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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Planet Endemo’s atmosphere swirled with brilliant banks of bright sweeping clouds as Blue Defender approached, dropping out of orbit. Endemo’s sun blazed, rich and blue, a couple of hundred million kilometers away.

      Inside Blue Defender’s cool compact bridge, Matti-Jay Menthony nibbled on a bar of Clanker chocolate as she watched the console readouts of the little vessel’s lazily drift toward the surface. The chocolate was quite delicious. Both bitter and sweet at once. They should have gotten more of it on the visit to the outpost.

      Clanker had been a nice enough place, but not too many people. Blue Defender’s itinerary was getting crowded with visits to all sorts of Ao worlds as Matti-Jay and the crew tried to satisfy the curiosity of billions.

      The Ao, who were as human as anyone from Earth, were all quite fascinated by these first travelers. The Ao had colonized hundreds of worlds throughout this corner of the galaxy, but somehow left Earth alone.

      That was a mystery Matti-Jay still had to get to the bottom of.

      On the main console, little orange warning lights began to pulse, together with readouts of the vessel’s altitude and the thickness of the atmosphere.

      As with any planet, the atmosphere didn’t just stop. It grew thinner and thinner until it was effectively vacuum Even at over a hundred and fifty kilometers above the solid surface, there were still enough gas particles to start impacting against Blue Defender’s hull as she began the process of slowing from the thousands of kilometers per hour orbital speed, to maybe just a few hundred kilometers per hour so she could set down at a landing strip.

      Matti-Jay always loved this part. The shuddering. The screaming whistle of air as it found cracks and crevices in the hull. The flicker and flash of plasma across the bridge’s windshield.

      It was adventure.

      The view below was just of wide blue ocean below the cloud. Blue Defender’s hardened belly cams showed a live feed of her progress over the planet. Earlier Matti-Jay had seen some of the amazing sights visible from orbit.

      Each planet they visited seemed to have something extraordinary. A vast canyon, a mountain that poked so high that it was into that near-vacuum part of the atmosphere, a desert the girdled the entire equator. The list was remarkable.

      Here on Endemo there were thick jungles and temperate forests. Deserts dotted around like freckles on the planet’s face.

      Plenty of wide oceans and big lakes, fed by some long sinuous rivers. Sunlight glistened from water as Blue Defender descended.

      This was quite a beautiful planet.

      “Hey,” Kendra called from the short companionway that led from the vessel’s small bridge to the cabins and rec room.

      “What?” Matti-Jay said.

      Kendra pulled through into the bridge and slipped into the seat next to Matti-Jay. Older than Matti-Jay, sometimes Kendra seemed less mature. She had grown her hair out lately and today had it in two pony tails, side by side near the back of her head. She smelled of soap.

      “We’re descending already?” Kendra said. “You’ve got chocolate? I thought we were rationing that?”

      “Charlie has scheduled us to go back to Clanker to get more in a few months.”

      “Well, that’s something.” Kendra tapped at the consoles. “I thought you were going to wake me for the descent.”

      “You didn’t say.” Once dropping to a planet’s surface would have been exciting, but they’d done it so much over the last year and a half that it was becoming kind of routine. Easy enough to sleep through. In fact, Charlie was probably asleep right now.

      “I’m sure you said you’d let me know,” Kendra said. “I wanted to see the wall.”

      “We haven’t crossed it yet.”

      Kendra leaned up, even as her seat harness clasped at her. She peered through the windshield, even though with this angle all they could see was space and a thin sliver of atmosphere.

      “We’ll come up on it as we land,” Matti-Jay said.

      “Still in daylight?”

      “That’s the timing.”

      “It better be. This wall was why I wanted to come out here. I definitely do not want to miss a moment of it.”

      “You’ll see it. I promise.”

      “I’m going to hold you to that,” Kendra said. “Mark my words.”

      She sounded serious, but she gave Matti-Jay a wink.

      “Nice,” Matti-Jay said. “We’ll be on the ground in twenty-five minutes.”

      “Great. Now, give me a nibble of that chocolate.”
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      The Great Wall of Endemo was almost five thousand kilometers long. It formed a vague circle, encompassing an area the size of a country. Close to two million square kilometers.

      The wall stood, in places, twenty stories high. Like Earth’s Great Wall of China, there were taller buildings spaced relatively equally along the length. Similarly built from stone, but that was about where the similarities ended.

      For one, China’s Great Wall ran along a border, while on Endemo, the wall enclosed a vast area.

      Both, of course, designed to keep things from crossing.

      As Blue Defender descended through Endemo’s atmosphere, weight returned. Matti-Jay enjoyed the tingle of it through her muscles. When you spent too long in zero gravity, everything started feeling a bit squoodgy. It was nice to have a sense of her body with its own weight again.

      “Charlie’s not excited then?” Kendra said. “Thought he’d want to be up here to see us come land.”

      “Tired,” Matti-Jay said. Charlie had been working hard with Dub and Kaimen, the crew’s two robots, on getting the drive coils working right. There was some minor tuning required and Charlie had taken it upon himself to ensure that it was done perfectly.

      Which was a good thing.

      “We could have gone around the planet another time?” Kendra said. “Given him another hour and a half?”

      “Then you and I would have had to wait a whole lot longer.”

      “Oh. Yeah. Let him sleep.”

      The shuddering of their descent was easing. Cool air blew through the bridge, bringing a faint tang of machine oil and aluminum. The little ship always seemed to be in a state of maintenance and repair.

      Data readouts scrolled up the faces of the console displays. Blue Defender made the switch from aerobraking glider to atmospheric aircraft. Matti-Jay took the yoke and pushed the nose down, banking slightly to the left.

      Kendra peered again, looking through the windshield, trying to catch a glimpse of the ground.

      “Forests,” she said. “Rolling hills. That’s right there aren’t many cities.”

      “Couple of hundred thousand people,” Matti-Jay said.

      “Yeah, yeah, big city on the other side of the planet. Rualedde. They don’t like the wall so much.”

      “Does that surprise you?”

      “Yes. Why?”

      Matti-Jay glanced at Kendra. “You–”

      “No, no, I read all the stuff about it. But, me, if I lived here, I’d be all like, let me at it. I’d be building a tower house so I could look inside all the time.”

      “Pretty sure you’d get sick of that real quick.” Like anyone, Kendra tired of amazing things if they were in front of her all the time. Didn’t they say that Parisians never went up the Eiffel Tower? People from Arizona had never seen the Grand Canyon?

      “Yeah,” Kendra said. “Guess you’re right. For a kid, you can be pretty insightful, you know that.”

      Matti-Jay didn’t respond. Partly it was Kendra trying to bait her, and partly it was just Kendra being Kendra. Matti-Jay was coming up on seventeen. Well, almost sixteen and a half, but maybe that was a kidsy thing; counting years by halves, so maybe Kendra was kind of right.

      With some of the things Matti-Jay had been through, it was kind of like she’d had to leave her childhood and teenage years behind. Had to grow up real fast.

      “There!” Kendra said, pointing ahead. “There it is!”

      Matti-Jay looked. There was the wall. Still a long way off, but then, they were coming up on it fast.
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      They had seen the wall from space of course. From orbit. Well, not the wall itself–while it was substantial, from over a hundred kilometers above, it looked less than hair’s width.

      But the change in the countryside and vegetation was obvious. It looked like an enormous crater.

      The wall traveled across plains and mountains, around lakes and deep valleys. It was ancient. Older, they said, than Ao settlement of the planet. And that had been more than five hundred Earth years.

      There had been many more Ao in the middle period, but tens of thousands had left. Settling on planets more friendly and conducive to life.

      At least, that was the story.

      The wall, it seemed, unsettled some people.

      From Blue Defender’s bridge, the wall looked imposing. They were still at around three thousand meters altitude, and a good hundred kilometers from the wall’s near edge.

      It was yellow-white. Mostly. Made from blocks of old limestone. Stacked one upon the other. They stretched away into the distance, fading into haze.

      “Robots,” Kendra said. “Had to be built by robots, right? No way they could have gotten slaves to make it, right?”

      “Aliens,” Matti-Jay said. “Who knows how they operate?”

      On their travels through the worlds of the Ao, Matti-Jay and the others had come across aliens on occasion. The first time on Ludelle, after the destruction of the Donner. Since beginning their explorations they had come across all kinds. From tiny, quadrupeds–almost like Kaimen–to massive hairy blobs, to scaly reptilians to bipeds similar to Ao and humans.

      The galaxy was a strange and wonderful place.

      “Aliens,” Kendra said. “Yeah. Remember the Stampers? They were big chunky ones. They could have built this thing in a couple of years.”

      Matti-Jay smiled. They’d seen Stampers as virtual representations in a museum on Corchel months back. The Stampers were long vanished, leaving behind just a few artifacts and buildings.

      Nothing even close to the Great Wall.

      “There,” Kendra said.

      Ahead lay a small town and a long airstrip. The town, Demikle, was a jumble of buildings clustered around a bend in a river. The airstrip was on river terrace above. The town lay about fifteen kilometers from the wall.

      “Tour guides and souvenirs,” Kendra said.

      It was meant to be a joke. Unlike some artifacts around the Ao worlds, the Great Wall of Endemo attracted few visitors. Firstly, Endemo was not on any of the regular shipping lanes. Off to the side, it wasn’t really especially distant, just on a kind of a spur. Any vessel that visited had to basically take the reverse route back to Spoud, the next closest world, which was itself out on the spur too, really.

      Tourists liked to do loops. Back-tracking, even for something as spectacular as the Great Wall, was unpopular.

      Secondly, the Great Wall was kind of scary. The ecosystem inside was distinctly different from that outside. Research into it was still scant.

      And thirdly, if that’s how things should be counted, there was relatively little information about it out there. Even though the networks of data throughout the Ao worlds contained vast tracts about just about everything, from the extraordinary to the banal, from the remarkable to the everyday, there were only snippets about the Great wall.

      It was only Charlie’s curiosity that had drawn them here. A couple of things he’d found in older databases. He thought it looked cool, and he was probably right. His curiosity about things was a really nice side of him. His enthusiasm could become infectious.

      And so, here they were.

      

      “At least there’s a nice hostel,” Matti-Jay said. “Somewhere to sleep and eat while we investigate.”

      “Investigate!” Kendra said with a laugh. “Funny how now we’re investigators, right? We need a cool name.”

      “Blue Defender Investigations.”

      “Yes! That’s it. That’s us. Private eyes from Blue Defender Investigations.” Kendra looked at Matti-Jay with a mock scowl. “Here’s my card, but... I’m sure you’ve heard of us. We solved the Einstein Puzzle.”

      Matti-Jay snorted. “Funny,” she said.

      “Do you even know what the Einstein Puzzle is?”

      “You made it up just now.”

      Kendra shrugged. “So?”

      Matti-Jay let the ship chose its vectors to head in toward the landing strip. The systems would communicate with the local landing controller systems and guide them in.

      It was a direct route, but Matti-Jay made some tweaks so they would fly closer. Blue Defender swung out, away from the vector. Banking toward the wall.

      “Blue Defender, Blue Defender,” an accented woman’s voice said from the speakers systems. “Blue Defender, this is Demikle control. You are off track.”

      “Thank you. This is Matti-Jay Menthony. Commander of the–”

      “Ambassador!” the voice said. “My apologies. This is Marnel Guueld. Are you all right?”

      

      Matti-Jay smiled. Really, she was just a young explorer, but ever since the events on Ludelle, when she’d been bestowed the title of Ambassador Pro Tempore of Earth, people–the Ao–treated her with the kind of deference she really wasn’t used to.

      “We’re fine,” Kendra said. “Just swinging around to take a closer look at your wall before we set down.”

      “Ah yes, that explains your flight path. Please do take care. Not too close.”

      “Just close enough for a look from the air,” Matti-Jay said.

      “Very good. I’ll see you soon.”

      “Thank you.” The speaker clicked as the connection disengaged.

      “That title of yours,” Kendra said. “It sure does open doors.”

      “Yes. It’s still hard to live up to.”

      “You do just fine. Now. Fly us close so we can get a good look.” Kendra stood. “I’m going to wake Charlie. He’ll want to see this.”

      “Yes. See if Dub and Kaimen want to come up too.”

      “Oh, they can just plug into the system.”

      “I like their company.” Matti-Jay gave Kendra a half-hearted smile. “And, yes, I know they’re robots.”

      “And yes you know that it gets crowded up here with them in the cockpit.”

      “Bridge.” Now that Blue Defender was bigger, she had a ‘bridge’ rather than a ‘cockpit’. It was a fine, but important distinction.

      

      “Bridge. Fine. I’ll...” Kendra trailed off. She stared out the windshield.

      “What?” Matti-Jay said, peering too.

      “There are people up on the wall,” Kendra said. “See them?”
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      With some taps at the consoles, Matti-Jay adjusted the faring systems on Blue Defender so she would fly slower. Matti-Jay throttled and the background engine sound changed. The Voith coils came online to assist with antigravity.

      “You see them?” Kendra said. “Six? Seven?”

      “I don’t see anything.”

      The ship was flying in now at about a kilometer from the wall. They were above it. On their side were some fields and wide rolling forests. On the other side was a jumble of vegetation. Large trees with whiskery protrusions, swirls of deep pinks and crimsons, big areas of black.

      “There.” Kendra pointed.

      The wall looked smaller than it really was, because it was wide at the top. Even with the vegetation, it was still hard to imagine that the wall was over sixty meters high. As tall as a twenty story building.

      The near face was stony yellow-white and Matti-Jay could almost make out the joins of the blocks of it. There were rims at the top–barriers–and about a kilometer along stood one of the higher parts. It looked like a guard tower, with a steep roof and nothing but slits for windows.

      “There, there,” Kendra said.

      Now Matti-Jay saw them. Nothing more than specks.

      “Optics,” Kendra said, tapping at the consoles on her side of the bridge. “Here.”

      On one of Matti-Jay’s displays, a new image appeared. A zoomed-in video feed of the people. The image was grainy and jerky, but it was obvious that it was a group. Six or seven. Kind of milling around.

      “Sightseeing?” Kendra said. “Actual tourists?”

      “Maybe.”

      One of the group seemed to be lying on the top of the wall. Right by the rim wall. Two others were crouched to the person.

      “So we’re not the only tourists,” Kendra said. “The way they talked about it made it seem almost off limits. As if there were so many far better things to see in all the worlds. The Falls of Galmaea. The perpetual rainbows off the coast of Fretle-aiin. That thing, what was it? The tree thing? Remember?”

      “I remember.” They hadn’t been there, yet, but on Cusdelle there was a single tree that covered an entire island. The central trunk was eighty meters across, and there were numerous other ‘trunks’–extended roots–that supported the branches in ten thousand different places. The place was an amazing maze.

      “Kastelle Tree!” Kendra said.

      “Cusdelle.”

      “That’s the one.”

      “I think this is a rescue,” Matti-Jay said. “I think someone there is hurt.”

      “Hurt.” Kendra leaned forward to peer at her display. “Yeah, you’re right. I think.”

      “Who’s hurt?” Charlie said, coming through to the bridge. “Wow! We’re almost ready to land. No one woke me.”

      “We were coming,” Kendra said. “We got distracted. There’s a rescue.”

      “Do we need to help?” Charlie sat in the fold-out seat behind Matti-Jay. Charlie was wearing a terrible floral shirt that was all yellow and purple. It hurt Matti-Jay’s eyes. He hadn’t shaved and had thin stubble on his face. His eyes looked tired.

      “Who’s hurt?” he said, wiping his right eye.

      “You asked that already,” Kendra said. “We don’t know.”

      “It looks like they might have it under control,” Matti-Jay said.

      Part of the rim wall, where the person was lying, had crumbled. Actually, looking back and forth, there were numerous parts of the wall that were crumbling. The wall was pretty ancient. No matter how well you built something, eventually it would fall to ruin.

      “Blue Defender, Blue Defender,” Marnel Guueld said from the console speakers. She sounded a little agitated.

      “We’re here,” Matti-Jay said.

      “You’re far off track. Please return to the vector. We can arrange a full flight plan for sightseeing. I know you’re the Ambassador from Earth, but there are still protocols. You should set your vessel down and complete formalities. You have just come down from orbit.”

      “Yes of course,” Matti-Jay said. Being an ambassador carried a lot of responsibility. She had to go through official channels and greetings and banquets more than she would like. Even if the people were friendly and the food was great, it could still get tiring.

      “There’s a rescue going on,” Kendra said. “Perhaps we should assist them.”

      “Rescue?” Marnel said. “One moment.”

      “We could go pick them all up,” Charlie said. “They’re on foot.”

      “Ah,” Marnel said. “Yes. It’s a training exercise. The local paramedic club out and trying some new techniques. They require no assistance.”

      “Thank you,” Matti-Jay said. She adjusted the yoke, altering Blue Defender’s heading. Taking them toward the landing strip.
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      Marnel Guueld turned out to be a dumpy woman in her mid-thirties, with a wide smile and bright eyes. She was out on the tarmac, ready to greet Blue Defender’s crew when they came down the steps.

      “She could be Mom,” Charlie said.

      The air was crisp and tangy. Invigorating after weeks of being cooped up in Blue Defender. It was amazing to be able to leap between star systems, but it still took time. Especially to reach somewhere as far out as Endemo.

      A clunk came from Blue Defender’s keel as a hatch opened. The vessel stood a couple of meters above the tarmac, up on her stalky undercarriage.

      Dub stepped out from the hatchway, lanky robotic legs reaching. Almost like a cat stretching after a long nap. Dub’s head ducked as she came out to join Matti-Jay, Charlie and Kendra at the bottom of the steps.

      Matti-Jay rolled her shoulders and stretched her arms. It was always an odd feeling coming back into gravity. Working out in zero-gravity kept her fit and limber, but gravity really made her blood flow.

      “This is an interesting location,” Dub said. Her metallic robot voice sounded different in the warm air. Softer. Her oblong head, on its long neck, was turned so that her array of sensors could observe the distant wall.

      Even at this distance, the wall was the dominant part of the landscape. A long white line, almost painted along the horizon, tapering off to the left and right.

      “Very interesting,” Kaimen said from her perch on Dub’s back.

      Both robots were quadrupeds, with long upright necks. Almost like scrawny horses. Kaimen, though, was tiny compared to Dub. Little bigger than a puppy–and about as energetic–while Dub was closer to horse-sized. Each of them was constantly updating their bodies anyway, with additions and removals.

      Some days in Blue Defender’s small machine shop could be quite interesting. Both robots had intriguing ideas about improvements. Better sensors, more articulations in their legs and manipulator arms, better power sources.

      “Welcome! Welcome!” Marnel Guueld said. She had her arms out as if she was about to gather them all into some kind of hug.

      “Thank you for hosting us,” Matti-Jay said as the crew walked over.

      Behind Marnel, the low buildings of the landing strip stood, gray and worn. At one end a narrow tower supported a wider, windowed platform, with a roof decorated with antennas and dishes. There were a few other vessels parked around the tarmac. Mostly atmospheric planes and hovers. A couple of small, insubstantial flitters. Little more than giant dragonfly wings with narrow fuselages and cramped cockpits.

      “Of course, of course,” Marnel said. “Please come. Your accommodation is all set. The mayor’s reception is at hollow hour, so you’ve got a bit of time. I hope you’re all hungry. These things can turn into real banquets.”

      “Mayor’s reception?” Kendra said.

      “Uh-oh,” Charlie said.

      “What?”

      “I was meant to tell you. When we were coming in there was a message. Then we got into orbit and I went to take a nap.”

      “There’s a reception with the mayor and you didn’t think to tell us?”

      “Oh, sure. I thought to tell you. Just didn’t.” Charlie gave a sheepish smile.

      It was kind of endearing, really. Goofy, but well intentioned, that was Charlie. Too sweet for anyone to stay mad with him to too long.

      From the distance came a quiet whooshing sound. Growing.

      “There,” Charlie said, pointing.

      There was a speck speeding through the sky. A big speck. Black, shaped like a seed. Fat at one end, tapered at the other.

      A hover speeding along parallel to the wall.

      “The rescue,” Kendra said. “That’s why they didn’t want us going in. They had an aircraft on the way.”

      Dub strode away toward the wall. She had her head raised and her own antennas pointing.

      “Exercise,” Marnel said, a frown crossing her face. “We don’t have many visitors here, but too many of those who come get themselves into trouble. We have to be prepared.”

      “Exercise?” Charlie said. “You’re sure.”

      “Oh, yes. Come along. There’s a ground vehicle that will take you into town. You’ll be able to clean up if you want. Before the reception.”

      “I could use a shower,” Charlie said.

      “You’re telling me,” Kendra said.

      “Ha, ha.”

      “He’s not the only one,” Matti-Jay said, looking away from whatever had peaked Dub’s interest, and peering pointedly at Kendra.

      “What does that mean?” Kendra’s mouth hung open.

      “It means you reek,” Charlie said. “Too. And you know you want to anyway. A shower in gravity is way better than sponging in zero gee.”

      “Can we stop talking about this now?” Kendra looked around. “What is Dub doing?”

      “I am watching the rescue,” Dub said. “It is very interesting.”

      “Exercise,” Marnel said.

      “So you keep telling us,” Kendra said. “But it seems pretty serious.”

      “We have to take these things seriously. Come. Let’s get into town. We’re very honored to have your attendance. Endemo is a very long way from Earth.”

      Marnel turned and headed toward the buildings.

      Charlie walked with her. “You know that we have a Great Wall too?” he said.

      “Listen to him,” Kendra said.

      “I think it’s nice,” Matti-Jay said. “And it’s part of our job too. Sharing the culture of Earth with all the Ao worlds.”

      “You sound like you’re reading from a list.”

      Matti-Jay just smiled. Sometimes Kendra could be a bit abrasive, but she was an integral part of the crew. They all were.

      “Much smaller, though,” Charlie was saying. “Much, much smaller.”
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      A whole bunch of the residents of Demikle were invited to the reception. Matti-Jay counted over ninety people. They were tall, and an intriguing mix of skin tones. A real mix from fair to milk coffee to chocolate. Mostly around the middle. Matti-Jay felt like she stood out.

      The town hall’s big central room had blocky stone pillars holding up an atrium ceiling. Transparent panels in the roof afforded a view of the blue sky and some puffy clouds. The sounds of conversations echoed in the big space.

      There were numerous tables, but no seats. Some of the tables had snacks on plates. Charlie seemed on a ravenous mission to sample every single one.

      Marnel introduced them around, and Matti-Jay quickly lost track of names. Everyone was very excited to meet her.

      “We don’t get many dignitaries,” Marnel said. “You haven’t met the mayor yet. She’s over here with some of the councilors.”

      At the far end of the room, in front of some hanging tapestries and racks of emblems and medals, another table stood on a plinth. A formally-dressed group stood there, slightly separate from the rest.

      “This is your council chamber too, isn’t it?” Kendra said.

      “Yes,” Marnel said. “We’re a small community, on a sparsely populated planet. Many of our facilities do double duty.

      Dub and Kaimen were waiting outside. Or, more likely, wandering around exploring. They were both research robots and their programming often came to the fore, seeing them off gathering information. It was a pretty useful trait.

      “Your mayor looks pretty staunch,” Charlie said, coming back from one of his forays to a table. He clutched snacks in one hand and popped one in his mouth with the other.

      “You going to share those around?” Kendra said.

      “Sure.” Charlie held his laden hand out to her.

      Kendra wrinkled her nose at him.

      “Matti-Jay?”

      “Thanks.” Matti-Jay took one of the snacks. It looked like a blueberry cupcake, complete with ruffled paper cup, but it tasted nutty and sweet at once.

      “Good, huh?” Charlie said.

      “It’s okay.”

      “Don’t know how you can let him handle your food like that,” Kendra said.

      “Doesn’t bother me.” Matti-Jay smiled at Charlie. He returned the smile.

      “You could lighten up,” Charlie told Kendra.

      Kendra sighed. “Here’s the mayor.”

      Marnel had somehow guided them closer to the table on the plinth and the group of councilors. Matti-Jay had barely noticed.

      “Mayor Noumbence,” Marnel said. “Let me introduce Ambassador Pro Tempore Matti-Jay Menthony, and her crew.”

      “That’s us,” Kendra muttered. “Crew.”

      “Pipe down and have a snack,” Charlie hissed at her.

      “My pleasure,” Matti-Jay said, holding her hand out to the mayor to shake.

      Mayor Noumbence was probably younger than Kendra. The mayor’s hair was cut short and she had deep brown irises that swallowed up her pupils.

      She glanced at Matti-Jay’s hand.

      “An Earth custom,” the mayor said. She had a rich, full voice, as if she might suddenly burst out in opera.

      “We shake hands,” Matti-Jay said.

      The mayor smiled. “I know. I like it. It’s quaint.” She took Matti-Jay’s hand in a firm grip and shook. “I’m Mayor Nomoi Noumbence. Please call me Nomoi.”

      “Pleased to meet you.” Matti-Jay introduced Kendra and Charlie.

      “Well,” Nomoi said. “Thank you for coming. We’re of course honored. I’m sure that Marnel has made arrangements for your accommodation and tours.”

      “Me?” Marnel said. “I... yes, of course.”

      “Very good.”

      Marnel nodded. “If you’ll excuse me, I have things to attend to.”

      “Quite, quite,” the mayor said, barely noticing. “Now, Ambassador, let me introduce you around.”

      Matti-Jay shook hands with the other councilors and guests, most of whom were amused by the tradition. Their grips were alternately tentative and strong.

      As she chatted about their travels–something she’d grown much better at over the months of various receptions and soirees–she noticed that there were some narrow windows in what would be the building’s second floor. Looking out into the high-ceilinged council chamber. She would never have thought much about it really, except for a movement behind one.

      Someone watching. Standing back. In the shadows of the room  there.

      Not just watching, but watching as if they didn’t want to be seen watching.
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      After the reception Matti-Jay was exhausted. That wasn’t unusual after these kinds of things. They could be both uplifting and tiring. So many new people and new foods and having to be sustained and interesting the whole time. Especially when she and the crew had just landed from orbit.

      So it was great that the accommodations that Marnel had arranged for them all were really good. Like ten star hotel good. The building was just a short walk from the council chambers. A six story affair, the accommodation building had a curved exterior, greenish–like cucumbers–with sculptural twists in the facing.

      Not the hostel Matti-Jay had been expecting. She’d be happy with somewhere ordinary, but sometimes it was nice to get somewhere flasher and more luxurious.

      The room smelled of lavender. The walls were one of those off-white colors like ecru or seashell or snowcap. There was a wide living space, with a kitchen, a bathroom with a gigantic bath and brass fittings, and a bedroom the size of a football stadium.

      “You people like to do things big out here huh?” Kendra said as Marnel showed them around.

      “We’re all sharing this, right?” Charlie said.

      “Yes, sorry,” Marnel said.

      There were four bedrooms. All huge. Each with a bed so plump it looked liked you could bounce on it for hours.

      “No,” Matti-Jay said. “This is great. We’re not used to this level of privilege.”

      Marnel frowned as if confused.

      “She’s the ambassador,” Charlie said, “but she’s still a ship’s hand.”

      “Captain,” Kendra said.

      “By default,” Matti-Jay said. “We’re pretty democratic.”

      “When it suits,” Charlie said.

      “Aww, he’s just sour because usually he gets left out of the decision making process.”

      Charlie gave a wry smile. Kendra winked at Matti-Jay.

      Marnel looked between them, confused.

      “Marnel,” Dub said from the wide doorway to the suite. “Please do not be alarmed. This is simply their humor.”

      “They are a long way from home,” Kaimen said from Dub’s back as Dub stepped into the room. Dub’s metal feet clicked on the tiled floor at the entry.

      “They are the only humans around,” Dub said.

      “I understand,” Marnel said.

      “And you’ve been thrown into this,” Matti-Jay said. “You didn’t ask to be our guide here, did you?”

      Marnel glanced at the doorway. Almost nervous.

      “I just do my job,” she said. “Sometimes there are tasks that aren’t part of the everyday routine. I’m actually grateful for those, to be honest. It’s my privilege to be able to assist you. Still, I’m sure you’re all tired and ready for sleep. It’s dark out and I can leave you now, if all your needs have been met.”

      “Yes,” Matti-Jay said, suppressing a yawn.

      Kendra laughed.

      “Very good,” Marnel said. She tapped her forehead.

      “That’s right!” Kendra said. She tapped her own forehead. Using just three fingers, with her pinky and thumb tucked down. “Fare well, thee.”

      Marnel smiled. “Fare well, thee,” she said.

      Charlie and Matti-Jay made the gesture too, and echoed the words.

      “You know,” Marnel said. “You don’t have to do that. Shaking hands works just fine. We do do that here too.”

      Kendra laughed. “So people have just been messing with us? You know, the whole ‘oh, that’s an unusual custom, but I guess I can’ before they shake our hands.”

      Marnel smiled. “We’re a long way from the main centers of Ao habitation and customs. We kind of make our own entertainment.”

      She glanced at the door again.

      “You need to go,” Kendra said.

      Marnel swallowed. “I’m glad that you’re here. I hope that you enjoy your stay. Fare well, thee.”

      She headed for the door.

      Dub shuffled out of her way and stood to the side of the main room.

      “Swank,” Kaimen said. “You three really are living the life.”

      The door closed behind Marnel.

      Kendra went to the room’s kitchen bench and started looking through the equipment. “Anyone thirsty?” she said. “Surely they must have something like coffee.”

      “Matti-Jay,” Charlie said, quietly.

      “Yes?”

      Charlie stepped closer as Kendra continued to bang around in the kitchen looking for the right appliances.

      “What do you think?” Charlie said, staring at Matti-Jay.

      “I think something’s up,” she said.

      “Me too.”

      “What?” Kendra said, stopping her search. She leaned back against the bench, staring at Matti-Jay and Charlie through narrowed eyes.

      “There’s something suspicious going on here,” Matti-Jay said.

      Kendra rolled her eyes. “You always think that. Let’s just enjoy this luxury. Soon enough we’ll be back in our hammocks on Blue Defender, falling over each other all the time.”

      Matti-Jay kind of agreed. And she was tired.

      “In the morning,” she said to Charlie. “Let’s get some rest.”

      “What are you two whispering about?” Kendra said, back to looking through the kitchen utensils. “Better not be all goo-goo stuff. You know I’d hate that.”

      Charlie reddened, and Matti-Jay swallowed.

      Kendra glanced around. She sighed and rolled her eyes and went back to her search.
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      Dub crouched by the finely carved wooden coffee table in the middle of the suite’s communal room. She tucked her legs right up so that her head was just above the table. Kendra kept clanking away in the kitchen. She’d found the things she needed and the sweet-bitter smell of something like coffee began wafting around.

      Like the others, Matti-Jay had brought a small backpack from Blue Defender, including a change of clothes, toiletries and a display pane. The pane was a slim, crisp piece of Ao tech, similar to the decks and pads used aboard the Donner for numerous kinds of command and control.

      This one was so much smarter and quicker.

      Matti-Jay set it on the table, next to Dub, and knelt next to her. Matti-Jay waved at the pane and the display activated, bringing in data from Blue Defender.

      “Are you all right?” Dub said.

      “Yes. Thanks for asking.”

      “You are concerned about something?”

      “Yes.”

      “What’s up?” Charlie said. He crouched right at the table too. “You know there are chairs, right?”

      There were four dumpy armchairs around the table, with bright patterned drapes across the shoulders and arms.

      “Something’s up,” Matti-Jay said.

      “I thought so.” Charlie glanced at the door. “Did you see how nervous Marnel was?”

      “Yes. It was obvious. And someone was watching us at the reception.”

      “Everyone was watching us,” Kendra said. “There must be cups or mugs somewhere here.” She was looking through the cupboards. The machine making the coffee hissed.

      “I mean someone up on the second floor,” Matti-Jay said. “Watching us through the window.”

      “From outside?” Kendra said.

      “Inside,” Charlie said. “I thought I saw someone too. Near the far end. Hiding in the dark. There were offices there or something.”

      “Yes,” Matti-Jay said. “A pity that Dub wasn’t inside with us. She would have a recording.”

      “I could access the building’s systems,” Dub said. “Perhaps there is some recording there.”

      “Do it,” Matti-Jay said.

      “Here they are!” Kendra said. She retrieved some mugs from the back of a cupboard above the sink bench.

      “And the rescue too,” Charlie said. “Maybe there was something up with that? Marnel told us it was an exercise, but maybe not?”

      “You’re tangling things up,” Kendra said. “We saw an exercise. We had a nice reception. Maybe someone was doing some cleaning or something upstairs there. Maintenance on the lights.”

      “Marnel was pretty nervous,” Charlie said.

      “I’m figuring she’s the nervous type. Did you see the way the mayor bossed her around? Not even Marnel’s job to be our concierge.” Kendra turned a spigot on the coffee machine and it burbled and hissed. She brought two cups over and set them on the low table.

      “Smells bad,” Charlie said.

      “You’ll get used to it.”

      Every planet they visited had some kind of popular beverage. Usually something similar to coffee, but tastes varied. Sometimes it was way too sweet, sometimes way too bitter. Some
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