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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Captain Arlon Stoddard stared at the woman with the impossible document.

      Madeline Santos was tall, with sharp blond hair cut in a tight bob, just at earlobe level. She wore practical work clothes, smart dark blue denims, a dark shirt and a hefty vatleather jacket. On her feet she had black smart boots, keyed to walking right now. The ensemble looked as if she couldn't decide between whether to spend the afternoon cruising the local store windows, or to take a chunky-wheeled vehicle and drive over a volcano.

      Arlon just wore his standard dark blue ship overalls with a light, formal jacket, and ground boots. Practical clothes in every sense.

      They were in her warm office, with a window overlooking the churning Coalle Sea.

      Thousands of seal-like creatures made themselves at home on the rocky headland below. They lay on the rock shelves and ledges, their bulbous blubbery bodies sprawled out like long sacks of sand.

      The males had tigerish stripes around their heads and shoulders. A lot of pups frolicked in the waves with their mothers.

      "There are more this year," Madeline said. Her voice was rich and slightly accented. She could have made news announcements in times of trouble to keep everyone calm. "The Laitian current swung farther south through Aprille and Mayo, so the sea is warmer."

      The Coalle Sea lay between the dry continent of Annune, and Fenne, a slightly curved island fifteen hundred kilometers long and no more than eighty kilometers across. Hooked with a slight crescent, as if cupping the sea.

      The sea was over two thousand kilometers across, with spotty reefs and atolls to the north and the dark and stormy, and imaginatively-named Southern Ocean, to the south.

      The planet, Meina, had five major oceans, with just three continents. The oceans were deep and warm, the continents varied from Sultr, with thick forests and jungles and wide areas of prairie and Savannah, to Annune, with its vast desert and fringe of hardy forest around the coast. The other continent, Ealing, was the most populous, with a temperate mid-latitude climate and a lot of mineral wealth.

      "Are they native?" Arlon said, nodding through the window toward the seals. One of the males reared its head and bellowed at another.

      "They are, I believe." Madeleine stepped closer. "Though after all these years of human expansion, who's to say they weren't left behind by early settlers who abandoned Meina?"

      The window rose from floor to ceiling, and stretched almost wall to wall. Fully transparent, except for a subtle blue grid that faded in if you approached too closely. Sometimes people didn't notice glass and could walk right into it.

      Madeline's office was classically Spartan. A blocky white desk with a reed-thin single-curve S-chair. No other furniture. One white wall had a painting, which seemed to be of a gray sea on a hazy day, darker below, lighter above, with a vague delineation between.

      Two coffee cups stood on the desk, and a stylus. The rich aroma of the coffee swirled through the room. Arlon was tempted, but Madeline hadn't started on hers yet, and it seemed presumptuous.

      "What do you think?" Madeline said.

      "Of the view? Or of your document?"

      She smiled. "The view, of course. It doesn't matter what you think of the document. If you can go find my father, then great. If not, well, I guess I find another avenue."

      "Well," Arlon said, rubbing his chin. "We can go and look. Of course. That's what we do. Though usually the directives come from the Authority rather than from an individual."

      "You and your team are not private investigators."

      "No."

      Madeline stepped back to the desk and picked up the coffees. She handed one to Arlon. The cup was warm.

      "It's grown here on Fenne," she said. "Inland. We have a few nice microclimates."

      Arlon sipped. "It's very good."

      "The Authority sent you, though, didn't they?" she said.

      "Yes. But it seems more personal."

      The document she had suggested that her father's ship had crashed on a remote coast. But local investigations had found no evidence of a wreck. No sign of anything untoward.

      The local organizations had been very efficient. They'd run overhead sweeps, put teams on the ground, sent in robotic explorers.

      No sign at all.

      Despite the document which included data and images and telemetry from the wreck site.

      Pinpointing it right in the middle of the search area.

      "It's very personal," Madeline said. "He's my father. And he had responsibility for forty-two lives on that vessel."

      The Astoria Astro had been returning from a tourist trip out to one of the system's gas giants, Crest. No matter how far humans expanded out into the Orion Arm, people still loved to go visit gas giants. The vast splendor was endlessly fascinating.

      Something had gone wrong on re-entry above Meina. The ship had plunged through the atmosphere, leaving a flaming trail hundreds of kilometers long.

      The ship had come to rest on the far side of Annune. A part where the thick forest was only a few kilometers across before giving way to desert. The images in the document, showed the twisted and battered wreck lying at the top of the beach. A long gouge in the sand stretched back, it seemed, to the horizon.

      "He brought it in well," Arlon said. "According to those details everyone aboard survived."

      Madeline said nothing.

      "And yet the local investigations team found nothing. Why would you need someone external to take a look too?"

      Arlon and his team had been in the system. Investigating a murder on an asteroid outpost. A medium-sized rock named Eno. It had taken longer than expected. The asteroid's administration had been less than co-operative.

      Which meant that the crew was due some recreational time. Better to come to Meina and enjoy the hospitality here, than spend a week or so skipping back home.

      Two days into the break, the Authority had made a skipcall and sent Arlon out to meet Madeline.

      Friends in high places.

      "It doesn't make sense," Madeline said. "He survived the crash. So did his passengers. Yet local investigative resources are exhausted. They have nowhere to go. The only evidence is the document. There's nothing on the ground."

      "I read the report." It had taken a day to get from the asteroid back to Meina. One thing about space travel was that it gave you plenty of time for reading. "They're not accepting that the document is genuine."

      "Exactly. So that leads to my next question. Why is the Authority interested?"

      "Good luck really. We were here. And my superiors always like a good mystery."

      Madeline nodded. "Like the Clifforth Caves?"

      Arlon smiled. "You've done your reading too."

      Less than a year ago a cave system on Ilturra had vanished. One day an extensive network measuring over a hundred kilometers, the next, solid limestone.

      With sixteen missing spelunkers.

      Arlon and his team had drilled through one of the openings and discovered that it really was limestone. For a ways. The rest was faked ground readings, making it seem that the hole had filled.

      The sixteen had been found. Cold and wet and hungry, but alive.

      "I like to know with whom I'm dealing," she said. "When can I meet your team?"

      "How about now?"

      Madeline smiled. "Now works for me just fine."
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      Holly Blaise stood on the cool landing pad watching the scudding Meina clouds whip up from the sea. It felt like a storm was on its way.

      This was a strange place. Fenne, an island where you were almost never out of sight of the water. Long and thin. With wide beaches and rocky outcrops. They grew some of the best coffee she'd ever drunk.

      In front of her, a grassy slope led to a white sand beach. A few of the local seals had draped themselves across the sand. Some of them danced in the breakers.

      What would it be like to go swim with them? They seemed playful, and probably only ate small fish. No threat.

      "Are you busy?" Marto said from back at the landing ship.

      Holly didn't turn. He would be standing there, tall and glowering.

      Marto was a Crested Daison. One of the few of his species that chose to mingle with humans.

      And an essential part of their crew. Tall and quiet, he seemed to lumber around, but in reality he was sharp and quick.

      Right now Marto was working on a little maintenance round on their landing craft. Technically he should be on a break. All of them should be.

      After locking up the murderer back on the asteroid Eno, Arlon had brought them all in to Meina, the local inhabited planet.

      Nice enough place, with plenty of delicious eateries and loads of extraordinary scenery--those three step falls dropping over a thousand meters in the north of Sultr were breathtaking--and a peaceful pace of life.

      Peaceful at least until Arlon managed to find them another job.

      Not that it was his fault. The Authority called and he couldn't really say no.

      It was one of the things she loved about him.

      Like her, Marto wore their standard ship overalls, with workboots and a tieback in his crest.

      Really, they should be wearing loud shirts and casual shorts. They should be lazing on some gorgeous beach somewhere, with some Tiphe ales, or gurtinis, watching sunsets. Lazing around.

      But it wasn't in their nature. How did Eve do it? Still back in... well somewhere on Meina, brain completely shut down from work. She would be dancing and dining and seducing the poor locals before they knew what hit them.

      If only Holly could shut off her mind like that.

      "Holly?" Marto said.

      "I'm just enjoying the scenery," Holly called back to him. Maybe she could shut off just a little. "Goodness knows we won't have much longer to enjoy it."

      "You think so?"

      "I know so. Arlon's in there cooking us up some new job."

      The landing pad serviced a house farther around the bay. A nice, isolated building, whose lines were just visible through the odd wattled trees.

      The trees had purplish leaves, shaped like the blades of large cooking knives. Curtainlike strips in the same color followed along the base of each branch, tapering into the trunk.

      "A new job?" Marto said.

      "You know it. That's how these things go."

      Arlon hadn't said much on the flight over. They'd come from Ascend. With a population of a shade under a half a million, Ascend was one of the largest cities on the planet.

      It was nice coming out to these frontier worlds. They always seemed so spacious. Especially after places with populations in the tens of billions.

      Holly turned away from the trees.

      Their landing craft was a fat bulb with wings shaped like a bird. Wide, with reverse scalloped trailing edges. The thing could actually glide really well, but it came into its own in parabolic flight. The six thousand kilometer trip had taken them up over the atmosphere and a spectacular arc.

      The craft stood on three fat legs, and Marto was just applying lubricant to one of the folding joints.

      "Just us three?" Marto said.

      The rest of the crew, Olivia, Eva and Kilo, had mercifully been allowed to continue with their break. It made sense really. Marto's psyche didn't really need any breaks, and Holly would stick with Arlon mostly anyway.

      From the trees a bird screeched. Holly turned to see it burst from the trees. Big and black with a slender bill and long red legs.

      Disturbed by Arlon, who was now coming along the limed path that led through the trees.

      "You can ask him," Holly told Marto.

      "Fine with me."

      There was someone coming with Arlon too. A woman. Tall and willowy.

      Maybe there was a whole lot more to explain.
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      Arlon settled into the lander's pilot's seat. The machine smelled of too much leather polish, but it was comfortable and clean. They'd rented it from a small independent outfit in Ascend.

      Their own ship, the Bright Edge, swept around in a casual, high orbit. Well above the atmosphere.

      The six of them had come down in one of the Bright Edge's skiffs. The poorly named Candy. He and Marto and Holly could have come over in the Candy, but he'd felt it was better to leave it with the others.

      While on shore leave, Olivia, Eva and Kilo were effectively free agents. If they wanted to go back to the Bright Edge the could.

      Holly moved into the co-pilot's seat.

      "Are we going there directly?" she said. "To the wreck site?"

      Arlon had introduced Madeline to Holly and Marto, and explained the situation to them. The missing wreck. The lost father. The local investigators with nowhere to turn.

      "Outside the rental," Marto said.

      "He's right," Holly said. "Two flights. Here, and back. That was in our rental agreement. If we go gallivanting around the planet that's going to mess with the insurance. Also penalty clauses."

      "Not like you to worry about penalty clauses," he said.

      Arlon glanced back. Madeline and Marto got into the second row of seats and put on their harnesses.

      The lander was simpler than all but the smallest of the Bright Edge's skiffs, with just a basic bathroom and small food dispenser. Just six seats

      "Well," Holly said, "I suppose we're on the Authority's time now, so it's their lookout, right?"

      "Right." The Authority had deep pockets, and a long reach. There would be no issue with the rental that couldn't be worked out.

      With a few taps at the command console, Arlon fired up the lander's engines. It didn't have skip drive, but it did have a powerful set of ultramagnetic engines that could easily loft it above the atmosphere.

      Meina had two small moons, and the lander could probably reach them without too much effort. If they wanted to visit another airless chunk of rock.

      The lander hummed. The floor vibrated gently.

      "What's our flight time?" Holly said.

      "Thirty minutes," Arlon said. "More or less."

      He pulled on the lander's yoke and adjusted the engine nacelles.

      The lander leapt into the air. The nose tilted up and they began the fast ascent. The acceleration pushed them back into their seats. Less than two gees, so easily tolerable.

      "Madeline," Holly said. "Tell us about your father. I mean, if you can. I know it can't be easy, with him missing."

      "Soon," Madeline said, her voice strained. "Hard to... talk."

      Interesting. Her father was a ship's commander, yet Madeline herself didn't seem able to deal with a light acceleration.

      Within a few minutes the acceleration had eased. They would have to endure the same again before landing, as the craft swung around to decelerate.

      The lander's engines slowed to very light power as they drew above the atmosphere. Swinging on a long, low parabola, almost like a thrown scootball arcing up for the batter to take a swing.

      As the acceleration eased, Madeline took a deep breath.

      "My father," she said. A sentence in itself. "He was never around much. I suppose you know with your work, that the life of a pilot and commander involves little time at home. Little time for family."

      None of them said anything. It was true. Especially so for them, not just flying around a system, but between systems. It could be weeks and months before any of them saw home.

      Arlon maintained a small apartment on Eldower, in a system not that far removed from Earth. Really the apartment was just an Authority mandated, and funded, home base. Over a year since he'd been there, and then only for a few uncomfortable nights.

      "We are family," Marto said.

      "What's that?" Madeline said.

      "You're right," Holly said, glancing around. "We don't get to see our relatives very often. Our crew, the three of us and the other three, we've kind of become a family. Olivia and Arlon are like the mom and dad, and the rest of us are the unruly kids."

      Marto laughed.

      "Olivia would take exception to that," Arlon said.

      "And you don't?" Holly grinned at him.

      It was nice, seeing her smile. The break, such as it was, had been good. Good for all of them.

      "I felt," he said, "that I should leap to her defense."

      "So you'd put her into the unruly kids category."

      "I think so."

      "So much for leaping to her defense."

      Arlon shrugged.

      "You are a family," Madeline said. "I can see that right away."

      "We've been together a long time," Holly said. "I'm kind of the new one, really. The odd sock."

      "What about Kilo?" Marto said.

      "Sure, he joined the crew after me. But he's trained for all this. I'm only along because Arlon feels over protective."

      "I don't feel over protective," Arlon said. "You can look after yourself."

      "Well you know that intellectually, which is nice."

      "You bring a good grounding to the crew," Arlon said. "When everyone gets over excited you always have something to say that gives measure to the situation."

      "It's true," Holly said. "I can't navigate or fix anything other than a good coffee, but sometimes I can defuse Olivia and Marto."

      "I am undefuseable," Marto said.

      "Is that even a word?"

      The lander gave a shudder. Its engines fell quiet.

      They became weightless.

      "Oh," Madeline said. "I forgot about this. Such a strange sensation."

      High above the atmosphere, the lander was just ballistic. Its momentum carried it on. Not fast enough to reach orbit, Meina's gravity would pull the vessel back down. Their weightlessness was an illusion. In reality the ship was falling and they were falling at the same rate.

      "You have flown some, then?" Arlon said.

      "My father took me on numerous flights when I was a kid," Madeline said. "Sometimes I liked it, but mostly I just got bored. Who wants to be cooped up in some old freighter for three weeks when you're seven? Or worse, fifteen?"

      Arlon laughed. "So you quit that?"

      "Yes. And found interests and work that kept me planetbound. I don't suppose you all understand that. Completely opposite lifestyles."

      "We do understand," Marto said.

      "Yeah," Arlon said. "Sometimes I feel like it would be nice to have a good desk job, or even something in the field that didn't require ultramagnetics or the skip, and all those long transit times."

      "Nope," Holly said. "I did a desk job for years. Definitely not my thing."

      "We rescued her," Marto said.

      "Not literally," Holly added quickly. "More like I got saddled with them, and ended up sticking around." She gave Arlon a wink.

      Above the forward consoles, the lander's viewports showed the black of space, with the slightest hint of blue atmosphere below. Stars shone brightly at them.

      "Your ship?" Madeline said, peering forward.

      "The Bright Edge," Marto said.

      "High orbit," Holly said. "And it's unusual to see vessels at this height anyway. There's an awful lot of separation."

      Arlon reached to the consoles. The lander's systems would pick up any nearby vessels and keep well out of the way. There was a lot of separation, to be sure, but there was also a lot of velocity. If you had the misfortune to hit something, there wouldn't be much left of anything. The impact would be that powerful.

      "There," Madeline said, pointing by Arlon's shoulder. "I see Iruka."

      Iruka was one of Meina's two moons. The larger, though still only a few hundred kilometers across.

      The research showed that there had once been a much larger moon. It had likely been smacked into by a similar-sized body some millions of years ago, leaving behind Iruka and Otoda as the last remnants.

      Right now, Iruka made a very full crescent. The moon was slightly irregular, with some very high mountains and some very deep craters. Hanging still in the sky now, it looked like someone's painting. Peaceful and calming.

      "Dad lived there for a while," Madeline said. She sighed.

      "We'll find him," Holly said. "We'll find him."

      "I wish I had your confidence."
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      After the deceleration, Arlon brought the lander in over the beach where the Astoria Astro had come down. Coming in from the south and following the line of the beach as it headed north.

      A cluster of rocks jutted out into the sea, about three kilometers to the north. To the south, the beach seemed to continue uninterrupted to the horizon.

      There was nothing to indicate that there had been a wreck. Nothing, really, to indicate that people had ever set foot on the beach.

      "It's very pretty," Holly said. "With the trees and the waves. Lovely."

      The beach's sand was a tan-yellow. Small pieces of driftwood and weed lay in wriggly snakes along the high tide line.

      With smaller moons, Meina's tides were likewise small. That had been part of the theory of a larger moon: evidence of historically higher tides.

      The beach made a gentle slope about three hundred meters across, backed by a sudden profusion of vegetation. Trees that might have been palms towered over sharp glossy succulents on the ground. Flowering vines crept up through everything.

      Larger pieces of driftwood lay up against the forest edge. Some whole trees. Bleached and cracked. All as if thrown there by old storms.

      Arlon dropped low toward the upper part of the beach. The lander's little Voith engines worked to keep it in a temporary hover. Sand swirled.

      "This is the spot," Holly said, examining the navigation console.

      "I thought you said you couldn't navigate," Arlon said.

      Holly didn't reply. She just kept looking at the map on the display.

      "Thin vegetation line," Marto said.

      "And then it's desert," Madeline said. "For hundreds upon hundreds of kilometers."

      "So," Arlon said. "There aren't many places they could be hiding."

      "You think my father and the others are hiding?"

      "Something's amiss. Let me set us down and we can go take a look."

      With a tap at the controls he had the lander fade out its hovering and make a landing. They settled to the sand and the quiet whine of the Voiths faded.

      "That's--"

      A sudden jerk cut Marto off.

      The lander lurched. Tipping back. And to the starboard.

      Madeline yelped. The lander shuddered. Something outside creaked.

      "Uh-oh," Arlon said.

      The lander kept tipping.

      Arlon's hands raced across the console. He brought the Voiths back online. The lander hummed.

      The tipping stopped. The lander rose above the sand. He pushed the yoke forward and they moved ahead.

      "Was that landing gear failure?" Madeline said.

      "Soft sand, I think," Arlon said.

      He flew the lander on another few hundred meters.

      "It's all the same," Holly said. "Sand and more sand."

      "Hopefully just a single spot," Arlon said. "I'll try again."

      They landed once more. Arlon kept the Voiths online in case they needed a sudden takeoff.

      He sat for a minute with the Voiths at an idle. The lander seemed solidly down. He waited another minute before shutting the Voiths off.

      "Safe and sound," Madeline said. "Well done."

      "Thanks," Arlon said
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