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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Captain Arlon Stoddard tapped again at the malfunctioning datapad. The displays were all glitching.

      The datapad was newly spun. A little block of deep matrix carbon with a fractional AI system. Stretched, as it was now, it had formed into four separate square displays on the single board. Thin as a fingernail and the size of his two spread hands. It weighed almost nothing.

      And, right now, it showed almost nothing. A few little bright figures. Numbers meaning nothing.

      Arlon looked up and around. He was sitting at a folding, single table. A soft, curved seat with a firm back and a slim strut that held the tray-sized table section. Similar tech to the datapad, the table and seat could fold up into a block little bigger than his closed fist.

      Around him, animals twittered. Birdlike creatures with fluffy, fuzzy wings and three part bills. Like birds, but the lower part of the bill split, like the mandibles on an ant.

      The songs were beautiful and extraordinarily complex. Symphonies, with arpeggios that would be the envy of any AI electronic musician. Sometimes the birds sang together, with rich, extraordinary harmonies. Perhaps it was those complicated mouthparts that made the songs possible.

      Arlon had set up the table in a clearing in the woods near the small town they’d chosen as their hub. Phett. Nice place. The houses were all fast-grown, freestanding, organic and very in keeping with the natural surrounds. Dark green exteriors, with random tendrils looping around membranous windows, and tall trunks forming chimneys through the centers.

      Very in keeping with the verdant growth through the area.

      The hotel was a short walk through the trees. The thick scent of the forest sat on him. He was just about used to it now.

      The sky held a thick gray overcast that blended into the hills beyond. If he squinted a little, he could see the jagged edges of treetops, softened by the vapor. Fading away into heights in the distance.

      The kind of thing someone would paint. A vast canvas thirty meters across, with delicately stippled paint.

      Arlon smiled to himself.

      Of course, he saw art in the landscape.

      He and his crew had recently furloughed on Irling, a densely inhabited planet with hundreds of thousands of pieces of public art. Statues two hundred meters tall, fountains that blended with mechanical kinetic parts making splashes and jets. One painting on a vast wall that stretched from one city to another, one hundred and eighty-three kilometers, fully animated from beginning to end. A vast, underground portrait gallery that had paintings of every single person who’d ever lived on Irling. Tens of billions.

      Kind of overwhelming.

      Now, though, it was back to work. Hence being here on Hanshirr. Hence attempting to get the datapad operating.

      A bird plunged nearby, arresting its flight at the last moment with a magnificent flare maneuver—wings turning into a sudden umbrella-parachute.

      The bird had brilliant scarlet under its wings, and the color vanished as it furled them. Otherwise, it was black and yellow-orange. Kind of like a cheetah. It had a kind of crown of feathery spikes sticking from its head.

      The size of a small chicken, but thinner, with a long tail.

      Big-eyed, it blinked at Arlon and strode through the grassy area. Not real grass, but a kind of stiff, huge patch of something between fungus and plant. There were taller lines, like roostertails in the shallow water at a beach, where the growth met, the individuals pressing up against each other.

      The bird darted its head down and came up with a wriggling bug the size of Arlon’s thumb. The bird’s mouthparts broke up the poor bug’s chiton and pushed fleshy pieces down into the gullet.

      The ecosystem here might be very alien, but the systems were effectively the same. Bugs lived in the plants. Birds at the bugs. Other predators ate the birds.

      The food chain. A simple universal across pretty much every planet he’d visited.

      Arlon tapped again at the datapad.

      Still nothing.

      So much for getting a moment’s peace away from the crew to do some real thinking. Much as he loved their company and loved to bounce ideas off them, sometimes it took time to work on things.

      Sixteen deaths.

      Colonists. Homesteaders.

      Good people who were simply looking for a new start.

      There were so many planets opening up for settlement. The Authority had changed the regulations over the last few years, as the testing regimes improved and the capacity for humans to ruin things diminished.

      And still, here at the edges of human expansion through the Orion arm, things could go south very quickly.

      None of which made his job any easier.

      He thumbed at the corner of the datapad again. Trying to activate it.

      Nothing.

      So much for his plan to stretch his legs a moment, after weeks aboard the ship. To come down here and read through the latest updates.

      They all had their own rituals for concluding a voyage. Olivia liked to explore the any local town. Marto, the Crested Daison, liked to get out into the woods and explore. Eva would sit in her cabin and read, claiming that she never got enough time during actual voyages, though Kilo would just bait her and say that she really just needed a moment to warm up to being planetside rather than in the Saphindell’s cockpit.

      Holly. Well, Holly was unpredictable. Sometimes she’d go off with Olivia. Sometimes she would sit with Arlon and go over details of the mission.

      Right now, she was taking a spa.

      Eva had set the Saphindell down at the edge of Phett. One of the first colony towns to be set up. Fewer than two thousand people, but with some wonderful amenities. An extensive fabrication plant. Three wide open parks filled with native Earth flora and fauna. And a large automatic hotel with a spa—including steam rooms, tubs, massages and oil immersion tanks.

      If they resolved the issue of the deaths quickly, Arlon might even try one of those. Supposed to rejuvenate the skin and organs by fifteen years.

      Unlike Holly, he couldn’t leap in before the mission had gotten underway.

      Arlon was fortunate with his crew, really. There had been some changes, but right now they had a good, solid base. Good working relationships.

      He thumbed the datapad again.

      Nothing.

      Time to give this up as a bad idea.

      As he stood, there came a rustling through the trees. Someone moving along the path he’d taken to reach the meadow.

      Holly.

      She was practically glowing. Puffing. Wearing a lemon yellow summer dress. It had drifting images of violet flower petals.

      Arlon smiled. It looked good on her. So different from the usual plain dark blue ship overalls. He felt underdressed, though at least wasn’t still in overalls, or uniform at all. Just slim black trousers, comfy boots and a shirt with a light jacket.

      “Hi,” he said. “I—”

      “Here you are,” she said. Not glowing. Worried.

      “What’s going on?”

      “We didn’t know where you’d gotten to,” she said. “Your datapad was off.”

      He held it up. “Busted.”

      “Come on,” she said. “Let’s hustle back to the ship.”

      “All right.” He pinched the corner of the seat and the tray table folded. Collapsed back. With a snicking, whispery sound, the whole set folded up into its compact block.

      He followed Holly into the trees.

      “What have we got?” he said.

      “More deaths. Another sixteen.”

      Arlon cursed.
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      It had been a toss-up whether to base themselves aboard Saphindell or to move into the hotel itself.

      On the one hand, Saphindell was an excellent vessel. Spacious and equally at home in zero-gravity, or parked on a planet’s surface.

      They all had their own cabins and there were multiple reconfigurable crew areas for recreation and work.

      They were familiar with the vessel’s systems. Good analytical AI set-ups. Good food.

      But on the other hand, they’d just spent weeks cooped up inside the vessel.

      So they’d checked into the hotel.

      Which was a short walk from the meadow Arlon had chosen for his thinking space.

      He followed Holly through the path and the songs of birds surrounded them. Brilliant trills and near-symphonies.

      “Where?” Arlon said, meaning the sixteen fresh deaths.

      “Nurslett. It’s a little outpost four hundred kilometers away.”

      Arlon closed his eyes a moment, trying to remember the place. On the way out—cooped up in Saphindell—he’d used the time to study up on Hanshirr. It helped to while away the time, but it also meant that he was close to an expert by the time they arrived.

      Same as anywhere. Use the time. Be informed.

      But he couldn’t place Nurslett.

      Despite the small number of people living on the planet, there were still hundreds of settlements.

      “I don’t recall the place,” Arlon said.

      “It wasn’t on the maps we had at the time,” Holly said.

      The notifications about the deaths—the earlier deaths—had come through a long while back. A fast message buoy had been launched by the local constabulary, requesting assistance. There had been no unexplained deaths on the planet ever, so sixteen at once kind of meant that they needed external help.

      The buoy, faster than a ship, arrived thirty-six hours later. Less than thirty-six hours after that, Arlon and his team were on their way.

      And three weeks and four days later, here they were.

      With maps at least a month out of date. On these colonial planets, things could change that fast.

      “Copy that. Our meeting is in three hours?”

      Always the plan. Get settled, meet with the constabulary, such as they were, and progress the investigation from there.

      “Eva’s asked to move it forward. Two of them are here now, and the other two are flying in as we speak.”

      Holly and Arlon emerged from the forest, into the hotel’s grounds.

      Like the houses in Phett, the hotel was fast-grown organic. A simple genetic adjustment to willow and clover, together with coded plans, robotically constructed internal scaffolding and a whole lot of trimming and training and you could grow a building almost as fast as humans could build one.

      Robots were faster, of course, but people always said that robotically built places lacked warmth and homey-ness.

      Something that the fast-grown organic buildings had plenty of.

      The hotel had three stories of sweeping curves. It looked at little like a pile of onions. As if they’d been epoxied together and someone had painted some plaster over the top. And painted it green. And added windows.

      Arlon smiled at himself. His comparison had gotten itself overblown.

      But the interiors were decorated in warm hues and the rooms were comfortable. It was great to have the extra space after the trip out.

      As Arlon and Holly strode across the hotel’s rear lawn, with its fountains and manicured gardens, the hum of the town intruded. Just the background sounds of fans and pumps and vehicles. Very low, but distinct. Out in the meadow, he’d been separated from it.

      A set of stone steps led up to the set of wide, glassy doors at the hotel’s rear. On a wide patio there were a half dozen tables, and some people were taking morning tea, complete with teapot and fine china cups. A plate of pastries stood in the table’s center.

      Stepping into the hotel, Arlon immediately felt welcome. The lobby stretched right through to the front, with a greeting desk off to the side. The ceiling was high, with crystalline chandeliers in constant movement, casting a soft light down through the space.

      A few people wandered around, and some were seated in the small restaurant to the right.

      Holly led Arlon off to the left and into one of the hotel’s retreat rooms. With a fair-sized floor area, the room could easily accommodate a hundred people, seated in rows.

      Right now, it was configured more for relaxation, with long, low, curving sofas in deep colors creating more intimate pockets of space.

      Marto and Kilo were seated in one, at the back left corner of the room. All around the outside of the room were long benches, fixed to the walls, with trophies and vases and various appliances. Artfully arranged, but it was almost as if they were being stored.

      “We got worse trouble here, Captain?” Kilo said, standing. The newest member of the crew, Kilo Connover was slim and bright and not even thirty. He was an excellent navigator, able to bring intuition into the job when that’s what was called for.

      “That’s what Holly tells me,” Arlon said. He went to join the other two.

      “More deaths,” Holly said. She went to a bench on the right and began operating one of the machines. Steely and bright with spigots and glass fabrication. The machine clunked and gurgled, delivering glasses and filling them with juices.

      “How many more?” Marto said.

      Marto was a Crested Daison, the only non-human on Arlon’s crew. With a huge mane-like crest across the top of his head, flat features and a wide mouth, Marto was both a terrifying alien and gentle giant. He stood more than a head taller than Arlon, but was bulked to more than twice Arlon’s mass.

      “Sixteen,” Holly said. She loaded four glasses into a carry tray and brought them across to the others.

      “Same as before,” Marto said.

      “Do think this is a pattern?” Kilo said. He was sitting on the edge of the sofa, knees high.

      Arlon slid back, enjoying for a moment the soft welcoming feel of the sofa. He accepted one of the juices from Holly. Purple, with yellow inclusions. It smelled tart, like a mix between passionfruit and edaya.

      “Local?” he said.

      “That’s what it said on the machine.” Holly gave the others their drinks and sat with them. “Kodaal. And Marto, yours is licq, which supposedly is better for your insides. And Kilo, you and I have tamtandan, which I can hardly say.”

      Holly and Kilo’s drinks were orange, but layered to foamy white at the top. Marto’s was jet black.

      “Very nice, thanks,” Marto said, and drained his glass in single gulp.

      “We’re sitting here discussing beverages,” Kilo said. “Meanwhile there are another sixteen people dead. That’s thirty-two.”

      Holly looked at Arlon, giving him the vaguest of smiles.

      Marto stood.

      “Refill,” he said. “Anyone else?” He strode away without waiting for an answer. The three of them had barely taken a sip.

      “We should be planning,” Kilo said. “Where were these other deaths? Shouldn’t we be sending out a scouting party? Interviewing people. Not lounging around in the hotel.”

      Arlon gave Holly a knowing smile. He sat forward. Took a sip from his drink, which was cool and delicious.

      “Exactly right,” he said to Kilo. “And, even though it may not be obvious, that’s what we’re doing.”

      “Right now,” Holly said. “And it’ll be better when the others get here.”

      “Huh?” Kilo said.

      “Relaxed thought processes,” Marto said, attempting to get the beverage maker to deliver him a fresh glass.

      “Relaxed?” Kilo said.

      “If you let it,” Arlon said. “I’ll explain.”
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      Arlon took another sip from his drink. Marto growled at the beverage maker. It was clunking, but not gurgling.

      How to explain the process to Kilo?

      Every mission was unique. Different. Distinct from every other mission.

      At least, in its own way. Sure, there was usually some deception involved, from one or more parties. Sometimes murders, sometimes embezzling, sometimes autocrats losing their minds.

      Sometimes, the crew had to plunge in right away and start saving lives or prevent some insane person from realizing their plot.

      Sometimes, though, they needed to step back and formulate a plan of action.

      “Figuring things out,” Arlon said. “Sometimes it happens in front of a datapad.”

      “Sometimes around a table,” Holly said. “Having intense discussions with each other.”

      “And other people,” Marto said. The beverage maker still wasn’t cooperating with him.

      “Sometimes,” Arlon said, “you need an actual big piece of paper and a pencil and you scrawl and draw all over it and, well, put the pieces together.”

      “And sometimes,” Holly said.

      “Like now,” Arlon said.

      “You have to not even focus on the problem at all.”

      “Wake up syndrome,” Marto said.

      “Thank you, Marto,” Holly said. “Astute as always.”

      “You know me.” Marto tried another button on the beverage maker.

      “Wake up syndrome?” Kilo said.

      “Crested Daisons have it much stronger than humans,” Arlon said.

      “Much, much stronger,” Marto said.

      “You know how you can go to sleep worried about something?” Arlon said to Kilo. “And you wake up and the worry has gone.”

      “You’ve even figured out the answer to your problem,” Holly said.

      “Huh,” Kilo said. “Yeah. I guess.”

      “This is a similar process,” Holly said. “Sitting around not thinking about it, helps to progress the solution.”

      “Not thinking about the problem will have you find the solution?” Kilo left his mouth hanging open and looked back and forth between Holly and Arlon. “Not thinking about over thirty murders in a place where there are never murders is going to help us find the murderer?”

      Kilo stood.

      “You would be surprised,” Holly said.

      “Yeah.” Kilo nodded. He started to walk away. “Real surprised.”

      “Kilo,” Arlon said.

      “Look.” Kilo stopped. Took a breath. Looked back at Arlon and Holly.

      Behind him, Marto continued to try to coax anything from the beverage maker.

      “Go ahead,” Arlon said.

      “I like being part of this crew. You all have been real welcoming and all. We’ve had a lot of missions together. And I like the kind of offbeat almost nutty way you approach things. But not thinking about the problem takes the duck. Truly.”

      “Come sit,” Arlon said. “The others will be here soon and we—”

      “By your leave, Captain. I would like to take a moment in my room to gather my thoughts.”

      Arlon gave him a nod.

      Kilo turned. Headed for the door. Marto watched him go.

      As Kilo disappeared, another voice came from outside the door.

      Eva.

      “Wait!” she said. “Where’re you going. Get yourself back in here.”

      And Eva appeared, dressing in a glowing lavender ballgown, her arm linked into Kilo’s, dragging the poor kid back into the room.
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      In front of the beverage maker, Marto gave a start. The machine began filling a glass with jet black licq. He growled at it.

      “You all aren’t yet dressed for the dance!” Eva said, still striding in with the unnerved Kilo on her arm.

      “What is she doing?” Kilo said, losing his footing and staggering a moment.

      “It’s called, ‘letting off steam’,” Olivia said, following the pair in. “An expression which comes from back in the dark days of the early times of the very first engines. Before leap drives and Voith coils and torch ships. When engines were cast from iron and steam boilers powered everything.”

      “Thanks for the history lesson,” Kilo said, regaining his balance and coming to a stop with Eva.

      “I like your dress, Holly,” Eva said.

      “No dance today,” Marto said, striding past, carrying his black glass of licq.

      “Thanks for the compliment,” Holly said to Eva, but managing to throw a glance at Arlon. The kind of glance that said why didn’t you notice?

      “Marto’s right,” Kilo said. “There is no dance.”

      “Not today,” Eva said. “But I saw this in the boutique and I thought why not? Cooped up in the can for weeks, I gotta blow off a little steam.” She released Kilo and clapped her hands.

      “Attagirl,” Olivia said. Bigger than any of them, save Marto, Olivia was still in her ship overalls.

      Eva looked over the others, eyes narrowed.

      “I missed something,” she said.

      “Sixteen more murders,” Kilo said. “And they all want to wait around for inspiration about how to proceed.”

      “Oh, how infuriating,” Olivia said. “Make yourself useful and fix us some juice while the captain and everyone catches us up.”

      Olivia stepped around and sat, right where Kilo had been sitting.

      “Bad?” she said.

      Arlon nodded.

      Holly clapped and snapped into the space in the center of the circle of sofas. In response, a table folded up from the floor, its deck ablaze with a display.

      Holly waved and brought up a map of the area.

      “Now we’re getting down to business,” Kilo said. He was still standing where Eva had abandoned him. “Wait. You were messing with me?”

      “Of course they were,” Olivia said. “Be a dear and get those drinks. Please.”

      Kilo nodded. He walked away muttering, but at least heading for the machine.

      “It is broken,” Marto said.

      “I’ll figure it out.”

      Arlon sat forward again. Looked over the display. Better angle.

      It was good having his crew together like this. Good having the back and forths between them. Relaxed and ready to go to work.

      Even Kilo’s reaction was part of the whole thing. Not really acting out, just his way of responding to release tension. To let off steam himself.

      The sofa adjusted its angle with him, shifting to support and raise him—and the others—to a better level to look over the table.

      Arlon finished his juice and passed the glass into a receptacle that appeared at the table’s side. The glass clattered away.

      “We’re here,” Holly said, pointing into the map. She was manipulating it with hand motions.

      The table was an oval little over a meter across and more than a meter and a half long. Most of the top surface showed a topographical map of the continental mass. The table had a depth to it that gave real shape to the land.

      Eight million square kilometers, shaped vaguely like a triangle, pointing vaguely at the equator, with the flattish top curving around toward the pole.

      There were inland seas and several enormous mountain chains.

      Irdras. The word stood in bold serif letters near the middle.

      There was a legend drifting around the map showing the scale and the meanings of different colored lines and shapes—roadways, rail, flight corridors, lakes and rivers, old forest, harbors, reefs. Towns and cities. All very broad at this scale.

      Holly was pointing at a little black spot labeled Phett. Their base of operations. Sitting in lowlands, beside a sinuous river. Mountains to the south, and more to the east.

      “The new murders were here, three hundred kilometers from our location.”

      She pointed to a black spot labeled Nurslett.

      “And the first murders?” Eva said. Her ballgown rustled as she moved.

      “Sixty kilometers from there. Peterssen. Hard to see at this scale. I’m zooming”

      Holly spread her hands and the map expanded. With some clever system in the display, the growing sides ran over the edges and down to the floor, vanishing into the thin carpet.

      Peterssen showed up on the map.

      To the north and east was a wide gray area. It was strangely flat. A wide disk, sitting on the map like a biscuit.

      “What is that?” Marto said, sticking a big mitt into the display to indicate the gray patch.

      “That,” Holly said, “is The Mists.”
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      On the voyage out to Hanshirr, Arlon had read a history of the planet.

      Thin book. Not very much history to speak of.

      But there had been a couple of chapters on the geography and meteorology of the planet. Intriguing wind and weather patterns. Parts that were much warmer than they should be, parts that were much cooler than expected.

      There were some neural AI robotic systems wandering around gathering data for synthesis in papers that boffins could chuckle over for years.

      The most engaging chapter had been a word-for-word chapter from one of the very first explorers on the planet, detailing his trips into The Mists.

      She’d used capital letters every time.

      Corbeth J. Wallace. A professor into her nineties, with as much as thirty percent of her body actually cybernetic replacement parts. Her whole left leg. Left hand. Various other parts, including organs.

      The editor had thought much of the fact, and included it in his introduction of her chapter.

      Corbeth had ridden a three-legged robotic strider through the rugged terrain, with a small cohort of other robots and three students.

      She described The Mists as like a glacial shield, but with water vapor, rather than water ice.

      Imagine Antarctica, she’d written, on Earth. Vast accumulations of sleet and snow. Firn building up into glaciers kilometers deep. Into an ice sheet. Sliding through the valleys, chewing away at the rock.

      But there are still mountain ranges under there. Some show their peaks through the ice. Some are entirely hidden.

      So it is with The Mist.

      There are vagaries to the planetary atmospheric circulation systems. The way they interact with the mountains. Bypassing. Slipping on by. This area of a hundred thousand square kilometers, more or less, sits in a strange kind of lee.

      Were you to take a sailing vessel along one of the rivers, or onto one of the lakes, you would find yourself becalmed.

      Endlessly.

      Hers was the most interesting, least dry, part of the book. And the longest.

      Arlon leaned back from the table. Kilo came across, bringing drinks for Eva and Olivia.

      One was jet black. Licq.

      “It’s an area where fog sits on the mountains,” Holly told the others. She zoomed some more so that the whole area of it occupied most of the table, with the black dots of the two towns at the edge, near Arlon.

      “Is there no imagery of the ground then?” Olivia said.

      “That’s the thing,” Eva said. “The Mist stays there. The whole time.”
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      Despite the thickness of the mist, light still penetrates. There is a vibrant ecosystem here in the valleys.

      
        
        — Corbeth J. Wallace

        “The Mists of Hanshirr”

      

      

      

      Eva took her drink from Kilo. The Licq. She stared at it.

      “What if I spill this on my gown?” she said.

      “I doubt that it stains,” Kilo said. He stepped back from the sofas.

      Eva handed her glass to Marto, who gave the frightening Crested Daison grimace that passed for a smile.

      He downed the glass in a single gulp.

      Kilo looked at the map.

      “At the edge of the misty area,” he said.

      “What?” Olivia said, and took a sip from the drink Kilo had given her.

      “The two towns with the deaths,” Kilo said. “Right at the edge of the mist.”

      “Correlation does not imply causation.”

      “I wasn’t saying it did.” Kilo frowned at Olivia.

      “Let’s open up ideas,” Arlon said. “That’s a good point about the mist. It’s a unique feature of the planet.”

      “Little is known about it,” Eva said. “A few expeditions. Corbeth Wallace.”

      “You know about that?” Arlon said.

      Eva shrugged. “I studied a little. On the way out.”

      Arlon smiled. Eva could still surprise him. The ballgown didn’t, but that she’d studied did. She’d gotten out of the habit lately.

      “The location is probably important,” Holly said.

      “Are there other towns at The Mist’s margins?” Arlon said.

      Holly gave him a half-smile and returned to the map.

      “What?” Arlon said.

      “The way you said it. Like, a subtle thing.”

      “Capital letters,” Eva said. “That’s how Corbeth described it. The Mist. Not just any old mist, but The Mist.”

      “All right. The Mist. There are four other towns at the edges. A few more farther away.”

      Holly zoomed some more and black dots appeared on the map, with their names. Xenoo, Smith, Collerette, Tanfid, Anaiya, Soda Springs and Jump.

      “Are there any towns under the mist?” Olivia said. “Sorry, The Mist.”

      “None at all,” Holly said.

      “Why would they?” Marto said.

      “Right. You’d never see the sun. It would be hard to grow raw materials and crops and houses.”

      “There are ecosystems in there,” Eva said. “Strong ecosystems according to what I read.”

      Kilo huffed. He turned and went back to the beverage machine.

      “A beer,” Eva called to him. “Just get me a beer.”

      “Right,” he said. “Water it is.”

      Eva smiled.

      “What was that huff about?” Holly said.

      Kilo was tapping at the machine. It clunked and gurgled.

      “The ecosystems here,” he said. “We’re all inoculated and so on, but it’s pretty dense and strange.”

      “We see strange all the time.”

      “I know, but this is an extra level of strange.”

      “I’ve walked around town and there are bugs you wouldn’t believe, and snapper plants and snakes. This short one I was, I swear it had vestigial wings. The size of my arm. Fat. You know, as far as snakes go.

      “I saw a kind of wasp thing,” Olivia said. “Blue and yellow. The size of a bird. Making a mud nest in the corner of my room’s window. A stinger like an old hypodermic needle.” She held her hands up to indicate, with her fingers a good thirty centimeters apart.

      “I saw one,” Marto said.

      Kilo returned, carrying two glasses. One with kodaal, the purplish juice, and the other with a bubbling amber liquid. He handed that to Eva.

      “Beer!” she said. “You’re awesome, Kilo.”

      “I know it.” He sat next to Olivia.

      Arlon leaned toward the map on the table.

      Seven town in the vicinity. Two of them with deaths. Thirty-two in total.

      “We’ll make an excursion,” he said. “Head up there now. See what we can progress. If need be, some of us can stay and some return.”

      “You don’t want to shift our base of operations up there?” Holly said.

      “We have to work with the local constabulary. We have to use caution so as we don’t step on their jurisdiction. Feet up in thirty minutes.”

      “Aw man!” Eva said. “And I got all dressed up.”
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      It would take lifetimes to examine and catalogue all the biomes hidden under The Mist. I will have to satisfy myself with a few cursory examinations.

      Even those, though, contain wonders.

      
      
        
        — Corbeth J. Wallace

        “The Mists of Hanshirr”

      

      

      
      Jadel was a compact town. Less than a kilometer square. Dozens of homes, with a small central district with a square and statues.

      Saphindell hummed as Eva circled the town and headed toward a clearing at the edge of a river’s flood plain. Saphindell set down with a thump and a hiss. They’d flown on a high parabola, right to the edge of the atmosphere, diving back again almost right away.

      Eva did like to fly.

      A ground car was waiting for them. A little low, boxy thing, with dozens of wheels and a bored looking driver.

      “Population?” Kilo said as they made their way down the stairway from Saphindell’s interior.

      The nearby town was filled with leafy yellow-green trees. Roofs and a couple of spires stood up from the canopy.

      “Three hundred and eighty,” Eva said. She was back wearing her flight suit. “The deaths will have rocked this community, that’s for sure.”

      Arlon stopped at the base of the stairs and followed the twisting line of the river back away through the landscape. Rolling green hills, piling up and getting higher and higher. Then, the fringes of the mountains. but only the lower slopes visible.

      The Mist hid the upper slopes.

      With the curvature of the planet, it all bent away from him. There were a few loose clouds directly overhead. Cumulus. And some much higher icy clouds stretching out across The Mist. Above the mountains, the atmosphere was less calm.

      “No wind here,” Marto said, standing by Arlon. Marto’s thick Daison scent came with him. Almonds and bear.

      “You’re right,” Arlon said. “Remarkably calm. But higher up, look at that.”

      Marto looked, but didn’t say anything.

      “Look at that valley there,” Olivia said, joining them and pointing along to the right, away from the town.

      Perhaps five kilometers off, the valley was obvious. A deep V, with a tributary exiting, and the layer of mist simply shutting off the top half of the hills.

      “Let’s go, people,” Holly said, already standing by the ground car. “We have a meeting to attend and decisions to make.”

      Arlon smiled. She was a good first officer. Able to corral the others, and himself, when they got distracted.

      They loaded up, with Arlon sitting in front. He introduced himself to the driver. A kid of maybe twenty, with dark hair. He wore a single long robe, perhaps muslin, with vertical stripes. He looked cold.

      “Adam,” he said. “The mayor wanted to come over herself, but these are... I mean, things are tough.”

      “Did you lose family?” Arlon said.

      Adam looked at him, startled.

      “I...” He swallowed.

      “I’m sorry,” Arlon said. “As you say, things are tough. These are trying times.”

      “Very.” Adam stared straight ahead, guiding the vehicle over the graded ground and onto the town’s streets.

      The houses were similar to those in Phett, very organic and quickly grown. The space between each, however was larger. As if the townsfolk here felt as if they had more room to spread out.

      The were verdant gardens, and gun-metal gray robots tending to things. The air was cool and moist.

      “You get afternoon sun, right?” Kilo said, leaning over from the next seat back. “But it’s hidden through the morning?”

      “Excuse me?” Adam said.

      “The Mist.” Kilo pointed to the east at the rising mountains.

      “I don’t know what you mean,” Adam said. “The sun rises. We get it all day, unless things cloud up. We had three days of rain last week. Didn’t see the sun at all.”

      “What Adam means,” Olivia said, “is that he’s lived here long enough that the day for him starts when the sun gets up over the mist, which wouldn’t actually be that much later than over the horizon anyway. Or over the mountains.”

      Kilo gave a nod.

      “I was born here,” Adam said. “Never been anyplace else. I know there are lots of strange worlds out there. Places where the sun only rises once every two hundred years. Waterfalls that tumble into vast caves. That inhabitable planet that orbits its star in sixteen hours. That’s a place I’d like to see.”

      “I don’t know about a place that the sun only rises every two hundred years,” Olivia said.

      “Thum,” Kilo said. “It’s two hundred light years the other direction. The planet is rocky, but it’s like Uranus. Knocked on its side, with an orbit that runs to one hundred and eighty years. Big hot star. The place is just about inhabitable.”

      Eva reached and patted him on the back. “See, you do know stuff.”

      “Navigational stuff,” he said. “Not stuff about why clouds don’t blow away.”

      They passed by the town square, which was a block of land with well-kept blooming gardens, and a tall spire in the center. An obelisk, but squared off, with complex scallop designs all up and down the faces.

      A couple of blocks on, Adam brought them to a stop outside of a larger house. Two storied, with that same organic feel to it.

      “The mayor,” Adam said. “She wanted me to bring you here in the first instance. She may walk you down to the town offices. Constable Kendrick will be waiting to fill you in some more, I understand.”

      They got out of the vehicle and stood in the street. Farther along, some kids were playing. With an animal that looked like a cross between a labrador and a peacock—tawny coat, but with a vast, upright, colorful tail. The animal made excited, chirping sounds as the kids darted around it.

      A door opened in the front of the swooping two-story house.

      Arlon started forward. There was no
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