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Part One: Heat

 Farrington’s
World, 6.9.528 FSC.

Aneka looked out across the volcanic
landscape of Farrington’s World and wondered again why anyone had
ever thought of living in the place. It was midway through what
passed for autumn there and the temperature was over forty Celsius
in the shade. Slight tremors could be felt at least once a day as
the crust shifted and a fault line moved. The atmosphere was
standard nitrogen-oxygen laced with enough hydrogen sulphide that
everyone except Aneka was forced to wear a filter mask all the
time. And in the distance, thankfully, clouds of dark smoke rose
from arcs of very young volcanos, belching more toxic gasses into
the air.

Farrington’s World was what was
known as a Roanoke. Aneka had been amused to hear the term used,
especially since the Jenlay seemed to have no idea where it came
from. Roanokes were colonies that failed for no known reason, often
with the loss or disappearance of everyone in them. In this case it
seemed misapplied. The mining facilities and buildings that had
once housed around forty thousand colonists were half-buried under
solidified lava. Yes, Farrington’s World had failed, and no one had
known why, but that was mostly because no one had bothered to look
until now.

‘Adams to Jansen.’ The voice
sounded in Aneka’s head and she grimaced on hearing it; Marshal
Adams was a pain in the butt. ‘Are those seismometers in place
yet?’

‘Are you receiving telemetry
from them all, Doctor Adams?’ Aneka asked. It was a thought to her,
converted by her internal systems into radio waves so that they
came out as words to the man back at the base camp facility.

‘No,’ he replied. ‘All but one
are returning data.’

‘Then clearly they are not all
in place. I’ve got a hundred-metre walk to the last site. It should
be functional soon.’

‘I was hoping to have the entire
network up and running by now…’

‘Then you should have brought
more facilitators. Jansen out.’

‘Doctor Adams has an
exceptionally high opinion of himself,’ Al commented as Aneka
marched off toward the next target location. The AI was inside
Aneka’s chest somewhere, there originally to observe her while she
observed Humanity. He was an able psychologist.

‘I wish Bash was here. He could
have taken the flak from the jumped-up gowdeyinjing and I wouldn’t
have to.’

Adams’ expedition had not come
with a big enough budget for six scientists, the Garnet Hyde, and
the number of facilitators that should have gone with such a large
group. The Federal Administration had helped out a little by adding
a seventh person, a Scout, to the team. He, at least, knew what he
was doing. Aneka had had the chance to settle in and do the
necessary exams to get herself promoted to a rank three
facilitator, and Leo Bashford, her boss, had stupidly let himself
be promoted as well. The result: Bash was back on New Earth doing
lectures and teaching courses, and Aneka was leading the
facilitator team here.

‘That will teach you to be good
at your job,’ Al commented wryly.

‘Huh. I’m still surprised David
took it so well.’

David ‘Monkey’ Gibbons had been
second in rank to Bashford, and now he was second to Aneka. When
she had completed the necessary exams, he had actually hugged her,
even though she had jumped past him in rank and he, at least
theoretically, had more experience.

‘He lacks your confidence, even
now,’ Al replied. ‘I think he is quite happy letting someone else
make the tough decisions. And, of course, deal with people like
Adams. Besides, he really doesn’t care what he’s doing so long as
he gets to do it with Delta.’

Which was a valid point. Monkey
and Delta had made their relationship official in the spring, and
they tried to do everything together. It was cute to the point of
nausea at times. It had, however, prompted Bashford and Gillian to
get their act together, and another good reason that Bashford was
not there with them was that he had been on holiday with his new
official partner when the Hyde had left. Aneka referred to it as a
honeymoon, though marriage no longer existed so it was not exactly
the same.

The map scrolling past Aneka’s
vision field indicated that she had arrived at the location where
Adams wanted the last seismic sensor and she stopped to set it up.
The device was a cylinder, ten centimetres in diameter and six
centimetres high with a metal probe that needed to be sunk into the
ground. Aneka had seen films where they set up similar things back
in the twenty-first century, and that had required a lot of digging
and careful isolation. Things had definitely moved on.

On the other hand, Adams seemed
to have decided that this one needed to be right on top of an old
lava flow. The spike was not going to go into basaltic rock without
help. Aneka took a heavy-duty laser drill from her backpack and set
to work carving a hole into the dull, black stone.

She had just finished cutting
the hole when her edge detection software picked up another one a
few metres away. From where she was standing it looked as though
someone else had been doing exactly what she was doing. Pushing the
seismometer into place, she activated it, checked that it was
transmitting, and then walked over to the other hole. It had not,
she decided, been cut by a laser, but it was a near-perfect shaft
cut into the basalt and, apparently, went down a long way. The edge
was weathered so it had been there for a while. What marked it as
different was that the weathered edge was slightly raised, almost
as though it had been drilled up from below rather than above.

‘Some sort of heat-based cutting
device?’ Al suggested. ‘A plasma or fusion torch, perhaps. Heat
expansion would explain the raised edge.’

‘I’ll show the data to one of
the geologists,’ Aneka replied. ‘Though it probably is artificial;
I just can’t imagine any survivors here spending the time analysing
the rock.’

Turning, she started on the long
walk back to the camp site.

Tristar Township, New Earth.

‘The study programmes are going better
than I could have imagined.’ Holly Marsden’s image on the wall
screen in Gillian and Bashford’s house showed a rather happy woman.
Actually, it seemed to show a woman wearing a combination of joy,
relief, and surprise. ‘Like I said, at the beginning everyone was a
little wary. The students wanted to learn, but they weren’t sure
about the Citizens, and the Citizens were either half-convinced
their students would be useless or unsure of their own ability to
teach them. I’m pretty sure it was the enthusiasm that did it. When
we figured out what each of the students was really good at, what
they wanted to learn… Obviously we all have to put up with
learning, and teaching, the boring stuff, but when they sit down to
their own lessons,’ Marsden smiled broadly, ‘I’ve seen fairly jaded
scientists becoming enthused about their subject because here is
someone to teach it to who finds it all amazing!’

A thought from Ella paused the
playback and she grinned at Gillian. ‘I was a little worried she
wouldn’t be able to make it work myself.’

Gillian nodded. ‘Yes, me too. Or
at least so quickly. I was worried that the first year would be
lost as they tried to work out how to make it all work.’ Gillian,
and Bashford, had already seen the message from Old Earth. It had
arrived a couple of days ago, addressed to Gillian, but with a note
saying it was for the whole team. This was the first chance Ella
had had to watch it.

The playback restarted. ‘Young
Abigail is my little star. I’ve been taking some of her lessons
myself because I get insights I’d never thought of from her as much
as anything. She has a real talent for people. She’s a little less
naive than she was when she first arrived, though I think that was
a little bit of an act, or maybe more like a defence. Anyway, she’s
seen more of the world and she’s coming out of her shell. We’ve
been taking her out to talk to some of her fellow surface dwellers.
She’s kind of our ambassador for the programme.’

‘I’m glad Abby’s doing well,’
Ella commented.

On screen Marsden was looking
more serious. ‘Thank you for the warning about the Pinnacle,’ she
said. ‘When we got it we set up another programme, and I have to
say none too soon. It was starting to look like we would get more
Enforcers going out to carve themselves surface kingdoms, like
those ones Aneka took care of near Matlock. Now they’ve got a
purpose again. Instead of being Manu Dei’s police force, they’re
the best people we have to defend us from outside attack. And then
we started getting attacks on some of the ships going to and from
New Titan Station. We’ve put out patrol ships and shifted to
running convoys. We haven’t identified the attackers yet and they
may just be pirates from out of the system. The Guardians… uh,
that’s what we’ve started calling the Enforcers now, it seemed more
appropriate. The Guardians have suggested a plan. It’s risky, but
they seem keen to show they’re willing to protect us, even if it
might mean their lives and we aren’t sure there’s another way. We
need to know who’s attacking us. Anyway, enough from me. Councillor
Holly Marsden signing off from Prime City.’

The screen went to black and
Ella turned to Gillian, frowning. ‘Attackers they can’t
identify?’

‘I know,’ Gillian responded.
‘The first thing I thought of was the Herosians, but I’m not sure
whether I should mention it.’

‘Why not?’

‘The Administration knows
nothing about the evidence you and Aneka found. It was Winter’s
theory that it was the Herosians behind the attacks on our
shipping, and she’s rather out of favour at the moment. And if
you’re right about the head of the FSA…’

Ella’s frown deepened. ‘And you
can bet the FSA is monitoring our messages to Old Earth, even if
the Administration isn’t doing it routinely.’

‘Yes. We don’t want the FSA
taking any more interest in us than they already do.’

‘Yeah,’ Ella agreed, her tone
grumpy. ‘Aneka’s well out of it at the moment. I might be able to
get around it if I talk to someone.’

‘Would that be someone who you
don’t know the whereabouts of because you haven’t seen her since
she sent you off into hiding with Aneka?’

‘Well, no, because I don’t know
where she is. But I might, possibly, know a way of getting a
request to her.’

Farrington’s World.

Base camp was a fairly hastily
constructed affair. Large tents had been erected and then covered
in construction foam to give greater solidity. It was not going to
be much use if a volcano erupted under them, but then neither was
anything else. It was waterproof and would even survive impact from
a lava bomb if needed, but mostly it was air conditioned, which
meant no one had to wear a mask inside it.

The inner airlock door opened up
to allow Aneka into the ‘operations room.’ That was what Adams was
calling it; Aneka thought that was definitely a grander title than
it deserved. It had the computers, which were handling data
acquisition from the field sensors, and there was the system
handling communications, but that was about it.

Primly and Garlan were on duty
at the consoles. Both were geologists, as were most of the team.
Garlan was the oldest of the two by a couple of years, here to
study unusual tectonic systems as part of his advanced thesis.
Aneka would have called it a doctoral thesis, except that he would
not get to call himself ‘doctor’ afterwards; the term was used for
people who had attained tenure in their profession. Garlan was
bleach-blonde, attractive, slim, not especially fit, with a
tendency to overwork. Primly would have made a good surf-bum. He
was blonder, almost to Aneka’s white, but his hair was longer and
worn in a ponytail. He was even better on the eye than the average
Jenlay, with a tightly muscled body and bright, blue eyes. He
seemed to be there primarily because his girlfriend was Adams’
assistant.

‘Good work on the seismos,’
Primly said, grinning at Aneka. Yes, his girlfriend was there with
him, but it had not stopped him looking very speculatively at both
Aneka and Delta. On the other hand, Adams was not going to thank
her.

‘Everything online?’ she asked
in reply.

‘We’re getting data from
everything. Be a while before we know what data we’re
actually getting. Indaia wanted to talk to you about setting up her
equipment.’

‘Thanks.’ Aneka walked through
to the second bubble in the little enclave, which had been set up
as a mess area, though that basically meant there was a table and
some chairs, and a small foodfac in the corner that could provide
something like a nutritious meal. It was sufficiently ‘something
like’ that Aneka had decided not to bother eating while she was
there. The important thing, as far as she was concerned, was that
the device could provide water hot enough for coffee. They had
Ashtenna coffee available, thanks to a tryst with Stephen
Teldarian, and that would be quite enough to keep her going for the
entire trip.

Beyond that room was a hallway
which led to the sleeping quarters, and then a storage room at the
far end which also housed the sanitary facilities. There were six
rooms fitted out with sleeping cots and some basic comforts. Two
also had some computers for the senior scientists, Adams and
Indaia. If you wanted to wash or go to the toilet, you were stuck
with using the communal facilities because there was nowhere else
to go. It was a good thing that Jenlay were not shy.

Stopping at one of the doors,
Aneka knocked and then pushed it open. ‘You wanted to talk,
Indaia?’

The tall, slim figure turned in
her seat and her thin mouth curled into a smile. Well, it was sort
of a smile; some Torem were better at mimicking the Human
expression than others. Indaia was a pretty typical Torem female,
which meant stick thin with barely any nose and very dark eyes, and
skin that was a greyish colour. No breasts, but she was also
missing the only differentiator between their sexes: a bulge over
the groin area. She was never seen out of her blue-and-white
exoskeleton suit; it allowed her to function in normal gravity,
though the gravity on Farrington’s World was closer to what she
considered normal. There was no sign of Indaia’s roommate.

‘Thank you for attending to me
so promptly, Aneka.’ Indaia had a soft, quite pleasing voice,
though she spoke Federal with a slight accent, which Aneka assumed
came from whatever her native tongue sounded like. ‘Now that Doctor
Adams’ equipment is in place, I was hoping you could make time for
mine. I am uncomfortably aware that you have been working for some
twelve hours without a break, however. I do not wish to appear
impatient.’

Aneka laughed, stepping into the
room and closing the door. ‘You have been very patient. I’d have
put up more of a fight after Adams monopolised our time the way he
did.’

‘On a practical basis,’ the
Torem replied calmly, ‘my equipment is active and will return
results more rapidly. I admit that I am… anxious to see what my
instruments can detect below us, but I can wait for you to take a
break.’

Aneka made a show of
considering. Indaia was right; she had been working for twelve
hours straight. After eight she had sent Monkey and Delta back to
camp to rest and carried on alone. A Federal standard day ran to
twenty hours, though the length of the day was the same as an Old
Earth day, so she had been going for over half a day without rest.
On the other hand…

‘I run on a fusion cell, Indaia.
I can keep going for a while before I need to worry. Your stuff is
going to need all three of us though. I’d like to give David and
Delta another hour, then we’ll go set it up.’

The Torem bowed her head. ‘That
would be most acceptable, Aneka. Thank you.’

Nodding back, Aneka turned and
left the room. Grumand, the seventh member of the team, was in the
corridor, just leaving the room he shared with Garlan. He was a
Scout, a member of the Survey Service, and he fit the mould nicely.
Compact, fit, powerfully built, he had short dark hair, and deep
brown eyes, and he was, of course, good-looking; every Jenlay was
good-looking.

‘If possible,’ he said without
preamble, ‘I’d like to get that survey of the structures here done
soon. After the sleep period maybe?’

Aneka checked her chronometers.
Farrington’s World was tidally locked to its only moon, which had a
number of interesting effects. More or less all the water on the
planet was on one side of it for one thing. It also resulted in
almost a ninety Federal-standard hour day so they were having to
stick to a more normal work-sleep cycle to stay sane, and they were
trying to get as much done as possible during their forty-five
hours of daylight.

‘We’re getting Indaia’s kit set
up in the next few hours, then I’ll be offlining for a bit. I
should be up whenever you are. Just grab me and we’ll go.’

‘Offlining… Uh, yeah, of course.
I keep forgetting.’

Aneka grinned at him. ‘You’ve
probably no idea how happy I am that I can say things like that
openly, but it’s still nice when people don’t remember. Or when
they don’t care.’

Grumand grunted a laugh. ‘I
don’t care if you’re a Bemzol from the planet Yog as long as you do
your job as well as they say you do, but it’s still difficult to
see you as some sort of robot. I mean, you’re…’ He waved a hand
absently.

Aneka’s grin broadened.
Generally, even though everyone now knew she was basically a
synthetic copy of Aneka Jansen’s mind running on a highly complex
computer system in a robot body, they found it hard to react to her
in the manner their basic instincts told them to. Jenlay had a
distrust of robots and cyborgs stemming from the Xinti War. The
Xinti had used cybernetic and robotic bodies, and they had built
Aneka’s body, but they had done an exemplary job of copying the
original barring a few details. What people saw was a very
attractive woman with a lot of long, tight muscle. She had a slim
waist, not overly wide hips, long legs, and a very expansive chest.
The Xinti had looked at the Internet for inspiration regarding the
ideal Human female, and so had added an extra cup size or so to her
already ample breasts, and made them more pert. Her face could have
graced a catwalk model with wide cheekbones and hollow cheeks, and
very clear, bright blue eyes, and her hair was a smooth cap of
silver-white strands.

Since she did not need a suit to
deal with the heat outside, she was in her preferred outfit. That
was an Ultraskin leotard that Ella had designed for her. It had one
arm and was largely translucent, showing most of her body. There
were also Ultraskin stockings and heavy, armoured boots. She was
not wearing her customary gun belt, but she would be when they went
to do the survey.

‘Thanks,’ Aneka said. ‘I get the
general idea. It’s nice to be appreciated.’ She slipped past him,
heading for storage and he carried on toward the mess.

The shower was running when
Aneka got into the room where storage crates took up one side and a
portable bathroom unit took up the other. The unit was
self-contained, recycled the water it used, and handled waste
management, which all made life far easier than it could have been.
However, it was a cramped fit in there and the lighting was poor.
Most of them left the outer door open unless they were using the
toilet. Through the frosted Polyglass shower screen, Aneka could
see a female shape and it looked too tall to be Garlan’s
girlfriend, Bicks. The water cut off suddenly and the screen
opened.

Sure enough, it was Rice, the
team’s very bored biologist. She was above average height, and had
better than average looks. Her hair was long and platinum blonde,
her eyes were icy blue, her body was fit and smoothly muscled, and
she had large, firm breasts, and yet Garlan had not given her the
same looks he had favoured Aneka and Delta with. Rice was clearly
not at all interested. She had been brought along in case there was
any life on the lifeless, volcano-strewn rock. Life normally seemed
to find a way to develop whenever it possibly could, but not on
Farrington’s World.

‘Hi,’ Rice said. ‘You want
this?’ She indicated the shower and then picked up a towel to dry
herself. Most Jenlay were not at all shy, and Rice was no
exception.

‘I figured a shower might
freshen me up before I have to go out again,’ Aneka replied. She
had not yet figured out whether Rice was not into Garlan, not into
men, or not into sex. The second would have been mildly unusual,
but not unheard of, the last would have made her almost unique.

‘I’ll be out in a second.’

Nodding, Aneka began pulling her
boots off. ‘You know, if you’d be more comfortable, I could
probably fly you back up to the Hyde tomorrow.’

‘No… Tempting as it is, and
useless as I am for my specialisation, I may as well stay and try
to be useful. I’m as good with scientific equipment as most here,
better than some.’ She looked up and gave Aneka a slight grin. ‘And
I’m good eye candy. Not that you don’t have that covered yourself.
Besides, Indaia’s interesting to talk to.’ She put the towel to one
side and stepped into some light slippers before leaving the
cubicle carrying a light, Nusilk wrap. Slipping the wrap on, she
leant up against a crate to watch Aneka undress, not bothering to
tie it closed.

Aneka reached a conclusion.
‘What’s your problem with Garlan?’

‘He’s a shoo.’ The word meant
‘pig’ in Rimmic. Core Jenlay used it as an insult, but then so did
the Rim Worlders. ‘I dated him for a few months last year. And then
I found out he was spending his time with Trudy whenever he claimed
to be working late. I wouldn’t have minded sharing if he hadn’t
kept it secret.’

‘Can’t be fun being stuck here
with him.’ Naked, Aneka climbed into the shower cubicle and started
the water.

‘Less fun for him. Trudy never
found out about me. I’ll leave you to it since there’s no room for
two.’

Aneka shook her head as she
heard the door open and close. Jenlay barely ever considered the
idea that someone might not be interested, even if some of them had
a more active libido than others.

‘Al, would you get me a
connection to the Hyde?’ she asked in the silence of her head.

‘Connected,’ Al replied almost
immediately.

‘Jansen to Garnet Hyde,’ Aneka
said, her thought transmitted through her own internal radio to the
base’s communications rig and so up to the orbiting spacecraft.

‘Hi, Aneka,’ Shannon’s voice
came back almost immediately. Obviously the blonde pilot was on
duty at the moment. ‘What can we do for you?’

‘Just checking in. How’s the
mapping going?’

‘Smoothly. That is one
topographically boring rock. Lot of young, fairly low mountain
ranges, and there’s the volcanos, I guess, but the surface gets
recycled too much to be very interesting and we’re seeing no
signs of anything living.’

‘Yeah, we have a very bored
biologist down here. I offered to take her back up to you, but she
wants to stick around and try being useful.’

‘Shame, she’s gorgeous.’

Aneka laughed aloud. ‘You have
Drake to keep you entertained.’

‘Uh-huh, and when we’ve wrapped
the high-def maps I plan to let Aggy deal with keeping us in orbit
and abuse our solitude outrageously.’

‘Don’t be mean. My partner’s
back on New Earth.’

Shannon’s chuckle barely made it
over the channel, but it sounded distinctly dirty. ‘Go see Monkey
and Delta. She may look a bit shy, but she’s a minx once she gets
going.’

‘Right… Call you if anything
happens. Jansen out.’

Aneka was not going to do as
suggested. Monkey found her attractive, sure, but he was still not
interested in her in that way. His father had told him so many
stories about Xinti combat robots that he still thought he might
freak out if he went to bed with one. Not that she was really
worried about missing out. It would make getting back to Ella that
much better.

Turning off the water, Aneka
opened the cubicle and found herself a towel. A cup of coffee and a
little time relaxing in her room and she would be ready to go set
up Indaia’s equipment. The shower had helped, but right now the
coffee seemed like a really good idea.

~~~

‘What does this thing do?’ Delta asked
as she helped Aneka manhandle the large central emitter unit into
position. Monkey was busy positioning the four satellite receivers,
which were significantly smaller and lighter.

That the women were doing the
heavy lifting might have been considered odd, even in this day and
age. Morphologically, the sexes could still be differentiated in a
similar manner to the way Humans were in Aneka’s original time.
Men, on average, still had greater upper-body strength in
particular. Aneka and Delta were hardly average; Aneka was
basically a robot and Delta had grown up on a heavy-gravity
world.

Basically, Delta was an Amazon.
Tall and heavily muscled, she was a pretty girl with a rather cute
face which belied her physique. These days she wore her auburn hair
long, which worked far better for her, and she wore push-up bras to
compensate for the effect of thirty years of high gravity before
leaving her home world. She was not quite the perfection of beauty
that you expected to see from a core world citizen, but Monkey
thought she was beauty incarnate.

‘Basically,’ Monkey said, ‘it’s
a sonar system. Normal sonar uses audible frequencies or
ultrasound; this thing uses infrasound, very low frequencies.
That’s why the emitter is so big.’ Monkey was of a relatively
slight build, especially compared to his two female companions, but
having Delta living with him had resulted in a number of changes,
including some increase in muscle mass. He still wore has dark hair
as something of an unkempt cap, and he still sported a valiant
attempt at a goatee beard, but his expression these days tended to
be more content than unsure.

‘So it sends low frequency
pulses into the ground and detects the returns, and that maps
different density regions in the rock,’ Delta said, voicing her
thoughts as she worked out the operating principle.

‘Uh-huh,’ Aneka confirmed.
‘Indaia has come up with some sort of novel focussing system which
lets the pulses go deeper.’

‘And the receivers are a new
design too,’ Monkey added. ‘She thinks she can get about a twenty
per cent increase in resolution over previous versions.’

Delta and Aneka were carefully
lowering the emitter into place over an area of ground they had
previously cleared of debris and rubble. ‘Won’t the pulses mess
with Adams’ seismometers?’ Delta asked.

‘Actually, Indaia’s using them
as extra sensors; basically they create a synthetic aperture that
raises the resolution of her kit, and the pulse returns can be
filtered out pretty easily.’

Delta giggled. ‘I bet Adams is
still iffy about it.’

‘He wants the data Indaia’s
system can give him, so he has to put up with it,’ Aneka replied.
‘That’s why she’s here. She’s a bit of an oddity for a Torem, being
interested in geology and planets, but she’s good at what she
does.’ She checked the level on the emitter, made a couple of
adjustments, and nodded. ‘I think this is ready. How are you doing,
David?’

‘Uh… That’s the last receiver
and it’s now… Yeah, it’s showing as active.’

Aneka nodded. ‘Jansen to Indaia.
We’re ready to activate your emitter.’

‘Thank you, Aneka,’ the reply
came back almost immediately. ‘I am receiving telemetry from the
receivers. Please activate the emitter.’

Aneka flipped open the Molly
guard over a switch, shifted the switch up, and then dropped the
guard back into place. ‘Emitter is active.’ There was a slight
pause and then Aneka heard it, a sort of throb in the air around
the device. ‘Seems to be working,’ she said.

‘You heard something?’ Indaia
asked.

‘My hearing has a broader range
than normal.’

‘Yes, I’m just surprised that
there was enough leakage on the surface for you to hear it. I shall
have to work on that. It is an… inefficiency. Everything appears to
be working. You may return to your well-deserved rest.’

‘That we will do. Jansen out.’
She looked around at Monkey and Delta. ‘If you don’t mind, I’ll
offline now and you two can sleep when I get up.’

Monkey gave a shrug. ‘You’re not
only the boss, but you’re also the one working her ass off here. We
can work with that.’

7.9.528 FSC.

The mining town of Farrington’s Drift
had once been the home of around forty thousand colonists, mostly
miners, but also farmers, housewives, shopkeepers, and children. It
had been established in 152 FSC and, for nine years, it had worked
to establish itself. Mining there had just started to get to the
point where they could start paying back the loans that had been
used to build the place, and then it had gone dark.

‘Back in those days,’ Grumand
said as Aneka swung the shuttle in a circle around the town,
‘colonies would fail and no one really worried too much. The banks
had insurance against that kind of thing. Mounting an operation to
check for survivors was considered pointless, especially since the
planet was known to be volcanically active.’

It did look a lot like a
volcanic event had eliminated the town, but it was something of a
weird one. On the north side was a crater, maybe twenty metres in
diameter, now cold and black. Another crater, slightly smaller,
could be seen on the east, and there was a wide crack between the
two which, from the looks of the lava flows, had actually been a
vent fissure.

‘Two craters and a vent?’ Aneka
said. She glanced at Primly, sitting at the sensor station on her
right. ‘Isn’t that a bit unusual?’

Primly was staring at the
monitors, but he apparently recognised that the question was
addressed to him. ‘You’re assuming that those were all one event…
Though I admit that the flow patterns suggest they were. It’s
unusual, but not impossible, and I am here to study the rather
peculiar tectonic activity this planet exhibits.’

‘Good point. Do you have what
you need?’

‘Yes, I can’t get better data
without samples.’

‘All right.’ Aneka picked a flat
spot near the largest structure and shifted the shuttle toward it.
‘Delta, you’re with Mark. Lidia, you want to wander around with
them or come in with me and Nate?’

Rice stepped into the cockpit,
already in her heat suit, which had the prerequisite of all good
Jenlay garments: it was tight. ‘I’ll come with you,’ she said.
‘There’s no life on any of the other lava fields on this cinder,
maybe there’s something in the buildings.’

‘Cockroaches,’ Aneka
suggested.

‘Those things are everywhere. If
there aren’t any I’ll be surprised.’

‘Huh. Everyone remember your
masks,’ Aneka reminded them. ‘You probably won’t notice anything
more than a bad smell at first, but the atmosphere here will
eat your lungs if you breathe it for too long.’ She put the shuttle
down smoothly, checked it seemed stable, and then shut down the
antigravity system.

The ground floor levels of the
buildings had been entirely submerged by the lava flows. On the
sides facing the craters the flow had banked up, covering the
second floor windows, but some were still visible on the other
sides, all of them covered over by heavy metal shields.

Aneka examined one of these,
grunted, and dug around in her pack for a plasma torch. ‘Should be
able to cut our way in,’ she said. ‘I go first once we’re through.
I know you’re a Scout, Nate, but on this mission you’re my
responsibility.’ She activated the torch and a white hot ‘flame’ of
plasma began playing over the metal. It was bubbling in under a
second.

‘I am not going to argue with a
woman holding a plasma jet,’ Grumand replied. ‘Shouldn’t you be
wearing goggles for that?’

‘My eyes have glare protection
built in. Delta, you okay out there?’

‘Sure,’ Delta replied over the
suit radios. ‘I’m thinking of bringing David back here on vacation
next year. Long days, warm weather, lots of black lava ropes all
over the ground.’

‘It’s typical of young basaltic
lava flows,’ Primly stated. ‘It would have been hot when it hit the
town, upwards of fifteen-hundred Kelvin. Very fluid. That’s why
there are splashes high on the walls.’

‘The Plascrete held up well,’
Aneka commented. There was a clang as the window shield dropped
away. ‘Okay, we’re in. Delta, keep in touch.’

The Polyglass inside the shield
had cracked and fallen in, probably due to the heat, but there was
no sign of any lava inside the room. There was also no light. Aneka
took a box from the back of her belt, opened it, and sent a cloud
of tiny glowing robots in through the window before drawing one of
her two pistols and following them.

The room looked like it had been
an office. There was a desk and chair, a work console sitting on
the desk. Everything seemed intact. No real sign of heat or fire
damage marked the furniture, though the interior paint on the outer
wall had bubbled at the bottom.

The office door opened with a
squeal; the hinges rusted by a few centuries of exposure to the
acidic atmosphere. Outside the corridor was dark, but even less
damaged than the office.

‘Okay,’ Aneka said, ‘so the lava
flows in and engulfs the town.’

‘That seems to be what
happened,’ Grumand agreed.

‘But they had to have had some
warning, and even if they didn’t, the interior of this place seems
fine. People could have survived inside the buildings. All the
shutters were closed. There was no evidence of anyone leaving after
the event.’

Grumand was quiet for a second
as he checked another room. ‘I admit that does seem strange. I
suggest we check the ground floor. The few files we have on this
place suggest the main mining office was down there. There could
still be records, maybe some intact computer equipment.’

Aneka nodded. ‘Lidia? Any sign
of life?’

‘Webbing,’ Rice replied.
‘Structure and composition is identical to the silk made by Earth
spiders. Imports, and I’m not seeing anything that originated the
webs.’

‘No cockroaches?’

Rice barked a laugh. ‘Not yet.
Give them time.’

They found a stairwell toward
the end of the corridor and Aneka sent the firefly bots ahead of
them to check the way. The stairs looked solid, but then Plascrete
could handle centuries without decaying. There were examples of it
on Old Earth going back to before the Xinti War which still had
structural integrity. There was still no sign of lava, so they
headed down. Aneka was just about to go through the doorway at the
bottom when Rice stopped her.

‘Wait…’ The biologist had swung
her torch into a corner under the stairs. There was a blackened
patch of Plascrete there, along with a few scattered pieces of
something that looked like shell. Rice dropped to one knee and took
a sample container and tweezers from her belt. ‘Looks like we found
the ’roaches, or what’s left of them.’ She held up a partial wing
case, which looked like it had come from a big cockroach. The rear
end of it looked as though it had been seared away. There were a
couple of oddly shaped rocks among the shells; almost like
fossilised dung, or worms, they were elongated and twisted, almost
extruded, and shiny black in colour.

‘It looks like someone set a
’roach bonfire,’ Aneka commented. ‘Is that a laser burn, or…?’

‘Looks more like it came into
contact with a very hot surface,’ Rice replied, dropping the shell
into her container.

‘There was a really old movie
about cockroaches that could start fires by rubbing their legs
together.’ Aneka looked down at the blackened patch of Plascrete.
‘I don’t think they roasted themselves doing it.’

‘Does make me think,’ Grumand
said. ‘Some of the old Plascrete mixes, when they got really hot,
they would outgas toxic fumes. The polymers used were a little
unstable. Modern ones don’t do it, but when this place was built…
It’s a possibility.’

Aneka turned back to the door.
‘Trapped in here and poisoned, wonderful.’ She stopped, frowning at
the door. The bottom few centimetres of it had been eaten away by
something. As the fireflies dropped down to that level for her, she
could see scorch marks on the paint. ‘Something weird happened
here,’ she said, and then pushed through the door.

The mining office was two doors
down. Grumand wandered among the computers, grunting and frowning
as he went. The room was fairly large with an office at one end,
presumably for the manager, and a number of workstations around the
walls. The middle of the room was taken up with a large, apparently
scale, model of the area as it had been when the town had been
alive. Each building had a piece of plastic tape with letters
embossed into it naming the structure. Four mines were visible to
the east and west of the town.

‘Al, can you give me a
projection of the current mapping data from the Hyde over that
model?’ Aneka asked silently.

‘We only have low-resolution
topographic data.’

‘That should be good
enough.’

‘Processing…’ An image appeared,
overlaying the model and slightly above it, shifting to stay in
place as she walked around the table.

‘Useless,’ Grumand said. ‘Every
single machine has been burned out. Like someone set a fire in
them. I mean, it almost looks deliberate.’

‘Odd. Want some more odd?’

‘Hit me.’

‘There are two buildings in this
model which aren’t in our current topographic map. The tape says
they were smelting plants.’

‘The colony was making do
shipping ore out to planets that could smelt it. Aluminium and gold
primarily. They were due to start smelting their own ores around
the time they went dark. That was going to make the difference on
their economic viability. Maybe the plants exploded.’

‘No, the craters are where the
two plants were.’

‘Seriously?’ Grumand sounded
justifiably disbelieving. Aneka nodded. ‘Two plants blowing up,
some sort of weird accident or even sabotage, I could almost buy.
Two volcanos opening up right under both buildings…’

His speculation was brought to a
halt by the sound of Rice’s shriek. Kicking herself for not keeping
a closer eye on the biologist, Aneka bolted for the door. Grumand
followed when his brain and body had caught up with Aneka’s, but he
was still a couple of seconds behind her when she reached Rice, who
was standing with her back against the corridor wall, her eyes on
something in the room opposite.

‘What is it?’ Aneka snapped. The
woman did not look harmed, but her face was pale in the light from
the microbots. Turning her head, Aneka followed her gaze and saw
the bodies.

There were three of them,
huddled into a corner of what looked like a storeroom. Aneka could
see another leg, probably from someone lying on the floor. They
were skeletons now, after several centuries in a slightly acidic
atmosphere, skeletons still dressed in woven bioplastic clothing.
She moved into the room as the firefly swarm caught up with her and
found half a dozen more bodies dotted around the room. Aside from
the one on the floor, all of them had died with their backs pressed
to the walls and there was one other odd thing.

‘It looks like a little
volcano,’ Grumand commented, squatting beside the black basaltic
plug that bulged a couple of centimetres out of the floor in the
middle of the room. ‘They came in here to hide from the lava, and
it burst through inside. The heat, and the fumes… They were
poisoned, but not by the Plascrete.’

‘The, uh, chemsniffer,’ Rice
said, looking down at a gadget she was holding to avoid looking at
the skeletons. ‘The chemsniffer is showing higher than normal
levels of sulphur compounds in here. The walls are coated in the
stuff.’

‘Mystery solved, I guess,’ Aneka
said, frowning. Somehow it did not feel right.

‘Looks like it,’ Grumand agreed.
‘I can write this up. If we have time, I’ll come back and do a more
detailed survey of the area, for completeness.’

‘Can we leave?’ Rice asked.
‘There’s nothing living here for me to look at.’

‘Yeah, sure, we can go.’

Aneka let them go ahead of her,
and pulled the door closed behind her. It seemed right, but as she
did so she noticed that the bottom of the door had been burned away
in the same way as the one in the stairwell had been, almost as
though some lava had crawled across the floor to do it.

Yorkbridge Mid-town, New Earth.

Ella was out at a club, but she was not
out clubbing. Her mode of dress, translucent halter top and
micro-skirt, suggested she was there for a good time, and she
smiled brightly as she moved through the crowd, but actually she
was just looking for someone.

Toward the back she spotted a
bright patch of red, and moved closer. Sure enough a tall, lithe
woman with an expansive chest and long, scarlet hair was moving
between the tables with a tray. Ella spotted an empty table, caught
the woman’s eye in passing, and went over to sit down.

Smiling very brightly, the
waitress strutted across to Ella’s table a moment later. ‘What can
I get you?’

‘Something warming,’ Ella
replied, ‘it’s cold out.’ Which was a dumb signal in a way; it was
hardly ever cold on New Earth at this latitude.

‘Okay, I’ll be right with
you.’

Ella waited quietly for just
over a minute, and then got up to slip back out of the bar. She was
around a hundred metres away when a tall, buxom, brunette woman
fell into step beside her.

‘We got a message through from
New Earth a couple of days ago,’ Ella said. ‘They’ve had attacks on
ships moving between Old Earth and Titan, and they haven’t been
able to identify the attackers.’

‘That sounds familiar,’ the
brunette replied.

‘We need to let them know about
that theory, but…’

‘Yes, you’re quite right, your
messages are monitored. I can arrange something.’

Ella nodded. ‘I was hoping you
could.’

‘How are things? We haven’t
talked in a while.’

‘Well, Aneka’s off world. Aside
from that it’s business as usual. The education programmes on Old
Earth seem to be going well. How about here?’

‘The mole is doing a good job of
keeping awareness of the problem down, but the Navy is still
pushing for greater activity in the areas being attacked.’

‘Are they going to get it?’

‘Yes, which is worrying.’

Ella frowned. ‘Why?’

‘Because those areas are all
well away from the Herosian border. Goodnight, Ella.’

The brunette picked up her pace
and Ella let her pull away, watching Winter’s back as she left.

Farrington’s World, 8.9.528 FSC.

Aneka watched her diagnostics scroll
past in-vision, mostly because she always did, but also because it
gave her longer before she opened her eyes and discovered that Ella
was not in bed with her.

Not that there was any room for
the little redhead in the cot. Not that the lack of space would
have stopped them from being in bed together anyway. Aneka smiled.
Ella could always make her smile, even at a distance of ninety-six
parsecs. Opening her eyes, Aneka slipped out of bed and reached for
her clothes.

Monkey was sitting in the mess
with his feet on the table. Aneka grinned at him. ‘You can go to
bed now if you want,’ she said.

‘Thanks.’ He lifted his feet
down and turned off the tablet he was reading. ‘I sent Delta to bed
an hour ago. Her yawning was getting to me.’

‘Huh. Anyone else up?’

‘Primly. He never went to bed.
He’s in the ops room working on the data from the
seismometers.’

‘Probably fallen asleep at the
console. I’ll go check on him.’

‘Great.’ Monkey got to his feet
and started past Aneka. ‘Coffee’s fresh.’

Aneka poured herself a mug of
coffee and took a pull on it, and then headed through into the
operations room. Primly was bent over one of the tables, just as
Aneka had predicted, but she frowned as soon as she saw him. His
infrared signature was too low.

‘Al…?’

‘Interfacing to his bio-monitor…
He’s dead. Termination of vital functions occurred twelve hundred
and sixteen seconds ago. There is no possibility of recovery.’

‘Shit.’ Stepping forward, Aneka
lifted Primly up to check his pulse out of habit. There was foam
around his mouth. ‘Al, check the atmospheric processor records for
this room for the last hour.’ She turned the chair and checked over
the rest of him. That was when she found the burns on his hands.
Third degree, deep tissue burns with bone showing through in
places.

‘There was a rise in hydrogen
sulphide levels around the time of his death,’ Al announced. ‘The
detected concentration was only fifty-two parts per million over a
one-minute interval. Nowhere near a lethal dose. There was also a
one-degree rise in room temperature.’

Frowning, Aneka looked around.
The aluminium decking they had put in to keep people’s feet off the
more delicate surface below was distorted in a couple of places, as
though by extreme heat, and she followed the trail under the table.
There was a hole drilled through the base of the cabin and the
metal, near the wall.

‘Does the shape of that remind
you of anything?’

A schematic image of the hole
Aneka had found while placing the seismometers overlaid the view
she was looking at. It was different, but very similar. ‘I would
not classify it as a one hundred per cent match,’ Al said, ‘but the
coincidence is rather more extreme than I would like.’

‘Damn. Aneka to David.’

There was a pause and then,
‘Aneka? I was just about to get into bed.’

‘Sorry. Wake Delta and get your
clothes back on. We have a problem.’

~~~

‘I-I’m not a pathologist,’ Rice said,
‘but I’m p-pretty sure. Pulmonary oedema combined with shock from
the burns. It…’ She paused to swallow hard. ‘It’s consistent with
inhalation of a massive amount of hydrogen sulphide.’

‘But there was no massive
dose!’ Adams roared. He had been growing increasingly red in the
face as the discussion went on. Aneka was starting to lose patience
with him. ‘We found evidence of a fire in one of the computers. He
saw it, panicked, got burned, and died. An accident. We
cannot pull out because of an accident.’

Strike the ‘losing.’ Reaching
out, Aneka grabbed the front of Adams’ jacket with one hand, yanked
him toward her, and then lifted him off the ground. ‘A man is
dead,’ she said. Grumand grimaced at the level tone of her voice;
he had heard that kind of tone used right before someone got their
head smashed open. ‘The evidence suggests that he died of hydrogen
sulphide poisoning, but you’re right, there does not seem to be
evidence of enough of it to kill him. That is an anomaly, a very
dangerous one. The fact that his death shows alarming similarity to
what killed a lot of the colonists makes it more alarming. I am
declaring this area unsafe until I can be assured of everyone’s
safety, and if you don’t shut your damn mouth I will put you
through a wall. Are we quite clear, Doctor Adams?’ Her hand opened
before he could answer and a second later Adams was sprawling on
the decking, eyes wide.

‘She assaulted me!’ he shrieked.
‘You all saw it. I’m the leader of this expedition and…’

‘No,’ Grumand snapped. Adams
looked at him, his head snapping around as though he had heard a
gunshot. ‘You are the lead scientist here. When it comes to
expedition safety, there’s Aneka, and then there’s Vashma, and you
don’t even rate a vote. Especially when I agree with her.’

There was a second of silence
and then Adams’ face darkened and he opened his mouth. Indaia got
in first. ‘Excuse me, but there is something else I think you
should see.’ Everyone turned to look at her. Throughout the
examination of Primly’s body and the argument, she
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