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Chapter 1
Liquid City


For some old tunnel people, men with skin stained forever with gas residue, women with gnarled knuckles and teeth worn down to the gum, this moment is the closest they have to a religion. The moment just before the gas pushes you forward and your worn sails fan out and your shuttle hurtles down the tunnel, twisting until finding place to settle that, if you have calculated correctly – and you must, your life depends on it – will not be too high or too low. You don’t know when that moment is until it’s over; it’s the moment when you’re barely moving forward and you cannot go back, the moment when your fate is entirely out of your hands.  
I’m waiting on that moment, or perhaps it is already here. I’m being carried forward slowly on the last traces of momentum from a previous surge of gas, so slowly I can make out every detail of the stained tunnel lining in the glow of the craft’s lamps. My small hands, streaked with grease, are gripped tight to the controls, waiting for the burst of gas which – if my information is correct, and it had better be, I paid enough for it – will propel me spinning through the tunnels, out of the city and towards my destination. 
The narrowcraft shudders and we’re off. I’m belted in tightly, but still have to cling on as we rotate and spin through the tunnels. My shuttle is heavy today, and I can feel the drag even as we hurtle along. Outward journeys are seldom as profitable as inbound trips, but I’ve been able to pack the craft to capacity and so there’ll be coins left over after expenses and some food and beer. 
It takes all my effort to avoid scraping the sides of the tunnel. High pressure blasts are a mixed blessing – they get us there faster, but it’s a nightmare to handle at the start. My shoulders ache from tugging at the controls, the straps cutting against my skin. I’ve been biting the insides of my cheeks so hard they bleed. Still, it gives me some satisfaction that I can handle this, handle it better – even if I do say so myself – than many born-and-bred multi-generation tunnel folk. 
Having filled up the tunnel to some distance ahead of us, the pressure of the gas slows. I’ve calculated our weight nicely, and we are moving forward, more sedately, in the middle of the tunnel. Below us, the dark, heavy, gas – above, thinner and lighter. In between, as if floating on the surface of an invisible river, is the Planetfell, is us. 
Although the controls require constant attention to stop us going too high or too low, to stop us being caught by unseen crags, the pressure is off for a while. I cross my arms so I can rub my shoulders, relax my jaw. A brown, rubbery tentacle pokes its way into the tin bubble that forms the cockpit, then another. Slowly, testing the atmosphere. I roll my eyes and stare straight ahead. 
“Thanks for all your help back there, Zek.” 
“No need to be sarcastic. I was checking on the cargo. Wouldn’t want to find that it wasn’t properly secured and you lost all of it. Wow, you’d lose business and have to pay some handsome bribes to get the tunnel cleaned up. And what if one of your rivals had hidden a bomb on your craft. We’d both be dead without me to check – and more importantly your precious craft would be shards of metal corroding slowly at the bottom of a tunnel.” 
“Oh, don’t be so melodramatic. Take the controls – I need a piss.” 
“Surprised you didn’t do it in your seat,” Zek taunts, but he takes the shotgun seat anyway, one tentacle after another finding its way into the well in front until his body moves with them and rests on the seat. I pull myself through the flexible conduit that connects to the second sphere, which contains a curtained-off chemical toilet, a sink and food storage, as well as a hammock that can be hung across its length, and try not to miss Rosalie, my former co-pilot and a lot more besides. 
On the way back, I grab a handful of crackers and a bottle of apple sugar-syrup diluted in water. The view from the cockpit window is never-ending, swirling brown. A periscope can be raised upwards into the thinner gas for vision, but even then the view is murky. We float. 
Today’s journey is taking us to Skyport. I haven’t been for a couple of years and avoid it when I can – too many memories. But work has been hard to come by this season, and I’ve taken what I can. I switch the controls over to my side as Zek pecks on some pungent smoked fish. 
I’ve taken this tunnel often enough to know there are pockets and irregularities, but not enough to get a sense of where they are. So when we shudder to a halt in a gas pocket against a protrusion jutting from the tunnel wall, it still takes me by surprise. I groan. 
“Don’t know what you’re making that noise for,” mutters Zek, his consonants clacking hard against each other. “Not you who’s going to get your nice suit all stained and calluses along your tentacles.” 
I check Zek’s mask for him and he makes his way through the Planetfell to the rearmost sphere and out through the cramped excuse for an airlock. Inevitably, we lose some air, but nothing we can’t cope with. Anchored to the craft, he uses five of his tentacles to push against the walls of the tunnel and manoeuvre us out until we can get moving again. I’d got the idea from the horse-using canal folk, my first year in the city when I worked the barges, watched how they legged their way through tunnels whilst the horse was walked round the tow path. Other tunnel folk have spent money on heavier engines to get themselves out of such predicaments. Engines have their place, I guess, but the whole reason narrowcrafting is profitable is because we use someone else’s energy – and half the time the engines don’t work anyway. So when Rosalie and I went our separate ways, and I was looking for new crew, I took one look at Zek and realised he was exactly what I needed. Shame about the attitude, but you can’t win them all. 
The trip takes a little under seven hours – it’s a comfortable journey, far more so than those to the outposts, which can be up to a week in uncertain conditions. That said, most of the expenses of crafting are at the start and end of the journey, or per trip, so short trips can end up less profitable. As I said, I try to avoid Skyport when I can. 
Zek heads out again when we reach the end of the journey, this time to manoeuvre us into a side tunnel, through the airlock, and into a makeshift bay. As expected, a security guard is waiting, and she closes the doors behind us. She is a mass of muscle with a large, old-school gas mask – it’s fine to breathe in a bit of Selnon, but you wouldn’t want to spend all day exposed to it. I join Zek outside the craft, hand her a wad of notes with the face of the Regent printed on in deep blue. There’s a standard bribe round here, no need for us even to speak. She returns around twenty minutes later with two men – at more expense to me – and some carts. We haul the cargo out of the ship and into the metal cage-lifts, taking the stairs up ourselves, and emerge blinking into the sunlight. 
***Skyport. If I’d grown up here, instead of amongst the stars, I’d find it spectacular, dreams made real, everywhere the sound of engines and the flashing of signal lights and the calls for last boarding. Even knowing that the strips of red-brown mud cannot compare to the glass-fronted, multi-terminal ports of more advanced planets, I still stop to breathe in the movement all around me before heading in the direction of a tavern. Zek has already abandoned me, off to spend his pay on an overnight soak and a new suit. 
Even now, it feels for a moment as if maybe the last fifteen years never happened. Never mind that any time I catch a glimpse of myself in my brown overalls and my hair bleached and stained and bleached again I know that I am visibly leaving my youth behind. Never mind that this port has doubled in size and boasts several new restaurants and first-class waiting areas as well as the tavern and some old shelters. Part of me could be seventeen again, taking a day’s shore leave before reboarding the cargo cruiser where my father is First Engineer, and which has been my home all my life. Just for a moment though. 
I haul myself up to one of the high benches, order some beer, garlic bread, and – after a brief deliberation – some skewered seafood with dipping sauce. If the dearth of affordable accommodation means I am going to be sleeping in the ship, I may as well treat myself with food. I’m looking to make my next contract here – something that pays decently, hopefully. But I need a few minutes to settle myself. Even after a childhood aboard spaceships, and most of my adult life in the tunnels, I still find myself dizzy for the first half hour or so I am on stable land. Of course, I think, looking at my feet dangling high above the ground, it would help if I did not need to perch up here like this. 
“Casp Alkin?” 
“Who’s asking?” Not every job we take is legal, so it always pays to be cautious. Besides, this man seems a little out of place, as if he has too much money to be drinking in an establishment such as this. It’s not something I can put a finger on – his clothes are pretty nondescript, and it’s not even that he carries tell-tale signs of wealth – but something doesn’t sit quite right. 
“I heard you are the best person to talk to about tunnel business.” 
I don’t mind admitting that there’s nothing like a bit of praise to break any shell I erect around myself. I wipe my hand on my overalls – which given the state of them probably doesn’t help much, but it’s the thought that counts – and hold it out to him. 
At that moment, the ground starts shaking. There is a large ship coming in, and leaves and splinters of who knows what are kicked up through the open front of the bar. I splutter and shield my eyes as the shadow looms across the benches. A large jolt, and it’s down. It’s a Hodal freighter, T-Class. One of the largest you’ll find in private hands; runs like a dream, too. Pretty rare to have something that big here – a once-a-year event. 
“Big ship, eh?” 
“I grew up on one of those,” I reply. The smell of grilled fish wafts through the smoky air. Just for a second, I allow myself to think it is my ship come back for me. That my father was only intending to leave me for a week, a month, to teach me a lesson, but something happened and for the past fifteen years they’ve been thinking of me, desperate to return. 
But as this ship pulls in I can see its name and allegiance. It belongs to one of the agri-giants – probably here just to make a small drop-off of some off-world delicacies for the rich before heading off. Nothing to do with me. 
See, this is why I avoid Skyport. Most of the time I’m a well-adjusted adult, with my own business and friends and life, whose family is but a memory. Get me out here to the port and it’s angst all over the show. 
“Bet you learned a few things,” he says. 
“I did. Sorry, your name is…?” 
“You can call me Vic.” 
Assumed names can be part of the deal in this business. Most tunnel folk go by monikers. Casp is not the name that’s in my galaxy-wide records – if they even still exist – but it is my real name, and I fought hard enough for it that I’m not going to use any other. 
“And what brings you in search of me today, Vic?” 
“Got some cargo needs transporting. Sensitive stuff. Not much, but it would need to be the only cargo on your ship. I need to have your word the crates will not be opened, and will be handled with special care. Here to city, tomorrow. Can you do it?” 
“Sole cargo’s not cheap,” I say, with more hesitancy that I’d have liked to display, but he smiles and names a number. It’s all I can do to not fall backwards at the price, but I manage to lay out my standard terms of half now, half on delivery, which he readily agrees to. If I can secure jobs like this, I’ll pay off the Planetfell sooner than I could have hoped, finally be able to call the narrowcraft I know better than any person my own. 
“This wouldn’t be anything… that’s going to get me into trouble?” I ask before I swing down from my seat. He takes a decent gulp from his glass. 
“I’ll be straight with you. This isn’t your everyday cargo. We’d rather it wasn’t brought to the attention of the authorities. But is it breaking any laws? No. You have my word on that.” 
I nod in acknowledgement. 
“I understand Skyport cargos come in at Bay Seven?” 
“That’s the one.” 
“Good. I’ll have people there to help unload. No need to worry about hiring. Leave a message with the barman if there are any problems; otherwise I’ll see you at seven tomorrow.” 
I’m in need of a forecast, now more than usual. It’s not just that the stakes are high, but that the tunnels to and from Skyport are different to those we usually travel. Most lined tunnels lead to outposts where Selnon has been located. Extraction plants stimulate and direct bursts of the fluid from deep within the rock along the tunnels to the city, where it is used for energy generation. Waste products are then directed down another (usually less direct) tunnel back to the outpost. 
But here at Skyport, there are multiple tunnels, two of them artificially constructed. Not only does Selnon arrive here for shipment – under tightly formulated agreements – to other worlds, but imported gases and liquids are decompressed here and then pumped through tunnels to the city. It could be anything; densities (and danger levels) vary, and the tunnels are flushed between each substance. So unlike when travelling in Selnon, where information on the size and frequency of blasts is helpful, here it is critical. 
Another drink and a half later – enough for someone with my small frame to feel it – I see the woman I am looking for. Eloisa is not a guard, which is fortunate because she takes her payment in spirits rather than cash, but she has an ear for every piece of information in these parts, and I quickly get what I need to know. Continuous three day liquid flow, something imported. “They call it red-juice,” she whispers to me. “I hope you know what that is, because I sure as hell don’t.” 
Fortunately, I do. It’s dense, which is not ideal, especially with a light load, but neither toxic nor corrosive, and I know enough to calculate its mass. It will get me back home. I buy Eloisa another whisky – it’s always good to go a bit beyond what’s required, keep her sweet in case I really get in a bind. With the money I hope is about to come in, the cost isn’t a worry to me. 
There’s only one more thing to do before I settle down for the night, and that’s to get a message to Zek. I’ve no doubt where he’ll be; the pools just north of the port provide for aquatic and amphibious travellers. Finishing the last of my beer and wiping the grease from my hands, I set off. 
For centuries, Liquid City – and the entire planet, for that matter – had been ignored by interplanetary travellers, left to develop largely alone ever since that first (or second, if you believe the stories) human settlement. Those days are increasingly behind us. Though our technology may be largely obsolete in galactic terms, Selnon, unique to this planet, has made us ever more part of the trade routes, the city increasingly multi-species. When Zek was a child the cephalopod community was just three families. Now they are everywhere. Better food options, is his only comment on the matter. 
Today at Skyport, evidence of those changes is all around us. Everywhere is noise and vibrating ground. New buildings are being constructed and I can hear the thud of hammering above the noise of the engines. To the right are pedestrian walkways, shielded by thick glass for comfort, which take me almost to the pools. After some quick checks the receptionist motions me through to one of the private pools. Zek clacks grumpily when he sees me. 
“Oh, Casp. Fine, interrupt me. You clearly don’t understand what it’s like to be out of your natural habitat day after day. Then you finally get a good soak but oh! Here’s the captain on your case, interrupting again.” 
The room smells oily; I can tell the water contains chemicals designed to strip off the remains of his current suit ready for a new one. Most cephalopods don’t wear clothes in the sense we do. Instead, a rubbery substance is applied direct to their skin, which they wear continuously for around a month, depending on their activity and the quality of the suit. Zek never tires of reminding me of the expense, and how much damage his duties cause. 
“Don’t worry, dear Zek, I won’t take too much of your time. Need you at six to set up. Got a cargo. A good one.” 
Zek clacks and submerges his head underwater. As expected. But I know he’s heard me, and that he’ll be there. 
***The night’s sleep fails to leave me well rested. I’m not sure exactly why – suspicion of this new contract, maybe, or the emotional disruption of being in Skyport once again. When my alarm goes off I stretch uncomfortably, sensing aches in my shoulders and legs. Then, because no tunnel folk ever got anywhere by sleeping in, I clamber down from the hammock and into my routine. My blanket is stashed, a cold flannel dragged over my body, my teeth brushed with one of the modern brushes
*********************************************************************************************



OEBPS/cover.jpeg
JUGHT ]

A0

{
P> AG
168
B

)

Db

Andi .





OEBPS/toc.xhtml


  Contents





    
        
        
            
        
            
        
            
                
                    		
                          1. Liquid City
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    


                    
            
        
            
                
                    		
                          Acknowledgments
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    


                    
            
        
            
                
                    		
                          About the Author
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    


                    
            
        
            
                
                    		
                          Also by Andi C. Buchanan
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    


                    
            
        
    














