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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      There was only one place to be when Mel was angry, and she didn't know if she'd ever been this angry before.

      The twilight room.

      It was her favorite place anyway. Angry or not. And even if no one else really liked it. Even if coming out here sometimes meant a deal of mockery.

      She could cope with that.

      But she shouldn't be angry now. Not just because Talshon was dead.

      But he was--dead--and she was angry.

      She was nineteen years old, standard, and she stood close to two meters tall--one ninety eight and a half centimeters!--almost a head taller than most of the people around her. Friends and family, and another source of mockery. Mostly good natured.

      Maybe that was why her grandmother called her resilient. A lifetime of those little taunts and jabs had taught Mel a great deal of self-reliance.

      The room was dim and small with just slits to admit whatever scant light was left in the air. More of a cabin, really, than a room--wasn't a room within a building? Inside there was a long bench seat, stretching from the northern wall to the southern wall around three of the octagonal room's sunward walls. Around nine meters all told. The seat had three white tatami cushions that covered it end to end.

      Opposite the seat stood the book racks. Bookshelves. Whatever you wanted to call them. Mostly triple and quadruple and quintuple books in their neat translucent packets little bigger than her flat hand, and thinner. Twenty-two of them, with around a hundred books. She'd given up on more than she'd completed, but that was all right.

      Titania and Andronicus and the Lion. Star-span. Little Women. A History of the Human Empire.

      Mix and match. Take your pick.

      There were so many books to read anyway, there was no sense in forcing your way through something dull.

      Besides, her favorites were the books with paper pages that you had to turn.

      The Lemontree by Snapper von Wilde. So rich with color and the sense of life that she could almost taste things in her mouth.

      Closest by M. Aneith. That one still tore her heart out when she got to the end. Even though, through every moment and every page she knew it was coming.

      The paper books were heavy in her hand, as if they had real substance. As if the weight of the stories was conveyed by the very physicality of the volume. Their smell was strange and old, like sweet decaying leaves--which in a way they were. The pages of the books were also called 'leaves', and that was also a nice pun, since when you turned the page, you were leaving that part of the story.

      Mel smiled to herself. Not that she would ever say that to anyone--that would simply give more opportunity for a little mockery.

      Some of the racks held trinkets and ornaments. Things that people didn't really want, but still couldn’t bear to part with. Wind up music boxes, sensory cubes, projectors with messages from long-dead relatives, trophies, unusual stones, a little box of siltron seeds that still smelled sweet and strong.

      The twilight room's eight walls held aloft a high ceiling. Halfway up each wall--above her head-height even--slits allowed in that soft light. Each slit was two meters long and just a few centimeters high. The sunward slits were glowed with light from Parnassus, just beyond the horizon, and the nightward slits somehow brought in light from the distant, perpetual night.

      The peaks of the Angelfire Mountains glowed back at her, their highest point above the horizon and catching the sun's rays.

      Farther around Talmenica's globe, the night grew icy, deathly cold, but the darkness would be remarkable.

      The twilight room stood atop a promontory high, high above the black hollows of Gardonis Gorge.

      Behind the ridgeline, so Parnassus's light only crept over. It was a half hour walk from her home, the little stone cottage a stone's throw--joke--from her parents' place. Here in the almost-shadows, she could gather her thoughts and think about what she would do next.

      The twilight room's walls were black, made from artificial slate slabs. Robots had constructed it decades back, milling and reconstituting the stone, installing the bench and the book rack, ensuring that the slots allowed light in the right proportions and air all the time. The door was another piece of slate, hung on brass hinges. The door wall was directly perpendicular to the sun's rays, so that the door became neither too hot, nor too cold.

      Other planets turned, and that was something it took a lot to comprehend.

      So many books mentioned it as if it was nothing more intriguing than a dry biscuit or that gravity would make a stone fall if you dropped it.

      Days and Nights on the Serengeti. A fascinating book that she often found herself reading again. Even just snippets.

      Old Earth's sun that moved in the sky. Moved.

      Crept up from the east, chugged across the sky. It took twelve hours! And the horizon swallowed it up again. On the other side. The west.

      How did people even stand up on a place like that? It would be so disconcerting. You would just feel as if the whole world was tumbling away beneath you.

      Far better when the sun just did what it should and stayed in one place.

      Talshon had been the one who'd explained it to her, long ago. Talmenica was tidally locked to Parnassus. Other planets weren't. As if they were just drifting loose and randomly. As if there was no tether.

      Talshon.

      Gone.

      Mel took a deep breath.

      It wasn't right. She needed a way to compose herself. Talshon should be right here with her. They should be able to wander through the fields and philosophize. They should be able to just... to just... just spend time together.

      Mel swallowed, mouth dry.

      She went to book racks and took down an old volume. The binding was leather--wasn't that amazing?--and the pages were marbled on the edges. A Book of Days. Three hundred and sixty five articles for meditation, creativity and activities.

      One a day.

      An Earth year. How very quaint.

      The book always cheered her. Open to any page and there was something to center on.

      She sat back on the tatami and flicked through the pages, stopping on one randomly.

      July 16th--Reflections upon my explorations by Luca Pastore.

      In the days before powered transport, the man had walked from his home in a town called Torino in a country called Italia, north through Germania, Danimarca and right to the northern reaches of Norvegia. From the sun to the ice. Mel had read it before and it always uplifted her. It was only a few pages, but Pastore's travels were fascinating.

      The forest thickens about our party as night suddenly draws about us. From the dark depths, an owl cries out, eerie and invisible.

      Talshon was gone.

      It seemed impossible.

      The sight of ice floes crowding into the small harbor is a wonderous thing. They jostle on the tide.

      Mel took a deep breath.

      The door burst open, releasing a flood of dust. The motes sparkled in the light.

      "Mel?" someone said.

      Crithen. He'd come to find her.

      "I'm here," she said.

      He stepped in. Tall, but not as tall as her. He was wearing a light tunic, knee-length socks and black boots. Similar to her own outfit.

      "You need to come. Come back home. The investigators have come. They're looking through your things. They are not being gentle."
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      Captain Arlon Stoddard ran hard in Saphindell's workout room. The treadmill was a tried and tested way of keeping in shape. His feet thumped on the slippery surface, microfibers twisting fast to give the illusion of running on grass and making good headway, rather than staying in one spot.

      Treadmills came from the ancient days, thousands of years ago, when they were simple machines designed to lift barrels of water, or to grind grain. The idea of staying in one spot to transfer energy from your legs to a mechanism was tried and true.

      Back then it had been slavery, really, or serfdom. Or poor animals harnessed to a yoke and made to walk in circles.

      Arlon's treadmill had few mechanical parts. No spinning wheels or sliding mat or gearing to adjust the angle. It was a half-grown, quasi-machine. The fibrous carpet was alive in some odd way he didn't want to think about too much.

      Saphindell didn't want for energy. The ship was efficient and well-powered. Any time they came close to a star, the skin of her hull sucked up huge amounts of radiant energy and stored it for the leap to the next star.

      Still, the energy from his running transferred back into the banks. A fraction of what the ship could collect in a moment. Ultimately inefficient. Using the chemical energy of food to drive the mechanical energy of his movement into electrical energy of the treadmill, back into chemical energy of the storage batteries.

      But then, he had to work out, so might as well take a joule or two of his expended energy and send it back into something that might keep a display running for a moment. Or maybe a pump in one of the toilets.

      He was aging. Working out was growing harder. Older joints and well-used muscles. Even with all the subtle modern tinkerings with cells and metabolisms, everyone still aged. Not as quickly as those serfs indentured back in the dark ages and earlier, but still. Immortality was a long way off.

      Just as well, really.

      The big display in front of him curved around in a kind of attempt to immerse him in an environment.

      The mountains of Talmenica. An intriguing planet, and their destination.

      A cluster of unexplained deaths. The local authorities were at a loss and overwhelmed and concerned about corruption and skewed investigations.

      Arlon ran on, puffing and sweating. The band strap holding him to the treadmill shook and shuddered. No gravity on the leap, so tethers were required. He barely noticed it.

      The mountains on the curved display were remarkable. Sun-blasted and bare on one side, dark and icy on the other.

      Like Old Earth's moon, and just about every moon just about everywhere, Talmenica was locked to its star, Parnassus. The planet completed an orbit every seventeen months and twelve days, standard, and its rotational period was identical.

      It kept one hemisphere facing Parnassus, and the other facing out into the void. Permanent day and night, depending on where you stood.

      At least with moons, they orbited their planet, so brought their faces around toward the star. Day and night.

      Talmenica had no changing day and night.

      Heck of a place.

      Uninhabitable for the most part. Either it was scorching or just plain frozen. Its atmosphere seethed and roiled. Some of the storms would be remarkable. The temperature gradients were phenomenal.

      Parnassus was a big old star. Plenty of energy to pound at the planet, but cool by most standards. A planet with a twenty-four hour rotational period--more or less--would be icy all over at that distance. Not really Goldilocks. Perhaps not even the equator would be inhabitable.

      Selemenica's population essentially lived in a narrow band just a few hundred kilometers across, stretching from the north pole to the south pole and back. The band that divided the sun-beaten eastern hemisphere from the frozen western hemisphere.

      Arlon couldn't wait to get down to the surface. It would have been great to have visited under better circumstances. It would be remarkable to stand in the fields or the forests with the sun low to the horizon and never, ever moving.

      "Cap?" a voice said from somewhere in the mountains. "Arlon?"

      Holly. His first officer. The best foil he'd ever had.

      "Running," he said. The mountain trail seemed narrow and treacherous. Cliffs dropping away off to the right, a sheer scarp rising to the left, a long, jumbled rockfall ahead. All built from survey photography and resonance. Extrapolated into a kind of fake trail. Perhaps somewhere on the planet there really was a place like this. A twilight, sheltered from the sun by the shadow of the mountains, even while the peaks of other mountains to the west showed bright and stark.

      "Good. I've got some ideas about what we might be dealing with when we arrive."

      "Go ahead."

      "How about over a meal? With crew? We won't even be out of the leap for another two hours."

      Leaping between stars took some pretty fine calibration. The leap drive would put them pretty close to the planet, but it still might take hours to effect a landing.

      "Give me the precis," he said.

      "It's time to eat."

      "Now you're just baiting me. What's on the menu?"

      "Comfrey taqs."

      "Mmm, that's great." They'd spent a week on planet Lockley, reviewing some scandalously falsified university research and the crew had discovered comfrey taqs which were now a favorite in the mess. Tightly-rolled flatbreads filled with a complex mix of soft seeds, leafy salad and strips of vatbeet, and baked almost rock hard. They were becoming almost a staple aboard Saphindell.

      "Talmenica has an awful lot of clades and divisions," Holly said.

      "I read that."

      "What wasn't clear, to me at least, was that there is an awful lot of separation between them. Physical gaps with a lot of unoccupied and unclaimed land."

      "I imagine huge swaths of the planet are somewhat unpalatable." The population was somewhere north of two million, but less than ten percent of the surface was uninhabitable. And plenty of that was water. An ocean just about boiling at one end, and frozen at the other, across a length of less than fifteen hundred kilometers.

      "They keep themselves to themselves," Holly said. "There are administrative relationships, of course, but little contact otherwise."

      "Clear."

      "But here's what I've spotted. There are family links throughout the place."

      "One would assume so."

      "Yes. But in the four clades where the unexplained deaths occurred, there are individual high-level administrators--elected officials--who are direct family. Cousins, and a pair of sisters."

      "Interesting."

      "I thought so. The links aren't clear just yet."

      "As always, we'll multiply our knowledge once we land on the planet."

      "Yes we will. Now. Come eat."

      "Let me run another thousand meters and I'll be with you."

      "Shower first."

      "Thanks for the reminder. Sometimes I forget."

      Holly laughed and the connection ended.

      Arlon kept running along the virtual mountain trail. Cousins and siblings. Perhaps it was nothing. That happened from time to time. Things that looked very much like useful clues proved to be nothing more than distraction.

      Ahead on the path a small building came into view. Partially lit. Octagonal, two stories high, and with a single door facing him.

      He smiled. It was a nice reminder that this odd planet actually was inhabited.

      It would be good to get on the ground and see some of it for himself.

      He slowed as he came up to the building. There were slots in the walls halfway up, and a kind of vane sticking up from the roof. He couldn't go inside, of course, since this was just a simulation, but the place seemed peaceful and restful.

      Almost at odds with why they were here.

      "Arlon," Holly said through the comms. "Remember to finish."

      "Yes, yes," he said, and shut off the treadmill. He slowed to a stop and stared into the display for a moment longer.

      This was going to be an interesting mission.
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      Crithen had brought a little platform car and it bumped and bounced on the rough path.

      The vehicle whined and whirred. It was open-topped and big-wheeled. Really just a farm transport.

      "Where did you get this thing?" Mel said.

      "Dommás," Crithen said.

      "Dommás? He wouldn't lend you a pfennig if he was standing in a vat of them."

      "There you are. People can change."

      "Not overnight."

      "When did you last talk to him?"

      Mel shrugged. Maybe she hadn't actually talked with Dommás in a couple of months.

      The path followed the slope of the hill back into town. Comal and ash trees grew around them, tall and spindly, scenting the air with a sweet woody tang. Perhaps that was why she liked to come out here into the shadows. A morning lark bounced across in front of the car, yellow wings flaring and flashing.

      "Who came to my house?" Mel said.

      "I don't know them."

      "What do you mean?" Four hundred people lived in Nendel. Everyone knew everyone. You couldn't get away. She lived right next door to her parents. That's how insular it was.

      "They're from outside."

      "Outside."

      "Wastran."

      "Wastran?"

      "Did I not just say that?"

      "Sure." Wastran was the capital. Maybe a thousand kilometers to the north. Mel had never been there, but she'd seen plenty of footage of the place. The daily dramas were mostly set there. The medical practice where the doctors were cheating with the receptionists, and the stock boy was stealing the drugs. Her favorite drama was The Ivory Tower, with rich people being idiots with politics and their hearts and their money.

      "They flew in aboard a silvery lander," Crithen said. "It set down in Kineatha Park and they marched up. I didn't see them, but Salma did. She said they were scary. Six of them. Black uniforms. Visors. Weapons on their hips."

      "Weapons?"

      "Pulse pistols. You know the things that fire those electrically-charged beads that knock you down."

      "No I don't know those things." Living in Sandel and exploring other worlds through books and dramas and she was still so naive.

      "Crazy right?" Crithen said. "I mean, who is going to try to stop them anyway? What was the point of the weapons?"

      "Standard protocol. They'll just be armed as a matter of course." She'd seen a few police dramas too. Unbelievably solving crimes in the time it took to bake a cake. Entertainment, of course, nothing was real. But those cops carried guns.

      Never, though, in one of those had she seen an electrically-charged bead know someone down.

      They came up over the rise. To the east, the sky was clouded and hazy. Streaks of orange and red lay strung out through the air. Below lay the long line of houses of Nendel, boxy and ordered.

      When colonists had first come here, the stories went, they selected areas of land that sloped to the east, and then built their houses as triangles, with long roofs angled to catch even more sun. Rooftop crops.

      It was so odd to see illustrations of homes on other worlds where the roofs were square, or circular, but never reached the ground. Walls exposed on all sides, like the twilight room.

      But then, the houses on every planet were different. Some were boxy, some were underground, some were shaped like pumpkins. Some, she'd seen pictures of, stood on tall towers, spread out like mushrooms.

      Houses in Nendel, and much of Talmenica, were shaped like a piece of pie tipped on its side.

      She smiled to herself.

      "What?" Crithen said. "What's funny?"

      "Nothing."

      "Come on."

      "I was just thinking of houses like food."

      He glanced at her and frowned. "You're weird."

      "I never claimed otherwise."

      Along the street, a few of her neighbors were out walking, or working in their yards, or just sitting in chairs talking. Mel waved and they waved back.

      The car brought them straight to Mel's house. It was a dark wine maroon, with a back yard filled with thick, hardy flowering succulents. Her front door was open and there were four people standing on the front walk.

      Her parents, the town mayor and someone she didn't recognize.

      In a black uniform. Head to toe. Even a helmet. At least the visor was tipped up.

      The car drove off and Mel went up the front walk. Crithen was right behind her.

      "Mom, Dad," she said. They were both still young and strong. Still enjoying each other. They both had short cropped blonde hair--though Mel's was dark--and were wearing loose-fitting long shirts that came down below their hips, and dark trousers. The mayor was kind of rumpled, in a suit that looked as if he'd just thrown it on.

      "Mel," her mother said. "We don't believe it for a second."

      "Believe what? That they tore up my house? What's going on?"

      The mayor looked at the ground. Glanced at the woman in the black uniform.

      Mel met her eyes.

      "Mel Oaster?" the woman said. She had a strong accent, drawing out the first syllable of Mel's family name.

      "Yes?" Mel said. "What is this about?"

      "You are an associate of Talshon Wood?"

      Mel's mouth went dry. "Associate?"

      "You know him."

      Mel nodded. "He's dead."

      "Yes. About that. We'd like you to accompany us back to our facility."

      "Your facility? What? I don't understand."

      "You're not being charged with anything," the mayor said. "They just want to look at some of the details of his disappearance."

      "Details." Mel glanced at Crithen. "Details. You think that I had something to do with... with his death?"

      "We don't know enough yet," the woman said.

      "What's your name?" Mel said. "Do you have some identification?"

      "Mel," her father said.

      She glared at him.

      The woman took out a small datapane and folded it open. It flared with her identification.

      Camilee Lasth, Captain, Special Directorate.

      It looked official, but it didn't mean much to Mel really.

      "Special directorate?" she said.

      "Operating under guidance and authority from the president. In Wastran."

      "The president."

      "I don't know him personally, but my boss reports directly to the president's aide."

      That felt like a few too many layers to Mel, but then, what did she know of officialdom in Wastran?

      "So what happens now?" she said.

      "We'll get you to accompany us to Wastran for--"

      "She's not going anywhere," Crithen said. "If you need to ask her anything, you can do it right here."
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      A wind blew through Nandel, following the line of the street. In her back yard, Mel stared at Crithen as he confronted the captain of the special directorate.

      "Crithen," Mel said, aware of the weapon on Camilee's hip. That would be a pulse pistol. It looked heavier and more rugged than anything any of the cops in the dramas would have carried.

      "No," Crithen said. "They can't just come out here and drag you away."

      "We can," Camilee said.

      "No. We have a--"

      "Crithen," the mayor said. "Hold your tongue. She's from the special directorate."

      "It doesn't matter. In fact, it matters more. It means she has to follow rules and protocols. She can't just march in here and invade people's homes."

      "I can," Camilee said.

      Mel's heart was pounding. She stared at her front door.

      "Give me a moment," she said, stepping around Camilee and the mayor.

      "Honey," Mel's mother said. "Wait."

      Mel kept walking. Crithen was right in a way. People shouldn't be able to just come out here and enter her house.

      From the back, it looked so placid and calm. Two stories, the windows dark and in shadow. A creeper was climbing its way up the stone wall, leaves fluttering in the soft breeze.

      She stepped into the entry vestibule, and something shifted right then. While it wasn't meditative like the twilight room, she'd always found her home to be a haven. A place where she could relax and be herself.

      But right away things were wrong.

      Her side table was tipped, the doors hanging open. Her coats were on the floor instead of the hooks.

      In the living room, her sofa had been shifted and display pictures had been taken from the walls. It didn't look as if anything was broken, but surely they should have returned things to the state they'd been in before.

      She went upstairs to her bedroom.

      All the covers had been torn from her bed and dumped in the corner. It felt like such a violation.

      In the bathroom, all her toiletries had been spilled across the floor.

      She stood in the doorway, just looking. Became aware of someone there.

      "Crithen," she said. "Thanks for sticking up for me. But... how do we fight this?"

      "Honey." Not Crithen. Her mother.

      Mel turned.

      Her mother was nearly as tall as she was, and looked into her eyes. There was a real sparkle there.

      "What's going on?" Mel said. For a moment she felt like a little kid. As if she was dependent on her mother for support to get through trying times. Perhaps she was.

      After all, her mother had been there when Talshon had died. The support had been remarkable.

      It still was.

      "There have been other unexplained deaths," her mother said. She swallowed. Looked away.

      "Mom?"

      "A lot of unexplained deaths. Something has happened on an unprecedented scale. They are trying to look at all the angles, but it's... overwhelming."

      "How many?"

      "No one is saying."

      "Just 'a lot'."

      "It's complicated, I'm sure. And, well we should be contributing all we can to help to resolve it."

      "You think I should go with them? Crithen's right. Anything I could say could be said right here. In the town hall. There are facilities there."

      The town hall fronted onto Kineatha park in the center of town. A wide building five times the size of anyone's home, with a tall, fancy entryway at ground level on its eastern-facing roof. Two sets of double doors, one pair wooden, the other glass, and each leading into different atriums.

      There were council rooms, performance rooms, a dance hall and all kinds of emergency refuge equipment ready to go for emergencies. Sometimes the weather could be devastating.

      "We are small people," Mel's mother said. "It's easy for us to forget that there is a whole wide world out there."

      "Talmenica? You mean that these unexplained deaths have happened all over? In different clades?"

      "So it would seem."

      "And they think I have some involvement in that?"

      "They think that you were Talshon's lover and--"

      "Mom!"

      "--that you might have some insight into who he was and what might have put him into a situation that led to his death."

      Mel took a breath. They had been lovers, but that wasn't really the kind of thing you talked about with your mother. At least it was her mother and not her father.

      "I wouldn't have any insight," Mel said. "Talshon and I had something special, but he was very much his own person. Inscrutable and with a certain way of looking at the world. There's nothing that I could tell them in Wastran that I couldn't tell them right here."

      "That's not how they see it."

      On the stairway, someone cleared their throat.

      Mel looked around.

      Camilee stood there. Just a few steps down from the landing. Staring at Mel and her mother.

      Camilee had one hand on her weapon.

      "You should come now," Camilee said. "Quietly and on your own legs. I would hate to have to formally arrest you, put slapcuffs on you and have my team carry you back to our flyer."

      Mel swallowed.

      "I haven't done anything."

      "Then you have nothing to worry about. My agency apologizes for the inconvenience, but with an investigation of this level, we are bringing all our resources to bear."

      "Apologizes," Mel's mom said. "You apologize and go ahead anyway."

      "It's all right, Mom. I'll go."

      "Isn't it enough that you've lost your lover? They have to go and torment you too?"

      Mel closed her eyes.

      She turned to Camilee.

      "All right," Mel said. "Let's go get this done. Maybe I can be home before sundown."

      "Sun what?"

      Mel smiled.

      "Kind of a joke," her mother said. "She reads too many books."

      "That's a structural impossibility," Mel said. "One can never read too many books."

      Her mother's mouth was a thin line. "You know I'm not happy about this, don't you? If they need to investigate you, they should come here. As your friend said."

      "We'll try not to keep you too long." Camilee turned and headed back downstairs.

      Mel's mother gathered her up in a hug.

      "It's too much," her mother whispered in her ear.

      "I'm not a kid anymore," Mel said. "I'm a grown up."

      "You are." Her mother clung on tightly. "But you will always be my kid."
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      Arlon sat in the captain's crash couch in Saphindell's spherical bridge as Eva piloted the vessel in toward Talmenica. The planet glowed.

      Eva was wearing standard ship overalls save for them being colored with brilliant marbled-paint pattern. Rich canary yellow, brilliant strawberry red and a deep ocean blue. On her shoulders she still wore regular pilot's insignia.

      "Heck of a place," she said.

      Imagery from the ship's external cameras filled a dozen displays mounted around various stations within the bridge.

      Talmenica was a heck of a place. Some might have even said Hell of a place, given the scorching nature of that western hemisphere. The inhabited strip was wider than Arlon had expected. Thick with greenery and glittering lakes and rivers, and spiked with the jabbing peaks of mountains. Some of the shadows were extraordinary, stretching out for many kilometers across the surface.

      High, swirling storm clouds whipped their way from the sunward side across the twilight inhabited zone, and into the dark side.

      Dark side. There was something. Back in Old Earth's early days, pre-spaceflight, its moon had been described as having a dark side, by virtue of being invisible from Earth. Except it wasn't dark. Half the time the far side of the moon was bathed in sunlight while the near side was dark.

      But this place really did have a dark side. Dark and cold and dead.

      "High thermal vectors," Marto said. He was the crew's only non-human. A Crested Daison, he was bigger than any of them, mostly as gentle as a kitten, and with a crest like a den of snakes.

      "I see that," Eva said. "There are convection cells there that churn it up like your porridge in the morning."

      "I hate porridge."

      "Oh, big fella, let me make you some one day." Eva kept working the controls to steady their orbit. "Sultanas, brown sugar, topped with blueberries and peaches. You will be a convert."

      "Unlikely, I think."

      Eva laughed. She worked the controls.

      From within the hull came deep reassuring booms and groans. As if Saphindell was happy to be out of the leap and back in orbit around a planet.

      "You know captain," Eva said, "I wonder if we shouldn't set her down rather than leaving her in orbit on this trip. Keep her out of the sun."

      "Clarify."

      "Well, my inclination is to orbit over the poles, so that we're always above the inhabited areas. The clades. But that's going to leave the ship in full sun the whole time. Now, we can give her a roll to keep that heating mitigated, but she might like a break from all that."

      "And why not an equatorial orbit?" Just because the planet only made one rotation every seventeen months didn't mean that orbital mechanics were any different.

      "Nothing there," Eva said. "Most of the orbit is effectively over uninhabited..."

      "Best idea yet," Marto said.

      "Yes, yes," Eva said. "You got there before me. Well done."

      "Explain," Arlon said, though he had a feeling. Twofold. One, this planet's unique aspect gave them the opportunity to gather scientific data, and two, there was always the possibility that any of that data might yield them clues for the investigation.

      "Investigation data gathering," Marto said.

      "I won't put her into an equatorial orbit," Eva said. "We'll go in with a high inclination. That way we'll cover most of the territory. Not the poles so much, but she'll cover a lot of ground."

      "As you wish," Arlon said.

      The maneuvers took the best part of three hours. Arlon met with Holly and Kilo in the chart room at the back of the bridge.

      Kilo was the ship's navigator, but they had the course laid in. He was young and whiskery and enthusiastic. A former naval man, he still carried a surprising amount of straight line discipline in his work.

      The chart room was almost crowded with the three of them. Another sphere, it had a circular table on a single leg. The top of the table showed a polar projection map of Talmenica. One side dark, one light, and the strip of habitable land through the middle divided with lines showing the various clades.

      "The divisions are kind of arbitrary," Kilo said. "There are not really borders as such. The planet is well under-populated. I get that. Who would want to live here?"

      "I would," Holly said. "Isn't it fascinating?"

      Kilo raised his eyebrows at her. "More like terrifying. If you go too far east you get roasted. Too far west and you freeze."

      "That's exactly what's fascinating. Tell us about the new details."

      When they'd set out, they knew there had been clusters of unexplained deaths. They had names and locations, but during the eight days on the leap they'd been able to get no more information. Now, heading into orbit, reams of data had come in.

      Locations, numbers and names.

      "They have suspects in custody," Kilo said. "And other persons of interest."

      "Are we redundant then?" Arlon said.

      "Not even close. The population is two million, one hundred eighty-two thousand, six hundred fifty. Plus or minus. They have a total police force of two and a half thousand. About one for every eight hundred fifty people."

      "Seems low," Holly said.

      "We see this a lot on sparsely populated worlds. And these police are less about collaring the miscreants and locking people up than they are about just helping out in the community." Kilo waved at the table and the display shifted, bringing up some text documents.

      "This one," he said. "A cop by the name of Neemi Talu spent an afternoon taking tea with an elderly person. Helped to move some furniture and weeded the garden. It was in Neemi's report for the decar."

      "Decar?" Arlon said. "Like something you stick on a model spacecraft?"

      "You're thinking 'decal'," Holly said.

      "Right."

      "They don't have days and nights or seasons as such," Kilo said. "And so they don't have months and weeks. They work on an
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