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      Previously in Jim Able Offworld

      

      Jim, with his chameleon-skinned boss Tella, has completed a mission to the planets of the Tanna system, successfully preventing an interplanetary war.

      The intelligence needed for the mission came from the galaxy's premier spacecraft manufacturer, the Praestans Rapax. In gratitude for Jim's work, they have presented him with a custom-built spacecraft for his personal use.

      Knowing that keeping such a gift would cause trouble in the ultraparanoid world of the External Intelligence Agency, Jim has arranged with his brother Matt to berth the ship at Europa Biological Monitoring Station, a space station where Matt has complete control.

      Meanwhile, elsewhere...
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      All called her "The Artist." Her apartment on station Sonloi-AC smelled of paint. As she walked calmly down the utilitarian pastel corridors, her long brightly stained smock gave off a hint of strong chemicals, history, and anarchy. Her hair, itself of several striking colors, was almost to her waist. Her face was never painted. Her smile was natural, as were the wrinkles framing the sparkle in her welcoming eyes.

      Her name was Alpha, though few knew it. All called her "The Artist," but she was addressed as Alfie.

      

      "So, Alfie, darling! How are you this morning?"

      Alfie looked sideways at her companion. "Oh, for a morning to be something in, Jayde!"

      Jayde laughed, "Sorry! I've been down there for three months. You soon slip into it again."

      Alfie shook her head and poured coffee from a carafe.

      The table in the café boasted one of the finest views on Sonloi-AC. The planet Sonloi—or Pec Sonloi, to be precise—shone in full sunlight, filling the window.

      Alfie sipped her drink and said, "It's funny, I've always thought of it as 'over there,' you know? 'Across,' perhaps. Not really up or down."

      "They think of us as 'up there.' Jayde said. "And"—she paused–"that's what we need to talk about."

      Alfie frowned. "Oh dear, that sounds ominous. You mean we have to 'talk about' something? I thought we were getting together to chat."

      Jayde, sitting up straighter, whispered, "Sorry!" and drank some coffee.

      Alfie asked, "How is young Yarl doing? Settling in?"

      Jayde nodded. "Yes, very easily. You were right; he has a great attitude. I suspect he listens a little too well and is picking up on things he maybe shouldn't, but his work is impeccable."

      Alfie smiled. "I am glad. I really wasn't sure where he was headed." Her gaze drifted out to the planet. "I painted him, you know." Jayde nodded, watching her friend's face. "And I worried when he disappeared off on his second walkabout."

      "It doesn't seem to have done him any harm. Not particularly uncommon for them, is it? I think it's nice that young Meoena are given the room to go and find themselves."

      Alfie nodded and replied wistfully, "I wish my kids would. Probably too late now!"

      They both laughed and continued chatting until Alfie finally said, "Alright, Station Administrator, about what must we talk?"

      Jayde sighed. "How much do you follow Meoenan politics?"

      "Not at all."

      "You might need to."

      "Ugh!"

      "There's a new face. A bit of a rabble-rouser. Lert Carn."

      Alfie nodded. "Heard the name."

      "He's coming up here. Somehow he's got permission to run an office with staff and to use the station's facilities."

      Alfie paused, looked Jayde in the eye, and suggested, "Use them to rouse his rabble?"

      "That's our fear. It's all been done with the proper paperwork and made to seem entirely reasonable. But I, for one, don't trust him."

      "What harm do you think he can do?"

      "He and his friends want Meoena to"—Jayde raised her hands, making air quotes—"'do more for themselves,' to 'realize their full potential,' to be 'free of foreign influences.'"

      "Oh shit!" said Alfie quietly.

      "Yeah, where have we heard all that before?"

      Alfie shook her head. "They don't want to do more for themselves! It's not their way. Their culture has completely embraced employing aliens."

      "But Lert preaches they are being oppressed by aliens. He has the whole victim mentality down pat. And he wants the kids taught practical skills instead of philosophy, so they can industrialize and build a shiny new...something."

      Alfie nodded. "That's how they always dress it up. First, make them feel aggrieved, then stop teaching them how to think. Finally, stop teaching them how politics and government work. Keep them ignorant, poor, and docile."

      "He wants your apartment."

      Alfie put down her cup with a thud.

      Jayde continued, "Sorry. I'll do my best."

      "I was given use of the rooms in perpetuity after Lem's death! Can they undo that?"

      "He's trying."

      Alfie reached out; her pale hand, stained with blue and green paint, touched Jayde's brown arm. "Okay, Jayde. I officially don't like him."

      Jayde laughed lightly. "Agreed. The arrangement for your rooms came out of deep appreciation from the Meoena to both The Caretaker and The Artist. That appreciation he can't unmake. But he can promote the idea that aliens like us are lording it over them, that we're taking what's theirs and keeping secrets from them for our own gain."

      Alfie snorted.

      Jayde continued, "You know there are those who will fall for it."

      Alfie was silent, staring at the bright white, blue, green, brown wonder of the planet. Finally, she said, "If you can't stop him, what will happen?"

      "Different rooms...I hope."

      "I have a pipeline of portraits. They keep coming over to sit and get their souvenirs."

      "Alfie, do not dismiss your work that way. No Meoenan I've ever spoken to thinks of your portraits as souvenirs. They treat them very seriously. And your portraits are wonderful!"

      Alfie nodded but didn't reply.

      Jayde continued, "Worst case scenario: we're all out of here, and the Meoena take over all admin and maintenance."

      Alfie shook her head. "If he had one, Lem would be turning in his grave. It'd be a disaster!"

      "Agreed. I'm doing my best to avoid it."

      Alfie joined her palms together and bowed to her companion. "Thanks for letting me know."

      Jayde frowned. "Of course! You and your family are part of this station. I'm just a newcomer here. And he's got the fight of his life on his hands...He just doesn't know it yet."

      As Jayde started to get up, Alfie said, "Perhaps I should try and get him to sit for a painting? I could get to see what kind of Meoenan he is."

      Jayde stood and put her hand lightly on Alfie's shoulder. "If there's any poking bears with sticks—or brushes—to be done, let me do it. Keep your head down and stay out of trouble."

      Alfie looked up and smiled. "Since when?"
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      Station Sonloi-AC had no fixed morning or evening. Internally, its inhabitants and visitors moved from shift to shift. Externally, the whole station moved slowly through its own cycles. It danced around the planet, the three moons, and the other—newer—stations. For much of the Sonloi year, it graced the planet's night sky and then passed into months of watching the daylight. Year by year, it partnered with the other dancers but—like its artist resident—always keeping its own schedule, hearing its own music, and marking its own time.

      Humans built it. The Meoena of Pec Sonloi were Earth's first contact with an interplanetary peer, forever the first alien race to make serious and lasting mutual contact with Earth. The station—a symbol of harmonious partnership and trust between two species—became the springboard for many other collaborations.

      One of the chief engineers in the construction, Alfie's husband Lemuel, stayed on through the early trials, the opening, and the first few years of operation. To his recurrent surprise, he and his wife never left. In the Meoenan Melu dialect, "Lem" meant janitor, or custodian, or caretaker. And so, he became the institution and the local legend known as The Caretaker.

      The Meoena, generally, thought of the humans as clever engineers, makers of tools, and deliverers of projects both within budget and on time.

      Humans, generally, thought of the Meoena as odd: presenting a quiet, philosophical demeanor; talking long and eloquently of what they wanted to achieve; and ultimately doing very little. They had modest industry, no space fleet, only a minimum of economic structures. What they boasted of most were their culture and things they had engaged others to do for them.

      Meoena and humans, generally, got on well.
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      Half a year came and went after Jayde told The Artist the news. Nothing had happened. Nothing had come of Lert Carn's office. The Artist was still in residence.

      Her current subject was a young Meoenan named Huilend Girr and known as Huil. She guessed he was past his adolescence and perhaps had already gone on some kind of walkabout or spiritual search. But she could also tell his search remained unfinished.

      The Artist talked as she sketched and talked as she painted. She also talked as she thought. Not all her subjects appreciated her consistency. Huil was worse than most, answering in monosyllables of Standard mixed with muttering in his own tongue.

      "So, Huil," she asked as she drew his left eye again, out on its own, in the corner of her board, "Do you know much about Lert Carn? I hear he's a popular figure nowadays."

      Huil fixed his otherwise wandering gaze on her face. Her pencil flew in tight stabs against the board as he answered.

      "We know of him, yes. I have not met him...nor wish to." He looked away.

      "Look up, look up!" she encouraged.

      "I hope he has not disturbed you in your life here."

      Her hand stopped. "Well, no. I am...undisturbed. Thank you."

      Huil nodded—a gesture all Meoena learned to make when addressing humans.

      She finished sketching his eye and smiled to herself. The Meoenan eye, twice as large as a human's, caught reflections in its semitransparent fluids that fascinated her. There was a hint of relentlessness in their looking. She wished she were more skilled in capturing that outward search, the inner search, the unexpressed longing she saw again and again within those eyes.

      She straightened up and firmly said, "How do you know about all that? The business with Carn."

      Huil's pale blue face flushed with traces of green, and his eyes once more fixated on the floor.

      "Simple enough question, dear," she prompted.

      Huil said slowly, "I don't think I should talk of it. You are a proud person. You have your ways and do your work yourself, not asking others for help. Meoena prefer to ask. We prefer our work to be together. But we respect your...space."

      "Me? Proud?"

      Huil nodded deliberately. "Yes, and rightly so!"

      She pulled her smock around her and brought a small stool to seat herself in front of the youth.

      "Huil, I don't understand. Thank you for the compliment, but I don't understand how what you say connects with Lert Carn. Please, explain it to me."

      She found his expression fascinating to watch; he seemed quite lost for words. "Is it a secret?" she asked quietly.

      Huil nodded carefully.

      "Well, that's nice. If I promise not to tell anyone else, will that help?"

      He nodded again.

      "I promise. Now tell me."

      Huil reached out tentatively and took her hands in his. The light blue Meoenan skin always felt warmer than a human's. Huil's hands were hot.

      "You are The Artist. We come to have you paint us. Your skill is beyond anything we can do ourselves. Your art is so precious to us. You show us...ourselves."

      "Yes, dear."

      "When word came that someone might make your life other than it is or that perhaps we may not come to sit here with you as I am fortunate to do, we decided."

      "You decided what?"

      "We...intervened."

      Alfie blinked. "Who is 'we'?"

      Huil looked at her face and then looked away. "Those who care for you. Those who appreciate what you do, those who remember you and The Caretaker from the time of the station's construction."

      "Oh!" Alfie felt a small tear forming. "I see. Thank you."

      "I have spoken of things I should not."

      Alfie shook her head. "No! It's okay. To know that I have friends is good news to hear. Thank you, dear. It's quite...wonderful actually! Very nice to know."

      They looked directly at each other, and Alfie smiled again to encourage him. "Now, I have finished my preliminary sketches. I don't need you to come back for...perhaps two days. Will you return home or will you stay on station?"

      "I must stay. I will find friends to spend the time with."

      "Very good!"

      As Huil was almost out of the apartment door, Alfie was struck by a thought. "Huil? When you say you 'intervened,' I hope you didn't put yourselves in any danger."

      Again, his eyes were everywhere but on her. "I think you know we are careful in all we do. There is much in Meoenan philosophy that shields us from performing actions that might be rash or precipitate an unexpected consequence."

      Alfie replied, "Ah...I see. Then continue to be careful, please. You are all precious to me as well. That I have a home here, among you, is a wonderful blessing I am constantly grateful for."

      Huil nodded and backed out of the apartment.
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      Jim Able sat alone in his ship's command seat. All was quiet. He sighed and said aloud, "Raeda! Call Tella."

      His ship replied, "Calling Tella. Please wait."

      All was quiet again.

      The ship said, "Your call cannot be placed at this time."

      "Hmm. Call Matt."

      "Calling Dr. Matthew Able. Please wait."

      Soon the ship said, "Dr. Able is not taking calls. His calendar shows him attending a biological sciences conference on Harsak Station. Do you wish to contact the conference administrators?"

      "No. No need."

      Jim sighed. He looked down the central corridor to the airlock that had led for the last few weeks—and for the foreseeable future—to his brother's domain, The Europa Biological Monitoring Station. Matt had recently renewed his prohibition on Jim entering it.

      "Raeda! I'm going to take a nap. Call me if anything happens."

      "Acknowledged."

      Jim walked up the ramp to the right of the corridor to the upper level of his ship and into his personal module. Looking at the mess around him, Jim sighed.

      I should clear up one day.

      Unable to nap, Jim wondered again what he was doing with his life. Working for EIA isn't going to be a career. Tella got me out of a jam, but it's only a step up.

      The reality of his situation weighed upon him. Income is good. I can't do anything to jeopardize it.

      The ship interrupted. "Incoming message from the Office of External Affairs, Sol Earth Luna."

      "What? Who?"

      "Captain Anne Brewer of the OEA. Tactical Response Unit."

      Blinking and fully awake, Jim jumped up. With a smile he said, "I'll take it at the seat."

      

      "Jim! Good to see you!"

      "Anne-with-an-E! Wonderful to see you! It's been a while. How are you? How are things?"

      She laughed. "Fine, Jim, just fine."

      Anne's face filled the screen. Her smile and laugh were just as Jim remembered. "Where are you, Jim? Is that some kind of ship?"

      "Home! Do you like it?" He gestured to encompass the ship. "I've acquired mobile lodgings."

      "Congratulations! That command seat suits you! Does that explain why I couldn't find you at the Office of External Affairs?"

      "Ah...yes. I had to move on. I'm officially EIA now."

      Anne swore. "Really? What the hell are you doing with them? I thought that was the last place you'd go!"

      Jim nodded. "Yeah, well. I got fired. Finally broke free from all the crap with Liz."

      Anne shook her head. "So, maybe I can't talk to you then."

      "This isn't just social?" Jim shrugged. "I don't see why we can't talk. What have you got?"

      "I was hoping to have an excuse to call you before, but now something's come up, and I thought..."

      "What 'something'?"

      "Jack Katrigg."

      Jim started to reply but stopped.

      "See what I mean?" she asked. "Is he still of any interest to you, now you've become a super spy?"

      Jim pursed his lips and thought of how to reply. "Well, I haven't forgotten him. I don't have any instructions not to talk about him. Is he back?"

      "Popped up at a hotel in Hon Hen Flereat. Ever been?"

      Jim shook his head. "Er, no. Not my thing."

      "Right. He was arrested for causing trouble in the foyer of The Golden Lasso Hotel. It's one of the cheap ones."

      "Okay." Jim frowned. "Two things. What sort of trouble? Why was he there?"

      "I'll send the hotel camera footage. My guess is bad recreational substances. He's totally out of it."

      Jim shook his head. "No. Not him. Too professional for that."

      "He was arrested, sobered up, and released. As to question two...That's all I've got."

      "After all this time. I thought you'd do better than that." He smiled.

      "Up yours! I've been keeping an eye open for you in case he showed up. Sorry this isn't any more useful."

      Jim said, "No, it's useful. Thanks! I go through phases of resigning myself to his trail having gone cold. And then he lurches out of the mist again. Raeda, receive data transmission from this source and store with my confidential files."

      "Acknowledged."

      Anne snorted. "A voice activation system, Jim? Really?"

      "It's a pain in the ass, but it gives me someone to talk to. Any luck with the mines Katrigg left in orbit when he left Ch'Garratt?"

      "Ah...well, yes. But if you're not OEA. anymore, I'll be hung out to dry sending that as well, wouldn't I?"

      "Shit! We'll have to get together somewhere we can talk privately."

      She smiled. "Looking forward to it. Transmission's complete."

      The ship intoned, "Data received and stored as specified."

      "It really is great to see you!" Jim said. "How did you find me?"

      "EBMS has a record of you. I called the admin office. It wasn't hard."

      "Great! My boss hasn't managed to contact me recently."

      "Who is that now? Anyone I know?"

      "Tella, the Neraffan. I'd worked with him before. He found a place for me."

      "Nice."

      Jim could see her working out what to say next.

      "Better go, Jim. We'll talk again soon."

      "Sure. Thanks for the tip. Looks like I'll hold my nose and go to Flereat."

      With a mischievous smile, she said, "Enjoy!" and ended the call.

      "Shit!" Jim said.

      The ship said, "Please restate query."

      "Shut up."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            03 ALFIE

          

        

      

    

    
      The Institute for Art had never invited her before. Yet, in her hand, she held a paper with a formal seal and signed by the commissioner.

      
        
        The Institute for Art,

        its staff, and patrons

        request the presence of

        The Artist of Sonloi-AC

        at a dinner in her honor.

      

      

      

      Well, I'm not going.
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      In the café, Jayde sighed. "Don't cause me another—unnecessary—headache. Go! Have fun. At least the food will be good."

      Alfie shook her head.

      "For goodness' sake! Why the hell not?"

      "Because."

      "Alfie...?"

      The Artist said quietly, "It doesn't seem right."

      "What do you mean? It's about damn time they honored you properly!"

      She nodded. "True as that may be, why now?" She turned her face to her friend's and repeated, "Why now?"

      "I—I don't know...specifically."

      Alfie shook her head again. "Not right. I'm old, yes. I'm cranky, yes. I'm suspicious...but that doesn't mean I'm wrong. There's something fishy."

      "Perhaps it's your friends who are behind it?"

      Alfie shook her head once more. "I asked. They are surprised too."

      "Ah," Jayde said, frowning and placing both hands carefully on the table. "I didn't know that. That makes a difference."

      "So where is it coming from?"

      Jayde grinned. "Only one way to find out!"
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      The shuttle from Sonloi-AC was small but well apportioned. The uniformed crew was quiet and courteous, like all Meoenan officials.

      Jayde, having both promised to come along and dressed to kill, had been called away at the last moment.

      I knew it. This is such a setup, Alfie thought. Oh, well...

      The Artist had also dressed for the occasion. She wore a black trouser suit with a wide scarlet waistband. She had dyed her hair afresh: Meoenan pale blue on the left, Earth green on the right, scarlet through the middle.

      

      To Alfie, Sonloi barely changed as her shuttle flew across toward it. But, slowly, the nightside of the planet disappeared into the blackness until the sweeping view of the lights of Tuanomena, the capital, became all she could see.

      She knew where the Institute for Art was, but the shuttle landed in a large empty area. One smart black unmarked vehicle waited for its passenger.

      "Is that the commissioner come to greet me?" Alfie asked aloud.

      "No, Madam. The driver will take you to your destination."

      "Well...I'm sure that'll be nice."

      

      After many minutes, the vehicle stopped in an alleyway.

      "Where are we?" she asked the driver.

      "Meeting another passenger, Madam," he replied.

      The Meoenan was breathing hard as she climbed through the door. "Sorry, Madam. So sorry!"

      "What is your name and about what are you sorry?"

      "I am a doctor, Madam. I am here to anesthetize you, but I'm afraid my experience with humans is somewhat limited."

      Alfie smiled sweetly and said, "At least you're honest about it."

      The doctor held up a small spray bottle and squirted Alfie in the face.

      Alfie rolled her eyes and looked down her nose at the doctor.

      They both waited.

      "Well," said Alfie, "that didn't...
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      Tella still couldn't be reached. Jim was beginning to worry. He was supposed to report to the office sometime, but Tella hadn't said when. He was supposed to be working, but Tella hadn't come up with a new assignment. Jim hoped some salary was still coming in.

      Suddenly, to Jim's surprise, a noise broke the silence.

      His ship was docked at a little-used port at the far end of the medical module of EBMS. The docking hatch connected to the airlock at the rear of Jim's craft. The ship's main corridor ran straight from the airlock to the flight room and the front windows.

      The sound he heard was a knock on the door—the outer airlock door. It boomed in the corridor. Someone from the station was knocking.

      Jim unsealed the airlock and looked through the roundel to the docking area. There was no one to be seen.

      The knock came again. He opened the hatch.

      A stocky teenage boy stood off to one side of the door. He glanced from the docking area to Jim and nodded to indicate the inside of the ship.

      Jim silently held the door open.

      The boy was dressed in loose black exercise clothes. His T-shirt showed a vaguely ghoulish design. The boy's hair, Jim noticed, was black and unruly. It was all Jim needed to see.

      As he closed the hatch behind his guest, Jim said, "You're Davey?"

      The boy nodded. "You Uncle Jim?"

      Jim nodded. "Nice to see you again. You've grown some."

      The boy grunted and nodded.

      Jim smiled and said, "Welcome aboard!" He waved Davey down the corridor. "Come in! I presume your father doesn't know you're here."

      "Hell no! I'd catch it!"

      Jim nodded and said, "Yeah, well...families are complicated, aren't they?"

      "Did the Rapaxans really build this?" Davey asked as he took in all he could see of the ship.

      "They did. It's something of a one-off, I think."

      "Bloody ugly from the outside! Nice inside though."

      Jim smiled quizzically. "Thanks...I think. Can I offer you anything to eat or drink?"

      "You aren't allowed on station. Where do get your food from?"

      His nephew's bluntness caught Jim a little off guard. "I stocked up at Yugel Wolt Sixty-three last time I was out. Is there a problem with that?"

      Davey shook his head. "Mom was asking. No one seemed to know."

      "Well, tell her I said 'hello,' and she's welcome to come and ask for herself, if she'd like."

      "She can't come. Dad won't let her."

      Jim smiled again. "And he won't let you. So, I appreciate your coming.

      "Sure."

      "How's your brother?"

      Davey grunted. "Don't see him much."

      "Oh, I thought⁠—"

      "Wow!" Davey shouted. "What a great setup! It's so minimal!" He walked quickly to the main control panels and fell into the command seat. "What kind of armaments do you have?"

      Jim laughed. "I'm not entirely sure. But I wouldn't tell you anyway."

      "Why not? I won't fire anything."

      "That's not the point. How old are you, Davey? I've forgotten."

      "Sixteen."

      "It's been that long? Yeah, that's why not."

      "I couldn't believe it when Dad said we couldn't see you."

      "Drink?"

      Davey shook his head. "No thanks. Does it have voice command functions? I've heard a lot of PR ships do. I'd love to, like, sit in the bath and fly a ship at the same time!"

      Jim stood behind the seat and said, "See how this seat is rock solid, like it's made to be part of the floor?"

      "Yeah, it doesn't move at all."

      "That's so you don't tip out of it when something goes peculiar. It's also specifically designed to make the pilot look impressive. It's my seat. Stand up, Davey. Sit over there."

      Davey grunted as he pulled himself up.

      Jim noted the effort Davey put into moving and commented, "You don't get to work out a lot living on EBMS, I guess."

      Davey shrugged. "Mom says I like food too much. Dad says I'm big-boned. Clo—that's my girlfriend—says I'm just fat." He shrugged again. "Who cares?"

      Jim shrugged and held up his hands as if to say "Not me."

      "Can I ask you a question?"

      Jim nodded. "Sure, whatever you like."

      "Your friend, the Neraffan. Is it as creepy up close as it is on the security archives?"

      Jim sat back and looked Davey up and down without answering. Davey settled himself into a chair at the nearest set of controls.

      "Okay, nephew, two questions. One, if your dad didn't let you near enough to see Tella in person, did he really let you watch the security records? Two, why would you think any alien 'creepy'? They are what they are! You get tentacles, slime, eyes on stalks. Sometimes there's more than two legs or two arms. There's beards and bad breath more often than you'd think. So what? Some of the things I've seen up close and personal look like they got assembled in a shipwreck, but they're not creepy! Different, for sure. But your folks like you the way you are. Tella's parents thought it was a beautiful baby too."

      Davey looked uncomfortable and glanced around. "But it disappears."

      "Yep. Isn't that cool? I ask him to...We recently had to interview a policeman who'd gone rogue, you know what I mean?"

      "What'd he do?" Davey interrupted, his eyes flashing.

      Jim waved the question away, "Just selling stuff...armaments and so on. Anyway, we had to interview him, so I had Tella strip off and stand by the wall; the guy couldn't see Tella at all. I had the chance to ask the questions and Tella could study the guy's body language, his breathing, where his eyes went. It was brilliant. He had no idea Tella was in the room!"

      Davey grunted and said, "Wow! That is...like, neat, I guess..."

      "Tell you what," said Jim, smiling, "next time it's here, I'll ask Tella to sneak into your room and surprise you."

      A look of horror froze Davey's face.

      Jim laughed. "Just kidding, Davey! I wouldn't do that to you...or Tella."

      Davey shook his head, smiling reluctantly.

      "But now tell me about the records you saw. Have you gotten yourself access to some good stuff?"

      Davey hesitated. "Kind of..."

      Jim waved him to continue. "Me, you can tell. Your dad isn't someone I'm going to be reporting back to."

      "Nothing much, just some of the security feeds. I found them when I was looking into the bio-data from the ocean. They've got the science stuff locked up tight. Took me forever to crack them. But the security feeds are easy. Knuckleheads don't know what they're doing." Davey's eyes wandered around the flight room.

      Jim smiled. "Funny that, isn't it? The people who should know better often get lazy when it's their own data."

      "You done any hacking, Uncle Jim?"

      Jim nodded. "Built my early career on it."

      Davey's eyes focused on Jim's face, and he said, "Wow!" quietly.

      Jim watched him and said, "But you're wasting your time hacking human systems. The real fun is with the alien ones."

      "What do you mean?"

      "Look, the same way the differences aren't in what an alien looks like...Well, think of it this way—they all use computers too. Their computers have to talk to ours somehow. All the functions that we expect our machines to perform, theirs have to as well. The fun part is working out what that looks like on their side. What does an 'open file' command look like in their code? What does an 'open fire' command look like?"

      "I never thought of that..."

      "And, in most cases, they use code languages that have elements like their spoken languages, but without the redundancies and the emotions...or the humor. Now for that, you need to find comments embedded in the code. Once you know what the function of a system is, then you can go further and get to see something of the mind behind it. Even if you can't always read the notes of its creator, you might see what they name things, where they store information..."

      "I thought hacking was just about getting into the actual data, not about, like, how they put it there."

      "Pull your chair over, young man." Jim smiled. "Suppose a hotel guest stayed at, say, The Golden Lasso on Hon Hen Flereat. How would you go about interfacing with their systems? The whole resort's run by people from Urgan Trin. They speak a language called Trin-agol, but on most of their computers, you'll see Standard. So what do you do first?"

      Davey's eyes widened. "Umm..."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            05 TELLA

          

        

      

    

    
      Tella did not see the call request come in from Jim. The Neraffan was standing motionless against a wall, its skin featureless and the same color as the paint. It watched three EIA agents carefully combing through drawers and cupboards, books and magazines. Each object they picked up, they put back exactly as they found it. They were thorough and professional. Tella was impressed.

      The apartment was large enough to allow the team to creep around without bumping into the tall alien, though if they walked by too quickly, they might cause a draft and move the leaves of the nearby houseplant. Tella feared green edges appearing on its skin.

      The apartment's absent occupant was Jim Able.

      

      Tella had overheard another agent mention the operation, but not the reason, to search Jim's home. Everyone in the office knew Jim was staying with his brother on EBMS. They would have all the time they wanted.

      It had waited, naked of course, outside the apartment and followed the team in. They were nearly finished, and it still had no idea why they were there.

      Near the end of the search, an agent pulled a rucksack from beneath an easy chair. He emptied the contents onto a low table and fingered his way through the pile of small items.

      Tella saw several devices it did not recognize. One, it thought, was of Rapaxan design.

      It let out an involuntary sigh when it saw a red and black commercial data storage capsule. A sigh that almost revealed his presence.

      The agent spoke without looking up. "What did you say, Ron?"

      Ron replied from the bedroom doorway, "Didn't say anything."

      The agent grunted and placed most of the pile back into the pack. He plugged the storage device into a small tablet and watched images play across the screen.

      Tella stretched its neck to see them.

      Another agent came and looked over the man's shoulder. "Anything?"

      "Nope. Vacation pictures, I guess."

      "Which planet?"

      "No idea. Just this ruin, over and over again."

      "Put it back. It's not what we're after."

      Tella calmed its breath and waited.

      

      Time dragged for the Neraffan until the search was over—and apparently unsuccessful. It leaned away from the living room wall, stretching away the stiffness from its transparent limbs.

      It brought out the backpack once more, retrieved the data capsule, dropped the backpack on the floor, and immediately left Jim's apartment.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            06 ALFIE IN PRISON

          

        

      

    

    
      Alfie woke up on a bed under a blanket, still dressed in her black suit. A small light shone over her head.

      She sat up. Three sides of the room were made from thin vertical bars. Outside was darkness.

      "Oh dear."

      She looked around. The furniture included a large wing chair, a table with a stool beneath it, and drink-making equipment. There was also a toilet, a sink, and an open shower area.

      "Well," she said, "I will not be using that! Who went to all this trouble but left the facilities on full display?"

      A voice from the darkness outside replied, "I'm sorry. We did our best. Your comfort is a concern for us."

      "Well, you should have thought at least to put a screen around the toilet! Really!"

      "Again, I'm sorry, but you must be visible at all times."

      Alfie sighed to herself and said, "But when you've got to go, you've got to go."

      She tossed the blanket up to drape it over her head and body.

      When she finished, she washed her hands at the sink, sniffed the soap several times, then turned and stood at the bars.

      "Now, Mr. Voyeur, tell me your name and your business."

      "My name is of no use to you. My business is to acquire you, keep you safe and unharmed, and—at present—deny you liberty to leave."

      "I see. You are my jailer but not my captor. When do I meet your boss?"

      "My client will join you shortly. When the time is right."

      "Food?"

      "As you require it."

      "Information?"

      "I can provide very little of that."

      "I'm sure." She walked to one end of the cage and back to the other. "There's another cage."

      "There is."

      "For whom?"

      No answer came.

      "You are Meoenan."

      Again, no answer came.

      "By your voice, I can tell you're middle-aged and slightly overweight. Your family has done well, and you were taught Standard by good teachers. It's a long while since your walkabout. I'm sorry you have so obviously lost your way."

      "If you would prefer to have another watch you, that can be arranged."

      "That's interesting."

      She looked around at the table and the desk. "I would like a mirror to do my hair."

      "I will request it, though I fear it must be a small one."

      "I have a lot of hair and it requires looking after."

      "Of course."

      "Like the soul. Let it go too far and you get into the most dreadful tangles, don't you?"

      The voice was silent.

      

      Alfie sat for a while in the wing chair and thought. She assembled what she knew.

      The pilot, driver, and doctor are independent actors, working under someone else's direction. This jailer, if he's to be believed, is the same. Hired guns. Whoever provided the soap works—or worked—on station. A lightweight, utilitarian brand, easily transported into orbit but not favored on Sonloi itself. This is a well-planned, probably expensive operation. Not many could put up the money for this.

      

      She called, "Tell me the name of the person behind all this."

      "When, or if, my client wishes to be identified, it is not for me to say."

      "Very good, not saying male or female. Did I ever paint you?"

      She thought she heard a slight gasp but wasn't sure. She received no verbal answer.

      

      Many hours later she asked, "Are we on board a ship?"

      "We are."

      "Going where?"

      Her jailer didn't reply.

      She asked, "How long will I be in here?"

      "That is uncertain at present."

      "Why? What does it depend on?"

      "I cannot say."

      "Well, then, I shall do my best to make this as dull and irritating for you as it is for me. Bring food."

      "Of course."

      "I'm vegetarian. I will get deadly sick if you feed me anything from Sonloi's oceans. I'll tell you the rest of my restrictions as we go along. Now run along and cook me large amounts of food. I'm very hungry."

      "One hour."

      Alfie smiled and sat at the desk to examine and inventory the pencils and paper provided.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            07 THE KIDS AND MATT

          

        

      

    

    
      Clo and Davey huddled in a corner of the station's small library.

      "He didn't!" she whispered.

      "He did! He downloaded the whole thing to this capsule!"

      "Wow! I mean, can you understand it?"

      Davey shook his head and glanced nervously around. "Course not! Not yet. But...he said...how he does things. Like, it all seemed to make sense. I've no idea really."

      "How can we work on this without your dad getting in the way?"

      "Well, he doesn't watch you as closely as he does me. You can go see Uncle Jim more easily than I can."

      "Is your uncle...alright? I mean..."

      "Yeah, yeah. Totally."

      "I'd prefer if you were there though. I always do." She squeezed his arm.

      Davey whispered, "Yeah, I know..." and kissed her.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The next day, Jim opened the door to the two of them.

      "Aren't you two in school or something?"

      "Not now. Not really," Davey said.

      "Don't stay so long that you get me into trouble!"

      "Promise." Davey nodded vigorously.

      "Pleased to meet you." Clo held out her hand.

      "And you, Clo. Welcome aboard. Has Davey told you about our little project?"

      She nodded. "A little. I don't see how we're going to help if we can't speak Trin-agol or whatever language they speak. I mean, when they are writing in Standard or something, that's easy. But we don't have a manual for how the hotel's system is configured or anything. It's not like we've got a lot to go on. Maybe you can tell us more about it, or can get us access to a test version of the system maybe? Oh, sorry...Am I talking too much?"

      Jim blinked. "No, you're fine. Let's start at the beginning with what we've got and then work out what else we might need."

      Clo nodded, suddenly shy about saying anything else.

      
      They worked, leaning over printed pages and squinting at screens, for about an hour before another knock came at the airlock.

      Jim frowned. "I'm not expecting anyone."

      Both teens looked scared.

      Jim stood and walked a few steps down the corridor. He gestured to them. "You two, upstairs! Second module on the right. Close the door. Quietly!"

      They held hands and hurried up the right-hand slope to the upper level.

      Jim opened the airlock door.

      "Jim."

      "Matt? Good to see you."

      "Can I come in?"

      Jim smiled. "Of course. Whenever you like."

      Matt muttered something Jim didn't catch as he began to walk down the corridor to the front.

      "What can I do for you, brother?"

      "You've been docked for a while. Just wondering when you're off next."

      "You need the berth?"

      "No. No, I suppose not. I—I'm used to knowing what's happening on my station, Jim. That's all. Just like to be kept informed."

      Jim shrugged. "Not much I can tell you. EIA business is largely secret, and my missions are generally not for public consumption."

      "You've been sitting here scratching your backside for fifteen days. I've been to a
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