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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Matti-Jay tugged on the rope that stretched back across the rushing river. The fibers were wet and rough in her hands. The water splashed and churned over rocks. White and foaming.

      The river narrowed here. Charlie said it was the best place to put a bridge. Shortest span, he reckoned. Do it with a single tree trunk.

      Around Matti-Jay, Ludelle’s forests stood tall and dark and green. A flock of brilliant orange birds with long blue crests darted out across the canopy just to the south. The birds wheeled and darted into the gorge, flapping and eyeing Matti-Jay as they whipped by.

      “You know,” Sarah said, standing nearby, holding onto the rope too, “sometimes, when I see something like that I kind of feel like all the other stuff doesn’t matter.”

      “Oh.” Matti-Jay took a breath. The air was cool and fresh. The rushing, splashing water helped with that.

      “The birds,” Sarah said. “I meant the birds.”

      Sarah was one of the twenty-three survivors of the wreck of the Donner. She was in her late twenties, smart as anything. Well, at least about biology and how to process some of the local plant materials into human-digestible foods. Next thing to work on was making those foods actually taste like anything but dry leaves or cotton rags.

      “I know you meant the birds,” Matti-Jay said. She liked Sarah well enough. Sarah had always been one of the few who didn’t make a big deal about Matti-Jay being the youngest member of the Donner’s crew.

      Sarah had actually named the river. The Danube. Since, at least upstream and downstream of the narrow, raging gorge, the waters were deep and blue.

      Matti-Jay had never seen the actual Danube, back in Europe. On Earth.

      Fifty three light years away.

      With no deep space vessel, and no working jumptech buoy to send a message, chances were she would never see the actual Danube anyway.

      “I wish we had time to do real biology work,” Sarah said, still staring after the flock. “I mean, that’s what I came here to do.”

      Matti-Jay bit her tongue, instead of saying, Maybe you should be grateful you survived at all. Of three hundred aboard the Donner, there were twenty three of them.

      So far. If their explorations north of the river helped, they might find more. Over the six months they’d been stuck here, they’d found a dozen.

      Some had died, though.

      Ludelle seemed so beautiful, with its amazing forests and lakes and fauna, but it could still be very dangerous. In unpredictable ways.

      “Well,” Matti-Jay said. “Everyone wishes they could do what they first came out here to do. But right now we’ve got to work on how we can survive for as long as possible, right.”

      “No need to be snippy.”

      Matti-Jay sighed. Sarah was right, though in truth she was being a bit precious and fragile.

      A kilometer above the top of the gorge, the river flowed over a twenty meter high scarp, from a lake that was over thirty kilometers long, and ten kilometers wide.

      It had some nice spots where they could set up a new camp if they wanted. Beaches with white sand, meadows where they could set up better shelters and workshops. A good place to set down Blue Defender, the one working craft they had.

      Right now, though, Blue Defender was on the ground. Ade was working on the Voith generators. Maintenance, with the meager resources they had at hand. It had to be done. It was all very well having an operating vessel, but if it fell out of the sky, well that wasn’t any use at all.

      They’d been able to map some of the area around camp, but mostly the lay of the land remained unknown. Mapping on foot was slow going.

      “Hey!” Charlie called from across the river. “What are you two gawping at? Concentrate on the rope.”

      “What do you need us to do?” Matti-Jay said.

      The plan kind of made sense. Charlie, Goose and Euber had paddled across the river on a pontoon raft, just downstream of the gorge. They’d walked back up and Charlie had hurled across a rock with a string attached.

      Mosses and tiny flowering plants clung in the crevices on the rocks. Flying insects darted in and around some of the more pungent flowers.

      “Keep the rope steady,” Charlie called. “And get it tied off to the trunk.”

      “He thinks we’re idiots,” Sarah whispered.

      “That’s just his way.” Matti-Jay tugged the rope. The trunk wasn’t far off.

      “You always stick up for him.”

      Matti-Jay said nothing. They’d cut the trunk earlier. One of the slimmer trees. They’d trimmed off most of the branches, and were using a lot of them to be rollers to help the trunk on its way across the river.

      Charlie’s hurled string had been attached to a rope, then to a thicker rope. One thing they were able to manufacture relatively easily was rope. The partially functioning food processors produced a lot of fibers.

      Diamande and Kendra had worked out a system using some recovered landing gear from one of the busted up survival pods to turn fibers into twine.

      Twine became rope. At some point they would be able to make netting. Already Diamande’s next project was to create a loom to make fabric.

      Itchy fabric, but it would be worth it. Their ship’s overalls were all wearing out.

      “Hear that?” Sarah said. “I can hear something.”

      Sarah had crouched to the end of the trunk, where it was notched ready to be tied off. Once they got this trunk across, getting another one, and then building a proper bridge would be much easier.

      “Hear what?” Matti-Jay listened, but the rushing water drowned out most of the forest sounds. The buzzing of insects and the fluttering of birds and the crazy calls of the mammalian animals that scampered through the trees.

      “I don’t know what it is,” Sarah said. “Like someone’s playing a tuba way off in the forest.”

      Sarah had been in her high school and university orchestras. One of the things lost in the wreck of the Donner had been her viola.

      A pity, really. She played really beautifully, and music was probably about as important as food. Well, maybe just below shelter.

      “A tuba?” Matti-Jay said, bending to help tie off the rope. But she could vaguely hear it now. A dull, distant drone sound.

      She stopped. Stood upright. She looked back across the river. Charlie stood there at the edge, watching her.

      Goose and Euber stood just upstream. Euber was peering away above the trees.

      “Nearly there?” Charlie shouted.

      “Nearly there,” Sarah called, then, more quietly, “Tell him to settle. There’s no rush on this, right?”

      “Right.”

      The droning sound was growing, through. Thrumming through Matti-Jay. She could feel it right in her sternum.

      “Whoa,” Sarah said. “It’s getting strong.”

      She stood too.

      “Don’t let go of the rope!” Charlie yelled.

      But the rope was gone. Washing away in the river. Both Matti-Jay and Sarah just stared over into the forest.

      “This could be bad,” Sarah said.

      From behind, Charlie was cursing. Euber was shouting something excitedly. Something like, “See that! See that!”

      “We lost the rope,” Sarah said, still staring. “I dropped it.”

      Something moved in the trees. Like a big animal. One of the peccary or tapir kind of things that were pretty common around here.

      Then, a quiet hoot, barely audible over the drone.

      “Dub,” Matti-Jay said. “Over here!”

      Shaped like a six-legged antelope, or a centaur, Dub was one of the local alien robots which had taken a shine to Matti-Jay. Dub’s body had been rebuilt a couple of times with help from Diamande and Charlie, and a colony of microbots from Blue Defender.

      Dub always seemed to have its own agenda, but would come back and help out an awful lot.

      Dub strode from the trees, and quickly scampered over the rocky ground. Dub’s sensor-covered head looked back and forth. Its head display flashed a series of question marks.

      ????

      “I don’t know either,” Matti-Jay said.

      The deep sound continued building. Matti-Jay put her hands over her ears.

      They’d encountered enough bad things here on Ludelle that they were always cautious.

      The last few months had been kind of easy on them, though. Maybe they were getting complacent.

      “See it!” Euber screamed.

      “Shut up,” Goose shouted. “We see it.”

      “I don’t see it,” Sarah said. “See what?”

      Matti-Jay glanced back.

      Charlie, Goose and Euber were all standing on one of the bigger rocks. Staring across the river and up over the trees on Matti-Jay and Sarah’s side.

      Staring at something above the trees.

      “What do you see?” Matti-Jay called.

      But then the light changed and she looked around.

      And she saw what they were seeing.

      It was huge. Rounded, with vast tubes wrapped around it. Windows and lights. Like one of those old zeppelins, big and fat and moving slowly.

      There were a lot of things sticking from it. Aerials and pods, things that might have been wings. The sun sparkled from some of the surfaces.

      Dub stepped back and forth, side to side. Staring up. Feet clicking on the rocks as it moved.

      “New arrival,” Dub said in its synthesized voice. Matti-Jay still wasn’t used to the sound.

      But right now all she could do was stare up.

      Some kind of a vessel.

      It was probably three or four hundred meters up. But just huge.

      Bigger even than the Donner had been.

      And this one was just lazily drifting through the air. The thrumming sound eased. The air around the vessel shimmered.

      Specks wandered through the shimmering. Gold embers that grew and diminished. Was that part of the antigravity system that it had to use?

      The ship was shaped like a pointed football. Fat. With tubes and pipes and cables all around its exterior.

      “It’s got Voiths too,” Euber shouted. “Big antigravity systems.”

      That’s how Euber thought. How something worked. Not freaking because a giant alien ship was drifting overhead.

      But it was something different. Below the ship, glowing sparks hovered. Like brilliant, dancing gold embers. The embers swirled around, coming from ports in the ship’s keel, and weaving around, slipping back into the ports.

      It was quite beautiful.

      The vessel moved on by. In a couple of minutes it had slipped away across the river and was hidden behind the trees on Charlie’s side.

      “We should get back to camp,” Sarah said.

      She was right, of course, but Matti-Jay had a better idea. “No,” she said. “Let’s get this bridge done fast. We need to go follow that.”

      “You’re out of your mind.”

      But already Matti-Jay was looking for the rock with the string so she could pull the rope back and get it tied to the trunk.
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      The deep thrumming drone continued. It rolled through Matti-Jay as if she was stuck inside some engine somewhere. The vessel was out of sight. Gone.

      Gone somewhere to the north.

      “We need higher ground,” she whispered.

      Good idea, Dub’s display flashed.

      “What are you talking about?” Sarah said.

      Matti-Jay found the string. She pulled it along until she got to the fattest rope. It was soaked through. The rushing river had tugged it away.

      “What are you doing?” Sarah said. “We need to get back to camp. This is...”

      “I know,” Matti-Jay said.

      A giant vessel passing overhead. It wasn’t unprecedented, as Sarah might have been going to say. They’d had plenty of strange encounters during their time here.

      From aliens who were also marooned, to robots disassembling each other, to a self-assembling tower that grew in four days, just a few valleys over. Hundreds of stories high, the tower had disassembled by the time they’d reached the site, leaving a deep hole in the ground, with markings baked into clay that might have been random, or might have been language.

      But a ship was something else. A ship meant transport. It might not mean transport home, but it sure was worth investigating.

      Matti-Jay got the rope tied off around the hollow in the tip of the trunk. Dub crouched and used its manipulator arms to work on the rope.

      “Let’s go,” Sarah said. “The other three can paddle back.”

      Sarah clambered up onto one of the boulders along the gorge side and shouted for Charlie and the others to paddle back.

      “Good idea,” Goose called.

      “Wait,” Matti-Jay said. “It will be faster if we get the bridge in place. Ten, maybe fifteen minutes.”

      It would take the other three more than an hour to get back around via their raft on the river. Part of the reason for thinking of a bridge in the first place.

      It was a good hour back to camp anyway. This part of Ludelle had a lot of rolling hills.

      Easy walking, mostly, but the up and down could get wearying.

      Putting the bridge in would open up a whole lot more areas for them to continue searching. Whether that was for more survivors or just other resources.

      Goose had already started walking down the gorge.

      “Wait,” Matti-Jay called. “Help with the bridge.”

      “We need to get back,” Goose said. “This is a big change.”

      “Yes it is. That’s why we need to get you back soonest.”

      “What?”

      “She’s right,” Charlie called. “It’ll be faster to take the bridge back.”

      “Assuming we don’t screw it up,” Sarah said. “What if we drop the tree in the river. That’ll take more time than anything. And you’ll still have to paddle back.”

      Matti-Jay checked the knots on the tree. It would be better to have double-roped it. That way if they did screw something up–like letting the rope break–they had a back up.

      Charlie, Goose and Euber pulled on the rope from the other side. Matti-Jay and Sarah guided the trunk as best they could. It rode across the laid out branches unevenly. Snagging at times. Sliding down.

      “Should have thought this out better,” Sarah said.

      “We’ve thought it out just fine.” Matti-Jay stomped on a branch to keep the trunk moving.

      Sarah muttered something, but she continued working to guide the trunk on.

      Dub was halfway along, making sure that things didn’t jam up. Dub was pushing with its manipulator arms.

      The leading end of the trunk moved out over the river. The branches creaked and made cracking sounds.

      “You need to be upstream,” Matti-Jay shouted to the three across the river pulling the rope.

      Charlie and the others were almost straight across from her, but it was obvious with the direction of the trunk, that they needed a different angle.

      “We can’t,” Charlie called. His voice sounded strained. “The log’s got some momentum.”

      They were all hand-over-handing the rope. The log didn’t really have that much momentum, but Charlie was kind of right.

      Which meant Sarah was right too; they hadn’t thought this out quite well enough.

      “Dub,” Matti-Jay said. “We need to make sure it goes straight.”

      “Okay then,” Dub said. It scurried ahead. Ran right to the jumbled river’s edge. Dub put its manipulator arms against the trunk. Guiding it along, hand-over-hand too. Pushing it on.

      “That’s it,” Charlie shouted. “Keep going.”

      The trunk creaked and cracked on. It wasn’t until it was halfway across the river that things went bad.

      Sarah yelped as one of the roller branches snapped. Dub hooted. It tumbled backward. Clattering on the rocks.

      “Look out!” Charlie shouted.

      Goose and Euber fell too.

      Charlie kept pulling.

      The trunk tipped. The leading end dipped toward the river. Downstream.

      Matti-Jay ran back. She jumped onto the trunk. Kept running. Using her weight to tip it back up.

      “That’s it!” Charlie shouted.

      “Get down from there,” Sarah yelled at her. “You’ll fall. You’ll get hurt.”

      Matti-Jay kept running. She raced right to the end. She was only about a meter up in the air. Her weight did some of the work of balancing the trunk.

      “Good,” Dub said.

      It got to its feet and pushed on the trunk again.

      Goose and Euber had gotten up too. They pulled on the rope with Charlie.

      “We should have been upstream,” Charlie shouted.

      “I told you,” Sarah said.

      “Just keep pushing,” Matti-Jay said.

      “You got it.” Sarah moved and pushed on the trunk again. She let go for a moment to adjust one of the supporting branches.

      But none of it worked. The trunk moved out over the river, the end getting closer and closer to the water.

      “Pull!” Charlie shouted.

      They did.

      And Sarah climbed up onto the end with Matti-Jay, trying to balance the weight. To lift up the far end.

      The end stabbed into the river. Jammed into the rushing rapids, still a meter shy of the far side.

      Matti-Jay felt the trunk shudder as it got stuck.

      Everything stopped moving.

      Nothing like a secure bridge. More like a log that had just washed down in a flood.

      “Well,” Sarah said. “That was a waste of time.”

      “Not completely,” Matti-Jay said, and ran down the trunk. Heading out over the water.
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      The air-filling drone sound had gone. Either the craft had vanished. Or, just maybe, it had landed.

      Matti-Jay needed to get to higher ground. And she needed to be on the right side of the river.

      Which meant crossing the half-finished bridge.

      Or, to put it more exactly, the stripped log they’d dumped into the raging river.

      But she could make it. She just had to trust herself.

      Sarah yelled at Matti-Jay as she ran down the trunk. Matti-Jay didn’t even hear the words. The tone was pretty clear though.

      Don’t be an idiot. Get back here on dry land.

      But Matti-Jay was already out over the river. The sound of it was loud. And the spray of water made the air cool.

      And made the log damp.

      It wasn’t yet slick. The bark was rough. But if she wasn’t careful, she was going to dump herself into the rapids.

      No one would be happy about that. Not a bit.

      Halfway across. Still running.

      Charlie shouted something too.

      Matti-Jay kept concentrating. She watched the log. Visualized exactly where each step would land.

      Another few steps and she would reach the end. Reach the point where the tip of the log vanished into the water.

      The gap from there to the rocky bank was bigger than she’d thought when she’d started out. Maybe two meters.

      Maybe two and a half.

      Could she jump that far?

      From the corner of her eye she saw movement. Someone coming in.

      Step.

      Two steps to go.

      At least she was running downhill. That helped her momentum.

      Another step.

      One to go.

      Except that her last step was going to just in the water. Would she be able to get enough push to jump out at all.

      Instead of slipping and falling right in?

      Step.

      She jumped. Lunged out.

      The bank suddenly looked much rockier than it had when she’d set out on the insane sprint.

      She was in the air.

      Sarah was still screaming at her.

      Matti-Jay watched the bank. There was a good landing spot. She hadn’t slipped.

      The jump was good.

      Or not.

      No. Not so good.

      Her mind raced.

      She was dropping. She was going to land in the water at the edge.

      Was there sand there? The water did seem to eddy back.

      She splashed down. Fell forward.

      There was no sand. No bank.

      Just an eddying hole. The water tugged at her legs.

      Matti-Jay cursed. She clawed at the bank. Got a hold of the rocks.

      Slipped back. The edges cut her fingers.

      She grabbed again. Got a good hold. Steadied herself.

      Under the water, her feet found the side. She pushed in. Climbed up.

      Then Charlie was there. Reaching over the top of the rock. Helping her up.

      Water sluiced from her. She was cold. Puffing.

      With Charlie’s help, she got quickly out of the water. Pulled right up and out and over the rock. She lay back down on a soft sandy patch, staring up at the brilliant blue sky.

      “Matti-Jay!” Charlie said. “You need to be more careful.”

      “We need a good lookout spot,” she said, sitting up. “We need to see where that ship went.”

      “What?”

      “That’s what this was about?” Goose said coming up. “You just about drowned yourself so you could get a look at a ship that’s already gone?”

      “That’s right.” Matti-Jay stood.

      Back across the river Sarah was standing right by the far end of the log, staring wide-eyed. Matti-Jay waved.

      Sarah waved back, slow and numb.

      “That was just dumb,” Euber said. “Cool, though.”

      “Thanks,” Matti-Jay said.

      Dub was climbing up onto the log, balancing like a mountain goat. It started quickly across, with Sarah shouting for Dub to come back.

      “Looks like Dub thinks it’s a good idea,” Charlie said. “So what next?”

      Matti-Jay shivered. She was cold from her dunking, but she would dry out soon.

      “Next, let’s find some high ground to see that ship.”
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      The sun faded away behind a growing layer of clouds. The air grew cooler.

      Matti-Jay followed a forest path. The kind of thing animals used to get around. There were a variety of paw and hoof prints in the muddier parts.

      There were some gaps in the trees. Small meadows where other trees had fallen, or large boulders discouraged the growth of bigger plants.

      “Where do you think we’re heading?” Goose said from behind.

      They’d been walking hard for fifteen minutes already. Matti-Jay was starting to dry out, but she was getting chilly.

      “There’s a knoll leading up the scarp, remember,” she said.

      “We could have just climbed a tree,” Sarah said from farther back.

      “You go climb a tree then,” Goose said.

      “Easy everyone,” Charlie said. “Matti-Jay is right. We need to see what we can see and gather the information that we can.”

      “Should have just gotten Blue Defender to make a flyover,” Sarah said. “Then we–Ow!”

      Matti-Jay turned. She’d been about to point out that Blue Defender was grounded at the moment, but she saw Sarah limping.

      “What?” Matti-Jay said. “What happened?”

      “Just went over on my ankle.” Sarah stopped. She lifted her right leg and wiggled her foot. “It’ll be all right.”

      “We’re not set up for an expedition,” Euber said. “We should get back to camp. Diamande will know what to do.”

      He crouched and took Sarah’s ankle in his hands. She jumped.

      “Hey!” she said.

      “It hurts?”

      “No. That was just... don’t grab my ankle.”

      “Sorry.” Euber stood.

      He was right, in a way. Diamande would be annoyed if they all got hurt. But then, that ship.

      They had to find out about it.

      “I’ll go on,” Matti-Jay said. “Dub will come with me. The rest of you can get on back to the camp.”

      “The ship’s long gone anyway,” Sarah said. “It’s a waste of time.” She put her foot down, testing the weight. “Now how am I going to get across your stupid busted bridge log, huh?”

      From somewhere nearby something shrieked. One of the forest animals shouting at a mate, or warning of a predator.

      “I’ll go back with her,” Goose said. “Easier to go on past the gorge and paddle across where the river gets lazy again.”

      “I’m not walking all that way,” Sarah said.

      “We’ll figure it out,” Goose said. “Charlie, Euber, you can go with Matti-Jay. Or not suit yourselves.”

      Matti-Jay glanced at Charlie. Despite his youth–Charlie was the next youngest on the crew, just a few years older than her–Charlie was the one in charge of the expedition. Right now it was almost like Goose had taken charge.

      “You go with her, yeah,” Charlie said. “Euber, you should too. Matti-Jay and I will carry on to high ground. Shouldn’t be far, right Matti-Jay?”

      “Shouldn’t be far,” Matti-Jay said. “To the scarp.”

      Sarah gave her a nod. Matti-Jay nodded back. She turned and headed away up the trail.

      It might all be a waste of time anyway. The ship was probably gone. Just another unexplained event out her on Ludelle.

      She watched her footing on the rough ground. It was easy to see how Sarah had turned her ankle.

      They should be used to this by now, though. It wasn’t like walking the streets back on Earth. Not like some well-prepared hiking trail.

      Ahead, Dub popped out from the brush at the side of the trail and strode on. Dub glanced back at Matti-Jay and its head display flashed Hi.

      Sometimes Dub spoke in its synthesized voice. Dub did seem to prefer to communicate with the head display some days.

      Some days, Dub just said nothing. Or was just gone, off on some exploration only Dub itself knew about.

      “Wait up,” Charlie called.

      Matti-Jay kept walking. They’d lost enough time already. The ship probably had gone already. Just flown past and vanished.

      But the sound had changed. And if that meant that the ship had landed, then it might still be around somewhere nearby.

      Of course, it could leave at any moment too.

      “Matti-Jay!”

      “Hurry up, Charlie.”

      Soon the forest began thinning again. The animal trail petered out and they had to force their way through branches and undergrowth.

      The slope of the ground changed suddenly as Matti-Jay and Charlie proceeded. The steep rise to the top of the scarp.

      “Not quite a cliff,” Charlie said. “But not really a hill.”

      They picked their way up the rocky slope. Matti-Jay used her hands a lot to steady herself. “Not really climbing,” she said, “but not really walking either.”

      “Funny,” Charlie said.

      There were trees growing around them, but it was sparser and the trees were stunted. Matti-Jay had to watch that she didn’t prick her hands on their short spikes as she carried on up.

      Just past a steeper part–which was more like climbing–they came to a wide shelf of a ledge. About four meters across, and ten or so wide. It narrowed at the sides. Its surface rock was gray, with the dark orange stains. Water lay in some shallow pools.

      At the far corner a pretty bright green bird stood by one of the pools. The bird watched Matti-Jay and Charlie come up onto the ledge.

      “We won’t hurt you,” Matti-Jay said.

      The bird dipped its head, took a gulp of water, and spread its wings. In moments the bird had slipped away across the trees.

      “Look at that,” Matti-Jay said, eyes following the bird’s track.

      They were above the main canopy of the forest. It rolled on, patchy and jumbled, over hills and into valleys. More birds flocked to the west, and the blustery billowing clouds seemed whiter and the sky seemed bluer.

      And standing three valleys to the north west, was the tall, fat conical nose of the ship they’d seen.
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      Matti-Jay had only glimpsed the vessel earlier, when it had passed over the gorge. The ship’s deep drone thrumming through her, the makeshift bridge still not in place.

      “It’s huge,” Charlie said as they both stared out across the forest. “Must be eighty, ninety stories high. More.”

      Matti-Jay nodded. “We have to get over there.”

      Charlie glanced back to the south. Toward their camp. “Long ways,” he said.

      “I figure maybe fifteen kilometers.”

      “About right.”

      From below their ledge, Dub hooted. That soft, comforting sound that was somewhere between an owl and a whale.

      “Can you get up here?” Matti-Jay said.

      But she needn’t have asked. In moments Dub had clattered up with them. It stood and peered around, staring at the ship. Dub’s head hummed.

      “Where did you get to?” Charlie said. “I thought you were ahead of us.”

      “Was ahead,” Dub said. “Then. Behind.”

      “There’s your answer,” Matti-Jay said.

      “Yes. And I can tell from the look in your eye that you want to walk there. Now. To the ship.”

      “That’s right. We’re already wasting time.”

      “That’s a day’s walk. At least.”

      “I know.” Matti-Jay had spent plenty of full days walking in their time here. It wasn’t like she wasn’t up for it.

      “It’s a couple of hours back to camp.” Charlie crouched and peered at the little pools. He picked up a loose pebble and tossed it into the water

      “Which would put us two hours farther away.”

      “Yes.”

      “Unless we could fly Blue Defender out there. But she’s offline, right? She’s undergoing maintenance. My little ship’s not going to last forever, is she now?”

      “Funny how you call your ship ‘she’, but you call Dub ‘it’. Dub’s got far more personality than your ship. Which, by the way is not your ship. Just because you brought her down here, doesn’t make it–her–yours.”

      “I know that.”

      It didn’t matter, really. What was important was that they get to the new arrival quickly.

      “Dub,” Matti-Jay said.

      Yes, read Dub’s display.

      “What do you think is the fastest way to get there?”

      “I go alone,” Dub vocalized.

      “How does that help?” Charlie said. “For all we know... well, I don’t know. What I mean is, how does it help us get there?”

      “Dub will tell them to wait. Won’t you... Dub?”

      Dub was already gone. Clambering rapidly down the steep slope. In moments Dub had vanished into the forest.

      “Some friendship you have there,” Charlie said.

      “Dub knows what it’s doing.”
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      Back at camp, there was something of an uproar going on.

      Camp itself was a clearing near the edge of a smaller river that drained into the Danube, eventually. They’d constructed shelters around the sides of the clearing, in against the forest.

      In the middle of the clearing, there was a small stockade. Little more than a thick, double fence made from two-meter long straight branches, the stockade was their retreat point.

      After a couple of challenging encounters with locals–Grissom and Vise included–it had become clear that they needed better protection than the makeshift shelters constructed from branch frames and salvaged survival pod pieces.

      They hadn’t used the stockade yet. Not because of any attack.

      Right now, Cale and Alison were walking around the stockade, pulling on the ropes and branches. Just testing its strength. Cale was small, not even as big as Matti-Jay, and he was able to climb easily and grab the upper ropes, checking them.

      Others were gathering supplies and bringing them over to the stockade.

      Diamande was working at one of the outside tables with Delle and Kendra. They had some handheld displays spread out. Diamande spotted Matti-Jay and Charlie come into the clearing and waved them over.

      Kendra had her lush dark hair tied back in a ponytail. Delle’s was cut short. All of them wore worn ship overalls.

      Matti-Jay hurried across. They had six long tables, fat branches for legs, and survival pod panels for the deck. The survival
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