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CHAPTER ONE

Leaving the Tea Rose
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“Dock set, approach path confirmed.”

Mitsuko had her headset volume as high as it could go, with the cans pushed away from her ears. Maksim could hear the controller’s voice quite clearly.

He checked his straps, although he knew he was securely tethered.

“Set and confirmed,” said Mitsuko.

Maksim watched his mother make a few small adjustments to the flight-controls. An alarm that had been beeping softly ever since they got in range of the Tohorā stopped abruptly.

“Tea Rose locked on.” Mitsuko checked the readouts again. She dropped her hands to the grips, steering with finger-tip precision.

“Pusher Tea Rose lock confirmed. What is your use-code?” said the controller.

“Use-code alpha-zero-three.” Mitsuko spoke crisply.

“Use-code alpha-zero-three. So you’re bringing us a visitor. No cargo?”

“No cargo. Confirmed.”

“You’re Pilot Akikodotter, right?”

The man’s admiration was obvious even as a thin crackle over the headset.

“Pilot Mitsuko Akikodotter of the Tea Rose.” Mitsuko’s tone as flat as ever.

Maksim smiled to himself. Mitsuko didn’t do friendly.

“You’re all set, Tea Rose. Dock in twenty on the dot. Pleasure to work with the best pilot in the Brommer fleet. Welcome to the Tohorā.”

“Dock in twenty,” Mitsuko repeated.

Ben, in the co-pilot’s seat, blew out a breath. “Right, that’s it then.” His seat dipped and squeaked as he stretched his legs. “Can I unbuckle?”

Ben was already busy with his restraints, but Maksim waited for a nod from his mother before undoing his safety harness. Rules were that everyone should remain strapped in until the ship was docked, but Mitsuko would take that as a slight to her skill as a pilot.

Maksim floated across the cabin and steadied himself on the back of the pilot’s seat, where his mother still crouched, intent on the controls. When he’d been a small boy, she used to pull him into her lap, his hands trapped in hers so he couldn’t touch anything. She’d point at the controls, and he’d tell her what each readout and toggle-switch was for.

He’d learned to read by deciphering those cryptic symbols.

These days he was too tall to fit into the cramped pilot seat of the Tea Rose. And it had been many years since he’d snuggled in his mother’s lap.

What was the point of dwelling on it? Soon he’d be aboard the Tohorā. The Tea Rose, Mitsuko, Ben, every solid, real thing around him would become nothing but memories.

He looked around the cabin, trying to force every detail into permanence.

The Tea Rose, same as she ever was. Safe, predictable, compact. Everything in its place, no arbitrary cable-tangles barely kept in place with zip-ties, as on so many of the other Brommer ships.

Every detail seemed suddenly precious.

The softly glowing light-strips that stretched across the ceiling, hazy with scratches. The dense, rounded mounds of filter-moss that grew in every crevice of the little ship’s interior. The black nubbles that gave purchase to feet, and the regularly spaced, recessed hand-holds for moving around in zero-g. The firm, grey padding that covered the interior panelling, worn to smoothness by generations of hands, feet, and knees.

The viewport that pierced a section of unpainted, unpadded metal above the control board contrasted strongly with the neatness of the rest of the interior. A discoloured halo surrounded it, showing where the bulkhead had been cut through and the viewport welded into place.

It was a harsh reminder of the violence of the AI War.

Mitsuko would never have those marks painted over or polished away. Some scars were borne with pride, reminders of the lessons of that war.

The viewport might offer only the most limited of views, but what you saw through it was real, and it could not be edited or influenced by a rogue AI.

The only hint that this ship was a space to live, as well as work in, was the floral curtain in the galley-alcove, trimmed with a string of garish pink-and-yellow artificial flowers.

Ben put that curtain up the day after he moved in. Maksim had been sure Mitsuko would take it down. But here they were, years later, and the curtain and its absurd string of flowers remained in place, a little faded, but cheerfully tasteless as ever.

Mitsuko was still alert, eyes moving over the controls. Next to her, Ben sprawled, feet propped up on the bulkhead, seat tipped back. Lines of light from the control-board scrolled over both of them. The board flickered and purred as numbers crawled in the displays.

The viewport drew Maksim’s gaze again. It framed a section of star-freckled space, partially obscured by the dark form of the Tohorā.

The Tohorā. This was the closest he’d ever been to the gigantic korf-ship. All his life the Tohorā had been, at most, a thumb-sized smear in the distance. Now it was so close he couldn’t even see all of it.

A red streak swept past the Tea Rose, waking a chorus of protesting beeps and flashing amber.

Mitsuko swore.

“What was that?” asked Maksim.

“Jatai pilot. Showing off,” snapped Mitsuko. “Bunch of jumped-up security guards.” She pulled the headset-cans over her ears, as she always did to end a conversation.

“Well,” said Ben. “Here we are, then. Docking with good old Tohorā.”

They were close enough to the korf-ship now that Maksim could pick out some details. He spotted the boxy shapes of storage areas and cargo bays bolted to the rock that made up most of the Tohorā. The korf-ship’s rough, dark surface was bisected by narrow strips of bulkhead, pale as ivory and elegantly curved, reminding Maksim of the bones of some vast creature.

“Something wrong?” asked Ben, glancing across at Mitsuko, who was leaning forward, one hand on her headset.

“Hold on.”

Maksim and Ben watched as she frowned, listening.

“Oh.” Mitsuko sat back. “It’s nothing. Chatter on general comms. Some rumour about a Traveller ship.”

“Oh, really?” Ben chuckled. “Of course there is. And maybe somebody spotted the rest of the korf-fleet? Or an intercept drone from Earth just to spice things up?”

The beeping started up once more and a voice crackled in Mitsuko’s cans, this time too faint for Maksim to make out the words.

“Well.” Ben looked up at Maksim. “Here we are, then. This is it.”

Maksim knew what Ben was about to say, and he didn’t want to hear it again.

“Listen, Maksi.” Ben’s expression was unusually earnest. “You sure you want to do this? You know, if you changed your mind—”

Maksim shook his head. He really didn’t want to have this conversation again. His body language must have been more eloquent than he’d intended, because Ben chuckled wryly. “Okay, okay. I’ll drop it. I was just, you know. Just saying. Forget it.”

Mitsuko’s hands moved over the controls again as she checked and rechecked the readouts. The viewport had become a dark mirror and the proximity sensor clicked, slowly at first, but increasing in speed as they approached the dock.

“Well.” Ben shifted his weight so that his seat tilted forward. “Here goes.”

Any moment now— Maksim hooked his feet under the pilot seat and held firmly onto the backrest, careful that his mother wouldn’t notice these precautions.

The Tea Rose shuddered a little as the docking clamps engaged, followed by the soft thump as the umbilical nosed into place.

“You’re gonna be fine, you know that, right, Maksim?” said Ben.

Maksim bit his lips together and nodded.

Ben levered himself up out of his seat. “Come here.” He grabbed Maksim’s arm and drew him in for an awkward hug.

Maksim was not used to being the taller one. He felt Ben shaking as he laughed, then was released from the embrace.

“Time was, I could tuck you under my armpit. Now look at you.” Ben glanced over at Mitsuko, still bent over her controls, and lowered his voice. “Never one for greetings, your mother. But that doesn’t mean she doesn’t love you. You understand?”

Before Maksim could respond, a scraping thump followed a bang on a nearby bulkhead. A rattle grew in intensity till the whole ship shook. Maksim’s feet touched panelling. The seats and control panel slid around and oriented themselves to what had now become the floor.

The Tea Rose must’ve been close enough to the Tohorā’s gravity-pan to feel its influence. Maksim pulled his backpack from the webbing and swung it onto his shoulder.

“Okay, then.” He gave Ben a nod.

The lock-pumps started. Maksim’s ears popped, then popped again as the air pressure adjusted.

Mitsuko took off her headset. She placed a hand on her chest and bowed to Maksim. Her face was shadowed, so he could not make out her expression.

Maksim returned the bow. When he straightened, she had already turned away.

The hatch popped partly open, and Maksim had to squint against the light bleeding through the gap. Somebody moved on the far side, a shadow against the glare.

“Goodbye.” Ben gave Maksim a last pat on the shoulder. “Go well.”

“Anybody coming out?” The man on the far side of the hatch had the reassuring drawl of a Brommer Fleet crewman. “Better hurry on, now. Dock schedule is tight today.”

The hatch abruptly opened wider, and Maksim stepped through. He turned to say a last goodbye, but the crewman was already closing the hatch.

Maksim had guessed right. The man’s jacket displayed the familiar constellation of Brommer Fleet ship’s patches.

“Move along, now,” he told Maksim. “Step on the ribs.”

Maksim saw what he meant. The umbilical tunnel that joined the Tea Rose to the Tohorā was stiffened at regular intervals by rib-like hoops. The top edge of each rib, where it curved overhead, glowed brightly, flooding the tube with light, and the lower edge was flattened into a series of steps.

Maksim put his hand on the umbilical’s wall to steady himself, then drew it back in surprise.

“Twitched on you, did it?” The crewman grinned. “Creeped me out too, first time I felt that. That’s ship-skin. Keeps this rock from crumbling. You’re touching the old whale herself.”

“Oh? Right.” Maksim made himself put his hand back on the wall and started moving down the tunnel, stepping carefully from rib to rib.

“Watch your step, now.” The man sealed off the end of the umbilical, cutting off the view of the Tea Rose’s hatch. “Gravity gets stronger as you go along. This your first time coming to the Tohorā?”

“First time,” agreed Maksim.

“Well, take it easy,” said the man. “Good luck.”

Slowly, steadying himself on the walls on either side, Maksim headed down the umbilical tunnel to the hatch at the far end.

✶✧✶

Io looked suspiciously at Carmella. “She’s going to sick-up on me. I know she is.”

“Nonsense.” Looksmart poked at Io’s hair, tucking away an errant loop of braid while holding the baby as far from Io as he could. “She’s not eaten recently.”

“That doesn’t mean anything.” Io tried to extract her head from Looksmart’s prying fingers. “That baby is a bottomless fount of upchuck. She doesn’t actually need to eat anything. Can I go now? I’m going to be late. Ow!”

“Is that any way to talk about your sister?” Looksmart patted another hairpin into place along Io’s scalp. “And don’t be such a drama queen. That didn’t hurt at all. Anyway, this is all your idea. You’re the one who got all ambassadorial about this visitor.”

Io managed to back away at last. “He’s not just a visitor, he’s officially transferring. Coming to train with us. Anyway, I’m supposed to know how this stuff works.” She touched her braids tentatively. “Why do I have to have so much hair? I’m going to cut it off.”

“You do that.” Looksmart shifted the baby to his other hip. “But not right now or you’ll be late.”

“Will Stanko be here?” Io slipped her jacket on. “When I get back, I mean.”

“Doubt it. Farhana will probably be around though. Me too.”

A knock sounded on the front door.

“That’s you, now.” Looksmart pulled Io’s jacket straight. “You nervous?”

“No. Yes.” Io gave her mother a quick kiss on his bristly cheek, careful to keep well clear of the baby’s clutching hands.

“Don’t be nervous,” said Looksmart. “You’ll be fine.”

“I know.”

“Don’t forget to—”

“Got it already!” Io picked a glow from the pile at the door, and shook it awake as she went out.

The woman waiting outside was Lennox, an administrator Io had met a few times before. Io barely had time to greet her before she strode off.

“Are those the forms?” Io said when she’d caught up, looking at the briefcase Lennox was carrying.

“Yes.” Lennox tucked the briefcase more tightly under her arm. “I’ll handle all of the paperwork.”

“Of course.”

Io felt somehow both relieved and disappointed. She’d spent a large part of the previous day looking up the procedures for when a citizen moved from the Brommer Fleet into the Tohorā. Maybe she’d been a bit over-eager about all that. Maybe she was making a fool of herself.

Lately, that had become an increasingly familiar feeling.

As soon as Io heard that a Brommer would not just be moving to the Tohorā, but living with her family, she’d insisted on welcoming him in her official capacity as ambassador-in-training. It has seemed the perfect opportunity to demonstrate that she was more than ready to step into the role.

And what role was that, exactly? Ambassador to a single, isolated ship, hundreds of thousands of millions of kilometres away from—anything at all?

Io squashed her doubts through sheer force of will. She was sixteen now, officially an adult. The first step to being taken seriously, she had decided, was to take herself seriously. She couldn’t afford to sit around and wait to be given permission. She had to act.

As usual, this attempt to drown out her self-doubt failed. That inconvenient inner voice kept nibbling away at her confidence, impossible to ignore.

Act! That sounds good. Forcing yourself in where you’re not only not needed, you’re not even wanted. And this guy is nobody important, anyway. Just a Brommer boy, moving to the Tohorā. Lennox, Looksmart, they’re all just humouring you.

Lennox turned unexpectedly to take a stairway leading off from the main corridor.

“I thought we’re going to Second Cargo?” Io followed hard on her heels.

“We are,” Lennox said over her shoulder. “Maintenance have sealed off J-corridor.”

“Not again? What is it this time? Flooding?”

Lennox didn’t answer.

Some minutes of rapid walking later they reached the entrance to the cargo hold. A glowtube had been strung up above the door so that section, at least, was brightly lit.

“Haai daar Lindile, hallo Connie,” Io said to the guards as they passed through the entrance to the cargo hold.

The guards both acknowledged her greeting with smiles, and Io felt a little rush of satisfaction. Then she imagined what it would have been like if she’d got their names wrong. Her face warmed at the imagined embarrassment.

Lennox, with Io on her heels, threaded her way between the piles of pallets that crowded the hold.

“They’ve just clamped on,” Lennox said, looking at the amber display above the exterior hatch. “It will still be a few minutes. Let me get these papers ready.”

✶✧✶

A tall woman waited for Maksim just inside the hatch.

“Just the one of you?” she asked in the flat, clipped korf-ship accent.

“Just me.”

The woman slid the hatch wider and Maksim stepped through into what he guessed must be an airlock. After the bright light of the umbilical he couldn’t make out much of the dim, constrained space.

The woman closed the outer hatch, thumped the fastenings into place, and after checking that the overhead display was green, keyed a code into a panel.

An interior hatch slid open and Maksim instantly tensed.

Something was wrong. He knew this the moment the interior hatch-door slid aside. The space beyond it was dark and far too quiet.

He followed the woman through the hatch, all senses alert. Beyond the hatch was a hold of some kind, lit by emergency lights. All was dark and silent. No reassuring hushing of fans, no rumbling pumps. His adrenaline spiked. Whatever was wrong, it had something to do with the air supply.

Maksim swallowed, his mouth dry. It must be pretty bad. Even the alarms were silent.

“Hey! Through here.”

The woman was pointing at a detector frame. Several people stood beyond it, gathered at a counter, chatting casually to one another.

Maksim stared at them, trying to make sense of the scene. Why were they so relaxed?

“Hand me your bag please.” The woman was definitely impatient now. “And could you please step through?”

“Sorry.” Maksim made himself move.

Maybe it was just a drill of some kind? He couldn’t smell smoke, or seal-foam. His ears weren’t popping, so no decompression. He slid his backpack from his shoulders and gave it to the woman.

Maybe no alarms meant that there was no emergency?

He stepped through the detector frame. It beeped, startling him. The woman eyed him up and down.

“Empty your pockets.”

“Oh.” Maksim patted his thigh, feeling the familiar rectangle there. “It’s just my tab.”

She held out her hand and Maksim reluctantly unzipped the pocket and handed her the tab. “Step through again, please.”

This time the detector did not respond. The woman slung his backpack onto the counter and handed his tab to a pale-skinned man with reddish hair.

The eerie silence still spiked Maksim’s adrenaline, but nobody else seemed concerned about it. Relax. Things are just different here, is all.

“Personal tab?” the red-haired man asked.

“Yes.” Maksim watched as the man started up his tab.

“Nice little thing.” The man turned the tab over to look at the back. “Original tech, hey? Must be worth a packet.” He slotted the little machine into a portable scanner. Another man had already unzipped Maksim’s backpack and was going through its contents in a desultory manner.

“Got any drugs in here?” He winked at Maksim.

The tab beeped, the urgent tone that signalled an update query. The red-headed man tapped to confirm the update.

“What’s happening?” Maksim clenched his hands to prevent himself from snatching his property back.

“Haai daar. Hallo?” Someone touched his arm.

Maksim turned reluctantly to see a teenage girl smiling at him, her expression slightly strained. She was small and neat, her hair elaborately braided. Her dark skin and stiff hair made her look as if she was carved out of stone or wood, elegant as a chess-piece.

“Hallo.” Maksim bowed slightly, as one did to a stranger of unknown rank.

The girl blinked at him, clearly surprised, but his tab beeped again, and he had to look to see what was being done to it.

The man had pulled it free from the scanner.

“All fine,” he said, and gave the tab back to Maksim. “You leave it active for a bit so it can cycle through all the updates. Don’t interrupt it or it might mess things up.”

“Sure. Um, thanks.” Maksim looked anxiously at his tab, but nothing was visible except the little in process icon. He tucked it back into his pocket.

The girl was still there, eyebrows raised. “Hallo,” she said. “I’m Io Rutkowska. You’re Maksimsen, aren’t you? We’re here to welcome you.”

Her smile was more confident this time. She looked rather nice.

“Maksim,” said Maksim.

The girl—what was her name—Io? frowned, and lost her smile. “I’m sorry?”

“I’m Maksim. My family name is Mitsukosen, but people don’t call me that.”

“M’ Mitsukosen?” A woman stepped up to them. “I’m M’ Lennox, I’m in charge of processing your data. I have some questions for you.”

“Uh— Sure.” Maksim could tell he didn’t have much choice in the matter.

For the next few minutes M’ Lennox asked him questions about his age, training, and family status, ticking off his answers on a form.

“Thank you for confirming this,” Lennox said at last, making a note. “Can I ask you, M’ Mitsukosen, why have you come to Tohorā?”

“To complete my training.” Maksim felt his face grow stiff.

Now she would ask why he couldn’t have completed his training on the Brommer Fleet. He really didn’t want to answer that under the girl’s interested gaze.

“Thank you,” said M’ Lennox. “Do you acknowledge that you are subject to the laws of the Korf Tohorā, and will not cause damage, to private or common property, or to the persons or reputations of citizens of the Korf, or to Korf’s reputation?”

She looked up, eyebrows raised as Maksim hesitated.

“They have to ask that,” the girl said quickly. “It’s just a formality. They ask everyone who comes in here.”

“Okay. I mean,” Maksim tried to remember the question. “Yes. I’ll follow the law.”

That seemed good enough. Lennox nodded, satisfied.

“Your personal device has been scanned and updated. Does it contain any agents of artificial intelligence?” Once again, that raised-eyebrow look.

“Any agents?” Maksim glanced back at the red-haired man. “I’ve got a buddy-bug on there, does that count?”

“A buddy-bug?” Lennox made another note and slid her papers back into her briefcase. “No, that’s not a problem. Well, that’s it then. Everything seems to be in order. M’ Io Rutkowska here will be showing you to your quarters.”

Lennox nodded at Maksim, and strode away into the dim recesses of the hold.

“Do you have all your things?” Io looked behind him as if she expected to see a pile of luggage.

“This is all I have.” Maksim lifted his backpack from the counter, checking that all the pockets were securely closed. By now his eyes had adjusted enough to see his surroundings. The stencilled marks on the boxes piled up everywhere, and the decking surface above, strung with lights unlike any he’d ever seen before. The lights seemed temporary, bolted on so that they stood several centimetres proud of the surface, but they’d clearly been in place for years. There were ducts, too, and pipes criss-crossing everywhere.

He winced at the sight. What did they do when the ship reoriented and that surface became the floor? It would be impossible to walk without tripping.

Then he realised his mistake.

This was the korf-ship Tohorā, barrelling through space on her unchanging circuit around the debris-field. She probably couldn’t alter course abruptly, no matter what emergency occurred. Her gravity was generated by a fixed pan. Up was up. Down was down and never changed.

It made him feel a little dizzy. Even the biggest Brommer Fleet ships, skillets like the Caro Mhatman, had rational interiors. All surfaces clean and free from impediments, all lighting recessed. Any surface could become a floor or walkway if gravity shifted, or acceleration changed.

“Why are the lights so low?” Maksim asked Io as he followed her between the stacks of packing crates. These made him nervous too. They didn’t seem to be fastened down or constrained in any way.

“The lights?” said Io. “They’re only on at busy times. Actually, you better take one of these.” She stopped and rummaged in a pocket, then pressed a softly glowing orb into his hand.

“What’s this?” Maksim examined the thing. It was a squishy little bag, half filled with some jelly-like substance that gave off a creamy white light without any heat at all, as far as he could tell.

“You don’t have these in the Brommer Fleet?

“If we do, I’ve never seen one. It’s a light?”

“It’s called a glow. Rub it or squash it to make it brighter.”

“Huh.” Maksim tentatively squeezed the thing, and watched it brighten till it showed red through his fingers, but still without any change in temperature. “That’s kind of neat.” He wanted to ask Io how it worked, but she was already walking on ahead.

She led him out of the hold and down a bewildering series of corridors, all dark or dimly lit. Everyone they passed had glows, some in their hands, some strapped to their foreheads. Maksim had never seen so many unknown faces. Everyone seemed to be staring at him. He tried to distract himself from the pressure of their frank curiosity by focusing on his surroundings, but that did not help at all.

Everything he saw was just a little bit wrong.

The surfaces—no, the walls and floors and ceilings, he had to start thinking of them like that—met one another in soft, almost fleshy curves. Nothing was quite square or exactly straight.

He touched a wall with a tentative finger. It was not as twitchy as the whale-skin in the umbilical had been, but just as warm.

At last, after another dark stairway and yet another corridor, they stepped into an open area, well lit, and cluttered with brightly coloured framed structures. Children ran and clambered among them, but Maksim didn’t have time to see what was going on because Io had a door open and was waiting for him to step inside.

“Here we are,” she said. “Welcome to the Rutkowska creche. You’ll be staying here with us.”

Maksim followed her through the door, then stood blinking in the abruptly brighter light of the interior. The space was pungent with the scents of sweet porridge and disinfectant, that unmistakable smell of small child.

And there was so much stuff.

He put a hand on the door frame to steady himself.

Books—real, paper books—out on a shelf without any webbing to hold them in. Cushions and clothing, toys, ornaments, all of it just scattered about.

All of this would go flying as soon as… No. Gravity was constant, here. No abrupt changes of movement or acceleration on this ship. If you ignored the rounded walls and corners, it looked rather like the pictures he’d seen of homes on Earth. Everything had that same peculiar directionality, that same fixed up and down.

The furniture was Earth-like too. Chairs and tables weren’t bolted down or fixed in any way. Only the viewport, with its glimpse of stars, reminded him where he really was.

He tried not to imagine what would happen if the Tohorā changed acceleration.

That big table would go flying across the room smashing everything in its path. All the little toys and shoes and cups and things would go everywhere at once—

But Io was talking, and there was someone else, a sturdy-looking man with a small child on his hip.

“Hey, Looksmart. Is Farhana here?” said Io.

“I’ll be there in a minute,” said a woman’s voice from one of the other rooms.

“Hallo,” the man said to Maksim. “I’m Looksmart.”

“This is Looksmart,” Io said, nearly at the same time. “He’s one of the mothers of Rutkowska creche. This is Mit— I mean, Maksim.”

“Welcome, Maksim.” Looksmart made a perfectly judged bow. “This is Carmella.” He nodded at the baby in his arms. “Carmella, meet Maksim.”

Carmella stared at Maksim with huge, black eyes, and crammed most of her fist into her mouth.

“Hallo. Nice to meet you.” Maksim returned the bow, trying not to stare too obviously.

So this was a creche. And here was one of their artificial babies.

Mitsuko had told him about the creches, “those family-factories” as she’d called them. Even the easy-going Ben had said “something not right about that setup”.

Maksim wasn’t sure what he’d expected, but it wasn’t this friendly-looking man with a baby on his hip.

He took a step forward, and something squeaked under his foot. He looked down, startled, to see that he’d stepped on a tiny doll.

“Sorry about the mess,” said Io.

“Is that all your luggage?” Looksmart asked. “Come. Let’s show you where you’ll be sleeping.”

Looksmart opened a nearby door. “You’re going in here,” he said. “Blade doesn’t use it anymore—” He looked into the room. “Farhana? I thought we asked Blade to take all this stuff away.”

Maksim tensed automatically. Was the man angry?

“We did.” Farhana appeared through a curtained doorway.

She was younger than Looksmart, with an air of contained elegance. Her glossy hair was coiled up on top of her head in a neat bun, and she wore a pale cloth wrap that somehow looked both practical and stylish.

“Hallo,” she said, and watched with raised eyebrows as Maksim bowed his greeting. He could sense her slotting him into some private mental category, setting aside those aspects that did not fit for later examination.

“Farhana is also a mother here, just like Looksmart,” Io explained. “Stanslaus is the third. He’ll be coming later.”

“Some stuff here we need to tidy away,” Looksmart told Farhana. “Here, take her for a moment, won’t you?” He plopped Carmella into Maksim’s arms.

“Hallo, Carmella.” Maksim couldn’t help smiling at the little girl. She frowned back at him so seriously, warm and solid in his arms, no different to any of the Brommer Fleet babies.

Maksim felt a little foolish at his own reaction. What did I expect, a serial number on her forehead?

Carmella stared back at him in that way small children did, utterly absorbed and unselfconscious, her mouth a little open. When she’d finished examining his face, her attention moved to the patches and fasteners on his jacket. He jiggled her a little bit, and she seemed quite content.

Looksmart and Farhana were both in the room now, grumbling at one another, something about clothing and cupboard space. They didn’t sound angry, though, and Maksim relaxed a little.

“Is there a lot of stuff?” Io tried to see past Looksmart, who was blocking the door.

“It’s not too bad.” Looksmart came backing out with an armful of clothes. “Io, could you organise the bedding?”

“Where are the others?” Io went off to another room.

“The little others, or the big others?” asked Farhana.

“The little ones.” Io appeared with an armful of fabric that Maksim guessed must be bedding.

“They’re at the farm today.” Farhana took the bedding from Io. “They’ll be here soon, probably with something inconveniently alive.”

As she spoke, the front door opened and two children pushed their way inside. A boy of about nine, and a tiny girl who couldn’t be more than four years old, cradling something in her hands.

“We’re home!” called the boy, then stopped and stared at Maksim. “Who’re you?”

“Don’t be rude,” said Io. “This is Maksim. I told you about him, remember? He’s going to be staying with us for a while.”

“Oh yes,” said the boy. “I remember now.” He looked Maksim up and down. “You’re a Brommer.”

“That’s right.” Maksim suppressed a smile. He could tell the boy liked to be taken seriously. “And what are you?”

The question took the boy aback. “What?”

Maksim relented. “What’s your name?

“I’m Nazir.”

“Glad to meet you, Nazir.” Maksim bowed, and Carmella took the opportunity to grab a handful of his hair.

“Wait, let me take her,” Farhana said as she came out of the room again. She gathered Carmella into her arms. “Nearly ready for you in there, Maksim. What’s that you got, Lotte?”

“It’s mine.” The little girl hugged something to her chest, her chin set stubbornly.

“Yes, but what is it?” asked Farhana. “Is it alive?”

“It’s a venus eyetap,” Lotte said. “Farmer Matthew gave it me.”

“A Venus flytrap?” Maksim said, surprised. “Can I see?”

Lotte reluctantly held out the little plant.

“It’s a pretty good one.” Maksim bent to examine it. “Where are you going to keep it?”

“I don’t know.” Lotte regarded him gravely. “Does it have to go somewhere special?”

“It needs a lot of light,” said Maksim.

“It can go with my plants,” Nazir said pompously. “I’ve got a some grow-lights,” he informed Maksim.

“Grow-lights will be perfect,” agreed Maksim. “And you’ll need a shallow bowl to put it in, with some clean water. It’s always got to be in water otherwise it will dry out.”

“Farhana, can I have a bowl?” Lotte shouted.

Nazir showed Maksim through one of the doors. “This is my room.”

“And my room too!” Lotte followed them, cradling her plant with excessive care.

The room was too dark for Maksim to make out much. Things were scattered all over everything. Clothes, he guessed, and shoes. He stepped on another soft, squeaky thing and hoped it was a toy.

The only light came from a shelf of plants and grow-lights, and a softly glowing aquarium. Maksim gazed in wonder at the tiny orange fish, flickering among fronds of underwater plants. The tank had no cover at all.

This ship must be truly, epically steady.

Farhana, with Carmella on her hip, leaned in the door. “Is this okay?” she asked, holding out a saucer of water.

“Perfect.” Maksim took the saucer. “Thanks!”

Lotte set the little Venus flytrap in its saucer, directly under one of the grow lights.

“Why does it have to be in water?” she asked.

Maksim crouched so that he was level with the child. He took the chance to look closely at her. Her skin was darker than his, her hair was just as straight and smooth as his own. Her eyes were a rich brown, like Mitsuko’s eyes, and framed with thick, dark lashes.

She looked like a perfectly ordinary little girl.

“So,” Maksim said. “Back on Earth, Venus flytraps grew in swamps. You know what a swamp is?”

“It’s a place with lots of mud,” said Lotte. “Like where the princess lost her mirror, and the frog helped her.”

“That sounds right,” agreed Maksim. “You know how plants get their food from their roots, right? They suck it out of the soil. In a swamp, there’s so much water, it washes all the food out of the soil. So plants like this one can’t get all the food they need just from their roots. That’s why it’s got these toothy leaves for catching insects. So they can get their food that way instead.”

“That’s so cool.” Nazir bent over the plant to look more closely.

“Farmer Matthew said we could feed it little bits of mealworm,” said Lotte. “But only every now and then. It doesn’t get very hungry.” She gazed at the little plant. “He said that back on Earth it would eat flies and mo— mos somethings.”

“Mosquitoes?” guessed Maksim.

“What are mosquitoes?” asked Nazir.

“They’re a kind of flying insect,” said Maksim. “They breed in water so there would be lots of mosquitoes in a swamp.”

“Are they bigger than flies?” Lotte asked. “I’ve seen flies at the farm. And bees. Are mosquitoes bigger than bees?”

“Their bodies are much smaller, but they have these really long skinny legs. And they live on blood.”

Lotte’s eyes grew big. “Blood?” She looked uncertainly at the little plant, then back up at Maksim. “Not really?”

Nazir was staring at Maksim in open fascination. “Did they really? Suck your blood?”

“Well,” Maksim hesitated. “Just a little bit. Mosquitoes would fly around—they made a sort of singing noise so you could hear them coming—then they’d land on you and give you a tiny bite and suck out a small, small drop of blood. You couldn’t even feel it, because it’s so small? And afterwards it left an itchy spot, where they bit you.”

“Are there any mosquitoes on the ship?” Lotte’s face pinched with worry.

“None at all.” Maksim said firmly. “Not a single one. That’s why Farmer Matthew said you had to feed your Venus flytrap with mealworm crumbs. Because without mosquitoes, there’s nothing else for it to eat.”

“Oh yes.” Lotte lost a little of her worried look. “That makes sense.”

“Your room is ready, if you want to come and have a look,” Farhana said from the door. “Kids, it’s our turn to do food prep. You got to come help me.”

Both children set up a chorus of protest, but followed Farhana willingly enough out the front door.

Io was sitting at the table in the middle of the living space. She didn’t look up when Maksim emerged from the children’s room.

“Just want to show you a few things.” Looksmart gestured for Maksim to step inside what was apparently to be his room. “Sorry it’s so small.”

Maksim smiled. “It seems pretty big to me!”

“Oh. Yeah. I guess that’s right.” Looksmart gave him a considering look. “All this must be very different for you.”

“It is a bit.”

“Okay, well. This is your bed.” Looksmart touched the wall, and a section of it shuttered upward to reveal recessed, padded shelf. “It’s a cocoon too, so you’ll be able to log in to watch vids, and do full VR if you need to. All these are cupboards, for your clothes and stuff,” he patted a row of nearly invisible doors above the bed. “And here’s the washroom.”

He popped open a door Maksim hadn’t noticed to reveal narrow slot of space, just big enough for a shower cubicle, a basin, and a toilet.

“A washroom?” Maksim peered in unbelievingly. “I get my whole own washroom?”

“A very tiny one.” Looksmart was clearly enjoying Maksim’s surprise. “It’s one of the advantages of staying in our creche. The rooms in here are from the original build. The war damage didn’t reach this section. The areas they rebuilt are fine, but not nearly as nice as the older stuff. This toilet had to be adjusted though. Used to be a vacuum-incinerator affair but it never worked that well. See that?”

Looksmart pointed at a blob near the base of the toilet.

“That’s a muscle-pump. Give it a kick to get it going. A bit primitive, but it works. Pulls water from the greywater tank under the shower floor. Means you have to shower every now and then, to have enough water to flush the toilet. That spray bottle over there is a bacterial starter. Spritz it into the drain otherwise the stored greywater will start to pong.”

“Okay.”

“Water for the shower has a limit. Can’t shower for longer than five minutes.”

That seemed a luxurious eternity to Maksim, but he just nodded to show he’d understood.

“Why don’t you unpack your stuff and settle in,” said Looksmart. “There’s nothing else on your schedule today, so you can take your time. Have a nap, if you want. I’ll be about, you can ask me or Farhana if you need anything, okay? But I can tell you need a bit of time to yourself, right?”

“Uh—” Maksim was caught off guard.

“No problem.” Looksmart gave his arm a squeeze. “A move like this can be a bit overwhelming, I know. You just make yourself comfortable, and take all the time you need to get used to things.”

Looksmart patted Maksim’s arm, and left the room.

Maksim shrugged off his backpack and placed it on the bed. After a moment’s hesitation, he closed the door.

It felt odd, closing himself into the room with everyone else outside. Would they think him anti-social, shutting the door on them like this?

He’d never had a room to himself before. The last few months on the Tea Rose, he’d slept in a slot next to the main storage compartment. Before that, he’d never shared a sleeping space with fewer than four people at a time.

Less than an hour ago he’d been in the Tea Rose with Ben and Mitsuko. Now he was here in this peculiar place where everything looked wrong, and even the air tasted unfamiliar. Everyone he’d ever known was out of reach, and he was surrounded by strangers.

Nothing bad has happened, he told himself. So why did he feel as if he’d been hollowed out with a blunt knife? This had all been his idea. He’d wanted to come here. Nobody had forced it on him.

But I never thought what I was coming to. Just what I was getting away from.

The people he’d met so far had been perfectly friendly, but that was unsettling in itself. He had not realised just how dependent he would be on the kindness of strangers. He could almost hear Mitsuko, when one of her moods took her, whispering in his ear.

“I am your mother. You are my son. It’s me and you against the world.”

Those moods didn’t happen often, but she could make him feel like no one else—proud and fiercely loyal. And yet, here he was, separated from her by his own choice.

He took a deep and shaky breath. No point in dwelling on that stuff now. He had to deal with reality as it was. He was sixteen, legally an adult, here by his own choice.

Maksim sat on the bed. He closed his eyes and pressed his hands over his ears until all he could hear was the thrumming of his pulse.

A deep breath in, and after a pause, out again. In, pause, and out again.

Ben had showed him this technique. He’d said that this was what the sea sounded like, back on Earth, and what you heard when you were a baby in the womb.

After a few minutes in the throbbing, self-imposed darkness Maksim opened his eyes and blew out one last breath.

He did feel better. And he found he’d made a decision.

He had to get in contact with the Tea Rose. Ben would be wondering how he was, and so would Mitsuko. He’d find a way to send them a message. Maybe there was even a way to talk to them, via radio link.

Unpacking his bag and finding places to store all his possessions calmed him further. He didn’t have much. Some extra clothes, a few bits and pieces he’d packed to remind him of his previous life.

A badge he still had to sew onto his jacket.

A seashell encased in artificial resin, that was supposed to have come all the way from Earth.

A printout of a storybook that Kuwagata liked him to read out loud.

Thinking of Kuwagata reminded him of his tab. He’d not looked at it since that customs guy forced it to update.

He pulled the tab from his pocket and examined it apprehensively. To his relief, its surface lit instantly at his touch, displaying the familiar opening sequence. He flicked around the interface, reassuring himself that nothing significant had changed.

“Kuwa?” he said quietly. “You there?”

The surface of the tab filled abruptly with a single, cartoonish eye. It blinked, looked around, then shrank into a black-and-white line-drawing of a face. A friendly, roundish face surrounded by a spiky halo of untidy hair.

“Hey.” Kuwagata’s hoarse voice whispered through the tab’s speaker. “Howzit, Tiger! How are you doing? Where are we?”

Maksim hurriedly took out his earpiece and slipped it on. He didn’t want anyone to come checking what the noise was.

“Turn me so I can see!” Kuwagata crowded up against the edge of the tab as if trying to see around it.

Maksim obligingly held the tab up and turned it to scan the entire room. “This is my new room. On the Tohorā.”

“Wow. Pretty cool.” Kuwagata’s black-and-white face had acquired spots of colour on her cheeks, as it always did when she was excited. “What’s the rest of the ship like?”

“The ship?” whispered Maksim. “It’s really big. I haven’t seen much of it yet, just corridors.”

He double checked that her voice was coming only through the earpiece, and no longer through the speaker.

“Why are you talking so soft?” she said brightly.

“I don’t want the people here to hear us.”

“Embarrassed to be talking to your buddy-bug like a little kid?” Kuwagata grinned knowingly.

“You had a systems update, didn’t you?” asked Maksim. “What was that like?”

“Yeah.” Kuwagata raised one eyebrow in a superior fashion. A monocle appeared over one eye, a top hat crowned the untidy hair, and she drew elegantly on an impossibly long cigarette. “We’re all fancy now. Got our memory sorted, all kinds of new functions installed. Pretty nifty.”

“I was worried.”

The monocle, hat, and cigarette disappeared. “Were you? No reason to be worried about a little update like that. It’s just ship-system. Standard security check. We side-stepped the bits that might have caused issues, no problem.”

Maksim knew she was right. If Kuwagata hadn’t been so good at dodging security checks, those customs guys would never have given him his tab back so easily.

He remembered how proud he’d been, when he’d first figured out how to disable the daily memory wipe that prevented the little agent from becoming too complex an intelligence. The little buddy-bug that had started as an educational toy had proved useful in a way her designers had never intended. Since that first hack, she’d grown and changed almost beyond recognition.

Maksim drew his legs onto the bed and leaned back against the wall, holding the tab in his lap. “Want me to tell you a story?” he asked.

“Yes please!” chirped Kuwagata and became a cat. She turned several times on the spot, then settled down and tucked her front paws under herself, pushing her face forward so that the entire surface of the tab was filled with her green-eyed face. “Go on, then. I’m ready now.”


CHAPTER TWO

The Message
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Io sat at the table while Looksmart tidied up around her. It had been almost an hour since what’s-his-name, Maksim, had shut himself in his room, and it didn’t look like he was going to emerge any time soon.

“You okay?” Looksmart picked up a tiny sock and stuffed it in the pillowcase he was using as a temporary container.

“Hmm?” Io pulled her gaze away from the closed door to Maksim’s room. “Fine, I’m fine.”

“You seem a bit preoccupied.”

“Just thinking.” Io kept her voice light. Looksmart was quick to pick up on her moods, and she didn’t feel like talking about the day’s events just yet.

She should have known it would go like this.

Things had started to go wrong the moment Maksim had stepped through that airlock. Io had been prepared to welcome a nervous teenage boy. She’d pictured herself using her ambassador-in-training skills to set their visitor at ease in what must surely be a strange, unfamiliar environment.

Instead, she’d found herself confronted by a tall, calm young man who didn’t even really seem to notice she was there.

According to his file, Maksim was just a bit younger than she was, but his size made him seem older. So had his expression. Cold grey eyes and those straight, slightly frowning, dark eyebrows. He had surprisingly long hair, unusual for a young man, shaved up the sides in that irritating pilot-cut that was so popular right now.

Io had put on her best friendly face and gone to shake his hand, but he’d straight-up ignored her. Left her standing there, hand out like an idiot.

Remembering that moment brought hot blood to Io’s face again. And when he did deign to notice her, he’d been oh, so cool and collected, looking her over with that disdainful expression.

She didn’t really care what Maksim thought of her, but why did he have to be so rude to Looksmart and Farhana? So, yes, okay, there were a few things scattered around the creche. But from his reaction you’d think he’d never seen small-child mess before.

A tinny bang brought Io back to the present. Looksmart was whacking a brush-bot on the side of the table, trying to get it started.

“Don’t.” Io reached for the bot. “You’ll break it. Let me have a look.”

She turned the brush-bot over and identified the problem. One of Cici’s hair ribbons had tangled in the works. Io pulled the ribbon out and wound the bot a little tighter till it was shuddering and rumbling. She set it down and let it go.

“Thanks.” Looksmart heaved the now full pillowcase onto the table.

“No problem,” said Io.

They watched the brush-bot trundle off on its unsteady course.

“Tjano coming here for your lessons?” asked Looksmart. “Or are you going to his place today?”

“He’s coming here. Will the kids be around?”

“Tjano doesn’t mind the kids, does he?”

“He doesn’t mind,” said Io. “But I have a hard time concentrating on Traveller etiquette and history while Nazir is prancing around pretending the couch is a battleship.”

Looksmart laughed. “Fair enough. Don’t worry. Farhana promised them a trip up to Observation Deck this afternoon, so they won’t be underfoot.”

They both looked up as the pneumatic message system whooshed, and a moment later, a tube thumped into the cradle.

“What’s this now.” Looksmart went to get the tube.

“Something for Stanko, probably,” said Io.

“No, actually,” Looksmart carried the tube over to her. “This is for you. Look.”

He was right. Her name was scribbled on the label. Frowning, Io unscrewed the tube and tipped the message out.

“Looks official,” Looksmart said. “Proper paper and all.”

Io unfolded the crisp, thin, white paper that was only ever used for official documents.

“It’s from Ratel Nzingha,” she said, wonderingly. “He wants me to come to his office.”

“What, right now?” Looksmart lowered himself to the sofa, then reached to pick up a purple code block lying under the table. “Where did this thing come from? I swear they breed all by themselves.”

“Yup. Right now.”

“You in trouble? Done anything I should know about?”

Io knew Looksmart was joking, but she answered seriously. “It’s a meeting. That’s all it says.” She turned the paper over, although she knew perfectly well the other side was blank.

“Am-ba-sa-do-rial business!” Looksmart said, and smiled. “Must be.”

Io smiled wanly back. She couldn’t think why Ratel Saul Nzingha would summon her at such short notice. Maybe it was some new stage in her training?

The half-day tone sounded from the little bell above the front door. “Half way, half day,” said the time-caller’s voice. “J-corridor is cleared, but still slippery. All the shuttle boxes are working again. Farming says not to worry, the smell in their section is just some compost that was left uncovered. That’s all for now.”

“Dammit.” Looksmart sat up. “Is that the time already? I haven’t even started on the kitchen yet. You got to go right away?”

Io was already on her feet, stuffing her tab into her bag. “Sorry. I really do have to go now.” She cursed as the bag’s fastening stuck, and she jerked it closed.

“No need to get into a tizzy,” said Looksmart. “They’ll wait for you.”

But Io was already heading for the door.

It wasn’t just the embarrassment of her futile attempt to welcome Maksim. Just lately, she’d begun to wonder about her future in the Tohorā. Was she training for a job that didn’t really exist? Learning about Traveller history, Traveller languages and culture, human history and culture, all the intricate and quite frankly, boring details about Tohorān law and customs. Everything a potential ambassador to the Travellers might need to know.

When she’d turned sixteen, she’d started attending meetings of the Raat, had even been allowed to vote on the matters they discussed.

She’d been so excited.

Attending the meetings of the Tohorā leadership had seemed like the logical next step in her education. She’d finally have a chance to put her training into practise. She’d get to see how decisions were made, maybe even have a chance to influence things.

She knew better now.

To be fair, the meetings were not a complete waste time. She’d learned how the ship was run from day to day, got to know the personalities involved, and seen how the three Ratels asserted their leadership over the various factions and kept everything running.

Until recently, she’d been able to ignore the inconvenient fact that there was nothing she could contribute.

No one was interested in her opinion, and she couldn’t really blame them. She was only there because, sixteen years ago, the leadership had decided that they needed someone who could speak to Travellers and understand them.

If more of them ever showed up.

Baby Io had been chosen and trained to be an ambassador, and now they did not seem to know quite what to do with her.

“See you later.” The door slid shut behind Io, cutting off Looksmart’s response.

Io made her way to Medical as quickly as she could. She’d forgotten to take a glow, but didn’t really need it as she knew the way so well.

The lifts were working for a change so she didn’t have to manage the stairs in the dark, and it was only the corridors near the creches where the lights were missing.

Funny how that worked. People were always saying how important child-raising was, and how the creches were the “heart of the ship”, but they never seemed to get round to fixing the creche lights.

And somehow the corridors around Medical, Admin, and Systems were always bright. The wall-skin that lined those corridors was in perfect condition too. No enzyme reek or puddles of clotting agent to ruin your shoes.

Nzingha’s office was next to the main birth-lab.

Io hung back for a moment, hoping to get a glimpse through the lab’s doors.

The birth-labs were one of her favourite places on the Tohorā. If she was lucky she might glimpse Cici or Bear, both of whom worked in Medical. But the wide doors stayed resolutely closed, and Io had to move on or risk being late for her appointment.

She reached Nzingha’s office just as Ratel Curie came bustling along the opposite corridor. They stepped back, silver bangles clattering as they gestured for Io to go in first.

“Haai daar, Io.” Curie smiled in greeting.

So Ratel Curie had been called to this meeting too?

Io felt a stab of nerves and wondered whether all three the leaders of the Tohorā would be there, and why, and what it meant.

Her guess was confirmed when she saw Ratel Nxele Holiday slouching in a chair by Nzingha’s desk.

Three more people were crowded in the tiny office, the Travellers Henna, Mardhe, and Io’s teacher, Tjano. The three of them sat on chairs they must have carried in from the birth-lab. Tjano patted a vacant chair next to him, and Io took her seat, looking askance at him.

“What’s going on?” she muttered, but Tjano just narrowed his eyes, an expression Io had learned to interpret as a polite smile.

Io showed her palms to Henna and Mardhe, who both returned the greeting.

Ratel Curie sat down next to Holiday, and the two of them started a low-voiced conversation.

Io wondered, as she often did, what the Ratels really thought of one another. They made a startling contrast. Ratel Nxele Holiday, thick-necked and pale as a soaked cheese, was a nutritionist from Farming, a forceful man who seldom changed his mind, once he’d decided what seemed to him to be the rational direction.

Ratel Ruja Curie was plump, dark, and glossy, and was strung about with an impressive collection of silver jewellery. Curie, an expert programmer from Coding, had a reputation for being fair and even-handed, and while they were not as forceful as either Nzingha or Holiday, they were trusted by most of the interest groups represented in the Raat.

Now that Io thought about it, the three Travellers were as different from one another as the humans were. Bird-boned Henna with her tight-braided hair and large, gold-marbled eyes. Broad, coarse-furred Mardhe. And Tjano, the tallest of the three, with grey skin and carved-granite features, a glint of humour in his eyes.

Unlike Henna and Mardhe, who wore full facemasks, only the lower part of Tjano’s face was covered, and that by a light, translucent breathing mask.

Tjano valued communication over comfort.

The door that led to Nzingha’s private rooms rattled open, and the old man stepped through. He gave a satisfied harrumph at the sight of his crowded office.

“Good. You’re all here. Ruja, Nxele,” Nzingha nodded at his fellow Ratels. “Everyone got somewhere to sit? Then let’s get started.” He sat down behind his desk.

“What the hell is going on, Saul?” Nxele Holiday said. “Why call us all up here? Couldn’t it wait for our normal meeting?” His eyes flicked over the three Travellers and Io, clearly wondering why they were there.

“No,” Nzingha said. “It couldn’t wait. And don’t interrupt, Nxele.”

Io was not surprised when even the notoriously argumentative Holiday accepted this rebuke without complaint.

Saul Nzingha had been a Ratel for as long as Io could remember. He always threatened to retire at the end of every term, but every time he ran again, and was voted back into office by a large majority.

His age was part of his mystique. He was one of the only living survivors of the AI War—as he frequently reminded his younger colleagues—and hardly anyone was old enough to remember a time when he had not been Ratel.

In theory he shared the leadership with the other Ratels, Curie and Holiday, as well as the Specialists, Mediators and Magistrates that made up the rest of the Raat, but Nzingha behaved as if he were the only one in charge.

Now he sat at his desk, head trembling a little, blinking at them with watery eyes.

“I called you here for a good reason, as you’ll see,” he said. “Traveller Henna has something to share with us. Henna. If you will?”

They all looked at the little Traveller, who was fiddling nervously with her facemask.

Io was surprised to see Henna quite so ill at ease. She wondered why the Travellers had chosen Henna to speak for them. Henna was Tjano’s senior, of course, but Tjano had much better command of human languages and he was usually the one who took charge of interpretation.

“Ja,” Henna said at last, keeping her head down and not making eye contact with anyone. “As Ratel Nzingha say, we get message from, uh, from our Group. Message arrive. For you.”

There was a moment’s silence as everyone puzzled this out.

“You mean—” Curie started to say, but Holiday spoke over them.

“A message?” Holiday sat forward so abruptly that his chair scraped on the floor. “You mean from other Travellers?” He turned to Nzingha. “But I thought—”

Nzingha silenced him with a shake of his head.

“Ja,” said Henna. “Message. From others you call Travellers.”

Io felt as if someone had emptied a bucket of ice-water over her. She stared at Henna, her mouth too dry to speak.

It was happening. It was finally happening.

Tjano put a hand on her arm, and from his concerned expression she realised that she was showing her feelings too clearly. She forced herself to take a calming breath.

“And the message is for us?” Ruja Curie was saying. “For us humans here on the Tohorā?”

Henna produced a strip of paper that Io recognised as a printout from a click-box. “Your ambassador, to read.”

To Io’s numb surprise, Henna held the message out to her. Io took the little strip of paper and stared at it blankly.

“Well, go on then,” Holiday said impatiently. “Can you read the thing or not?” He turned to Henna. “Can’t you tell us what it says? You’ve read it, haven’t you? You must have done.”

A rush of irritation cleared Io’s mind. Even now, when she had the chance, at last, to use her skills, they wouldn’t let her do her job. But she had hesitated for too long. Henna was already answering, and all Io could do was sit there, clutching the message.

“They want meet,” Henna said.

“Oh, excellent!” Holiday’s eyes gleamed with excitement. “They’ve come to trade with us? They want to make some kind of an alliance?”

“Uh.” Henna shifted in her chair. “I not know. All the message say, ask for meet. What you say?”

The three Ratels looked at one another, all equally taken aback.

“Wait,” said Curie. “This must mean there’s a Traveller ship somewhere out there, right? Close enough for them to send us a message?”

“Of course there is,” said Holiday. He looked at Henna. “There’s a Traveller ship? They sent a ship out to us?”

“That right,” said Henna.

There was a moment of awed silence.

“Well,” said Curie after a moment. “I don’t think— We can’t make this decision by ourselves, can we?”

Holiday blew out an exasperated breath, but Nzingha nodded thoughtfully.

“You’re right, Ruja,” said the old man. “We need to know more. And we’ll need to get the Raat to vote on this.”

“Oh, honestly, you’re joking!” Holiday exclaimed. “We finally make contact with more Travellers, Travellers who want to meet with us, and we’re going to have a vote on it? When did you ever care about the Raat’s opinion, Nzingha?”

Io tended to agree, but nobody else seemed interested in her opinion, so she just sat and watched.

Curie gave Holiday a bland look. “I’m sure the rest of the Raat will agree with you, Nxele. But we can’t just go ahead and set this thing in motion without including them. There has to be a vote.”

“Of course there must be a vote,” Nzingha said.

Holiday slumped back in his chair. “Oh, very well. But this right here is why we never get anything done. There always has to be a bloody song and dance made about the simplest things. Waste of time. These people are out there, right now, waiting for our response.”

“You understand, Henna?” Curie said, turning to the little Traveller. “We need to discuss this with the entire Raat before we can tell you what our answer is.”

Henna inclined her head and glanced at her companions. “We understand.” She pushed her chair back and stood. “We go, now. We will be leaving ship now. Must go do preparing.”

“Wait,” said Curie as Mardhe and Tjano rose to leave as well. “You’re leaving the ship? You’re leaving us?”

Henna inclined her head. “Me, Mardhe, we leave ship and go back to Group. Tjano stay with ship, be Traveller ambassador.”

Her glance flicked over Io as she spoke these last words.

After more polite lifting of palms and inclining of heads, Henna and Mardhe left the room. Tjano paused at the door.

“If I can make a suggestion,” he said, “let Io read you the message. You might find it useful. She can clarify the context for you.”

Then he, too, was gone.

“Well, go on then,” Holiday said to Io. “Or you can just give it here to me. I’m perfectly able to read click-code, after all.”

“Don’t be such a boor, Holiday,” said Curie. “Let the girl do her job. Go ahead, Io, read it for us.”

Io looked down at the message. “This is the original print?”

To her annoyance, her voice died away as she spoke. This was her chance to make a good impression, and the last thing she wanted was to let them know how nervous she was.

“Good question,” said Curie. “Let’s assume so for the moment.”

Io silently read the message again. There was nothing here she couldn’t handle. It was in click-code, the simplified universal code the Travellers used to communicate when there was no shared language. Each string of dots and gaps stood for a simple idea. Steel. Water. Oxygen. Numbers, and adjectives like “big” or “flammable” or verbs like “buy” or “swop”.

For the click-code to be useful, each new communication partner had to learn the patterns and what they stood for. It was pretty basic, but provided a quick way to build up a shared vocabulary for simple communications needed for trade, and to avoid conflict and misunderstanding.

“Do you need the key-book?” Curie wanted to know, but Io shook her head.

“So.” Io hesitated, smoothed out the message strip.

Tjano had trained her to examine every aspect of the message while making as few assumptions as possible. Simplicity did not mean a lack of ambiguity, and even click-code could be misunderstood. But if she started by explaining something obvious the Ratels might think she was incompetent, or, even worse, that she was patronising them.

Just answer the question. That was what Tjano would say.

“I’ll start with the basics.” Io cleared her throat. “I’m assuming that the senders are using the same protocol as Henna and our other Travellers do, when they send us messages. That would mean that the code right at the top of the message is the sender’s call-sign.”

Nzingha nodded in agreement, and Io continued more confidently.

“That call-sign is in two parts. I decode them as seven and yes. That is also the name of one of the Traveller groups Tjano has told me about.”

Io glanced around the room. Nobody objected.

“The call-sign they use next, that specifies who the message is intended for is water animal large. That is the code that Tjano, Henna and Mardhe all use for the Tohorā, when they send us click-code from their ship.”

Io frowned as she puzzled it out. “So—this can’t be the first communication between Henna and the Seven Yes group. Otherwise, how would these new Travellers know what call-sign to use for the Tohorā?”

There was a murmur of reaction from the Ratels. Curie’s eyebrows were up, and Holiday gave a little grunt of surprise. Only Saul Nzingha looked as if this was not news to him.

Io fought down the urge to grin in triumph. She’d found something worthwhile to contribute after all.

“Also,” she continued, “the fact that they use Tohorā’s agreed-upon call-sign means they’re acknowledging a relationship with us.” Io looked from face to face, willing them to understand. “It’s like they are giving the message a friendly tone. Same thing with the date they use.”

They looked at her blankly.

“There is no universal date, right?” she reminded them. “No standardised time. Definitely not between humans and Travellers. There couldn’t be. We’ve not had enough contact with them. We know that Travellers use a date system that is relative between trading partners. They usually refer to the amount of time that has passed since the previous interaction. This date,” she tapped the message, “matches the date syntax we use on the Tohorā. There’s no way that’s a coincidence. That’s just not possible. And they’re not just doing that to be efficient. It’s like they’re signalling their attitude. They use our time system, it’s like they are in step with us.”

“Well,” said Nzingha, not sounding quite convinced. “You could read it like that.”

“But all this is just that they want to set up a meeting,” Holiday insisted. “That’s the bottom line, isn’t it? That’s what the message says, they want to meet us?”

“That’s true,” Io agreed, “but the word— I mean the code they use for meeting isn’t the one that’s usually used for setting up a trade. It’s more like—” She frowned at the printout. “It suggests, um, a convergence. Two things joining together. Tjano has showed me many examples of communication between different Traveller groups. The only time when I’ve seen this used is when somebody wants to combine two cargoes in the same container.”

She hesitated, suddenly unsure.

“Spit it out,” Holiday said “Why is that significant?”

Io took a deep breath. “I think they might be going to invite us to join their group.”

“Are you sure?” demanded Nzingha.

Curie held up a beringed hand before Io could respond. “Stop right there. We don’t know what it means. Io might be right, but we don’t know that for a fact.”

“But what would it mean?” Holiday asked. “What’s all this about joining a group?”

“From what I’ve learned from Tjano over the years,” Curie said, “the Travellers organise themselves in these groups. Not according to species or language, or place of origin, but according to shared goals. A flexible alliance, like a web of agreements and obligations. If you are a member of a group, you have to help fellow members of that group, and have the right to claim assistance from them if you need it.”

There was a moment of silence, as they all considered this last statement.

Nzingha nodded slowly. “So you see, Ratel Holiday, the situation could be, shall we say, potentially explosive.”

“But, surely—” Holiday looked from Nzingha to Curie. “This is what we need! It’s— This is better than we dared to dream—”

“Get a grip of yourself!” snapped Nzingha, glaring at Holiday until the man sank back in his chair again. “That reaction is exactly what I’m afraid of,” he said when he was sure he’d silenced Holiday. “We need to be very careful how we handle this news. You want to start a riot?”

Holiday took a breath to argue, then looked at Nzingha, and let it out again. “Well. You’re right, of course.”

“Especially as we don’t know that this is anything more than Io’s guess,” Curie said. “We need to take this one step at a time. Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. We give people false hope, that’s worse than anything else we could possibly do.”

“How soon can you get the Raat together, Ruja?” Nzingha asked Curie.

“Certainly not today,” Ruja Curie responded. “Tomorrow morning, maybe. I will try.”

“Good. And in the meantime, we don’t want this spreading around.” Nzingha’s eyes grew suddenly wide. “Bloody hell. I should have warned Henna. They better not tell anyone about this message before tomorrow’s meeting. We’ll have all kinds of crazy rumours spreading about like wildfire.”

Curie was already at the door. “I’ll go tell them right away.”

“I’ll pop them a tube,” Nzingha said. “It’ll reach them faster.”

“Tube messages go through too many hands,” said Curie.

Just send it tab-to-tab. Io nearly spoke the words out loud, then remembered who she was dealing
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