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CHAPTER ONE
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"Lynn, how's it going?" Bron asked, returning his scanners to his pack.

"Good, sir. Just finishing up the last readings," Lynn said. "Everything looks good here. Getting ready to drill a couple more holes and insert the probes. Should be out in another thirty minutes. Less, if you come help."

"On my way," the Goranthi engineer replied as he shouldered his pack and headed deeper into the main tunnel.

Bron and Lynn couldn’t be more different. Lynn was a short, athletic Olympian woman, indistinguishable from her human counterparts while Bron was a full-blood Goranthi male who looked like a cross between Hercules and an ancient Earth Neanderthal. Despite their differences, the two of them worked together well, inspecting mines on countless planets throughout the league.

Rounding a bend, Bron could hear the faint whine of the drill. Lynn was on her toes drilling a probe hole into the face of the retaining wall that had been built to hold back the water that filled the mine causing its closure many years earlier. 

"You don't have to...," Bron's voice startled her. She turned to look at him and pushed the drill further into the dam. 

"Careful there, Lynn. Sorry. Didn't mean to startle you."

"No problem. You want to finish this one?"

Lynn turned off the drill and retracted it from the hole. A trickle of water ran down the dam face unseen in the darkness of the mine. The small drill all but disappeared in Bron's large hand. The Goranthi had to bend down a bit to work the hole the petite Olympian woman had started.  

When Bron inserted the drill bit up to its hilt encountering no resistance, he turned it off quickly and withdrew it. "Seems like the water level must have declined over the years. I think you went clean through,” he said. He drilled another hole and left the drill in place, while he wiped his hands on his pants. He looked to his left. “Oh shit, we've got a breach."

A steady stream of water sprayed out through the hole. Bron grabbed his pack and pushed Lynn up the tunnel in front of him. "Go! Go! Go!"

"What's going on?" Lynn asked, turning to look at Bron.

"We've breached the dam. Got to get out of the tunnel and up to higher ground." He moved around her in the tunnel as he explained, grabbing Lynn's hand, and pulling her along behind him.

Lynn was terrified. Her feet started making sloshing sounds as the water caught up with them. She could feel Bron pulling her arm. Rounding the bend in the tunnel, there was a noticeable lightening. 

Bron felt Lynn slow a little when they could see a hint of light from outside. "Keep running. We can't..."

There was a loud crash and the ground rumbled beneath his feet, the water rushed up to meet them knocking them both off their feet. This close to the mine entrance, Bron hoped the flow would propel them out of the mine. The water level should drop rapidly once the flow escaped the confines of the tunnel. Bron tried to relax rather than fighting the power of the water. He concentrated on holding his breath and trying to locate Lynn. The rushing water forced Bron under and twisted him around until he had no idea which way was up. Lungs burning with the need to inhale, the water spit him out of the tunnel but kept on carrying him down the mountain, seeking the path of least resistance. Bron bobbed to the surface and inhaled a lungful of air before being pulled under again. Luck was with Bron when his next trip to the surface brought him up near a tree. He grabbed on with both arms and hung on with the water still trying to pull his body downhill. 

He sucked in air and coughed up water. He repeated the actions until he had slowed his heart rate and was able to think. Lynn. Where the hell was Lynn, he wondered. He pulled himself around the large tree trunk that had saved him, working himself to a sitting position with his back propped against the tree. It was good to have his body out of the water. He sucked in a deep breath and called for Lynn. Even if she answered, he wasn't sure he could hear her over the roar of the rushing water. He kept calling anyway.

Exhausted, he hung his head on his chest and closed his eyes, taking deep breaths. With a creak and a snap, he was back in the water again as the flow washed out the soil from beneath the tree and pulled it, roots and all, down the mountain. Bron wrapped both arms around the tree and hung on as the current swept him down the steep slope.
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER TWO
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"I've got my list of top candidates," Gwen said. "Are you ready to review them?" the human half of the pair asked as she straightened her pile of notes.

"Sure. I have my list," Butler replied while holding up his sheaf of papers. "I'm interested to see how many names we agreed on." He gave her a smirk as his tail formed a shape somewhere between a question mark and an exclamation point, a sign that the elf wasn’t sure what would happen.

Life had been a whirlwind for the Cube's new entomology lab managers since they accepted the offer and moved to the gigantic cube-shaped space station that housed the League's Center for Advanced Research. Setting up the new lab had taken a few weeks. They'd had some minor assignments, but now it was time to get serious about staffing up their entomology team. 

Ciara Devlin, Director of the Cube, had already approved their staffing plan. They wanted to hire two field entomologists who would work with them on assignments that took them to planets throughout the League that reported issues with insects. They wanted another lab entomologist who would handle lab work along with one lab tech. They discussed what skills and experience they needed in their new staff members. Sapient Resources had provided them with fifty-seven candidate files for the three entomologist positions. Working on the Cube was a prized position for any scientist in the League. Working with two of the most well-known entomologists in the League only increased the number of interested candidates. 

Gwen and Butler both felt it would be useful to have one of the insectoid species from the League of Planetary Systems represented on their staff, if they could find a qualified candidate. One of the challenges for Lab 42 would be in assessing a situation to determine if it was a pest problem or a negotiation with a sapient insectoid species. Though they both agreed that it would be helpful to have an insectoid species represented on their team, both said they wanted the best entomologists they could find. Everything else was secondary. 

"I came up with my top candidates, but it wasn't easy," Gwen said. "There were several people in the files that I've worked with or whose work I'm familiar with. There are a lot of great entomologists who'd like to work with us."

"I noticed that, too. I guess I shouldn't have been surprised, but it is a little daunting to realize we'll be saying no to some of the best entomologists in the League."

Three candidates were on both of their lists and they each selected one candidate the other didn't, bringing their candidate pool to five for the three available entomologist positions. They discussed the differences first, talking about why they had or hadn't selected a given candidate. After a lot of coffee, they came up with a list of questions for the interviews. 

"I don't want to worry about the lab tech position right now. I suspect one of the entomologists may have someone that works with them who'd like to join lab 42 in that role."

"Great. We can concentrate on setting up interviews with these five people. How do you want to handle it?"

"Ciara likes to travel to meet with the candidates on their home turf first. Then, if they're interested, we can bring our top choices to the Cube for a final meeting."

"I'm thinking it would make sense for us to divide up the travel," Butler said. "If you’re up for more space travel, I'll take your candidate that wasn't on my list and one of the three we both selected."

"Great. That leaves me with your choice and two of those we both had," Gwen said. "I know we haven't been home long, but I'd like to get this done as soon as we can. I invited Clint and Ciara for dinner. I thought we could get some guidance on how to discuss the unique experience of living and working on the Cube with the candidates," Gwen said. "I don't think our experience has been typical. For one thing, we came as a package deal."

"I'm glad we did," Butler said, wrapping his arms around her and tickling her ear with his tail. 

"You know, we won't be able to be so open about things once we have a staff working here with us."

"I'm sure they'll understand. Maybe one of our interview questions should be how they feel about PDAs in the lab?"

"Butler, I'm serious. I want to make sure we make the best possible choices. We need to respect these people, and they need to respect us, too."

"So are you suggesting that I may have to tone down my elven charm so as not to skew their interest during the interviews?"

"Sure. Let's go with that," she said, swatting his shoulder.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Director Garreth of the League’s Mine Safety Oversight Division, or MSOD, was in his office going over field reports and watching the League newsfeed when his comm unit bleeped. 

"Director Garreth," he said.

"Hello, Director. This is Troth on Stora. I'm afraid I have bad news," he said. He went on to explain that the pair of mine inspectors sent from the central MSOD office to conduct inspections of several mines on Stora had gone missing.

"Do you know what area they were last in?" the director asked.

"They were headed into the Drupass area. There are several mines there that were due for inspection," Troth said. "I can pull together a list. Should I send a search and rescue team in, or do you want to send a team from central office?"

Something being said on the news feed caught the director's ear. "...in the Drupass area of the Zicaucus Mountains on Stora. Meteorologists are baffled about where the water came from, but the aquapillar industry is sure that this added water flow so late in the season will increase their harvest dramatically."

"Director? Are you there?" Troth asked.

"Sorry, Troth. I just caught the end of a news report from Stora. It was about something happening in the area where our inspectors were headed. Check out that news story, and let me know if there's any correlation to our missing team. Let's talk again at 1500 hours."

According to the story Troth found on the InterWeb, a large influx of water came flowing down the mountains and into the Dropontis River in the Drupass. Meteorologists confirmed that there had been no precipitation in the area. Everyone had been caught off guard, and Storen officials were investigating the source of the flash flooding. After suffering drought for the last few years, the unexpected flow assured the aquapillar gatherers a better than expected harvest of the giant water bugs that were a staple of the Storen diet.

Something about the situation was wrong. The chocolate brown hair along Troth's back was standing up like the spines of a stegosaurus, a sign that the information deeply troubled the Storen. At the appointed time, Troth placed a call to Director Garreth. He updated the director on his research into the strange water flow. "I can't tell you what caused the flow. Meteorologists all agree there was no precipitation in the area," Troth reported.

"Troth, I've got a team here with me," Director Garreth said. "We've been going over the maps showing the mines in the Drupass area. Is there any chance the release is from one of the mines?"

"It is a possibility, sir," Troth said. "Some of the mines the inspectors were planning to visit had significant stores of contaminated water held back by earthen dams that have been in place for many years," Troth said.

"Whoa, now. Let's not jump to conclusions. This could be a very sensitive situation. I'm going to send a team out to search for our people. They'll get to the bottom of this."

"What do you want me to do?"

"Just sit tight. Don't release any statement about our missing team. We'll handle that from this end. Do you understand?"

"Yes, Director."

Troth had been with MSOD for many years. He knew the politics. He'd have to tread carefully. It seemed wrong to him that the agency wouldn't acknowledge the missing team and enlist all possible resources in the search. It wasn't right, but he knew he could lose his job if he pushed too hard.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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After Director Garreth ended the call with Troth, he turned his attention to those seated around the conference room table. "OK. You people know the drill. I’ll have a team on the ground on Stora ASAP. We have to make sure MSOD can't be implicated in this. If the flooding was caused by a water release from a mine, we need details. What mine? How contaminated is the water? Once we have details we can determine what action we need to take. This operation is communications dark. Everything comes through this office."

Those around the table nodded their understanding before filing out of the conference room. Garreth trusted all of these men, but he had his doubts about the MSOD staff on Stora. If there was going to be a problem containing this situation, that's where it would originate. 

Garreth spent the afternoon in his office going through the personnel files on Troth, Bron, and Lynn. The inspectors weren't due to be back home for another week, so he had time before he needed to notify the families. 

Stora had a very active mining community. There were man-size stacks of regulations in place to protect the community, the land, and the miners, but that had not always been the case. In the old days, mining was a fringe business that often operated outside the law. MSOD had been formed to rein in the industry and ensure the endless regulations were followed. 

MSOD had been a profitable career choice for Garreth, providing ample opportunity for payoffs and perks from those interested in continuing there more freewheeling approach to the business. As the League grew, those opportunities increased dramatically. Director Garreth's life style far surpassed his reported income, but no one paid any attention. Mining wasn't a glamorous industry and was seldom in the public eye unless there was some crisis. News reporters only showed up at MSOD headquarters during a mine disaster when miners were trapped underground. Then, for a few days, Garreth would be 'the man' making statements to the press and showing his concern for the families of the victims.
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CHAPTER FIVE
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"I'm glad you guys could make it," Gwen said as the host led Ciara and Clint to their table.

"Thanks for the invite," Ciara said. "I wanted to get everyone together for a game night, but it's been so crazy since we got back from Aldro that I just haven't found a good time."

After drinks were ordered and delivered, Butler asked, "Clint, how goes the new job?" Clint Simms was the new director of security for the Cube and Director Devlin's lover. He'd been involved with them during the recent situation on Aldro and was still adjusting to his new role, life on the Cube, and his relationship with Ciara. 

"Great, I think. Hard to tell really. Seems like all I've done is go to meetings or training," Clint said. “I spent a couple of weeks at OffSec headquarters and another with the Nature Protection Service commissioners mopping up after the Aldro situation. I'm hoping things will calm down soon so I can focus on the Cube and get better acquainted with my staff and responsibilities here."

"Well, we're glad to have you," Gwen said. 

Conversation was split between social small talk and discussing life on the Cube. Ciara shared the various techniques she used during the interview process to weed out those that weren't likely to find the work environment of the Cube tolerable. "There is no surefire way to assess how someone will adapt. I know Butler was concerned about you, Gwen, but you've had no issue. On the other hand, we normally have one or two people from each orientation group that don't last a week."

"I've heard about your ongoing bet with Sapient Resources," Gwen said. "When I talked to Jerome about the interviews for Lab 42, he told me not to lower his chances of winning."

Ciara was very involved in recruiting and hiring scientists and staff to work at the Cube. As a Venlanten Royal, she had an innate ability to read the emotional state of many of the League’s sapient species. Coupled to this ability was years of managerial experience. She and Jerome, the Cube's SR director, had an ongoing bet that Ciara could pick out one or two people from each orientation group that wouldn't last a week on the Cube. When Ciara won, Jerome had to prepare a report of what could have been done to determine the candidate would wash out and how they could change their recruiting process to make sure that didn't happen again. If Ciara lost the bet, she had to deliver pastries to the SR staff. Though Ciara had nearly a perfect record, the process still wasn't foolproof. Living and working on a massive space station populated by some of the smartest people in the League just didn't work for some people. 

"Bringing your top candidates to the Cube for a visit can help, but I've found that most people who get that far in the process truly believe they can handle it. They’re fine for a day or two," Ciara said. "It seems to take a few days on station for the terror to set in."

"We think it's hard for us to assess because Butler and I came as a pair. It wasn't as difficult a transition because we had each other as well as our work," Gwen explained. "What about you, Clint? I know your job here was a big change from being a nature protector on Aldro."

Clint explained that he felt like he was still adjusting. Since accepting the position, he’d done a lot of traveling, so he hadn't really been living on the Cube for weeks at a time. "I agree with you," he said. "I don't think my experience would be typical either. I have Ciara here, and I knew a whole group of you before I took the job. I can imagine it would be a more difficult transition for a single individual."

They had some discussion about the possibility of hiring couples or people who were already friends or co-workers when they all met the requirements, but it just didn't happen that often that two people at the top of their chosen fields ended up in a close personal relationship. Gwen and Butler knew they were the exception.

As the two couples parted ways outside the restaurant, Gwen stepped in and hugged Ciara and Clint. 
"Thanks for a fun evening. We'll have to do it again soon," she said.
"That was fun," Gwen said as she and Butler walked hand in hand back to their apartment. "Did you enjoy it?"

"Yeah. Clint seems like a great guy," Butler said.

Gwen noticed he said nothing about Ciara. "You don't seem very comfortable socializing with Ciara. Is it just because she's our boss?"

"She scares me," Butler said. "I'll admit I find it hard to be friendly with the boss, but it's also just Ciara."

Gwen knew that Ciara enjoyed the fact that she made Butler, a former member of the Elf Marine Expeditionary Forces, uncomfortable. She had to admit, she enjoyed torturing Butler herself. His vulnerability was part of his charm. At least, that's how she saw it. She was happy they'd made friends so quickly on the Cube. Her concerns about accepting the position had been based on a fear of space travel, but she was getting over it the more she got the chance to visit other planets and meet other species. 

Both Gwen and Butler were glad they accepted the positions at the Cube. Now, they were anxious to hire their team and get to work tackling some major assignments.
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CHAPTER SIX
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Garreth was not happy. Stupek, the man he’d sent to handle the situation on Stora, reported that he had concerns about Troth. The MSOD director wasn't surprised. He spent a lot of time going over the personnel records of everyone involved in this incident, and he concluded that Troth was likely to be a problem. Troth was an idealist. He believed that you could mine without adversely affecting the environment. He was naive. Garreth hoped that he could keep Troth in line by threatening the loss of his job if it came to that. With nearly twenty years invested in the MSOD, surely Troth would play ball.

"We're going to head into the field tomorrow," Stupek said. "Troth gave us a list of mines that were due for inspection, but he didn't know what order G'tan planned to visit them. We're going to hit the ones that have direct flow paths into the Dropontis River first. Not sure how communication will be. I'll report in daily if I can."

"Good. We've heard nothing more. The team wasn't due home until next week, so I'm holding off on notifying the families."
d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
AQUAPILLAR

BUG HUNTERS IN SPACE BOOK 2

JO CAREY





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





