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Matt Hendrick Telemasses to planet of Avoeli, Fomalhaut IV, in order to track down and rescue his kidnapped daughter. What he finds on the easy going backwater colony is a bizarre religious cult and a race of aliens whose rituals promise to bring the dead back to life. Accompanied by the enigmatic Tiana Tandra, herself attempting to locate a missing loved one, they discover the terrible secret buried deep in the heart of the Avoelian jungle.
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One second he was standing on the translation pad of the Telemass Station at Paris, Earth, and the next he was twenty-five light years away on the planet of Avoeli, Fomalhaut IV.

As ever, the transition was not without its side effects. He felt as if he’d been hit in the chest by an industrial laser, and for a few seconds he wondered where he was. He staggered, as if pushed through a doorway by a particularly forceful hand, then regained his balance. The majority of those around him had managed the transition without batting an eyelid, though one or two were suffering the consequences of being stripped down to the molecular level and fired off on a tachyon vector light years through space.

As his nausea abated, his memory returned. He was on Avoeli, here on a tip-off that he would at last find what he’d been searching for.

The travellers moved off the pad towards the sliding glass door of the reception centre. Medics moved among them, checking for signs of mental and physical distress. A woman approached Hendrick and smiled. “We have a recuperation lounge available, sir, if you would care to follow me.”

She led him into a sumptuous bubble that obtruded from the elevated superstructure. This station was built on a tripod of scimitar legs—one of the early models—and it commanded a panoramic view of the surrounding jungle and the capital city embedded in the brilliant greenery.

He sat on a foam-form and accepted a tumbler of nutrient fluid from the woman. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to run a few minor diagnostic procedures. These are entirely routine.”

“Of course.”He was accustomed to being treated like a child every time he took a Telemass journey. His body should have become accustomed to the trauma by now, having endured dozens of translations over the course of his working life, but if anything, the side effects were worse with every trip.

The woman ran a handheld scanner over his head and chest, reading the results on a softscreen. She was small and slim, and from the cast of her features and black skin, he guessed she was a descendant of the original Madagascan settlers. They had founded the colony two hundred years ago, when starships had crossed the gulfs of space, before the invention of the Telemass process.

He sipped the nutrient fluid, a sweet, pleasant-tasting fruit juice. Sunlight streamed in through the convex glass walls; the hemisphere of the massive sun was climbing over the far horizon. He’d arrived in the middle of a long Avoeli day, which lasted for some thirty standard hours.

The woman smiled. “You’re fine,” she said. “No damage done, Mr...?”

“Hendrick. Matt Hendrick.”

“Have you come to my world on business, Mr Hendrick?” Her English was stilted, hesitant.

“Pleasure,” he lied.

“Then there is much to see here. The jungle is beautiful, and of course the falls are famous throughout the Expansion. Further inland, the Yola Mountain Range is spectacular.”

He finished the juice. “The name Avoeli...?”

She smiled as if this were a common question. “My people decided not to follow the Expansion norm and give their planet a Terran name. ‘Avoeli’ is what the native aliens, the Avoel, call this world. It was considered...courteous to adopt their own name for the planet.”

Hendrick had had little time to read up on the world before booking his transit here, and he knew next to nothing about the Avoel. It was not unusual for humans to live side by side with native aliens—he’d encountered many such arrangements in his travels—and he was always intrigued by societies that had grown up in such situations. He was intrigued by the interactions—or lack thereof—and by the cultural influences and prejudices that inevitably came about.

“And the Avoel...Is there much contact between your peoples?”

Something passed across her features—a quick, tell-tale tightening of the skin about her mouth, as if his question had touched a raw nerve.

She pocketed her scanner and said, “Very little,” in a dismissive tone. “There,” she went on. “All done. I’d advise you to get a few hours sleep, Mr Hendrick, and then go out this evening to watch the amazing sunset from one of the many restaurants in the city.”

“I’ll do that,” he said, then thanked her and left the lounge.

He passed through a cursory customs check, collected his luggage, then took the elevator down to the street and stepped into the blazing Avoeli noon.

Appallassy was a small city as capitals went, consisting mainly of single-storey timber buildings laid out on a grid pattern of wide streets. The sight was a novelty after coming from Earth, where such a profligate use of timber had been proscribed decades ago. Electric cars beetled along the boulevards, and crowds of brightly dressed colonists promenaded through a market set out on wide sidewalks.

The city perched on the edge of an equatorial plateau, lining the lip of an escarpment overlooking the jungle far below. The predominant shade was green, though of a deeper hue than in the jungles of Earth, and here and there tall purple spikes erupted from the jungle canopy to remind the visitor that this was indeed an alien world.

He’d had no time to pre-book accommodation, but a terrace of small hotels lined the escarpment along from the Telemass Station. He was tired—it had been late evening in Paris when he’d departed—and he thought it wise to take the medic’s recommendation and rest. Later, when he’d slept, he’d start his investigations by enquiring at the hotels in the vicinity.

He booked into an establishment calling itself the Malagasy Retreat, saying he’d stay for two nights, maybe more, and was shown to a quiet room overlooking a terraced garden that tumbled down the escarpment.

He sat on the bed, brought up a series of pictures on his wrist-com, and stared at them until the succession of images became too painful to bear. Then he switched off his com, lay down, and was soon fast asleep.

If Lalla were here, she’d tell me if I’d done the right thing. ...As soon as the tall, blonde woman appeared on the translation pad, I was drawn to her. I don’t normally go for forty-year-old whites, but this woman had elegance and poise. Also, she was showing the effects of translation nausea.

We got talking. She was with a man, but he hung back. We arranged to meet in a bar later, and I wondered where this might lead. She didn’t look bi, but you can never tell.

So we met, had a drink. Her name is Maatje, and she’s from the Netherlands, Earth. She didn’t say what she was doing here, but she did say that she was being followed.

Then I found out what she wanted from me, and I felt disappointed. I thought she might have been interested in me, not what I might be able to do for her.

Anyway, I agreed.

Call me weak...but she is beautiful.

Lalla would hate me...but she did run off like that, so...

Christ, Lalla, where are you?

––––––––
[image: image]


The sunset was indeed amazing.

...He selected the Faro Bar, a short stroll along from his hotel, because that was where many Terran tourists had chosen to watch the sun go down. They sat at tables on the wide, stepped terraces, drank local cocktails, and gasped at the view.

For the past two hours, since awaking from a dreamless sleep, he’d moved from hotel to hotel along the boulevard. With the inducement of the local currency he’d persuaded staff to speak with him briefly and to examine the series of pix he carried on his wrist-com. He covered more than twenty hotels, but to no avail. The people he was seeking were not staying at any of the establishments he ventured into.

He ordered a beer and stood by the rail of the terrace, listening to nearby conversations and watching the bloated hemisphere of the sun slip slowly over the horizon. Though Avoeli was the seventh planet from its primary, it was still close enough so that great loops and spumes of molten ejecta could be seen spouting from the sun as it sank.

“In the week we’ve been here,” a woman said in French to her male companion, “this is the most spectacular...”

Hendrick moved on. The people he was attempting to locate had come to Avoeli—or so his sources had told him—three days ago.

He stood beside a knot of Europeans—a business delegation from Germany, he gathered from their conversation. They sipped at small glasses of local beer as if it were poison and talked about a convention in the morning. He glanced among them and recognised a woman he’d seen on the translation pad that day. So, they had arrived at the same time as he had. He moved on.

He stepped down the terrace, listening into the conversation of obvious tourists and ignoring the knots of locals. He heard a dozen languages—European, Asian, and a couple he didn’t recognise but guessed were a local patois—and settled next to a group of holiday-makers speaking loud Spanish and knocking back Avoeli beer with relish.

He smiled at a tall, elegant middle-aged woman in a flower-patterned dress and made some non sequitur about the sunset. “I’ve only just arrived, so I’m still in awe.”

She laughed a little drunkenly. “Well so am I, and I came in on the Paris transmission three days ago.”

His heart kicked. “But what a coincidence. Friends of mine were on that very transmission. I had arranged to meet them here today, but...”

She laid a tipsy hand on his arm and laughed. “Well, I think you should join our party and celebrate the sunset, no?”

He smiled. “Why not? But perhaps you’ve seen my friends...?” And he activated his com and brought up the pix.

The woman squinted at the images, began to shake her head, and then caught herself. “One moment. Carlos, Carlos! Isn’t this the woman you were charming before her husband returned?”

A long-haired young man looked at Hendrick and glanced at the picture on the screen. He nodded, muttering something in Catalan about an ice maiden.

“A friend of mine,” Hendrick said.

The woman interrupted, “Carlos, the gentleman here is trying to locate the lady and her husband.”

The young man shrugged. “She said they were taking the train into the interior. That would be yesterday.”

“Did she say where they were heading?”

Carlos frowned and shook his head. “Didn’t say, or I don’t remember. Sorry. She just said the interior.”

“Well, thanks anyway.” Hendrick called the waiter for another round of beers.

The evening wore on, and he extricated himself from the attention of the Spanish woman and moved along the terrace. He wished to be alone with his thoughts.

The night was warm and scented with an alien perfume from flowers the size of dinner plates. He sat at a table and lodged his feet on the rail, staring down at the darkening jungle and the last filaments and flares of the sun as it vanished over the edge of the world. If he were not here on business, he told himself, he might have been able to enjoy the pleasures of the city and the surrounding jungle.

At first light tomorrow he would make his way to the monorail station and attempt to find out where his ‘friends’ might have travelled to yesterday. It was a lead, though a slight one. He told himself that he should be content with this, so early in his investigations.

His attention was attracted by a group of people along the terrace to his right. They were locals, talking animatedly in the sing-song Malagasy tongue. Some wore the red uniforms of the Telemass Organisation, but the medic who’d administered to his needs that morning was out of uniform. She wore a short, tight-fitting yellow dress which contrasted startlingly with her chestnut skin. He had not noticed her hair that morning—it had been swept back and concealed by a beret—but now it trailed in a comet’s tail of dreadlocks intertwined with multi-coloured ribbons.

She appeared a little drunk, swaying as she spoke to a tall, older woman in a Telemass uniform. The woman appeared uninterested in what the younger woman was saying, and she allowed her attention to wander.

The medic sighed and looked away; her eyes met Hendrick’s and, after a second of confusion, smiled in recognition. Hendrick looked away, not wanting her drunken attention.

Seconds later, she left the group and swayed across to him. She lodged herself precariously on the edge of a chair and pressed a long-nailed forefinger to his chest.

“Now...I know you! Don’t tell me. I never...never forget a name! No, don’t tell me.”

He drained his beer and was about to stand up, on the pretext of going to the bar, when she said, “Hendrick, that’s it! Matt Hendrick!”

He smiled, despite his annoyance. “Well done,” he said. “Now, if you don’t mind...”

“What?” She opened her eyes wide. “You’re going? But we’ve hardly said hello!”

“I’m sorry. I really must...”

“What? You’re going to take the train to the interior, looking for...for whoever it is you’re looking for?”

He stared at her. “How do you know?”

“I’m a telepath,” she said. She attempted to keep a straight face, but the alcohol in her system would not comply. “Not really. I overheard you speaking earlier with the tourists, silly! I was just behind you.”

“Ah...”

He activated his wrist-com and showed her the pix. “You might have seen her, spoken to her...She was with a tall, good-looking man.”

She squinted at the pix and nodded. “I saw her. I mean, how could I miss her. She’s beautiful...”

“But you didn’t speak?”

She shook her head. “No. She...She wasn’t suffering the after-effects of the transmission like you.”

He nodded and made to get up.

Her huge eyes registered pantomime disappointment. “You’re going so soon?”

“I have a train to catch.”

She pressed her finger against his chest again. “You won’t catch a train at this time of night, my friend.”

“I won’t? And why is that?”

“Because the Avoel won’t allow it.”

He stared at her. “They won’t?”

She put the neck of her beer bottle to her full lips, tilted the bottle, and drank. “It’s because...because they don’t like people travelling at night. The darkness is sacred. As is the sky. That...That’s why they don’t allow air-cars either. Just ground cars and monotrains. The sky is sacred, not to be violated. And...And as we are guests on their planet, we must comply. So the founding fathers and mothers of our colony agreed, two hundred years ago.”

Something in her tone prompted him to ask, “And what do you think of the Avoel?”

She stared at him, blinking. “I...I think they are evil,” she said, surprising him.

“You do? And why is that?”

Her face crumpled and she wept. She made an instant effort at recovery, wiping her wet cheeks with the inside of her wrists and saying, “It’s nothing! Ignore me. I’m drunk.”

She looked up, attracted the attention of a waiter, and ordered two more beers.

When they came, she took a small sip and smiled at Hendrick. “So...will you tell me why you are looking for...for these people?”

“It’s a private matter. I can’t discuss it.”

She pulled a prim frown, mocking him. “Are you a detective? Is that it? Do you detect missing people?”

“No, nothing like that,” he said, wondering if she were indeed a telepath. “But...tell me, if the people I need to trace left on a train yesterday, bound for the interior, have you any idea where they might have been heading?”

She sat suddenly upright on her chair, staring at him. “On Thursdays...there is only one train, and it stops only at its destination, Allay.”

“So they must have alighted there?”

She nodded, hiccupped, and took another swallow of beer.

“And is there a train to Allay tomorrow?”

She nodded. “At two.”

He saluted her with his beer. “Thank you...” he began.

“Tiana,” she said, supplying her name with a smile. “Tiana Tandra.”

He made to rise and said, “My thanks, Tiana. Perhaps we’ll meet again when I leave Avoeli.”

He could see her come to some decision, and a split-second later she jumped from her chair into his lap. He was surprised by her lightness, and then by his involuntary reaction to the pressure of her bottom against his groin. She moved her lips to his ear and whispered, “Take me back to your hotel, Mr Hendrick. Matt.”

He felt the warmth of her flesh through her dress. How long had it been since his wife had left him, since he’d last felt a woman like this? He’d avoided such contact, telling himself that it would only remind him of Maatje’s betrayal.

He said, “I never take advantage, Tiana, of drunken women,” and felt like a prude.

“In that case...” She looked over his shoulder and snapped something in her own language to a passing waiter. He stopped, reached into his pocket, and produced a silver blister-pack. She passed the man a crumpled banknote, pressed out a pill, and held it up before Hendrick’s eyes.

“Sobertab,” she said, placing it on her tongue. She took a mouthful of beer, swallowed, and stared at him.

“There, now I am as sober a...a, what do you say, a magistrate?”

Smiling, he eased her from his lap and stood up. “And, sober, you realise that you’ve just propositioned a total stranger and...”

“Not so fast, Matt.” She laid a hand on his chest tenderly. “Look, I’m taking the same train as you tomorrow. I...There’s something I must do in the jungle town where the train stops. So...we can accompany each other.” She smiled. “I’ll be your guide. And I...I might even be able to help you find who you’re looking for.”

He stared at her, wondering where this might lead.

She said, “So...I’m sober now, Matt Hendrick. Will you please take me back to your hotel?” 
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He was awoken in the early hours by the sound of her quiet sobbing. She lay beside him on her stomach, the moonlight delineating the undulating curve of her back. She pressed her face into the pillow as if not wanting to wake him with her crying.

He rolled from the bed, crossed to the window, and pulled open the curtain. Ivory light cascaded into the room, and he stared out in surprise at the beauty of the double moons sailing high above the darkened jungle.

He returned and sat beside her on the bed. She turned quickly and stared up at him.

“Tell me,” he said, thumbing tears from her cheeks.

She turned over and shuffled herself up against the headboard, drawing her knees up to her small breasts. She didn’t meet his gaze as she said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to wake you. It’s nothing.”

“Nothing is making you cry like this? And nothing made you sob last night, when you were still drunk? I’d hate to see you when you’re really upset.”

She spluttered a laugh. “I mean...It’s nothing I want to trouble you with.”

He almost shrugged, said okay, and returned to bed. But something about the woman—the way she had made love to him earlier with a tenderness and urgency that belied the idea that he was a mere casual pick-up—made him want to help her.

“Tell me, Tiana,” he said, “and I’ll tell you why I’m really here.”

She stared at him, her big eyes glistening in the moonlight. He took in her nakedness. He found it hard to tell how old she was. Her skin was flawless, tight like an athlete’s over well-developed muscles. She might have been anything from twenty to thirty-five.

She murmured, “Last night I said I had business to do in Allay...”

“That’s right. I recall. But what business?”

“It’s hard to explain.”

He said, “You’re looking for someone, right?”

He was gratified by her surprised reaction. “That’s right. But how...?”

It was merely an intuition, based on experience: her drunkenness last night, her sexual recklessness in propositioning him, her heartfelt tears. A lover had left her, and Tiana was at a loss to work out what to do.

“A lucky guess,” he said. “Tell me.”

She shrugged. “I love her. We’ve been together for three years now. She...Her mother is part of the Church, but Lalla told me she wanted nothing to do with it.”

“The Church?” His interest quickened. His contact back on Earth had told him that Maatje was interested in some colonial religious cult here on Avoeli. Could this cult have something to do with the Church, he wondered?

“They...they don’t exactly worship the Avoel gods, or perhaps they do. They’re very secretive. Outsiders aren’t allowed in, except after months of vetting.

“And Lalla?”

“Her mother wanted her to be...It’s like christening, a ceremony that happens in every disciple’s twenty-fifth year. Lalla was...drawn to the belief system.”

“You told me that she wanted nothing to do with the Church?”

She looked up at him. “That’s what she told me, Matt, but I’m not sure I believe her. She...” Tiana shrugged. “She had a very complex relationship with the Church. I suppose it’s inevitable, if you’re brought up to believe nothing else but what everyone around you says is the truth.”

“What do they believe?”

She shrugged her slim shoulders again. “The Avoel have many gods. It’s a form of animism. Nature worship.”

He opened his mouth in a silent “Ah...”

He said, “When you told me, last night, that you thought the aliens were evil...”

She rubbed tears from her eyes with the heels of her thumbs, then shook her head. “That was the drink talking. I don’t think they’re evil, just...incomprehensible.” She smiled like a little girl caught out. “We sometimes think the worst of what we can’t understand, don’t we?”

“You’re right,” he said. “Tell me what happened.”

“We had a row. I wanted Lalla to have nothing to do with the Church. They...The congregation, I find them creepy. They believe in nothing I believe in. They thought my relationship with Lalla...Well, they’re against it. They’re against all forms of what they call...promiscuity.”

“And you, of course, are not?”

“Isn’t it normal to want to express affection and at the same time take pleasure in your desires?”

“I would say so, yes. But the Expansion is a big place, and in some places that would be seen as immoral, even evil.”

He smiled at the contradiction within him, for while he agreed with Tiana, he found it hard to live by that code. He was the product of parents who were of strict Dutch Calvinist stock, and what was inculcated from an early age died hard. Which was probably why when he found and married Maatje he had felt so fulfilled...and why her leaving him had hurt so much.

He had surprised himself last night when he’d turned his back on his inhibitions and enjoyed making love to Tiana; it had been a release, a catharsis after so long.

“And after the argument?” he asked.

She gestured with a forlorn hand. “She just...went.”

“And do you know where?”

She pulled a face. “I thought perhaps Allay.”

“And what is at Allay?”

She regarded her small fingers, intertwined on the summit of her knees. “The aliens, the Avoel...It is a holy place for them.” She looked up at him. “But I honestly don’t know if she has gone there, or if so why.”

He thought about it. “Did you live together?”

She looked surprised. “Why do you ask?”

“I’d like to examine her belongings. See if there might be some clue as to where she went and why.”

Tiana shook her head. “She has an apartment in town. I have a pin-key, though.”

“Perhaps we should take a look.”

She nodded and was silent for a time. At last she said, “Why are you helping me like this?”

“When you asked me last night if I looked for missing people... Well, I did once. I worked for the European Police Agency in Amsterdam, in the missing persons department.”

“Do you think we’ll be able to find Lalla?”

“We’ll do our best, okay?”

It was a lead, and the best he’d had for months. Was it too much to hope that at last he was on the verge of finding Maatje and his daughter?

“Matt, you said you’d tell me what you were really doing here.”

He reached out and pressed his finger to her lips. “Not now.”

He lay down beside Tiana, stared up at the ceiling, and tried to sleep.

When he awoke a little later, Tiana was no longer in bed. She was curled in the window seat, murmuring something into her wrist-com.

Why do I always feel so damned guilty? All my life, every minute of it, I’m hounded by guilt.

I remember when I was little, my mother had this ability to just look at me and make me feel as if I’d done something wrong. And later, when I was thirteen, me and Lalla...The pleasure made the guilt all the more intense. And when my mother found out...

And Lalla makes me feel guilty all the time. I’ve tried to explain that I love her, that she’s the only person I‘ll ever truly love. And she says, So why can’t you be faithful, and I say, But I am faithful, in my heart, where it matters. But she doesn’t understand, and I can’t explain.

And now this.

Maatje told me he was cruel and vindictive—a bastard, she’d said.

The thing is, I can’t see that. He’s quiet and kind and thoughtful. A little sad. It’s strange how people’s perceptions of the same person can be so very different.

I like Matt Hendrick a lot, which is why what I’ve done makes me feel so guilty.

––––––––
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They walked through the quiet town just after dawn. A tropical rain had rinsed the land and laced the streets with a billion scintillating sequins. The air was warm but fresh. The scent of alien blooms was accentuated by the downpour.

After the overcrowded cities of Europe, Appallassy was like paradise.

As he walked beside the silent Tiana, Hendrick reflected that one day he would like to make his home on a colony world; somewhere sparsely populated and rural, away from industry and commerce and crowds. He was in his mid-forties and hankered after a tranquil life.

Perhaps one day, when he’d found what he was looking for.

“You live on a beautiful world.”

“You don’t really see what you see every day, do you?” she said. “I mean, it’s hard to appreciate anything when you have nothing to judge it against.”

“You’ve never left Avoeli?”

“No. Isn’t that strange? I work for the Telemass Organisation, and yet I’ve never set foot on another world.”

“Why not?”

“It’s expensive, for starters, even though as an employee of the organisation I’d get discounted fares.”

“Would you like to travel?”

“Of course! I’ve seen holo-docs, read about other worlds in the Expansion.” She glanced at him. “Have you travelled a lot?”

“In my twenties part of my job was to liaise with police forces around the Expansion. I suppose I’ve visited more than fifty colony worlds.”

“Fifty!” She laughed. “I can’t imagine...That must have been amazing.”

“I suppose it was, in the early days. It’s surprising what you get used to, though. Towards the end...Well, it became just another job.”

“But you said that you no longer looked for missing people...And yet you’re here, looking for someone?”

“I retired from the force a couple of years ago,” he said, and left it at that.

They were walking down a quiet residential street lined with timber houses, each one surrounded by tropical trees and shrubs.

“So,” Tiana said, “what do you do now?”

He told her the truth. “Very little. I inherited some money when my father died. That’s when I quit the force.”

“So, you lead a life of leisure?”

“You could say that.”

“And you live on Earth?”

“Near Amsterdam, Europe. But...one day I’d like to settle down on a colony world.”

She laughed. “And I’d like nothing more than to travel to all the big, busy planets of the Expansion.”

“You’re a medic, no? You could easily travel, find work.”

“I have a general nursing qualification, so I suppose I could work anywhere.”

“What’s kept you here, apart from the prohibitive cost of Telemass travel?”

“What’s kept me here? Lalla, I suppose.” She glanced at him. “Are you married, Matt?”

He stared ahead. “Was.”

“It’s amazing what you do for love, isn’t it? Or rather, what you don’t do for love, in my case.”

“Yes,” he said, “it is.” He looked at her, at her big eyes and flawless skin. “How old are you?”

“Twenty-four,” she replied. “What? You look surprised.”

“You’re wise beyond your years.” He hoped he didn’t sound patronising.

Smiling, she stopped in the street and pointed. “Here we are.” 

She led him through the overgrown garden of a single-storey weatherboard house, inserted a pin in the front door, and gestured him in before her.

The door opened straight into a lounge hung with tapestries and prints showing local jungle scenes. The furnishings were old and battered, and the room had a cosy, bohemian feel.

He stood in the centre of the room and turned.

“What are you looking for?”

“I don’t know, but I will when I find it. When did you last see Lalla?”

“Four days ago. I stayed here the night. We were due to meet for coffee in town the following day. She never turned up.”

“And that’s not like her?”

“She always keeps her appointments. Or if she can’t make it, she contacts me.”

“And you’ve tried contacting her?”

She raised her arm, indicating her wrist-com. “All the time, constantly since then.”

“And nothing?”

“Only a message saying that a connection was unavailable.”

“And she’s never gone off like this before. After a row, perhaps?”

“Never.”

Pinned to the wall above a desk was a series of pix depicting slim, pale humanoids with big eyes, no visible noses, and wide mouths bearing prominent, shark-like teeth. He moved closer and examined the images. The aliens’ teeth were at odds with the rest of their appearance. He was put in mind of carnivorous lemurs.

“The Avoel,” she said.

“Why does Lalla have these?”

“She’s a biologist. She studies them. She’s fascinated by the creatures.”

“They look...odd.”

“That’s what everyone says when they see them for the first time. It’s the teeth.”

He nodded. “What are relations like between the colonists and the Avoel?”

“There’s very little interaction. The Avoel are jungle dwelling. They’re a peaceful race. There’s no trouble between us.”

“Last night, when you were drunk...you said they were evil. I know, I know...You said that that was the drink speaking. But there’s no smoke without fire...” He watched her.

She shrugged, looked away.

“Tiana?”

“Like I said...”

“You resent the Avoel because of the hold they have over Lalla, right?”

She bit her lip, staring down at the threadbare rug. She said at last, “I don’t like where Lalla’s research was leading her.”

“Which was where?”

She hesitated then said, “Follow me.”

Intrigued, he followed her into an adjacent bedroom. A mattress occupied the floor, piled with a mess of bed sheets. The walls ...were covered with pix showing crowds of colonists bearing what Hendrick took to be stretchers above their heads.

He looked around the room. “What did you want to show me?”

“Have you heard of famadihana?”

“A sex act that would shock my prudish Terran sensibilities?”

She laughed. “It’s an old Madagascan tradition. A burial ritual—or, strictly speaking, a re-burial ritual.”

Ah, the pix on the walls.

“I once read something about it. Remind me.”

“My people, centuries ago on Earth, performed what could be translated as ‘turning the bones’. Every seven years they exhumed the remains of ancestors and paraded with them around our villages.” She gestured to the pictures on the walls. “That’s what they are. These images are a couple of centuries old.”

He could have mistaken them for pictures of contemporary colonists, so little had the colourful clothing changed over the decades.

Tiana went on. “It was a form of ancestor worship, a way of respecting our dead. The practice died out towards the end of the twenty-first century.”

“But what has this to do with Lalla’s research?”

Tiana pursed her lips in contemplation. “A few months ago, she made a discovery—something the Church didn’t like and wanted kept quiet.”

“Go on.”

“She was on a field trip in the interior. She’s attached to the university here at Appallassy. What she discovered was that...” She fell silent, turned from Hendrick, and stared through the window, out ...at the dense jungle that began metres from the rickety garden fence.

“Tiana?”

“I’m sorry,” she said, still with her back to him. “You see, she was threatened that if ever she spoke of what she saw...But she told me.”

She turned to him, her expression on the verge of desperation. “Now do you understand why I’m so frightened, why I fear she might have been...?”

He reached out and drew her to him, lodged her head against his chest and said, “Tell me.”

She looked up at him. “When she was in the interior, observing a clan of Avoel, she found that they practised a form of famadihana. She didn’t go into detail but said that there was a marked similarity to the old Madagascan ritual.”

“But surely a coincidence?”

“She thought so, yes. But even so, she thought her discovery might lead her to getting a research grant.”

“And you said someone threatened Lalla to keep quiet about it?”

“That’s right. A pastor in the Church.”

“What did he say?”

Tiana waved her hand. “That if she publicised her findings, he had friends in high places who would ensure she was expelled from the university. And, well, that if she persisted, then she might expect more...physical treatment.”

“Why would the Church want to keep the alien practice quiet?”

She stared up at him. “Exactly, Matt. That’s what’s so troubling.”

He crossed to the window and stared out, then turned to her. “The Church here no longer practises famadihana, does it?”

She shook her head, her white teeth nipping her bottom lip. “No. Not to my knowledge.”

“Who issued this threat? The pastor’s name...?”

She stared at him, her eyes wide. “Father Jacobius.”

He gazed into the jungle, considering what she’d told him. He glanced at his wrist-com. It was not yet ten, and the monotrain to Allay wasn’t due to leave Appallassy until two that afternoon. 

“I’d like to pay this Father Jacobius a visit.”

Her eyes widened with alarm. “I’m not sure you should.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll make up some story to cover my questions. I just want to find out what’s behind this Church and their threats.”

“Do you think it might help to find out what happened to Lalla?”

“Well, that’s what I hope anyway. It can’t do any harm.”

She told him where the Church was situated, half a kilometre away, and gave him directions. “I’d better not be seen with you near the place.”

He gave Tiana his wrist-com code, and they arranged to meet at a café in the centre of town at midday. 
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Hendrick had never looked upon a church building without a feeling of revulsion, and he experienced this again as he gazed at the spruce, white-painted weatherboard façade of the Church of the Ultimate Redemption.

He’d once tried to tell his mother what he thought of her Christianity: “It doesn’t make sense. Your God is supposedly all-powerful, knows everything, and lives outside time and space. He is one and indivisible—the Father, the Son, the Holy Ghost—and yet, in full knowledge of the consequences, he sent his son to Earth to be crucified and resurrected so that humanity might be forgiven their sins, and this was called a sacrifice? But what was sacrificed by this tripartite, omnipotent being, Mother?”

To which she had merely replied, “You don’t understand, Matthias. It is all about faith.”

And he had given up attempting to talk to her about her belief, and had never looked upon a church—any church—in quite the same way again.

He wondered what corrupted form of belief this particular Church might practise—and if indeed Maatje had been drawn to this cult.

He walked up the pathway to an open timber door and passed over the threshold from bright sunlight to cool shadow. When his eyes adjusted to the gloom, he made out an interior much like every other church the Expansion over, with a central aisle and pews to either side. At the far end was the altar, and on the wall above it a vast timber cross, though the horizontal bar was lower than on the crucifixes of Earth.

The church was deserted. He moved down the aisle and passed through a small door to the right of the altar. This room was empty too. He made out a half-open door that led outside, crossed to it, and stepped out into the sunlight. He found himself in a well-ordered vegetable garden that backed onto the jungle.

A tall, elderly European man in a grey habit was tending a vine at the far end of the garden. He turned and shielded his eyes from the sun as Hendrick emerged.

“I’m sorry to interrupt you,” Hendrick said. “I’m looking for Father Jacobius.”

The man smiled. He was thin and ascetic-looking, with a hatchet face and piercing grey eyes. His skin was tanned, his cropped hair silver. 

“And you have found him,” Jacobius said, advancing and taking his hand in a firm shake. “How might I be of assistance?”

Hendrick was surprised; he had expected Jacobius to be an Avoelian of Madagascan descent. He had also expected the pastor to be stern, suspicious—not this overtly friendly, easy-going, smiling man. So much for his prejudices.

He introduced himself, giving a fictitious name and stating that he was a xeno-biologist from the Sorbonne, Earth. “My current studies involve alien cultures and their interaction with human societies,” he finished.

“Ah, then you have come to the right place,” Jacobius laughed. “Come, would you care for a drink?”

“I’m not keeping you from your work?”

“To be honest, I was rather hoping for a distraction.” Jacobius led the way to a shed across the garden, indicated a bench, and disappeared into the shed. He emerged a minute later with two bottles of ice-cold beer.

“I always think that one’s labour should be rewarded, Dr Hennessy,” he said.

Hendrick drank and asked Jacobius about the Avoel. “I understand the natives of this world are hunter-gatherers with their own animist belief system. I hope to do a little field-work in the jungle north of here.”

“You have obtained the requisite permits, I take it?”

Hendrick temporised. “The matter is in hand.”

“As far as I know, no academic has come to Avoeli to study the aliens,” Jacobius said. “The original exploration team categorised them as pre-industrial sentients and left it at that, which of course meant that our colonisation of the planet met with certain restrictions. We are not allowed to develop the jungle any further than the present limits, for instance, and must respect the Avoel’s boundaries, customs, and beliefs.”

“Ah, their beliefs...”

“They are animists, as you say, Dr Hennessy. They believe that every living thing possesses, for want of a better word, a soul—a spiritual life force, be that insect, animal, or man. It’s a very rudimentary belief system that has its analogue in many so-called primitive societies on Earth.”

Hendrick sipped his beer. “I heard before I came here that your church’s beliefs and the Avoel’s share a certain common ground.”

Jacobius’s hatchet face split in a wide smile. “I think that is stating the case rather too forcefully.”

Hendrick glanced at Jacobius for any sign of suspicion, maybe irritation, but only saw the man’s ready, good-humoured smile.

“What does your church believe?”

“We are pantheists. We believe that there is more than one divine being that holds sway over this physical realm. While the Avoel...believe that each living being is equal—hence their animism—we, on the other hand, believe that our gods created a...a hierarchy, if you like.”

Hendrick tried to hide his smile. “With humankind at the top?”

“With humankind and all other sentient beings at the summit of this hierarchy, yes. We are there by divine legislature, as it were, but with this elevated position comes a grave responsibility to all creatures in our gods’ universe.”

Hendrick nodded “I see. So...you would say that we and the Avoel are equal?”

“Indubitably.”

He took another mouthful of beer, considering his next question. “And does the Church of the Ultimate Redemption worship its ancestors, Father?” He stared at the man, gauging his reaction.

Did he see a hesitation, a shadow cross the holy man’s eyes? “The Church’s regard for those who have gone before is complex, Doctor. We hold that while our ancestors are dead on a physical plain, their spirits live on in the...in the weft and weave, if you like, of the universe. This is beyond time and space, so is, as it were, congruent with our reality and time. While we do not actively worship those that have gone before, we hold them in reverence.”

Hendrick nodded, as if comprehending the man’s belief system. “And I take that as regards an afterlife...?”

Jacobius smiled. “The afterlife is the weft and weave, which we call the Hallalla.”

“And to attain this plain?”

Jacobius smiled. “Everyone attains Hallalla, Doctor.”

Hendrick frowned. “Then, I don’t quite see...What inducement is there, in your belief system, to follow the right way, to lead a virtuous life? If we all attain Hallalla, then we might as well all lead hedonistic, vice-laden lives.”

“And that is the beauty, the surpassing beauty of our church, my friend; it is one of the reasons why the Church of the Ultimate Redemption is right, while all the other religions of the Expansion are mere figments...There is no inducement to lead morally just lives—the choice is ours. We choose to follow the ways of the Church and worship the sanctity of all life. In this,” he went on, “our creed is analogous to Humanism. Followers of that philosophy too believe that there is no spiritual inducement to lead a just life: they do so for the joy of experiencing the simple, unalloyed miracle of existence in the here and now.”

Hendrick stared across at the orderly rows of vegetables, wondering if in Father Jacobius’s philosophy he had come across a belief system a little more palatable than the carrot-and-stick inducement of Christianity and similar cults.

He drank his beer, and talk turned to other matters. Jacobius asked him about his work, and Hendrick made up some story about field-work on Chalcedony and his study of the native Ashentay there.

Perhaps an hour later, as he was about to take his leave, a thought occurred to him. “While I’m here, I hope to compare notes with a fellow xeno-biologist,” he said, “a student named Lalla Vaugines.”

He watched Jacobius for any adverse reaction, but none came. He went on. “I understand she’s a member of your church?”

Jacobius smiled. “Not Lalla, but her mother is a valued member of my congregation, yes.”

“Lalla is doing some interesting work with the Avoel,” Hendrick said, “and I’m looking forward to working with her.”

But Jacobius merely smiled and inclined his head politely.

Hendrick hesitated then asked, “I don’t suppose a friend of mine from Earth, Maatje Vanderbilt, has contacted you or anyone in your church? She’s a fellow academic with an interest in colonial religions, and I thought she’d be on Avoeli...but we seem to have missed each other.”

There was no reaction on Jacobius’s tanned face, not a flicker of recognition in his bright blue eyes. “I’m afraid not, Dr Hennessy.”

Hendrick drained his beer. “I’ve taken up enough of your time, Father Jacobius. You’ve been most kind. I’ll let you get back to work.”

“Not at all. I have enjoyed our conversation, and please feel free to drop by at any time.”

He showed Hendrick through his church and said farewell on the steps. They shook hands, and Hendrick retraced his steps to the centre of town.
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[image: image]


I really want to tell him that I met Maatje, tell him what I agreed to do for her. But I can’t bring myself to do that: I fear his reaction, his anger. But most of all, I fear that he’ll hate me for what I did. The guilt is almost unbearable.

I’ve never felt this way about a man before. I wonder if it’s because...No, that’s rubbish! Dad walked out when I was five, and I hardly remember him, so I refuse to admit that I’m looking for a substitute figure.

And now Matt has agreed to try to help me find Lalla!

If only I could bring myself to be honest with him.
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They sat on the patio of a café on the escarpment overlooking the jungle.

...“Father Jacobius seemed entirely reasonable,” he told Tiana. “And I’ve come across worse belief systems.”

She looked at him over the process of blowing her coffee. “He didn’t give anything away about Lalla?”

Hendrick shook his head. “I mentioned Lalla and that I was in professional contact with her.”

“How did he react?”

“I didn’t detect anything untoward in his manner. As I said, he seemed reasonable, very friendly.” He hesitated. “He didn’t seem like the kind...of man who would issue threats. Which doesn’t mean that he didn’t.”

“Did you ask him about the Avoel?”

“He told me about their belief system, and he distanced his church’s beliefs from theirs. He was, as the saying goes, playing his cards close to his chest.”

“What I’d like to know is why the Church doesn’t want Lalla, or anyone else, investigating the Avoel.”

“He said that no academics had ever studied the aliens, to the best of his knowledge.”

“And he wants to keep it that way.” She shrugged. “Perhaps we’ll find out more when we get to Allay.”

“I said that I hoped to do some field-work, and Jacobius mentioned that I’d need a permit.”

“If we were to enter the jungle around Allay, yes.” She waved this away. “But no one ever checks.”

He considered the journey ahead and the aliens. “We could meet with the Avoel? They wouldn’t be hostile?”

She smiled. “Hostile? The Avoel? Despite their teeth, they’re gentle, passive.”

“Could we communicate with them?”

“Some of them do speak a little Malagasy, yes.”

“Have you ever met one?”

“Never. They keep themselves to themselves. They come nowhere near the town, but I’ve glimpsed them from the train from time to time in the jungle. They’re small, quick creatures.”

“And you think Lalla has gone to Allay?”

She stared at her coffee and murmured, “If the Church hasn’t carried out its threat of violence.”

He contrasted that idea with the peaceable Father Jacobius; the two didn’t sit side by side that easily.

Tiana smiled at him. “But when we get to Allay, Matt, we might find her working away as if nothing has happened.”

“I hope so. Do you know where she worked?”

“She was interested in an old Avoel temple in the jungle to the north of the town. We could start there.”

He sipped his coffee—dark and rich and, according to Tiana, grown locally on the terraces that stepped down to the jungle below. He watched the locals on the patio: the men in shorts and bright shirts, the women in flowing gowns and turban-like headgear. The predominant colours were red, green, and white, which matched the planetary flag of Avoeli and that of the old Malagasy nation.

Tiana’s wrist-com chimed. Hendrick watched her as she took the call.

“Yes...Yes, I do. Of course.” Her eyes widened. “That’s an odd coincidence. Lalla is too. No, I don’t.”

She listened to what the caller was saying, her face pulled into a frown.

“I could, yes. I’m not leaving until two. I have someone with me, a...a detective from Earth. Would it be okay if he came along?” She nodded. “Good. We’ll be there in five minutes.”

She cut the connection and looked up at him. “Very strange. That was an old colleague of Lalla’s mother, a retired professor from the university.”

“What did she want?”

Tiana shrugged. “Lalla’s mother is missing and she’s concerned. She’s tried contacting Lalla but couldn’t reach her.”

“Where does she live?”

Tiana pointed along the escarpment. “Not far from the station. We could drop by before we take the train.”

“I’ll just settle the bill and then we’ll get off.”

At the bar, he looked back at Tiana, her bare feet drawn up on her chair, murmuring into her wrist-com. She looked incredibly beautiful.

That thing about people’s differing perceptions again...

...Lalla never had a good word to say about Father Jacobius. She said he was an evil, scheming, manipulative charlatan who was using the credulity of the faithful to line his own pockets. She went on about all his shady business dealings, and I must admit that they sounded corrupt. According to Lalla, he had the police and the politicians in his pocket, paying huge bribes out of church funds.

And yet Matt says he appeared entirely reasonable...

And now this. Lalla’s mother has gone missing too.
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The exclusive residences of Appallassy, according to Tiana, were owned by rich business-people and staff of the university—sprawling, multilevel villas that clung to the incline of the escarpment with spectacular views over the lower plain.

“What do you know about this woman?” Hendrick asked as they paused on the zigzag path that led to the entrance of the professor’s villa.

The red tiles of the villa showed through a canopy of trees. Tropical birds called deafeningly and clattered through the branches. “Not a lot. She was an anthropologist who taught Lalla. She’s a close friend of Lalla’s mother.”

“A member of the Church?”

“Not that I’m aware, no.”

She led the way down the winding path and pushed open a swing gate. They batted their way through a riotous garden, which was almost indistinguishable from the jungle that began in earnest a little further down the incline, and came at last to a smart weatherboard villa.

A handsome woman in her sixties with a thin face and short, iron-grey hair sat at a table on the long veranda and stood as they approached.

Tiana made the introductions, and Professor Revere showed them to seats around the table and fetched a jug of iced juice.

“I take it, Mr Hendrick, that you’re here in a professional capacity?” she said as they seated themselves at the table.

“Not at all. I’m a friend of Tiana...and I’d like to assist her in locating Lalla Vaugines.”

“And now,” Professor Revere said, “Lalla’s mother too.”

“What makes you think that she’s—?”

“She never normally leaves her house, Mr Hendrick,” Revere interrupted, “other than to attend church. Cristiana is not that old—in her sixties now—but she’s suffered health problems of late. She just wouldn’t leave like this without telling me.” She indicated a neighbouring villa through the trees. “She lives there and I usually see her every day.”

“When did you last see her?”

“Two days ago, and she didn’t mention going away.” She paused. “When I went over yesterday, she didn’t answer the door. I was worried, so I went in. I have a pin, you see, for emergencies. The house was empty.”

“No signs of anything untoward? No break-in, evidence of a struggle?”

“No, nothing of the kind. But—and I found this odd—Cristiana kept her medicine in a cupboard in the bathroom. She showed me where it was so that, in an emergency, I might administer her daily injection. And the medicine was still there.”

“What’s wrong with her?”

“She has leukaemia.”

“And without her injections?”

Revere looked from Hendrick to Tiana with a worried expression. “She won’t last very long at all. She would have taken it with her had she gone on a planned trip, you see.”

“Have you contacted the local police?”

“Of course, and they said they could do nothing until she’d been missing for a week. They told me not to worry. But I am worried. And now Lalla...”

Tiana said, “I haven’t seen her for three days.”

Hendrick said, “What do you know about Cristiana’s involvement with the Church?”

“Very little. She and I are close, but she knows my views on religion, and especially the tenets of her church, so she never mentions her beliefs to me.” Tiana looked at Hendrick, her blue eyes forthright. “Why do you ask?”

“I’m just trying to put the pieces together. Cristiana was involved with the Church, against the better judgement of her daughter. Lalla vanished, and now her mother. It occurred to me that Cristiana might have tried to locate her. Or perhaps they’ve simply gone off together.”

“Without Cristiana taking her medicine?” Revere sounded dubious.

He drank his juice, a thin, bittersweet liquid that quenched his thirst. “That is disturbing, yes.”

Revere was silent for a second or two, her white teeth worrying her bottom lip. At last she said, “There was something...I dismissed it at the time. A few weeks ago, I was having lunch with Cristiana over at her place. She seemed distant, not her usual bright, intellectually enquiring self. I asked after her health, thinking she might be in pain. She tends to suffer in silence, you see.”

“And?”

“And she told me that she had no worries at all concerning her health, and that soon ‘all that will be cleared up’. Which struck me as odd, as Cristiana’s leukaemia, though kept in check with drugs, will one day kill her...” She lifted a hand, smiling at him to cover her distress.

“Was that all?”

“No. She went on to mention the Avoel and what they believed. Before she retired, Cristiana lectured in comparative cultural studies at the university. She was very knowledgeable about the Avoel and their ways, which I suppose is where Lalla picked up her interest in the aliens. Anyway, she mentioned that the Avoel do not believe in death, which struck me as odd, at the time—coming, as it did, so quickly after what she’d said about her own health.”

“What do you think she meant?”

Revere hesitated, taking a drink of juice. She stared off into the distance, as if reliving her conversation with the missing woman. “She told me that the Avoel believe in a form of reincarnation, which was news to me, as I understood that the religious beliefs of the aliens are animist.”

“A form of reincarnation, she said? Did she explain what she meant?”

“No. And I received the distinct impression that Cristiana thought she’d told me too much already.”

Tiana glanced at her wrist-com. “We’d better be heading for the station, Matt.” She smiled at Revere. “We’re taking the train to Allay at two. I think—I hope—that we might be able to find Lalla there.”

Revere smiled. “I wish you luck, and if there’s anything at all I can do...”

Hendrick thanked her and they took their leave. They headed for the station via the hotel to collect his case, and caught the two o’clock train to Allay. 
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The monorail followed the length of the escarpment for five kilometres, hugging the incline and descending obliquely, and on reaching the plain turned north and gained speed. Hendrick had expected some ramshackle collection of carriages, as might befit a sparsely populated backwater colony world, and he had been surprised to find a sleek white bullet train waiting at the station platform.

Its speed was impressive too; the town of Allay was over seven hundred kilometres north of Appallassy, and the journey would take ...a little over two and half hours. The carriage was almost empty but ...for themselves, and they sat at a window table and watched the ...jungle flash by outside. Occasionally, the rail ascended above the canopy, affording spectacular views of the extensive jungle, and then burrowed back into the aqueous, arboreal gloom. Hendrick kept an eye out for any sign of the aliens but saw nothing other than long-legged, red-and-white-striped bovine analogues pasturing beside the track.

Tiana called up a map on the tabletop and indicated the town of Allay. “We’ll arrive in the late afternoon, which will give us time to buy provisions and hire a truck.”

“You’ve got it all planned.”

She smiled. “I’ve never been into the jungle this far north before, so it’s all new to me. But Lalla told me all about what she does, where she hires vehicles.”

She tapped the map north of Allay. “See this triangle next to a tumbled stone symbol? That’s the Avoel ruin where Lalla made her base. We’ll try there first.”

He studied the map. “There’s a track that deep into the forest?”

She nodded, her bottom lip trapped between white teeth. “It’s not marked but there’s an unmade road that passes close to the ruin. The track was used by prospectors in the early days, before they realised there was nothing to prospect.”

“Travel would be a damned sight easier if the Avoel didn’t proscribe air-cars.”

“Makes sense from their point of view, though. Would you want interlopers flying all over your planet?”

He smiled. “Of course not. Especially human interlopers.”

He watched the passing jungle, then said, “So, what do you make of what Dr Revere said?”

“I’ve been thinking about that, Matt. I have an idea...See what you think.”

“Go on.”

“Well, how about Lalla’s mother set off into the jungle—not alone, but with members of her church on some crackpot jaunt or other—and Lalla found out and gave chase? That’d explain their disappearances.”

“But why do you that think Lalla didn’t tell you where she was going?”

“Two possibilities,” she murmured. “Either she didn’t want to get me involved, for fear of what might happen to me. Or...Or she didn’t trust me with the knowledge of what she was doing.”

He reached out and squeezed her hand. “I’m sure it was the first. She didn’t want you to get
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