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      Parker Windell sipped from a lovely drop of the light mead he’d brewed himself and listened to the distant drone of what had to be an approaching hover car.

      That would not be bringing good news.

      He set the handblown glass down on the wooden crate that served as a table and leaned back in his creaking ancient rocking chair. He was out on the front porch of the log cabin he’d inherited from his uncle less than a year back.

      The cabin stood in a small acreage of new growth tamaracks and tarata and grafted, hybrid baobabs. A blended plantation that had been allowed to grow wild. The rich, earthy, leafy smell of the trees sat across the cabin. It was invigorating and a good part of the reason why his two week visit had extended itself.

      Ahead of the cabin lay the expanse of Lake Chilchester. A twisted and ragged body of water, with coves and inlets and a few good swimming spots. Parker’s uncle had constructed a small jetty and at the end lay an aluminum dinghy with a little eight horse-power Evinrude outboard. Parker had gotten into the habit, over his last six months or so out here, of taking a more or less weekly supply run down the lake to Sagle, the little town of about three thousand people with a few stores, an old theatre and a pretty town hall set in a well-maintained park.

      He was getting to know the folks there, especially Enrika, the manager of the quaint hardware store. She always made sure to check that he’d fueled up the outboard and that he had spare gas. With a wink she would give him extra zucchinis out of her garden, but Parker was suspicious that she did that for lots of her customers. Maybe not with the wink, though.

      Maybe one day he would summon the courage to ask her for coffee.

      The hover car appeared across the trees on the far shore. Less than a mile off. Coming fast.

      Coming straight toward Parker’s cabin.

      Parker sighed.

      So much for hiding out in the wilds.
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      The hover car’s driver’s name was Leall Safi and she was strong-shouldered and slim-waisted. Her skin was a subtle shade darker than Parker’s own and she had a long nose and a twinkle in her eye as she’d walked up the jetty toward him.

      “I know you,” Parker said, stepping down from the port. The silvery hover car bobbed in the water, dwarfing the dinghy. “Leall, isn’t it?”

      “They thought it would go better if it was someone you know, rather than a faceless bureaucrat.” She was wearing dark slacks and black boots, with a white shirt and a tailored dark jacket over the top.

      “I already know it’s not going to go well.” Parker wore just his around-the-cabin outfit. An ancient Unicorn Beluga concert tee-shirt, vatleather sandals and worn cargo shorts with holes in just about every pocket.

      Leall laughed. “It will go better than you expect, I know it. You’ll be remarkably well-paid.”

      Parker looked skyward. “But it’s something out there, isn’t it?”

      “Jupiter,” Leall said. She was carrying a black satchel in her right hand and she lifted it. “You could look over the details and consider the offer.”

      Parker smiled. He’d had a few conversations with Leall at various seminars at the Cape and in Houston over his time with various space agencies. She was about five years younger than him. She had two kids who’d been in grade school last he recalled, and an ex—the kids’ father—who worked as a saturation diver somewhere in the Indian Ocean.

      Parker had liked her then. Even wished that they’d been able to spend more time together.

      And even now, something in him shifted. Glad that she was here. Glad for the opportunity.

      Surprised that he’d allowed loneliness to creep up on him.

      “The offer’s not money,” Leall said. “They’re not that stupid.”

      “Good. As you can see, money’s not a priority.” He gestured around the trees and the cabin and the jetty. “How are Tess and... Ricky? How are they doing?

      “Tess and Ricky. Good memory. Tess is a postdoc at MIT working of fuel systems, and Ricky is a freshman at Faisalbad U.”

      “Pakistan?”

      “I have heritage there. The scholarship was excellent. Can I show you the plans? After you, of course, give me an update on Pearl and Melissa.”

      Parker smiled. It was good form to enquire after people’s children. Conference etiquette one-oh-one.

      “Pearl,” he said, “is living on Tycho Six on the moon. She’s a hammer hand—you know, fixing the vehicles and the airlocks and the vending machines. Melissa lives in the mountains somewhere in Canada making pottery and beads and growing squash.”

      “So they both take after their father, huh?”

      Parker smiled. “Come show me the plans, so I can at least know what I’m saying no to.”

      “You have a table in there?” Leall’s eyes studied the cabin. “The thing looks like it’s from the pioneer days. Dirt floors and no running water.”

      “Just got the running water put in last week,” Parker said. “And what’s wrong with dirt floors?”

      Leall laughed.

      “Come on,” Parker said. “I’ll let you sample my brew and maybe cook up some chili. If you don’t mind racoon bones in your meal.”

      “I love them!”
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      The cabin had never had dirt floors, and water was drawn from the lake, filtered and held in a header tank on a thirty foot pole back in the trees. There was electricity, courtesy of a smart turbine in one of the lake’s feeder streams and a bank of panels on the cabin’s roof.

      “Swank,” Leall said. “It wouldn’t be out of place in the suburbs.”

      “Except for the exterior.”

      “Right. Logs. Are they real?”

      “Of course they’re real.”

      The front door opened into a wide living room, with a small dining area at one end, and the kitchen in the back left corner. The walls were still the rounded shape of the logs, with grout and fill in between. There were plenty of shelves filled with books and more books. Paintings hung in places. The Angel Falls, the Eiffel Tower, a tidal bore running up the Qiantang River, with a solitary foolhardy surfer little more than a speck in the middle.

      From his coolbox, Parker retrieved a bottle of mead and poured Leall a glass.

      “Will it make me blind?” she said, sniffing delicately. “Nice glass.”

      “My uncle had a glass kiln out back. There was a lot of stuff leftover.”

      “I was sorry to hear about him.”

      “Thanks. We didn’t have a lot of family, so it was a surprise to wind up with the cabin. Timely, though.”

      “I heard you were about to be fired?”

      “It was just a personality clash. They wouldn’t have dared fire me, but it was time to go.”

      “You had a lot of personality clashes over the years.”

      “Yes I did.”

      “No remorse?”

      “I’m a fix it guy. That’s why you’re here now, right? Sometimes to get stuff fixed you’ve got to improvise. And when you improvise, sometimes things get broken. Mostly the regulations.”

      “Regulations are there for a good reason.”

      “Yes they are. But when you’re in orbit around Ceres, you don’t need a book of rules written by a guy in a plastic high-rise in Houston, whose biggest trip is the commute from Galveston.”

      “You’ve said that before?”

      “I have?”

      “It’s on record. When were you were in orbit around Ceres and you saved the Janácěk II station.”

      “Yeah,” Parker said. He’d brought in his own glass and he took a sip.

      “You were loosening bolts and hitting things with the wrench.”

      “It’s an old story. I was doing all that, while their radio message to not do all that was on its way up to me.” Ceres had been at around twenty-four minutes one-way radio distance. People would have died.

      “You helped to rewrite the rule books.”

      “Yep. So show me what you’ve got here.” Parker folded the table out to its largest size and Leall took a panel from her satchel. The panel unfolded until it occupied most of the tabletop. Imagery appeared on the panel

      “Jupiter?” Parker said.
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