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      Wind made the inflatable shed shiver and snap like the sails of a racing yacht. Inside, Gaz Young put his hand on the cool pumpkin-orange fabric. Ripples raced across. Better to be inside than out in this blast of hot wind. Lifted sand made a soft pattering sound, striking the shed's exterior.

      The shed was shaped like a half-dome, with four rooms. A giant buoy, anchored in the vast tracts of a desert ocean.

      No surface water for a thousand kilometers in any direction. Almost three thousand if you headed due west. The planet, Asquith, had plenty of humid, hot jungles, and thick polar ice caps, but only one real desert. Some wag had named it Little Sahara. Funny, since the real Sahara, back on Earth, was only marginally bigger.

      Gaz pressed his good hand to the shed's kitchen bench. Pressed against the outer wall, the table was kind of like the one reminder of home.

      Not an actual piece of home. The tough weight limits meant he'd been stuck with just the basics. The table was a piece of the old boat he'd found just six kilometers away.

      Archaeologists would eviscerate him for the slight. Turning a relic into a chopping board and eating place. Almost sacrilegious.

      It was worth it, though. Amid the once-pristine plastic, aluminum and carbon-silicon parts of the shed, a little piece of rough old wood made the place more homey. More livable.

      The designers hadn't considered that when they'd put together the shed. A philosophy of stripped-back compactness overriding the fact that actual humans would be trying to live in the thing for months, even years, on end. With only the AI for company.

      The bench still retained the half-moon shape from when he'd hauled it—kicking and screaming—from the sand. A near perfect fit for the curve of the shed's wall.

      All it had taken was convincing the original siliconized bench to separate from its cupboards, and bolting the replacement in.

      And some sanding off to get a nice smooth, splinter-free surface. Easy enough to make some sandpaper when the whole region was just one big supply.

      The window above the bench looked out into the endless tract. A flat salt pan stretched for a couple of kilometers before the first waves of rearing dunes. The whitecaps of the desert.

      The kitchen had an array of storage and appliances. The most important were the water reclaimer and the food synthesizer. Better not to think about that cycle of materials. Pretend that the exuded and pressed carrots had been grown in rich loamy soil.

      Like he could almost pretend that Carla, the shed's AI, was an actual person. Just living in another shed a few kilometers away.

      Had to be careful not to go nuts out here alone. Had to focus on work, and deadlines, and staying in touch with the kids through message packages.

      Gaz watched through the window again. This storm would probably blow through the rest of the day and into the night. Another day written off.

      With a sigh, Gaz opened the tall coolbox and took out some of the broccoli, peas, corn, and a strip of vatmeat. He tossed them on the old boat bench and got out some dressings. Béarnaise and coupolen. Somehow he'd been able to smuggle those out. Actual, genuine foodstuffs. Not reconstituted.

      Anything to make the food palatable.

      From the next room over—his lab/study/workshop—came the jarring chime of a communication.

      One of his robot scavengers had found something interesting. Or—hopefully not—had gotten itself into trouble.

      He had six of them. Low discs, with chunky tires, and manipulator arms to get themselves over ridges and rocks. Five of them were out scouring the desert for evidence and relics.

      The sixth was in pieces on the workshop bench. Leaking stinky lubricant and with some cracked gears. Little Sahara could be tough on equipment.

      Could be tough on people too.

      The chime came again.

      Gaz took one of his dented stainless steel bowls from under the bench and tossed in the vegetables and meat. He covered the bowl and placed it into the qikcooker. The little machine hummed.

      Again the chime.

      Better to check on the bot. They were making good progress. He'd discovered a few ancient ruins, some jewelry, tools and pots, arrowheads, weapons. Even a few bones.

      While his dinner warmed, Gaz went through to the study. A faint lavender scent hung in the air. Artificial. Generated by the shed's AI to help cover the stink of the busted robot's fluids.

      The study had three stations. On the right, against the inner wall, stood a robust carbon workshop table, with an array of tools. That had the robot on top. Some of the tools were at work right now, attempting to drill some life back into the thing.

      On the left was a smaller table, with extraction vents, reagents, brushes and microtools for cleaning up his finds. The lab.

      And in the middle, against the exterior wall, and below the shed's largest window, with a view out to the rugged rocky mountains to the north, stood his writing and comms table. His single most expensive item.

      The table's top was a full-depth display and Gaz waved his hands over to bring it to life.

      The chime wasn't for one of the robots.

      It was an incoming communication. Human. Someone in orbit. Passing over right now.

      The table gave some ship identification—a vessel named Palenque—but that was limited.

      “Carla?” Gaz said.

      “Here,” Carla replied in her silky voice. Should get that changed to something more abrasive. Should make it sound more like Paul the accountant than Honey the stripper.

      “Carla, do you have details on our visitor here? The Palenque?”

      “I'm sorry, but the data is limited. They have a restricted transponder. I can get a simple ping on their location, but that's all. They will be above the horizon for another four minutes and fifty seconds. Mark.”

      “No crew names? Nothing about what they want?”

      “I'm sorry, Gaz, nothing like that.”

      “All right. Connect me through.”

      “You're connected.”

      “Hello,” Gaz said, leaning into the table. Right now it showed a map of the local area. The dunefield, the mountains, the salt pan. And his tiny orange shed in the middle of it all.

      “Garry Young,” a woman's voice said from the table's speakers. “Good to hear you're still alive.”

      Gaz waved at the table to try to bring up a visual feed. The woman sounded nice. Maybe middle-aged. Maybe from the Midwest.

      “Didn't come out here to die. Who is this?”

      “Me?”

      “You know my name. But you should just call me Gaz. I don't know you.”

      “Gaz?” she said. “Really?”

      Gaz didn't respond.

      “I'm Commander Amy Morton. We need your help.”

      “Commander? Military?”

      “Sorry, force of habit. Just Amy. Our employer gives us crew designations. I'm in charge, so I guess that's why I got the title.”

      “In charge of what?”

      From the kitchen came the quiet ping of the cooker. His mediocre lunch was ready.

      “Our mission,” Amy said. “You're pretty alone out here.”

      “There are twelve hundred people on Asquith, so I'm not alone. If you've found me, you know that.”

      “A couple of research stations, a few fishing villages, which surprises me no end, and the local space borne garrison.”

      “That's right.” Gaz turned from the table and went through to the kitchen to retrieve his lunch.

      “No one within a couple of thousand kilometers of your location, though. That's an interesting kind of situation.” Amy's voice moved with him as Carla tracked and shifted the source.

      Gaz took the simple meal from the cooker and retrieved a fork from the utensils jar.

      “You get lonely?” Amy said.

      “I keep busy.”

      “Digging up artifacts. Some might call that pillaging history.”

      “Some might.” Gaz squeezed a generous dollop of the coupolen sauce. The sweetly acidic tang teased his nostrils. Something he'd discovered back in one of those fishing villages when he'd landed, coupolen sauce could turn any meal into something fabulous.

      “What do you call it?” Amy said.

      Gaz took a mouthful of his dinner. He chewed as he walked back to the table in the study.

      “I call it,” he said, “making a living.”

      Sure, plenty of people would say all these artifacts should stay buried and hidden. That it was desecration. And he could see their point. To an extent.

      “That's what I'd call it too,” Amy said. Some background sounds came through. “And that's how you can help us out.”

      Gaz took another bite. It would be nice to just enjoy his meal in peace. But then again, it would be nice to have some company for a change.

      “I'm listening,” he said.

      “Look, my pilot's just reminded me that we're passing out of direct radio range. There's no satellite infrastructure here. I'm not used to that.”

      “Mostly you're hanging out at populated worlds. Not the frontier.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Well, I'm not going anywhere.” Gaz looked through the study's big window. Sand streamed by in a big hazy blur. The constant patter on the shed's skin was reassuring. “Storm's going to keep me indoors for the rest of the day.” He glanced at the busted robot. “Not like I haven't got plenty to do here anyway.”

      “We'll be overhead again in... eighty-seven minutes.”

      “I'll brew the coffee.”

      “I'll be on the ground soon after, so that's a good plan.”

      “On the ground?”

      “Landing craft separation. It'll take me another forty minutes to reach you. But we'll be able to talk through most of that. There's a plasma blackout period, but that's all.”

      “How do you take your coffee?”

      Amy gave a tinkling laugh. “I knew I was going to like you.”

      “Some old hermit?”

      “Not so old. Okay. We're losing signal acuity now. Talk again soo...” Amy's voice vanished into static.

      Gaz bent and peered out into the storm. Which direction was their orbit taking them? Could be anywhere.

      “Signal lost,” Carla said. She sounded curt. Unusual. Normally she was very neutral.

      “Well, looks like we'll be having visitors soon.”

      “You'd better get this place cleaned up, then.”

      “What?” Gaz turned, letting his eyes rove over the tools spread on the workbench, his longcoat draped over the back of a chair, the crates of potential relics lying around the room. “Oh. Sure. Can you help out?”

      “Me? I didn't make the mess.”

      Just his luck that now the AI was turning surly. Should have had her defrag herself the last time he'd gone out on an overnight.

      “No,” he said. “No you didn't.” If he was honest with himself, he would say that he actually liked Carla like that. A bit of rebellion in her. Made her more interesting than a bland digital servant. “But I'm going to keep you on nonetheless.”

      “You make it sound as if you have an option.”

      “Careful. We've got real visitors coming soon.”

      Carla didn't reply.

      Gaz sighed. How out of practice could he be? Having a conversation with a real person. A woman, at that.

      He finished up his meal and rinsed the bowl in the plastic sink at the end of his boat board bench. He dried and put away the bowl. And the fork. He tidied the utensils in the jar. Tidied the bowl and the other crockery. He checked through the coolbox and tidied the little containers.

      “One hundred and ten minutes,” Carla said.

      “What?”

      “Until she arrives. Based on her orbital time, plus landing time.”

      “Did you run a calculation? Or just taking her word for it?”

      “Calculation. Easy enough to determine their direction, distance and velocity from the radio signal. There was a carrier handshake signal built in.”

      “So you know what kind of vessel they have.”

      “Yes.”

      “And?”

      “One hundred and nine minutes.”

      “Are you going to give me a countdown? The whole way?”

      “I can do that.”

      “Great.” Gaz worked around the kitchen. Moving supply boxes. Raw
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