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L

iv Driscoll stopped on the muddy path and pulled her handheld from her pocket. The handheld whirred quietly, expanding its display with a friendly cascade of information.

Around her the tall beeches and totaras rocked in the light breeze. The leaves rustled.

The handheld’s display showed just another message from the university. UWA in Perth. Her alma mater soliciting donations from alumni in a time-honored tradition. A simple voice command would stop the messages, but she kind of liked receiving them. They reminded her of the years of study. Class of 2163.

Liv had spent the afternoon hauling firewood in a rickety wheelbarrow that had to be four hundred years old. Farther down the slope, the chunky robot lumberjack had taken down a fifteen meter tall beech. As big as a bulldozer, the big-wheeled, maneuverable robot was still whirring away, splitting the logs into pieces ready for the fireplace. A woody, sawdusty smell filled the air.

Liv’s grandmother’s property was steep, and the ground was becoming muddy and sticky along the pathway to the house’s wood elevator. Each trip was a struggle.

Really her grandmother should just install more heating. The house was smart enough for it.

Still, nothing quite made for heartening evenings like a roaring blaze.

Liv waved the message off and shut down the handheld. She continued up the slope and emptied the wheelbarrow’s load into the house’s aluminum hopper. The system would dry it through the coming months, ready for when winter hit again in almost a year.

She sighed. If they had a smaller lumberjack, it could haul the wood for them. Right up the hill. Better than losing a sweaty afternoon like this.

Still, a smaller lumberjack wouldn’t produce anything like this much wood.

Leaning, the wheelbarrow against the house’s sculpt-grown wall, Liv went in through the side door. A glass of cool water and a five minute breather and she could get back to it. She might get another couple of loads before it got too dark to even see her boots.

Except that she discovered her grandmother sitting dead in her medical armchair in the front room.

The evening sun fired shards of light through the wide front room windows. Liv’s grandmother’s house faced out across the old growth podocarp forests of the coastal lowlands. The Tasman Sea was visible. On clear days.

Out there, the big deuterium rigs bobbed, processing seawater. Fuel for the planetary scouts.

Even so, the view was nice. Liv and her grandmother would sit up on the balcony’s shimmery deck and watch birds dart above the treetops. Artificial biology avians, fighting over territory, or showing off for mates.

Now, Liv sat on the pile of rough firewood, stacked neatly by the hopper’s engines against the old-style firebox. Most people didn’t bother with burning wood. Most people had heat-moderated houses. Most people had central heating and biologically-regulated thermal clothing.

Most people didn’t get cold.

Not the way her grandmother had. Now.

Liv stared at the body for a long moment. Probably just the way the old woman would have liked to have gone. Sitting in her comfy, overstuffed wingback recliner, even packed as it was with medical tech that monitored her functions.

She had her ancient cracked-screen book on her lap. The brilliant crimson sky shone in at her. Surrounded by the natural smells of her home. Home cooking, and damp wool. Listening to the sounds of the forest.

Exactly how she would have picked to die.

Liv sighed. A long exhalation. She let out all her breath.

Twenty-eight years old now, Liv had come home from study in the lofty, faceless towers of the University of Western Australia, Perth. The dry heat such a contrast to the constant cool damp above the forest.

When her grandmother had messaged with details of the illness—progressive aplastic anemia—and that it would kill her soon.

That had been three years back. The study had been routine. Rocket science. Dimensional warping. Hyperspace theory. Galvanic drives. Gravity reduction and amplification. Kids’ stuff.

She took a break. Could go back anytime. She had the grades that they would welcome her. Probably.

Every part of the home was familiar. From the teak chest in the concrete bunker basement with knick-knacks from another age—Liv’s grandfather’s war videos, a functional hand loom, a music player that didn’t work because there was no way to charge it, pages and pages of paper bound together into musty smelling books, china figurines from around the world and solar system, medals and ribbons from her grandmother’s fencing club—to the shelves of Grandpa’s collection of asteroid and moon and Mars rocks, to paintings made by Liv’s mother when she’d been a child.

One room down there too, with a whole mushroom farm. Part of their regular food supply.

Upstairs were five bedrooms, all reconfigurable, that had remained as bedrooms all this time, with patchwork quilts on the beds and old gif posters that showed waterfalls or swirling clouds or leaping dolphins. Except Liv’s, which had been endlessly updated.

The kitchen where Liv’s grandmother had just earlier made lunch for them both. Fabulous corn tortilla wrapped salads with homemade shortbread cookies for dessert.

With another winter storm due any minute, and predicted to last through the night and next day at least, Liv had ensured that there was plenty of wood on hand.

She stood from the pile. She put another piece into the firebox. The wood crackled. Flames took hold quickly. Heat rolled from the fire.

Liv put her hand on her grandmother’s forehead. Just to check. Just to be sure.

Cold.

The woman sat with her head back against the upholstery. Her mouth wide open. Thick dark hair styled and trimmed the way she liked it. Shaved around the back, with long bangs.

Barely a hundred, she should have had another hundred years ahead.

Of course they’d known. For a long time. Something always gets you, her grandmother had said when Liv had first arrived to help. Out in the garden on her knees, weeding. Pulling out the dandelions and galmainths that choked her petunias and pansies.

A tiny display on one of the medical chair’s wings glowed at Liv.

She didn’t want to read it. It would confirm that her grandmother had passed. With the banality of a time stamp and likely a cause.

The chair had no soul. No consideration for what a family mi1ght be going through.

Even if there was only one family member present.

The chair would have notified the nearest coroner and funeral director. Officials would be arriving by hover soon. Probably human, but possibly artificials.

Liv bent and kissed her grandmother’s forehead. Her skin was soft and cold.

“Bye,” Liv whispered.
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Chapter Two
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L

iv walked to the balcony, her stocking-feet making soft footfalls on the bamboo floor. The glass pane door slid aside at her approach, closing after her. Minimizing heat-loss.

Liv shivered. She hadn’t felt the cold while she’d been lugging wood. It would freeze tonight, probably. Ahead of the storm.

Liv leaned on the hard balcony rail. A big bird launched itself, twittering, from a nearby branch. A bird she hadn’t seen before. One of the South American parrots that had made itself at home in these wintery climes.

Liv could hear the conversations she’d had with her grandmother.

No one should die of cancer now.

It’s more a blood disease dear. You know that it’s the same thing that killed Marie Curie? I’m in good company.

From the distance came the whine of hovers. The medical officials. Notified. On their way already.

No time for a family to sit and grieve. Sit and be with their dearly departed. Even for a half an hour.

Liv counted three hovers coming in fast. Their bulbous silvery shapes riding on a shimmer of distorted air. Stubby wings keeping them level and smooth.

All coming from the northwest. Greymouth. A city of a hundred thousand, dwelling in squalid apartment blocks. Fifteen families to a floor. Twenty square meters to a family. Liv’s grandmother’s living room was bigger than that.

Liv, dear, her grandmother would be saying now, that’s just not the case. There are some nasty places, I’m not denying it, but there’s beauty and joy too.

There was beauty and joy. But there were still some places worse, though, than the student squalor Liv had endured in Perth. Well, in a couple of her early apartments. Before the grant money had kicked in.

The hovers were coming in faster than she’d expected. They would be here soon.

Lightning flashed out toward the horizon. Over the ocean.

Liv turned and went back inside. Warmer. Cozier.

She sat next to her grandmother. Held her hand. The cold, bony fingers slack.

“They’ll be here soon,” Liv said. “Come to take you away.” Liv sniffed. “I’m sorry we didn’t have more time.”

I’m sorry too, her grandmother might have said.

“Where do I go now?” Liv said.

No answer came.
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Chapter Three
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T

he sound of the hovers landing shook the house. Liv felt the arrivals through the floor.

Behind the house, a wide, automated vegetable patch provided just about everything they needed to eat. Including carrots, broccoli, spinach, tomatoes, peppers, caulis, and passionfruit and grapes. And enough beets, soy and lupins for the protein synthesis.

The hovers, Liv hoped, would set down astride the vegetables, without damaging the plots.

Liv stayed seated, holding her grandmother’s hand. Listening to the hovers’ engines winding down. Was there enough space for three hovers out there? They’d looked pretty big even from a distance.

Liv stood and checked the medical armchair’s display. No information there about the new arrivals. 

Strange. The chair should have given the coroner’s calling card, and the funeral director’s.

Standard practice.

Liv had stayed in touch with the agencies as her grandmother’s illness progressed. Liv knew how the procedure would go.

She turned at a sound. 

A deep, wooden knock on the main door.

The house admitted the guest without Liv’s say-so. The house’s systems would have picked up whatever official ID the person carried and ushered them inside.

A tall woman strode in. Human, not artificial. She wore crisp business clothes. Pressed beige trousers and black pumps. She had her graying hair up with five gelled fingers, like the feathers on an exotic bird.

“Marla Singh,” she said, holding out a finely-boned hand. “I’m so sorry for your loss.”

“Oh.” Liv took the hand and shook. A firm grip. Marla smelled of patchouli. “Thank you.”

“I’m your grandmother’s funeral director,” Marla said. She glanced back toward the door, which had now closed. “The coroners will be through in a moment, but I thought it best if I came as quickly as I could. At this terrible time.”

“I’ve barely even realized that she’s gone,” Liv said. “I was out fetching wood.”

Marla glanced at the firebox. Flames licked at the glass.

“How positively cozy,” Marla said.

“We have a permit,” Liv said. “To have fire. The chimney processes the particulates down to fertilizer.”

“Oh, of course. There’s no question. Do you have somewhere we could talk?”

“How about in the living room.”

Liv led her through. Offered Marla a seat on the settee near the medical armchair. Marla sat and fixed a sad gaze on Liv’s Grandmother’s body.

“Terrible. So young.”

Another knock at the door.

“I see a friend has arrived too,” Marla said. “Their hover landed just as I was coming inside.”

“A friend? Not another official?”

Marla inclined her head. “You don’t know?”

The house admitted the coroner. A spindly man in bleached white trousers and short-sleeve shirt. White tennis shoes. He strode in and made similar condolence remarks to Marla’s.

“May I see your grandmother?” he said. “I realize the chair has noted her passing, but we still have to make an actual human-contact confirmation.”

Liv pointed to the armchair.

“Thank you.” The coroner moved around to the chair. He crouched and took Liv’s grandmother’s hand. Almost the same way herself Liv had.

The coroner placed a black buttonlike object on the middle knuckle. From a pocket took out a flat sliver of a handheld display and examined the data that came through.

He watched for a moment. Gave a silent nod. He returned her hand to the chair’s arm, and his display to the pocket. The black button stayed where it was.

The coroner stood. “That’s it,” he said. “I’m all done here. I’m sorry, again, for you loss. This is a terrible time for you, I’m sure.” He actually sounded genuine.

“Thanks,” Liv said.

The coroner looked at Marla. “She’s all yours Marla. Have a good week. See you for quiz drinks this Friday? It’s Elvis night, so it should be a good evening.”

“Maybe,” Marla said. A frown crossed her face.

“Have a better one,” the coroner headed for the door.

Marla didn’t reply. The patchouli smell seemed less friendly now. More like try-hard.

“I suppose you see a lot of each other,” Liv said. The coroner had been in the house less than a minute. It seemed very clinical. No. Casual.

He did it all the time. He expressed sorrow for the family’s loss, and he hurried away. Scurried away, almost.

Did his job. Moved on to the next.

“I see him sometimes,” Marla said. “The system forwarded your grandmother’s will to me. I take it you know her wishes?”

Liv shook her head. “I always declined. I... didn’t want to face the thought.” She took a breath of the warm air. Rich with the smells of her grandmother’s home. Her home too. “As if keeping the will at arm’s length I could stave off her death? I don’t know.”

“Quite a natural response, I assure you. I can explain it to you. I’ll forward the whole document to you as well, so you can go over it. Essentially, you are her sole heir and she has requested mummification and burial on Sedna.”

Liv looked blankly at Marla. “Sedna?”

“That’s correct.”

“The dwarf planet out beyond even Pluto.”

“The very one. It’s become quite popular.”

Liv looked at her grandmother’s body. “I didn’t even know she knew about it.”

“Well, that’s often—”

Marla broke off at the sound of a knock on the door. Insistent.

“I suppose that’s your friend.”

“Or hers.” Liv stood. “I wasn’t expecting anyone. There have been no messages.”

“She only passed in the last hour,” Marla said. “There could be a few people she may have allowed to know? News can take awhile if people have their connections throttled or shut down.”

“You get that a lot?” The knocking came again.

“More than you would think,” Marla said.

Liv went to the door. The house wasn’t admitting this one. Not an official then. Possibly not even a friend.

Liv’s grandmother had had few people visit over the years. A few nearby friends visited frequently enough that the house knew them, and would let them in, with discretion.

Liv reached the door. “Open please,” she said. So odd to have a house that you could practically talk to, and a wheelbarrow that might have been constructed in the time of the pharaohs.

The door swept aside.

A man in black stood there. His heavy long coat reached to just a couple of centimeters above the steps.

“Hello Liv,” he said. He sounded Canadian.

“You know me?” she said.

But she knew him too. “Amian,” she said as recognition came. Two days of dark stubble on his face. Longer hair. But those eyes. Such a light blue, with a yellow margin to the irises. “Amian Murphy.”

“Well,” he said. “Don’t sound so pleased to see me.”
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Chapter Four
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L

iv led Amian into the house. His heavy boot soles clunked on the floor. Marla stood as Liv and Amian came into the living room. The points of Marla’s hairstyle shivered.

Beyond, through the balcony doors, an owl flew up. Lit from the lights inside the house. The owl landed on the railing and turned its head. The bird darted away again.

Marla stepped toward Amian. “A friend of the family?” she held out her hand again. “I’m Marla.”

Amian looked at her hand. Smiled and took it. They shook. “Amian,” he said. “Old friend, I suppose.”

“We knew each other in school,” Liv said.

––––––––
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“WE DID, WE DID,” HE said. “I could go for a beer. If that’s not impolite?”

“Smells like you’ve already had one.” Liv said.

“Well, that’s just not true. Can’t fly a hover unless you’re stone cold. You should know that as well as anyone. Better, in fact.”

“I do,” Liv said. “I’ll see what the kitchen has.”

The house’s kitchen backed onto the living room. Open plan. A window over the bench looked out at the vegetables—now with two hovers parked.

The kitchen’s array of dispensers, fabricators and synthesizers turned the garden’s bounty into wonderful meals.

But none of them could make beer. Not real beer.

For that, Liv’s grandmother had a traditional powered coolbox. Though she tended to call it a Frigidaire, which seemed cute. The woman rarely drank beer anyway, nowadays.

Liv leant on the bench. She felt a tear make its way down her cheek.

Her grandmother wouldn’t be drinking anything much of anything now.

Steeling herself, Liv opened the big white door on the coolbox. Vegetables and meats, sodas and raws filled the shelves. The bottom compartment held some canisters of Steinlager.

She carried one back to Amian. He took it with a “Thanks,” and slid his thumb across the top to open it.

“Amian was just telling me how you met,” Marla said.

“Max Craven’s party,” Amian said. He took a swig from the beer.

“Before that,” Liv said.

“Mm, that’s good. No, it was there. I was nineteen. You were...?”

“Nineteen.”

“Right. We were out the back. Max’s kid brother had a swing set and you and me, we sat out there until dawn.”

Liv looked at Marla. “It was a picnic table. We talked for maybe twenty minutes. The most memorable part was that I saw a shooting star.”

“An omen, that was.” Amian took another good swig from the beer.

“Sure. You call it that. Right now, I’m dealing with the passing of my grandmother. And Marla here is assisting with the funeral arrangements.”

“Funeral arrangements?” Amian said. “Already? She hasn’t been dead more than an hour and already the vultures are swooping in.”

Marla cleared her throat.

“You knew she’d passed?” Liv said. “It’s out in public already?” She turned to Marla.

Marla shook her head. “We have secure communications. Between your grandmother’s chair and our system. We don’t let out the information. That’s always at the family’s discretion.”

“Please.” Amian held the beer canister at his side. “Information wants to be free. Who are you to hold onto it like some python with its prey.”

––––––––
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“I DON’T APPRECIATE that analogy.”

“You wouldn’t.”

“Amian,” Liv said. “Over here.” She grabbed his elbow and pulled him toward the living room door.

“What?”

They reached the door. Liv pulled him on through the hallway. Continued to the main door.

“What’s going on?” Amian said. “I just got here.”

“You arrived here unannounced. A decade since I last saw you. Right when I’m dealing with this.”

“That’s not entirely true.”

“House,” Liv said. “Main door open please.”

The door swept open. Liv kept pulling Amian.

“Much less than a decade,” he said. “More like... seven years.”

“Out. I don’t need your particular brand of idiocy around right now. Come back next decade.”

She’d moved behind him and she gave him a shove. Amian stumbled on the main steps. Cool night air swirled. Some flickering insects darted through the door, chasing the internal lights. Some alighted on the door that led to the garage.

“Hey.” Amian got his footing and turned to face her.

“Actually,” she said. “Don’t come back. Ever.”

She closed the door and instructed the house not to admit him. “If he’s still on the property in five minutes, alert the police.”

“Yes,” the house responded in its quiet voice.

As she headed back to the living room, Amian started pounding on the door.

“You need me,” he shouted, voice muffled. “My arrival isn’t some random thing. I’m here for a reason.”

Like she needed this today.

Liv returned to Marla.
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Chapter Five
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T

he owl stood on the balcony railing again. Liv stared at the bird. She’d seen it on occasions, but never twice in one night. The owl turned its head, looking at her. It blinked, and turned to face the forest again.

The sound of Amian shouting and pounding continued. Echoing through the house. The owl remained unflustered.

Marla stood at the balcony doors, watching the bird too. Far beyond, a bolt of lightning struck. Right at the coast, probably. The storm would arrive in less than a half an hour.

Marla turned. The gelled fingers in her hair shimmered, picking up stray light.

“I’m sorry for that,” Liv said. “I’m calling the police.”

“Very distressing,” Marla said. “Such unpleasant timing. I’m sure he meant well.”

“I doubt that.” Liv changed her tone. “House. Could you please connect us to the police. I’d like to arrange for a patrol to come and remove our unwelcome guest.”

The pounding and shouting stopped.

After a moment, Marla said, “Maybe that did the trick.”

“He couldn’t have heard me.”

“Connecting,” the house said.

Liv took out her own handheld display and swiped it to the comms. A woman’s face appeared, with the text Westport Police below. She wore a black peaked cap and a frown.

“Emergency?” the woman said.

Liv headed toward the main door. “We have an interloper.” The pounding and shouting had not resumed.

“Interloper? An intruder?”

“Yes.”

“We can dispatch a patrol. Your address is showing as Pukeora Heights.”

“That’s correct.”

“Accessible by road.”

“Yes.”

“No, I’m just reading from the description. We have a ground car in your vicinity. Are you in immediate danger?”

“No, I don’t think so.”

“So that’s a yes?”

“No. I’m not in danger.”

“At all?”

Liv reached the door. It opened and she looked out into the garden. Amian was just getting into his hover. The bulbous machine hummed. It had some dented panels and paint scrapes along the side.

“No,” Liv said. “He’s leaving.”

“All right then. Be sure to call us back if your situation changes.” The woman broke the connection.

“Okay?” Marla said, making Liv jump. Marla had come up right behind her.

“Yes. He’s going.”

“Good. For the best, I suppose.”

“Yes.” Liv turned to her. “Look. Do we have to do this now?”

“I... well, it’s usual to take care of these things with some haste. People like to move on.”

“Tomorrow, then.”

Marla looked blank for a moment. She looked back into the living room. “She can’t just stay there.”

“Sure she can. She’s not doing anyone any harm.”

Amian’s hover continued to hum, but it didn’t lift off.

“This is not how things are done.”

“It is now. If there’s a problem, I’ll talk to my lawyer. Get it straightened out.” Liv didn’t have a lawyer, as such, but it seemed like a useful thing to say.

“Lawyers,” Marla said, face falling. “No need for any of that. But protocols stand. I’ll have to talk to my colleagues before we can reschedule.” She pulled out a slim handheld. No screen, just a short rod.

A buzzer sounded. From the handheld.

Marla frowned. She waved her hand at the handheld and lifted it to her cheek.

“Hello?” she said. Still holding the handheld to her cheek, she listened. “Yes. Yes. The granddaughter is here.”

Marla looked at Liv, but eyes focused off in the distance.

“Okay,” Marla said. “I understand.”

She listened for a moment longer, then focused back on Liv.

“All right,” Marla said. “Goodbye.” She lowered the rod. “I’ve been recalled,” she said. “Apparently your grandmother wished to be left.”

“Figures.”

Marla frowned. “It’s unusual. A wake, I suppose. A tangi.”

“Yes.” A wake with just Liv present.

“All right,” Marla said. “I’ll come back tomorrow.”

“Thank you.”

“First thing, mind you. An hour after sunup.” Marla strode from the house. She followed the path to the other hover.

Amian lifted off. He waved through the hover’s front window. The hover darted away west, over the house.

Liv closed the door and went to sit back with her grandmother.

“What a day,” she told the old woman.

What did you expect? her grandmother would have said.
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Chapter Six
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T

he morning sun crossed the mountains to the east and pierced the windows in Liv’s bedroom. A tiny shaft penetrating the gap in the sea-themed curtains. She stretched under the covers, enjoying the soft feel of the sheets and the warmth of the sun. Her muscles tinged and crinkled, working out the night’s cramps.

Her grandmother would be up making breakfast already.

Oh.

Liv sighed and stared at the speckled ceiling. Her room had been updated several times since she’d grown up. During the time of her mother’s illness, when Liv had been six and they’d moved in, Liv had accepted the quilts and white walls and posters.

By the time she was nine she was done with the cheesy nature gifs on the walls. She’d switched them out for static images. It turned out that the posters had their own interface. She’d just had to draw her thumb along the side to call up billions of other images. Dragons and unicorns for awhile, then vampires and superheroes, then plain black.

The bedding reprogrammed to become black too, then jarring purple and orange, then Mondrian images. Not his color blocks with black lines, but his earlier, more traditional works. Trees and townscapes.

How much of that had to do with her mother’s death? A child’s way of working through all those emotions.

What would happen now? How did the adult Liv work through another death? Her grandmother had basically raised her.

When she’d returned from all those years away, the room had reverted to patchwork on the quilt—hand-stitched, not display fabric—and the posters were nature-focused once again.

She’d left it all that way. She actually liked it. The decor felt more homey.

More like her grandmother.

Who now lay dead on her own bed.

After Marla had left, Liv had carried her grandmother’s body up to her bedroom.

Laid her out on her bed. Brushed her hair.

It was all too much. Liv had had to retreat to her own bedroom.

Her pillow was damp. Tears. She’d slept, but dreams had thrown her around. She was still tired.

But Marla would be coming.

As if on cue, the sound of a hover rumbled through the house. The big engines twisting physics to stay aloft. In moments the machine was settling to the ground.

Early. Not an hour after sunup. Probably predictable, really.

Liv got up. She stretched and yawned and smoothed down her nightdress.

“House, drapes open please.” Strictly speaking the house never needed pleases or thank yous, but Liv had been brought up to use manners. Even to a machine.

The room’s old blue curtains, decorated with white seashells, drew aside revealing the windows. The mountains stood dark and brooding. Hidden in the glare of the morning sun from behind.

On the frosted vegetable patch behind the house stood a parked hover. One of its landing feet had crushed a pumpkin.
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