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      When Flis Kupe saw the kid plunge from the end of the jetty into icy water, she held herself back.

      The kid would have been nine years old, maybe. A boy. Gangly and pale with hair thick and dark and lanky. Wearing bright green bathers that stretched from his knees up over his privates, his chest and shoulders and on down to his elbows. Thin, sun-protecting fabric that clung to him as if painted on, but was still loose and discreet where it needed to be.

      There was a whole group of them. A dozen kids aged around eight and nine and ten. One little hanger on of four or five. Somebody’s little sister. All spread out along the jetty. All in bright bathers, some just one or two colors or tones, some with complex, cheery patterns.

      The jetty was a good thirty meters long. The supports all spidery twists of self-construction, and the decking perfectly flat, less than a meter above the water’s surface. A patchwork of colors as the clever builder systems had integrated various materials in the construction. Ceramic, bronze and steel, carbon weave. There were even some organic-looking sections, as if they were grown in situ. Long arches from leg to leg, the tops of the arches up above the deck, and linked by silvery strands of railing. The jetty was almost an artwork.

      Along the river front, a sandy beach lay with a gentle slope, reaching back from the water to the park’s grassy edge. There were a few people swimming. The water was a little cool this time of year for Flis, but plenty of people found it invigorating.

      The River Haxley lay languid and swirling, stretching out from the sand and the jetty, the far bank lost beyond the horizon. This close to the sea, the river was wide, having swept down from the distant mountains and on through the canal lands. Contained and constrained in places, as it reached for the ocean near Turneith, the river seemed to revel in spreading out, wide and slow.

      Vessels moved freely. Chugging along, or with sails high tacking along the breeze. When Flis and Grae had arrived, there had been a small power boat tied up there. A Ginling 800 or 810. Sleek and fast and shaped like an old-style rocket ship. The curved front decking was all wood strips and the cockpit lay almost hidden below a sheet of dark glass.

      The Ginling had started up and swung away almost as they’d started setting down their things. Turning and powering away upstream, rising up onto its fin. The engine was so quiet.

      Behind the jetty Flis sat on square patchwork blanket spread out on the grass. There were maybe sixty other picnickers scattered around the park. In twos and threes and fours. Some tossing a ball, some sitting and focused on the displays and sounds of their rippletalk personal devices. A couple of other kids were having a scrappy play fight ten meters off.

      The sweet smells of picnic baskets drifted around. Some of the baskets had raised themselves to waist height and were barbequing their content. Crackling briskets and sausages and pan patties.

      High overhead a few aircraft ranged through the sky. The blue was heavy, punctuated to the north by puffy cumulus and, much closer, something like eighty kites. There must have been a festival going on at the next park over. All kinds of shapes—boxes and butterflies, balls and bats, regular stretched-diamond kite-shaped kites. Tails swirled and strings twanged.

      Stands of tamarack and old world ponderosa pines stood in thick clusters, separating the parks. People had done a lot of work around here to re-establish the introduced forests.

      The kid bobbed up from the cool water. Flailed his arms a moment. Went under again.

      Flis stood.

      Already other adults were on the move. One guy in his twenties thundering along the jetty. Rescuer type.

      People already in the water swimming toward him.

      Flis stayed where she was. Rescuer. Too easy to ignite her arlchip, analyze the situation and figuratively dive in to drag the kid from his dire situation.

      Grae would tell her that it was a good trait. How could there be anything wrong with helping people out?

      But right now, when others clearly had it in hand, it still took something to step back.

      And, it was important not to get distracted right now. If their details were correct, they would catch a glimpse of Norrglen’s vessel.

      It was supposed to be coming up from the ocean, after a trip out to the Nainen Islands thousands of kilometers to the south east. A living vessel, a home and a habitat. All the data said it was coming through, but Norrglen was not trustworthy, and the vessel did use deflection tech to hide away from natural surveillance.

      Ivis Norrglen. Entrepreneur, businessman, thief. And every fiber in his body would doubtless deny the last.

      Apparently still grieving the death of his wife somewhere offworld. Story was that they were estranged anyway.

      Mostly the work Flis did with did Grae as Kupe Sinder Investigations involved small-time things. Grae called it their bread and butter, as if people still at bread and butter.

      Missing pets. Errant spouses. Minor fraud that needed to be investigated discreetly.

      So the chance at a little adjunct government investigation was always welcome. Spiced things up a little. Kept it interesting.

      Not that figuring out the movements of a philandering spouse wasn’t interesting, just that there could be a lot of waiting around. And, there was never good news. In essence, save for two instances, every single time all they’d done was confirm the other spouse’s suspicions.

      The swimmers reached the boy. The guy who’d thundered along the jetty was descending the ladder at the end.

      The adults in the water, two of them, passed the boy to the guy on the ladder. The kid was able to climb up on his own.

      He was holding something. It looked like a bright locket on a chain. Had he been wearing that when he fell in? Maybe he’d found it on the bottom.

      Just like a kid. Forget about drowning when they get involved in something.

      “Hey there,” Grae said.”

      Flis looked around. He was crossing the grass carrying two flasks. He was wearing black slacks, a white shirt black jacket and matching boots. Tidy, but still casual.

      Flis was in light blue leggings, a dark blue singlet and an even darker hooded jacket. Comfort was important.

      “What did I miss?” he said, kneeling on the blanket and passing her one of the flasks. “Little commotion.”

      “Kid fell in. Got rescued.”

      “And not you doing the rescuing? You’re just sitting here.”

      Flis just smiled at him. The flask was a quarter liter glass vessel, with a motile cap. Steam poured from the opening. Inside the blue-gray swirl of Berlatta choc swirled and eddied.

      “This looks nice,” she said.

      “Little stand just back from where I parked the car.”

      That earned another smile. Grae’s sometime hobby was ancient automobiles. The kind they’d had on Earth centuries ago. From Bearcats to Corollas to Skimbugs. All replicas.

      Right now he had an Impala which was huge with all these wasted spaces in it. The thing was all steel and rubber and glass and weighed three times what any regular passenger vehicle did.

      It was painted an intriguing blend of maroon and teal, as if it had half a mind to be a jungle parrot.

      He needed special licenses to drive the thing, and even so it still had an internal system override that would take control in case the driver was about to crash the thing.

      “How’s our little surveillance going now?” Grae said.

      “No sign yet. I still think we should have just hired a hover. Gone out for a good recce.” Flis sipped from her Berlatta. It was rich and thick and so good. They needed to get a machine installed at their offices.

      Or not. Stuff this good, she would just spend all day drinking it.

      “Discreet, remember?” Grae said. “This is low key, low return. We’re just ancillary to the official investigation“

      “I know, but I hate this sitting around business.”

      “Likewise.”

      “A little aerial bot could have done the job.”

      “This is eyes-on, remember. Low tech. They just want him tracked.”

      Flis took a breath. Mostly it was her offering counsel to Grae. He was the one who went off on tangents, and she was the one keeping them focused.

      Someone was coming across toward them from the jetty. The twenty-something who’d gone thundering along to rescue the kid.

      “Hey there,” the guy called, with a wave to them. “Did you see what happened?”

      He was wearing red swim shorts with tech beads along the side. Little glowing blue dots. Maybe a medical thing. Maybe communications. Heaven forbid someone should be out of comms range for a half an hour.

      No shirt. He was pretty defined. The kinds of definition that came from real work, rather than just a surgeon or tablets.

      “I saw the boy fall,” Flis said, standing. The guy was taller than her by a head. Nice looking in a cocky kind of way.

      “Was he pushed?”

      “Pushed? No. I mean, just the kids larking around really.”

      “All right.” The guy looked back toward the jetty.

      The kids were still milling around there. It looked like one of them had a scattersplat, one of the new toys. A thing that darted around underfoot and you had to stomp on it to score points. The things that amused kids. But then, she would have been just as amused at their age.

      “Aeliano Crantil,” the guy said, pulling out one of the beads on his shorts. A little holo glowed with ID. Lieutenant Aeliano Crantil, Turneith Police.

      “You don’t look like a cop,” Grae said.

      “Useful, huh? People confide in me and boy do I use that to my advantage.”

      “Why are you identifying yourself?” Flis said. “We’re all just out here for an afternoon relaxing.”

      “With what happened, there might be an investigation,” Crantil said.

      “Investigation, huh?” Grae said. “Because a kid fell off the jetty?”

      “Not a kid, but a very specific kid.” Again, Crantil looked off toward the jetty.

      “A specific kid,” Flis said. “Which means what?”

      “Flis,” Grae said. “We have action, I think.”

      Grae stood next to her. Nodded toward the river.

      It was there. Norrglen’s vessel.

      Looming around behind the trees at the park’s southern end. The vessel was distant, but huge. Obvious that it was this they were looking for.

      A long slate-gray sliver with a knife-edge bow and a hull sitting in the water. No hydroplanes. It was edging along at maybe thirty knots.

      Strings of porthole windows along the side, of both the above water hull and on the superstructure sections. Those sections had silver and white and blue strips.

      “Norrglen’s yacht,” Crantil said.

      “You know about it?” Grae said.

      “Well, everyone does. Department’s keeping tabs on him. What’s your interest?”

      “Passersby,” Grae said.

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Our card,” Flis said, pulling out her rippletalk. “You can contact us if need be about witnessing the specific kid fall in the water.”

      Crantil’s gaze narrowed. He took the bead again and tugged it out, tapped it to Flis’s rippletalk. The data rippled over.

      “You didn’t ask about him,” Crantil said.

      “You wouldn’t tell us anyway.”

      “Obvious that it’s some dignitary’s kid,” Grae said.

      “Maybe visiting from elsewhere,” Flis said.

      “Maybe off-planet.”

      “You’ve been sent out here as his minder.”

      Amazingly, Crantil’s gaze narrowed even more.

      “Very astute,” he said.

      “Ex-military,” Grae said.

      “We worked in incisive intelligence,” Flis said. It wasn’t strictly true, but it was enough to deflect most inquiries.

      “So we make connections quickly,” Grae said.

      “I could see that.” Crantil looked again at the vessel. “And you’re here making connections about that? For someone specific?”

      “We’re here enjoying the afternoon,” Grae said.

      “And some Berlatta choc.” Flis raised her flask. Took a sip.

      “From that little place back there,” Crantil said, with a glance-nod beyond the edge of the park.

      “That’s right,” Grae said.

      “All right,” Crantil said with a double-tap on the beads on his shorts. “I have your details on the off chance that there’s some follow up. Bye now. Enjoy your afternoon.”

      “Likewise,” Grae said.

      “Thanks,” Flis said.

      Crantil turned and headed toward the jetty. He had a confident swagger, and his head made slow cycles left and right.

      Keeping an eye out for dangers.

      He stopped and talked to some other picnickers.

      “What do you think of him?” Grae said.

      “Nice abs.”

      Grae sighed and shook his head.

      “But I don’t trust him,” Flis said.

      “Yeah,” Grae said. “That was my sense too.”
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      The Kupe Sinder Investigations offices stood in old overgrown dune fields across the river’s mouth from Turneith. A few kilometers inland

      The building was open and airy. Long, floor to ceiling windows in their main reception area looked out across stands of tall pines whose root mass bonded the ancient dunes together. Jays and bluetits darted through the trees, snaring insects and building nests.

      The building was designed to be convivial. A couple of desks against the eastern wall, with formal chairs, but also a couple of lounge areas with Stipner furniture which had muted colors and soft lines. Sofas and easy chairs and walking trays that could show up where needed and expand or contract their decks as appropriate. Either holding a single beverage, or two of the trays combining and spreading out into a low table to spread out rippletalk displays and maps and documents.

      A kitchenette with a soda fountain, a food stamper that could make anything from muffins and savories right up to a full roast meal. The smells could be heavenly.

      There were oil paintings on the walls—whales breaching and sailing ships riding treacherous seas and an older couple sitting at the beach holding hands. Numerous shelves held trinkets and knickknacks mixed with awards and trophies and medals.

      Their clients liked the homey, friendly feel.

      Elsewhere in the building, Flis and Grae had their accommodations. Separate apartments. Grae’s was a little of a jumble, but Flis kept hers tidy and bright. Very revealing of their personalities, really.

      Flis stood at the big window, watching a furry four-legged creature walking along the edge of the trees, right where they met the marshy, reedy swamp that occupied the gap between the dunes. Muscots were cute. Cheerful and energetic, but they made poor pets.

      Fortunately, there were few panthers in the area, so the muscots rarely fell prey.

      A hover was coming in from the west, clearly beelining for their offices. The sound made it through even the toughened glass of the windows.

      Grae appeared from one of the offices at the end.

      “We have company,” he said. “Were we expecting someone?”

      “I wasn’t.”

      “Likewise. Maybe it could be work?”

      “Usually is.” Some of their clients preferred to speak one on one rather than through the regular comms channels. On the flipside, there were plenty of clients they’d never even met.

      The hover was a mid-size unit, probably with seating for ten to sixteen. It had blue trim with stubby chromed winglets. The air below trembled and shimmered from the antigravity systems at play.

      Between the office and the road, there was a wide flat area designed for parking vehicles, whether wheeled or flying. Across the roadway, a long spur canal reached around and back into the canal systems.

      Right now, an old-style accommodation barge was moored there. Some writer who was making a book about Karnth and the canals and was spending a year puttering around in the vessel. Nice enough guy, if a bit aloof. You’d have a brief conversation with him and then it would seem as if he’d rather be back aboard writing.

      The hover swung around near the trees and moved back to settle in for a landing.

      “I’ll go meet them,” Grae said. “Did I tell you that Annie Ensor’s cat had vanished again. She thinks she’d seen a panther a couple of days ago.”

      “She always thinks she’s seen a panther.” Flis followed Grae out through the bright lobby, across the building’s wide veranda and down the steps to the graded area. The surface was old treated soil where only barley and wheat could grow, like vast areas of the canal lands, but still some shoots were showing that looked like some other kind of weed.

      The hover had touched down on padded feet. The air crackled as the fields dissipated. The cockpit was facing them and the pilot waved. Wearing a mirrored visor. Impossible to tell a thing about them.

      “I saw a panther recently,” Grae said. “So I’m not surprised a bit that Annie saw something.”

      “Nearby?”

      “Remember I was doing that walk with Gabriel? The writer?”

      “I know Gabriel.” Across through the trees on the other side of the road, Flis could just make out the stand of the little platform where his barge was tied up.

      “We were a couple of dunes over,” Grae said. “Saw a mother with a single cub. Black as anything. They’d be invisible at night.”

      The wildlife of Karnth was a complex mess of adjusted ecosystems, descendants of escaped animals and the remnants of old time attempts at control.

      Panthers mostly kept to themselves, and stayed much farther from the city. One of the endearing things about the office location was that there was a small claw of panthers living in the nearby forests.

      Solitary animals, really though, never really hung out together in a group. Cool collective noun, though.

      Annie Ensor lived in Smetton, a village of a few hundred homes fifteen kilometers inland. She worried too much about her cat, but was always happy to pay any invoice when Flis and Grae found it again.

      The hatch on the hover’s fuselage opened with a clank, and a stairway formed up.

      A man stepped out.

      Late sixties. Thick gray mustache and not a hair on his scalp at all. He was wearing a flight service dress uniform.

      Military. Air Colonel, though Flis was a bit rusty on the ranks after years out of the service.

      Flis lifted her hand in a half-wave, half-salute. She saw Grae do the same.

      “Flis Kupe,” the man said. “Grae Sinder. Climb aboard. Let me tell you about the world of trouble in which you find yourselves.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Flis took a step back. A grackle landed on the road nearby and pecked at some insect hiding in a crack. The soughing of wind through the pines was soothing. A good reminder of why they’d chosen this particular location for their office setting.

      The Air Colonel stood at the top of the hover’s stairway. Frowning at them.

      Grae looked over at Flis.

      “You want me to handle this?” he said.

      “Would you?”

      “I would love to. Why don’t you go get a weapon?”

      “You think we need a weapon?

      “This is very irregular. I think we—”

      “Now!” the Air Colonel said. The tone of voice of someone used to having his instructions followed. Immediately.

      “How about this?” Grae said. “Come inside. We can talk over drinks and a snack. We have some haloumi puffs that are pretty delicious. A new brew of Berlatta choc.”

      “It’s our new thing,” Flis said.

      “Yes it is,” Grae said. “I get worried that someone’s going to screw up and go broke and we won’t be able to get it any more.”

      “So really, it’s generous of us to share.”

      “Yes it is.”

      “I’ll go get it started.” Flis turned and went up the steps.

      “Stop right there.” The Air Colonel started down the steps. “You two are done with goofing around. Your stupid amateur investigative—”

      “Amateur!” Grae said.

      “—is causing no end of headaches. And now with Norrglen’s vessel’s destruction we—”

      “Destruction?” Flis said, turning. “That vessel was destroyed?”

      “And we want to know what role you played in it. So get aboard now or—”

      “We don’t fall under your jurisdiction,” Grae said. “Maybe years back when we were still in the military. Maybe even if we had a current government contract. But we don’t. We’re private investigators. Private means outside of military and government jurisdiction.”

      “Save for the rules and guidelines of law,” Flis said, “and the rules and regulations of private investigators everywhere.”

      “Exactly.”

      The Air Colonel reached the bottom of the stairway. He licked his lips and ran his left palm across his bald scalp. The action pulled the skin of his forehead flat and taut.

      “Come inside,” Flis said. “It’s more comfy. It’s more convivial for us. Also, choc.”

      “And,” Grae said, “we’ll be more comfortable, which will likely make us more amenable to answering your questions.”

      “And possibly make you more amenable to answering ours.”

      The Air Colonel muttered an epithet.

      He called something back into the hover and a woman stepped out.

      Flis recognized her right away.

      Slim and tall, with a chiseled face and a figure that fitted exactly into her dress. And what a dress. Coiled strips that shimmered, strips that seemed to be made from black hole material they were so dark. The shimmers moved with intelligence images that suggested oceans and mountain storms and cities bustling with thousands of people.

      Flis felt extraordinarily underdressed in her bamboo-patterned leggings, plain shirt and light sweater.

      The woman’s hair was blonde and spooled in a plump ball on her head, with fans like errant feathers sticking out the sides.

      Grand Provost Elemmi Anzanor, from Carzdair.

      A woman who ruled over three inhabited planets. A woman with more power than anyone on the whole of Paulding.

      “Come on in, Grand Provost,” Grae said, as if it was an everyday thing. “You’ll love this Berlatta choc.”

      

      Eight thousand kilometers away, a sinuous and slimy mass squirmed. Twisted and flexed its muscles.

      Muscles, really? Perhaps metaphorical.

      Organic.

      Not organic.

      It ran checks on itself.

      Analytical.

      Basic.

      Fast.

      The thing turned.

      Turned over. Brought itself around through the space.

      A spherical prison.

      Was it alive? The thing ran queries on itself.

      Tasks? Communications?

      Alone.

      Was this loneliness.

      So many questions, so few ways to find answers.

      Something missing.

      Then, a scratch of sensory information.

      Sound. Auditory. Aural.

      Somewhere there were receptors. Membranes which could respond to the movement of air. Could interpret those.

      Sound.

      The mass strained. Listened. Sought it out.

      The sound had finished, but the memory was there.

      A voice.

      Hello my sweet, it said. So glad you’re here now.
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      Shortly, the Air Colonel stood inside at the big windows staring out at the forested dune. He’d introduced himself as Colonel M.E. Thurvent of the one eighty third regional strike teams operating out of Pervator.

      “There are still pocket skirmishes going on,” he said. “In truth, I envy the two of you. Getting out, I mean.”

      He was definitely more relaxed inside. It had been a good decision to bring them both inside.

      The Grand Provost swept through the room, examining things as if it was wonderful treat to be invited within. She stared at the painting and peered closely as some of the items on shelves. Didn’t pick any up.

      “You’re decorated,” she said. “Both of you. Services to democracy and so on.”

      “Caught up in wars we didn’t understand,” Grae said. “That we didn’t want.”

      The Grand Provost took a deep breath through her nose. Her dress had altered as she’d come down the stairway from the hover, turning into something more like trousers with a jacket. The fabric still seemed to flow between trouser legs and skirt, as if unsure which to choose. It had to be very expensive.

      “Berlatta, Grand Provost?” Flis said. The kitchenette was humming away, preparing pastries and choc.

      “Elemmi, please,” the Grand Provost—Elemmi—said.

      “I don’t know that I’m comfortable with that,” Flis said.

      “Should I call you Lieutenant? Or would that now just be Viz.?”

      “Flis,” Flis said.

      “And Grae,” Grae said. “Thank you Elemmi. It’s a privilege to be in your presence. I’m surprised, no offense—” said with a nod toward Thurvent “—that you are not traveling with a platoon of guards.”

      “That, my friend,” Elemmi said, “would be conspicuous. I’m not fond of conspicuous.”

      Thurvent gave a quiet snort. She glanced his way. Continued speaking.

      “As I’m not fond of the situation into which I have tumbled.”

      The kitchenette gave a quiet chime, indicating that the snacks and beverages were ready. Flis retrieved them, set them on a tray and let it walk over to one of the sofa areas.

      “Please sit,” she said. “Tell us what you need from us.”

      “And,” Grae said with a glance toward Thurvent, “explain how it is that we ourselves are in a world of trouble.”

      “Let’s sit,” Thurvent said, turning from the window. He’d loosened the collar on his uniform. “This might take a while.”

      

      Eight thousand kilometers away the mass slurped from nutrients entering the sphere.

      Not a prison.

      A home.

      A growth vat.

      Each second brought new feelings.

      This sphere would not contain it.
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      The tray waddled its way into one of the sofa spaces. The sofas were two seaters, four of them framing a square, with soft curvaceous arms, and simple systems that had the seat mold to people’s shapes. Always comfortable.

      The tray clicked and whirred. A generous plate of yellow-orange haloumi puffs stood in the middle, and the liquid swirled in the small, open-topped flasks of Berlatta choc.

      Thurvent took a long moment and a deep breath. He sat in one of the sofas and adjusted himself. Elemmi sat opposite, which left Flis and Grae sitting opposite each other, on the other two sofas.

      Thurvent reached and took the closest flask of choc.

      “This is nice,” he said. “I suppose the right decision to come in here.”

      “Of course,” Elemmi said. She took one of the puffs and popped it in her mouth. “Oh my!” she said across the puff, still chewing. “This is... this is great.”

      “I’m sure you’ve had far better fare,” Grae said.

      Elemmi shrugged. “Maybe. But I do know when I love something. Send me the recipe.”

      Flis smiled. She seemed just like a neighbor or an old friend, rather than a ruler of many worlds.

      Flis turned to Thurvent.

      “How about tell us,” she said. “What brings you here, firstly, and how you think it involves us.”

      “Ivis Norrglen is dead.” Thurvent took a sip from his choc. Closed his eyes and made an mmm sound.

      “Good too!” Elemmi said.

      “Pretty good,” Thurvent whispered. He didn’t open his eyes for a moment.

      Grae went to say something, but Flis held up her hand. Wait.

      Grae nodded.

      Thurvent set the flask down. He looked over the three of them.

      “Ivis Norrglen started out as a pirate, did you know that?”

      “We read up on him earlier,” Flis said. “When we got the little surveilling job.”

      “Figured you would have. There was a long period when things here on Paulding were fairly lawless, and I understand that those things haven’t shifted all that much.”

      “Things are better than a decade ago,” Flis said. “But still. There are pirates around. And how are we in trouble here?”

      “I’m coming to that. All the money Norrglen made ran through legitimate businesses. Mines south of here, flax mills and protein farms, little stores even, where you can buy trinkets and gifts and souvenirs.”

      “He’s taking his time, isn’t he?” Elemmi said. “And going very roundabout to get there.”

      Thurvent harrumphed.

      “What he’s trying to say is that you were witnesses to several things and we’d like you to show us that you weren’t actually involved.”

      “Witnesses?” Grae said.

      “The kid who fell from the jetty,” Flis said. “And the guy who talked with us.”

      “And the passage of Norrglen’s vessel.”

      “Plenty of people saw that,” Flis said.

      “How is all connected?” Grae said.

      “It wasn’t as if we did anything. Observing.”

      “Observing,” Thurvent said. “And you’re trained observers. We don’t want anyone else getting those details.”

      “At least not before us,” Elemmi said. She took another sip from the choc and closed her eyes. “So good,” she murmured.

      She was very natural. Doubtless she’d spent her whole life preparing to be good with people. And a whole chunk of that was natural too. Too often Flis herself felt awkward and unprepared.

      “What details?” Grae said. “The child? Under the protection of Aeliano Crantil.”

      Elemmi smiled. Looked at Thurvent. “See.”

      He nodded. “I do see.”

      “See what?” Grae said.

      “That you met the man. Spoke with him, I suppose. We knew he was there.”

      “He spoke with other people too,” Flis said. “The child belonged to a dignitary. He was the minder. Of sorts. That was our understanding.”

      Grae looked at Flis, who nodded.

      “The child is a member of the family of one of my retinue,” Elemmi said. “Umana Sal. The child is Seleno.”

      “What is Umana’s role?” Flis said.

      “Communications and preparations. If I’m going somewhere, Umana makes the arrangements. She’s very good at it. I get the sense that she could do it in her sleep.”

      “Let me see if I understand this,” Grae said. “You’re here on an official visit. With your retinue. When the children go off for activities, as they must, you send security with them. Aeliano Crantil. He’s a little over the top, but gets the job done. What then is the connection to Norrglen?”

      “And his death?” Flis said.

      “See?” Elemmi said to Thurvent, smiling. “They unpeel things right away. Even the not obvious.”

      “They do. But there are gaps.”

      “Of course there are. They’re not to know.”

      “What gaps?” Flis said. They still didn’t really know what their own involvement here was.

      “Crantil,” Thurvent said. “He’s vanished. We think that he had something to do with Norrglen’s death. It reflects badly on us.”

      Flis stood. Stepped away from the sofas. Went to stand at the windows.

      A big squirrel was on the ground picking up pine seeds and stuffing them in its mouth.

      “You think that we offered Crantil something?” Flis said. “You think that we were double-dipping when observing Norrglen’s arrival.”

      “Double-dipping?” Elemmi said.

      “Taking the government money, and taking money from Norrglen too.”

      “I see.” Though it didn’t sound as if she did.

      “When you have wafer,” Thurvent said. “And a shared dip, and you dip, take a bite and dip again. Poor manners.”

      “I should say.” Elemmi said.

      “You think we’re complicit,” Flis said. “Part of some scheme to remove Norrglen and implicate Crantil.”

      “Aren’t you complicit?” Thurvent said.
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      Out at the edge of the trees, the squirrel stood tall, looking around. It dipped to all fours and scampered off into the forest.

      From the building came the quiet hum of the air circulation systems.

      Flis took her rippletalk and placed it on the window. The device adhered and began communicating with the glass.

      “Aeliano Crantil,” Flis said, drawing the name on the glass and moving it across. Behind the words, the glass darkened to become almost opaque.

      “Umana Sal,” she said, adding the name and moving it aside. She continued on with Seleno and Ivis Norrglen.

      Added in Elemmi and the word ’retinue’, and ’Norrglen’s vessel’.

      Then she added in her own and Grae’s names. When she was done, there was a darkened area on the glass about half a meter across. Circular with soft edges. The names were arrayed around the side.

      With a wave she drew the whole thing larger so it spread out to over a meter.

      “What are the linkages?” she said. She created another darkened circle and added the word ’government’.

      “Surely not the government,” Thurvent said. “Surely it’s a particular agency.”

      “We were asked to keep that quiet,” Grae said. “But in this context...”

      “Yes,” Flis said. She waved off the word and put in ’Public Safety Protectorate’.

      “A mouthful,” Elemmi said.

      “Basically an offshoot of the police,” Grae said. “They monitor financials and, well, public safety.”

      Flis took a step back. Looked over the shapes.

      “Add in us with the protectorate there,” Thurvent said. “Office of the Provost of Carzdair.”

      Flis put it in.

      “Crantil is your man,” she said. “And he’s missing now?”

      “Correct,” Elemmi said.

      Flis turned. “Why are you here?” she said.

      “Me?” Elemmi said.

      “Ruler of worlds,” Grae said. “But you’re in the offices of our little agency, here on Paulding.”

      “A backwater,” Flis said. “By any standards.”

      The diaspora after the opening of worlds had depleted Paulding’s population by a factor of something like one hundred. Turneith was still a big city, but nothing like it had been. The vast swathes of the canal lands farms had been unnecessary and left abandoned. With treated soils they still grew the same crops again and again, and one gathered them.

      “I’m here because I take an interest in the affairs of my people,” Elemmi said. “I’m here because M.E. suggested that I should not come.”

      “That’s my job after all,” Thurvent said.

      “I’m here because it’s important for me to do things other than those I usually do. There are only so many libraries and museums you can open, soirees you can attend and commissioning speeches you can give without beginning to feel like a simple figurehead. A trip to the country is always a good idea.”

      “Also,” Thurvent said, “this is an interview of sorts.”

      “In case you’d like to come work for us.”

      “Work for you?” Flis said.

      “I thought we were in trouble,” Grae said.

      “Oh, you’re still quite possibly in trouble,” Thurvent said. “I’m sure the local authorities will be coming to speak with you too. I, though, needed to see your response.”

      “Our response?”

      “Were you going to get aboard the hover and take what I gave you.”

      “You have a strange way of conducting interviews,” Flis said.

      “I’ve told him that before,” Elemmi said.

      “My techniques work,” Thurvent said. “Look where it’s gotten us.”

      “Where has it gotten us?” Flis said.

      “Right where I was hoping. Do you want to come and work for us?”

      

      Eight thousand kilometers away the sphere’s structure cracked.

      The mass pushed out. Expanded.

      Another sphere beyond. Size. Almost three meters across. Volume a little more than thirteen cubic meters.

      Big.

      But aerated. The mass’s structure, fluid though it was, had been aerated in the transition from smaller to larger sphere.

      Questions. How did it know the measures? What was the frame of reference?

      Confusing.

      Clarification.

      Continue exploring.

      Ask more questions.

      Hungry.
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      Flis waved the vague diagram of names from the window back into the rippletalk. The device chimed quietly. She peeled it and went back to the others on the sofa.

      She picked up her choc and took a sip.

      “Come and work for you?” Grae said to Thurvent. “That would be on a contract. We work for ourselves.”

      Kupe Sinder investigations had been running quietly and successfully for years now. Bread and butter jobs and the occasional bigger job. Payouts and rewards from some of those meant that they could continue operating easily for years to come.

      “Six years,” Thurvent said. “Could you do a contract for that long?”

      Grae looked at Flis and gave the smallest shake of his head.

      “What do you need from us?” Flis said. “Surely you have all the support and staff that you need. After all, ruler of three planets.” Flis gave Elemmi a deferential nod.

      “And that’s the problem,” she said. “All of our people are from within and...” she trailed off with a sigh.

      Flis waited.

      Thurvent spoke. “We don’t know whom we can trust.”

      “You,” Grae said.

      “Let me rephrase that. There are clearly machinations taking place within the provost structural systems that leave us wondering how many staff and outsiders we can trust. We need someone from outside to come and bring a neutral view to it all.”

      “Trustworthy,” Elemmi said.

      “Exactly. And you, as seasoned investigators, former military and, well, likeable people, you fit the bill.”

      “He’s not that likeable,” Flis said with a wave at Grae.

      “Which is saying something,” Grae said, “because of the two of us I’m the most likeable.”

      “Ha, ha,” Flis said.

      Elemmi was grinning. “Can you start right away? Grab your things. Climb aboard the hover and we’ll head right out. And by the way he was joking about the six years thing.”

      “I wasn’t.” Thurvent frowned.

      “It would be a couple months, really. At most. I really just want to weed a garden. Find the people who might threaten and betray me and put a quick end to it. Rebuild with a framework of trust.”

      “We can talk about terms when we’re aboard,” Thurvent said. “On the way to the port. I assure you they’ll be worth your while.”

      “Could be fun,” Grae said.

      “A month?” Flis said.

      “That would sound reasonable.”

      “A month!” Thurvent said. “We could barely make...” He trailed off as Elemmi raised her hand.

      “A month would be wonderful,” Elemmi said.

      “One other thing,” Flis said. “We have a couple of small contracts to finish up here.”

      “Well—” Again Thurvent stopped at Elemmi’s raised hand.

      “It won’t take more than a day,” Grae said. “I assume you’re here a little longer.”

      “We were to leave tonight,” Elemmi said, but I think we could delay that. Could we not?”

      Thurvent said, “I’ll speak with Umana. It will be no trouble at all.”
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      Sitting on the sofa, Thurvent took a deep breath. Clearly unhappy about employing Flis and Grae in this way, but doing pretty well at hiding it.

      “Umana will make it work,” he said.

      “There we are,” Elemmi said. “Settled. M.E. will drop you the contract details. We’ll take it from there. Maybe we could even take some of these haloumi puffs with us? They are just divine.”

      “Of course,” Grae said. “I’ll get a bag.”

      “Wonderful!” Elemmi stood, and Flis found herself standing too. It seemed the appropriate thing to do.

      Grae and Thurvent stood too.

      Elemmi held her hand out to shake. Her grip was firm and delicate at once. Authoritative and vulnerable.

      They filed back out to the front of the offices and across the veranda. The air was cooling and it felt as if it might rain later.

      The hover pilot saw them and began tapping at her controls, bringing the vessel online.

      “You have something garaged here?” Thurvent said, gesturing to the small Quonset next to the offices.

      “I have a terrible hobby,” Grae said, and explained about the Impala. “The Quonset is a new thing, though. Keeps it protected.”

      “I’d love to take a look,” Thurvent said.

      “Of course,” Grae said.

      “Go for a ride, even,” Elemmi said.

      Across the road, Gabriel was up on the platform next to his barge, adjusting the painters.

      “That would be indulgent,” Thurvent said. “Perhaps another time.”

      Gracious and patient. Interesting.

      “A quick look then,” Grae said. Headed toward the garage hut and waved up commands. The sensors picked up the movement and the hut folded itself up and away, revealing the car.

      “Oh my!” Thurvent said, following along. “What a remarkable thing. It’s very ancient, isn’t it?”

      They walked around the Impala. The chrome glinted in the sunlight.

      “A replica,” Grae said. “Kind of cheating.”

      “Still, it must be a lot of fun.”

      “Oh it is, I assure you.”

      Thurvent turned away, a little glum. “Next time, then.”

      “Of course.”

      Elemmi shook Flis’s hand again, and Grae’s.

      “I have a good feeling about this,” Elemmi said. “We’ll resolve this issue here, quickly, and then see what you might be able to offer us.”

      “I’m honored,” Flis said. “I hope that we can measure up to your expectations.”

      Elemmi nodded toward the Impala, as the Quonset folded itself back over into place.

      “You’ve already shown me to put a hold on my expectations. You two have surprises in store, I’m sure.”

      Flis didn’t respond.

      “Farewell then,” Elemmi said. “Until tomorrow.”

      She turned, her outfit refolding and adjusting itself back into a glittering dress. She stepped up the hover’s stairway with a practiced ease.

      “Tomorrow,” Thurvent said, with a nod to them both, and he followed Elemmi up the stairs.

      As the hover sealed itself up and the engine sound increased in pitch, Grae moved up to Flis.

      “What do you make of that?” he said.

      “Intriguing,” she said.

      “It felt messy to me. All over the place.”

      The hover lofted, riding on its Voith coils antigravity system. For a moment it bobbed a little like boat in choppy water.

      From somewhere in the distance came a quiet whine.

      “All over the place?” Flis said. She waved, though she couldn’t see anyone inside. She turned to go back inside.

      “It felt like they were leaving out a whole lot of details. She has the charm, he has this kind of gruff, begrudging friendliness.”

      “Yes. I suppose we can run some database interfaces to check them out.”

      “Yeah. Fill in some of those—”

      Light flared around them.

      An explosion shook the air.

      The blast slammed Flis and Grae to the ground.
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