and grabbed a towel. “A beer.”


    Alysha shook her head with a hint of a smile. “Am I so difficult that I drive you to drink?”


    “Oh, no, no. I’ve always been a lush. You just exacerbate my problem.”


    “Taylitha,” Alysha said, letting a sober note touch her alto. The shorter woman glanced at her, one brown ear canted. “I promise I’ll take it seriously. Let’s meet every other day here, before morning shift.”


    The first commander’s mouth quirked into a smile. “Done. Come to the Fang with me?”


    “Sure.”


    They left the gym for the corridors of the UAV Stardancer, a 400-person feminic battlecruiser in the Alliance Fleet. She was crewed only by females (and the occasionally neuter), and her complement had been weighted toward the felinesque races of the Alliance: the big cat-like Harat-Shar, the more humanoid Asanii, and the smaller Karaka’An. But she had a smaller mix of the other Pelted races, such as the fox-based Tam-illee and Seersa, wolflike Hinichi, and the mix-and-matched Aera. And of course, she also had a handful of humans, now ubiquitous throughout Alliance space. Walking among the trees that helped support the Stardancer’s oxygen-exchange system, Alysha and Taylitha passed double handfuls of women who nodded to them politely or waved.


    Their destination was open, as expected. The Fang bistro was always open. Restaurant, bar, and cafe, it served all the Stardancer’s shifts with fresh food and the occasional live entertainment arranged by the crew’s party planners. The ship’s designers had placed the bistro, out of expedience or cruelty, within sight of the gym. Popular vote leaned toward ‘cruelty’.


    “You’ll be wanting your normal table, First Commander?” a slim Tam-illee foxine asked, ears pricking as they rounded the corner. “Oh, Captain! Good evening.”


    “Good evening, Sashe. So she has a regular table, ah?”


    The foxine’s lashes fluttered and she grinned. “Same as you do, when you come, sir.”


    Taylitha covered her face in mock dismay. “The table, Sashe. Before she starts grilling me on my caloric intake.”


    Sashe glanced at Alysha’s lean figure, then said, “Right away, Commander.”


    Alysha chuckled at Taylitha after they’d been seated in a corner with a window. “Your caloric intake? Should I be worried?”


    Taylitha contrived an innocent expression. “A body wants tiramisu every once in a while. And beer.”


    “Not together, I hope.”


    Taylitha laughed. “No, not together.”


    They gave their orders to an ensign and sat together in companionable silence, listening to the murmur of conversation. The Fang never lacked for patrons; besides events scheduled by the party-planning Happy Houris, or the science section’s Lecture series, there wasn’t much to do off-duty except exercise, eat, and (for the unlucky) catch up on paperwork.


    Their waitress slid a beer stein across the table along with Alysha’s cup of coffee. “Anything else? We have a special today... apple dumplings. Real apples, too, from the new grafts on deck twelve.”


    “Oh, sure,” Taylitha said. “Bring a couple. Thanks, alet.”


    Alysha shook her head, sipped her coffee.


    “Don’t tell me you don’t like apples.”


    “They’re fine. I’ll eat one, if that’s what you’re asking.”


    Taylitha grinned. “I guess I am.” She propped her bare feet up on one of the remaining chairs and leaned back. “I do wonder how you learned to move like that, sir. There’s a lot of polish there, and I don’t think it’s the same sort of thing you see in athletes. It really is like dancing.”


    Alysha hesitated, put down her coffee. “I didn’t think I was that—”


    “Dramatic?” Taylitha supplied.


    “Yes,” Alysha said, then shook her head. “I suppose you learn to make the most of your body language when you’re around those who understand bodies better than words.”


    One of Taylitha’s brows rose. “Like...?”


    “Like Flitzbe. Naysha. Platies.”


    “Mmm,” Taylitha said. “I haven’t had much contact with any of the serious alien races, though I’ve talked to a few Naysha through an interpreter. I’m not as up on my sign as I wish.”


    Alysha nodded. “You remember my stint on the Songlance?”


    Taylitha squinted. “Oh, right, the pirate mess. You were the alien liaison, weren’t you? My memory’s spotty... mostly because you didn’t talk about it much.”


    Alysha chuckled. “I don’t think I remembered enough about it to tell other people! It was a blur to me, too. But I bunked with a clod of Flitzbe while I was there.”


    “You... bunked with them?” Taylitha stared at her, not even glancing at the steaming dumplings as Sashe left them on the table.


    Alysha leaned over and speared one with a knife. She dropped it on the small plate provided with the dessert and separated a chunk of apple and dough with a fork. “They had limited cabin space for officers in my grade when I came aboard. I could take a lieutenant’s bunk, or room with the Flitzbe, which they’d put in a commander’s cabin with open walls to the water environment. It seemed to make more sense to go with the larger space, given my duty as liaison, so I took it.”


    “What was it like?” Taylitha asked, pulling the other dumpling over. “An, the things don’t even eat! Do they? They photosynthesize, right?”


    “They do. And it was actually very relaxing,” Alysha said. “They’re interesting company. Some of them are as small as your hand... others are as large as a beach ball. The neural ‘fur’ is very soft and has a slight grip. And they ‘talk’ by hooking together into piles and passing messages along the fur. They liked to clamber together on me. I think they were always a little disappointed that I couldn’t share my thoughts with the clarity they did among themselves.” She chuckled. “But they didn’t leave food around. They didn’t shed. They didn’t produce waste, or noise. And their idea of camaraderie was to curl up against me while I was sleeping or reading.”


    Taylitha squinted. “Did you ever communicate with them, meaningfully?”


    “I could get sensations from them when I held them... but they were rarely coherent, and never verbal. Usually images recycled from your own memories and strung together. Some people have better luck with it than I did, but they report it’s easier with a single individual. Trying to talk with an entire clod of them is like trying to follow a conversation in a noisy room.”


    Taylitha shook her head. “I never had much call to work with them. People without a language concept... how do you handle that?”


    Alysha grinned. “Language isn’t the only communication, arii. It might in fact be the youngest of the ways we convey meaning to one another.”


    “Even so. It’s the way I understand best.”


    They watched the people passing in companionable silence, the remains of the dumplings on their plates. Taylitha finished off her beer and stretched. “I’m on duty in ten minutes, so I guess I’ll get moving.”


    “Mmm. Make sure Alastar gets some rest if she looks tired,” Alysha said. “I think she forgets she has a body when we get on these mapping expeditions.”


    Taylitha chuckled. “I’ll try. I won’t make any promises, though, particularly if there’s anything interesting in this new system we’re on the cusp of.”


    Alysha laughed. “Fair enough! I’ll see you in a few hours.”


    “Be well, sir.”


    The first commander wove her way through the tables to the Fang’s exit, brown tail curling behind her. Alysha smiled and sipped her coffee, content to listen to the talk of her crew. There was a pool of quiet immediately around her table, and the women who walked through it nodded to her before quickly moving on. She found it difficult to gauge their reactions to her. The Stardancer had had other captains before her, and during the first six months the crew attitude had seemed cautious, deferent. After the incident on Gledig, the deference had become more marked... and it wasn’t like Tyalitha’s deference, which was a form of affection that referred back to years of correspondence since their initial meeting on their leadership retreat. Alysha wasn’t certain if she liked it or not, but she supposed it was not the job of the captain to be liked. Respect would do.


    Finishing her coffee, Alysha stood and strolled out of the Fang, heading toward her quarters beneath the fronds of the corridor’s willowblend trees. Their current fact-finding assignment was keeping everyone engaged while remaining leisurely enough to give everyone some much needed downtime between missions. The science department was receiving new data with each light year they covered and processing the results of the solar system visits, while the engineering section built and deployed the Well booster relays the ship dropped behind it to facilitate real-time communications with the Alliance several quadrants away. There’d been a contest earlier to come up with the best design to preserve the utilitarian function of the buoy housing while still marking the Stardancer as its deploying ship; Alysha had dropped in to congratulate the contestants and examine the winning entry a few weeks back. The engineers had even managed to improve the repeater design in the bargain.


    Alysha stepped into her rooms, padding quietly to the bed in the back and dropping onto it. In the window beside the bed a star cast a brilliant yellowed light, its center masked by a dark gray film provided by the smart coating on the inside of the flexglass.


    “What star is that?”


    A name tagged the star in the window, written in blue sans serif letters: ‘Theth-129.’


    “New data for this system?”


    Two more tags appeared, floating near the star. Alysha squinted, then chuckled. A planet and a moon? Alastar wouldn’t be sleeping for days. The tags didn’t display any supporting information on what kind of planet and moon, only orbital information in the orange that indicated uncertainty. They were probably too distant still to gather any of that data. It would be the sixth planet they’d cataloged on this journey so far; perhaps it would be more exciting than the last five, which had been cold balls with minimal atmosphere, notable only as candidates for terraforming.


    The tags slowly faded from the flexglass surface, leaving only the gray halo masking the star. Alysha folded her arms behind her back and stared out the window.


    She had been fortunate that Taylitha had accepted her explanation about the Flitzbe as the reason for her highly developed ‘dramatics’. It wasn’t an implausible reason, for all it wasn’t the real one: the Flitzbe seemed to parse language erratically and she’d never been able to tell when they were paying attention or not. Telegraphing her motions helped them roll out of her way.


    That cruise had been an eventful one. She’d had the requisite training in alien protocol and first contact procedures, and she’d had enough of a talent for it that her superiors had kept sending those assignments her way. But her prior experience serving on the delegation to the Phoenix hadn’t been anything like her stint as alien liaison on the Songlance, with its many non-verbal crew, and the Flitzbe hadn’t been the strangest of her charges; the waterform Platies who’d served as part of the navigation staff had been far more alien, and more beautiful, and more terrifying by turns.


    Alysha rolled onto her side, back to the window, brushing her dark hair off her neck and feeling along the back of her nape: naked, still. Sometimes she felt a phantom pressure there, and was never sure if it was the memory of a lock, or the fingers that had once removed it. Taylitha was one of her oldest friends, but her first commander didn’t know where she’d learned her dancer’s ‘polish’, and if Alysha had any say, never would. She had a sense for Taylitha, and ‘put her captain in a cushioned, protected box and never let her out of it again’ would probably be the least of her reactions to a fuller understanding of Alysha’s past. Either that, or she’d lose Taylitha to a vengeful quest to put paid to any remaining enemies responsible for the whole debacle… which was the last thing any of them needed.


    A woman’s friends could be a little too fierce in her defense, sometimes. Given her own leanings, the acknowledgment struck her as ironic. Smiling ruefully, she composed herself for her nap.

  


  
    CHAPTER 2


    “Captain to the bridge!”


    Alysha started awake to find the gray disk had darkened, become almost opaque and twice as large as it had been. “What is it, Alastar?”


    “We’ve found an anomaly on the planet in orbit around Theth-129.”


    Alysha slid out of bed and ran a quick comb through her hair, straightened her uniform. The tunic didn’t wrinkle, but as a side-sleeper she found the skirting tended to wrap around her hips. “Chronolog,” she murmured to her dresser. The time popped up on the mirror—she’d been asleep almost two hours. “What kind of anomaly?”


    “We think... they’re ruins.”


    “On my way.”


    The captain’s quarters had been positioned one deck below and almost beneath the bridge. Less than a minute later Alysha exited the lift onto the second level of the Stardancer’s bridge. In the three-story holographic display a green and yellow planet rotated in serene silence, whorls of gray clouds uncurling slowly across its surface. Her second commander was at the master science station. Alastar Virgil was a gray-brown Karaka’An felid with black hair cropped close to her skull, save for a single thin braid. Alysha had known her since an unlikely introduction at the Academe when they’d been cadets, and she had been ‘Star to her intimates, even then, before her assignment to the Stardancer had inspired the inevitable good-natured jokes about destiny and name-twins.


    “What do we have?” Alysha asked.


    “It looks like ruins,” Alastar said from the science station. The Karaka’An turned from the display and pointed to a smaller projection over her board. It enlarged with dizzying speed until the image hung over what looked like an obelisk and several stones arranged around it, edges heavily sharpened by the computer’s resolution-enhancing routines.


    “Margin of error is twenty percent on these images,” Alastar said. “But even so, this is obviously a structure.”


    “Agreed,” Alysha said. “And twenty percent is reason enough to investigate further. What’s the atmosphere like down there?”


    “Safe for breathing. We’re not picking up any pathogens, but I’ve had the medplex and Engineering rig the standard remote sensor array to double-check.”


    “Have them send it down,” Alysha said, leaning over Alastar’s shoulder and staring at the ruins.


    “Pad Room 1, this is the Bridge. Send down the array.”


    “Aye, sir.”


    A new window opened on Alastar’s screen. She dragged it to the solidigraphic emitter and widened the resulting floating box as readings began to scroll through it in glowing blue. One by one, tags popped up beside it with floating discs indicating different areas.


    When all the tags connected and flashed, Alastar tapped them with a fingertip. “Medical and Science readings indicate everything clears. It’ll be a little hot and dry for comfort, but not dangerously so. Terrain’s not rough either.”


    Alysha frowned at the medical readouts, scanning them herself. “Have you assembled a team?”


    “Not yet.”


    “I’d like you to go. Take some science people. At least one engineer. Also a healer and a few security people. We’ve had no signs of life at all?”


    “What looks like animals. We haven’t been able to find any people that might be responsible for erecting something like this, nor any atmospheric signs of a manufacturing society. No orbital debris indicative of a space-faring civilization either. The indications are not favorable.”


    “We might have come too late to meet these people,” Alysha murmured.


    Alastar nodded, then stood. “I’ll be in communication with you.”


    “Make sure you follow both standard procedures, for possible first contact and possible archeological sites.” Alysha smiled. “Doesn’t hurt to be prepared, just in case.”


    “Just in case,” Alastar agreed, and stepped into the lift.


    With the second commander gone, Alysha walked to the railing and looked over the first level of the bridge. The walls on the first floor were lined with interfaces into the Stardancer’s many systems, and each had at least one woman keeping station, sometimes two where someone was in training or at work on a vital project. Their murmurs were not loud enough to carry to the loft where the captain sat, something no doubt planned by the designers who’d installed the sound-muffling carpets. The overwhelming impression was one of quiet purpose: a hall lit by the enormous tank and the dim blue and green glows of a ship in peacetime cruising mode.


    A glimpse of fire-red hair revealed Taylitha, wandering toward the ramp. The woman ascended. As she crested the landing, she said, “You send Alastar down yet?”


    “Just now,” Alysha said as Taylitha joined her at the rail.


    Taylitha nodded. “There’s a lot of excitement down there, and some disappointment.”


    “Disappointment?”


    “That we can’t seem to find any signs of the people responsible for the possible ruins.” Taylitha’s ears canted sideways. “It’s going to take us a day to scan the entire planet of the surface at the same resolution, though. Maybe we’ll find something on the other side.”


    “Maybe,” Alysha said.


    Taylitha glanced at her. “What do you think, sir?”


    “I don’t know what to think,” Alysha said, grinning. “That’s most of the fun.”


    A chime drew both their gazes to the planet in the main display. A red dot appeared on its surface, then telescoped out to a small viseo of the obelisk, a few figures walking in front of it. Beneath the rectangle of blue, gray and sand, a number started counting upward; a second appeared beneath it, and a third, and two lines darted from the world. One connected to a swiftly drawn Well relay, and another to an equally quick-to-appear icon of the Stardancer in orbit.


    A second rectangle opened with a topographical map of the area, with glowing blue dots moving across it.


    “Following procedure to the letter, I see,” Taylitha said. “Tagging everyone with an emitter? Pushing data to us and to... what, one of the central databases in the Core?”


    “With the packets twinning as soon as they hit a redundant relay, looks like. But that’s Alastar. Not likely to take chances with something like this.”


    As more numbers appeared to indicate enough viseo recorders had been set up to start interleaving the 3deo feed the solidigraphic projectors used throughout the Stardancer, Taylitha glanced over at Alysha. “You want to go down there, don’t you.”


    Alysha watched a separate column pop up on the display as several of the people on the surface applied themselves to capturing viseo stills of the area for archeological record-keeping. She chuckled. “Whatever gave you that notion?”


    “Maybe it was the way you’re staring at the data. Like you want to eat it,” Taylitha said, tapping her fingers against her folded arms.


    “At very least I probably wouldn’t have to duel to settle the fate of the planet,” Alysha said, grinning.


    Taylitha threw up her hands.


    The emitters next to the captain’s chair chimed, and Alysha said, “Display.”


    Alastar’s image appeared next to the chair. “We’re not reading any errors on this end, Captain.” A pause, and another line connected the surface with the ship on the display. “And the redundant transceiver just went online. Ship-side confirms normal transmission error rate. Both transceivers are sending, standard encryption. There appear to be no problems with the simultaneous transmission to the data libraries in the Core. All crew-member transceivers have been activated, and all equipment has been tagged. The portable Pad station is in place and operating within normal tolerances. Viseo/3deo recorders are all online. Set-up procedure is complete.”


    “Noted,” Alysha said, waited for the chime, “And logged. Proceed with your investigation, Second Commander.”


    “Aye, sir. Continuous updates as we take our readings. Virgil out.”


    “It’s not customary for captains to poke around on unexplored planets,” Taylitha said, as if their conversation hadn’t been interrupted.


    Alysha sat in the center chair, crossing her legs. “It’s not against regulation either.” Taylitha’s exasperated look elicited a chuckle. “You don’t see me running to the Pad room this instant, do you? I won’t go down until the survey team’s had a chance to scout the area. But I will go down at some point.”


    “After I look around.”


    Alysha’s brow lifted.


    “And if I say it’s not dangerous.” Taylitha’s tail lashed. “I’d prefer we didn’t have to get a new captain so soon. Especially now that we’ve got the one I want to keep.”


    Alysha smiled, but her eyes were already lifting to the steady stream of data rolling down the side of the main display.


    [image: ***]


    Alastar Virgil, Second Commander of the Stardancer and so head of the science department, wiped her brow absently as she picked her way through the make-shift camp. She crouched beside the transceiver, watching the utilization curve on its multiple processors with satisfaction. Even dumping fifteen recorders’ worth of sensor data through it and asking it to stream the results through an encryption gate to three simultaneous receivers, the new hardware barely noticed the load. She’d insisted on the requisition during their last top-off and while it had been a hassle she was glad of it now.


    Straightening, Alastar glanced around. The guards had already agreed on patrol and sentry duties, and the healer assigned by the medplex was running more granular tests on the soil and air. The science personnel were already examining the obelisk and the tumbled stones around it.


    Everyone was looking, but no one was seeing, Alastar thought, and the world was worth seeing, particularly after five worlds that only a terraformer could have loved. This one was a far cry from those cold balls. Their site rested on a flat sandy plain bordered in mountains, with an open march to the north and east—and beyond it, easily visible, its presence imprinted on the very air by the taste of salt, an eye-watering blue ocean. The heat gave the sky a piercing clarity, its few clouds strings of white sketched across a high bright ceiling.


    Alastar padded toward the obelisk, where Rochelle had hesitantly put aside her data tablet to rest her hands on its surface.


    “Ensign?”


    “Writing, sir.”


    Alastar looked up at the obelisk’s sides, could see the faint scratching spared by erosion. She frowned. “They do have a certain regularity.”


    “They repeat around the obelisk, but they’re not the same kind of writing,” Rochelle continued enthusiastically. She picked up the data tablet and stepped around the base of the obelisk. Alastar followed her. “Four different kinds, one for each side. No repetition at all.”


    Alastar nodded. “Four writing styles for the same language? Four different languages?”


    “I don’t know!” Rochelle shook her head, then sobered. “Commander, we have a lot less luck deciphering writing than we do learning verbal alien languages. Computer algorithms are only so much help when you have no knowledge at all of the actual sounds that comprise the spoken form.”


    “If in fact it has a spoken form,” Alastar said, ears flicking backward. “This is an intriguing puzzle.”


    “I’d appreciate some help from the specialists on board,” Rochelle said.


    “I will contact the ship and ask for them as soon as we complete our initial survey,” Alastar said. “In the meantime, collect as much data as you can.” She squinted. “There are some figures on this side that are almost illegible.”


    “Same thing on the other sides, I’m afraid. This is an old piece of stone.”


    Alastar nodded. “Do your best.”


    “Aye, sir.”


    The second commander glanced up at the pinnacle of the obelisk, then joined the engineer and the other science personnel around one of the tumbled stones. The pale yellow rock had been roughly rectangular in shape before its fall, but had lost half its bulk when it cracked in half, presumably on impact. Alastar ran her fingers over it. “Opinions?”


    “Not sure yet,” one of the science personnel said. “It was certainly part of some larger structure.”


    “Carefully created for it, even,” the engineer added. “This is dressed stone, meant to fit into the grooves of the surrounding stones.” She indicated the corner. “This is an exquisite angle here. Look how finely it was carved...there’s almost no evidence at all of what tools they used to create it, except for these pock marks here,” she pointed, “and here. Not at all a simple task.”


    “So these people had a written language and used tools of some kind,” Alastar said.


    “Likely. Also, look here.” One of the women walked to the split block, crouching beside it. She pointed at a small circle, with two letters in it.


    “Initials?” Alastar asked.


    “It certainly looks artificial. Maybe it’s the mason’s initials, or some way of numbering the blocks so they could be assembled on-site. Maybe it’s some kind of accounting information. An, it could even be an expiration date.” The woman grinned, eyes sparkling. “We don’t know.”


    “Do you have any ideas what caused it to fall?” Alastar asked.


    The three women shook their heads.


    “Age?” one of them suggested.


    The engineer’s ears flicked back. “I’d vote against it, only if on instinct. The people who could carve rocks this way...I don’t see their structures not lasting. There are pyramids and ziggurats on Terra built of similar materials that are still standing.”


    “Try and find some evidence to support your hunch,” Alastar said. “And see if we can’t date the erection of this site somehow—maybe based on the erosion of the writing on the obelisk, if absolute dating doesn’t work.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Ensign Mariledge, with me, please?”


    The tall snow-leopard-spotted Harat-Shar joined her. “Sir?”


    Alastar shaded her eyes, looking back toward the ocean. “You have an obelisk within sight of the sea. What would be the most common reasons for such an obvious landmark?”


    “A marker to the sea? A pilgrimage site?”


    “Something,” Alastar said with a nod. “Let’s walk a ways to the west and see if we find any evidence of travelers. A road, a settlement, something.”


    The girl nodded and started off westward, data tablet out and scanning. Alastar allowed her to walk in front, feeling a brief moment of sympathy; as one of the snow pardines, the Harat-Shar had a long coat of thick fur, no doubt already uncomfortable despite the carefully designed fabric of the uniform.


    If there had been a western march, its edges had long since blurred into the surrounding sand. Alastar drifted along, head lifted to taste the wind. The second officer had found that worlds had a scent, much as people did, that rested beneath the more site-specific smells. This world’s was somewhat acid-sweet. Complicated, as they all were. The scent of brine and sand were only the foremost smells in that melange, but they were comfortably familiar from the many visits she’d made to similar shores.


    Alastar searched for tracks, for crumbled bits of what might have been a road: brick, or concrete. She sought anomalies, and found only a time-tired slope rising so gradually she couldn’t see the incline.


    “How far do we want to go?” Mariledge asked, pausing some twenty minutes distant.


    Alastar stepped up beside her, ears pointed forward. She scanned the horizon, squinting against the glare of sun on the pale stones and sand. “I’m not sure.”


    “I’d like to keep looking, sir,” Mariledge said.


    Alastar nodded, flicked her ear in the pattern that activated her telegem. “Virgil to on-site team. I need someone with Mariledge to explore the western march.”


    “I’ll come up, sir. I’m done with recording the obelisk for now,” Rochelle said. “I have you both on the surface map.”


    Alastar glanced at Mariledge’s data tablet as the ensign brought up the surface map and tapped a few keys. A red circle highlighted the yellow dot moving in their direction. “Very good. I’m heading back toward the site; Mariledge will wait here for you to join her.”


    “Aye, sir.”


    Alastar touched Mariledge’s shoulder and started back toward the site. Once she reached it, she picked up one of the spare data tablets and pocketed it before beginning her investigation of the eastern walk. The more obvious descent led her over a short hump and onto more sand. She saw no signs of an ancient road, nor did her data tablet pick up any with its more sensitive sensors. A gentle breeze came off the bright ocean, cooling the insides of her ears and her cheeks.


    Fifteen minutes brought her to the shore, foamy waves lapping at the edge of the world. Alastar crouched on the wet sand and stared out to sea, eyes watering, as the data tablet ran through water sample tests.


    It was beautiful. At first glance, only two colors defined the immediate vista: blue and yellow. But other hues softened the landscape, enriched it: the lavender shadows across the beach, the white crust of salt on the edges of the rocks, the green and purples marking the height and depth of the waves further out to sea. Even the sky had a faint violet cast at the horizon line. It reminded her of her childhood; the perennial family vacation had been to the shore, and she had many happy memories of exploring the complex ecosystem that lived in the liminal space between the sea and the land.


    The data tablet chimed when it concluded its final tests and Alastar glanced through the results. Nothing she hadn’t expected in terms of salinity and content. Only one chemical in the water struck her as peculiar, and she tagged it for later analysis before standing and stretching the kinks from her legs. The sand was magnifying the heat tremendously; she’d have to talk to the medical team about protecting the crew against sunstroke. Since the footing hadn’t been treacherous, Alastar shucked her heavy boots and draped them over an arm before strolling north along the beach. She hoped to spot some of the native wildlife: birds, maybe, or crabs. Seaside creatures. Thus far the landscape had been quiet, almost mournfully so. Ahead, the Karaka’An could see a few wheeling silhouettes, birdlike in size, and she trotted that way, curious. The ocean’s waters seemed to reach for her feet as she diverged from the wet strand.


    Touching her telegem to make sure it was still transmitting, Alastar turned in a circle. It was against best practices to be more than half an hour distant from a site without a partner, so she didn’t want to be away for much longer. She would investigate for a few more minutes and then turn back.


    Her efforts were rewarded. Not far down the coast, the slope concealed a dark, round hole leading into the breadth of the hill. Alastar approached it, shells and sand crunching beneath her damp paw pads. The wind blew her thin braid over her shoulder, and she glanced at the ocean. A shiver ran down her body.


    Then she turned back to the hole and ducked into it, feet landing in a shallow puddle. With her body blocking the entrance, little light entered, but the senses remaining to her reported a small room, its air still and smelling of old salt. Alastar slid her thumb along the edge of her data tablet until she found the light switch. She pushed it to the broad ambient setting and lifted it before her like a lantern. Her mouth dried.


    The room before her was larger than her ears and nose had led her to believe: a hollowed cave some thirty feet in diameter, and roughly circular. Beneath her feet, the uneven floor showed water stains where the puddles had evaporated; a water line was sketched a few inches above its floor.


    And all over the walls, paintings in vivid blue and green and white, and a touch here and there of a pale, vibrant orange. Painted sea creatures swam across the walls, long arms tangled together. Finned menaces surged through the lower levels of the walls, smudged black with violet highlights and smoldering orange eyes. Dragging like the waves against shore, were what looked uncannily like the labels that popped up on the Stardancer’s solidigraphic displays, even to the blocky shapes of the marks. Writing?


    Alastar stepped further into the cave and reached to touch one of the paintings. She laid hesitant fingers on them, in case they were delicate. When the color didn’t smear or flake, she trailed her hand along the long body of a cephalopod, marveling at the subtle palette and the softness of the rendition. There was almost an intelligence in the gaze of the animals that engaged her.


    The Karaka’An pointed her data tablet at the drawings to record them, engrossed in the murals. She sloshed through puddles, following them from one end of the cave to the other until she turned to the entrance.


    The opening was gone.


    Alastar frowned, slowly rotated. The walls were solid. She put the data tablet on a rock and pressed her hands to the walls, making her way around the cave. Then she picked up the data tablet and ran tests, wondering why the data seemed blurry and inconsistent. Had her equipment stopped functioning? She rubbed her eyes and stared again at the wall. When no opening revealed itself, she sat on the floor, flicked her ear in the telegem’s activation pattern.


    “Alastar to landing site. Does anyone read me?”


    No response.


    “Second Commander to the Stardancer. Do you read?”


    Again there was no answer. Alastar closed her eyes and pressed a hand to her chin, frowning. She must have missed something. The cave could not simply close up and swallow her. Had there been a rock-slide, she would have heard the falling stones, noticed a difference in the wall. She hadn’t teleported into the cave, she’d walked through an opening. The opening must still be there. There had to be a rational explanation.


    When the sound and rhythm of the sea rushed into Alastar’s ears, she turned onto her hands and knees, ears slowly canting. The sound came from every face of the cave, and she shivered.


    A dark stain at the edge of the cavern grew, and foam bubbles rode the top of its surface as it broadened into a stream of water. Alastar crawled to it and searched for any hole or imperfection in the wall, found the water rushing in from nowhere. Her data tablet couldn’t find any ingress either. Her ears flattened to her head.


    “This is not possible,” she said. “Virgil to Stardancer, do you hear me? Can anybody hear me?” She sat back on her heels. When Alysha heard she’d left alone to investigate someplace so distant from the landing site in direct violation of safety protocols, she’d probably spend a month doing gym lifeguard duty.


    The water rushed in, hissing softly. Alastar stared at it and tried very hard to deny its existence. It pooled around her wrists and knees and continued to rise. She felt distinctly lightheaded and leaned against the rock, one hand on the data tablet.


    The images on the wall seemed to swim off them. Alastar lifted her head, eyes narrowed. The cephalopod came first, tentacles undulating in serene grace. Fish darted around it over her, and Alastar ducked, shielding her head.


    Then the dark leviathan pried itself from the wall, orange eye gleaming. It turned toward her, and Alastar jumped toward the opening, reaching for it. She hit the wall and slumped to the water, breathing it. Her heart accelerated even as her mind sank into the black.

  


  
    CHAPTER 3


    “How far do you think we should go?” Rochelle asked, running her finger along the edge of her collar to separate it from her sweating neck. “It looks like sand for ages on.”


    “It can’t stay sand,” Mariledge said, puzzled. “At some point one would imagine there would be vegetation of some kind, rock, something. That obelisk didn’t erect itself.”


    “No, but there’ve been plenty of cases where people mark distant sites with monuments. Places where historic battles occurred, religious landmarks, cairns and crypts....”


    The pardine frowned. “Hmm. That’s something we didn’t check—under the ground.”


    Rochelle shook her head and kicked a small pebble. “I doubt we’d find anything. This close to the ocean we’d be too far beneath sea level to build a stable basement.” She drifted forward, eyes as much on her data tablet as on the ground.


    “Still worth checking, I think. We can’t assume they didn’t have the ability. Or, in fact, that they even cared that it might collapse.” Mariledge trotted after her. “I think we should turn back for now.”


    Rochelle nodded. “We probably won’t find anything.” She uncapped her canteen and sipped from the nozzle. A few drops spilled from her chin, dropping onto her boot and the sand beside it. Two of the drops vanished, sucked into the sand. The other remained, a dark blotch staining the ground.


    “That’s odd,” Mariledge said, crouching. “Look at that.”


    Rochelle glanced over her
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