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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Commander Beatrice Calder–Bea to her friends–watched the jerky gauge flicker and stutter as it tried to bring her the readings. A temperature gauge really shouldn’t fail simply because of low temperatures. The gauge, on a tall stalk, had been out here three weeks. Part of the whole grid.

      Brilliant ice spray jetted across the sculpted ridge tips two kilometers away. Lit by a gap in the overcast, the mountains shone. The only bright patch in a world of gray-white.

      The cold didn’t bother Bea as much as not knowing. Those same friends would say she was too focused on the details. But out on the ice sheet, the details could mean the difference between life and death.

      Especially in their current situation. Turned around, and at least forty kilometers from where they needed to be.

      At least.

      Right now that difference could be a matter of making it back before dark and spending another night out here. Another cramped night in the truk did not appeal. It was starting to smell in there.

      Ten of them. Too many, but everyone had jobs to do. She would have liked to have split the expedition and left some back at the station building, but then the work would have taken twice as long.

      The weather felt like it was closing in. She saw the distant flashes of lightning.

      They should expect that here on Ardecelle. So remote. So cold. Breathable atmosphere, but with glaciers all the way to the equator. Barely any bare ground at all.

      Her headset crackled. Grant trying to speak to her.

      The whipping whistle of the wind penetrated Bea’s fur hood. Placing her mittened-hands over her ears, Bea rubbed, trying to adjust the headset earpieces.

      Already her goggles had accumulated a sparkling rime of frost. Bea looked around from the gauge and up at the truk’s exterior. The vehicle reminded her of her parents’ old Eco-lite camper. The truk was much bigger, but still followed that age-old principle of a home on wheels. The truk’s wheels stood close to two meters tall.

      The main body was white–which didn’t make any sense to her. Why camouflage a vehicle in an environment which was itself variations on pure white? Surely the truk’s shell should have been orange or crimson or some zig-zag tiger stripe.

      The vehicle did have turquoise-blue trim around the doors and service access points. Designed, most likely, by some clever post-teen in a heated art-collective in a Manhattan or Paris loft. Someone busy with mansions and fashionista outfits and, oh by the way, truk exteriors for Explon Inc.’s off-world mineralogy expeditions.

      Bea’s own sister was a designer herself. Based in Oslo, working on life-extension medical equipment. Their mother would have been happier if her two girls had both settled in Auckland, rather than halfway around the world, or headed halfway across the Orion arm. Still, Mum was happy they were happy.

      Bea made a mental note to message home again when she and Grant got back to the station building. A leap space pod was due to scoot home tomorrow. One hundred and sixty-light years to Earth, but the uncrewed pod would make it in less than two days. Bea had neglected to send a message on the last one.

      “Bea?” Grant waved down at her from the driver’s console.

      “Give me a minute,” she said. She bent to the probe again. Tapping the controls inside her mitten, her wrist tool wound out through a gap in her parka.

      Whirring, the tool stretched out. “Screwdriver,” Bea said. The tool’s tip shifted. A flat blade slipped into place.

      With a turn of her wrist, Bea put the blade against the gauge’s casing. The tool was designed so that workers could effect simple repairs without having to expose themselves to the frigid temperatures by removing mittens.

      “Forget about it, Bea,” Grant said. His deep voice crackled over the connection even with the short distance. Grant sang bass, sometimes hitting baritone. Back at the station building Bea would sometimes overhear him in the shower singing from The Marriage of Figaro or Il Trovatore or some other opera she didn’t know.

      “We need to figure out where we are,” Bea said.

      “Thermometer is not going to help with that.”

      Bea sighed. “Grid number?”

      “Yeah. Okay.”

      The gauge talked to the other gauges. A full coverage of the temperature gradients across the endless ice sheet’s surface. The thing was, their little trip shouldn’t have brought them close to any of the gauges.

      Bad enough that the truk’s navigation system had failed, but getting no reading from the gauge was like trouble on top of trouble.

      The driver slipped off the casing. Bea stumbled. She cursed.

      “Bea, leave it for now. Come in and have some soup. I’ve got hot bean with chicken stock. Mm-mm.”

      “Tempting.” Bea got her footing again. For a moment she remembered those trips through deserts with Mum and Dad. Crossing the searing, dry Mojave and on up into Nevada had been exhausting. How nice to strip down to a singlet and shorts.

      Bea grabbed the gauge’s stalk. She jerked it up from the ice.

      “Bea!” Grant said. “You’ll screw up the grid.”

      “I’m coming inside. I’m going to find its number.”

      “How will–”

      “It’s not showing on the display. We’re stuck out here. Maybe if we can pull up its data, we’ll figure out where we are. Talk to the ship. Maybe.”

      “We’ll figure out where we are. We know what conditions are like here. We’ll hunker down. Reset our global position next time the ship passes overhead.”

      He was right. The truk, cramped inside as it was, would keep them alive. Hunkered down.

      From the distance she heard a booming sound.

      “Hear that?” Grant said.

      “I hear it.” Thunder. A storm building. That meant worse weather. Sleet. Freezing wind. Lightning strikes.

      Sitting out a storm in the truk would be unpleasant.

      But far better than staying out.

      The truk’s door panel didn’t respond to her touch. She tried again.

      “Grant? I’m locked out here.” First the gauges, now the truk. At least it was well-insulated. That was something that couldn’t break down.

      “Just a minute. I’ll get it from inside.”

      A gust pushed her. She lost her footing. Banged against the truk’s side.

      “Whoops.” She felt the stickiness of blood on her face. She cursed.

      “Are you all right?”

      “I just... yes.” She struggled up from her knees.

      The wind brought thick flurries of light snow. Hiding the truk. Even though it lay less than a meter away.

      “Storm’s coming in fast,” Grant said.

      “Get the door open.”

      Another gust. Bea grabbed at the truk.

      Not there.

      “Grant?”

      “Door’s jammed up. Give me a second.”

      “Turn on the strobe.”

      The wind howled around her. The headset crackled.

      “Grant?”

      No response.

      “Grant?” All she could see was white. Her cheek hurt where she’d cut it.

      The freezing wind bit through the gap in her hood.

      “Grant?”

      Another boom of thunder. The very air seemed to shake.

      She reached for the truk again.

      Nothing.

      “Grant?”

      Nothing.
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      The warm elevator clanked as it whisked Holly Blaise sixty-eight floors down from the damp concourse. The rain up top was driving and cool. She was glad of the heaters, drying her out.

      She could feel a worrying vibration of the elevator car. Maintenance behind schedule again.

      Same as anywhere she’d ever been. Holly twirled a lock of her dark hair through her fingers. Time for a cut and style.

      Thirty-four, athletic, smart. She should be doing better than this. Better, somehow.

      Still needed to pin that down. That somehow concept.

      The elevator’s control holopad flared numbers at her. They whirled, telling her how many floors she’d come. How far below the fresh green fields and bright sun of the surface.

      Ironic that she’d left Ardecelle’s frozen wastes to enjoy the warmth and freedom of a planet where she could walk the surface lightly dressed. Even sleep out under the stars.

      And here she was. On Faurth. Working almost a thousand feet below that surface, processing the data streams arriving from Ardecelle.

      Still waiting for the chance to grab her umbrella tent and microstove and get out hiking in the hills. The brochures made the planet seem like a wonderland. Forests lush and verdant. Fjords and rocky crags. Beaches a thousand miles long with hardly a soul to be seen.

      These brochures had never mentioned that part of the reason for the pristine, empty beauty was that most everyone lived and worked below ground. Including new arrivals.

      “You seem pensive, Holly Blaise,” the elevator said.

      “I just need some quiet time.”

      “Oh, why is that?”

      “You can’t take a hint, can you?”

      “Ah.” The elevator fell silent, save for the clanking of its mechanism.

      Holly shivered. This morning, waking late–still not used to the odd eighteen hour Faurth day–she’d thrown on a light cotton shift and simple stretch leggings, with faux-leather boots. Black. With gold stitching.

      The fashions on Faurth made little sense to her too. She managed to fit right in, though. Choosing a wardrobe close to what the locals wore.

      The elevator shuddered and came to a stop. The doors webbed open. Someone stepped in.

      Randall Kirk. Assistant Head Analyst. He wore similar leggings, but a warmer jacket. He swept his hair from his face.

      “Holly Blaise,” he said.

      “Randall.”

      “You seem quiet.”

      I’m exhausted. She wasn’t going to let him know that.

      His cheery quips would energize her. She hoped. Nice guy, if not really boyfriend material.

      After a moment, the elevator on the go again, he said, “Do you miss that place?”

      “Ardecelle? I suppose not.”

      “I’d understand if you did. It’s a long ways of.”

      “A hundred light years, give or take.”

      He smiled, warming the elevator car. “More or less. That’s funny.”

      “I do have a sense of humor.”

      “Oh I know that. When we went for coffee you amused me no end.” His smile broadened. “I’m not being sarcastic.”

      Holly remembered their stumbling, awkward date. Laughable now. In fact, they did laugh about it.

      The elevator came to a stop at her floor. She gave Randall a wave and stepped through. Beyond the glass lobby walls she could see the bustle of the spread of people at holodesks. Their work jangled at her ears. The sounds and smells of a busy workplace. It felt welcoming.

      Randall reached to hold the elevator doors open. “You don’t have to stay, you know. You could–”

      “Randall Kirk,” the elevator said. “Please do not hold up the elevator.”

      Randall rolled his eyes and stepped out.

      The doors swished shut. A couple of Holly’s colleagues looked over. Melanie gave her a sly smile.

      “Randall,” Holly said. “You’ll be late for your meeting or whatever.” She couldn’t help smiling again.

      “I just thought...” he sighed.

      “Coffee,” she said. “Eleven AM?”

      “Coffee? You’re asking me?”

      “Not like a date, but clearly you’ve got something on your mind.” Maybe it could be like a date, though. She wasn’t fresh off the boat anymore. He was cute, in a bumbling, likeable kind of way. Maybe.

      Randall glanced at the elevator doors. “I’ll see you at eleven. Grillerton’s?”

      Grillerton’s Diner. Forty floors above.

      Holly shook her head. “Up to the surface. We can walk across the concourse. Enjoy the sun on our backs.”

      Randall’s eyebrows rose as if the idea was new to him. “Sun on our backs. Sounds nice. See you at eleven.”

      He gave her an unsure smile and swung around, heading for the elevator.

      In the workroom, Melanie stood. She grabbed Holly’s arm. Firm.

      “Good morning to you too,” Holly said, squirming.

      Melanie hung on. She smelled of bath roses. “What are you doing with that guy?”

      Holly shrugged. “Making friends.”

      “Just be careful. Heartbreaker. He’s probably only interested because you’re new.”

      “Thanks a lot.”

      Melanie grimaced. She let go of Holly’s arm. “What I mean is that he figures you haven’t heard all the stories about him.”

      “I’m not that new.”

      “Right. Oh, also, there’s someone to see you.” Melanie pointed through the room toward the back office.

      “Someone?”

      “Three someones actually. Been here ten minutes. Mr Rodriguez said to send you over the instant you stepped off the elevator.” Melanie glanced over at the elevator. “But I figured that you could take an extra moment.”

      “Thanks.”

      “But now, scuttle. Mr Rodriguez is watching.”

      Holly looked across. Dressed in a taut gray business suit, Rodriguez stood at the office door. He didn’t look happy.

      “Good luck,” Melanie said as Holly headed over.
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      Arlon Stoddard leaned back in the plush conference chair. He scratched at his scalp. Something in the air here on Faurth not agreeing with his skin.

      “You’re itchy too, captain,” Eva Strong said. Slim, fit and just thirty-two, Eva would always be quick to point out any inappropriate bodily scratching. Arlon valued her input to their crew. A perfect second in command.

      Next to her sat Marto, attempting to get comfortable in his chair. A Crested Daison, Marto stood over two meters tall, with joints and muscles that often struggled with furniture designed for a human frame.

      Up top, aboard their vessel, the Mistral, the cockpit seats adjusted to Marto’s shape.

      All three of them wore thick, dark blue ship’s overalls. Too much at stake to take extra time prettying up for Carlos Rodriguez.

      “I’m itchy too,” Arlon said. “Yes.”

      “Spray us down,” Marto said, scratching at his crest. The long blades of his feathery, fleshy crest lay back against his skull. They fluttered as he scratched.

      “Really,” Eva said. “I’m surprised they didn’t do that when we landed. Full decontamination.”

      Arlon half-listened as she spouted on about the procedures on Faurth. Much as he loved her–as a colleague and friend–she did tend to talk a whole lot.

      Rodriduez’s office boasted posters showing live video of a dozen locations. Off-world. The cataracts of Paulding, Hegel’s Geyser on Sommerset, the giant tortoises on the Cletch archipelago of Mertge.

      Arlon smiled to himself. On other occasions he’d visited worlds where the populace buried themselves away. It always amused him the way they retained their connection to the outdoors. Did that came from some deep human need?

      “Business at hand,” Marto said.

      “You’re right,” Eva said. “Sorry. I know I can go on a bit.”

      “Happy to listen.”

      “Which is a blessing.” Eva flashed Marto a smile. “You’re the best listener. And me? Me. I’m the best talker.” She glanced at Arlon. “And don’t you roll your eyes. Captain.”

      “Ship needs maintenance.” Marto’s odd visage looked implacable.

      “I know she does.” Eva stared at Arlon. “Captain.”

      Arlon nodded. They’d had this discussion. The Mistral was due for a six-monthly check and refurbishment. All standard stuff. They’d already delayed by a month because they’d been tracking down some platinum bandits out at McMurdo.

      All along, Arlon had promised to delay any fresh jobs until the experts signed off on the ship’s systems.

      Except now they had a rescue on their hands.

      “All the systems are in pretty good shape,” he said. “The checks are really just a formality.”

      “Humph,” Marto said.

      “It’s not the ship so much as the peripherals,” Eva said.

      She meant the skiffs and truks—six wheeler transport units—with high-torque motors and roomy cabins  in Mistral’s hangar bay. Arlon knew Olivia and Gen would work through them on the trip out to Ardecelle anyway.

      “It’s a rescue,” Arlon said. “You want we should leave them out there?”

      Eva shook her head. She opened her mouth to say something, but the clunk of a door opening interrupted her.

      Rodriguez stepped into the office. “Here she is,” he said. “As requested. Holly Blaise. Formerly of Ardecelle.”

      A slight, trim woman stepped through. She looked like she was in her early thirties. Shoulder-length dark hair. She wore a get up similar to others Arlon had seen here; light silk shirt, leggings with black boots and a dark jacket.

      Arlon stood. He held out his hand to shake.

      “Arlon Stoddard,” he said.

      “Holly Blaise.” She took his hand and shook. Firm, assured grip.

      Arlon introduced Eva and Marto. The three made a round of hand shakes. Holly didn’t react any differently to Marto’s enormous alien frame.

      Unusual. Crested Daisons remained relatively rare in the human space. Most people blanched or even jumped when meeting Marto.

      “So?” Holly Blaise said. “Why am I here?”

      “You know about Ardecelle.” Arlon gestured to a free seat. He sat himself.

      Holly glanced at Rodriguez.

      “Sit,” Rodriguez said. “Hear him out.”

      “Hear him out?” Holly said. “I process data from Ardecelle. Plans to possibly terraform it, I know. Doesn’t make a lot of sense, given that it’s so cold there. Technically within the Goldilocks zone, but it’ll always be cold.”

      “But you’ve been there, haven’t you?” Arlon said.

      “I’ve been there. What’s this about?”

      “Would you go back?”

      Holly shook her head. “I’ve done my time there.

      “So you prefer it here?” Eva said. “A hundred floors below ground.”

      “Sixty-eight,” Holly said.

      “My mistake.”

      “And I...” Holly glanced again at Rodriguez.

      “Speak your mind,” he said.

      “I prefer being warm,” she said. “That’s what it comes down to.”

      “Okay,” Arlon said. “Do you know Commander Beatrice Calder.”

      He saw Holly’s face grow pale. “Something’s happened to Bea?”

      “Can’t raise her. Last report is overdue.”

      Arlon saw Holly’s face flutter with confusion. “They’re a long way off.”

      “That’s why we’re heading over there.”

      “Got our new ship all prepped,” Eva said.

      “New ship?” Holly’s face still looked puzzled. “I have a job here.”

      “Not anymore you don’t,” Rodriguez said. “You’ve been seconded.”
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      From orbit Holly looked back at Faurth. Green and blue and swirling white clouds. A hurricane building in the North Pettulen Ocean.

      It felt strange to be weightless again. The odd tingles and twists through her muscles. She had never imagined that she might leave so soon. Or ever.

      Randall was still down below. She would miss their date. A pity. There would be some way she could make it up to him when she returned. She would even look forward to it.

      Captain Arlon Stoddard’s ship, the Mistral boasted a viewing dome a level below the bridge. Holly hadn’t yet explored the ship. They’d come up in a little, plain skiff and Arlon had deposited her here. A narrow room with steely glinting walls. A two-meter wide dome bulging out from the floor.

      Such as floors and walls were in zero gravity. The planet below gave a simple reference, but ‘up’ and ‘down’ were still very fluid concepts.

      Holly could hear the crew in the bridge above, talking their way through the exit from orbit into leap space to cross the void to Ardecelle.

      A lot of banter among the confirmations of vectors and velocities. Holly liked that. She felt at ease among them.

      “Hey, what are you doing?” a woman called from behind Holly.

      Turning, Holly saw her. A large woman, wearing a tanktop that revealed complex bright tattoos from wrist to shoulder on both arms. She had a warm, friendly face.

      “You must be Olivia?” Holly said. As well as Arlon himself, and Eva and Marto, Arlon had told Holly that the Mistral’s crew included two others. Gen Jenner, the navigator, and Olivia Kersmann, engineer.

      Holly had figured that Olivia would be smaller. More like herself. Engineers tended to be small. It made it easier to get around the cramped parts of ships.

      “And you must be Holly,” Olivia said. Her voice was deep and accented. She drew out her vowels. “Miracle worker and new expert.”

      Holly didn’t say anything. She wasn’t sure if Olivia was being friendly or not.

      “And what are you doing?” Olivia said. “Like I asked.”

      “I’m enjoying the view,” Holly said. “Which I never thought I’d ever get to see. Again.”

      She pushed off one of the maneuvering handles and swung around face Olivia. Put out a hand.

      “Holly Blaise.”

      “Pleased to meet you,” Olivia said, smiling. She grabbed Holly’s hand in a huge mitt and practically ground Holly’s bones with the force of a stone crusher.

      Holly winced.

      “Oops, sorry,” Olivia said, releasing. “And I don’t want to spoil your vacation here, but we’re making the transition to the leap any moment and–”

      “Olivia?” another voice said. A clean-shaven head poked upside-down through the hatch to the bridge. “We need to buckle-up. We’re making the–oh! is this Holly? I wondered when I’d get to meet you.” The head came on through, followed by a body dressed in loose overalls.

      “Gen,” Olivia said. “Holly.”

      “Pleased to–”

      “Thrilled to meet you,” Gen said, cutting Holly off. He grabbed at her hand with bony fingers. Gen was skinny and slight, kind of the opposite of Olivia. Gen seemed almost emaciated. The skin of his cheeks stretched over his bones, his eyes almost hidden away deep in the sockets.

      His handshake felt as firm as feathers.

      “I don’t know how you snuck aboard,” Gen said. “We arrived and the captain and the others took off for the surface to collect you. Next thing I know we’re prepping to leap over to that frozen planet.” He glanced at Olivia.

      “Ardecelle.”

      “Right. You’ve been there?” Gen focused on Holly.

      “I lived there for a while,” she said.

      “How long is a whi–”

      “Gen,” Eva shouted from above. “Where are you?”

      “Uh-oh,” Gen said. “I’m supposed to be plotting the course. Again. I don’t know why, it’s already been plotted fifteen times.”

      “It’s a big leap,” Holly said. “A hundred light years.”

      “More or less,” Olivia said.

      “Ninety-eight light years,” Gen said, “three light months, sixteen light days and one hundred and eighty two light hours. That’ll get us–”

      “Gen!” Eva called again.

      Gen smiled. “Great to meet you. We’ll talk again soon.”

      “I’ll look forward to it.”

      Gen swung around and slipped back to the bridge.

      “When he says ‘talk’,” Olivia said with a smile, “he means he’ll talk mostly, and you’ll just let it wash over you. Mostly.”

      Holly nodded, and smiled as Gen called back, “You think I can’t hear you down there? I can hear you.”

      “Gen,” Eva said. “Just sit at your console.”

      Olivia took a breath. “Let’s get you in a seat, Holly, and we’ll be set for the transition to the leap.”

      “All right.”

      “We’ll have a breakfast once we’re through, okay.”

      “I already ate.”

      “We’re on ship’s time now. Breakfast at 7.30AM. I’m going for eggs with honey toast.”

      “Sounds nice. Maybe I’ll just have a coffee?” That reminded her of Randall again.

      “Good. You can get into ship routine proper at lunch.”

      Olivia led her through to the bridge. Holly followed. It was great how easily her space-legs came back.

      The first few times she’d taken trips into space, she’d been all elbows and knees. As in knocking her elbows and knees against every possible surface.

      Then, on a short expedition heading to Lightup IV to document glaciers and weather patterns, she’d suddenly gotten it. Been able to bounce around in zero gravity as if born to it.

      One of the crew told her she’d ‘bicycled’. At her confusion he’d explained about learning to ride a bicycle. “Once you’ve learned, you never forget.”

      Then he’d explained to her what a bicycle was. Funny kind of contrivance.

      The bridge felt efficient, if cramped. It smelled of machine
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