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1

HOME COMING
“Auriga Maris Regina, the planet is not going anywhere. Now come, we need to clear the cabin again before boarding the landing shuttle.”
Rigi, who had gone through the cabin with the finest-tooth comb known to twelve star systems, allowed herself a sigh before leaving the viewing window and walking across the large room to where her mother waited. The few lingering passengers gave her sympathetic looks, and a tall, dark young man seemed to be studying her more intently that was perhaps polite. Rigi did not return the regard. At the moment she had little time for young men, strangers or otherwise. Rigi moved carefully, mindful of the lower gravity on the long-distance transport. Mrs. Acherna deStella-Bernardi pointedly did not pat her foot on the deck. Instead she turned and walked down the color-coded passageway leading to the passenger cabins, her daughter following dutifully behind.
Rigi swallowed a number of comments and complaints that she would have made when she was younger. Her mother’s dreadful fear of ship-to-ground shuttles made her snappish and brusque, but only to family members. Outside the family, she remained the model of comportment and hospitality that Rigi had always assumed was her mother’s true self. They had left Shikhari almost four years ago, in order for Rigi’s sister to find a husband, for Rigi to go to school, and to reunite with the older brother that Rigi had barely remembered. Cyril had remained on Home to go to military school in hopes of a finding a Navy career and later obtaining a job within the Company that administered most of Shikhari and several other colony worlds. In those four years, Rigi had discovered her mother’s paralyzing terror of shuttle flights.
Mrs. deStella-Bernardi keyed open the cabin door and Rigi went in. Stewards had already removed their bags for loading into the cargo pod, making Rigi’s task somewhat easier. With a smothered sigh she bunched her skirts, got down on hands and knees, and started at the bottom, looking for anything small that might have gone astray.
She’d almost finished the last cubby when a chime sounded from everywhere and nowhere. “Shuttle one is now boarding. All passengers on shuttle one please report to the boarding area. Shuttle one is now boarding.” Her mother rushed forward, grabbed Rigi’s arm, and almost dragged her off her feet.
“Mother, please. I’m coming.” Rigi kept her voice low and soothing, trying to calm her mother without obviously doing so. She wished her father were there, but Timothy Bernardi had gone ahead, recalled to Shikhari by the Outworld Trading Company LLC to take up a supervisor’s position. Her parents still refused to discuss the reason for the abrupt recall in front of Rigi, instead diverting the conversation elsewhere. The last time that had happened, Rigi had wanted to point out that she was sixteen, almost seventeen, and not ignorant of the ways of the world. Her mother’s near collapse at the realization of having to take shuttles to and from ground-side to the transport and back had changed Rigi’s mind, and she’d held her peace. Proper young ladies eased others’ distress—they did not exacerbate it.
The two ladies joined the flow of passengers walking to the boarding bay. Her mother stumbled a little and Rigi caught her. Mrs. deStella-Bernardi kept her eyes closed, her lips moving as if she were reciting a litany of some kind. Rigi placed her hand under her mother’s elbow and guided her without seeming to, lightly steering through the gathering passengers until they reached the boarding line. Rigi wanted to close her own eyes and shut out the crowd, but someone had to stay alert, wary and watchful. This wasn’t the central worlds, she hadn’t heard any comments or caught any hard looks from fellow passengers since they’d left Eta Tolima, but it only took one, and—
“Oh, who is this?” Rigi’s back stiffened and she inhaled, counted to four and exhaled. Creator and Creatrix, surely not. But that half-condescending tone, the too-eager steps could only belong to—“It is! Little Auriga, my how you’ve grown. You look so much older than your age.” Rigi half-turned, hand still on her mother’s elbow, to see Mrs. Elaine Debenadetto pushing toward them through the wall of waiting people. She still moved like a person fresh from Home, arms held close to her body, steps short but fast, with dark, close-cut clothing that took up no extra space around her. She stood out from the Shikhari and other out-world residents, drawing attention Rigi preferred not to endure. Mrs. Debenadetto stopped too close to Rigi, smiled, and looked over her clothes. “My, you do look old for your age. You can’t be more than what, twelve?”
“Sixteen, ma’am. It is good to see you well,” Rigi inclined her head, as was proper for a distant older acquaintance outside her social circle.
“And your sister, Lyria I believe? How is she?” Mrs. D scooted uncomfortably close. Rigi wished her mother would open her eyes and take over, but wishing never brought fishing.
“She is well, ma’am. She married last year and she and her husband are expecting their first child, Creator and Creatrix be praised.”
“Married? But she’s only a child!” Mrs. D backed up far enough to put her hand over her mouth, and to attract more attention. “How could she? What about her education and her career?”
What about boarding the shuttle, Rigi wondered, desperate to disengage and get her mother to the front of the now-moving line. “I apologize, Ma’am, but I fear this is not a good time to discuss family. Please pardon my rude behavior, but we are on the shuttle currently boarding and I don’t want to inconvenience anyone by being late.” She nudged her mother ahead.
A hard veil seemed to settle over Mrs. D’s face. “Of course. There will be more than sufficient time dirt-side.” She turned on her toes and bustled off. Rigi, feeling twelve years old again, wanted to crawl away or to follow and apologize profusely for her abrupt behavior. Instead she wove through the watching passengers, leading her mother to the blue stripe on the floor where the crew waited. Rigi presented her boarding pass, and after discreet fumbling found her mother’s pass in her mother’s belt-pocket and presented it as well. The man scanned them. A small light turned green and he nodded, returning the passes.
“Miss Rigi, Mrs. deStella-Bernardi, may I be of assistance?” A sturdy young man in the uniform of a lieutenant of the Royal Planetary Forces asked. He smiled and Rigi recognized him even before she saw his name chip. As he spoke he gave the boarding director his own pass and was green-lighted to board.
“Lt. Prananda, it is truly delightful to see you here, and yes, if you could be so kind?” Her mother had begun shaking as if ill with fever, and Tomás took her other elbow. With their similar brown coloring they might well be related, and no one gave them a second glance as they half-carried Mrs. deStella-Bernardi into the interlock to the shuttle. Tomás eased ahead and guided as Rigi supported and pushed, walking her mother into the cabin. Two stewards rushed forward and assisted Mrs. deStella-Bernardi to her seat, then watched as Rigi strapped her mother in and confirmed her security. “Thank you so much sir, gentlemen,” Rigi said, smiling and hand-bowing out of habit. The stewards went to help another passenger and Tomás smiled back, then discreetly nudged her shoulder with two fingers and winked before finding his own seat. Seeing him made Rigi feel much better, and she strapped in beside her mother.
Aside from the usual gravity drop queasiness, and her mother squeezing Rigi’s hand until the pain brought tears to Rigi’s eyes, the drop and glide into the port at Sogdia was uneventful. Certainly less exciting than worm-jumps, but then anything was less exciting, almost. One in a thousand people could not tolerate the buffer drugs given to passengers during worm jumps, and one in ten-thousand of those suffered jump wobbles. To Rigi’s chagrin, she was that one in ten-thousand, and had decided that the bizarre swirling art of the Stellar Visionary Period was actually lingering worm-jump hallucinations executed in acrylics or hard light projections and sold for millions of credits. At least it had given her some additional sketching time, since she and the crew were usually the only ones awake and moving about during the main jumps themselves. Once the wobbles faded, she’d had several hours to work in absolute peace and quiet.
The shuttle rocked a little and grew warm inside as reentry heated the vessel. Mrs. deStella-Bernardi moaned quietly, then resumed praying. Rigi wished she could see out, but no one wasted mass on passenger windows. She felt the push of the retro-boosters kicking in, and the roar of passing atmosphere changed to the roar of atmospheric engines. The shuttle bumped a little more, and Rigi tried to recall which season it was in Sogdia. The beginning of the cool and wet, yes, and storms probably lurked near the city. More bumping, an abrupt drop accompanied by yelps and a few quiet squeals from discomfited passengers, then quiet. The ride smoothed out once more, and the now-familiar sounds and sensations of the heat shield retracting and landing wheels extending sent adrenaline flowing through Rigi. They were almost home!
The world called Home—or Earth—might be the origin of humanity, but the colony called Shikhari had claimed Auriga Bernardi’s heart. The shuttle landed with a bump and a thump and a whoosh as the drag extended, slowing them. No one moved until the stewards gave the all clear. After the hideous accident on WemWorld, unbuckling before the doors opened had ceased abruptly. Rigi let herself out, and then reached for her mother’s harness. But her mother seemed awake and capable of undoing the latches, trembling hands notwithstanding. The steward assisted her mother to stand, and Rigi braced a little before getting up. Standard gravity felt strange after almost a month at eight-tenths-g. Tomás half-bowed and offered her his hand with a bit of a wink. She accepted his assistance with a wink of her own and a smile. “Can’t have Shikhari’s most famous artist breaking her fingers from a g-flop, now, can we?” he teased quietly.
Rigi murmured, “And trip the colony’s most famous explorer after Capt. DeHaan? Perish the thought.”
“No, that would be Uncle Eb’s m-mule,” he said under his breath, letting go so she could hold onto the rail beside the three steps. “Speak of the devil and he appears.” He nodded past her shoulder, to the stooping older man standing beside her father.
“I don’t see any m-mules,” she joked back.
“Lieutenant Prananda,” a stentorian voice bellowed, and Tomás tapped her on the shoulder once more before assuming a professional demeanor and striding over to man who resembled a tree trunk in uniform. He moved one arm and Rigi saw stripes and Vs that met at the elbow and almost overlapped. That would be the planetary Master Sergeant, senior NCO of the Royal soldiers assigned to liaise with the Company security people on Shikhari, and “second only to the Hunter in authority and dignity,” or so Rigi recalled hearing from Major (now Colonel) Prananda, Tomás’s father and a Royal Marine. Rigi caught up with her mother before dropping back and averting her eyes as her parents embraced. Ick. Parents kissing.
“Uncle Eb,” she hand-bowed, as was the custom among the Staré of Shikhari. He smiled and bowed in return. Ebenezer Solomon Trent—academic linguist, eccentric explorer, and several other things as well—studied her. “I grew a little, sir.”
“Just a little. Welcome back, Miss Rigi. Did you get the article draft? De Groet,” he shook his head. “His enthusiasm may have outstripped his common sense. May.”
“Yes, sir, and I’d like to see just what he’s talking about, if possible, sir. I may have missed something, but the description doesn’t fit, quite.”
“No, and that’s what makes me wonder if—” A complicated mix of expressions flitted across his face, and he straightened up and backed away from her, cold formality settling on him as he did. Rigi turned around to see a fair-haired man with a rolling gait and enormously broad shoulders stalking toward them. No, not stalking, she decided, storming. He moved like one of the rolling dust clouds of the central desert on the Crimson Plains. Without thinking Rigi shifted her weight and moved sideways, freeing her hand and clearing her uncle’s line of fire as well as hers. Then she remembered that she’d had to pack her shooter.
The man smiled with his mouth and nodded, more of a fast head jerk, to Uncle Eb. “Ah, Mr. Trent. So the rumors of your presence are true.” He looked at Rigi, then back at Uncle Eb, and raised carefully shaped eyebrows. “A daughter? Or have you converted?”
“My niece, Mr. Smargad.”
The man began to speak, then backed up as Rigi heard a welcome “Wooeef! Wooeef!” from behind her. She turned and knelt as Martinus, her m-dog walked up. She hugged the metal neck and patted the synth-fur pad on top of his head. “Wooeef.”
“Wooeef yourself. Good boy, good dog.”
“You never did get him re-trained, did you?” Uncle Eb chuckled.
“I gave up, sir.” Although that wasn’t exactly true. Martinus did have a true bark. She’d heard it twice, once when he’d destroyed the carnifex leaper that tried to eat her, and once when she’d almost been attacked some years before. But that remained her secret, like the little extra sting he carried inside.
“You gave her a dangerous bot?” the stranger hissed.
Rigi rolled her eyes, even though it was not what proper young ladies did. “Is someone calling my m-dog dangerous?” her father asked as she stood. He continued, “A common error, sir. Civilian m-dogs are rare in the central worlds.”
The stranger studied Rigi and her father, and coldly mouth-smiled again. “Neo-Trads. That explains a great deal.” He turned away, rolling toward the baggage and cargo claim area.
“He was badly injured in a transport accident and full joint replacement was not an option for reasons I do not know,” Uncle Eb said, still watching him. “The years have not mellowed him, or so it appears.” He seemed to shake all over and the old stoop-shouldered Uncle Eb returned with a smile. “However, you and your honored mother need to see the new house before the social whirl begins and the rains start as well. Word will spread quickly that you are back.”
Rigi’s mother nodded. “It would be best to be at the house so that we can officially be at home. And to meet the staff.” She frowned just a touch, inclining her head toward something behind Rigi. “Auriga, who is the young man watching us so intently?”
Rigi turned around. She did not recognize the person in question, although she thought that she had seen him before. A former schoolmate? One of the boys from the Temple? “I do not know, ma’am.”
“Very well.” They walked to the large, echoing building that housed luggage and cargo receiving. Ideally, their bags and shipping containers would be waiting for them. Rigi had yet to encounter this ideal.
As they waited for the inspectors and agents to confirm and verify everything, Rigi asked her uncle, “Sir, in your travels, have you ever gotten your luggage in the proper sequence?”
He appeared to be watching someone or something, concern creasing his forehead under his white and grey hair. “Not yet. But I’m still young, so it might happen. Twice Kay has. She seems to inspire a greater activation of survival instincts in luggage bot programming than I do.”
Rigi covered her mouth to hide the giggle that threatened to bubble out. Proper young ladies did not giggle, or do anything that might attract attention to themselves. Although the looks she and her family were getting from some of the off-world visitors warned that they’d already drawn notice. She patted Martinus’s head again. It was too bad that the military grade invisibility technology remained unobtainable, or she’d ask for a visual shield for her and her m-dog as her coming-of-age gift. Her father did not stand out in a crowd, but she and her mother did, at least in the presence of people from the First Diaspora worlds and Home. Long hair worn above the collar, long sleeves and comparatively long skirts, practical shoes and dark boots, or shorter skirts over full, loose trousers, all in rich, cool colors that might as well be holo-signs, Rigi knew, telling onlookers that she and her mother belonged to the neo-Traditionalists. That Rigi did not mind so much, but what other people thought they knew about neo-Traditionalists… Rigi wondered yet again how seemingly rational individuals created such fascinating and false stories.
“A small proposal, Miss Rigi,” her uncle said. “Command your half-furry friend to rise on his hind-legs and dance. I’ll use the distraction to stage a raid and rescue your mother’s baggage before she collapses.”
“Would that I could, sir. He was notably lacking in grace when last I watched him dance. I’ll see to Mother, thank you.” She stepped back two paces, passing behind her father and Uncle Eb to stand behind her mother, Martinus following. “Mother, if you would like, there’s a seat free on the bench. We can watch without being in the way.” And her mother could sit before she fell. The higher gravity and the landing jitters seemed to have taken a serious toll on her.
“An excellent thought, Auriga.” The ladies and m-dog retreated to the bench, and Mrs. deStella-Bernardi sat. Mr. Bernardi brought two of their cases to them before disappearing into the milling crowd once more. A second shuttle had landed, sending a fresh wave of people into the sea of heads and backs lapping the cargo and baggage lines. Rigi’s fingers began to itch, wanting to sketch the scene. Instead she contented herself with trying to memorize it, how the people moved and flowed, some already trickling out of the pool of humans. As she studied the building, Rigi noticed an odd rock in the sea—no Staré worked in the sorting area. How odd. She also saw a sign that puzzled her greatly. “Independent Shikhari: Staré Rights, Staré Land, Staré Freedom” and the profile of a Staré took up a large section of the wall above the door. She could not read the smaller lettering below the simple sketch-outline of the native, carefully done to indicate no Stamm.
Before she could follow that thought any farther, a medium grey Staré, third Stamm, approached, placed the tips of his forefeet together and bowed, puffing a combination of scents. Rigi’s memory struggled, then told her that he’d sent //greeting/question.// She hand bowed in return. “Greetings.”
“Greetings and welcome,” he enunciated with precision, tall ears held straight up, tail still. “Pardon the aggression of my presence. I am Lonka, assisting of the household. Transport waits should you desire.” Rigi sorted out his words, automatically slotting him into the Stamm and household hierarchy and noting that he learned Standard relatively late, like the cook/guard Shona had. He controlled his scent well.
“I…” her mother caught herself. “That is most welcome, Lonka, thank you. We will take your gracious offer.” Rigi helped her stand, and took one the heaviest bag as Lonka slid his long, flat forefeet under the handles on the two lighter cases. The three made their way out a smaller door that led through some trees and other landscaping to a very nice ground-transport. Lonka opened two of the doors, lifting them fully to allow air to move through the passenger compartment. Rigi handed her mother into a seat, then gave Lonka her case after he’d put the others into the baggage area. She hesitated, not wanting to sit just yet, but a little concerned about her mother. Lonka took up a guard position by the vehicle door, and Rigi sat. Even new visitors to Shikhari understood what a male meant when he stood like that, forefeet at his sides, looking left and right, ears moving, weight shifted forward so the heels of his long hindfeet stayed a few centimeters off the ground, tail lifted just a bit. He could explode in any direction if needed, and the claws on his hindfeet would gut a human just as easily as they did other Staré or grazing leapers and small wombeasts.
Uncle Eb arrived with a baggage trolley guided by a pale fifth Stamm male, who unloaded the bags under Eb’s careful direction. They returned to the building and Rigi fanned her mother. The air felt cool but very moist, a sure sign of rain lurking close by. The transports tended to be dry, so perhaps dehydration explained her mother’s exhaustion and pallor as much as her terror of shuttle travel. A few minutes more passed, and Rigi caught a whiff of //relief/puzzlement.// She leaned forward and beheld yet another trolley, guided by two Staré and followed by her father and Uncle Eb, both of whom looked annoyed. “Right there, on the chit. Saw it with my own eyes,” her father said. “You’d think at least the name might have set off a sensor alert.”
Uncle Eb laughed. “Timothy, you of all people should know that there’s no fossil like a bureaucratic fossil. But that does explain where those cases went.”
“Yes, and I’m going to have a quiet word with someone when I officially return to work in two days.”
The males managed to load everything, but they had to give the ladies cases to hold, as well as putting some into the passenger compartment around and on top of Martinus. Her father drove, Lonka rode in the Staré seat beside him, and Uncle Eb took the seat not filled with boxes in the passenger section. The hover-lift engaged with reluctance, or so it felt to Rigi. “I didn’t think we brought quite this much with us, Mother,” she ventured.
“We didn’t. I recognize those as belonging to your father. Apparently something was delayed?” She looked around the box to Uncle Eb.
“I will credit an overly cautious inspections official with the semi-disappearance of Timothy’s belongings and some small household items,” he replied, sounding less than charitable. Rigi opted to look out the window, trying to see where they were. The area around the main spaceport and export depot had grown over four years, and she didn’t recognize much until they passed the main roadway intersection and a large robo-transport bulk hauler trundled by. Four years before, off-course bulk-haulers had led to a horrific accident in one of the main Staré market areas, and she and Tomás and Uncle Eb had inadvertently discovered the true cause while trying to publish an academic article about the ruins they’d found. She remained wary of the enormous vehicles, as wide as a residential road.
“Did you ever hear the outcome of the investigation, Miss Rigi?” Uncle Eb asked, nodding toward the passing hauler.
“No, sir. I remember that one had begun, but we left before the crown lifted the seals.”
“Ah, that’s right. Mr. Petrason had indeed ordered the changes in the programming that led to the problem, and then threatened the coders and some of his superiors to cover it up. He was sentenced to ten years’ labor, despite arguing that the deaths ‘should not count’ because they included no humans.”
Rigi shook her head. “Like son, like father, I’m sorry to say.”
“Quite so.”
Her mother’s compressed lips suggested that a change of topic was in order. Rigi inquired, “Did anything come of the idea to use racer vine sap as jewelry?”
“Not just jewelry.” Uncle Eb sighed. “Kay can provide the details, but it seems it remains pliable if left thin, and strips of it, ribbons, have become a fashion item, or so I am told.”
“In small amounts, I trust,” her mother stated.
Rigi looked up at the roof of the vehicle. Probably not, based on some of the things she’d observed on Home and the First Diaspora worlds. Excess did not begin to describe the over-use of color and pattern.
The vehicle slowed and turned into an unfamiliar area with subdued but very nice houses and lush gardens. Every house on Shikhari that could had at least a small garden, and the humans copied the Staré style in that as in so many other ways. Unlike the Staré, humans did not encourage the plants to cover their buildings, but as close as some people planted tall grasses and small trees, one wondered. The transport stopped in front of a nice house with a token fence, not quite waist-high, or so it appeared, but backed by crimson-claw and roses. Rigi approved. Lonka got out and opened the vehicle doors and the gate. He disappeared behind the house, returning in a moment with two more males, including Shona, the cook who had worked for them before. The males began carrying cases and crates into the house, freeing the passengers and letting Martinus out. Rigi wanted to explore, but duty came before pleasure. She helped her mother climb out of the passenger section, then stepped out of the way as her father took her mother’s arm and led her up the crushed-rock path to the door. Rigi followed, taking her time and pausing to study their new residence.
The house seemed lop-sided until Rigi realized that she was looking at it sideways, sort of. Instead of a full top floor, the upper space only covered the left-most third of the roofline. It reminded her a bit of a Staré head, with the first floor for the ears and the main house as the muzzle. She almost giggled at the prospect of sleeping in ears. As she came closer, she saw a verandah around the front that appeared to wrap the low end of the building. Three steps led up to the verandah. Once inside the door, the house felt familiar. All Staré dwellings and most human houses began on a short hallway with an office/workroom to the left and a visiting room to the right. Casual guests and strangers never went farther. Only family and close friends went down to the kitchen, second work room or family room, and upstairs if there was an upstairs sitting area. Sleeping rooms remained strictly private. The dining room had a door to the visiting room for entertaining, at least in human houses. Rigi had not been that far inside a Staré residence.
“Upstairs once more, Miss Rigi,” her father pointed. She waited until the young fifth Stamm male hopped back down the stairs, forefeet now empty, before going up herself. “Oh, thank you. Is Mother’s workroom here as well?”
“Yes, on the north side for light. She also has a separate office downstairs, beside Lonka’s space.” Rigi went and peered out the window, looking down onto the back of the building. The Staré had quarters tucked between the kitchen area and her parents’ room, with doors allowing them to come and go without passing through the house if they needed to or chose to. “Shona and Lonka also have houses on the grounds,” her father said. “I suggest you unpack so I can begin filing any claims for damage as soon as possible.”
“Yes, sir.”
Would she have an assistant again, a female like Mar? If Shona had come back, would Mar come as well? Maybe not, since Rigi was an adult now by Staré standards. She planted her hands on her hips and studied the cases, looking for one in particular. The white ribbon had been cut short by the baggage loading bots, but she found her target and opened it with care, keeping one hand ready to catch anything that spilled. Ah, good, the padding and special holders worked. Rigi counted the assorted tubes of chemicals and nodded. Then she selected a smaller, pink-capped vial and opened it, touched her finger to the end of the cap, and then touched the finger to her neck pulse points. She’d learned how to make scents while in school, and could mimic several of the Staré’s communication puffs, including //gratitude// and //harmless// and //friendly/polite.// //Friendly/polite// was always safe and appropriate. Her older sister and brother had never learned to read the scent language as well as Rigi had. As she thought about it, she and Tomás both had better scent senses than the rest of their families. But they were the youngest and had grown up around Staré. Rigi closed the vial, put it into its space, closed the case, and moved it to the washroom. That was the only truly fragile thing she’d brought, aside from her art supplies, and they had their own armored cases with her name and degree on them. Those too seemed intact, and she began sorting clothing and other belongings.
She’d worked for several hours before she heard an unfamiliar tapping sound. Rigi looked around, checking to see if a bird was investigating a window, then glancing at the plumbing access. Nothing. She went to the head of the stairs and discovered a small speaker and a flashing light. Rigi guessed that the house had a message alert system, and went downstairs to find Lonka waiting beside a tap-panel shaped for a Staré forefoot. He hand-bowed. “A visitor for you, Miss Auriga. Or may I call you Miss Rigi?”
“Miss Rigi please, Lonka.” He inclined toward her and gestured with one forefoot to the visiting room. “Thank you.”
She went in and smiled as Tomás bowed to her, very formal and stiff-looking in a dark green uniform with black trim and gold insignia, hat in his left hand. Her father stood beside him. “Auriga, Lt. Prananda wishes to renew his acquaintance with you. Are you interested likewise?”
Rigi blinked. Why so formal? Oh! Tomás had become an adult, and she wasn’t one quite yet, at least not among humans. Rigi went farther into the room. “Yes, sir, I am interested in renewing my acquaintance with Lt. Prananda.” One a whim she added, “As long as he’s not falling into water channels, that is,” and winked.
The men both smiled and Tomás relaxed. She presented her hand and he bowed again before taking it and shaking. Her father snorted. “Right. Duty’s done. Tomás, if I come back and find that you and my daughter have disappeared into the forest with her m-dog and Ebenezer’s m-mule, I’ll tan your hide, or what is left after my lady finishes with you. Rigi, no exploring today. I don’t care to find leaper hides tacked to the kitchen wall before supper.” He turned to go, “And don’t forget that you need to deep-cycle Martinus tonight, and check his joints. He got rained on yesterday.”
“Yes, sir.” He departed and she tried to remember what you did next. “Please, be seated.” That seemed to work. “Would you like some tea?”
“No, thank you. I can’t stay long, Rigi. I just wanted to get official permission to be in touch. I’m going to be posted away from Sogdia, and I can’t comm or message anyone, especially ladies, without formal permission. Which makes checking articles and images a challenge,” he finished quietly.
“Oh yes. Uncle Eb already told me I need to look into some things for him. He thinks Mr. De Groet’s a little imaginative, perhaps.”
Tomás rolled his eyes. “I’m scared to see what he came up with. The road between the Fountain Site and Grassland One would be enough for anyone else.”
She smiled, then put a hand over her mouth to cover a possible giggle. “Oh dear, I wonder if it is something like that man on Eta Tolima, the one who swore he’d found a giant feathered turtle statue.”
He grinned, shaking his head a little. The military haircut and his uniform made him look far more adult than before, but the grin was pure Tomás. “A ten-times life sized horned digger, or horn head.”
“No, worse, giant wombeast, but only the back half survives.”
Their laughter brought her mother into the room. Tomás sprang to his feet and bowed. “Tomás Prananda! This truly is a pleasant welcome.” Her mother hand bowed in return, smiling, eyes warm. “And how is your family?”
“They are all well and send their compliments and regards, ma’am. And now, I fear you must excuse me ma’am, miss. I wished to visit and present my welcome and compliments before reporting to my new posting.”
Mrs. DeStella-Bernardi inclined her head toward him. “You are always welcome under our roof, Lt. Prananda. Please give my compliments and regards to your parents and I am pleased to hear that they are well.”
“I will do so at the first opportunity. Ma’am,” he bowed again. “Miss Rigi.” He nodded and she nodded back, then winked. He gave her a tiny thump on the shoulder as he passed, and she followed him and her mother to the door. Lonka let him out.
“He is as family, Lonka,” her mother declared. “That is Lt. Tomás Prananda.”
On impulse Rigi added, “He has the hunter’s eye, and can see the places of the first ones.”
Lonka’s eyes opened wide, then returned to the normal, almost sleepy, half-lidded position. “That explains much, Miss Rigi, ma’am. He is remembered.”
Did that mean that Lonka would add him to the permitted person’s list he kept in his head, like other Staré did, or that the Staré of the upper Stamme remembered him? Rigi did not dare ask until she knew him better.
Once the door closed, her mother inquired, “Any missing or broken items, Auriga?”
“None yet, ma’am. Should I fully unpack my wet-season things, or leave them cased once I ensure that they are undamaged?”
“Hmm. I will ask your father.”
“Yes, ma’am.” Rigi waited until her mother left to go back upstairs. She found the box of Martinus’s equipment, along with Martinus. “Joints first, then deep-cycle.” She pawed through the jumble of things, thinking unkind thoughts about her father until she found the tools she needed, and the chargers and discharger. If only the law permitted m-animals to have full-body coverings, things would be easier, but no, half the metal or polymer had to be visible so that no one mistook them for bio-animals. And metal and water still did not mix. Some things never changed.
The sign in the airport was a change, however, and she wondered what it meant. Freedom for Staré? But they had their freedom, more than some humans did. Oh well. She found a bit of stickiness when she flexed Martinus’s left hind ankle with her hand, warning of moisture in the joint. Rigi sighed. No, things never change, not the big things.



2

OLD AND NEW
“ …And then she said that he’d gone too far, and ordered him out. But he didn’t want to leave until he’d finished saying his piece, and I hate to say this, but she called the security team.”
Rigi’s mother shook her head a tiny bit. “Oh dear. I do hope matters did not end as badly as they might have?” Rigi thought her mother had remarkable patience with Mrs. Vanderlune.
The older woman clicked her tongue and set her cup down with a tiny clink as if for emphasis. “Since he was not inside the house proper, they listened to both sides and suggested that the pair separate for a week, then meet with a counselor.” Mrs. Vanderlune shook her head, making her beaded ear-bobs sway and clatter. “Maris has not said anything more to me, so I don’t know if they did.”
Rigi lifted the teapot a fraction of a centimeter. Empty, oh good, end of the tea meant end of the last visit for the day, per the iron bands of tradition. Rigi caught her mother’s eye and nodded just a hair. Her mother nodded back. “I’m certain everything will sort out. Thank you for letting me know. I will add an intention for domestic peace to my list.”
“Oh yes, such are always welcome.” After a few more words, Mrs. Vanderlune stood, and Mrs. deStella-Bernardi and Rigi followed. “It is so good to see you well, Acherna. And you as well, Lyria,” she nodded in a vaguely Rigi-ward direction. Rigi reminded herself that their visitor had not really seen either her or her sister for four years. And most people, even on the out-worlds, expected sixteen year olds to be in school for another two years.
“Thank you, ma’am,” Rigi said.
She trailed behind her mother as far as the door to the visiting room, hand-bowed, and stepped back into the now-quiet shelter of the room. They had not quite finished all the social calls before everyone relocated north to the hills of Keralita for the first months of the cool, wet season, and finishing the rounds as well as having guests several times a day, every day, wore on Rigi and her mother both. They’d barely been able to unpack, let alone organize the household. Thanks be that Shona and Lonka had come with them, and Eenjan still managed the Keralita property. Rigi collected the dishes and put them on a large tray for Lonka to move to the kitchen. She tidied up the few crumbs that she could see, plumped the cushions on the chairs, then knelt down by the ancient-style wooden bookcase. She listened for voices, heard none, and pushed the concealed latch that her father had first showed her over six years before. The bottom shelf clicked and swung toward her, and she pulled it open, confirmed that the contents remained in place as they should, and closed it again.
She stood as her mother came in. A few strands of hair had escaped her soft upsweep, and the corners of her mouth drooped, a sign of exhaustion. “Good, thank you, Auriga.” She smiled. “Are your ears tired?”
The polite answer was no. Rigi opted for honesty. “A little, ma’am. I’m not used to visiting season anymore.”
“Neither am I. I believe I will go rest my eyes. Thank you for not correcting Mrs. Vanderlune. I appreciate your tact and restraint.” She swept out of the room, the embroidered hem of her skirt fluttering and making the animals on it seem to dance. Rigi had not quite mastered the technique. She had graceful hands and arms, and sometimes led the sign-dances at the Temple, but her mother had been right when she’d predicted that, like her great-grandmother, Rigi would have a solid foundation to stand on. She was sturdier than was currently fashionable, although that would probably change in a few hours, Rigi suspected. What was beautiful and what wasn’t on Home shifted faster than a striped-lion scattered leapers.
Which reminded her… She tapped on the kitchen door and poked her head in. “Thank you, Shona.”
He inclined his head and bent his ears farther forward, forefeet busy with something.
She left him alone and retreated upstairs, to her work area. She checked her comm messages and found two, one from Aunt Kay and one from DeSilva Press dated a month previous. “Oh dear.” She’d already decided never to illustrate another book for DeSilva unless imminent starvation threatened. Bad news first, she decided, and opened the message. Then she slumped back in the seat as much as decorum and safety allowed. The publisher recommended no changes, and they accepted everything. The crowns would be, now had been, credited to her account. Rigi filed the message and blinked. “That really will be my last off-world work, won’t it? At least for the near future.” Almost no one cared to do business with image and text artists from Shikhari because of the cost of data transmission. Rigi vaguely remembered the explanation for why shipping cargo and moving passengers cost so much less than transmitting data, but her memory refused to access the information at the moment. Rigi shrugged and opened the next message.
She skimmed it, then stopped, closing her mouth when she realized that it hung open almost as far as the carnifex leaper’s had. “Oh my.” Where the Creator closed a door, the Creatrix opened another, as the Guardian and Matron always said. Rigi wanted to pelt down the stairs as she had when she was much younger and run to tell her mother. But young ladies did not do that, and she’d almost fallen once already on the steep steps. Sliding backwards down the bannister might cause problems as well. Instead she called up her calendar of holy days and feasts, confirmed the dates, and replied that she would indeed ask her parents about the possibility of going with the expedition. She also assured her aunt that she’d have the color plates ready for the publisher within ten days, so they could qualify for the bonus. The potential excursion would also serve as a wonderful reason to go to the target range and renew her license, now that she was of age to carry a hand-held beam-shooter.
That evening Rigi ate her vegetables first. Even molded into patties with a white-nut crust and deep fried, tam tasted like the overcooked liver of a very old wombow that had worked his entire life while eating nothing but straw. She had not missed tam. However, the grazer-bird ham almost made up for the vegetable. Shona had a secret recipe for pickling the meat, so secret that he’d chased someone out of his kitchen with a knife for daring to ask for an ingredients list, or so the stories went. Rigi believed the stories and had never asked what he did to the thigh of the giant bird to make it so tender and spice-rich. Instead she savored the flavor, stretching it out with bites of the ricelee that he served it on. The soup had been grazer-bird broth with ginter, perfect for a cool, damp day.
“And how was your day, Rigi?” her father inquired after finishing most of his main course.
“Quite well, sir, thank you. DeSilva Press has accepted my work and the contract is concluded.”
Her mother gave her an appraising look, weighing her. “And do you now have plans, Auriga?”
“Not yet, ma’am, aside from finishing the color plates for the book Aunt Kay asked me to assist with.”
Her father raised one eyebrow. “Yet?”
“Yes, sir. Aunt Kay forwarded a request from the xenoarchaeologist, Dr. Xian, asking me to accompany a group of researchers at the beginning of the warm season to revisit some old sites that had been recorded but not truly documented.”
“And where are these sites? Or did she say?”
“The Indria Plateau, sir, ma’am.” Rigi held her breath for a moment.
Her parents froze, not even blinking, or so it looked. Was that so dangerous? Oh, her heart sank as she remembered. The entire continent had been declared a low-tech Reserve, so she could not take Martinus. But she’d have her permit, and she would be with a large group of people.
“The Indria Plateau.” Her mother pursed her lips. “Will there be other ladies present?”
“Yes, ma’am. Dr. Xian herself, and two research assistants, one from Eta Tolima. We will have our own quarters, including sanitation facilities.”
Her father half-cleared his throat. “Since this is over four months away, I trust an answer is not required tomorrow?”
“No, sir. Three weeks, if possible, per Aunt Kay. Mr. De Groet will be going, but not Uncle Ebenezer. I believe Aunt Kay’s words were, ah,” she closed her eyes so she could see the text in her memory better. “I am tying him to the house until he finishes the enclosed verandah with skylights that he promised me.” She opened her eyes to see her parents both smiling, although her mother was trying to hide her mouth behind her hand.
“She has the patience of all the world,” her mother sighed. “He promised her that eight years ago.”
Her father seemed to be studying the corner of the ceiling and wall, and Rigi wondered if he saw a bug nest, or if he were hoping her mother did not remember something herself. “We will look into the expedition before we decide.” Rigi weighed his answer and decided that meant that he was sixty-percent in favor of her going.
“Thank you, sir. If it is not an imposition, may I go with you tomorrow as far as the first market? I need to certify on my own for the hand-shooter, and to sketch a wombow cart.”
Her father glanced at her mother, who nodded, then picked up her fork. “We are not expecting callers, and I believe I shall not be at home tomorrow.”
Proper young ladies did not dance in their chairs, so Rigi stayed still and took another bite of meat instead.
    
THE NEXT MORNING Rigi’s father took her as far as the first Staré market. From there it was two kilometers to the range. By the time she finished the certification and her sketches, Shona would be at the market and she could come home with him. A cool drizzle-mist filled the air, softening the outlines of the market stalls and permanent buildings. Rigi walked steadily, reaching the entry to the beam-shooter range just as it opened. “May I help you?” The large man on gate duty asked, studying her.
“Yes, sir. My name is Auriga Bernardi and I would like to renew my hand-shooter certification and obtain a license in my own name.”
He made some notes. “May I see your identification, please, Miss Bernardi?” She gave him her card and her graduation certificate copy. “Ah, thank you.” He finished the notes and returned her things. “Do you have a personal shooter?”
“I have my father’s, Mr. Timothy Bernardi.” She opened the flap on her satchel and removed the case. He noted the locks and marked another something on a data pad, then opened the door. “Thank you, sir.”
To her surprise the rangemaster himself, Mr. Arkangli, met her, hand extended, smiling. “Welcome back, Miss Bernardi. I hope your family is well?”
“Very well, sir. I’ve come to qualify in my own name.”
He nodded. “Excellent! Are you current?”
“No, sir. We arrived on-world three weeks ago, from Home via LimWorld.”
He gave her a sympathetic look. “Allow me to congratulate you on your survival of the wilds, and your return to civilization. This way, please, miss.” He led her to the hand-beam range. “What distance?”
She considered for a moment as she set the case down on the shelf. “Ten meter to begin with, please, sir.”
“A good choice.” He programmed the target for the distance as she removed the shooter from the case and inspected it. He watched over her shoulder, and she confirmed to him that the safety was on before putting a fresh gas charge in. “What are the four rules, Miss?”
“A shooter is always loaded, and any unloaded shooter is loaded until proven otherwise, unless it is in pieces. Do not touch the trigger until you are ready and willing to shoot. Do not point the shooter at anything you are not willing to destroy. Always be aware of what is behind your target,” she recited.
“Good.” He leaned back and looked both ways, then called in a voice that Rigi thought could be heard as far as the first market, “Range hot, shooter in position, fire when ready.”
Rigi sighted and fire three times, then stopped. She held her fingers clear of the trigger and looked at the target. Clustered but low and to the left of the center. She sighted again and fired three more shots, then engaged the safety and checked again. The cluster was not quite as tight, but all three were in the edge of the center ring.
“One handed, please, three shots, Miss.”
She didn’t like one-handed, and the target showed it. She was close, but to the left again.
“Do you plan on using an on-person holster, or carrying in your bag, Miss Bernardi?”
“In my bag, sir.” She traced around the back and lowered a panel to show the holster built into the satchel.
“Then holster your weapon, please.” She reconfirmed the safety and put the shooter away, closing the panel and hanging the satchel cross-body as she normally did. “A good decision, miss. Are you worried about bag-grabbers?”
“No sir, I’m not especially, but it is not kind to tempt the weak.” And some young third and second Stamm Staré thought it fun to try and snatch bags from unwary humans, or better, to remove the contents without being noticed.
“Three shots, center now!”
She startled, then dropped the back panel, drew, swept the safety off and fired.
“Humpf.” He pushed a switch and the target retreated several more meters. “Three shots left corner, please, miss.” She did the best she could. “Good. I’ll call up the written test, but you pass the practical, based on experience and personal knowledge.” He raised one eyebrow, then asked, “Does your little friend still have a furry tail?”
“Yes, sir.” Her face warmed a little. Only a handful of people knew how Martinus came to have a carnifex leaper’s tail that slipped over his bare metal appendage.
“Your mother mentioned that your uncle had given you one. Has she returned as well?”
“Yes, sir.” She finished stowing everything in the case and putting the case into her satchel.
As they walked to the classroom building, he smiled. “Excellent! Please give her my greetings and regards, and if she is interested, Mr. Lomax’s offer is renewed. Patient, quiet instructors are still difficult to find.”
“I will do so, sir.”
She passed the test with high but not perfect marks. For some reason she kept confusing the details for the signs designating “must carry” and “should carry” zones. “Well done, Mistress Bernardi,” Mr. Arkangli said, presenting her with a data pad for her to sign.
Rigi shook her head. “Thank you, sir, but I am a miss.”
He walked over to the device that printed out her licenses, then returned, shaking his head a little in turn as he handed them to her. “No. When you qualify and are able to defend yourself, you are an adult both in the law and in truth. Here,” he pointed down, “you are Mistress Bernardi. And should you need to get a hunting license, please come by early. If there’s a quota in place, it can delay approvals.”
Rigi blushed again. “Thank you, sir, and I most certainly will do that, if I need to get a hunting license.” Her permit covered shooting animals in self defense, but she’d be safer if she had a hunting license, because that proved that she understood the game laws and conservation requirements.
She paid the fees from her own account, feeling quite grown up a she did. Mr. Arkangli saw her out and she walked back the way she had come before turning toward the third market. The drizzle had eased up, and after watching for a few minutes, Rigi found a place that was out of the way of the Staré coming and going, but where she could see and be dry. She took her sketch pad out of the satchel, along with a pair of pencils. One went behind her ear, and the other she kept in hand. She hoped it would not be too long. Several Staré of the lower Stamme gave her curious looks, and one sniffed at her. She’d worn a touch of //friendly/polite// and that seemed to suffice, because the female with young in pouch twitched her ears and went about her business. Rigi loosened up her hand, and after a quarter of an hour, smiled as a wombow cart trundled up.
Round—Rigi could not think of a better word to describe the wombow’s shape. The domestic version of the native wombeast, the 500-kilogram animal had a rounded head with round ears, a thick neck, round legs like verandah columns, a round body and a rounded rump. This one sported brown fur with flecks of grey in it, a rather attractive pattern. Someone took good care of the animal, and Rigi crouched down to see the belly. Female, and with a tight pouch so she was young yet. Rigi’s hand moved quickly, catching the general shape, then the details like the way the wombow’s head hung a little lower than usual, and the way the harness sat on her shoulders and neck. The owner had draped a piece of smooth, bright red material under the harness, adding a flash of color as well as keeping the fur from rubbing. Rigi smiled, happy for the animal. The cart looked Staré made, not fancy but sturdy with tight-fit sides and a coat of dark green paint. Rigi made a little note by the side of the sketch. The owner took his time, and she finished her drawing before the medium-brown fourth Stamm male returned.
Rigi approached him, stopped at a respectful distance, and hand-bowed. He startled a little and full-bowed in return. She’d been practicing her Staré, and said carefully, “Solid cart, good wombow.”
He sniffed her, then puffed //gratitude/curiosity.//
“How called, for name honor?” She showed him the sketch, hoping he’d understand.
He puffed //confusion.//
Before she could try again, a darker-colored third Stamm male stepped up, bowed, and said, “I help?” //confidence/polite.//
“Please. I would like his name, to honor him for his work and care.”
The two Staré exchanged a complicated blend of gestures, sounds, and scents. The lower Stamm male pointed to himself. “Tar.”
“Honor to Tar,” she wrote his name on the page. “Thank you.”
The higher-Stamm male translated again, then gestured to the lower. “Gratitude and honor.” They bowed, she hand-bowed, and they parted ways.
As she approached the second market, she heard a sound of voices in rhythm, and then someone speaking, and more replies. Puzzled, she detoured a little to a small park with a public speaking platform, one that she remembered Staré tended to avoid. Indeed, the group were entirely human, although a few low-Stamm Staré walked past, going about their business.
“Shikhari for the Staré,” a young man proclaimed from the platform, and the older people with him clapped. “Humans have no right to Staré land, not after evidence of their cities appeared, not after the first landing! Staré should be independent, not exploited.” He continued that way for several minutes.
Rigi didn’t quite understand the fuss. After all, humans and Staré had a partnership, more or less, and humans respected the Stamme rules and left the Staré to manage their own affairs for the most part and paid them for work. And none of the Staré she knew seemed unhappy about humans and human governance, so why the fuss? It was probably people who didn’t understand things on Shikhari, like Mrs. Debenadetto, who meant well but got confused. Rigi turned and started to leave. A girl, perhaps ten or eleven saw her and trotted up, waving a holo-card. “Mistress, will you vote for Staré freedom?” She pushed the card at Rigi, who took it to keep from making a fuss.
“I will certainly consider it.” Consider and then ignore, Rigi thought, trying to get away without attracting more attention. The girl smiled and hurried to intercept another human, allowing Rigi to ease away from the onlookers and back onto the main footpath beside the road. She stopped, looking for traffic before she crossed, and sensed someone watching. She turned and shifted her weight, ready to run, as an angry, dark-haired young man approached her. She thought she’d seen him before somewhere, not on Shikhari? Yes, she recognized the uneven eyebrows—he was the man on the interstellar transport, and again in the luggage building.
“Leaving so soon, Mistress Borgolov?”
She drew herself up and studied him from black hat brim to scuffed shoe-toes. “I do not believe I have the pleasure of your acquaintance.” He extended his hand and a wave of //flowers/rude/very happy/subordinate// from his perfume came with it. “And I fear you do not have mine. Good day, sir.” A space opened in the flow of transports and carts, and she walked with steady, firm steps across the street, then proceeded on, ignoring him. Cutting him was rude, a little voice reminded her. Presuming to know her and acting so familiar was even ruder, she told the voice. And although Shikhari was not Home or LimWorld, bag-lifters still existed. She waited until she’d covered half a kilometer before glancing behind, and did not see him.
Rigi reached the first market as Shona finished his shopping. He used a pull-cart, hooked to a sort of harness-like garment that he wore in place of a waistcoat. Rigi waited until he approached her, then joined him, walking between him and the buildings. The first time she’d seen the pull-carts, she’d wondered about the odd design, with rigid arms with hooks that fit into large rings on the harness. A lid covered the pull-cart’s contents, and most pull-carts had large, soft tires on the wheels. If you looked closely, or turned one over, you could see thick pads between the axel and the frame. None of it made sense until Rigi had been walking home from school with Mar and they stumbled upon a fight. A young third Stamm male had challenged an older male, insulting him, or so Rigi guessed. She’d missed that part. What had impressed her, before Mar had grabbed her, all but stuffing Rigi into her pouch and bounding off, was how fast the older male moved. He’d jumped straight up, leaving the cart behind, then jumped forward and attacked the younger male, forefoot claws slashing. Fur had flown and Rigi thought she recalled seeing blood before Mar had covered her eyes with one forefoot and pulled her out of the way, then rushed home. When a Staré jumped, it lifted the harness-rings clear of the hooks on the arms, releasing the user to run or whatever. The pads served as shock absorbers if someone had to hop-walk while pulling the cart.
Shona had never jumped, not that Rigi observed. He did not speak as they walked, and neither did she. Instead she watched their surroundings and smelled the area, fixing landmarks in her mind. After a half kilometer they reached a transport stand and Shona raised a forefoot, calling a passenger wombow cart. A bright red one trundled up to meet them. Shona expressed a whiff of //concern// and asked, “Does this fit, Miss Rigi?”
He was asking it it was suitable for her, she realized. “Yes, Shona, this is good.” It had seats for humans and Staré, and the light grey fifth Stamm driver opened the door and offered her his gloved forefoot as she climbed in. Shona and the driver lifted the pull cart into the very back of the vehicle, and Shona rode between it and Rigi’s section. The driver climbed up to his seat and made a trilling sound. Two young wombows hurried forward, almost a trot, and they returned to the house in good time. Rigi had sorted out the cost and passed the coins to Shona, who tucked them into his belt-envelope. As the driver handed her down from the seat, she slipped two more coins between his forefoot toes as a tip. Shona paid him the fare after he helped with the pull cart, and the driver bowed low, opening the gate for them before leaving.
Rigi followed Shona around to the rear of the house. They entered by the verandah, then the coat and shoe room. Shona cleaned his feet while Rigi changed into house shoes and left her coat to dry. The little rain had begun once more. “Once all is finished, I would like tea, please. In the family room.”
“It shall be, Miss Rigi.” She left him and started toward her room, then stopped as she saw Lonka coming out of the hallway to the master bedroom, carrying a tray with tea and the remains of dry toasts. She stepped aside, out of his way, and his ears bent forward in a form of bow.
“Thank you, Miss Rigi.” He stopped as well. “Was your journey empty of events?”
“Yes, thank you, Lonka. It was uneventful.” She wouldn’t mention the forward young man or the meeting in the park. Lonka had a possessive streak, as she’d discovered, and she did not want him upset.
“It is good to hear.” She continued on her way and he went his.
    
LATER THAT AFTERNOON she finished the first of the color plates for Aunt Kay. Rigi stretched, paced back and forth, and pulled out the wombow cart sketch. She made a few notes about color and size, then decided that she and Martinus needed to get out.
Pit pit patter patter patterpatterpatterpatter gush patterpatterpatter.
Or perhaps not. The rain had begun as she worked, and seemed intent on dousing the world. She looked outside and saw a grumpy looking Staré, ears going different directions, squelching up the front walk. He wore a water proof cloak with a hood that covered his head but kept his ears free. He seemed to be carrying something, and as she peered through the water-wavy glass, Rigi saw a motor transport idling in the road. A special delivery of some kind, then.
Oh well. She sat down at the comm terminal and looked at her messages, including several invitations to social events. Those she forwarded to her mother. Rigi could recall most of the people she needed to meet and who had what position in society, but a few unfamiliar names gave her pause. She’d forgotten about the other aspect of the cool season in Keralita. Because people from both the capital at NovMerv and from Sogdia came to Keralita, once the first heavy rains dwindled, the cool served as the social season, especially for families with marriageable sons and daughters. Now that her sister had married, Rigi needed to find a spouse. She wanted to be wed, but not tomorrow, thank you. “Well, sixteen is too young, even though I’ve graduated. Eighteen is the minimum.” She could watch and participate but not worry about finding herself engaged by accident, as had been known to happen. “Speaking of accidents, I’d best see what that holo-card has on it.”
Rigi read the first two pages of the compressed pamphlet before laughing so hard that she had tears in her eyes. She wiped them with the hem of her skirt and closed the document. The supposed picture of the kneeling Staré in chains, with the caption “Let my people go” was really too much. No one owned Staré—there were laws against that exact sort of thing as well as a company representative whose job was to ensure that all work contracts were fair and legal and that no one tried to use debt to trick a Staré. To make matters worse, Staré anatomy prevented them from kneeling like that! At first Rigi was not certain if she should be angry at the foolishness, or laugh at it. Laughter won.
That evening she mentioned the encounters to her parents. “Perhaps I should not have been so abrupt, sir, ma’am, but he was the young man who stared at us in the luggage and cargo building, and he did press himself on me after I said that I did not know him.”
Her mother worked on an embroidery piece, fingers moving as she spoke. “If you had been with a suitable escort, then I would scold you for being so blunt, Auriga. But since you were alone and he came out of the crowd and put himself forward, blunt is best.”
“Did he look new, Rigi?” her father asked, brown eyebrows drawn down a touch in a near frown.
She thought. “Yes, sir, but not fresh-from-Home new. He wore dark colors, close fitted but not truly tight. And he has been here as long as we have, five weeks, and should know not to presume with unfamiliar ladies.”
“Yes, he should,” her father said, advancing the screen on the file he was reading. “I’ll ask tomorrow, see if anyone knows to whom he belongs. I will return to Sogdia in three days, and I’d just as soon not leave this for your mother and Lonka to deal with.” He looked to the side, thinking. “In fact, I’ll have a quiet word with Alfonse so he can let the bachelor crowd know that you are not on the market yet.”
“Timothy, please. That is not the way to refer to your daughter and marriage.” Rigi’s mother gave him a look Rigi didn’t recognize, and her father seemed, not exactly puzzled, but slightly confused? No, something else, but Rigi did not have the right word just then. Her mother continued, “But that will help prevent unfortunate misunderstandings. Thank you.”
Two days later the rain eased enough and the ground dried sufficiently for Rigi and Martinus to go to the Stela Site. Her mother had been queasy the past three mornings, making her snappish, and Rigi wanted to be out in the fresh air and quiet. She carried her own beam-shooter in her satchel and Martinus paced beside her as they walked through the woods into the true forest. Six years. She could not quite believe that it had been six years since Tomás had found the ruins, had invited her to come see, and they had brought Uncle Eb. The faint trail gave way to a dirt track, and a signpost pointed to the site. Professional xenoarchaeologists, sponsored by the Crown, had taken over from Uncle Eb and Mr. De Groet. They’d organized and tidied the site so ordinary people could walk through on occasion, or so Uncle Eb had told her. She found the first sign outside the gate. Instead of brush and a half-hollow tree, a young man sat under a rain-shed outside the remains of the wall. “May I help you, miss?”
“I’m Auriga Bernardi, and I have a pass.” She handed him her identity card and her pass, signed by Dr. Xian herself.
His eyes went wide and he knocked over his stool as he got to his feet, handing back her cards and saluting her. “Oh, welcome! It is an honor to meet you, ma’am, a true honor. Dr. Xian will be pleased to know that you came by. Shall I call her, ma’am?”
“No, thank you, sir.” Rigi smiled, embarrassed by the hero-worship. “I am just another visitor today, not here on business.” Not entirely true, but very close.
“It is my honor, ma’am, and please let me know if I can assist in any way.” He lifted the small token bar across the path, and Rigi and Martinus walked into the site. Once through the reconstructed gate, Rigi stopped, taking her sketchpad and pencil out of her satchel and telling Martinus to be at ease. Instead of the overgrown tree and brush filled area of her memories, she saw a neatly grassed and marked field with small stone walls revealing where buildings had been located. The wall that she had first seen covered in racer vines now extended without interruption as far as she could trace. The archaeologists had preserved it as was instead of trying to reconstruct it as they had the carved gate. The gate stood proud of the wall, white and grey stone pillars rising against the pitted black of the wall.
Rigi and Martinus walked on until they reached the name stone, as she and Tomás had called the stela. “Wooeef!” She spun around. A man seemed to be running toward them, and without thinking she put her free hand down, ready to open the panel and draw if needed. “Wooeef!” The man slowed and stopped, keeping his hands in the open. She relaxed.
“Miss, please do not touch the stela,” he called. “It is quite fragile.”
Rigi looked from the carved stone to the man, back to the stone, and back to the man once more. “Indeed? How curious. When Mister Prananda and I found it, it was quite sturdy, just like the materials in the quarry fifteen kilometers to the north, from where it was cut.”
The man blinked, and as Rigi watched he made the connections. “Miss Bernardi?”
“Yes.”
“Oh, your pardon, ma’am.” He came closer and she saw that he had a nametag on and wore very sturdy, hard-wearing clothes. “I’m Dr. Rajiv Sanchez. Acting director of excavations here, and at Plains Site Four, the two active excavations at present. I apologize. We’ve had some visitors from the inner worlds who really should not be allowed off paved surfaces.” His round face reminded Rigi of someone, but she wasn’t certain whom. He sounded irritated and apologetic both.
She decided to be diplomatic. “I quite understand, Dr. Sanchez. I prefer not to wear a sign or to begin by announcing that I’m that Auriga Bernardi.”
He caught the indirect introduction and bowed a little. “Please be welcome, Miss Bernardi. Is there anything in particular you would like to see? All the buildings are open today.”
Rigi smiled. “Nothing in particular, thank you, sir. I’ll just meander, provided I won’t be underfoot.”
“Oh no, Miss Bernardi, not underfoot at all. We’re not resuming work until tomorrow, and that depends on the rain. We can travel the stars but not predict the weather.” He sighed, a gust of sound.
“Quite true, Dr. Sanchez. Thank you.” He went back to what he had been doing, and Rigi decided to start at the temple. She and Tomás had not seen it since the preservationists had finished work, and she and Martinus walked that way. She approved of the paths and the small signs. Someone had used rocks to recreate the walls of the buildings to knee height, and she marveled again at what had been hidden for so long. The Stela Site was nothing less than a small city, although what it did no one could say. They’d found almost no artifacts, no signs of daily life among the people who had lived here, be they Staré or a different, lost species. She and Tomás assumed they had been Staré, based on tales they’d heard of the coming of the second world, the current world. Martinus’s head turned left and right as his visual sensors swept the area for danger. Rigi didn’t think they’d find anything, but then they’d not been expecting the giant lizard, or the striped lion, or the carnifex leaper, or the hunter lizard, or…
She stopped several times to sketch things as they were. Despite her training she still preferred the ancient tools of paper and pencil to electronic pads for the initial, basic drawings. E-pads required thought, while pencil and paper took the image from mind and hand without any in-between step.
A motion detector turned on soft lights as she paused at the threshold of the building that she and Tomás had called the temple. “Oh,” she breathed, eyes wide. “Sit, Martinus, stay.” She left him at the door and walked in, staring up at the frieze and paintings, their colors singing and still bright after a thousand years. In some places the black scorch-like material remained, hiding the decorations, but elsewhere wombeasts, Staré-like figures, terror birds, and others danced, paid homage to a strange figure of a Staré with the head of a horn-nosed digger. A few figures pointed to a round shape like the city itself but seen from above. The horn-nose-headed figure in turn pointed toward a long, dark creature that proved to be an enormous hunter-lizard, the only dull-colored thing in the room, matte grey-green aside from the crimson on its teeth and claws. Rigi saw what might have been bodies under those talons, but preserved soot obscured the shapes.
Rigi drew some of the frieze, amused once more by the row of wombeasts that formed the lowest row. They seemed to be eating flowers, or smelling flowers, while their founded backs held up a bright blue and black stripe. Terror-birds with crimson and lemon and orange plumage, walked on the stripe. As Rigi moved around the room, the figures seemed to move as well, walking or dancing, and she wondered how the long-gone artists had managed it. Her sketches couldn’t catch the motion, and she felt a little sorry for her lack of skill. She made notes about colors and patterns, and blinked at the Staré that seemed to be wearing fancy clothes, embroidered modesty aprons and pouch drapes, striped vests with tall collars, and even flowers or jewelry clipped to their ears. Or were the ears pierced? She got as close as she could, but the picture didn’t tell her. In fact, as she looked, every creature with external ears had something on them. “But Staré don’t pierce their ears.”
Rigi spent half an hour in the temple. Only then did she go back outside and read the data holo about the building, now prosaically labeled “The Painted Building.” The paintings dated to a thousand years ago, according to chemical tests of the bits of paint that had flaked off. All the colors were original and had been carefully treated with a preservative to allow visitors without risking damage because of the lights and the people breathing in the space. The black indeed was soot of some kind, but no one knew the cause or what caused the damage to the exterior, the apparent melting. Nor did the xenoarchaeologists venture to speculate about what the building’s original purpose might have been.
Rigi visited the Residency, and smiled to see a note that “the discoverers named this ‘The Residency’, a name that remains in use although there is no evidence of governmental function.” Again, no hint of what had caused the destruction or why, although the holo-panel explained that all the buildings had been damaged at the same time, or within so short a space of time that the sequence could not be determined. The shiny black had begun as a decorative coating, or so it seemed, that had been bonded to the buildings by extreme heat. The pitting and wear in the black had come while it was molten, a thought that give Rigi pause. What had blown up that could melt and fuse rock? The Staré had neither fusion nor fission technology when humans first encountered them a century ago, nor electricity. And none of the signs explained why the residents had left no possessions, or where their food had come from.
Rigi did a quick drawing of the stabilized and protected Residency walls. She’d just finished and was sharpening her pencil again when Martinus beeped and went on alert. His eyes scanned more quickly, his tail went level with his back, and he crouched. Rigi half-opened the flap on her satchel, listening as she turned on her toes, watching for motion.
Too close to the wall! The memory of the carnifex-leaper’s attack struck full force. “Come,” she snapped, walking away from the building and into the open. The Residency no longer had a roof for things to hide on, but that didn’t matter, not as she saw again the red-brown predator in mid-leap, lower jaw unhinged, claws extended. Martinus paced beside her, head moving, looking for danger just as she did. She stopped, listening hard. A leaf fell, and she heard a bird trilling far in the distance, and her heart’s thumping. “Locate source.”
He scanned, then changed ends and led her to the west side of the building. She exhaled through pursed lips as she looked at the tracks in the light-brown soil. Something large, without a grasping thumb claw. Surely not a hunter lizard, no, not here where there was not a cover pit to attack from. Rigi sketched the tracks and followed them to where the disappeared on harder ground. The tracks did not appear fresh, perhaps a day old? Rigi made a note and put her tools away. That was enough. She needed to go home. Her hands had begun shaking just a little as she glanced at the furry tail covering Martinus’s metal tail rod.
A hot cup of tea drunk in the family sitting room cured her of the shivers. She reviewed Martinus’s data but his processors had not identified the scent that had alerted him. Even so she sent a message to Dr. Sanchez about the tracks and the alert. The only thing biologists agreed on about Shikhari was that they had not identified and catalogued all the large species, and there might well be something like a hunter-lizard in the area. She did not, however, mention this to her mother. “She’s ill, and I don’t need to worry her,” she told Martinus as she cleaned his paws.
“Woo.”
“I’m glad you agree. Good dog.”
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SOCIALIZING AND SIBLINGS
A week later, Rigi wondered if perhaps going hunting for the track-making-thing would be a good reason to flee the house. The rain made even a large residence feel small after too many wet days, and a mother who firmly believed that wet heads and feet caused illness shrank the house even more. Add in a recently-arrived older brother, and Rigi started to understand why so many boys talked about climbing out of windows at night and going exploring or just sneaking off to somewhere else. She wouldn’t do it, especially not on a rain-slick roof, but the voice of temptation had stopped whispering and had begun shouting.
Rigi loved Cyril Arktur Bernardi, she really did, but she’d grown up without his presence, and young men took up so much space! When he sat, he filled the chair and overflowed, or so it seemed, because of his constant motion. Even when he was just reading, he moved. Otherwise, looking at him felt as if she were looking in a mirror. They shared the same black, wavy hair, brown skin, dark eyes, sturdy form, and even similar noses. He stood twenty centimeters taller, and had a stronger face, not quite so round as hers. He sang tenor to her low alto, and he ate twice as much, but that was only because she wasn’t working in the field.
Now he stood in the center of the upstairs work area, arms folded, watching her unpack the dresses her mother had ordered for her. “Mother really let you purchase that?”
“She ordered it, Cy, not me. I don’t love bright red.” The dress’s trim rivalled the most brilliant birds of the Bataria Archipelago. Rigi had some doubts about the colors, but she had not been consulted, much.
“Not the colors, Rigi, the top.” He waved his hand at the space below his chin. “That’s low for a girl not on the market.”
“Please don’t let Mother hear you calling it a market. She’s fussed at Father several times over that already.”
“It doesn’t change the neckline. I don’t want the boys thinking that you might be free with your attentions.”
She counted to four, and then held up a second item, this one in pale blue. “They won’t. You wear this. Standing collar, closes in back, covers everything so you don’t catch a chill.”
“Oh. Still.” He frowned more deeply. “Father told me about the man who accosted you, and I don’t like it.”
Lonka had not cared for it either, once he found out, but unlike her brother he at least had the manners to mention his concerns once and then stop. “Cy, please stop. I am not going to be without an escort and chaperone for the next two years. Father has told everyone that I am not free, and will not be in the near future.” If he didn’t desist, she would tell Martinus to go leak oil on his trouser legs, or something. “I appreciate your concern, truly I do, but I know to be careful.”
Cy came over, ruffled her hair, and smiled. “I’m your older brother. It’s my job to keep an eye on you. You don’t know what boys can get into. I do.” He left her in peace, walking down the stairs with steady, slow steps. He’d tried running once and almost broke his arm in the process. Someday, someone was going to fall, Rigi sighed. Or be pushed.
“I do know what boys can get into, Cy. Believe me I do.” She still disliked Benin Shang Petrason and kept watch for him, even though his mother had taken him off-world as fast as possible once he finished his sentence for assaulting Tomás and trespassing on the Bernardi property with intent to harm. Rigi never asked what became of him after that. The Guardian always said that once justice had been served, all should forgive and ignore past slights and insults. Rigi didn’t trust Benin to learn. Although Pahl had, to her surprise. Tarkio, well, he’d managed to get eaten by a hunter-lizard after being warned twice by his guide not to go into the brush. The hunting trip had been a present from his grandparents, despite his parents protests, which Rigi’s father had declared explained a great deal about Tarkio’s problems. Rigi thought Tarkio’s problem was Tarkio, but no one asked her, and she was sorry he’d been eaten.
Speaking of eating, she realized as her stomach growled. She’d not eaten any dinner because of the shopping excursion. First, though, she would put up the Staré made dresses that she’d bought with her own funds. Her mother insisted that she have “proper dresses” for social functions, but Rigi preferred Staré-made for every-day and worship. The same tailor who’d made her first dresses still made them for her, and she purchased fabric from the little shop where she and Mar had found the lovely brown material. The tailor, a fifth Stamm who ranked as high third/low second because of his gift for needlework and design, also made her blouses and skirts, and the loose trousers she wore under shorter dresses. She’d missed having a Staré tailor when she’d been on Home and other inner worlds.
Another stomach growl sent Rigi down to the small room beside the kitchen that had become a sort of nibbling room. Shona had definite ideas about meals and people in his kitchen helping themselves to his raw materials. Cyril ate constantly despite the risk of incurring a firm whack with Shona’s largest spoon. Thus a compromise appeared—the pass-through between the kitchen and dining room now included a small table with food that stayed good without heating or chilling, and that one could sample without disturbing the cook. Rigi liked it because she did not have to bother Shona. Cy liked it because it had food. Their mother approved for the sake of house peace, although Rigi had caught her loading a small plate more than once. She’d stopped eating more than toast and tea for breakfast, blaming the weather. Rigi opened the nibble-room door and to her great delight found a new, heated tray with warm cheese rusks on it. She loved cheese rusks! She took a plate and two of the thick, cheese-covered pressed grain rounds to the dining table. The cheese had a bit of bite, and had softened the hard rusk just enough without making it mushy. Rigi ate, looked at the time-marker on the wall, and had a third cheese rusk. She set the plate on the tray provided for used dishes, and went to wash her hands before doing some work.
“Do not forget, Auriga, Cyril, that tomorrow evening there will be a dance at Brown’s,” her mother cautioned at supper. “Mrs. DiNatali is hosting.”
“Yes, ma’am.” Rigi ate more wombow stew. The beast had been, well, the polite term was “mature and full–bodied,” and even stewing could only do so much. If she’d been Shona, she would give the meat-seller a piece of her mind along with a chunk of the elderly beast. And perhaps the Staré liked older meat, since they had to chew everything so much anyway. Rigi did not, but wasting food was a sin, so she chewed instead of grumbling and felt rather like a wombow herself. The stew did have a nice, meaty flavor to it despite the texture.
“Does Rigi have a dance card for the evening?” Rigi blinked, confused as Cy continued, “Or is she sitting the evening out, since she is so young?”
Their mother’s eyebrows rose a centimeter at most. “Auriga will dance or not as she chooses, Cyril. And this is not a carded dance, but a free evening.”
Oh good, Rigi thought. She wouldn’t have to dance with all and sundry. Good manners required that a young lady allow any suitable gentleman to sign her dance card unless her chaperone intervened. Several of the young men had been more enthusiastic than coordinated at her last dances, and her toes had needed several days to recover. Tomorrow she’d be able to politely decline without offending anyone.
“And there will be military present,” her mother continued, “although I do not know which units are rotating through.”
Maybe Tomás would be there and she could tell him about the expedition offer! She hoped so. He’d sent her messages twice, but he was dreadfully busy, and she’d been working on the illustration plates, trying to get exact shade matches. The work left her cranky and impatient, and she’d not spoken to anyone or sent messages because snapping at people was rude. The day she’d finished the wombow cart image, she and Martinus had played pull-the-rope in the back garden for half an hour afterwards, just so she wouldn’t snarl at all and sundry. Trying to drag a hundred kilos of m-dog by a chew-rope did wonders for “curing a humpf,” as her father put it. Cy, newly arrived and unfamiliar with her work, had fussed at her for acting like a child, until her mother intervened and set him to rights. Well, she decided, Tomás or no, the dance would be a pleasant change, and she could see what the other girls were wearing.
    
“YOU DANCE VERY WELL,” the young man, Will, said.
“Thank you, sir.”
“I mean, I had no idea. I thought neo-Trads didn’t dance.” They turned with the music and she counted beats, one-two-three, one-two-three, four times before replying.
“So it is said.” She really did not want to talk about faith while on the dance floor. Two couples had collided on the second dance, leading to raised voices and the rapid appearance of the hostess and supporting matrons, who sorted matters out before the music ended. Rigi preferred not to be the next collision.
Will seemed to take the hint, and they finished the dance without further discussion. He saw her to her seat and went in search of a new partner. She recognized the opening notes of a gallop and decided that sitting out a dance might be wise. After a moment her mother came and sat beside her, fanning a little. It was warm with so many people in the room, Rigi noticed. Then she forgot to notice anything but Mrs. Debenadetto as she danced past in the arms of a young man in the dress uniform of Company planetary security. The older woman wore crimson and black. The top half of her dress looked rather nice, with a moderate V neckline and fluttery elbow-length sleeves, but the skirt, oh dear. Rigi glanced away. Beside her, her mother observed in a cool tone, “Perhaps she did not have access to a three-side mirror or projection.”
“No doubt, Mother. Or perhaps the fabrication associate valued a commission over customer assistance.”
“An unfortunate possibility, Auriga, but a likely one. She dances quite well.”
“Yes, ma’am.” And she did. The gallop as done on Shikhari included turns and some tricky footwork that Rigi still found daunting despite several years of lessons. Mrs. Debenadetto handled them beautifully, looking so light on her feet that Rigi almost expected her to float off the floor. “She has a true natural grace.”
“Quite so.” Her mother started to say something else, then stopped as a young man approached, hesitated, and then marched up and stopped directly in front of Rigi, staring at her. His uneven eyebrows told Rigi who he was, and she stiffened. “Is there something the matter, sir?”
He looked from Rigi to her mother and back. “Mistress Borgolov?”
“I am not she.”
“Then who are you?”
Mrs. deStella-Bernardi frowned and tapped her fan on her palm. “We do not have the pleasure of your acquaintance, sir.”
And he was not likely to ever have it if he continued to be so forward and rude, Rigi thought. He was not unattractive, but his manners left a great deal to be desired, at least what she’d seen thus far.
Mrs. DiNatali fluttered up to them. “Acherna, it is so good to see you! Are you enjoying the evening, Miss Auriga?”
“Yes, ma’am. It is lovely. Thank you so much for your hospitality.”
“You are quite welcome. Mr. Patel, have you made the acquaintance of Mrs. deStella-Bernardi?”
He blinked, looking increasingly confused. “I’m sorry, I believe I have made a serious error. The young lady is not Mistress Iv’nova Borgolov, daughter of Madame Alexandria Borgolov?”
Mrs. DiNatali fluttered a little more and rested a graceful, delicate hand on his arm. “No. The young lady is Miss Auriga Bernardi, the youngest child of Mister Timothy Bernardi and Mrs. Acherna deStella-Bernardi. Miss Auriga is in society but not accepting suitors at this time. Acherna, Mr. Sanjay Patel has recently come from LimWorld on Crown business.”
As Mrs. DiNatali introduced them, Rigi watched Mr. Patel darken with a flush she took to be surprise and embarrassment. He bowed to her mother. “Mrs. deStella-Bernardi, I apologize profusely. I am terribly sorry. I mistook your daughter for a woman of my professional acquaintance, and did not understand why she failed to acknowledge my greetings. Please forgive me.”
“I believe Miss Auriga is the one to whom you should apologize, Mr. Patel, since she is the offended party.” Rigi appreciated her mother’s cool tone of warning.
Pure puzzlement all but radiated from the young man, and Rigi decided to take pity on him, since he had admitted fault. “Mr. Patel, I accept your apology. It is a large galaxy, and mistakes do happen.” He acted more confused, then worried, all but wringing his hands as he looked from her to her mother and their hostess, and she guessed what the problem might be. “Shikhari custom allows a young woman who has finished school but is not of full age to participate in society, with the understanding that she does not accept invitations to courtship. I am in society, sir, but my hand is not available for marriage at this time.”
His dark blue eyes went wide and relief suffused his face. “Ah, thank you, Miss Auriga. That clarifies things a great deal. In my familiar circles, a young woman who has been introduced to society has already accepted an offer of marriage—it is a prerequisite for joining society, in fact.”
She smiled. “In that case, confusion about local custom is to be expected and understood, sir, and forgiven as well.”
He swallowed. “Might I have the pleasure of a dance, Miss Auriga?”
She glanced to her mother, who nodded. “Yes, thank you, sir.” She offered her hand and he took it, leading her out onto the floor for a slow reel into a quad-waltz. They did not talk, and he seemed to be concentrating on the steps. It was a bit complicated, with timing changes half-way through the dance. He moved well, Rigi decided, a bit stiff but neither dragging her off her feet nor stepping on her toes. They finished the song near her earlier seat, and he bowed and saw her back to her place before moving to speak to someone else. Her mother nodded again and Rigi moved him to the approved list, at least for now. She still would not socialize with him in public without a chaperone, though.
The musicians set their instruments down and Rigi used the pause to study dresses. She saw two or three that appealed greatly, and she decided to ask her mother if she might try a lighter green, closer to emerald, like an especially becoming frock that one of the married women wore. Rigi tried to remember the lady’s name, and the picture of a rock appeared in her memory. Mrs. Steinkruger, that was it, wife of one of the corporate finance advisors. Several gowns, however, strained her charitability. A tight blouse with horizontal stripes in purple and orange offended her sense of color and did nothing to flatter the older woman wearing it. The colors clashed with her silver and green hair, and Rigi did not have to look at her mother to know how she would describe the woman’s attempt to enhance her womanly charms. Rigi considered her new wardrobe, the outfits on display, and found hers to be equal in all regards. And, unlike Miss Lea Chin, she was not guilty of false advertising and displaying that which was better suggested. Really, Rigi sniffed, watching Lea flirting with one of the Company administrators, her father should intervene. Lea was a year younger than Rigi herself! Nothing good came from being too forward, every young lady knew that. At best it led to hard feelings, at worst to threats of legal action and things Rigi had heard implied but never discussed. Restraint was the wiser part of valor, especially at a dance where alcohol was served.
A young officer appeared and bowed to her, interrupting her mental sniff. “Miss Auriga, might I have the next dance? Or would you care for a bite of refreshment first, and you, Mrs. deStella-Bernardi?”
Her mother smiled. “Thank you Tomás, a glass of something cool would be welcome.”
He bowed again and disappeared, returning with a robo-server bearing a tray of lightly chilled juices and fruit skewers. They ate and sipped, then the robo took their empty glasses away. Tomás offered her his hand, and he and Rigi went onto the floor for a slow waltz. “Have you heard about the Indria Plateau expedition?” he asked.
“Yes. Mr. De Groet invited me to come as an illustrator and observer.”
They turned twice, dodged a less observant and far more involved couple, before he spoke again. “Ah, so you are the mystery person. I saw the permits, and one still did not have a name on it. The military are in charge of access to the Indria, and I assist with coordination with the Staré.”
“That makes perfect sense. Mother and Father are still considering things. I did get to the Stela Site a few days ago.”
“How does it look?”
“Less cluttered, as you might imagine.” They both smiled. “They now have proper lights in the temple, but they don’t call it that.”
“What do they call it?”
“The painted building.”
He shook his head and snorted a little. “Hunter forefend that a xenoarchaeologist allow imagination or poetry to interfere with his work.”
She pretended to be offended. “But sir, you cannot encourage inappropriate assumptions of function and projections of current cultural dynamics on ancient structures and artifacts.” They both chuckled. “Did I get Dr. Xian’s inflection right?”
“Exactly, even that odd lift on ‘an-ti-ent’ that she always says.”
She started to ask him about his other duties when a slap! and a yelp stopped everyone cold. The dancers pivoted as one, and several matrons began gliding toward the sound as a male voice snarled, “Take that back, sir.”
“I will not, Jones. I did nothing improper.”
“The young lady asked you not to speak to her. You persisted. That is most improper.”
“Oh crap,” Tomás groaned, so quietly Rigi barely heard the imprecation. “He’s one of mine. Excuse me.”
“Go.” Rigi shooed him and he tugged his short formal jacket straight and walked in a straight line toward the commotion. The dancers and others parted to let him through, giving Rigi a good view of two angry men, an upset young woman in soft orange and pink, and four older women. Tomás stopped beside the other man in uniform and spoke quickly, then eased over so that he stood slightly behind him in a position of support. The civilian raised his fists, arms bent like a ring fighter.
“What she said and I do is none of your damned business, trooper.”
Tomás gestured toward the half-open patio door. “I believe this is better discussed outside, sir, away from the ladies.”
“Where you two can beat me up, you mean, ya damn starfu—”
A firm hand came down on his shoulder and turned him around, cutting off his words. “Sir, you are upset. That is understandable,” Cyril noted calmly. “Let’s move away from the press, shall we?”
The other man, Cyril’s height but of lighter build, blinked. “Chadwick, is that you?”
“Yes, yes, so let’s get a breath of air. Elsewhere.”
“Yeah, the wench’s a snow-leaper anyway, pretty pelt but cold as ice.” The pale man staggered and Cyril took his arm, leading him outside. Tomás had a quick, murmured conversation with the other soldier, then approached the matrons and had another quiet talk. The girl in the pale dress wept into a large pastel handkerchief as she left on Mrs. DiNatali’s arm. Rigi went to find her mother.
Her mother fanned lightly and raised one eyebrow. “What happened, Auriga?”
“A young man, shaggy blond hair, bright blue suit, apparently misunderstood a young lady or the reverse, and he took offense. One of the lieutenants intervened; the other man persisted and was slapped. Tomás held the officer back and Cyril escorted the offending party out. He thought that Cyril was someone named Chadwick, and I believe that the young man was, ah, ‘spirit filled’?”
Tomás appeared at her side, with the other officer. “That is a kind way to describe him, Miss Auriga, but also correct. Mrs. deStella-Bernardi, Miss Auriga, please allow me to introduce Lt. Antonio Carlovi. Antonio, Mrs. deStella-Bernardi and her husband Timothy are friends of my parents, and Miss Auriga is the illustrator who worked with Mr. Trent on the initial reports of Stela Site and Fountain Site.”
The ruddy-cheeked, fair-haired officer braced, then bowed to the ladies, first to Mrs. deStella-Bernardi and then to Rigi. “Madame, it is an honor indeed. My father served with Colonel Prananda and always thought highly of him, and I have heard the name of Captain Timothy Bernardi mentioned several times, always with praise.”
Rigi’s mother smiled, a warm and welcoming look, and Lt. Carlovi relaxed. “Thank you, sir, it is a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”
Rigi danced the next dance with Lt. Carlovi as Tomás spoke with her mother and then with one of the matrons co-hosting the dance. He and Carlovi said their good-byes and left shortly after Cyril returned. Rigi’s brother shook his head and sat firmly in the chair on her mother’s other side. “What a mess. The man is—” He caught himself as their mother’s eyebrows started to rise, warning of potential maternal disapproval. Rigi wished she could master that gesture. “—has overindulged, and made an error of judgment. His driver is taking him home, although the driver is sixth Stamm, so who knows where they might end up.”
After that, the rest of the dance passed uneventfully, and at eleven their mother announced that she was tired, and so they thanked the hostesses and went home. Rigi added Lt. Carlovi to her approved list, higher than Mr. Patel.
Several days later, Rigi’s father and mother had a discussion over the vid lines. Afterwards, Mrs. deStella-Bernardi said, “Auriga, your father has looked into the proposed expedition, and has decided that you may go, so long as Dr. Xian agrees and you exercise proper judgment.” She did not look entirely pleased, and added, “I am not comfortable with this, but I do not know if it is simply because I do not want to admit that you are mature enough, or because something is truly wrong.” She smiled a little sadly, “It is not easy to see my baby all grown up.”
Rigi hugged her. “Thank you, and I will be as careful and prudent as possible. And I’m very glad that you are feeling better.”
“Thank you. So am I.”
Two days later her mother returned from a visit to her physician and disappeared into the office, locking the door before Rigi could ask how the appointment went. Rigi happened to be passing by a few minutes later and heard, “No, there’s no mistake, and I should have guessed, Tim, I really should have.” Rigi froze. Her mother never called her father anything but Timothy. “Yes, just after we got back, so I’m a month and a half along and everything is normal.”
A month along? Rigi felt her eyes bulging and she put her hands over her mouth to keep from yelping with surprise and shock. Her mother was pregnant!
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PREPARATIONS
Uncle Eb leaned back, long legs crossed at the knee, and smoked his pipe for a moment before setting down her list. “That looks reasonable to me. I’m not pleased that you were unable to get a waiver for Martinus, however.”
“Neither am I, sir, but the law does not specify m-dog or bio-dog, and getting the law changed on short notice is even harder than trying to find proper boots in my size, or to match the colors of a tan and grey brindle wombow.”
She’d come to ask her aunt and uncle for advice. The promised verandah seemed well on the way to being finished, with only the repeller screens lacking, but as with art, construction seemed to be “ninety percent done with ninety percent to go.” A cool, damp weather system had defeated the forecasts of warm sun, and so Rigi and her aunt and uncle sat in his study/library/chamber of curiosities. Rigi could have spent a week looking at the hunting trophies and insect specimens alone, not to mention the art, textiles, rocks and minerals, and books in electronic and hard copy form. The freight on the bound books must have cost him a year’s salary and more, although Rigi suspected that he’d either found a way to have someone else pay, or smuggled them just for the challenge. Or Aunt Kay had done something to arrange for their appearance here. The room made Rigi feel safe and comfortable, most of the time.
Aunt Kay Trent tapped her drawing stylus against her sketch screen. “Color-matching is easier, believe me. I had to get a self-defense permit before going to the Crown Reserve on LimWorld on short notice. Short notice meaning six planetary months, I might add.” She pursed her lips. “Sloth-rocks move faster than some crown agencies, I believe.”
Her husband blew a long stream of pipe smoke, and Lexi, his long-time third Stamm assistant made one of those intriguing noises that Rigi took to mean //exasperation/sympathy/resignation,// if the complex scents he puffed were an indication. “There are rumors, strictly rumors, mind, and no evidence exists to prove them even close to true, my dears ladies, that somewhere in the cargo hold of a sleep-ship still en-route to Home is paperwork requesting clarification of a royal colonization policy regulation relating to the proper proportion of human males to females on initial colony grants.”
Rigi giggled, even though it was unbecoming of a young lady of her age. Aunt Kay sighed. “If it were to prove true, dear, I would not be the least bit surprised. Did they ever find that report of yours?”
“No, but the person who requested it has passed from old age, likely still waiting for two budget forms and a personnel-transfer request.”
Lexi’s ears flopped sideways, then returned to the proper upright position. Rigi stifled another giggle with a sip of her water.
“In sum, all the stars in the galaxy will burn out before Martinus will be permitted in the reserve with less than his weight in supporting documentation,” Uncle Eb sighed. “So, you need a serious rifle.”
Rigi drooped a bit in regret, then sat upright again. “All the rifle permits have been filled. All I can have is a hand-shooter.”
Aunt Kay stood up, set her stylus on the table with a loud clunk and planted her fists on her hips. “Oh for fur’s sake. They are serious about limiting the number of larger self-defense weapons?”
“Yes. Five for the entire group of fifteen, with three of them to administrators and camp personnel, ma’am.” Rigi’s eyes went wide and she covered her ears with her hands as her aunt used words Rigi was not supposed to have heard before.
“While I agree that a new-born wombow would have more sense and foresight, dear, I don’t think either of the last two acts you so clearly described are anatomically possible for either human or Staré.” Uncle Eb stated calmly, then nodded at Rigi. Her aunt stalked off and Uncle Eb shook his head a little. “Your aunt is a wonderful woman and a jewel without price, but she really does need to learn to moderate her language in mixed company. Poor Lexi has delicate ears.” He winked at her.
Aunt Kay returned with a box almost identical to the one that held Rigi’s hand-shooter. “See if the grips fit. Your hand is a little plumper than mine. I’ve already unlocked the latches.” Rigi set the case in her lap and opened it to find a military-grade beam-shooter, with pink and lavender grips and a lavender firing body. The grip fit her hand well, and she added the main body but not the barrel, mentally thanking her instructors. She confirmed that it was unloaded, then slid in and ejected the test gas pack. It didn’t brush her fingers, but she didn’t have much grip room to spare. “Good. Take that with you and leave yours here. We can say there was an unfortunate mistake, if anyone asks. And they won’t.”
“No,” Uncle Eb said. “They will look at the colors and ignore the rest of the weapon.”
“Which is why I had it done, dear.” Aunt Kay rested a fond hand on her husband’s shoulder. “It eats gas packs at a frightful rate, Rigi, so use minimum power unless you need something absolutely, thoroughly dead.” A text-comm chimed and she answered it as Rigi disassembled the shooter body and put everything back. “And you now have sufficient funds to get more gas packs, Rigi. The commission finally paid, and your share went straight to your account.”
“Thank you Aunt Kay, I’m honored. I’ll take good care of this.”
“Please do.” Kay left and Uncle Eb straightened up.
Lexi stopped whatever he was doing and walked over to stand a hindfoot-length behind and beside her uncle’s chair. The old man seemed to shift, growing harder and warier, shoulders and back absolutely straight. “What do you know about the Staré on the Indria Plateau, Miss Auriga?”
“Nothing, sir. I was told that they follow the same Stamm system and speak a dialect similar to that used here.”
The two males exchanged a complicated look, and Uncle Eb made a hand gesture that mimicked a Staré forefoot sign. Lexi’s ears twitched, and he enunciated, “Such is half true, Miss Auriga. They are wild Staré, with Stamme but not as ours. I understand their speech, but not easily. They have drifted in body and mind from true Staré since the Second World began, or so the elders say, and I believe. Scent has not changed.” He stopped, allowing her to think for a few minutes about what he had said. Then he continued in Staré. “You can mimic scent. Do so with great care, and do not let other humans know. We,” he pointed to himself with his forefoot and released the scent meaning Staré, “hold uncertain.”
Rigi parsed his words into Common, blinked, and hand-bowed from her seat. “Thank you, Lexi, for wise council. I hear and will follow.” If the Staré were unsure about the expedition, she’d be trebly cautious. And making a fresh batch of //harmless/polite// moved to the top of her to do list.
“Wise child. Would that all cadets took such things seriously.” Uncle Eb sounded grim and sad both, and stared over her head, looking into his past. “When Kor learned that Tomás could not go, he petitioned to be added to the group. I wish the fools had listened.”
Rigi blinked before her eyes popped out of her head and rolled across the floor. Kor had petitioned to come? Kor the hunter, the canniest Staré she’d ever met, who rarely had time for humans aside from Tomás, who said that she had the wise eye and Tomás the hunter’s eye, had asked to come? She sat back with a thump. “Thank you for the news, sir, Lexi. I will act accordingly.”
“Do so. I should come with you, but that blasted fool Smargad is making trouble, stirring waters he has no idea of.” The savagery in his voice made her shiver. Uncle Eb shook, and the familiar eccentric uncle returned. “But that’s for me to observe, not you.”
Lexi made a quiet noise and a forefoot gesture.
“Tisk, tisk, Miss Rigi does not need to see such things.”
Lexi’s ears flopped sideways again, then crossed before returning to the vertical. He stuck his long tongue out and flapped it in a familiar rude brrrrrt. Some things transcended species. Rigi giggled. Her uncle looked up at the ceiling, asking for patience.
He also returned her list. “No, I think you have enough. I’d add a spare set of sturdy skirt and jacket or blouse, if they won’t take up too much space, say twice as heavy as your usual material, in a washed canvas or twill, something with a tight weave that will wear well and turn thorns. You do have lizard leggings?”
“Oh yes, they were the first thing I purchased.” Lizard leggings fit over the tops of boots and reached to her knees, and were almost bite proof. A hunter-lizard would have no trouble, but the ordinary small reptiles and a few of the nastier little monotremes would lose teeth before they did any serious damage to her leg. “And a spare sun shade, and heavy half-gloves to protect my palms.”
“Good. Practice shooting with the half-gloves on, please.”
“Aunt Kay’s shooter or mine, sir?”
“Yours. Do not let anyone think that you might have hers until you get to the plateau.” He leaned forward, pointing one finger for emphasis. “A few people might recognize it, and make a stink. Metaphorically,” he added, looking over at Lexi, who had returned to his work.
Rigi wondered if he meant Mr. Smargad, and what the problem was, aside from having a military-power hand-shooter in the hands of a minor. She had more than enough to worry about and decided not to bother asking. “Yes, sir. Tomás sent me a long list of advice.”
Uncle Eb hid a smile a little too slowly. “Shorter or longer than your brother’s?”
“Shorter and more useful, for the most part, sir.” She had doubts about needing a space-weight insulated coat on the plateau during the warm season. Serious doubts, since she had to carry her own kit in large part. The little emergency beacon made sense, and her father had obtained one for her. “The personal wombow cart, with wombow, seemed a bit excessive.”
Uncle Eb leaned back and laughed, as did Rigi. “He forgets that he’s talking to you and not to your sister, I do believe. Did he have any suggestion as to how said item should be transported?”
“No, sir, nor did I inquire, lest said item appear at my parents’ door with instructions attached.” She’d heard stories about overly enthusiastic junior officers; everyone had.
“Indeed. The only thing more dangerous than a lieutenant with a map and a plan is a colonel with vast experience from twenty-five years prior to the current date.” He sighed. “Should you encounter either of those animals, Miss Auriga, I suggest that you flee at the first possible opportunity. Should that prove impossible, climb a tree and do not come down until the disaster finishes ensuing.”
“I will keep that in mind, sir.”
    
IF SHE HAD to answer one more question about how much she had packed, Rigi grumbled, she would climb the tallest tree in the botanical garden! Except her skirt did not permit that, and the sleeves on her dress would probably rip if she reached overhead too quickly. And formal slippers tended to fare poorly on rough surfaces such as tree bark in situ. Rigi made herself smile politely. “Thank you, ma’am, it has been a challenge, but I’ve become used to traveling lightly.”
The thin, nervous woman started to ask another question, when they heard the Staré footman announce, “Mrs. Elaine Debenadetto. Mister Luminous Smargad.”
“What an unusual personal name,” the woman exclaimed, but quietly.
“Indeed, ma’am, indeed.” Which might go several light years toward explaining Mr. Smargad’s unhappy disposition and dyspeptic expression, that and his injuries and rolling walk, or so Rigi thought. He seemed to have brought a dark cloud with him as he bowed to Governor Theodaulf. The governor looked almost as unhappy, and Rigi wondered why. Where the two not on the invitation list? No, because then the guards would not have let them in. Mrs. Debenadetto was the sister-in-law of a former governor and the sister of the former military liaison, Col. Australi, so she had double reasons for attending, but what about Mr. Smargad?
Mrs. D looked around the room, and before Rigi could dive behind a large piece of furniture or potted plant, she saw Rigi and walked straight toward her. She reminded Rigi of a charging wombeast. The herds tended to move slowly, but when they panicked, or charged a predator pack, they flattened everything in their path smaller than a mature tree or large boulder. Her outfit suited her coloring but not her figure and drew attention to Mrs. D’s large following, to use a phrase. The color also clashed with the pale brown wall coverings, something Rigi would have thought impossible. She finished her glass of punch and braced for the onslaught.
“Little Auriga! There you are. I had no idea you were the mysterious illustrator selected to go with the group. Congratulations on your achievement. I knew when you were in school that you would do well but I had no idea!”
“Thank you, ma’am.” That seemed safe.
It wasn’t. Mrs. D frowned. “Still so restrained and shy, I’m sorry to see. It is said that happens to young people forced to develop ahead of their social skills, unless they act out and go wild. It is such a pity your parents did not encourage you to interact more with your fellow students, like that lovely Petrason boy and Tarkio Lamar. What did become of Lamar? I’ve not heard either of their names mentioned since my return.”
Oh dear, what should she say? Rigi groped for words. “Ah, I fear I lost track of Mr. Petrason after he and his mother left Shikhari, ma’am, and Mr. Lamar is currently near the edge of the Kenusha Plains.” Which was the literal truth, but not anything like Mrs. D would take it to mean. Rigi still preferred half-truths to full falsehoods, given her weak memory.
“Really? I never took him to be the rural type. Perhaps it is a phase.”
“Perhaps, ma’am.” Please do not ask for details, ma’am, please, Creator and Creatrix be kind please may she not ask for details.
Mrs. D lifted a drink from the tray of a passing Staré, ignoring the waiter’s //irritation/annoyance// at her taking someone else’s order. “And what do you think of the place of Staré in colonial society, Auriga?”
“Since she is one of Ebenezer Trent’s intimates, no doubt she finds it appropriate and considers Staré to be inferior, just as he does.” Rigi struggled to hide her dismay and anger at the speaker’s appalling rudeness. “Don’t you?” Mr. Smargad glowered.
“I fear I must disagree with your appraisal of both my relationship with my uncle and of my opinions of Staré, sir.” Rigi tried to pretend that she was in one of the manners and deportment holos everyone studied. Almost everyone, she mentally corrected, doing her best to ignore the way Mr. Smargad stared at her, as if he were inspecting a wombow for purchase.
“You see what I meant about the difficulties of dealing with children who do not properly socialize with their peers,” Mrs. D said to Smargad.
“Yes, I do. Although I suspect her family has more to do with it. Have you ever worked with Staré, Miss, ever spoken to them about their rights?”
“Yes, sir, and I find their company and advice to be valuable indeed.” Why would she talk about Staré rights? She wasn’t a legal specialist or advocate. “I have hunted alongside Staré as well. They are better shots than many humans.”
The two adults looked at each other with expressions that shifted from shock to mild horror, then to a coldly thoughtful look that reminded Rigi of Shona deciding how best to carve up a quarter wombow in order to get the most meat off the bones. The Staré with the tray hurried past, probably concerned that he’d lose another drink and be scolded. Rigi glanced left and right, hoping for rescue or for an excuse to get away.
“Fascinating, my dear. I thought I had seen you at the first Staré rights rally,” Mr. Smargad said, eyes narrow and slightly drooping. He reminded Rigi of a hunter–lizard. She could imagine him lurking in thick brush and attacking with a sudden lunge, grabbing the unwary and dragging them away. “Your talents could be put to such good use.”
“Oh yes!” Mrs. D gushed, “Auriga, that would be wonderful, you could do so much good by using your art to show the plight of the Staré and how they are treated, especially on the plantations.”
“Your pardon, ma’am, do you mean the lump fruit farms?”
“Yes, those horrible places of hard labor and underpayment,” Mr. Smargad snapped. “Staré working in the heat and cold, without proper rest or equipment, not paid properly if at all. And do not believe for a moment those tales about machines being to hard on the fruit and leaves. That is a pure fabrication, to be polite.”
Which you are not being, Rigi snapped to herself. But Mrs. D was the former governor’s relation, and the former military representative, and if Mr. Smargad were a Crown representative, then she needed to be careful. “I fear I do not have time at present, sir, ma’am, to be of service in your efforts. Perhaps after I return to Sogdia.”
Mr. Smargad reached for her but Rigi sidestepped, pretending to avoid the fifth Stamm Staré who offered a tray of fresh drinks. She left her empty glass and took a new one. “Thank you,” Rigi said in Staré.
The adults stared as the Staré ear-bowed, turned, and went to the next group. Smargad demanded, “What did you say to her?”
Oh dear. “I thanked him in Staré.”
“Why did his ears move like that?” Mrs. D seemed fascinated, staring at the waiter as he moved.
Smargad sniffed, “Because he is unused to people speaking directly to him, I’m sure.”
“No, sir, because his forefeet were full and his tray might spill if he bowed. The ear-bow is a polite acknowledgment when words and scent are not appropriate but a forefoot bow or full bow impossible. And he’s low Stamm, relatively, and may not speak Common that well.” If Mr. Smargad wanted to do so much for the Staré, why did he seem to know so little about them?
“Ah yes, the caste system. That really must be eliminated. It is completely against Crown law,” Mrs. D stated, drinking the last of her glass as if to punctuate her comment.
“That poses a challenge, ma’am, given that it is a native development that pre-dates human-Staré contact.” Rigi hoped they would get the hint and find a different topic or go speak to Dr. Xian, Dr. Sanchez, or the others.
Mr. Smargad gave her a patronizing smile, all but patting her on the head. “I’m sure you’ve been told that, young lady, no doubt by your, ahem, uncle.”
A tall graduate student hurried up, bowed a little, and said, “Your pardon sir, ma’am, Miss Auriga. I’m sorry to interrupt, but Miss Auriga, Col. Deleon would like a word and a moment of your time.” Rigi could have kissed Thad just then. Thank you, Creator and Creatrix.
“Sir, ma’am, if you will excuse me.” Rigi followed the junior xenoarchaeologist, not giving the two off-worlders time to argue. She wanted to wash all over; to scrub off the feeling of Mr. Smargad’s gaze. Instead she smiled at Col. Deleon as warmly as possible.
“Miss Bernardi, Col. Javier Deleon.” Rigi curtsied as best she could with a glass in her hand. “Col. Deleon, Miss Auriga Bernardi is our illustrator, and the co-discoverer of the Fountain Site, and Grassland One through Four as well as River Edge. She did the initial non-holo images for the discovery reports for those and the Stela Site.” Thad Martin stepped back, duty done.
Col. Deleon’s eyes went wide. “You are that Auriga Bernardi? This is a signal honor, Miss Bernardi. I have never met anyone so esteemed by the Staré in my employ.”
Rigi’s face felt hot as she blushed. “Thank you, sir. I was not aware the Staré knew of my work, other than those of my personal acquaintance.”
“Oh yes. The thumping network knew of your return before most humans did, Miss Bernardi. Several of my clerks and soldiers know of you through Lexi, and that hunter and guide, ah, the odd looking seventh. Blast it, what is his name?”
“Kor, sir, outStamm or seventh but looks almost first?”
“Yes, him, thank you. They aver that you have the wise eye, and that your hunts always succeed and your seeds always prosper.” The tall man smiled down at her, then stroked his luxuriant golden brown and grey mustache.
She blushed deeper. “I fear they overestimate both my skills and my fortune, sir. I am grateful for their regard, and I hope I can rise to meet their esteem.”
He studied her consideringly, but his look did not upset her. “You are not by chance looking for a husband, are you?”
“Not yet, sir.”
“I’m sorry to hear that. Your manners and accomplishments far exceed those of the last young lady my son introduced to my lady and me.” He gave a little, almost wistful sigh. “Perhaps in the future.”
“Perhaps, sir.”
“So, on a more professional note, tell me what you look for when you scout for these sites, please, Miss Bernardi. May I refill your glass?”
“Not yet, thank you, sir, and it is the outer wall and the general pattern, sir, at least thus far.” Rigi discovered that she soon had an interested audience and happily answered questions that she felt comfortable about, deferring to Dr. Xian and Dr. Sanchez and the others on topics outside her personal expertise.
When Dr. Xian finally rescued her, Rigi desperately needed to visit the ladies’ washroom. As the senior xenoarchaeologist answered a question, Rigi whispered her own question to one of the human staff, a lady who led her to the proper room. She returned to the reception just in time. The Staré acting as doorman announced, “Her Excellent Ladyship Lady Strella Andromeda Morris-Theodaulf.” Rigi curtsied, surprised to the point of shock to see that Her Excellency really was a neoTraditionalist. Rigi had heard whispers, but to see was to believe. Her ladyship dressed in richer fabrics of course, closer cut as befit her position, but her name and manner confirmed her faith. After accepting the honors of the room, Lady Morris-Theodaulf spotted Auriga and she and the governor walked toward her. Rigi curtsied deeper, glad that she’d not taken a fresh glass or a plate.
“My lady, allow me to introduce Miss Auriga Bernardi,” His Excellency said. “Miss Auriga, my lady and helpmeet, Lady Strella Andromeda Morris-Theodaulf.”
“Your Excellency, my Lady, this is truly an honor.” Rigi kept her eyes on the patterned wooden inlay of the floor, not trusting herself to keep from gushing.
A calming voice said, “The honor is mine, for do not the Guardian and Matron encourage us to raise our talents to the praise of the Creator and Creatrix and for the benefit of all created beings?”
“Yes, my lady, they do.” Now she looked up, and felt a pang of envy for the beautiful woman’s large, soft blue eyes and golden hair. Her modest lapis blue gown brought out the color in her eyes and the blush in her high cheekbones and complemented her husband’s suit.
“It is too long since I attended temple worship, but duty interferes.” She gave a little sigh. “I am delighted to see a talented young woman with such poise and grace. You have brought a great deal of credit to your family, Miss Auriga, and to all of us.” She touched her throat as she said the words, meaning fellow believers as well as the people of Shikhari.
“Thank you, my lady. I always do my best to try to live to the teachings of my parents and elders, be they human or Staré.”
“A wise young lady indeed, and I suspect a tired one,” the governor said with a smile of his own. “Thank you for coming, Miss Auriga, and you have my permission to depart if you feel overwhelmed.”
She curtsied again. “Thank you, Your Excellency. I fear your assessment is correct. I am not used to the excitement of such high society.”
The couple left to speak to the other guests, and Rigi found one of the Staré, who brought her wrap and informed Jaihu, once more her father’s driver, that she was ready to depart. The third Stamm Staré brought the ground vehicle to the entrance and assisted her in. “Your parents will return soon,” Jaihu said, then closed the door and took her to the hotel where they were staying. Once there Rigi thanked him and went up to the family suite. She fought sleep off long enough to tell her parents the general outline of the evening, then fell into bed and slept without dreams.
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EXPLORING THE PLATEAU
“I wish we had forest sites to survey,” Lukka Raleigh grumbled, pushing her sunshade back and wiping her forehead. “I’m tired of baking in the sun.”
“Not me,” Thad said, flashing a toothy smile before drinking from his water bag. “I like seeing things instead of stumbling over them.”
Rigi drank her water and held her peace. She didn’t mind the heat so long as the wind stirred the air, and the scents of the plains intrigued her. They’d be in forest for the latter part of the expedition, and for now she was quite content to watch the distance and contemplate a new land. She missed having Staré to ask information of and to hand duties to, but Dr. Xian and Mr. De Groet had not obtained permission for Staré to come along, and that was that.
“So what do we look for, Auriga?” Lukka pointed to the sweep of grassland ahead of their little hill.
“Patterns, ma’am. Patterns and shapes. Circles are what I’m familiar with, and a few ovals where the land did not permit a perfect circle. I believe Dr. Xian and Dr. Sanchez have seen rectangular possibilities as well, but I only know round walls.” As she spoke she studied the grass, wishing for a few cloud shadows to break up the light. The sun had passed south of the equator and they were in the end of the northern hemisphere’s warm season, leaving the grass on the plateau a uniform brown-green as it seeded out. Rigi worried a little about running out of that color in her set after drawing so much of it over the past week. She let her eyes relax, not focusing on anything specific, but taking in the general flow of the ground. She turned, slowly, taking her time to sweep the close area and the distance, just getting the sense of things. A hill halfway to the horizon caught her eye, and she crouched as she tried to gauge the height. “I think, ma’am, sir, perhaps that way? But I’m not sure if it is an environmental feature or something else.”
A fourth person puffed his way up to meet them. Micah De Groet tapped his sunshade brim with two fingers in a form of salute. “Age may bring wisdom but it remains otherwise overrated. Mileage combined with age is a combination to be eschewed.” He sounded like Uncle Eb, and he nodded toward Rigi and gave her a quick sly smile. “See anything edible or of other interest?”
“Auriga says that hill might have something.”
“Hmm?” Mr. De Groet lifted his distance viewers and adjusted the range, then extended the mount’s single stability leg. He bent a little and peered, shifting left and right. “Hmm.” The younger people waited. “Hmm!” He straightened up. “There is something that seems to run from this hill to that one, at least part of the length. But it could be a geologic feature.”
Rigi nodded. They’d found several geologic or erosional features that mimicked the shape of archaeological sites. She’d stopped getting her hopes up. “How close to this hill does it come, sir?”
“Several hundred meters, it seems, although… Here.” She stepped forward and looked through the lenses. The other hill remained perfectly symmetrical, at least in outline from this angle, and seemed greener than the surrounding plain, which made no sense. It should be browner because of holding less water. Something did appear to interrupt the grass and other plants almost to the base of “her” hill, which, allowing for the equipment’s distortion, made it a few hundred meters or so. It might be something’s burrow. Statistically, it should be a burrow. Rigi tried to convince herself that it was a burrow and not something more interesting. “The size doesn’t match any of the burrows we’ve found,” a voice said from over her shoulder, as if reading her mind. “But it could be.”
“Well, there’s one way to find out,” Thad stated. “Stay here, Auriga, and watch for any more of those bird stampedes.”
“Yes, sir.” Rigi kept her disappointment hidden, but it took work. They never let her go anywhere first, or even second. No, everyone but Mr. De Groet seemed convinced that she knew nothing about safety and couldn’t handle the pink and lavender shooter hanging from her belt. She watched as the trio headed down the slope. As she waited she called up the map file on her data pad and marked the location, lightly tracing a line between the hills. She didn’t save the addition, lest it prove to be another burrow. They had yet to find what made the long burrows, and after her one experience with a hunter-lizard, she didn’t want to. She stayed ready for trouble and looked around, searching for dust or movement that warned of a herd of the big birds that made terror-birds seem moderately sized. She’d never seen grazing fowl quite like these, and one they’d had to shoot had weighed over two hundred kilos. They had heavy bodies and short legs, but still stood over a meter tall, closer to two, and when a group of twenty or more started running they could flatten people. Rigi thought their tan and cream plumage would make a nice feather fan, but didn’t say that. Lukka and a few others had a dim opinion of hunting and of using hides and feathers for things.
A few birds flew overhead and insects whirred. A slender lizard skittered past the toe of her boot, and Rigi moved a meter or so. She didn’t like staying too still, in case something decided to get curious. The naturalists had assured them that everything aside from known predators should leave them alone, but still, she’d hate to be remembered for having been sat upon by a wombeast or something equally ignominious. And the naturalists admitted that they didn’t know everything that lived on the continent, or the plateau for that matter. Rigi did not find the admission comforting.
Behind her, something on Lukka’s m-mule buzzed. Rigi went over to the mechanical hauler. A small screen had popped up from the heavy body and Rigi could see Dr. Sanchez on it. “Hello, sir.”
She could barely hear his voice, and leaned closer. “Miss Auriga. Where is Lukka?”
“She and Mr. De Groet and Mr. Martinez are investigating a possible earth feature. It runs due north south between this hill and one to the south.” She held her data pad map where the viewer could “see” it. “It may be another burrow.”
“When they come back, have them call in. There’s a large wombeast herd that may pass near the camp, and something like kitfengs, and the usual predators.”
“I’ll have them call in when they get back, yes, sir.”
“Good. Sanchez out.”
The screen slid back into the m-mule’s “body.” Rigi still wanted an m-mule, even though she had no real need for such a thing. This one stood level with her chest on four sturdy matte-grey metal legs. It had survey equipment and mapping gear built in, along with a small stunner, emergency medical equipment, and room for a number of things. A heavy antenna housing stuck out of the front, but it did not have a true head. Apparently some did, or so she’d read. None of the ones Rigi had seen came with that feature, however. Lukka’s m-mule worked well, but Rigi liked Uncle Eb’s better. While it had more quirks and problems, the military-grade firepower and sensor package had kept him and others out of trouble.
Rigi drank more water from her pack and returned to her post. The three archaeologists appeared to have found something interesting and Mr. De Groet’s m-mule was pacing along the line behind him, a sensor bundle hanging from its belly. Rigi wished once again that Martinus had come with her, if only for the company. But how would she charge him? He was too small to have a self-charger built in, like the m-mules did. A cloud shadow flowed over the scene, racing west to east, chased by the steady wind. A small raptor of some kind flapped quickly, almost hovering in the wind.
As she waited, Rigi made a rapid, rough sketch of the scene, noting the date and time, and the little lizard. It had come back and seemed quite interested in making the acquaintance of her boot toe. She scooted backward. It reared up on its hind legs and she made a quick drawing of the pattern on its belly. That was most unusual—most creatures had pale, unpatterned undersides. The lizard seemed to be backwards, uniform sandy tan on top that matched some of the grasses, and dark brown mottled underneath. She alternated glances at the lizard and the archaeologists, making a more detailed drawing of the reptile. It seemed to have a side-mounted grasping thumb, a bit like a carnifex leaper, and black eyes instead of the more common brown-yellow. Rigi didn’t know what kind it was, and she made another note beside the drawing. She also kept dodging the curious lizard. She was not a climbing tree. At last the little beast gave up and went about its business, and Rigi returned her full attention to things a bit farther from her toes.
Mr. De Groet, Lukka, and Thad clustered around Mr. De Groet’s m-mule, pointing at something on the ground and then at the back of the m-mule. Well, none of them seemed to be trying to avoid a large animal, so Rigi assumed the interesting thing was not a new species. Unless they’d finally found the burrow maker and it was harmless, or as harmless as something that left partially exposed tunnels a meter in diameter could be. Perhaps they had found something of non-biologic, non-geologic origin. No, she scolded herself, that was asking too much. And she needed to be looking around more.
The m-mule behind her beeped again. Rigi returned to the screen and a frowning Dr. Sanchez. “Are they done yet?”
“No, sir, and they seem rather excited. Academic excited, sir, not danger excited,” she clarified before he could worry too much.
He muted the audio and leaned over. Rigi saw someone’s hands waving and guessed that Dr. Xian was making a point or being enthusiastic, or Mistress Borloug, the camp supervisor, wanted the four of them back as soon as possible. Dr. Sanchez turned the sound back on. “You need to come back, find or no find. The wombeast herd will pass between your position and the camp, and it may be a seasonal migration, if they do such things here. They seem to be spotted wombeast.”
Oh, that changed things. “I’ll tell them immediately and we’ll start back, sir.”
“Do that. Sanchez out.” The screen disappeared, and Rigi started to reach of the m-mule’s lead. The machine shifted out of her way. She stopped. Lukka had said that she would reset the m-mule to allow Rigi to move it, but apparently she’d forgotten again.
“Blast and burrow,” Rigi snarled under her breath, as close to swearing as she let herself go. Instead she left the m-mule and stowed her things again, tightened the straps on her back pack and trotted down the slope, mindful of loose dirt and some clumps of tangler grass. Once on the level she walked at a rapid pace, long strides covering the ground without being unseemly. One thing about her clothes, they let her move quickly without fear of ripping a seam. “Mr. De Groet, Mr. Martinez, Miss Raleigh, we need to go back to camp. Spotted wombeast herd coming.”
“Who said?”
“Dr. Sanchez, ma’am.”
Lukka shook her head a little but didn’t argue. “Did you bring the mule?”
“No, ma’am, it wouldn’t allow me to lead it.”
Thad said something Rigi couldn’t hear, but Lukka snarled at him and gave him a half-rude gesture. Mr. De Groet frowned but didn’t scold the younger archaeologists. Lukka took off at a trot, heading for the hill, and Mr. De Groet nodded. “Mule, record and file.” A minute or so later he said, “terminate scans, travel mode.” The sensor package retracted, as did some other things, and the m-mule came to attention, sort of.
“Is it supposed to do that, sir?”
“Ebenezer programmed it.” He sounded resigned and annoyed both, and Rigi stopped a giggle just in time. “Did you see anything interesting?”
“No, sir, just a little lizard that someone assembled upside-down.”
Thad stopped what he was doing and leaned back a touch, then rubbed under his nose. “Upside-down?”
“Yes, sir. The back is pale and solid colored, and the belly has a dark pattern.”
The men shrugged. Lukka and her m-mule marched up to where they stood and all four began walking west by north. They had several kilometers to cover to reach camp, and Rigi was just as pleased to be moving, even though she wanted to know what the adults had found. And even though the others would scold her if she said it, she hoped the wombeasts stopped near camp. That way they wouldn’t go out the next day, and she wouldn’t seem so odd. Tomorrow was a Day of Rest, and Rigi had not gotten a dispensation this time. She’d not asked for one. By Tradition she’d reached the age of maturity when she turned fifteen, and she was responsible for seeing to her own faith praxis. If the camp moved, then she moved, of course, but otherwise she would take the Day as the Tradition required.
And a day of not going places and walking tens of kilometers sound quite good indeed.
    
“MISS AURIGA, the lizard is not in any of our lists or catalogues,” Dr. Troomp said via the remote data link. “I have your drawings, and if you see another one, please take holos for us. Especially if it is eating something.”
“Yes, sir.” She felt a tap on her shoulder and stepped out of video range, allowing Dr. Sanchez to resume his discussion with the biologist. Rigi eased away from the gathered scientists and students, until she stood beside the door of the main tent. They’d moved to a site within walking distance of the ruins that the first planetary scouts had reported, and Rigi wanted to get some sleep before the next day’s work. Mistress Borloug saw her and shook her head, standing in the doorway with her arms folded. “I’m not needed,” Rigi whispered.
“You will stay until Dr. Xian releases everyone. No exceptions.” The tall woman glared at Rigi. Rigi wondered what the consequences of trying to push past her would be, then decided it was not worth finding her things on the bottom of the pile, crushed. She’d already been served less at supper twice because she offended Mistress Borloug by taking the Rest Day. If Rigi had not been sharing a tent with Lukka and Margit, two of the senior students, Mistress Borloug would have insisted that her tent be moved so it sat outside the dissuader field. As it was she’d scolded Rigi for not doing her share of the work, and had complained to the two senior xenoarchaeologists. They’d defended Rigi and had excused her, but Mistress Borloug still took it as a personal insult as well as an offense against Dr. Xian.
The next time they shifted camp, Rigi had found her things packed first, under several heavy pieces of equipment. She’d taken all her art supplies and tools with her in the transport or they would have been ruined. As it was her clothing and other things suffered, and the armored case holding her scents bore a large dent. The scents remained intact, thanks be. Rigi scooted to the side, in the corner and out of the way but near the doorway. Mistress Borloug glared again but didn’t order her back into the group.
The scientists finished up and Dr. Xian logged out of the satellite net. Once a week they checked in with the authorities and uploaded all their data, all preliminary reports and other things. It seemed odd to communicate so little but the power requirement limited them. They could run all the cooking gear, the water heaters in the necessary tents, the lights, and the dissuader field, but just barely. If they started to charge the m-mules, or send large data bursts and so on, or if people hooked up personal gear, it overloaded the system and upset the cooking process. Mistress Borloug had put a stop to that, and so now they rotated load, and people could only charge gear during the day. Which was the exact time that they needed it, naturally, and Rigi wondered who this had not been taken into account. But generators weighed a great deal and could be tricky to move, and moving things cost money, of which the expedition had precious little.
Dr. Xian climbed onto a chair and clapped her hands. “So. Tomorrow we are going to the ruins. There are reports of Staré in the area, so please keep that in mind. They have not been contacted by the Company or Crown, at least as of four days ago, so do not be surprised if they are not as approachable as those who live near the main settlements or who work for the Company. Be polite but don’t invite them into camp, please.
“On the good news side, it is confirmed that we have documented eight species thus far unknown, including all four placental mammals, and probably three more that are being investigate farther. Three of the placentals may also belong to unknown genuses, so we get type-find credit. And we have found four more pre-Staré sites, two of which may be larger than even Riverside was, assuming the projections for Riverside were correct.
“On the not so good news, the original scout of this area reported hunter-lizards, striped-lions, and a still unnamed predatory monotreme that may be related to the night-fang. Stay aware of your surroundings, and don’t stick your hands into holes unless you dug it yourself. Thad, you have one rifle, Lukka, the second for tomorrow, and if you have personal shooters, you may carry them but plan on running first, then shooting to discourage unless your permit includes unrestricted self defense. The expedition can’t afford fines for hunting in a reserve.”
Her words puzzled Rigi. After the dismissal, Rigi went to her tent. She’d already washed, so she had the place to herself for a moment, and she called up the map of the area on her data pad. Tomás had given her military-grade map files of the area, and she studied the section, then called up any restrictions and prohibited areas. Aside from the locations of what might be Staré villages, Rigi did not see any preserves. Granted, the entire continent had been set aside as a no-settlement and no-development zone, but that did not preclude hunting. She dug around in another dataset until she found the use rules for the area, and a quick skim of the main list did not show any hunting restrictions, other than those that applied planet wide. “How curious. Was there once a reserve here that no longer exists? Or does the military map just not show it?” Or was Dr. Xian mistaken about the nature of the set-aside in the region? Rigi did not intend to go hunting, but Dr. Xian’s comment puzzled her.
She returned to the map. They had camped in an open area surrounded by light forest. The lack of underbrush suggested to Dr. Sanchez that the Staré in the area used fire management in order to encourage desirable plants and animals. A stream passed near by but not flooding close, at least not at the moment, and the stream led to the ruins, on the other side of a kilometer of forest east of the camp. Ten or so kilometers past the ruins, the stream fed into a river and an area of marsh and wetlands, where the hunter-lizard had attacked the initial survey party. Several possible Staré villages sat near the river, and another north of the ruins, on the other side of a low, hilly area. The land seemed pleasant even after the second month of the local dry season, and Rigi understood why someone would put a settlement here. The ones in the middle of the plateau didn’t make sense to her, but maybe there’d been more trees and water when they were built.
She closed the files and was getting ready for bed when Lukka and Margit returned. Lukka still had not reset her m-mule, and after the third request had snapped at Rigi, so she stopped reminding her. Margit worshipped the ground Dr. Sanchez walked on and as far as she was concerned, he could do nothing wrong, and no one should say otherwise. Both of them considered Rigi somewhere between a pet and a nuisance, although she was not certain why. Of the two Rigi got along better with Margit.
Rigi was putting her scent case away when they walked in. “Auriga, what is in that, anyway?” Lukka pointed.
“Scents, ma’am. I learned how to mimic some of the Staré communication scents, and I carry the most common and useful ones with me.”
Margit unpinned her long black hair and started brushing it out. “Do you do perfumes for humans as well?”
“No, ma’am. What I like to smell doesn’t seem to make good perfume, and after a few attempts I gave up. The combinations turned out badly.”
“As badly as what was it, that one that was supposed to smell like flowers after rain and cost so much.” Margit made a loose braid and put the brush away. “Oh, pfiffle, my memory is failing. It smelled very good on a few people, but reacted strongly with most.”
Lukka looked up from re-packing her clothes. “You don’t mean Fleur de l’eau from the House of Ishfahan, do you?”
“That’s it.”
Rigi nodded, “I think I heard of that, ma’am. My instructor said that part of the problem, if it is the same one, was the carrying base needed to hold the flower essence in suspension had not been tried in commercial production and something about the large batches caused a secondary reaction in the blend.” Rigi couldn’t recall the details. “But that may be something else I’m thinking of.”
“I don’t care, so long as you don’t stink like a tenth Stamm male, Auriga.” Lukka lay down on her cot and draped her arm over her eyes. Rigi wished her hair were as easy to care for as Lukka’s short red-brown clip, but she wasn’t certain about the green streaks. Not only were they growing out, but the shade reminded Rigi of a brown-crested leaper and how algae grew on their backs during the warm season. Pointing that out probably would not be kind. And Staré males didn’t stink, but this wasn’t the place to argue.
The next day Rigi dabbed a little //polite/harmless// on before she went out. On a whim, she added a vial to her belt-bag. The others couldn’t smell it as far as she could tell, or didn’t recognize it. Although, she observed during breakfast, they might not even notice. Plans for mapping and test excavating the ruins soaked up everyone’s attention, and diagrams and grid plans covered the rear wall, projected by Dr. Xian’s data can. Rigi looked for her name, didn’t see it, and went back to eating. She’d gotten a nice portion that morning, and Thad happily took the blood berry preserves in exchange for his wombow liver paste. Rigi didn’t eat blood-colored things aside from properly slaughtered and cooked meat. Thad detested wombow liver, even in spiced paste form. “It tastes heavy,” he said, slathering his toasted water-rice bread with the crimson jelly.
That was true, but Rigi liked the flavor, nice and round and clear in her mouth. It tasted like liver, good liver, not the strange bitter stuff they had served in school. Rigi suspected the school meat had been cooked over a plasma torch, then delivered to the school kitchen for further work, but couldn’t prove her suspicion.
Thad swallowed and observed, “So, I see you are on float.”
“Float, sir?”
Thad gestured with his bread. “You don’t have a set position, so you can walk around, look at things, and draw anything that catches your eye. Once we find things, especially if they are either spectacularly dramatic, or artifacts in situ, someone will call you over, first call first serve. Don’t let people try to drag out away from something you have not finished documenting, Auriga. Sometimes our excitement overwhelms our manners.”
“Ah. Thank you, sir. I thought you meant I was going to work the seed float.”
He shook his head, still chewing. “No. First we have to find something to dig, then we’ll start sifting dirt and looking for seeds. Alas, some things robots don’t do well, or at all.”
“Making a mess is what they did well,” Dr. Xian stated from behind Thad. “You have never seen dust fly until you watched a robo-shaker in an archaeological dig. I could have… Well, never again until the designer and programmer both come to the site, load the thing, and stand next to it on the downwind side while it works. Then I might consider trying one again. It made a dust-bathing kitfeng look tidy and organized.” She frowned. “Thad, I need you to switch with Greene, please. He’s having equipment problems, not sure what’s wrong yet.”
“Switch with Greene, will do, ma’am.”
Dr. Xian left, murmuring something about liver and innards. Thad winked at Rigi, who smiled back.
Rigi found a small rise that overlooked most of the site and did her first sketch from there, catching the general lay out and pattern and enjoying the cool breeze. As before, this one seemed circular, with a number of grass covered green-brown lumps in orderly rows that suggested they might be the remains of buildings or something else arranged by sapient beings. Several large pits and depressions needed to be checked for inhabitants as well as for depth, and a scatter of grey, weathered standing stones stood at seemingly-random intervals around the site. According to the maps, it was twice as large as Stela Site, and had been named Scout Site, after the people who found it.
The archaeologists started in the southeast quadrant of the site, marking grids and doing a surface survey through the knee-high grass. Rigi watched them, then looked around as she flexed her wrists and fingers. Dark green woods bordered the western side of the site, and something moved, catching her eye. It seemed pale, and eased back into the tree shadows before she could get a good sense of what it was. A forest leaper, perhaps? One of the Staré? A pale leaved plant blown by the wind? All possible and none especially probable, so she didn’t worry too much. Instead Rigi left her hill and started walking between the lumps, looking at the plants and grass growing on them, noting some attractive blue flowers, and tangler grass.
That evening the two leaders announced the plan for the next day. They’d decided on the smallest of the lumps, one that appeared to be in the center of the row, and they would do a test dig here. A student-towed radar and sensor sweep suggested that indeed, the remains of a building or something else hollow hid below the dirt. Dr. Sanchez said, “Since everything we’ve found today has been animal, plant, or Staré made, we will do a test dig. I’m surprised that animals have not turned up more with burrowing and digging, but none of the sites thus far have shown much animal activity outside of the building remains. Nothing likes to dig through pavement, it seems.”
Rigi giggled a little, imagining a night digger burrowing away and running into the red and black patterned stuff at Stela, cursing and grumbling, and trundling away to find another place to fossick. Lukka glared at her and Rigi wondered why. She wasn’t insulting the archaeologist. Oh well. Thad and Mr. De Groet had made Lukka reset her m-mule that afternoon and she’d been snarly ever since. She didn’t want anyone, especially Rigi, touching her m-mule. She’d gotten more and more possessive as the expedition continued, and Rigi made certain to stay well away from her things in the tent. Lukka had not done a long-duration study in the field before and Rigi suspected that sharing space with so many people for so long was rubbing her the wrong way.
As Rigi returned from the necessary tent that night, she heard Lukka swearing, followed by, “Then where is it? I’ve gone through the kid’s stuff and she doesn’t have it. I don’t have it, so you must have taken it.”
“No, Lukka, I didn’t touch anything of yours.” Margit sounded much calmer than Lukka did. “Let’s look in the corners and see if it got knocked out of easy sight.”
“Oh frook no! Get out! Get out and don’t come back until I let you in, thief.”
“Easy there! Hey, that’s Auriga’s.”
Rigi started toward the door-flap. “I don’t care. She might have hidden it in here. She hates me, thinks I’m pushing her too hard. Cristina Borloug told me. The kid hides it well, but you can’t trust neo-Trads. Damn, nothing but that prissy shooter of hers. Whoever gave her her permit should be examined for sanity, letting a child have a shooter.”
“Lukka, you already said she didn’t have it. Just stop and ow!”
“Get out! Hear me, get out!” Lukka yelled. “Out, thief, out!” Rigi backed away as fast as she could. The door flap slapped open and Margit emerged, shut the flap, and made claws with her hands as she stared up at the clouds and stars.
“Ah, is there a problem?” Rigi asked, keeping her voice down.
Margit jumped a little, looked around, saw Rigi, and came over to stand beside her. “Miss mighty m-mule can’t find her hairbrush, the one that has the dye capsules in the bristles. She thinks one of us stole it and is hiding it to make her mad.”
Rigi thought back, trying to recall when she’d last seen anything like that. “The brush with the green handle?”
“Yes.”
“Um just before I left, she came in and tossed some things out of her bag. One of them landed on the floor, ma’am, and I think she kicked it into a corner of the tent. Could that have been it?”
“It may well have been.” Margit pulled the end of her braid around and played with the end. “Don’t go in to tell her, though. Not until she calms down. She’s having a temper fit of galactic proportions. Dr. Sanchez wouldn’t let her work on his crew and she’s been furious ever since. I think she’s trying to fall in love with him, and she took it hard.”
“Ew.” Rigi wrinkled her nose. “Ew for falling in love with a team leader, not at you, ma’am.”
“I agree. If there were other women here I’d suggest going to their tent, but there aren’t, Dr. Xian’s probably asleep, and spending the night in the necessary tent has no appeal for me.”
“Me either, ma’am.” Neither mentioned the main food and meeting tent, and Rigi suspected that Margit didn’t want to risk the wrath of Mistress Borloug.
“What? I— Ah ha!” The tent’s door flap swung open and Lukka burst out, waving a brush-like object. “You jerks hid it! But I found it, in the corner where you thought I’d never look, you mean bullies. I win.” She spun around and went back into the tent, muttering, “It was the kid, she had to have done it.”
“Ma’am, is it supposed to rain tonight?” Rigi looked up at the clouds lazily drifting across the starry sky.
Margit blinked and rubbed beside her nose. “Not that I remember.”
“I think I’ll sleep out. The wind should keep the bugs away, and Lukka might calm down a little, ma’am.”
Margit shook her head. “No, it’s not wise. I’ll go in and— Crap!” They ducked as something flew out the still-open tent opening past their heads. It hit the ground and turned on.
“My heavy light,” Rigi said, diving for the thing and turning it off to save the charge.
Margit looked from light to tent and back. “Outside is good. You go get sleeping bags and I’ll duck in and grab some things, and your shooter.”
“Thank you, ma’am.” One of the vehicles had gear for sleeping out, and Rigi dragged two full kits from the vehicle and trudged back with them. She and Margit set up between the dissuader field and their tent. Rigi lay on her back watching the clouds eat the stars and then pass on across the great band of the galaxy, and decided that she didn’t mind sleeping out. It seemed peaceful, and quiet, and—
“Awaaaak, awaaaak!” Rigi almost ripped the bag apart trying to get loose as a dawn-caller bird shrieked from a tree.
“Make it stop,” Margit begged, muffled by most of her bag. “Make it go away. I’m still sleeping.”
As they finished packing the gear, Lukka stomped out of the tent, headed for the necessary. Rigi and Margit dove inside, dressed, packed things, and zoomed back out before Lukka returned. Rigi also reapplied the //polite/harmless// scent, just in case, then hid her kit, aside from the scent vial that went into her belt-bag. Margit helped Rigi return the equipment to the vehicle and they slapped palms, then went to eat.
Rigi stayed well away from Lukka once they reached the site. The walk through the woods from camp had not been fun. The wind may have been stronger than Rigi recalled, because heaps of fresh-broken small branches littered the ground, making the footing a little uncertain in spots. The shadows of the trees felt darker, cooler, and Rigi wanted to reach through the concealed slit in her skirt and undo the tie-down on her shooter. At Aunt Kay and her mother’s suggestion, she’d modified two skirts so that she could wear the shooter under the skirt, over a knee-length pair of leggings so the rough holster-back wouldn’t rub. It made some things more challenging, but the archaeologists appeared to like it better when she seemed unarmed.
Once they reached the site she left the main group and instead worked from atop one of the other mounds, then wandered around here and there. She heard the thunk-kss thunk thump as shovels cut through the grass into the soft dirt, and clods moved away from the trench line. A hint of breeze carried the moist soil smell, along with crushed grass and a hint of wood smoke, probably from the Staré settlement. It seemed rather quiet for morning, and Rigi wondered if a storm were coming. No, the birds she knew usually made more noise as the weather turned, not less. Rigi found a nice perch where she could see the pits from a different angle and drew them, then started wandering toward the segment of outer wall closest to her. It barely showed from the thick brush around it, and Rigi made a note, wondering why here things grew so close.
She startled as voices erupted from behind her.
“Ai hai hai ai!”
“Hey, get away from my m-mule! Get away!”
“Ooh hoo hoo hoo!”
“Ow! Stop, stop!”
“No, don’t touch—” Crack-boomf, like a beam-shooter with a gas-canister failure sounded from behind one of the mounds, near where the archaeologists were digging.
The shouting and calls grew louder, then quieter, and she heard strange, meaty sounds, and thunks like rocks or pellets hitting a soft target, along with metallic pings. The hair on her neck stood up and she whispered a quick prayer, then jammed her pad and pencil in her satchel, slung it over her neck and shoulder to leave her hands free, and turned around.
Staré of all Stamme swarmed around the mounds, coming for her. She heard the license instructor growling about never take on more than three humans or other sapients at a time, and Rigi did not reach for the shooter. Instead she spread her hands in a gesture she’d seen pouchlings and hoplings use, keeping the fingers together so she mimicked a Staré forefoot. Two of the large pale males hop-ran toward her, then stopped abruptly. One sniffed so hard she thought he was going to fall over, ears twitching as he gestured with one forefoot before releasing a complicated blend of scents dominated by //anger/no harm.// The males had spears and a large sling-shot-like thing, and pointed the spears at her, then gestured for her to come. Rigi considered trying to run, then changed her mind as four more Staré appeared, including a first Stamm male. They could hop-run faster than she ran, and they outnumbered her.
Rigi offered another prayer to the Creator and Creatrix and followed the warriors.
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AMONG THE STRANGE STARÉ
The Staré directed Rigi away from where the others had been digging. Rigi stayed quiet, concentrating on being calm and still and not smelling like fear, however one did that. She had her satchel, which no one seemed inclined to take away, and her shooter, which the Staré did not know about. She hoped that this had been an accident and a mistake of some kind, and that no one had been injured. Two fifth Stamm and two second Stamm males stayed with her, encouraging her toward the river and away from the ruins. She slowed down once, and they pushed her with a spear, but the butt end, not the point. The lower Stamm males gave her sideways looks, and one said something she thought included the word she knew meant hopling, the youngsters out of the pouch but not of the age of reason and Stamm rules. Rigi hoped she had understood the dialect. Their voices, what she heard, sounded different from the Staré that she knew, and they had longer jaws, almost muzzles.
What should she do? Trying to run away right now seemed like a very bad idea. She had her satchel and the beacon in it, and some emergency kit as well as her art supplies. And the shooter, but Rigi decided that the weapon needed to stay hidden unless her life depended on it. Instead she kept her arms and hands quiet, like she thought a young Staré would, and looked around, trying to memorize where they were going as well as watching her footing on the rough ground. The tangler grass clumps grew more dense, until the Staré found a narrow, well-worn path and arranged themselves into a line with Rigi in the center. They seemed to be moving toward the river and the edge of the forest, in the direction of some of the settlements on the military map. The breeze moved the air around them and she smelled water and mud, confirming her directional hunch. Another set of questions floated to the top of her mind—what did the Staré want, and why had they attacked?
Rigi set the questions aside for the moment. She needed to keep her attention here and now, on the scents and sounds around her, and on not upsetting the Staré. The males around her acted calm, fur unruffled, ears straight up, and she didn’t smell any anger or fear puffs. As they walked on, wisps of breeze brought water smells and a little bit of smoke, like green wood burning, and the sharp smell of crushed leaves of some kind. They entered the edge of the woods. The shade felt nice, and Rigi heard birdsong again, and the rustling, rubbing sound of leaves in the wind. The trees reminded her of the ones on the edge of the Kenusha Plain, but different, shaggier, if that made sense. She noticed the Staré edging away from a bright red bush with fringed, lacy leaves the drooped like a lazy hand, and she did likewise. Was it poisonous, or stinging, or did things like to hide in it? The way her day seemed to be going, all of the above might be true, and she decided to give whatever it was a healthy distance from now on, if she saw another one.
They’d walked for the better part of an hour, or so she guessed, when they reached a settlement. The males stopped and urged her toward a large stump. Rigi checked it for insects and stinging things, didn’t see any, and sat. Sitting felt good. Where were the others? Surely the Staré had not hurt them. Except she’d heard what sounded like rocks hitting an animal, and the Staré carried those large sling-shots. And the spears looked sharp, as did what she took to be knives tucked into belts that two of the males wore over their modesty aprons.
The dark first Stamm male went back up the trail and the lower Stamm males spoke and exchanged scents as they waited. If she listened closely, Rigi could almost understand the words, but not quite. The sounds didn’t exactly match what she was used to, with more soft “th” and s sounds and flatter, nasal vowels. The males used grunts where the Staré she knew tended to click or trill. The scents remained similar, if more complex. The Staré who worked with humans seemed to use as simple scents as possible, probably because compared to a Staré, humans could barely smell anything. Rigi lightly squeezed the little padded pocket at the end of her satchel. She’d tucked in the largest tube of //polite/harmless// in case Lukka decided to go through her things again and broke something. The tube felt intact. Thank you Creator for foresight, thank you Creatrix for wise impulses.
“Ugh, where are we?”
“Probably near a settlement, and be quiet.”
Rigi also heard the sound of a woman crying but trying to muffle the noise. The males beside her went on alert, the fur over their backbones lifting and giving them a ridge. Rigi kept still. The other humans were coming toward her, and she didn’t need to upset the males by trying to go meet the others. The male on her right, pale with a thinner tail than the others, puffed //angry/agitated.// All the more reason to stay still and quiet. Rigi silently recited one of the call and response prayers, one for those in need of strength and comfort.
The humans came into the opening in the woods. “Auriga! Thanks be.” Dr. Xian started toward her. A large third Stamm lowered his spear across the way, blocking her. The xenoarchaeologist stopped and backed up two steps. The dark, polished wood and stone spear lifted again. “Are you hurt?”
“No, ma’am.”
Rigi counted heads as the archaeologists straggled into the clearing in the woods. She saw Dr. Xian, Mr. De Groet, Thad, Margit, four other students and workers, but not Lukka or Dr. Sanchez. Mistress Borloug had stayed at camp, of course, and when they didn’t return would probably call in and summon a search group of some kind. One other student, one of the guys, the blond with blue in his hair who reminded her of someone else, what was his name? Rigi drew a blank. She didn’t see him, either. Thad and another male student had bruises and moved stiffly, as if they’d been beat up a little by the Staré. So did Margit, who had tears rolling down her face and snuffled into her sleeve. Rigi wanted to ask what happened, to go to them, but the thin-tailed male, Skinny she decided to call him, rocked from foot to foot, tail-tip stiff, back fur straight up, surrounded by a veritable cloud of //distress/anger.// Rigi put her finger under her nose to keep from sneezing at the peppery scent.
Rigi heard a commotion, then silence from somewhere just beyond where she could see. After a moment, a large, dark brown and black female walked into the clearing, followed by two younger males. The female wore an elaborate modesty apron and a dark brown vest embroidered with white. The others bowed, and Rigi got to her feet, then bowed as well. The female made a sound like “Stand” and the Staré straightened up. Rigi copied them. The female walked to the humans and spoke with the largest of the second Stamm males. Or was he second? The colorings around her didn’t quite match what Rigi was used to. Everything about the Staré seemed off a quarter shade, as if they were Staré but not quite. The gestures and scents seemed right, but the colors and body shape differed, with smaller, rounder ears, darker colors overall with more patterns, even tabby-like stripes, and lighter build on average. The longer faces reminded Rigi of something, an animal of some kind from Home, but she couldn’t place it, and lots of mammals had long noses and jaws. One of the younger males, or so she assumed, yawned and she saw teeth similar to those of the Staré she knew, although he had flatter, longer cheek flaps.
After the discussion, the female studied the archaeologists, then turned and looked at Rigi. She walked to within a half meter and Rigi hand bowed. The older female released //curious/friendly,// and sniffed Rigi, came even closer, and sniffed again. Her ears tipped to the left, then to the right, and she appeared a bit confused. Then she tapped the claws on her forefeet together, and said the word Rigi took for “hopling.”
The males repeated the word. Rigi pointed to herself and said, as best she could, “hopling.”
//Satisfaction// arose from three of the Staré and the old female, the Matron as Rigi decided to think of her, made a statement in a loud voice, then walked back into the woods, the two young males following close behind. One of the higher Stamm guards made a sweeping motion with his forefoot, pointed to Rigi, and said what she took to mean “come.” She took two steps toward him, smelled //approval,// and followed. She glanced back and saw the others guiding the rest of the archaeological group along behind her.
It was not until they reached the weathered-silver outer log and stone wall of the Staré village that Rigi had a chance to talk to the others. She hand bowed to her minder and went over, keeping her hands in view and moving slowly and quietly. The Staré didn’t seem to mind. “Are you alright, ma’am?” She asked Dr. Xian.
“Bruised but fine, and very confused. What’s going on? Do you understand this?”
“No, ma’am, I don’t understand. The older female seems to be a leader, but I don’t know of what. They think I’m underage, a hopling, maybe because I look different than you.” She didn’t mention the scent she’d used. “The language is different from the Staré I understand, ma’am, and I’m afraid to try to speak, in case there is an, ah, unhappy misunderstanding or dialect problem.”
The xenoarchaeologists nodded. “Good thought. We need to act harmless, see if we can find out why they attacked us, and wait for rescue. Christina should miss us soon, and send a call for assistance. If we are separated, be careful, Auriga.” The short, stocky scientist glanced left and right, then lowered her voice. “They killed Lukka and Rajiv. I don’t think Rajiv knew what hit him, and Lukka was trying to chase them away from her m-mule after I told her not to.”
No wonder Margit was weeping! Rigi gulped and nodded. “I’ll try to be harmless, ma’am.” Her escort seemed curious, and Rigi eased away from the others. Thad and one of the men watched, concerned, and the third young man glared at her, as it this were her fault. Margit had her back to them and kept sobbing, but quietly. Rigi’s guess about her feelings for Dr. Sanchez had been right.
Part of the peeled log wall slid up, taking Rigi by surprise. How did they do it? She soon found out, as the Staré urged the humans inside. A lighter colored female, with stripes and a pouchling, met Rigi and urged her to the right of the entrance as the guards steered the rest of the humans to the left. Rigi smelled lots of Staré, river-bank mud and rotting plants, wood-smoke, and something nasty that made her want to gag. Oh dear, was that the necessary pits? She had a dreadful sense that she would find out soon.
    
ALAS, it was indeed the stench of the necessary pits. At least they were downstream of where the villagers fished and drew water for washing. Water for cooking came from a well in the woods, and hoplings brought the water. That number soon included Rigi. After the first day or so of watching and becoming increasingly bored, she decided that being useful would be a good idea. Just after noon that day she saw one of the females with a large pouchling struggling to stir a large pot of something and stoke the fire at the same time. Rigi approached, hand bowed, and made a stirring motion. The female studied her, then after a brief hesitation handed her the stick. Rigi stirred whatever it was, and added some of the wood to the fire, careful not to upset the sparkly stone tripod the large pot sat on. //Approval// wafted from the female. She twitched her ears and made another stirring motion, then walked away, leaving Rigi to stir. The female returned a little later, added what looked like white roots to the pot, and reached for the stick. Rigi gave it to her and backed out of the way.
Later that afternoon the Matron came to Rigi’s part of the village. The younger females, those with young in the pouch, and hoplings stayed in a subsection of the settlement with an additional low wall around it. Rigi had not learned if it was for protection from some kind of animal, or had ritual meaning, or it it was just to keep the hoplings out of trouble when they were not supervised. Rigi suspected the latter, not that a wall meant much when one of the hopling males came up with a way to launch mud-balls at one of the older females from behind the cover of the wall. Rigi’s own backside tingled as she remembered just what an angry Staré female’s forefoot felt like when applied with firm blows to a rump. Apparently hoplings experienced similar sensations, and the male stayed away from both the wall and older females for several days after that. Rigi was helping one of the mothers with a pouchling clean part of the living space when the Matron appeared. She watched for a while, then said and puffed something to the paler but still dark female with her.
From then on the villagers encouraged Rigi to do chores just like the other hoplings, including going for drinking and cooking water at the well. The Staré used buckets that hung from shoulder poles, and after a bit of fussing the male in charge of water found a pole that would work for Rigi, along with larger buckets. Rigi thought once or twice about trying to get away while the others filled their buckets, but the hoplings seemed to have been told to watch her. And then she saw the head.
On the second trip, as they came back to the village, one of the female hoplings made a concerned sound and puffed //wary/confused,// pointing to something mounted on the log wall, near the gate. Rigi saw the weathered heads of two carnifex leapers and of a reptile with a flat head and very large teeth. Then she saw a new head. Mistress Borloug’s head, eyes closed thanks be, hung beside the second carnifex leaper. The hoplings looked from the head to Rigi, and one of the males made a negative motion. They all went back into the village. Rigi felt sick to her stomach, and whisper-sang one of the prayers for the dead. Then she quickly sketched what she’d seen, omitting as much detail as she dared.
After the first few times, the Staré had apparently concluded that drawing was harmless, and ignored Rigi unless they needed her to do something. She in turn stayed out of the way and did not draw individuals. Nor had she gone to what she thought of as a temple, an ornate stone and wood and plaster building at the end of the market space that had designs painted on the outside in colors that made her eyes ache, reds and oranges and a yellow-green the same shade as something polite people only discussed with a doctor. Instead she stayed out of the way, and only drew when no one needed her for anything else.
That afternoon a female sent her on an errand to what Rigi thought of as the market, and her route took her by the house where the others stayed. Rigi saw Margit, who glowered at her. “They killed Mistress Borloug,” Rigi said, stopping as if she needed to adjust her shoe. “Her head is on the outer wall.”
“I’ll tell Dr. Xian. Traitor.”
Rigi ignored the insult and went on her way. She handed a piece of white wood with something marked on it to the male at a meat-covered table. He took the wood, weighed dark-colored meat on a balance scale against some clay balls with other marks on them, and put the meat in a basket. Rigi took the basket, hand bowed, and hurried back to her usual haunts before someone fussed at her. The guards or peacekeepers, she wasn’t certain exactly which they were closer to, did not like her staying out of the hopling area, but then they did not like any hoplings staying out of the hopling area. Two nights later she learned why.
Summer’s heat baked the village, bringing miasmas out of the wetlands along the river and turning the clay and wood houses inside the walls into small ovens. Most of the Staré slept outdoors, in the street. Rigi couldn’t quite do that—the flying blood-sucking bugs liked her too much—so she slept in an open doorway where smoke from the fire helped discourage insects. She’d gotten up to use the necessary pan when she heard a deep, long snarling sound, and scraping on the outside of the main wall. Something clawed at the logs, trying to get in. It sounded very large, and she smelled a mix of wet and rotten-egg foulness, as if rotting plants and river muck stuck to the animal. Rigi hurried to where the closest adult male napped, just on the other side of the hopling fence, and called quietly in the version of Staré that she knew, trying to alert him, “danger—big beast.”
The watchman startled, frowned, then followed her. As soon as he heard the sound he gusted //danger/anger/fear,// then hop-ran up the street. She heard banging, like an alarm of some kind. Males rushed into the hopling section and chased everyone inside the buildings, closing the doors. She heard growling, and Staré yells, and snarls and screams and more yells and a bellowing howl that cut to the bone. The adult female in the building with Rigi put her forefeet on her head, bending her ears over and rocking, moaning and filling the air with //fear/distress.// Rigi tried to mimic how she’d seen other Staré comfort hoplings and pushed lightly on the base of her ears. It seemed to work and the sharp, cutting //distress/terror// smell faded into a dull //fear/upset.// Not until false dawn did the males and older females open the doors and let everyone out. The fresh air felt good, even though it was not that much cooler. The Matron walked up to Rigi, ordered, “Come,” and gestured for Rigi to follow her. The dark female led the way through the gate and outside the walls.
They rounded the end of the walls and Rigi gulped. Near the logs lay the largest land reptile Rigi had ever seen. Dark mud and river muck clung to the green-grey armored plates covering most of the beast. It had to be at least seven meters long, with enormously thick bent legs, and claws as long as a Staré hindfoot. The head resembled the reptile head hanging on the wall, but with larger teeth and eyes mounted on top of the skull instead of out to the sides near the edges of the head. The nostrils looked very high as well, and Rigi guessed that it could walk and swim in water. After she had gaped at the remains, Rigi looked at the wooden wall. Her stomach clenched and she felt the need to use the necessary right then and there. The beast had torn the logs almost in half. Now she understood that second wall around the hopling and pouchling section. Even so, had it come in… Rigi shivered and tried not to imagine the carnage. Even her military shooter, on full power, might not have stopped it fast enough. Where had the male on watch been? Or were there males on watch outside the wall at night?
The Matron patted Rigi on the head. //Approval/pleased,// “Good hopling.” Then she led her back into the village. The hoplings regarded Rigi with a little awe at first, but that wore off after a few hours. The adults, however, seemed confused and uncertain. Later that evening Rigi decided why. They considered her to be a hopling, but she had acted like a mature adult. Yet she did not smell or look like a mature adult, and had said that she was a hopling. So what was she? Where did she fit?
Rigi thought about it and felt almost as confused as the village adults seemed to be. She also counted up the days and realized that she’d start her cycle soon. She’d just finished when they reached the Scout Site, and in five or six days she’d have a real problem in terms of smells and rank, not to mention sanitation. She knew absolutely nothing about what Staré females did during their cycle, or if they even had one like humans, or if they went into heat. She had not seen any of the egg-nests, although she’d seen two females who had been very round one morning leave the hopling section and reappear two days later, much thinner. No matter how it worked, she needed a bath, a change of clothes, human food, and to take off the shooter’s belt because the hard back of the holster had started rubbing through her leggings.
That night Rigi lay on the floor on her stomach, head pillowed on her arms, tears seeping despite herself. I want to go home. I want a grown-up to make everything alright. She wanted to get away from the strange Staré. She couldn’t forget seeing Mistress Borloug’s head on the wall, or hearing that they’d killed Lukka and Dr. Sanchez as well. She wanted to mourn, to have a place to weep and pray for the losses. She wanted to see Martinus and her parents and Uncle Eb. She wanted to cry, to beg someone to take her home.
The feeling faded a little as Rigi acknowledged that she couldn’t just weep and pray. First she needed to get away, and to call for help. Had Mistress Borloug been able to send a message before the Staré killed her? If not, Rigi needed to get away and try to reach the communications equipment in camp, if the Staré had not destroyed it. Why had they killed Mistress Borloug, Rigi wondered, mind darting down a tumble-gnaw trail. Why had they attacked the humans in the first place? Was it because they were in the ruins? That’s why the Staré had attacked the survey and scouting party a hundred years ago or so, wasn’t it? The account that Uncle Eb had found that Rigi, Tomás and the others on the exploring trip said it might have been.
Rigi couldn’t decide on a plan before she fell asleep, and didn’t think of anything in the morning, so she decided to draw instead of fretting, at least for the moment. So she pulled out her sketch pad and sharpened her pencil, then started drawing the giant lizard thing as best she remembered it, since the villagers had skinned and butchered most of the body, or so it had sounded. It reminded her a little of a hunter-lizard, but not quite. She did not have the words to ask if the teeth or claws had poison, although, as big as that thing was, it probably did not need poison. What did it eat, besides sleeping Staré? Wombeasts? Large river fish? What kind of fish lived in the river, besides fishy fish? Rigi made a note and kept drawing. She really wanted a bath. And to go home.
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ESCAPE AND EVADE
Two days later Rigi hid under the long eves of a building near the market, drawing Staré trading. Cold rain had fallen the day before, but had blown out overnight and everyone seemed to move more quickly in the cool, dry morning. As she sketched, she heard an odd sound, a whistle that whispered over head. She looked up, then got on hands and knees and leaned so she could see something besides dry grass and small branches. An aircraft, a military flitter of some kind, flew slowly overhead.
Rigi reached into her satchel and pulled out two more pencils, and eraser, and the signal beacon. It looked like a rock with a small whisker, no larger than her fist. Rigi used a fold of her skirt to cover her hand as she pushed a green button on the side opposite the whisker. She glanced around, saw Staré looking up, or going about their business and ignoring her, and set the beacon on the ground between some of the stones used as a border along the base of the wall. She breathed a prayer and returned to sketching.
The flitter returned twice, lower the second time. Rigi pretended to ignore it, but the Staré acted concerned, especially when it made a third visit. Something about their gestures and words tickled her memory, as if she’d heard what they were talking about before, or knew what bothered them. But she didn’t, did she? The Matron and a very dark, almost pure black male with an enormous head and oddly slender tail stalked into the market. Rigi made herself small in the shadows, listening hard, as the male said, “Wise Ones speak. Is not very-old evil. Is not messenger spirit bird. Flat-faced tiny-feet to blame if is dark spirit bird. Wise ones seek answers, recite laws and signs. No fear. Not us.” Or that’s what she thought he said. Rigi waited until most of the Staré in the market had turned and were talking to each other and asking questions before she scooted out of the corner and made her way through the village to the hopling section. The sun had shifted farther south, casting light on the walls of the south-facing buildings, and new rainbow glitters danced on the white plaster. Glitters? Rigi stopped and studied the wall beside her, getting as close as she could, peering at the plaster. As she moved her head, something caught the light and threw tiny rainbow-colored sparks, almost like the racer vine sap formed when it trickled and dried.
Rainbow walls? Why hadn’t she seen that before? It felt smooth to the touch, unlike the pottery with mica in it. Rainbow walls, she thought, walking on. She wanted to ask Micah De Groet, but the males would not allow her close to the humans’ building anymore. Rainbow walls and old evil. Old evil from the sky, like a flitter? Flying evil, associated with humans, but how could that be if the Staré had only been around humans for a few hundred—
“The end of the First World!” Rigi spoke in Staré, caught herself, and coughed, pretending she’d not spoken. A young male passing by, his forefeet full of textiles and baskets, puffed //curious// at her, but continued on his errand. In the story she’d heard the first Stamm elder reciting six and a bit years before, he’d talked about the end of the First World, when a series of messengers from the sky had warned the Staré to stop taking their creator’s gifts for granted and to return to working. They had not, most of them, the ones in the beautiful cities where no one had to labor, and as a result fire destroyed the cities. Rigi and Tomás had wondered if that tale explained, on some odd form, what had happened to the ruins they’d found.
Rigi tucked the memory away for the moment and walked through the inner fence marking the hopling section. No sooner had she taken five steps but one of the adult females beckoned from a doorway, holding a basket heaped with dirty fabric at forefoot length while she tried to block a very young hopling from escaping. She waved the basket and pointed, telling Rigi to take it to the washing area. Maybe trying to be helpful was a mistake, Rigi thought, trying not to breathe the fumes from the Staré version of nappies.
That evening, after the Staré had gone to sleep, an idea hit Rigi so hard that she felt like saying ouch. She wanted to roll over and pound her head on the polished clay floor for not thinking of it sooner. The Staré had attacked the scout who first explored the Scout Site, or had tried to. He’d grabbed some surface finds and fled, or so the account in his journal and in the scientists’ records said. But what if the textiles had not been on the surface? What if he’d dug, violating a taboo? The black-furred speaker had said that the humans were to blame if something evil returned. What if they thought that the flying thing, the flitter, was a sign from someone, or an evil spirit bird? The Staré who lived on the southern continent where Sogdia, NovMerv and the other human settlements had been built all ignored the ruins, or had forgotten that they even existed. They had never shown any worries about Uncle Eb, Mr. De Groet and others digging. But these Staré did. And why “evil spirit bird?” That didn’t fit any of the stories Rigi had heard in the south.
Right, Rigi told herself, slow down and think. Uncle Eb and Mr. De Groet had stirred up Mr. Petrason when they said that energy discharges of some kind had destroyed Stela Site and the others. That means internal equipment failure, or meteor strike or kinetic impact. The Staré in the south kept a story and forgot the buildings, if indeed the ruins had belonged to their ancestors. But here, what if the people who survived the end of the First World had decided that not only were their ancestors to blame, but that something about the ruins could bring the bad times back, or could so offend their deities that they would destroy everything again? And humans avoided the plateau, so the Staré had not seen flitters. Of course they might be taken as a sign of evil, since they had come back and had made a funny noise. Oh no.
Fear replaced dismay. What if the Staré decided to do to Rigi and the others what they’d done to Mistress Borloug and Lukka, in order to show the deities that the offenders had been punished, or eliminated completely? Rigi tried to tell herself that she was over-reading the situation, that she was making a bit of interstellar dust into a killer meteor. She’d misunderstood the male—he had not said anything like what she imagined. But Kor, the hunter, the outStamm who knew far more than any outStamm ever did, Kor of the black pelt and silent ways, had called the ruins spirit villages, and had said that the Wise Eye could see them. And “old-evil” sounded exactly the same in both Staré dialects. So if these were the descendants of a group of survivors… The missing cave-dwellers? That might fit, and explained perhaps the differences in coloring. And “cave” in Staré did not always mean a hole in a mountain or a true cavern. Oh, Rigi wished Tomás and Kor were with her, and Lexi, who knew so many words.
Rigi went out with the hoplings the next day to get water. As always she had her satchel and the concealed blaster. Adults had borrowed several of the larger hoplings to assist with washing and bringing in crops and fishing, leaving Rigi and the smaller, weaker hoplings. When they reached the well, Rigi looked from the mechanism to the others. The youngsters gave her hopeful, pleading looks, and she sighed, setting down her shoulder yoke. Rigi and the biggest male untied the well apparatus and threw their shoulders against the crank that drove the wheel to pull the heavy main bucket up, then she and a clip-tailed male balanced the sealed wooden vessel and poured with great care, filling the others’ small buckets. It took two runs of the lift bucket to fill all the requests, and as they got ready to finish, four adults appeared with larger buckets. The adults moved fast, not quite hop-walking. Clip-tail took the hint and lowered the bucket, then he and Rigi cranked as fast as was safe. As soon as the main bucket appeared the adults filled soft leather carry-bags and their buckets, then rushed back to the village. Rigi topped off Clip-tail’s bucket and her own, and they lowered the main bucket once more, secured the crank to keep animals from messing with it, and started back. As they did, Clip-tail froze, head up, and Rigi saw a hint of motion. “To cover, hurry,” she hissed in Staré, trotting carefully so she wouldn’t spill. He followed. They ducked inside the walls.
The pole chafed her neck, so she stopped, stepped out of the main path of Staré, and adjusted things. Before she could go again, a medium-tan adult male lifted the pole. He growled, “To hoplings go,” //concern/anger/fear.// She let him take the pole and buckets, hand bowed, and hurried that direction. Then she doubled back and hid behind a pile of wood near the carpenter’s work area. Over the sounds of the Staré, Rigi heard another flitter, then a second one.
“Called old-evil!”
“Kill, must kill.”
“No, wait for wise ones. They say.”
“More spirits come, can not wait.”
“Wise ones know.” Rigi picked just enough out of the babble of voices and the cloud of scents to begin to panic. She had to get away. She had to warn the others. How? Their building sat alone beside the square, with clear lanes around it, and at least a dozen Staré on all sides at all times as they came and went on business. More Staré seemed to be coming, probably going to the market to learn what the elders decided.
“Kill them!”
“Not kill!”
“Hssraaah!” A dark-colored male attacked the “not kill” male, and tufts of fur scattered, along with pure //anger// stink. Rigi ducked and wove between piles of wood, slipped under low-hanging eves, and snuck as close to the gates as she could get. Several meters of clear space separated her from the gate. Danger lurked outside the gate, but inside as well, and she knew where the humans were and could tell the people with the flitters. Rigi hesitated, torn inside. She didn’t want to abandon the others, but she didn’t want to have to fight the Staré. Her shooter could not stop a village full of angry Staré, or a well-aimed sling-shot pellet. If she could find the people outside, the ones with the flitters… She looked toward the gate, then back into the square.
The tumbling, hissing fight spilled into the open area and the Staré closest to the gate hurried to see what was going on. Rigi murmured a prayer and ran. She scurried out the gate and up the trail, past the well, and into the shadow-dappled forest. She ducked claw-bushes, wove past the yellow warning leaves of a stinging striped-leaf and continued until she reached a large tree and a clearing. Her side hurt. She took a deep breath, then another, and walked on. The gate pointed toward the humans’ camp, if she remembered the map correctly. Why had she not brought that file reader with her? Because it weighted too much, took up too much space and she didn’t have time to read files when she worked, she reminded herself. And it would be out of battery by now, assuming she’d been allowed to read it.
Once her breathing slowed and her heart stopped thudding so loudly that she couldn’t hear herself, Rigi paused and listened. A bird called, then another, bell-hammer birds it sounded like with their pure pinging call. A scarlet screamer answered, and something else chittered. She caught a glimpse of furry tail flicking around the tree limb, and relaxed. At least in the south, those never came out if they smelled a big predator near. Rigi nodded once, moved her satchel to the other side and after glancing around for watchers, undid the buckle on her holster belt and moved the hand-shooter to the outside of her skirt so she could draw faster. She undid the safety strap, checked the charge in the canister and spare, and resumed walking after making a brief stop behind some bushes.
She’d gone for another hour before something made the hairs on the back of her neck tremble. She didn’t stop or look behind her, but she slowed a little, listening and inhaling for scent. The faint touch of air from behind carried a sharp, crushed leaves scent. Was it something she’d stepped on? No, because she’d remember it. Rigi wove her way around the tall stump of something black with light brown and orange shelf-fungus on it, then scooted out of a direct line and behind a large, dark-grey tree with smooth bark. She heard sound, an animal? Maybe, but too rhythmic. Please go past, please go away, I just want to go home, go by, please go by, there’s no one here, she whispered in her heart. Her right hand eased down, smoothly, slowly, and drew the hand-shooter, then lifted it, finger clear of the trigger. The beam shooter is always loaded; never point at something you are not willing to destroy; finger off the trigger until you are ready to fire; be aware what is behind your target she recited, and prayed again. Something grunted like a Staré or a striped leaper. Please be a striped leaper, please, please, pleasepleaseplease.
“Hssst taka,” and three male Staré trotted past, all three carrying spears and two with sling-shots as well. Rigi held her breath and tried to blend into the tree. The stains and spots on her clothes might help, she hoped. The trio kept going, and she relaxed slightly, letting her shoulders drop and exhaling silently, then inhaling. She smelled frustration and anger. Rigi moved her second finger and turned the safety to off. Slowly so slowly she put her left hand over her right hand and wrist, steadying them and the shooter.
A fourth Staré stormed past. Something called to the left of the clearing and he turned his head, then tripped. He said something that Rigi could guess at, and her face warmed a little. How amazingly vulgar, and anatomically impossible, especially for a plant. The light and dark brown blotched male got to his feet and looked around, started to continue on, and spun, spear raised and pointed at her.
“No,” she called in Staré, lowering the shooter’s concentration barrel.
He threw.
She fired as she dodged.
He missed.
She didn’t.
Rigi gulped, and crept forward. She had to confirm that she’d killed him. She could not let him suffer—
Nausea churned her stomach and tears blurred her eyes. She’d forgotten to reset the shooter from three-quarter power and the male no longer had a chest or front ribs. She whispered a prayer, dialed the power setting back to half, and scurried off at right-angles to her former track. The way would take her back to the grassland, eventually, and to the break in the woods where she thought a stream ran. She needed a drink, and to wash the tears off her face. From the open she could signal the rescue party.
She should have grabbed the beacon, brought it with her. Rigi wanted to hit herself with a stick, to knock a little sense into her own head. She was in the woods without a map of any kind, on a continent with unfamiliar plants, without any sort of protective equipment, about to start her cycle, and if it rained she’d be miserably wet and cold. And the beacon would call the rescuers to the village, where she was not. Tomás and his father would scold her, Uncle Eb would lecture her, Aunt Kay would sigh, and her parents had probably already decided to ground her until the local sun burned out. And Martinus would seep oil onto her clothes and shoes out of spite. A pile of something dark, damp-smelling, and jumbled rose up ahead and she aimed to the left, keeping her right side and the shooter to the pile. Piles tended to have residents. It seemed to be a bunch of trees that had fallen together, possibly during a storm, and were rotting as a heap. Rigi kept moving, aiming for the tongue of grassland or meadow she thought she remembered. Full dark came soon, and she did not want to be lost in the woods at night. Things with teeth and claws moved at night.
She found the grass, and a spring-fed stream, just before sundown. Rigi chose a tree that seemed harmless and pulled young, leafy branches down, resting them against the trunk like the trainer had told them to when the archaeologists had gotten emergency survival lessons, in case someone got lost in the woods. She drank more water, cleared some of the ground near the mouth of the shelter, and searched for dry leaves and old wood. Her tiny battery-powered sparker worked on the second try, and she tried to nurse the little fire. She moved too fast, poked in too big of a stick, and it died. Rigi sat back and swore, silently, using every Staré oath she knew and a half-dozen human curse words. She made herself calm down and try again, moving slowly at every step and not rushing. Her little fire stayed lit, and she eased twigs and little sticks into the fire.
She started to doze off and pinched herself. Rigi fed the flames another stick and thought. Running into the woods had been stupid. Very stupid. And killing the Staré even more stupid. Her hands began shaking and she hugged herself, drew her knees up to her chest and stared at the fire, all of her shaking. She could see him, smell the anger and rage, saw the pale wood of the spear and the sharp tip, how a little light had caught the stone and hardened wood, watched his multi-colored fur rising and his ears tipping flat in anger. She closed her eyes and saw his dead face, tongue sticking out sideways, chest open and charred, blood seeping onto the leaves under him, the smell of roast meat and death… She opened her eyes again and added two small twigs to the fire. Forgive me, she pleaded. Forgive me, I didn’t want to kill you. Why didn’t you stop?
Her eyelids tried to close and she fought them open. Sleep meant no fire. No fire meant animals. Rigi wanted a bath, oh she needed a bath, she itched all over. She’d probably picked up fleas from the dead male. “Just my luck,” she whispered.
Something moved on the grassland-side of her little camp. Rigi drew her shooter, ran the power setting back up to full, and waited. Something large, but perhaps not that large moved in the darkness. And another something. Please not again, she prayed, Creator and Creatrix have mercy, hear my cry, please oh great ones protect me, send danger far away, hear my cry. The creatures moved again, walking lightly but coming closer. Rigi shifted her weight and folding her skirt, getting onto her knees so she could move faster.
A faint red light moved over the ground. That wasn’t Staré, not the local Staré! She lowered the shooter, sliding it into the holster. Rigi added three sticks to the fire, closed one eye, and puffed on the fire. It blazed up, throwing light. The red beam swung toward her and she waved, slowly.
“Come out, slow.” The voice came through a filter of some kind, like a helmet’s face-guard. Rigi crawled around the fire, making certain her skirt stayed well away from danger, and stood, hands in the open and well away from her shooter. The red light followed her and she thought she could see someone behind it, a hint of an outline, maybe. “Name?”
“Auriga Bernardi, sir.”
A Staré voice demanded, “What eye have you?”
“The wise eye,” she replied in Staré.
“The sight, scent, and answer confirm,” the Staré reported in Common.
“You can put your hands down, Miss Bernardi. Where are the others?”
“They are held in the village by the river. They were all alive this afternoon, except four. The Staré killed those in the first attacks.”
The dark figure made a strange noise. “Warrior’s oath,” Rigi said, keeping her right hand up and holding the fingers to mimic a Staré forefoot. “The archaeologists began digging and the local Staré attacked us.”
“Why are you free?”
“The Staré thought I was a hopling, sirs, and let me do chores with the other hoplings. When they started fighting over killing us, this afternoon, I ran away.”
“She has the right scent for a hopling,” the Staré said. She heard sniffing. “Faint now, but present.”
“Come with us.” Rigi got her satchel, pushed and kicked dirt over the fire until she was certain it had gone fully out, and followed the nearly invisible figure.
“Sirs, the local Staré do not go out at night,” she offered. “There are too many dangerous predators.”
The males did not respond, and Rigi had to stretch her legs to keep up with them. They took her to a vehicle, a small run-about, and loaded her into the back. “Hold on.” They drove toward the old camp. Rigi fought to keep her grip on the metal framework as they bounced and rocked. It took only a few minutes, or so it felt, for them to reach a military camp. She assumed it was military, based on the people who emerged from tents and vehicles to meet them.
“Find something interesting, Scout?” a man with stripes on his sleeve called.
“One of the expedition, hiding at the edge of the woods. Kor identified her.” The man didn’t offer to help Rigi, but Kor did.
The dark Staré steadied her as she staggered, then staggered again. Brilliant blue-white light blinded her, and Kor gusted //anger/irritation/rude.// Rigi murmured, “I agree, Kor, completely agree, sir.”
“Who is it?”
“I am Auriga Bernardi, sir.”
The light moved away, but she still couldn’t see. Someone grabbed her arm and pulled her to the side. She stumbled and started to fall. Kor caught her. “Stop. Wise One exhausted.”
“What in the name of the micro-moons were you thinking, Corporal? Your pardon, Miss Auriga,” strong hands took her under the elbow, allowing her to lean without touching too much of her. “There’s a rest shelter and food this way, Miss.”
“Thank you, but if you can move now, please do. The Staré were fighting over whether to kill the others when I fled. And I mean fur-tearing, clawing fighting. Four of them followed me and I had to kill one who attacked me. I made a map of the village, can show you where the beacon and the humans are.”
They’d reached light, and the sergeant eased her into a seat, then handed her a glass of water. She drank, then remembered her manners. “Your pardon. Thank you, Sergeant.”
A new voice asked, “You mentioned a map with where the humans are, Miss?”
Rigi opened her satchel and pulled out one of the sketch pads, turned pages, and held up the drawing. “The wide stripe outside the walls is the river, sir. The human building, I’m sorry, the building with the humans in it is here,” she pointed. “There is a gate, the main gate here, an open area here, and all the adult males and females without young are in the western end of the village. Hoplings and females with pouchlings are here,” she pointed to the enclosure. “I do not know what these buildings are, sir. There are about four hundred Staré, probably more, they do not have much metal tech but they use sling-shots as artillery. That’s what killed Dr. Sanchez, or so Dr. Xian and Mr. De Groet said. They bring down wombeasts with them, with the slingshots that is, sir.”
“Where are the guard posts?”
“There are none. When an enormous river lizard attacked the outer wall, almost tore through, I had to wake an adult male and then he roused the warriors to kill the beast.” She blinked as the men seemed to sway. “I’m sorry sir, I think I’m about to collapse.”
Kor held her upright in the seat. The officer handed her a different map. “Which river village, miss?”
She peered at it, blinked, peered, and said, “This one. Where the beacon is.”
The men seemed to stare at each other. “Shit. That’s what the pilot was fussing about. He was using the wrong freq—Oh, I beg your pardon!”
Rigi had closed her eyes, just for a moment, they burned so…
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RESCUE AND RETURN
She felt cleaner, or her clothes did. No, Rigi realized, she was in bedding, real bedding. And she needed to get up, and where was she? Not the village, that much she knew by the sheets and the semi-soft bed. She blinked and sat with care, keeping the sheet over her front. A set of clothes sat on a camp chair beside the bed, which had been surrounded with canvas to make a screen. Her satchel sat propped up against a chair leg and her shooter and belt lay on top of the clothes. She found water and washing things on a camp-table. After cleaning most of herself as best she could, Rigi dressed in someone else’s trousers and tunic, then lifted part of the canvas out of the way, taking care not to knock the frame down. It didn’t look too sturdy.
“Blast, that’s what I was afraid of,” a wonderfully familiar voice said. “How badly?”
“Nothing fatal, sir, but Lakk will have a new joke-name and Jeela won’t be doing any lifting or anything requiring two forefeet for at least six weeks, sir.” The Staré sounded professional and Rigi smelled //resigned/pleased.//
“Thank you, Subala.”
Rigi opened the tent flap to find Tomás, in uniform, sitting at a camp desk under an awning and taking notes as two Staré reported. The trio pivoted when they heard canvas rubbing on canvas, and Tomás got to his feet. Rigi didn’t rush over and hug him and his soldiers, but she smiled and hand-bowed. The Staré replied in kind. Tomás bowed, smiled, and offered her his chair. “Miss Bernardi,” he said. “It is good to see you well.”
“Thank you, Lieutenant. Pardon my lack of proper manners, but have your men located the other expedition members?” She hid behind formality, using manners to conceal her fear.
“No apology is needed, ma’am, and yes.” He looked grave. “All are present or accounted for, although three of the men, Micah De Groet, Thaddeus Martinez, and Richard Liu, suffered injuries during the rescue. Your beacon gave us the location of the correct village, and your map allowed my scouts to find the building and mark it for the others when they broke into the enclosure.”
She felt light-headed and dizzy with relief. “Thank you, sir. I am glad I was able to provide assistance in any way.” She took the proffered chair and sat. Tomás said something and the two Staré saluted and hurried off in different directions as Tomás cleared the table. Hardly had he finished but one of the Staré returned with a food tray and a flask of milk. The Staré set the food out, hand-bowed again, and departed once more, returning with coffee.
“Eat, please, Miss Bernardi. I don’t want to be the one to explain to your mother that you rescued yourself and then passed out from starvation at Col. Deleon’s feet in front of the entire rescue operation.” He looked thoughtful. “Unless I could do it by distance comm from orbit. No, a letter sent economy freight from the far side of Limworld’s orbit would be safer.”
Rigi giggled, gave thanks, and ate. The village Staré had cooked food well, and she never went hungry exactly, but some of the vegetables didn’t agree with her insides all the time. She was more than ready to taste human food again. The flask held wombow milk, not cowlee milk, but it was milk, and she drank slowly, alternating milk and sausage, egg, bread-like things, and something fruit-like. As soon as she finished, the Staré removed the tray. The world seemed to be a far better place than it had been twelve hours before, as long as she didn’t try to think too hard about what she’d done. She stared at the coffee in the cup, seeing charred fur and flesh, and smelling roasted meat and death and crushed sharp-scented plants.
“Rigi?”
She looked up into worried eyes. “I killed a Staré, Tomás.” He rested one hand on her shoulder, just the fingertips. “I told him to stop, he threw a spear at me, I shot him. Hit him in the chest, had the power on the shooter too high, blasted his chest open. I could see char on his bones, Tomás. Why didn’t he stop? I didn’t want to kill him.”
He looked away, over her head, and then met her eyes again. “I’m sorry, Rigi. I’m so sorry. Sometimes, we have to. After you talk to Captain Bower and the Colonel, I’ll introduce you to the chaplain if you wish. She may be able to help you.”
“Thank you.”
She finished the coffee, then said, “Ah, could you please direct me to the necessary, Lt. Prananda?”
He ducked his head and his neck turned rather more reddish than she recalled. “Of course, Miss Bernardi. Forgive me for not thinking.” He offered her his hand and after she stood, he showed her the structure, two Staré following along behind them, probably chaperones. “The expedition’s tents and supplies are over there, inside our repulsor field. Corporal Den Hartog will let you in if you wish.”
“Thank you, sir.” She made use of the facility and to her great relief found some feminine supplies. Then she went to where a morose young man stood beside a temporary gate. He looked so glum that Rigi wondered if he had an otherwise invisible rain cloud hanging over him. “Your pardon, Corporal.”
“Ah, yes, Miss?”
“I’m Auriga Bernardi, and I would like to get some of my personal items from my former tent, please.”
He looked at a data pad, found her name, and made a mark. “Second from the end, ma’am, with the blue on the door. Please initial here.” He offered her the pad. She read it, initialed that she was indeed Auriga Bernardi and she would only take what was hers, and handed it back. The tent had not been touched, other than to move it, and she put on proper clothing and her spare boots, sighing happily as she wiggled her toes. Clean socks and fresh shoes surely counted as two of the unsung blessings of the creation, along with hot washes and a chair that exactly fit. She twirled, making her skirt billow. She wanted to really wash her hair, but that could wait. Rigi added more feminine supplies to her satchel, put her now full notepad into her travel box and got a fresh one, and also grabbed her file reader. She dabbed a bit of //happy/calm// on her pulse points and emerged to face the day.
She needed the //happy/calm.// By noon, she’d decided that the woods had great appeal, and by supper Rigi began planning exactly how she would disappear into the forests, never to be seen again. She didn’t mind the military personnel, not at all. The questions Captain Bower asked were easy to answer, straightforward, and reasonable. She talked to her parents via distance comm, assured them that she was fine, and praised the other expedition members and the Company militia highly. She also assured her bother that he did not need to come get her, being careful as she did not to remind him that non-military without passes were not permitted on the continent at all. Finally getting to speak with the other expedition people came easily too. Dr. Xian and Mr. De Groet agreed that she’d done the right thing by “playing along” with the Staré, and praised her for having the beacon and for “trying to show the Staré that we mean no harm.” Margit glared at her, but finally grumbled, “OK, you aren’t a traitor. I still think you should have done more to help us.”
“If the Staré had let me, I would have. After the big lizard attacked, they didn’t let any hoplings out of sight for very long.”
“I see.” She sniffed twice, sneezed, and sniffed again. “Sorry. I caught Thad’s cold.”
“The cold snap got me too.”
No, what sent Rigi climbing the canvas walls was the headline on the news feed, and the idea of having to talk to reporters and news collectors when they got back to Sogdia. “I’m sorry, Miss Bernardi, but the Royal press corps seem to have selected you to be the target of the month, so to speak,” Captain Bower said. “If I might make a suggestion?”
“I welcome your advice, sir.”
He raised one eyebrow. “Would you please tell my daughter that? She’s your age and refuses to listen to anything spoken by someone over eighteen. Ahem,” he blinked and then tapped the table top with one finger. “If the media ask why the Staré treated you differently, point out that you look different from the others, and are younger. Don’t mention your ability with scents. I’m not suggesting that you lie, Miss Bernardi, but the entire truth is not always the best path to peace and quiet.”
His words echoed her own experience in similar matters, and Rigi nodded. “Thank you, sir. I will keep that in mind, but I doubt they will want to talk to me.”
“I fear that they will, Miss Bernardi. You are young, you are different, you are already well known for your illustrations and for discovering other sites, and if you will pardon my bluntness, your face will sell more files than will Dr. Xian’s.”
Rigi blushed and looked at her lap. “Oh dear.”
“Exactly so, I’m sorry to say, Miss Bernardi. But not today or tomorrow, rest assured. We have orders not to allow any media contact until we return to Sogdia, in part because we do not want to further upset the local Staré.”
“That sounds very wise, sir.”
Colonel Javier Deleon gave her the same advice. He also answered her as honestly as he could. “I don’t know, Miss Bernardi. My Staré can communicate with the locals, but not easily. The languages have drifted so far apart that they are almost unintelligible. It wasn’t you.”
Rigi felt a little better about her lack of comprehension. “Thank you, sir. I suspect the difference in jaw shape plays a role.”
“It does indeed, and Lt. Prananda and his subalas had the devil’s own time trying to explain to the locals that the wheeled vehicles are not creatures and they did not spit out the Staré and soldiers.”
Rigi mentally compared the size of the giant river lizard and the small transports, and decided that the locals had a good reason to make that assumption. She didn’t say that to the colonel, however. “Thank you, and your men, for finding us, sir.”
“It was your beacon and then your maps that made it possible, Miss Bernardi. We never got a warning signal or call, and no one suspected a problem until Dr. Sanchez missed two data-uploads. When the university could not get an answer, they asked us for an overflight. We saw that the main tent had been burned, the kitchen and comm tent, but nothing else. It took another week to obtain permits and permissions to come, and then we found nothing, except for that odd signal that interfered with flitter navigation.”
“Sir, pardon, but what did I set incorrectly?” She’d followed the instructions her father and Tomás had given her, and the device’s little light and whiskers seemed to function properly.
“Not you, the pilots. They assumed that we’d be looking for a civilian beacon, not an older military beacon.” He gave her a shrewd look, but continued, “Once we found you, or vice versa, we could move much faster. You were right, all the adults were sleeping in the big market area. Kor and the subalas say that the locals had gathered there and were waiting for their wise ones to finish meeting, and just opted to sleep out since it was relatively warm. We caught them by surprise and were able to get as far as the house with the humans in it before someone started pelting us with rocks.
“Your note about the slingshots was good, Miss Bernardi. Those can kill a man easily. Captain Jensen told the human troopers to get the other humans, so there wouldn’t be any tragic accidents, and Lt. Prananda and his Staré held the locals back. They fought hard once they saw the humans leaving the building. Spears, knives, slingshots, and clubs are still effective in close quarters, no matter what the news reports and bad novels may say.”
Rigi guessed, “Ah, the novel by Arijna Patel-Theebaw, sir? The one with the cover with five errors?”
He smiled for the first time she’d seen since she’d reached the camp. “Exactly, Miss Bernardi.” He tipped his head to the side, brow wrinkling as he asked, “What was the fifth? I only counted four.”
“If you look at the carnifex-leaper in the background, it has a striped-lion’s body and hind legs, sir.”
Col. Deleon looked up, as if trying to imagine or remember the image. Then he smiled again. “You’re right! I missed that. My daughter loves the book.”
I’m sorry, sir, Rigi thought. She’d giggled and groaned too much to finish reading the story. “Has anyone decided what to do about the locals? Will they be punished for killing four people?”
The smile disappeared and he seemed to age, or to grow wrinkles around his eyes and mouth at a hyper-fast rate at least. “No, they will not be punished. At least not now. Things in Sogdia and NovMerv have, I will say, complicated matters greatly.” He stared over her head, glowering at something or someone far away. Then his expression cleared. “And I believe Lt. Prananda and Kor are here to speak with you, Miss Bernardi. Weather permitting, we will break camp and return to Sogdia in three days.”
She stood and curtsied. “Thank you, sir.”
Rigi walked out into the grassland with Tomás and Kor, followed by two more Staré. Rigi carried a rifle as well as her borrowed shooter, just in case. Capt. Bower approved. “Wildlife happens, Miss Bernardi.”
Another cool wave had passed through that morning, and low clouds skittered across a pale blue sky, casting weak shadows on the grass. Kor, walking on her right hand, almost vibrated with pent-up something, and Rigi wondered if he would speak first or just explode in a puff of every scent possible, accented by a cloud of dark fur. Tomás acted calmer, although he looked around constantly, on alert for something. At last Kor vented //anger/frustration,// and said, “They listen not, understand not.”
“The humans, or the local people?” she asked after considering his words and scent.
“Both, but the here-Staré more so. Not listen, pretend not know Staré, ignore Stamm wisdom.” He switched to Staré. “Their wise ones not wise, not have truth, not have wise eyes. But others will not see, will not hear. Blame spirits for all evil, believe diggers release spirits. Not understand story of First World.”
Tomás had been listening carefully and frowned, but with more thought than anger. “Kor, do they believe that the ruins are from the First World?”
“They not know. Or say are spirits made, but not the true first spirits. Makes no sense, their words are jumbled like their Stamme.” A wave of the same bitter, peppery, stinging scent Rigi had smelled once when a second Stamm had corrected a sixth flowed into her nose and she wanted to sneeze. They climbed the rise and stopped. “Miss Auriga, what see you?”
Rigi let her eyes sweep the land ahead of them, then worked back toward their hill, watching the tan and emerald grasses bow to the wind’s passage. Something stood out, not obvious but still different and she reached into her satchel, removed a sketchpad and a sharp, fresh pencil and let her hands copy what her eyes saw. “There, to the left,” she gestured then returned to drawing. “A line in the grass, faint, curving away from us.” The sun emerged for an instant and revealed something more. “And a hollow where one should not be.”
Tomás nodded. “Yes. Not a burrow hollow, Kor, but shallow, like a grass-grown dust wallow with straight sides and flat ends.” Tomás waited until Rigi paused, then thumped her shoulder with a light bump of the fist. “Another site.”
“Auxiliary to the main site, I think. We are on a line to Scout Site.”
Kor had pivoted slightly and called to the other Staré, “Hear the truly wise.” He turned back, ears tipping slightly to the sides. “Straight lines only to water and salt, not wallow, Master Tomás,” //correct/agree.// “After you see, I see.”
Rigi looked down at the sketchpad and blinked. In addition to the curving rise and the rectangular depression, she had drawn two circular features on opposite sides of the rectangle, half-way down the long side. When she looked up and focused her attention, indeed, the grass appeared greener, probably because the shallow basins held more water than did the flat soil around them. “Here’s the coordinates,” Tomás said, showing her his digital point-finder. She added them to the sketch, with the date and note about who was here with her. “Are you going to tell Dr. Xian and the others?”
“Do you want to drag them into the transport by their collars as they try to dig their hands and toes into the grass so they can stay and investigate? If so, then yes, I will.”
Kor puffed amused and Tomás shook his head, then cleared the display. “No, thank you, because more likely they will take to the woods, and I do not care to explain to either the captain or the colonel why one of the scientists is now missing a limb, and why we are dragging one of the night-hunting monotremes back with us so the entire scientist can return home.” Rigi caught a strong gust of //amusement,// and observed Kor and the two soldiers looking suspiciously expressionless, even for Staré. Tomás caught it too, and winked before acting properly dignified again.
“You actually found one of the night hunters?”
Kor gestured, //strong affirmative,// and said, “If Miss Auriga follow, please?”
The five returned to the military encampment, continuing past the mess tent and the Staré shelters to where a large pelt hung on a temporary frame. “It attacked two of my troopers,” Tomas told her. He folded his arms. “The head is on the stick. I suspect the biologists in NovMerv will want my head as well, for not popping it into a preservation box for them.” He followed a fascinated Rigi as she examined the head, ignoring the flies and faint rotting-meat smell. “It might be poisonous.”
The hollow front teeth certainly suggested that to be true, Rigi thought, sketching quickly. The eyes appeared red, and she hunted around until she found a slender bit of wood, probably left from making the pole, and lifted the lid. Indeed, the sclera burned crimson at her, around an enormous pupil. The eyes appeared oversize, and she lowered the lid, dropped her stick and drew. Then she noticed a detail, found the stick again, and gently ran it down the brow ridge and over the eye. A second lid, thicker and darker than the first, descended, and she drew the eye once more. The long skull and narrow jaws under the black and brown fur looked unusual, as did the tiny triangular external ears. It had enormous, stiff whiskers. “I wonder. The head looks like an oversize,” she murmured to herself. “Hmm.” She picked the stick back up and ran it along the side of the upper jaw. The whiskers tipped back, then seemed to lock flat against the skull, on both sides. She ran the stick backwards and lo and behold, the whiskers snapped out again.
“It burrows, maybe like a giant, large-animal-eating worm digger,” she suggested.
Tomás seemed intrigued, as did Kor and the others. Rigi inspected the pelt and the still-attached feet. The forefeet had enormous flat claws, rather blunt and thicker than Staré or leaper claws. The dark-furred, flat feet resembled paddles or shovels. “Were the feet like this when it was killed?” She asked Kor and the Staré.
One of the soldiers, high fourth Stamm, gestured with his ears and one forefoot. “Yes, Miss Auriga, Ma’am,” //agreement.//
“Thank you,” she nodded toward him, then turned back to the hide. “Very short fur that doesn’t hold dirt, flat digging front feet, thick neck and shoulders, stubby little tail, and the curved hind feet would make pushing dirt a little easier, but still allow it to walk.” She drew as she spoke, and a little animal appeared beside her drawing of the pelt and skull. She showed the animal to the others. “Something like this, please?”
The three Staré puffed //agreement.// “Ma’am,” the soldier offered, “hind legs more crooked, like so,” he drew a Z-shape in the air with his free forefoot. She corrected the sketch. “Exactly, ma’am.”
“Another ambush predator for the list,” she sighed as she made the note. “Nothing on this continent gives you a chance to fight back. Except the giant river lizard, but that doesn’t count.”
Tomás looked from his troopers to the pelt and head. “It does explain why the locals act so skittish. They are too used to everything jumping out and biting them. Did you notice that the have no wombows? Only domesticated leapers, a bit like the striped leapers of the Kenusha Plains.” Tomás rubbed under his nose. “Have you seen any wombeasts or the like?”
Rigi tried to recall. “No,” she admitted slowly. “Only the dust of their passing, and that at a distance from where I was. But I did not specifically look for wombeast sign. Something like terror-birds but stockier, and a heard of spotted wombeasts passed near the camp overnight three weeks ago, with kitfengs and a few terror-birds, these with stripes on their sides. We saw the followers but not the main herd. And one day we saw dust on the horizon, like a very large herd moving, but I do not know if a mini-flitter was launched to investigate. None of the animals came close enough for me to draw, other than the stocky birds.”
They returned to the main camp. Duty took Tomás and Kor to the captain’s tent-office and Rigi went to “her” and Margit’s shelter, after a stop by the necessary and then the secondary mess for water and more water. Rigi drew the creature in more detail, and tried a larger version of her sketch, but she just could not get the neck correct. After four tries, she gave up and drew two creatures, one with a neck as short as it appeared from the hide, then a second digger with an additional hand-span of neck. The longer neck seemed to be in better proportion to the rest of the beast, but was her artistic sense overriding her anatomical honesty?
“Pish and puddle,” she declared, noted the page, closed the pad and flopped onto the cot, arm over her eyes.
    
“IS it true that you discovered a new sapient species?”
“How many of your team were eaten? The initial reports said only twenty.”
“Dr. Xian, can you comment on the treatment of Staré by the military?”
“Is it true that twelve Staré were brutally murdered by a soldier?”
“Are the hidden cities going to be opened for visitors?”
“Miss, is it true that you married your rescuer?”
Rigi tried to hide behind Dr. Xian, but she stood a full head taller than the compact xenoarchaeologist, and the holo-recorders found her anyway. Fleeing into the woods would be better, she thought, trying not to panic at the wall of recorders and reporters. The path from the transport to the edge of the landing area had been kept well clear, lest anyone get maimed or killed by an arriving or departing flitter or transport, but a solid mass of humans blocked the path through the gate to where Rigi saw her parents, Uncle Eb, and Aunt Kay waiting. Would fainting help? Probably not, and she didn’t know how to pretend-fall without getting hurt. How about one of those fits that the lady, Mrs. Three-Long-Names, indulged in on Home, the ones that sent everyone around her either fleeing in dread or rushing to console and succor the “poor suffering dear.” Rigi thought they were all a bit silly, but shrieking, wailing, collapsing and demanding to be served and carried about had some appeal, especially if it cleared the blockage.
Margit grimaced and whispered into her ear, “Where’s a stink-rat when you need one?” Rigi bit her tongue to keep from laughing aloud at the mental picture, even as she nodded just a fraction of a centimeter. One large, angry stink-rat would clear the entire landing pad, and probably trigger evacuations as far as two kilometers farther downwind. Nothing but nothing, not even trap-lizards and hunter-lizards, bothered stink-rats. Dr. Xian seemed unruffled and held up both hands, as if signaling for quiet. When that failed to stem the flow of demands and questions, she turned her head to catch someone’s eye and nodded. A piercing whistle cut from behind Rigi, and a few of the reporters covered their ears or ducked. The commotion and hubbub died as if hit by a bolt from a military-power shooter.
“Thank you for your concern and you interest in our findings,” Dr. Xian called. Mr. De Groet had worked his way forward and stood beside her, looking dramatic with his arm in a sling and sporting an impressive black eye that owed only a little of its color to cosmetics. That he hid Rigi from the reporters was pure accident, of course, or so all of the expedition members would aver if asked. “However, this is not the time or place to give you a full briefing that will answer your questions with the thoroughness they deserve. Yes, several important discoveries were made, some of which you already know about, including the twelve new species and genuses. No one was eaten alive by the wildlife, so please stop spreading that tale,” and she glared at a young woman in a shirt with a pattern so loud it made Rigi’s ears ache. “As you can see several of us have injuries that need proper medical attention, and the stress of losing four of our colleagues has worn on all of us. There will be a full, formal briefing and release of preliminary images very soon. Again, thank you for your interest. Good day.”
The wall refused to move, and more shouted questions few toward the returnees. “Miss, how does it feel to be the survivor of such terrible sexual attacks by the Staré?”
“Is it true that you uncovered evidence of smuggling of rare species?”
“Mr. De Groet, can you confirm your choice for the local pitch-ball champion?”
Micah De Groet called back, “The Four-fields Fieldhands, of course. Do I look like a traitor?”
“But they’ve never won a tournament?”
“And humans will never leave the planet Earth,” he riposted, generating laughter and a few protests.
The wall of reporters, holo-recorders and sundry pushed forward and moved toward Rigi. She didn’t want to deal with the crowd, didn’t want to answer questions, and she started to panic. She looked toward her family, heart racing, shaking. Uncle Eb and her father seemed to lean together, then she heard, “Look out!” Martinus leaped forward.
“Here boy, here boy!” Rigi called. “It’s OK, boy.”
“Wooeef! Wooeef!” Martinus scrambled toward her and the reporters dodged out of the way as a hundred kilos of m-dog ran at top speed. Rigi crouched and opened her arms. Martinus slowed at the last moment and she hugged him, patting his head, and back, and gushing about what a good dog he was. Together they trotted through the gap in the crowd toward her parents and family. The reporters seemed unwilling to follow, perhaps because someone else now stood with her parents. Colonel Prananda could loom very large when he cared to. Rigi stopped and curtsied, then “oof!” as her brother almost lifted her off the ground and threatened to break her ribs. He and Col. Prananda acted as shields, allowing Rigi and her parents to start moving toward a waiting vehicle. The other men followed, and Rigi kept one hand on Martinus. Uncle Eb opened the door and an unfamiliar third Stamm Staré who could have been a mirror image of Lonka got out, standing watch on attack-alert as the family boarded. He and Col. Prananda got in front and rode in the guide cabin. Rigi couldn’t see who was driving.
“Your bags are here already.” Aunt Kay said.
“Thank you, ma’am.” Rigi handed the shooter case to her aunt. “I used one gas-pack. It is in the case.”
“You’re welcome, dear.”
Rigi’s very pregnant mother leaned forward against the shoulder harness and peered at her daughter, then sniffed. “I believe that suit needs to be cleaned, Auriga. Were there no wash facilities?”
“Yes, ma’am, there were after a fashion. I’m sorry, but the Staré of the plateau have rather interesting ways of washing their things. They boil them with a foaming root, then pound them on rocks, then boil a second time, before squeezing the water out. I did not want to inadvertently ruin anything.” Formality and control came easily, here, in the quiet and seclusion of the vehicle. “The white foam appeared to be a type of bleach.”
“I see. They need a proper cleaning.”
“Yes, ma’am, they do.” As do I, she thought. Her hair was clean, but not as clean as she preferred.
“You’re not going anywhere without me again,” Cyril announced.
Her mother’s lips pursed, and Rigi leaned back into the cushioning, trying to duck the pending quiet, controlled explosion. Instead her father coughed, a quiet sound. “I believe that matter will be discussed later.” The unspoken “much later” made her brother shift in his seat, but her mother’s rising eyebrows quelled the pending protest.
“Tomorrow is a Rest Day, Auriga. We shall observe it with all due thanks and reverence,” her mother stated.
“Thanks be for rest and for those who give it,” Rigi recited, and the others nodded, even Uncle Eb and Aunt Kay.
Her aunt raised a finger in caution. “Stay off the newsfeeds, meaning do not look at them, for at least two days, Rigi. There’s a wave of silliness about the Staré sweeping the press that seems to be cresting, and it won’t help your rest or your patience to read it just now.”
“You are far too kind, Kay,” Rigi’s father sighed. “Silliness is not the word I’d use.”
“Yes, well, none of us are supposed to know the words that we’d like to use, so we won’t,” Uncle Eb stated. Flame danced in his eyes and Rigi wondered just what was going on.
“Ah, Uncle Eb, remember that matter about Mr. De Groet’s theory that you asked me to look into?”
He blinked, then seemed to recall. “Yes, I believe I do.”
“I fear that his hypothesis was as, ah, hypothetical as you surmised, sir.”
“Indeed?” A little smile played around the corners of his mouth and he smoothed his white mustache.
“As hypothetical as rainbow-striped wombows, I am sorry to say, sir.” She paused, then added, “Circumferential stripes, not longitudinal.”
The adults all smiled at the mental image, and Rigi let herself relax.
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ENEMIES, ALLIES, ANCIENT MYSTERIES
Dr. Xian sounded and looked most apologetic. “I’m sorry, Miss Auriga, I truly am. I tried to explain that you are under age and should not be bothered or forced to attend because of the strains of your recent experiences, but they threatened to come to your home and set up reporting points outside the fence until you answered questions. Will two more days be sufficient rest before you join us for the press meeting?” The xenoarchaeologist looked smaller and harried, and she ran both hands over her short-clipped, grey-speckled black hair.
“Yes, ma’am, it will be. My elder brother and a Staré assistant will be coming with me, but not into the meeting itself.” At least, Cyril wouldn’t. Makana, however… It would be easier to convince her mother to leave the faith than to persuade Makana to stop hovering. He shared his twin brother Lonka’s intensity and focus, and his reason for acting as her guard had given everyone pause.
“That will be fine. In fact, having Staré attend may make things far easier.” Dr. Xian looked up, as if pleading for patience or assistance. “I feel as if I’ve come back to a different planet every time I see the news feeds.”
Rigi let herself slump forward, then straightened up. Proper young ladies do not slump like a sack of yams. “I am glad to hear that, ma’am, begging your pardon. I thought it was just me.”
“No pardon needed, and it’s not just you, believe me. I’m tempted to run spectrometer and bio-materials tests on the wind to see if something is blowing through to make so many people act so oddly.” Dr. Xian patted her head again. “Oh, Dr. Troomp thinks your long-necked night-hunter is correct. The hide has been cut, as if someone removed a ten-centimeter slice from the hide for some reason, going by the missing vertebra, and that fits your impression. Lt. Prananda took holos of the skeleton and body as the soldiers skinned it, and gave me the images. He’s good about that.”
Well, he is a hunter, Rigi thought. “Yes, he is. Very observant, or so all the Staré and others say, ma’am.”
“Quite so. I do wish he’d come into xenoarchaeology,” a little sigh, “but I understand his decision. And he’s young enough to change his mind. Men do that quite often.” She shook her head just a tiny bit, looking over and past the visual pick-up. Rigi wondered who the professor had in mind, or if it was a meditation on male mammals in general. If all male mammals, Rigi quite agreed.
After Dr. Xian signed off, Rigi returned to sorting her things. She clucked her tongue at the state of the jacket and skirt she’d worn in the village, and decided that it could not be mended. The fabric had worn too thin in places, and patching only delayed the inevitable. Her leggings had disappeared on the night of her rescue while she’d slept, never to be seen again. Three female soldiers who had washed her after the medical officer examined her and gave his permission and probably burned them out of health and safety concerns. Rigi had dozed off during the medical check and then slept through everything else, apparently inspiring amusement and some envy. Her boots had also needed professional attention, and Lonka had whisked them away at the first available opportunity. Makana, his brother, brought them back repaired and re-conditioned.
Makana had been firm about staying with Rigi. “Not my will,” he informed her, ears slightly back-tipped, upper lip raised to expose his large and slightly uneven upper front teeth. “The will of First Stamm, of Tankutshishin and council. I remain.” The strong oder of //resolve/settled// reminded her of Mar when she had ended a discussion. No argument or further talk would change matters, and the humans had best accept the fact and move on to other things. Happily for Rigi, he and Lonka had enough physical differences that she could tell them apart, even if her parents and brother had trouble, while most other humans failed completely. How could they miss the little white spot at the base of the back of Lonka’s right ear, or Makana’s tail shading? Even their scents differed, with Makana’s smelling heavier, darker, even when he laughed.
Of the items she’d left with, one set of skirt, jacket, and leggings had served their time and needed to be retired. A few other small garments required replacement, eventually, but she’d worn her oldest of those for that very reason, in case they had to leave their luggage and flee. She’d apologized to Aunt Kay for not properly cleaning the holster and belt, but her aunt waved the words away. “My dear, what did your uncle say? Shoot first, clean later. And you were a touch distracted.” Rigi turned another skirt inside out and discovered the seam unravelling and a long loose thread waving at her, so to speak. She set it aside to mend, along with two vests with punctured pockets, and the blouse with the collar that simply would not stay attached. Rigi frowned, took it to the light, and peered closely. She frowned more and set that one on the chair to show her mother. Someone had cheated on the fabric.
“Who made this one, Auriga?” Her mother fanned a little where she sat, feet propped up. The house felt cool to Rigi, but she was not the one a few days from delivery. Mrs. deStella-Bernardi lounged, wearing a loose dress without leggings, loose house slippers, and trying to work on a stitching project around Rigi’s brother-to-be. “Thank you, Siare,” she said to the fourth Stamm female who handed her cool water.
“One of the fabricators, ma’am. I believe it was at Chang’s.” Her mother nodded permission as she sipped the cool drink and Rigi looked through the household account files. “Yes, the last thing we purchased from Chang’s. I’ve not been pleased with any of the items they made, ma’am.”
“I have not been satisfied, either. They left far too little fabric on the seams on your father’s shirts, and the fasteners did not line up properly.” She set the glass aside and fanned more. “I believe we will not do business with them in the future.” Rigi made a note in the file. “Has Dr. Xian returned your comm?”
“Yes, ma’am, she has. It seems the media are not content to work with her and Mr. De Groet alone, and are threatening to set up outside the gate and besiege us until I give an interview. She scheduled one for two days from today, and had no difficulties about Cyril and Makana coming. She seemed relieved about Makana’s presence, given recent rumors and commotions.”
Her mother smiled just a touch. “He is less intimidating than Martinus, at least on holo.”
“I believe that is one aspect, yes, ma’am. And he is less likely to, ah, answer on impulse a question directed at another.” Cyril’s protectiveness had gone far enough, and her father had sat on him, metaphorically speaking. Rigi wished a wombow would sit on him, at least until she got everything done that she needed outside the house. She had not mentioned killing the Staré to her family, and Cyril’s behavior suggested that the forty-second of Someday would be the perfect date to tell them.
Her mother sighed. She seemed to do a great deal of that when Cyril was involved. “I should correct your statement, Auriga, but it is nothing but the truth. And he was like that when he was small, so I fear that it is not simply a phase that he will outgrow.”
Rigi sighed. Siare replaced her mother’s empty glass with a fresh one and held up two dresses. “The brown please, Siare.” The female inclined her ears and disappeared, returning with two shawls. “Both. Babies make messes.”
Siare smiled. “Yes, ma’am. Much messes.” She left once more.
Rigi had returned to discover that an addition had been built onto the house, making it resemble a long-muzzled leaper head seen from the side. A nursery/child’s room took up the space that had belonged to Shona and the others. A new, larger chamber formed the extended nose of the house, allowing space for three male Staré if needed. Siare had a small room that joined the baby room, and another Staré residence had been constructed in the back of the garden, should any of the staff wish to make use of it. Siare came with a recommendation from Mar, and was known to Lonka. She also came from a high fourth Stamm family, with two members raised to second by skill, and knew a little nursing as well as general child-care and household management. She deferred to the males, but had no hesitation about fussing at Rigi and Cy when she felt they needed it. Rigi couldn’t decide if she was sixteen, twelve, or adult when Siare fussed.
Her mother did not need anything from her, so Rigi went back upstairs, put everything away, and sat down at the comm set with a grump and a smothered sigh. She didn’t want to look through recent news stories, but neither did she want to look like a gulping fish, taken by surprise by a reporter’s questions. She suspected someone would have an out-of-the-stars question or one of those four-paragraph statement/questions that reporters seemed to find entertaining to launch at unsuspecting targets. Rigi started with the sports scores, a harmless topic, then glanced at the latest fashion news. She boggled at the enormous cape/trains now in style, and wondered how one young lady managed to walk without assistance or snagging. And the orange polka-dots did not improve the outfit, in Rigi’s opinion. She took a deep breath, murmured one of the prayers for calm and patience, and started on local news and the Staré stories.
Two days later Rigi, with Makana lurking politely at her left shoulder, walked into the meeting room at the xenoarchaeology department’s secondary facility in Sogdia. Cyril waited in the reception area, glaring at everyone, unless he’d settled down after she left. No less than ten holo-vid lenses waited for her, three sound recorders plus more microphones, and Dr. Xian, with a dozen and more reporters. The media group resembled a group of those annoying small leapers, the ones that were smart enough to get into anything, dumb enough to get into everything, and that seemed to have as much energy as a wombow stampede. The image made her want to giggle and helped her stay calm. Then she saw Mr. Smargad lurking beside the group, opposite Dr. Xian. He glared at her, then frowned and called, “I protest!”
Dr. Xian looked to Rigi, confused and worried both. Rigi nodded. She’d guessed someone might fuss, and said to everyone, “Makana requested to remain with me, as an observer for the Staré of Sogdia.”
He inclined his head and gestured, adding //agreement/resolve.// “This is so.”
Smargad turned an odd pink-purple color and made a note on a data pad, but said nothing more. Rigi sat in an un-cushioned chair at the table in front of the equipment, and Makana stepped sideways out of recorder range, then sat as well. He still loomed, at least to those who could read Staré body language. Rigi counted the people easing away or shifting to stand behind someone else. Half of the reporters could read his body language, then. Rigi folded her hands in her lap and waited.
“Miss Auriga Bernardi is well known in the scientific and artistic communities here, and at Home, for her research skills as well as her talent as a scientific illustrator,” Dr. Xian said. “Because of her age, I insist that no personal questions be asked. If that is breached, the interview will end.” This was also law and custom, something everyone should know but probably didn’t want to admit to, Rigi thought. She’d met the sneaky questioning before at dances and teas. Some people thought all neoTraditionalists could be asked any question without taking offense or growing angry.
“Miss Bernardi, Chas Martin for the Crown News. Could you please explain what your role on the expedition was?”
Rigi nodded in his direction. “I am a scientific illustrator, sir, and have experience locating ruins in undisturbed areas—undisturbed by human technology I should clarify. For that reason Dr. Xian and the late Dr. Sanchez invited me to come. Holograms produce magnificent images and have their place, but an illustrator sometimes catches details and impressions that technology misses or obscures, things that help other researchers.”
“Miss Bernardi, Heng Sifuentes, Sogdia Daily. Is it true that you discovered four new species on your own?”
She smiled and shook her head, “No, ma’am. I observed and drew the creatures, or drew them after others observed them. The team discovered them, if the species are indeed confirmed as being previously unrecorded.”
“Why did the Staré of the plateau separate you from the others?” The voice sounded whiny, with an odd edge to it. Rigi leaned a little, but could not quite see the person’s face.
“Because they mistook my different dress and my lack of technical equipment to mean that I was a juvenile, sir? Ma’am?”
“Sir, and what were those differences? I heard that you smelled different, too.”
Rigi hid her dismay. Who started that rumor? Was it one of the soldiers? She had anticipated something like that, but it still irritated her. “As you know, I follow the neoTraditionalist belief system, and our clothing can be distinctive, notably in the lack of patterns and muted color palate. The Indria Plateau Staré appeared to favor simple, dark colors for their young, sir, and reserved embroideries and brighter shades for mature adults, especially those of high rank within the village.”
She guessed the next question. “How did you get away to find the search party, if they thought you were a child?”
“Because I was fortunate.” Because the Creator and Creatrix had mercy. “My chores included going out with the younger Staré to get drinking and cooking water, and I was outside the walls when the adult Staré began debating what to do with the expedition members. I had kept my bag with me at all times, and when the adults were distracted, I fled. I traveled in the direction of the expedition camp, and I hid in the brush when Staré went by. I have a little experience in woodscraft, ma’am, just like all children of Shikhari, and fortunately, two scouts located me before anything large and hungry did.”
“Miss, did any of the local Staré, local to the plateau that is, did they harass you?”
“No more so than any other rather slow hopling. I’m a bit clumsy, if I understood their gestures correctly, sir,” she smiled, adding “and they didn’t trust my cooking. Apparently they’d overheard the rest of the expedition talking about my attempts at bread baking.” That brought chuckles and Dr. Xian nodded with great enthusiasm. Makala’s ears twitched but he did not contradict her.
“What did the Staré eat?”
“Food. Their preferred spices and garnish were a bit heavy for my taste, ma’am, and I’m afraid that tam has never been my favorite vegetable.” More chuckles and Dr. Xian nodded just a little.
“Did none of the Staré who followed catch you, Miss Bernardi? There was a rumor that one Staré was found dead in the woods.”
Someone needs to warn Col. Deleon about this, I think. Rigi prevaricated.
“To my knowledge, no one saw me and reported it. I never heard or smelled any sort of commotion, although at least one group of males came behind me that I saw. Given the predators in the woods and along the river, I’m afraid that I would not be surprised if someone was injured or killed. I hope that was not truly the case. I’m thankful that nothing large and hungry found me first.”
“Miss Bernardi,” Mr. Smargad asked, “why did the Staré attack you in the first place?”
“Sir, I do not know. I have heard rumors, but did not ask the villagers while I was their guest.”
He pushed, “Could it be because your actions or presence gave offense, even if inadvertently?”
“Sir, I do not know. Their dialect differs from that of the Staré with whom I am familiar.” Which you would know if you’d really read what Dr. Xian and Thad and the others said, she grumbled.
“Is it true that the militia humans ordered the Staré to attack first, rather than leading by example?” It was that nasty, edged voice, now even sharper-edged.
“Sir, the military did not tell me, and I am not in a position to read their reports, so I do not know.” She did know, but the questioner didn’t need that information and Rigi had no desire to say more.
“Miss Bernardi, there are rumors, stories perhaps, going back to the first human settlement of this world, that Staré males have always shown a special interest in human females. Yes?”
She met Mr. Smargad’s gaze. “And your question, sir?”
He frowned and half-closed his eyes. “Is it not true?”
She ducked sideways. “It is true that such stories have circulated. I believe that versions of such things go back almost as far as the whispers about creatures under the bed and large wading birds bringing babies.”
He glowered. She kept her expression as calm and tranquil as her mother ever did. Dr. Xian frowned, and Makana seemed to be looking at Smargad as well. “Given recent events here, Miss Bernardi, I trust you understand why there are concerns about mistreatment of the Staré of the plateau and abuse of those Staré who have been forced into military duty.”
Makana spoke. “No Staré pushed into military. All choose armed duty. Forced not permitted.”
“That topic is closed,” Dr. Xian stated. “Are there any other questions directly related to Miss Bernardi’s work or to the expedition?”
“Miss, do you anticipate going out again? If you are asked, Miss, I mean.”
Rigi nodded. “If I am asked, ma’am, then I will certainly consider it, should my parents agree to my going. They make the final determination.”
A few more questions about her use of low-tech media, and any publication plans, followed. “No, I have not been asked to judge the school art exhibition, sir. I do not program, and as I recall, that is a major part of the grading, in addition to aesthetics and overall project complexity and skill.”
“When are you marrying Lt. Prananda?”
She drew herself up and locked eyes with the leaper-faced woman. Enough of this foolishness, ma’am.  “Given that I am underage, and the army does not permit junior officers to wed, and our faith differences, and our mutual lack of interest in marriage, I believe the question cannot be answered.” So
stop trying to make a mountain out of a digger mound, Rigi growled. She knew which gossip feed the woman worked for, and wanted nothing to do with it. The reporter glared at her, but subsided when several other journalists and holo-techs shushed back. Another question like that and it would end all of their interviews with her.
“Is it true you have a dangerous ‘bot, the one your father sic’ed on the press at your arrival here?” Smargad again, of course.
“He is dangerous if you are a chew-stick or a bouncy ball, yes, sir. Or if you attempt to eat me.”
More laughter, and several of the reporters turned to look at Smargad, whispering among themselves and frowning. Rigi wondered; what was he doing here, since he was not a reporter, or at least she’d not seen his name on any articles or images? Others appeared to be asking that same question.
“If you do not have any further on-topic questions for Miss Bernardi?” Rigi could several of the reporters wanted to ask her things, but not on the topic list that Dr. Xian insisted upon. Probably questions about religion and the like, or her thoughts on Staré rights, or the handball tournament in progress. “No? Thank you, Miss Bernardi, ladies and gentlemen, this interview is ended.” Rigi got up and she and Makana escaped before anyone had a chance to think up one last question.
Cyril appeared to be pacing fit to wear an excavation trench in the flooring when she and Makana reached the reception area. The young man on duty gave her a pleading look, probably asking her to take Cy far, far away and keep him there. Rigi agreed. “I’m done, Cyril.”
“Good.” He clipped the word short. “Father and mother are at,” he caught himself. “We are to go straight home and wait for them there.”
“Very well.” Cyril charged out to the ground transport. Rigi closed her eyes for a moment, pled for patience, and then opened them again. Makana’s ears tipped back and he released //hint of irritation/fainter exasperation,// or something like it. She agreed. He led the way to the door, opened it for her, then followed her into the transport.
As they left, she glanced back and saw Mr. Smargad watching them, shoulders and back hunched, still glowering, and leaning against a pillar. She shivered and wondered what bothered him so much. And why he’d never been able to find relief from the chronic pain of his injuries, if they truly were that bad.
    
THREE WEEKS LATER, Lt. Prananda smiled broadly enough to show almost all of his very even teeth. “That’s wonderful! Congratulations, and I’ll tell Mother and Father the good news. They have been a little concerned.”
“Thank you, Tomás, and please do.” Now that Paul Procyon Bernardi had arrived, all three kilos and a bit of him, Rigi let herself admit that she’d been worried. Her mother wasn’t young, and although medical technology could do wonderful things, still… The temple dedication had a special meaning this time, and Rigi finally understood why dedications focused on the mother as much as on the baby. Now if baby Paul would just sleep at night!
“So, anything more to add to the report of the Wallow Site?” A copy of the report hovered beside Tomás’s image on the the comm display. She’d read it and made a few notes.
“Nothing that changes your conclusions, but a few more details based on what I’d observed elsewhere. And I agree, the lack of melting on the other secondary sites is odd. There seems to be less and less thermal damage the farther you go from the largest sites, and I almost wonder if Wallow and those other ones, ah, Grassy Site Three and Little Lizard, were built after whatever happened to destroy Scout and some others, then later abandoned. I didn’t include the hypothesis, but that might explain why the Indria Staré have a different understanding of the First and Second Worlds.” She had not really talked about it with anyone else, and desperately wanted to ask Kor for permission to talk to Uncle Eb. Kor had insisted that she and Tomás not discuss speculations yet, for Staré reasons.
Tomás nodded and rubbed under his nose. He was trying to grow a mustache, with marginal success. Rigi wanted to reach through the comm system and wash the dark smudge off his face. “If the survivors of whatever-it-was decided sometime later that the very act of building stone cities and towns was what had caused the event, then what you observed makes perfect sense. Flee, rebuild on a small scale, then walk away, possibly tearing down or otherwise damaging the new place in order to get rid of whatever caused the disaster.” He shook his head and snorted a little, “But we can’t put that in the report.”
She snorted as well. “No, we can’t. We can’t even call whatever destroyed the larger cites ‘a disaster’ because that is projecting our theories onto the evidence.” Rigi wrinkled her nose and played with a few stray hairs that had managed to escape her bun, probably helped by Paul’s small sticky fingers. “I can see why people prefer adventure novels and that ancient image thing, oh, King Solomon’s Mines I think it was, to archaeology reports. You actually learn what caused The Exciting Event or who built the Awesome Palace and Amazing Statue.” Rigi mimicked the presenter on one of the less-reputable history holo series.
Tomás laughed. “Agreed, Miss Rigi. So, I shall incorporate your recommendations and additions, and send the article and report to the xenoarchaeology department tomorrow.” He glanced to the right as he spoke, and she guessed that someone had come into the comm pod.
“Thank you, Lt. Prananda, and I will look through my notes again. Perhaps more material of use might appear.”
“Prananda out.” The screen showed the insignia of the Crown Army, then went neutral grey. Rigi closed the report file, logged out, and flexed her fingers. She needed to go out. Cy was serving his reserve duty, her father was at work and her mother and Siare had taken Paul visiting. Rigi would go to the market and look for fabric, and see if she could find some of the colored chalks the Staré elders used, in order to try a color match for the painted carvings in the Temple and other ruined building.
She went downstairs. Makana, Lonka, and Shona stood by the kitchen door, deep in conversation about something, possibly the half wombow hanging from a frame just outside the kitchen window. She blinked, rubbed her eyes, then peered again. Yes, an entire half wombow hung under the extension of the verandah roof. No wonder Shona looked rather put out and seemed to be attempting to strangle one of the napkins from breakfast. Did she want to intrude? No, but neither did she want to be scolded by everyone in the house aside from Martinus if she left without telling them. She backed up out of sight of the door, made some scuffing sounds, coughed a little, and reappeared.
Shona now stood on the far side of the kitchen, removing clean butcher knives from their cases. Lonka appeared to be checking things off a list on a data pad, using a claw for a stylus, and Makana bowed toward her. She hand-bowed back. “I would like to go to the Blue Star market to purchase some things and compare colors, if a wombow cart is available.”
Ears twitched. Lonka and Makana leaned together, as if comparing notes, and Lonka said, “The cart is available, Miss Rigi. It shall be ready in fifteen ticks.”
“Thank you, Lonka. Martinus will be coming with me.”
All three males ear-bowed. Rigi nodded and went back upstairs to change into a better dress and shoes, and to collect the paint samples and some fabric scraps she wanted to match. She freshened up, picked up her fingerless leather gloves, and went downstairs. Makana waited, wearing a light-weight raincoat that extended part-way over his tail. The misting rain didn’t agree with him, Rigi had learned early after his arrival. Martinus followed behind, minus his carnifex-leaper tail. Rain disagreed with it too, in a rather smelly way. She led the way out the front door to the waiting wombow cart.
A very pale tan—actually cream-colored—gelding stood waiting, head up, sniffing, ears twitching. Rigi looked him over but nothing seemed to be rubbing, and she climbed into the cart, followed by Martinus and Makana. The m-dog helped balance the weight of the Staré. Rigi untied the steering reins, twitched them, and clicked her tongue. The wombow waddled forward. Well, she corrected herself, he didn’t really waddle, but from where she sat, the round rump wagged back and forth in a waddle. His little round tail sported a tuft of black on the tip, and it flipped up from time to time, making her want to giggle.
Half an hour or so later they reached the cart line at the market. Makana got out and found a hitching spot, and Rigi followed, guiding the wombow into the space. The gelding decided that something spilled on the ground needed to be sniffed and tasted, and once his head dropped, all she could do was wait until he finished. Pulling would only draw his head back toward his knees and he’d probably decided to lie down, or kick.
“Wooeef?” Martinus sounded confused.
“Wooeef indeed.” After far too long the cream-colored wombow raised his head, saw the trough and jerked forward into the parking spot, not quite pulling Rigi’s shoulders out of joint. She bit her tongue and did not scream, yell, or curse the beast, or hit him with the speed stick. Makana rapped the wombow’s nose instead, then held the reins as Rigi and Martinus got down. He secured the wombow to the trough, pumped some fresh water, and confirmed that nothing but a little feed covered the bottom of the trough. Before she could ask Makana walked away, returning with a chit from the beast-watcher. “Thank you.” Rigi clipped it to the wombow’s harness to show that it was a private wombow cart with a year pass.
Rigi and Makana wound their way through the busy market, Martinus staying close to Rigi’s right side. The chilly rain seemed to have no effect on the Staré buying and selling, although Rigi ducked more than one rain-shade. It took three tries before she found the sort of material she wanted. Well, she reminded herself, the warm season came soon, and Staré as well as humans bought lighter materials for the long dry, hot time of the year. And some of the prints! Her eyes burned with the after-image of the painfully pink and yellow-green paisley hood and half-cape worn by a blotched sixth Stamm female. Her four hoplings sported matching hoods and half-capes, perhaps so they could be seen easily in a crowd. Rigi found the source of the fabric in the second shop and decided that she didn’t need to look too much more closely at the rest of the material there. However, the third try still had a nice stock of heavier weight material, twills and a lush flannel that Rigi decided to get now and use later. She also bought two and a half meters of a wide, deep green material for a worship day dress.
The fourth Stamm clerk seemed quite pleased with her, or perhaps just pleased to get rid of the almost out-of-season materials. She folded the fabric into a compact, heavy bundle, then tied it with a wide navy blue ribbon. The clerk presented it on her forefeet and bowed to Rigi. The pouchling peering over the top of the clerk’s modesty apron ear bowed and Rigi smiled, took the material, and hand bowed. Once outside she put the fabric in one of Martinus’s panniers.
Buying the material proved to be far easier than finding the chalks. Makana took over after the fourth stall professed no knowledge of such things. “This way, Miss Auriga, please,” he said, raising his voice. He puffed //mild annoyance// with an undertone of something almost familiar, something Rigi had smelled before but in a far different setting. She shrugged and followed, mindful of the people around her and watching for tails and tips of feet. Martinus eased closer and she kept one hand on his shoulder, in part to keep him from going on alert because of the proximity of so many bodies. A narrow path seemed to appear before Makana without anyone saying or doing anything. As they went farther into the market, into the old section that dated to the founding of Sogdia’s Staré community, Rigi noticed Staré gesturing discreetly among themselves, especially the pale lower Stamme Staré. They’d probably not seen a human in this area for quite a while, let alone an m-dog, Rigi decided, and didn’t worry. Truth be told, she felt safer in the mass of Staré than she did around some humans.
Makana stopped, pivoted, and walked to a small doorway. He tapped twice, bowed, and then spoke and gestured to the person who opened the door. The person replied and Makana bowed again before stepping back and assuming a guard stance. “This shop, Miss Auriga, has what you seek.”
“Sit Martinus. Stay.” Rigi approached the doorway, caught a glimpse of very dark fur and gulped a little. She hesitated at the threshold, bowed, and waited for a forefoot gesture beckoning her to enter. She’d never been into a shop with a first Stamm proprietor.
“Greetings and honor to the shop,” she said in Staré, as best she could.
“Honor to the wise, and greetings,” an almost black male replied, hand bowing from behind the counter. “What seek you?” He spoke Common slowly, with very little accent. A veritable rainbow of colors and patterns overflowed from the shelves behind him.
Rigi hesitated for a moment before asking, “If it is permitted, I seek the colored chalks, the sticks, used for festival drawings. I wish to match the colors, so that I may better depict the old places.”
He folded his long forefeet one on top of the other and studied her with unblinking eyes. His ears remained still, and she could not smell anything but the faint musty, chalky, oily scent of the shop. “Show me.”
She blinked. No Staré had ever ordered her before unless danger threatened. But he was first Stamm, and Rigi didn’t protest. Instead she pulled one of her little pads out of her bag, found a drawing of one of the buildings from White Leaper Site, and showed it to him. He pointed at the top of the counter and she set the pad down, then backed away with a hand bow. He picked up the pad, held it close to a lamp, studied it, sniffed it, then nodded once. She caught a combination of scents, overlain with //approval/agreement/sorrow.// Sorrow? He returned the pad to the counter, turned around, and began pulling leaf-wrapped sticks of color from the little cubbies, a dozen and a few more, wrapped them in white paper, and set them on the counter beside the pad. “Bring the image when done. From the wise to the wise. You are what the hunter has claimed.” He folded his forefeet and pointed to the door with his ears. “Go, bring the image in payment.”
Rigi took the color sticks, curtsied to him, then hand bowed, backed four steps, and ducked out the door. Makana closed the door behind her. She showed him the bundle and he inclined toward it, //satisfaction/honor.// After she tucked the bundle in Martinus’s second pannier, Makana led the way back to the main market. She stowed the pad away again in her bag and followed him.
This time a wide path opened and Staré stopped what they were doing to watch them go by, a few lifting up young hoplings and older pouchlings to see her, Martinus, and Makana. Rigi wondered what attracted their attention. She wasn’t wearing anything odd, and the crowd acted curious and respectful, not hostile. Was it Makana? Martinus? No, they ear pointed to her. And it seemed to be lower Stamm Staré. Yes, she realized, fourth Stamm and below, even a few of the rare white-colored eighth Stamm, the lowest of those still inside the Stamme. The crowd thinned a little as they reached a busier area, but she still attracted attention and of what seemed to be wisps of //honor/approval.// What had the thumping network, as Col. Deleon put it, said about her? What had Kor said to the first Stamm male, and why was Kor even talking to such a person? Rigi wanted to ask Makana, but not here in the market.
They stopped by the dressmaker she favored and left the green cloth for him to use. She left the fabricated skirt and jacket and blouse that needed to be replaced so he could use them as a pattern. He ran the material of the skirt between the toes of his forefoot, peered at the tiny seam allowances, and sniffed, ears tipped to the sides. “Machine make. Thagh,” he spat. Rigi wanted to apologize for daring to bring such things into his workspace. “We make better. Three days from tomorrow, all ready.” He bowed and returned to his curtained off work area. Rigi paid the assistant and departed. The crowd had dispersed for the most part, as had some of the rain clouds, and she watched as Makana removed his coat, rolled it, and hooked the bundle to the back of his belt. They bought some sweets from a stall by the wombow hitches, and a bag of candied dried fruit for Lonka, Shona, and Siare.
They walked back to the carts a bit slowly. Makana had discovered Shona’s reaction to people eating shop-made breads and pastries in his kitchen by getting his ears scorched for daring to do such a thing. He and Rigi finished their little sweet buns and spiced braided cookies, then rinsed hands and forefeet at the fountain reserved for that. The flowing water coming out of the different color-coded spigots would not affect Stamm the way a shared basin might, and prevented accidental or deliberate contaminations. Rigi mentally checked everything off of her list, and started to pull her coin bag out to give a tip to the Staré minding the carts and wombows. Makana held up one strong forefoot, stopping her. “Someone by the carts.”
Rigi eased to the side and peered around his shoulder. “Mr. Smargad.” And several other people with Staré rights signs and sashes on, all of them between her and the cart. For a fraction of a second she thought of ordering Martinus to bluff-charge them, chasing them away, but stopped the thought almost as fast. The law considered such an act to be assault as much as if she ran toward them herself with a club or knife. Several clusters of Staré watched, and the cool breeze brought the scent of //confusion,// //amusement,// and possibly //irritation// to her nose. Makana’s ears twitched, and his tail thumped the ground rather firmly. She needed to get home, and did not care to linger to see what Smargad and his associates intended to do. Two seventh Stamm with the human protesters acted, not exactly uncomfortable, but exceedingly confused, Rigi decided. One of the women seemed to be speaking to them and gesturing quickly. “Does she not understand the Stamme?” Rigi wondered under her breath.
“It would seem not, Miss Rigi, if she desires understanding.” Indeed, the two pale Starés’ ears tipped front and back, then returned to vertical, a sure sign of absolute perplexity.
Other humans’ ignorance was not her problem, Rigi decided, although she felt sorry for the Staré. “We go.” She and Martinus led the way to the cart. Makana took the tag back to the parking manager as Rigi checked the wombow for rubs or injury, untied him, and held him as Martinus climbed into the cart. She’d programmed him not to jump in unless commanded. She didn’t trust the strength of the wood in the rented cart.
Mr. Smargad gave her an oily smile that failed to reach his eyes. “Miss Bernardi. I’m surprised to see you here.”
“Likewise, Mr. Smargad.” She’d be polite but no more than that.
He studied the cart and her. “And still with the dangerous ‘bot. So you do not trust the Staré, do you?”
I trust them far more than I trust you, she muttered inside her mind. “I believe my father’s instructions to his m-dog are his business, sir. If he wishes to send the dog with me, he does.”
The man came closer, not close enough to threaten but closer than Rigi felt was polite or comfortable for a man from outside her family. “And abusing a wombow, as well as demeaning Staré. Truly, the apple does not fall far from the tree.”
“Thank you, Miss Auriga,” Makana said. He reached for the reins and she gave them to him, then got into the back of the cart. He gusted //irritation/frustration/obedience,// and Rigi guessed what he wanted to do. Her guess proved correct, and Smargad stared, then scowled as Makana climbed onto the diver’s position, clicked his tongue, and backed the cart. The humans moved out of the way, several of them staring and pointing, as if they’d never seen a Staré drive before. Rigi thought one young woman might faint, she’d gone so pale. Makana drove until they’d passed well out of sight of the market, and stopped the cart. The seat was not designed for Staré. Rigi leaned forward as he got down, then took the reins. Makana stepped forward, holding the wombow’s bridle and keeping the him steady as she in turn clambered down from the back of the cart, and up into the driver’s seat. Makana took his preferred place on the Staré seat in back and they finished the trip in peace.
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COLLIDING WITH IGNORANCE
Blessed Creator, why did you make adults so hard to understand, Rigi half-asked, swaying from side to side as she held Paul. She caressed his back, bouncing a little on her toes and patting him gently until she heard a soft “burp,” and smelled baby spit-up. Paul sighed and wiggled a little, apparently happier now that he’d outgassed. Rigi wiped his face with a clean towel corner and rocked him a bit more, then laid him in his cradle and rocked it. He smiled, wiggled, and went to sleep. She probably ought to check his nappy, but a sleeping baby meant a happy household. Rigi dimmed the light and crept out, carefully avoiding that squeaky spot on the floor, and closing the door curtain. If only adult humans could be pacified so easily.
Rigi put the towel into the dirty towel bin, then waved to her mother and went upstairs. Siare and the males had the day off for the festival marking the end of the wet cool season and the official start of the dry, warm time of year. Rigi’s mother had conceded at last that Paul was ready for the occasional bottle, and seemed to appreciate napping along with him, letting Rigi and Cyril as well as Siare feed, hold, and change the baby. He seemed to be growing by the hour, and Rigi wondered if he’d end up as big as Cy was. If so, she ought to start saving her credits to buy a little house of her own, just so she could have a bit of peace and quiet, assuming she wasn’t married by then. She settled into her chair and resumed the tedious work of color matching the last of the Staré pastels.
Rigi almost hated to do it. Once she finished, she’d have to destroy the original color sticks, unless she found a way to use them entirely herself and then fix the images so that no one could scrape and then analyze the material to duplicate the sticks. A message for her had arrived the day after she’d been give the sticks, from Tankutshishin himself, with instructions on how to dispose of them properly. The Staré did not mind her matching the colors, but the sticks ingredients’ had to remain secret for religious reasons. Rigi almost wondered how Tankutshishin had learned of the colors, but the Staré’s thumping network seemed to pass messages faster than light-speed. He probably also knew what kind of stuffed bun she’d had as a snack that afternoon.
Rigi adjusted the lights on her object camera, then studied the picture of the color stick, comparing it to what she saw beside her and to the image on the screen. After three tries, the blend on the screen was still too pink, she decided. The stick had a touch more blue to it, and she tweaked the color by two tenths of a point. Not quite enough, so she went a little lower. Close. She closed her eyes for a moment, then looked again. A pinch greener? She saved what she had, then added a tenth of green. No. She undid the green and adjusted the red. Ah, that looked right. She closed her eyes again and counted to thirty, then looked. Rigi stood, turned off the room lights, and looked again, comparing the stick as it was to the color on the screen. Yes, she’d finally gotten the match.
Rigi saved the file, backed it up to her secondary drive, then turned on her remote back-up and sent everything to her code-locked off-site server, as well as sending the file to a second server, one that she and Aunt Kay shared. “It is not paranoia, my dear,” Aunt Kay had informed her. “The universe is out to get us, and the server that this accesses is double locked. I won’t say that it is hack-proof, but it certainly is snoop resistant. As your uncle discovered.”
A muted “Harrumpf,” had come from the other side of the room, out of sight of the video feed. Aunt Kay had looked at the ceiling and Rigi had smiled. Then she’d fought off a bout of giggles as a Staré forefoot appeared behind her aunt’s head, paired toes spread, mimicking Staré ears, then disappeared. Once more she wondered just what the relationship between her uncle, aunt, and Lexi was.
At the very least it was far more complicated than Mrs. Debenadetto, Mr. Smargad, and the other Staré-rights proponents seemed to think. They’d never believe that Lexi worked for the Trents of his own free will, or that Shona had left instructions to be told if her parents returned to Shikhari, or that the first Stamm would order Makana to come work with her. With a little reluctant sigh Rigi bundled the deep burgundy stick in with the others, wrapped them all in the leaves and cloth that they had come in, and tied the package closed. She’d take it to the burn basin later, per instructions, clear the basin and burn the package to ashes, then rinse the basin and scatter the water on the grass and in the garden. Normally such care would have been excessive, but those had been the First Stamm’s instructions, and given the way Mr. Smargad kept appearing at the wrong moment…
Rigi stretched her legs and arms, went down to get a nibble and check on her sleeping mother and brother, then came back upstairs. She logged into her news feed, read the first headline, and groaned, but quietly. “Citizens for Staré Rights Demands Decolonization,” the large print announced, over a picture of a group of earnest humans and a handful of low Stamm Staré presenting what Rigi guessed was a petition to the royal governor’s representative and a Corporate official. “In addition, complaints about the treatment of Staré were filed with the Crown Labor Ministry and Colonial Ministry, and the Corporate Ombudsman, alleging abuse of Staré working in the agricultural sector and underpayment as well as unsafe working conditions for Staré in commercial and industrial jobs.” She skipped over the close up of Mr. Smargad glowering at someone as people behind him held signs demanding Staré rights and an end to the caste system. “Mr. L. Smargad, Human-Staré liaison for the Citizens for Staré Rights, and Mrs. E. Debenadetto, associate for education of Staré, have also submitted petitions on behalf of the Staré of Shikhari requesting decolonization and the removal of human presence on the planet. ‘The sapient residents of this world have made their feelings clear, as the Indria Plateau incident shows,’ Mr. Smargad told reporters. ‘Colonialism is a blot on humanity’s record and should never have begun, let alone been permitted to continue. Are the Staré not sapient? Do they not have feelings? When you cut them, do they not bleed?’ A second petition for the opening of the reports on the Indria Plateau Expedition’s findings and accounts of the encounter with the local Staré has also been filed. ‘We only want the truth. Nothing more, and nothing less,’ Mr. Pol Nguyn said.” Rigi quit reading before she started pounding her fist on the desk.
Instead she went to her message list, promptly deleted two, and flagged a third, forwarding it to the temple Matron. There’d been a wave of false pleas for financial assistance by someone claiming to belong to a Temple on Eta Tolima, and the Guardians and Matrons had requested that all such requests be sent to them for confirmation. The very fact that such things claimed to be from off-world raised all sorts of warnings to begin with, given the cost and slowness of message transport and signal transmission. Rigi happily opened the short note from Tomás, read it, and sat back, chuckling. No, it probably hadn’t been funny at the time, but a stink-lizard in the mess during guest night conjured all sorts of entertaining mental pictures, so long as she was several kilometers and days away from the event itself. She sent him a polite and solicitous reply and agreed that indeed, the wildlife of Shikhari did appear to be out to get him. Should she remind him of the centipede that proved to be a stick? No, that would not be kind.
The message from Mrs. D sent her back in time almost five years, and she flinched. Rigi didn’t want to open it, but she’d said she would consider assisting Mrs. D, and ladies kept their word whenever possible. Rigi opened the message, read it, thought about the request, and decided that she’d at least go meet Mrs. D to hear and see what she had in mind. If it were a straight commission, Rigi would consider it as she did other commissions. If Mrs. D wanted free work, well, Rigi did not work for free.
Rigi answered, agreeing to meet Mrs. D at Sigur’s Café. The café and coffee shop was not far from the spice market, and Rigi could do any shopping her mother or father wanted done on the trip, as well as leaving her monthly offering at the Temple on the way home. And it gave her a convenient and true reason for leaving if Mrs. D wanted to talk for too long. Rigi put the date and time into her calendar, then opened the next file.
“Dear Miss Bernardi,” it began. “You will be pleased to know that the mapping phase of the Indria Project is complete. I will send you a preliminary copy, encrypted, in two days. Please do not release the information to anyone before the official date. Sincerely, Xian.” Rigi did a little dance in her chair, then cleared the message and cleared the file as well. After her sister’s snooping, Rigi never gave anyone a chance to read her correspondence, even by accident.
“No, Auriga, I cannot think of anything. I will ask Shona when he returns from the holiday,” her mother said that night at supper.
Her father frowned at his fish. “I am not entirely pleased with your meeting Mrs. Debenadetto, Rigi, but as long as it is in public I trust your judgment. Are you taking Martinus?”
“Yes, sir. I would like for Makana to come as well, but Mrs. D specified that she did not want any of the Staré in our employ to attend.” Rigi did not stab the yellow peas remaining on her plate, but she wanted to. “Sigur’s does not cater to Staré tastes, as I recall.”
“She demands full rights for Staré but she doesn’t want to be around them? That’s strange,” Cy observed around a mouthful of fish.
Well, Rigi didn’t care to be around Staré when they ate either, not because of their manners but because of their physiology and anatomy. She doubted that had anything to do with Mrs. D’s request. “It may be because she has some questions about the Stamme. She and Mr. Smargad seemed to believe that the Stamme were imposed by humans rather than coming from the Staré themselves. That misunderstanding may have cleared over the past few months.”
“I certainly hope so,” her mother stated. “The Stamme are quite different than the old caste systems of Home, I hope she realizes.”
“There’s none so blind as will not see, my dear,” her father said. He held up a bit of fish. “Does this look odd to you?”
The other three at the table leaned forward to get a good look. “No sir,” Cy said. “It looks like orange codlet, and the fish Mother brought home this morning was an orange codlet.”
“I selected it fresh from the tank, Timothy, and watched them clean and steam it. All I added was the spiced butter.”
“Hmm.” Her father ate the rest of the fish without comment.
    
THE NEXT DAY Rigi and Martinus walked into Sigur’s Café promptly at two hours after noon. Makana had let Rigi know his feelings on not coming with her, politely but eloquently. Rigi had her hand-shooter in her special bag, Martinus, and common sense. She’d also left the wombow cart just out of sight of the café, in case Mrs. D had difficulties with such things. The distance wasn’t far enough for a flitter, and Rigi’s parents and brother saw no point in hiring a motor-transport when they had the wombow cart rental already paid through the end of the dry season. Rigi had become a bit fond of the cream-colored gelding, even if he was too curious about scents on the ground.
“There you are, Auriga!” Mrs. Debenadetto waved from a corner table. Rigi nodded to the host and followed him to the table, then sat. Martinus lay down on her other side, out of the way of servers. She’d taken his furry tail off again, since Mrs. D probably would not understand her having a fur.
“Good afternoon, ma’am.” Without her asking a milk-coffee appeared. “Thank you.” The temple was not far, and the waitresses knew neo-Traditionalist manners.
“So formal,” Mrs. D tutted. “How is your family? I understand you have a new arrival?”
“They are well, thank you, and yes. Paul arrived three months ago and is growing quickly.”
Mrs. D’s eyes widened under their blue-green eyeliner. “Only three months? How can you bear to leave him at home? I’d thought you’d bring him in case he needed to nurse.”
Rigi was torn between melting into the floor from embarrassment and commanding Martinus to leak on the woman’s leg. Her face burned and she counted to ten in Staré before answering in cool tones, “He is my brother, Mrs. Debenadetto, not my son.”
The woman had enough manners to look embarrassed and she covered her brilliant ruby colored lips with her fingers. “Oh dear, I apologize Auriga. I misunderstood what I read, and I thought he was yours.” They both sipped their drinks, and Rigi let the rich cowlee milk coat her palate before swallowing the hot blend. “I’m sorry. I know better than to trust initial reports.”
“It was an honest mistake,” Rigi soothed. “Apology accepted ma’am.”
“Thank you.” They drank more of their coffees. “Auriga, I wanted to speak with you about a difficulty I am having that you might be able to assist with.”
“I do not know what I can do, ma’am.”
“You speak Staré and seem familiar with how they operate, to use a rather cold word,” the older woman began, frowning and playing with a bit of the fringe on her otherwise snug black cuff. She still favored Home styles and colors, Rigi sighed, wondering how uncomfortable the close-fitted blouses and slacks would feel during the worst of the warm season. “The Staré school is going well, at least for the children from the so-called upper Stamms. The other children do not seem to want to study or to learn, and my teachers are becoming quite frustrated. How can we convince their parents to work more closely with their children so that they can advance?”
Oh dear, Rigi groaned inwardly. Did Mrs. D understand anything about Staré and the Stamme? It appeared not. Rigi groped for the right words to use and the best way to use them without offending Mrs. D. “Ah, I see how that could become most frustrating, ma’am. Is there a skill in particular that they seem unable or unwilling to master?”
“Reading and writing, either Common or Staré. They learn their names, and basic adding and subtracting and so, but complicated things, or reading passages and writing longer things? Nothing. It seems as if a wall rises in their minds. Is there a teaching technique the Staré of the upper classes use that the working class don’t have access to?”
Rigi put her fingers over lips, thought, and took a deep breath. “Ma’am, there is no special teaching technique that I have heard of, although scents do play a role in most communication of every day matters and emotions. I am not familiar with scents for abstract topics. And Staré do tend to have a more oral information-culture than humans, or did until four generations ago, if I recall correctly. Perhaps part of the difficulty is that written communications are simply so new that literacy is not seen as especially useful yet.” Given the jobs lower Stamm Staré did, advanced math served no purpose, and neither did reading literature, but Rigi doubted that Mrs. D understood that it was the cause and not the effect.
“That would make sense then, but not now.” She tapped teal fingernails on the cool silver table top. “It does give me something to use for outreach, though, thank you. But what about the current children in the classroom?”
“Ma’am, I work most closely with members of the fourth and third Stamme, and have some acquaintance with individuals of the second Stamm. They prefer spoken to written communication, and many have perfect memories for spoken and sung information. The only Staré I know who regularly use computers are third Stamm, although fourth Stamm members seem to like basic data pads, the heavy-duty kind with claw-resistant screens.”
Mrs. D tipped her head to the side after sipping her drink. “And have you given—you call them fourth Stamm—these people computers and instruction?”
“If you mean me personally, no, ma’am. I’m not a teacher. I would have to ask my father if his office has ever done something like that, since there are fourth and fifth Stamme in the department.” Rigi tried to remember if Lexi had ever used the computers, but she couldn’t recall, and he was high third anyway, so that didn’t count.
“That reminds me. Auriga, how can you identify the Stamms so quickly? Is it the colors and patterns on people’s aprons and wraps that signals their rank?” Mrs. D accepted a plate with a small sandwich and several cookies. Rigi leaned back and the young woman serving them set a light blue plate down in front of her, then refilled the milk-coffee. Cheese rusks, a sausage rusk, and two of those little jam-filled micro-tarts that Shona never made beckoned to her, and Rigi breathed a quick blessing and thanks before nibbling the sausage rusk.
“No, ma’am, it is the fur color and size of the Staré themselves.”
Mrs. D seemed to choke, and she stared, one hand at her collar, color draining out from under her skin. “Color ranking? That’s illegal!”
“Not color alone, ma’am, no. Other markings, size, temperament, they all combine, but fur color and size are the two main ways. After a while you learn the general Stamme, and within those there are finer gradations based on family connections and marriages. Some skilled people are granted a sort of honorary higher rank because they are so talented. I work with a tailor who is fifth Stamm by birth but is considered high third by skill.” Rigi kept her voice calm and matter of fact, and sipped her coffee, then had one of the cheese rusks. She liked Shona’s better, but this one had a nice tang to it. What kind of cheese did they use?
“Still, that’s illegal. That’s the worst sort of discrimination, going by appearances. How can the Crown permit it?” Mrs. D sounded as if she were going to cry, her voice wavering as she wrung her hands. The little silver bracelets on her left arm chimed softly.
“The Stamme predate human arrival, ma’am. According to the Staré creation story, the Stamme date to the creation of the current world. The oldest, wisest families are smaller and darker, more heavyset. By tradition, the clever, trade minded people of the second Stamm are a little taller and paler, and the youngest families are the largest and palest, the eighth Stamm.” Rigi finished her tangy cheese rusk before adding, “People joke about a tenth Stamm, but it does not exist. It is a bit like telling PolkWorlder jokes.”
“How cruel! Who did they learn it from? Surely the first scouts and colonists did not have that great of an effect on native culture and society.” She drank her coffee and devoured the sandwich. Rigi wondered how Mrs. D could not comprehend what Rigi was trying to explain. “You are the fourth person who has said something like that, Auriga, so I understand that you must believe it, but who began such a horrible thing? And to blame the Staré, ugh.” She waved her hand and the bracelets chimed again. “No wonder the Staré who have not been around humans want nothing to do with us.”
Ay yae yae, I give up. Rigi made a noise that could be taken for sympathy and possible agreement, then ate the first tartlet, allowing it to melt on her tongue. The waitress had selected two with dark fillings, not the bright red that most people preferred, and the cool spicy flavor cut the rich buttery crust. Rigi could have eaten them until she burst. Instead she had more of the coffee, enjoyed the second tart, and wondered once more why Shona couldn’t make them, the size of his forefeet notwithstanding. On the other hand, trying to keep Staré fur out of the shells if he did them by forefoot instead of using a mold . . .
“Oh yes, on a happier note, can you improve this, Auriga?” Mrs. D took a printed image out of her bag and set it on the table, then slid it at Rigi.
“Ah, do you mean technically, or topically, ma’am?” The quality of the picture was not good, but that could be because images from three-D holos never printed well, no matter how fancy the printer and software conversion packages were. Fuzzy lines and heavy shadows blurred the details of the image of the Staré, who seemed to be holding something.
“The focus seems wrong, dear. He should be pleading, or looking defiant. Instead he seems to be painting or carrying a brush.” The teal nail tapped the offending forefoot. “That should be a broken chain.”
“Pardon me.” Rigi pulled a pocket enhancer from her bag and extended the lens, then looked again, turned on the little light in the handle and studied the image. “It does seem to be a brush, ma’am. You have good eyes.” In fact, it was a bad copy of an advertising picture she’d seen several years before near the cargo distribution and transport loading district. Rigi bit the tip of her tongue, because the ad in question was for a type of painting equipment so simple even seventh Stamm could use it and get good results, or so the make had claimed. Mrs. D would not be pleased. Neither was Rigi, for different reasons entirely.
“I’m sorry, ma’am.” She looked up at Mrs. D. “I can’t really improve on this without completely redrawing and manipulating it. And to do that I need written confirmation of use and modification permissions, so I do not accidentally violate Crown laws about intellectual property.”
Mrs. D’s eyes seemed to bulge. “But its for the Staré!”
“Yes, ma’am, but were you in the inner systems when the Crown prosecutor found Xenospecies Preservation Club guilty of abuse of intellectual property?”
“Ah, no.”
Rigi did her best to look grave and concerned, as well as sympathetic. “They meant well, they truly did, and had the best of intentions, but they took someone at their word that the images he gave them were his to distribute, and they used them in their literature and in a book about xenospecies conservation.” Rigi shook her head. “Unfortunately, the real holder of the license for the images saw them and sued. The Crown found XPC guilty of theft and fined them several hundred thousand credits. They had to close two rehabilitation centers and a refuge and lost several major donors.” Rigi finished her rich coffee and hoped that the sidetrack worked.
“But that won’t happen here.” Mrs. D set her jaw, a determined look on her face, dark eyebrows pulled low to her nose. “We are doing this for a good reason and no one can claim otherwise.”
Rigi counted to fifteen this time. The cheese seemed to sit like rocks in her stomach. “Motive does not matter in this type of law, ma’am. I’m sorry.”
“So you won’t help.”
“I will help if you secure permissions, or if you commission me to do a new design to your specifications. I can’t in good faith take this image and work with it without the permissions. It is illegal and it would violate my membership in the illustrators’ organizations.”
“Luminous was right.” Ice filled Mrs. D’s voice, and she shoved her chair back with a scraping clatter, almost hitting the window behind her. “You are as blind as the others. I’d thought better of you Auriga Bernardi. Perhaps it was just as well that young Benin didn’t associate with you.” She snatched up the picture, knocking her cup over in the process, took her bag and stomped off, almost knocking a waitress’s tray out of her hand in the rush.
Rigi caught the cup before it fell off the table, counting to twenty and biting her tongue to keep from saying something quite rude. Mrs. D had not left money, and Rigi suspected that she’d not given the young woman serving them her credit information in advance, either.
A little later that day, Rigi knelt in the Temple, bowed twice to the images of the Creator and Creatrix, and breathed deep of the cool air in the dark room. She let her eyes half close as she exhaled then inhaled once more, catching a hint of a memory of the incense from the last worship celebration. Then she began to sing an invocation and petition for inner peace and discernment, followed by thanks for the day and praise for the gifts and glories of the worlds. When she left half an hour or so later, she felt much calmer and her headache had almost disappeared. It helped that the Guardian allowed Martinus to come with her.
The headache returned full force when she had to stop for a protest. “What is going on, sir,” she asked the company security officer directing traffic.
“Rumor has it someone attacked some Staré on their way back from a market, insulting them and hurting a female with pouchling. These people are protesting that and the lack of investigation. You’ll need to go south, ma’am, then continue on your way to the residential district.”
“Thank you, sir.”
What next, she wondered as the wombow trotted along the cart path, his feet making a soft pad’thump-pad’thump-pad’thump on the firm, moist dirt. Never mind, she hurriedly whispered. She didn’t really want to know.
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MAPS AND ACCUSATIONS
Rigi closed her eyes and recited a prayer for safety and trust, followed by several hymns. She also clutched the sides of the seat, hoping that Jaihu didn’t notice. Makana probably did, but Cyril appeared oblivious, which suited her just fine. She trusted Jaihu’s piloting skills completely. The weather, on the other hand, scared her silly.
The flitter dropped several meters and she heard beeping. It bumped up, slithered sideways and back, and dropped once more. Makana made a sound that she took as an indication of his discomfort with the flight. She heartily agreed. At least they were in clouds that did not seem to include lightning and hail. The flitter dropped another few meters, and Cyril exclaimed, “Whee! Isn’t this fun?” Rigi wanted to thump her brother on the head with her datapad, but that required releasing her grip on the seat cushion, which she refused to do.
They landed at NovMerv in a light rain shower. Rigi did not kiss the ground when she got out of the flitter, but she certainly intended to walk home if the weather did not improve greatly, meaning she wanted clear blue skies and the nearest clouds no closer than the equator! “Wow, that was fun,” Cy laughed, grinning and stretching as Rigi unstrapped Martinus and let him out of the cargo section. “Better than some of those g-flip rides we did in training.”
Rigi and Makana shared wary looks, and she wondered if Cy had inherited insanity sideways from Uncle Eb. It wouldn’t surprise her. “Let’s move, please, in case someone lands.” Jaihu would stay with the flitter for the moment before going to the Staré pilot lounge. He couldn’t walk long distances because of his crippled leg and tail, so he stayed at the landing port.
Cy, Rigi, Martinus, and Makana followed the pedestrian path marked on the landing field, keeping wary eyes and ears open for the sound of an arrival or departure. She saw a few big transports but not many personal flitters or rentals. Well, bouncing through solid clouds probably excited most people as much as it thrilled Rigi. Most Staré not in the military avoided flitters if possible, and Rigi had heard rumors that flying could affect Stamm, although exactly how or why no one seemed to know. Rigi wondered if a first Stamm elder had been taken flying with a scout, didn’t care for it, and announced that he would not fly again, sparking the story.
The quartet hired a carry-all and rode to the institute. Rigi stared out the window, noticing how few people seemed to be out on the pedestrian walks, be they human or Staré. The end of the cool season did not always “go quietly,” as they said, and cold rain and the little biting wind discouraged most people from going outside if they could find a reason not to. The road passed the sign of the Happy Wombow Restaurant and Rigi thought back to the triumphant supper with then-Major Prananda, Tomás, and Uncle Eb after meeting the Royal Governor and Dr. Xian. The food had tasted so good, even better than Shona’s.
“Miss Auriga, to whom was the meeting announced?” Makana enunciated in Staré with crisp precision and //concern/irritation.//
“To the members of the expedition, Col. Deleon, and to Lt. Prananda, Makana, and I believe Uncle Ebenezer as well, because of his reports.” Rigi peered around Makana. A group of humans and Staré milled around the doors of the institute’s building, some with holo-signs and what appeared to be a banner that they were attempting to hang over the main door. The wind and wet seemed intent on complicating their task, and one end of the banner slid off the moist, slick synth-stone of the façade. “I do not care for this.”
“Neither do I,” Cyril and Makana chorused, one in Common and one in Staré. The driver stopped at the end of the section of road, not wanting to be involved in any sort of fuss or confrontation, or so Rigi suspected. “Rigi, is there a back or side door?”
“I don’t know, but,” she saw a familiar stooped, tall figure coming toward them from the opposite direction. “Uncle Eb does.” She opened the door of the runabout and climbed down, followed by Martinus and Makana. Cy paid the driver and followed, watching the small crowd up the block. “Good morning, sir.”
Uncle Eb watched the crowd, not her, eyes focused above the top of her head. “It was better. Follow. Makana?” The Staré hand bowed. “Good. You come after me, Auriga, Martinus, and then Cyril. I’ll explain later.” Rigi glanced over her shoulder. Cy had his mouth open as if to protest, then heard something from behind him and closed it, waved a sort of salute and stepped sideways, behind Martinus. Uncle Eb spun on his heel and returned the way he had come, into the wind, Makana behind him and Rigi in the center of the line. It reminded her of the narrow track in the Reserve on the edge of the Kenusha Plain and the hunter-lizard attack. She went on alert, listening and watching, walking like a hunter. Uncle Eb led them around the corner, over one block, before cutting back through an alley that dead-ended at a large door. He beckoned Makana, who turned around and took up a watch/wary stance. Rigi noticed that Makana also blocked Uncle Eb from view. She heard a faint ping, an under-the-breath mutter, a plop, and the door opened. “In.”
Rigi almost stepped on Makana’s tail. As soon as Cy cleared the threshold, the door closed again. Uncle Eb muttered something about budgets and lighting and then a second door opened. “Ah, good. Act as if we came in the front way, please. Ladies room there, gents here. Makana, around the corner if needed. Rigi, take Martinus and if anyone fusses, say you named her before she was old enough to check.” He winked and the old Uncle Eb reappeared as Cy rolled his eyes, then headed for the washroom. Rigi smiled and nodded, then led Martinus into the ladies’ lounge. No one shrieked, probably because no one else seemed to be there. She met the men in the hallway and they went up the now-familiar stairs to the Xenoarchaeology and Affiliated Sciences Institute door.
Thaddius met them. “This way, please.” They went to a meeting room farther down the hallway. “I apologize for not having Staré seats,” he told Makana. “The protest took us by surprise.” Makana nodded and settled into a corner where he could watch the doors. Rigi took the hint and sat just in front of him, Martinus beside her. Uncle Eb took the chair at her right, not incidentally giving both of them clear fields of fire. Rigi shivered. She shouldn’t even think like that. She wasn’t hunting, wasn’t in a place where hunter-lizards and striped-lions lurked in the brush. Even so, the commotion outside made her as wary as if she were in the wilds.
The door opened and she heard, “…I do not care who failed to keep quiet. I care deeply that someone did not. No one should know about this meeting except those who were invited.” Dr. Xian stormed in, scowling, carrying a large roll of something pale under one arm. “And our findings have nothing to do with the rights of the current residents of Shikhari. The culture that built the structures might not be Staré at all! Of all the foolishness.” She slapped the top of the large table in the center of the room with a plump hand. Mr. De Groet and Lt. Prananda made placating noises, then burst into large smiles. Dr. Xian finally looked at the room and Rigi thought she was going to either faint or slap someone. “How did you get in?”
Rigi managed to keep a straight and innocent face as she answered, “The door, ma’am.” She saw Uncle Eb shaking his head a little and she wondered if he’d intended to say those exact words.
Dr. Xian shook her finger at Uncle Eb. “You were going to say that, weren’t you?”
He drew himself up a little and rested the tips of his fingers on his chest. “We certainly did not come through the wall, or cut a hole in the roof. That would be rude, as well as letting in the wet.” Behind the xenoarchaeologist, De Groet and Tomás did their best to keep straight faces, with marginal success. Rigi smelled //amusement// from behind her and bit the tip of her tongue.
Dr. Xian shook the roll at them, then moved clear of the doorway as Margit and a few others trickled in. Cy took a chair near the door so he could stretch his legs out without tripping anyone, if possible. He’d probably fall asleep, Rigi sighed, and hoped that he would not snore this time. When Paul snored he made a cute little whiffling sound. Cyril’s snores brought down loose leaves from the trees around the house. After several minutes Micah De Groet closed the door and locked it, then pressed a switch beside the latch. A faint buzz tickled Rigi’s ears, and Makana shook his head. Mr. De Groet said, “I apologize for the scrambler field, but after the security breach, I do not want to risk someone listening in and taking the wrong information away.”
Dr. Xian unrolled the pale thing, revealing a large map of the Indria Plateau and the lands around Keralita, Sogdia, NovMerv, and as far as the Kenusha Plains. The printed sheet took up most of the pale synth-wood table. Rigi and the others stood so they could see better and Dr. Xian backed up, arms crossed, waiting. Tomás came around and stood on Rigi’s left side. “Here’s Keralita, so that’s Stela Site,” he used a small red light-dot indicator to circle it. “And the quarry.”
“Yes, and the shaded circles are the provisional sites that have been located and rough surveyed but not named or officially announced,” Uncle Eb had a yellow dot projector and circled those.
“They form a ring around Stela.” Rigi looked up at Dr. Xian, blinking. She moved a little and Tomás got out of the way so she could lean forward and see the Kenusha Plain. “There’s Fountain, and the grassland sites, and they are in a pattern centered on River Site One.”
“Same thing on Indria, except, well, look.” Margit circled around to where Rigi and Tomás and Uncle Eb had been and they took her place.
“A loose ring, and the secondary sites, the ones without melting or large walls, are outside and between the others.” Uncle Eb tapped the map. “Something’s missing.”
“Roads,” Tomás said, at the exact moment Rigi said, “Fields.”
“Yes.” Dr. Xian smiled. “Except.” Mr. De Groet handed her a small projector and she set it on the table, then pushed the activation button and stepped back. Thad dimmed the lights. Roads appeared on the projection hovering above the map. “There are roads. And every single one on the Indria Plateau was partly torn up and then buried. We have no idea who or what did the initial damage, but I suspect the concealment followed immediately after the abandonment of the major settlements.”
But that doesn’t fit the story, Rigi thought. The story of the Second World she and Tomás had heard said nothing about people hiding the ways to the old, ruined cities. They had been destroyed, but the people living in the rural areas survived and did not attempt to return, instead staying in the forests. Rigi asked, “Margit, are there roads from the Stela Site?”
“No, or at least none that show on the projection.”
“Thank you.”
Dr. Xian’s voice said, “Notice that there are no roads on the Kenusha, either. However, we did find some small places, like temporary camps, that fit the pattern of the secondaries on Indria.”
Rigi, Tomás, and Uncle Eb turned to Makana and without saying anything, cleared space for him. He stood and looked at the map near Keralita, then came around to their side and looked at that area, before returning to “his” continent. Rigi and the others followed. He pointed with a claw. “There are stories I heard as a pouchling of the time after the remaking of the world, of a few who returned to the lost places. Some did not come back. Others brought word of the turning of the land, and the elders ruled that the people would not go looking again. But, if I remember, the people who looked went here,” he indicated a lake well south of NovMerv.
Rigi and Tomás translated what Makana had said into Common. Dr. Xian and Mr. De Groet looked hopeful, then both drooped. Dr. Xian said, “There’s nothing there. After Fountain, we sent some students down to Ring Lake and they didn’t find a bit of evidence for a settlement of any kind.”
“Lots of blood-suckers and those little gnat-like things that get into everything, but no structures or evidence of people having lived there.” Mr. De Groet sounded thoroughly disgusted, and Rigi, Tomás, and Uncle Eb shared sympathetic looks. Micah had a gift for attracting biting insects.
“Who’d want to live there?” Thad snorted. “There’s no lake shore, just a round hole that isn’t a caldera but should be, like someone punched the land with a pipe and added water.”
Tomás and Uncle Eb both inhaled sharply. Rigi looked from one to the other, and they had almost identical serious expressions. They leaned back from the table and seemed to have a private, silent conversation. What was it? Rigi thought and thought hard. Punched a hole, should have been a caldera, caldera lakes were from volcanos that erupted straight up and filled with water. There was that one on LimWorld that had all that volcanic glass around—
Rigi gasped, then clapped her hands over her mouth before she blurted her idea in Common. “Energy discharge, sir?” she asked Uncle Eb in Staré.
“You are quick, Miss Auriga, very quick indeed.” Neither he nor Tomás looked happy, though, and she wondered if she’d guessed wrong, put the pieces together wrong. “I’m not comfortable about this, Lt. Prananda.”
“Neither am I, sir.” Tomás turned back to the others. He switched from Staré to Common. “I realize this is a wild guess pulled out of air and cloud wisps, ma’am, sir, but what if.” He pointed to the lake and took a deep breath. “The energy discharges that melted and burned some of the other sites. What if a much larger discharge happened here?”
“Or not a discharge per se, but an impact of some kind,” Uncle Eb added. “A smoking crater would strongly discourage me from going back for a second look.”
Absolute silence. The archaeologists looked at each other, then at the map. “It, um, if something like that happened, and I thought it came from outside, from an evil spirit, I wouldn’t want it to find me, would I? That might explain why people tried to hide the roads and scattered out on the Plateau, ma’am, sir,” Rigi ventured.
More silence. Rigi shivered a little, not wanting to follow that line of thought too much farther. “That speculation does not leave this room,” Dr. Xian stated. “Not a word. None of us are going to talk about that line of thought.” She took what sounded like a shaky breath. “I don’t disagree that such a series of events might not be possible Auriga, Mr. Trent, Lt. Prananda, but I do not want the media or others embroidering their own version and trying to stitch it onto what we can positively know.”
From behind Rigi, Makana said, “Agreed.” Rigi shivered and felt an arm on her shoulder. The touch and warmth reassured her, and she didn’t fuss, even though it was not truly proper. Tomás was an adult, after all. Yes, but we are also cousins, she told herself, and that makes it different even if we are very distant cousins indeed, and that by marriage. After a moment he withdrew his arm.
“Indeed,” Cy intoned, speaking for the first time. “If a human and a Staré arguing over the cost of wombow feed can turn into assault and battery, imagine what the holo-casts would do with catastrophic fusion generator failure?”
“Perish the thought,” Mr. De Groet and Margit said at the same moment.
“Is that what it was?” Rigi asked her brother.
“Yes, and it ended with some pushing and dirt scuffing. No battery, although insults did fly, or so I read in the security report.” He snorted. “The Staré said the human, a Mr. Keuyper, overcharged him for two bales of dairy wombow hay. Keuyper said the Staré couldn’t judge hay quality, and it went from there.”
Rigi looked up at her eyebrows and shook her head a little. How silly. Of all the things to fight over, wombow food had to be one of the least reasonable. Then she remembered that little spat she and Lyria had over Rigi not wearing certain colors, the one that ended with both of them with torn dresses and missing hanks of hair and grounded for a month except for Temple worship, and she squirmed.
“Ma’am,” Thad asked at last, “What can we conclude from this, beside the glaringly obvious?”
“The glaringly obvious,” Dr. Xian riposted. “And that we are still missing agricultural sites and household or community materials, and remains. The Stela Culture, which is what I’ve decided to call it for now, is the opposite of almost everything on Home and LimWorld. We have buildings and urban areas but no graves or troves.” She sounded as if it were a personal insult, Rigi thought, watching the xenoarchaeologist glowering at the large map. “I’d hoped we might find something on the Plateau, a scrap of writing, or metal and glass, or remains, but no.”
Tomás caught her eye and raised a black eyebrow, tipping his head toward Makana. She guessed that he wanted to ask Makana if he had heard anything more, and she shook her head just a little. She didn’t care to press him, lest he go completely silent. Tomás looked disappointed but nodded a touch. After all, in a way Makana was Rigi’s just as the Staré in his military unit answered to Tomás. Or didn’t, as his last message had grumbled. Staré priorities did not always coincide with those of junior officers, apparently. Rigi suspected that Uncle Eb would laugh if she forwarded the message to him.
Speaking of Uncle Eb… She noticed that he’d gone to the window. He’d lifted one edge of the light-blocking screen and leaned a little, looking down at something. “Su, Micah, you might notify building security to watch the door below our current position.” He lowered the edge of the heavy screen. “Lt. Prananda, you need to leave.”
Tomás snapped out of his lean against the edge of the table, nodded once and thumped Rigi on the shoulder, then started toward the door. Mr. De Groet turned the scrambler field off and Tomás eased out the door, moving without making a sound. “What kind of trouble, Ebenezer?” Mr. De Groet asked, sounding resigned.
“Two holo-vid crews, and someone pretending to be a dead Staré, hmm, eighth Stamm, with what appeared to be a remarkably poorly done beam-shooter wound to the chest.” He ran a hand over his stand of grey and white hair. “That or the faux-Staré suffered a tragic encounter with a package of blood-fruit jam.”
Rigi wrinkled her nose. She didn’t care for blood-fruit, either the color or the taste. She started to make a comment, then hesitated. A terrible chest wound from a shooter? The memory of the dead Indria Staré sprang up and she could see him laying on the ground, smelled crushed stems and leaves, watched blood oozing past the scorched edges of the hole where his chest had been, saw the hairs on his ears. She’d killed a Staré, she’d been the only human to do so. The soldiers hadn’t killed any Staré, had they? Rigi didn’t remember hearing. Surely it was just for drama, to catch people’s attention. No one could know, because she’d only told Tomás, not even the chaplain. She smelled cooked meat, cooked Staré, burnt fur, and saw the wound, the hairs, the bits of bone—
“Stop it,” Uncle Eb snarled, shaking her. Was he shaking her? No, but she was shaking. “Come. Makana, Martinus.” He put his hand on her shoulder and steered her out the now open door, down the hall and into an empty side hallway. How had she gotten turned around to face the door? “Makana, guard.” Uncle Eb looked around and rested his hands on her shoulders. “You’re not seeing the carnifex leaper, are you Miss Auriga?”
“N, no, sir.” She dropped her voice to a whisper. “I killed a Staré, Uncle Eb. When I was hiding from them, after I ran away. I told him to stop, to go away. He tried to kill me, threw a spear, missed. I, I didn’t lower the power on the hand-shooter, still had it set for wombeast or big hunters, his chest, how could they know?” She shook harder, panting, seeing it all again, smelling it all again.
He took her face in his warm, dry, and slightly rough hands, making her meet his eyes. “They don’t. They are being dramatic. They have a sign saying that the humans have torn the heart from the Staré culture. They do not know. Rigi, little one, what did I tell you five years ago?”
“Th—that it’s better to beg forgiveness than to ask permission. That sometimes you have to shoot first. That it’s OK to have memories. But sir, a Staré is a person.” She started to cry, trying to fight it, trying to keep it inside, to not cause a fuss. “I killed a person,” she whispered.
Before Uncle Eb could answer, she heard Makana’s voice. “It matters not, Miss Auriga. You kicked to protect, not from anger.” She felt Martinus leaning against her and petted his head out of habit. “Even hoplings have the right to self protect.”
“Woo.” Martinus seemed to be looking up at her, sympathy in his brown-lit optical sensors.
“Listen to Makana, child. I’m sorry, Rigi, you have no idea how sorry. I, your aunt and I hoped and prayed that you would never be faced with that choice. But Auriga Maris Regina, you did the right thing. He attacked, you defended. Never, ever doubt but that you did the right thing.”
“But, sir, he was a Staré, not an animal.”
Makana turned around and came so close to her that she could count the short hairs on his forefeet. He rested one of those forefeet on her shoulder. “Wise one, he chose to act as an animal. He attacked you without cause. You were under hopling protection and he attacked. For that he died. All would do this.” He lifted his forefoot and resumed his post, watching the hall.
Uncle Eb seemed to be staring at the fur on the back of Makana’s ears, or so Rigi guessed. Then he shook his head a little, like Martinus shaking water off but not as messy, and looked at her. “I believe, Miss Rigi, that the last word has been spoken on the matter, at least by me and Makana. However, does anyone else know about this?” He sounded a little worried and concerned both.
“I may have said something to the soldiers when I told them where the humans were being held, sir, but I don’t remember much after the scouts took me to the military camp. And Tomás, sir. I told him. He said I should talk to his chaplain, but I never did. Maybe I should have.”
“It would have been wise, I think, because military chaplains are trained on how to help us cope with this.” Uncle Eb sighed. “But this is not the time. Given the leaking and whispering, I fear someone would put two plus two together, derive four to the power of negative-i squared, and you would open the news feed to discover that not only are you married to Col. Deleon but that you also won the Crown Lottery and now own LimWorld.”
“I thought LimWorld was what the Crown Revenue Service gave you if you failed to pay your taxes for more than three years in a row.” She managed a smile, which her uncle returned.
“Been there, have you?” He patted her shoulder. “I want to hug you like you were still my Little Rigi, but not with that piece of filth sharing this continent.” His snarl scared her a little, and Makana’s ears twitched.
Rigi could guess who, and why, and she wanted to hug her uncle, then march outside and give Smargad and his associates a piece of her mind, preceded by frozen mudballs launched from an Indria Staré slingshot. But that would be unladylike, and would cause a fuss. And Cy would want to take a turn and he couldn’t hit the broad side of a starship if he stood two meters from the hull. “How long does he stay with a cause, sir?”
“In this case, forty years. We were sergeants, and he thought I was the one who—.” He caught himself. “I was not the only one, and do not ask what happened, Auriga Maris Regina. Some things you truly do not want to know.”
If he said she did not want to know, then she didn’t. “Yes, sir.”
“Is she alright?” Cy asked, trying to lurk without lurking. He needed to practice more, Rigi thought.
“Yes. I’m sorry.” Uncle Eb apologized, “I should not have mentioned what I saw without warning you, and I inadvertently triggered the memory of how Martinus got his fancy tail. Which reminds me, where is it?”
Cy nodded. “At home. It smells when it gets wet, smells just like a wet animal, sir, and in a small flitter? I told her to take it off and leave it at home.”
Rigi planted her fists on her hips “It does not smell bad!”
A strong whiff of //disagree/animal// reached her nose and she backed down. “Not rotting thing bad, just wet fur bad,” she amended.
“Hmm.” Her uncle looked thoughtful, then winked at her before facing Cy. “Perhaps that explains where the rest of the hide went. It seemed to disappear and your aunt had recently made some comments about my questionable taste in décor, comments with which I vehemently disagree, I might add.”
Rigi bit the inside of her cheek to keep from giggling at his tone and because she could see Aunt Kay doing exactly that, probably dousing the offending items with fire oil herself while muttering uncharitable things in several languages, like she’d done with Rigi’s ruined dress and her uncle’s formerly tan shirt after carnifex leaper guts covered both of them.
“She even cleaned out Lexi’s work area.”
Makana turned around and stared at them, brown and gold eyes going wide, jaw working as if he were chewing a stalk of sweet-stem. “And yet he lives?”
“He lives, and conceals his personal cache far more carefully. I fear that males get careless in our old age.” Uncle Eb sounded most unhappy.
Cy’s stomach growled.
“That’s what Lexi said, more or less. He had a bag of pickled star rind that she found.”
Rigi and Cy both wrinkled their noses. Makana pretended to clutch his chest and ears, the very image of Staré woe and distress. Star rind tasted foul, at least Rigi thought so, and pickled star rind could be smelled for kilometers once someone opened the package seal. Staré loved the strips of rind and ate it the way Rigi devoured dried ginter slices.
Makana had made a joke! Rigi blinked and wondered why. She’d never seen or heard him make a joke or tease anyone before.
“Which does not change the small problem of leaving the building, sir,” Cyril reminded them. “And Dr. Xian says we may not cut a hole in the ceiling, even over the revenue office.”
“Pity,” Rigi and her uncle chimed in unison. They chuckled.
“She did say she’d let us out via the basement, provided we did not take any office supplies or pieces of equipment with us.” Cy rolled his eyes. “She sounded serious. But there’s nothing smaller than a flitter down there, at least not the last time I looked at maintenance plans for the building.”
Rigi had a good idea that between them, Uncle Eb and Mr. De Groet could probably remove one of those pieces of equipment via a hole too small for Makana to fit through, and likely had at least once. Their parents must have gone grey before the boys grew out of nappies. “I think that would be a good idea, Cy. I’d prefer not to see what Uncle Eb described, if we don’t have to.”
“No, you don’t have to.” Dr. Xian shook her head as well as the rolled-up map. “They are so melodramatic. And anatomically incorrect. That’s not how a Staré ribcage works, they can’t tell a male from a female, and the arm joints are backward. And he looks as if he has hip-arthritis. Where did they get such a terrible costume?” She sighed and shook the map again. “I mean, how can they not see what a Staré looks like? Follow me and I’ll let you out once I put this away.”
Dr. Xian hit the problem spot on, Rigi decided as she walked down the steps. The activists looked at the Staré but did not see them. Mrs. D refused to accept what people told her about the Staré, she couldn’t believe what the Staré themselves said. Smargad seemed to find problems where none existed, and had they even thought to ask Staré wherefore and why? Probably not. Rigi threaded her way around some heating and cooling blowers, ducked under some pipes, and stopped, one hand on Martinus, as Dr. Xian went up a loading ramp and entered a code into the wall. Part of the wall faded, revealing a door, and that slid sideways just enough to allow humans, Staré, and m-dog to ease out.
At least the rain had stopped and the air seemed to be clearing above them. “I will be on my way, then,” Uncle Eb said. “I need to go pester an old friend.” He set off, his long stride carrying him around the corner and out of sight before Rigi or Cy could answer.
“What’s wrong with Uncle Ebenezer?” Cy scowled, although Rigi wasn’t certain if he was irked with Uncle Eb, the weather, the protestors, or life in general.
Rigi patted Martinus on the head. “He and Mr. Smargad are not friends. They have been not friends for some time, and he, Uncle Ebenezer, doesn’t want to be talked at by Mr. Smargad or his associates.” Neither did Rigi, but she didn’t have her uncle’s excuse.
“Talked at is the right word, Rigi.” Cy pulled his jacket straight and led the way out of the loading area, around a corner, and up two blocks. “Voice-activated weapons and supply systems listen better than some of those activists seem to, at least based on what the news holos show.”
They stopped at a take-away stand and bought stuffed bread pockets. They also found a Staré take-away shop and had tea next door while Makana ate. The Staré waiting area at the landing and transport center sold meals, so they didn’t get anything for Jaihu. Rigi tried to puzzle out how they would carry anything back for him anyway, since she and Cy being outStamm might cause problems, and Makana came from a lower Stamm than Jaihu did. Or did he? They were both, no, yes, both third Stamm, but was Jaihu higher third than Makana and Lonka? He might be, since he was a pilot as well as her father’s former office assistant. Rigi mulled over the matter as they rode back to the landing area.
The headline screaming from the public news feed in the terminal stopped all of them cold and chased Rigi’s musings on precedence and Stamm out of her skull for the rest of the day and well into the next week.
Three Staré Found Murdered! Humans to Blame, Security Chief Declares!
Cy pointed to one of the images. “Heyla, isn’t that Uncle Eb’s research assistant, Lexi?”
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BLOOD CALLS TO BLOOD
Rigi scrambled with her bag, hunting for her personal e-messenger. No, it couldn’t be Lexi! No, not the smartest third Stamm she knew, not the canny driver, no. But the dark-brown head looked terribly familiar. Creator and Creatrix, please, no, not Lexi, not someone I know, please, please. Who would kill Staré?
Rigi found her comm at the very bottom of the bag, under her art pad and her spare feminine supplies. “Oh no.” She’d let it run flat! And she didn’t have the credits or want to call Aunt Kay on a public machine. Please, please, she begged, Creator have mercy, Creatrix lend
grace, please not Lexi. Please may this be a terrible mistake. She prayed all the way to the flitter, then strapped in and prayed some more. The flight took months, or so it felt. She wanted to hug Martinus, but he was stowed in the cargo section, strapped down so he wouldn’t shift in rough air. The clouds and storm had moved away, leaving blue sky, but she didn’t look. Instead Rigi prayed, hoping that the news story was wrong, that it wasn’t Lexi. The reporters made mistake, got things mixed up, and some Staré names sound similar to people who didn’t know them well. And who would kill Staré? Maybe if a Staré had scent-sickness and attacked people, she’d heard of that happening, everyone had and took precautions when they saw a Staré acting like that. But that was Staré killing Staré, like when the males fought. There was that one case she vaguely remembered from when she was small, a human gone insane who heard voices and thought a fourth Stamm Staré garden-manager was doing something strange, but that had been ten years ago and more.
They rushed home to find reporters with holo-recorders at the front fence, waiting for them. Rigi stayed back, hiding behind Makana, one hand on Martinus as Cyril stood straight and marched into the crowd. “What is all this?”
“Mr. Bernardi, there’s a rumor that a Staré associated with your family was among the three murdered on Klippard Farm.”
“Mr. Bernardi, a statement on your thoughts of Staré rights!”
“Mr. Bernardi, is it true that a family member was arrested for murder?”
“Your cousin had an affair with a Staré while she was married. Isn’t that true?”
Cyril stopped and stared at the fourth questioner, eyes wide, then narrow. “Really? Can’t they think of anything new?” The reporter herd shifted a little. He shook his head.
One of the reporters saw Rigi and tried to get past Makana, with minimal success. He didn’t do anything, really, just held up his forefeet, weight shifting forward, tail rising, fur on his back rising as well. The reporter retreated a pace before calling, “Miss Bernardi, is it true that you refuse to assist the Staré in regaining their natural rights?”
“Miss Bernardi, are you going to mourn for the dead Staré? Publically?”
“Is it true that the archaeological expedition found evidence of interstellar warfare?” That question stopped everyone, even the reporters pestering Cy, and they all turned to the slender, bony young man who’d asked. “Well, the initial report said the sites were destroyed by kinetic strikes, and that has to be an act of war.” He stared back at the other reporters. “I read the book.”
Rigi let herself sigh and look impatient. “Sir, if you are referring to Gabriel W. Zimmerman’s latest novel, might I politely remind you that it is fiction?” She did her best to channel Miss Nimmima, the teacher she’d had in 12th year who tolerated no foolishness or misbehavior. “And the initial find report will be released next week, sir. I look forward to knowing what preliminary conclusions Dr. Xian and her team have reached.” She and Makana had been walking forward as she spoke, Martinus leading the way, and they reached the gate. Cy opened it and they rushed in. He and Makana shut it before anyone could push through, although Rigi suspected a few of the reporters might try to climb over at some point. Without her saying a word Martinus turned around and faced the reporters, tail flat and level with his back, optical sensors intent on the dozen or so people milling on the walkway.
No one had challenged the m-dog by the time Rigi and the males reached the house, so she called, “Martinus, come!” He turned around and ran to join them. “Good dog.” Once at the back of the house she picked up a rope from his “toy box” and they played pull-the-rope until Cy and Makana got done in the coat-and-shoe room. Two large males took up a great deal of space in the small antechamber, especially when raincoats, heavy jackets, cloaks, and boots and rainshoes filled the racks. Rigi checked Martinus’s feet, wiped them a little, then sent him in.
She removed her shoes and rushed upstairs to the workstation and comm she shared with Cy. He’d already logged in and pointed to a message from Aunt Kay. “Not Lexi,” Cy told her. he got up, leaned over the rail on the stairs, and called down, “Makana, Lexi’s unharmed and with Aunt Kay.” They heard a thumping sound that meant “understood,” and Cy flopped into the chair again. “I’m going to skim the news feeds, Rigi.”
She put Martinus on his charging pad, then took off her jacket, dropped it on her bed, and changed out of her nice suit into a house dress and loose trousers. She brushed the suit and put it away, then opened the door. “Rigi?” Her brother sounded odd.
“Hmm?”
He turned around in the chair. “Why did Uncle Eb send Lt. Prananda away?”
“I believe that Tomás’s commanding officer would not be pleased to see a holo-vid of Tomás at a Staré rights protest, since Tomás leads a platoon?” She hesitated, trying to remember what Tomás had said he was more or less in charge of. “No, that’s not the right word. He’s the junior officer for a group of about twenty-five or thirty Staré soldiers, and I do not recall the word for all of them together.” It wasn’t squad, either. She should remember the term, and the memory failure embarrassed her. She adjusted the cuff of her sleeve where the material scratched a little. It was a dress she’d brought from Home, and the quality seemed to be only a little poorer than Staré made. “I can imagine what a little editing might do if they caught shots of him walking through or past the protesters, especially if Mr. Smargad or Mrs. Debenadetto were there.”
“Is he courting you?”
Rigi pinched the bridge of her nose. Proper young ladies did not snap at their older brothers, no matter how much one wanted to. Instead she used her mother’s end-of-discussion tone. “No. We went to school together and found the ruins. We, all five of us including you and Paul and Lyria, are cousins by marriage through Aunt Kay and Uncle Eb. And I’m at least two years away from courting, Cy. We work well together, Tomás and I, at least on archaeology things. I suspect when he starts courting, he will have no trouble finding a fiancée.” She shrugged. “He may be courting already, as much as he can. He had several young ladies trying to catch his eye when we were in school, and that was six years ago. There was quite a flutter when he asked, ah, Camilla to the dance and she turned him down in favor of that large seventeenth year with the odd study plan. Half the girls thought she was out of her mind, and the other half seemed to redouble their efforts to catch Tomás’s eye. It was entertaining, at least for my year group.” Rigi smiled and shook her head a little as she re-pinned a stray curl. “We watched from a safe distance away, so to speak.”
“Hmm.” He gave her a bit of a sideways look, then returned to the news feeds. “That would make sense for Uncle Eb to shoo him away before the reporters began to swarm. And Ebenezer S. Trent might not be a name a young officer wants to see in a report beside his own right now.”
“Too late, since both Uncle Eb and Tomás are mentioned in the preliminary report draft, at least the outline form I read last week.”
“No, Auriga.” He had that patient tone that adults used when they thought she was either naive or slow. She glared at the back of his head, then found her latest drawing project and a handful of pencils. She couldn’t work on the illustration of the Staré art until he logged off. Having him at home was as bad as when her sister lived at home, Rigi grumbled, plumping the pillow in the window seat, then sitting down. She toed off her house shoes and sat cross-legged, her skirts and flowing slacks preserving her modesty and decorum. Rigi found the page she wanted and set to work, the pencil making a comfortable scritch scratch scratch scratch as she outlined what she recalled from Wallow Site and shaded in the wallow-like basin proper. On a whim she turned to a clean page and sketched Kor and Tomás standing on the little rise, pointing to features in the site.
She became so involved in the drawing that she didn’t realize her father had come upstairs until he waved his hand across the page. “Oh!” She startled, spooking and jumping a little. “I’m sorry sir, I wasn’t paying attention.”
“Given that your mother and Lonka both have called you twice to supper, I believe ‘not paying attention’ is a gross understatement.” He backed up, giving her room to stand. She went to wash her hands and returned to see him looking at the picture with an odd expression on his face. “Auriga, who is the first standing with Tomás?”
“Kor, sir. He’s either seventh or outStamm, the hunter and tracker who has worked with Lexi.”
Her father shook his head. “He’s not seventh. Look at what you drew, Auriga.” He held the pad out to her.
She saw Tomás, shading his eyes with one hand under the brim of his hat and pointing to something with the other. Kor mimicked the gesture with his left forefoot, ears tipped slightly to the left, toward Tomás. She’d worked hard to get the dark dappling of Kor’s fur just right. “That’s just Kor, sir. He’s odd.”
“That may be true, Rigi, but he is not seventh. He is first. He is identical to Narlaeetataree, the male who was wisdom keeper for the Staré near Klippard Farm when we first came to Shikhari. Narlaeetataree had to be the oldest Staré I’d met, and your Kor is the perfect image of him, even the size and the uneven ears.” Her father set the pad down. “Which does not change the fact that supper is waiting for you. For us, now.”
Rigi hurried as much as was ladylike down the stairs, and breathed a silent prayer of thanks that Shona had just set the first course out. She was tardy but not late-late. Her mother gave her a firm look even so, and when the main course arrived, she served Rigi two small, overdone pieces of meat, a sure sign of maternal displeasure. The tam fluff, however, could not be blamed on her mother. It was a meal to be endured. Rigi dutifully masticated the meat and finished the entire over-large mound of tam. It did not keep. At least they had a sharp cheese and lightly-roasted fruit to clear the icky bitter livery taste of the tam. Rigi wondered as she chewed why she liked liver-flavored liver but not liver-flavored tam. Except it was not truly liver-flavored, but more bitter with a strange musky undertone. She still did not care for it, and promised once more that she would not serve it in her own house unless starvation forced her hand.
Not until after supper did Cy or Rigi mention the headline. “Has anyone heard more about the supposed murder, sir?” Cy asked.
Her mother had gone to feed Paul, and their father frowned. “Nothing beside that it occurred, and that the killer or killers appear to have used shooters instead of claws or knives, thus the belief that humans did it. Apparently your poor aunt was besieged by reporters who assumed that one of the victims had been Lexi because they’d seen his holo on stories about the archaeological finds, and she opened the door to find half the news crews in Richland on her new verandah.”
“Oh dear,” Rigi sighed.
“Did she shriek?” Cy asked from where he leaned against the side of the wooden shelving.
Their father raised one grey eyebrow. “Kay, shriek? No, and neither did she throw anything expensive or fragile at them. She calmly turned around and asked Lexi if he were dead. He replied that as best he could determine, he remained in the current state of existence, and should he ask his mates for confirmation?”
Rigi gave in and giggled. She could hear Lexi doing exactly that, in just those words, grave and sober, ears tipped slightly forward.
“Aunt Kay then ordered the reporters to go find something interesting to write about unless they wanted to help move furniture and clean.”
Cyril smiled. “I trust they didn’t damage anything in their haste to leave, sir.”
“Not that Kay would admit to.” He picked up his news reader. “I almost wish she’d thrown a case of the vapors for them. She should win a drama award for those.”
“Timothy.” Rigi’s mother sighed as she walked in, Paul resting on her shoulder as she patted his back. He burped and then gurgled, pleased with himself, or so it sounded to Rigi. He was growing a fuzz of dark hair and looked terribly cute, with his little black eyebrows and big green eyes. That was, when he wasn’t having a bad diaper. His stomach did not care for yam even though he seemed to like eating it, and the resulting diaper had cleared the house, driving the Staré out into the yard. Rather than trying to wash the nappy, Rigi had buried it under the compost heap with her mother’s blessing. They would stay with milks and rice cereal for a while.
“You disagree with my appraisal of Kay’s dramatic talent, dear?” Her father stood and helped her mother sit. She still moved a little awkwardly, her balance not quite back to where it had been.
“No, Timothy, I disagree with trying to deceive reporters, even without using pure falsehood.” She frowned, then gave Paul her finger to gnaw on. He gurgled and she smiled.
“Mother, what should we say if they appear at the gate again?” Rigi was not certain she wanted to deal with them herself.
Her father sat firmly in his large, high-backed chair, raising a puff of dust from one of the cushions. Rigi winced inside. She knew what she’d be cleaning tomorrow. “Nothing, Auriga, unless it is about your work. You are underage and have no opinions or information for them. Keep quiet, and if they try to accost you, remember that it is assault should they be foolish enough to lay a hand on your person.”
“If it is a question about a family member, refer them to that family member, Auriga,” her mother added. “Likewise the Staré who work for us.”
“Cyril, that goes for you as well,” her father warned. “There are a few who are trying to goad people into being foolish so they can sell news feeds and story access.” He turned his news reader around, and Cyril left his lean to take a closer look at the screen.
“Good grief. That was a stupid thing to do.” Cy ran a hand over his hair. “Doesn’t everyone older than Paul know not to challenge one of those?”
Rigi read the headline from across the room and wrinkled her nose as her father said, “Apparently not, or he assumed that being new to Shikhari would make him both invisible and wise. Alas for him that it was not so, and then he compounded his error by telling the reporter of his plans.” He turned the reader around so Rigi’s mother could see and waved at the screen. “If you insist on being both foolish and sober, act first and brag later.”
Rigi wondered just what the young man had thought Staré wrestling was that a human could enter the ring. Even she knew that a human had serious disadvantages one-on-one against a Staré when wrestling and grappling, no matter if the human had trained as a wrestler and ring-fighter. He deserved to be made a fool of, Rigi sniffed to herself. And trying to grab the sixth Stamm male’s ears? Really, what had the silly twit been thinking? Apparently nothing useful. Ears are not handles, unless you are a newborn and the Staré allowed it. As if thought summoned deed, Siare came in with a fresh towel for Rigi’s mother. Paul waved his arms, trying to reach her, and she tipped her head low enough that he could pet the tip of one grey ear. That seemed to satisfy him and he calmed down.
“Thank you, Siare,” her mother murmured. Siare straightened up and took the dirty towel with her as she left.
A few minutes later, Lonka appeared in the doorway. “Mister Timothy, two men in uniform are coming up the walk.”
“Please let them in when they reach the door. Thank you, Lonka.” Rigi and Cyril brushed themselves off, just in case, and then Rigi went upstairs. Why would soldiers or Company security people be visiting? Usually that only happened if someone were— Oh no, surely not Tomás. Rigi went cold all over and she put her hands over her mouth. No, calm down, take a deep breath, she scolded herself. Colonel Prananda would have commed if Tomás had an accident or other problem. Aunt Kay was at her house, “Aunt” Marli was visiting relatives on one of the commercial lump fruit farms, and “Uncle” Van was… Well, Rigi had to admit, Uncle Van might have walked into a large body of water while reading a repair file or trying to solve a problem with one of the machines and m-animals that he maintained and not noticed it until he found himself facing the Creator and Creatrix in person. He was a bit absent-minded when he had a problem to sort out. In fact, he made Uncle Eb look organized, orderly, and easily distracted in comparison. Rigi shrugged, cleaned her teeth, and logged into the work station to see if she had any word on the illustration commission for the birds of Shikhari project. The sponsor-patron seemed to be taking his time.
After half an hour or so she heard the tap-tap of the caller and went downstairs, puzzled. Two Company security men stood in the hallway with her father and Makana. “This is my daughter, Auriga Bernardi. She was at the University meeting with Cyril and Makana. She had my m-dog with her as well, but I do not know if she had it set to record.”
“Did you, Miss? Have the m-dog set to record,” one of the men, a sergeant she guessed, asked.
“No, sir. Dr. Xian specifically requested that no one record the meeting and that we not answer any questions or speak to the media until the release of the official report.”
“Miss Bernardi, we are trying to determine the whereabouts of Mr. Ebenezer S. Trent. We have reports that you saw him earlier today. When and where was that?”
Rigi drew herself up and spoke in a clear, calm, and moderate voice, like her mother did. “It was in NovMerv, sir. We met outside the building housing the archaeological and research institute, and Mr. Trent, my brother Cyril, Makana, the m-dog, and I went into the building together. This was at ten thirty in the morning, by the clock on the building across the boulevard from the institute.”
The sergeant nodded as his associate took notes. “And how long were you with him?”
“Two hours, sir. The meeting ended shortly after the second group of protesters arrived, the ones with the supposed dead Staré.” She swallowed hard, shoving the memories away again.
“And do you know who he was with after that?”
“No, sir. We left by a back route, Dr. Xian let us out the equipment access entrance, and he said that he had a friend he needed to pester. We turned north, I believe it was, and he went south.”
“Do you know who this friend might be, Miss Bernardi?”
She shook her head. “No, sir.”
“Thank you, Miss. If he contacts you, please ask him to call Company Security. We need to know his whereabouts between noon and three today.” He closed his pad and tucked it into the holder on his belt. “A rumor connects him with the deaths on the farm, and we just want to confirm that he was not in the area. Rumor also connects Governor Theodaulf, and he is somewhat well accounted for.”
“Indeed,” her father said, his voice rather dry. Rigi worked to keep herself from smiling at his tone. The governor had been attending a heated session of the Corporate governing council’s regular meetings, this one about administrative assistance allocations from the Crown budget for the next year, and by now half of Shikhari had seen at least a still holo of him attempting to calm down two red-faced and yelling advisors.
The security men thanked and dismissed her and Makana, and Rigi went back upstairs. As she sat down and reached for the drawing stylus, the thought struck her. Who would have started a rumor about her uncle being at the scene of the murder of three Staré? Someone who wanted her uncle in trouble with the authorities, which suggested someone who possessed a grudge of some kind. To her knowledge, the number of people on Shikhari who fit that description was rather small, namely one. Rigi told herself to quit making baseless accusations and jumps of logic. And how could Mr. Smargad or Mrs. D be in a position to know where her uncle was, since Smargad had been at the protest in NovMerv, and the farm in question was several tens of kilometers from the scene of the murder, according to the map on the news feed? Rigi scolded herself firmly. She knew better. Just because she did not care for someone did not make them to blame for everything, or for anything. And Mrs. D meant well, she truly did, and Mr. Smargad as well. They truly thought the Staré were being abused and sought what they thought was best for the Staré.
The comm pinged and Rigi answered it, pushing the image she was working on to one side. Her Aunt Kay’s face appeared. “Rigi, have you seen Eb?”
“Not since we left the meeting, ma’am. He left in the opposite direction we went.”
Rigi stared, jaw agape, as her aunt swore rather viciously before settling down with, “Damn and blast it. He was supposed to be home two hours ago and his flitter is missing.”
Rigi heard her voice saying, “He needs to call security. Two officers were here, asking about him. There’s a rumor he was in the area of the farm where the Staré were killed this afternoon, ma’am.”
Aunt Kay’s face turned red. Then she hit the mute button. Even with the sound muted, Rigi could guess what her aunt was saying, and possibly about whom. After what appeared to be a “harrumpf,” her aunt turned the sound feed back on and snapped, “I’m going to strangle that Ebenezer when I get my hands on him. I have two dozen reporters on the verandah and supper has gotten cold. I’m going to pour the soup over his head myself.”
Rigi managed to mute her end and turn away so her aunt couldn’t see or hear her giggling, then trying not to sob. She recovered and turned back around. “I’m sorry, ma’am, coughing fit. I think I’m coming down with something. Please don’t tell Mother or Siare.”
“Your brother’s nurse believes in traditional Staré cough remedies, does she?”
“Yes, ma’am. Especially herbal plasters and tonics.”
Aunt Kay managed a bit of a smile. “You have my sympathy. There’s a reason why Eb stays so healthy, aside from that allergy—Lexi’s mate made him a snap-root chest rub when he had pneumonia several years ago. He’s been terrified of disease ever since. If he contacts you, he is to comm me or else. I trust you to fill in the else, dear.”
“Yes, ma’am.” Her aunt terminated the call and Rigi stared at the screen, then pulled the art image back to the center. Fretting never paid, either metaphorically or literally, she tried to remind herself.
It didn’t work too well.
    
“THERE IS no place for humans on Shikhari, not after this,” an earnest young woman told the reporter and holo-feed watchers. “There are more reports of assaults, as you yourself have said, ma’am, and the murders. Humans have failed to follow Crown regulations, and it is time to leave. We have over ten thousand marks and signatures from Staré asking for their rights to be returned and for humans to either leave entirely or to be confined to a small trade enclave, subject to Staré regulation.”
Rigi turned off the early-early-news noise and returned to work. She’d outlined the shapes and marked the colors, and now came filling them in. There was such a thing as being too precise, and the level of detail the patron had requested came under that heading, in her opinion. Pixel by pixel by micron level precision gave her headaches. But he’d paid the institute a very generous sum, and they’d included her in that, so she had two more illustrations to color and confirm.
How many Staré could read and write well enough to sign a petition? Rigi wondered as she filled in a large background field with light blue originally made from two types of clay ground together. No one under sixth Stamm, aside from Kor, and she wasn’t certain about Kor. She assumed he could read at least, but did he? She’d never needed to ask, and written Staré seemed to be more pictographic than phonetic. But all she’d seen were signs in the market, not books or anything like that. Did the Staré have books? The village on the Indria Plateau had no books or writing that she could recall. She adjusted the shading by one mark, adding a whisper bit of blue to suggest a bit of shadow and changed light on that part of the wall painting.
Well, she had things to do, and worrying about Uncle Eb and Tomás and the others would not get them done. She “moved” the image, changing sections of the wall, and selected a pink-red, the one that she’d had the hardest time matching. The archaeologists still had not decided what the exact composition of the stuff was, or why it remained flexible under the preserving top-coat after so many years. Rigi had a suspicion but kept it to herself. That stick had felt different, less oily, and smelled oh so faintly like cooked meat. But she wasn’t supposed to have had the color sticks at all—no human was, as best she could tell—and so she had made sympathetic noises and agreed that if they could find something written down and decipherable, life would indeed be easier for everyone. They had yet to decode the marks on the stela, the name stone as Rigi still thought of it. Maybe they weren’t story words at all, but names, and personal names could be terrible to try and sort out, or so she recalled from some long-ago classes.
She worked two hours, until seven in the morning. At that point her eyes had started to cross, her head ached, and she could smell breakfast as well as hearing the grumbling growl of her brother before coffee. Rigi saved everything, backed it up, and logged off the work station. She used the washroom before her brother could take over, and went downstairs, careful to keep one hand on the rail. Her house-shoe soles had gotten a little worn and slick, and she didn’t care to fall. Cy would laugh, her mother would fuss, then scold her, and Martinus liked to sit on her to make certain she was alright. Neither Rigi nor her father could find where that bit of mis-programming had come from, or how to get rid of it, so they just made certain not to fall when Martinus was around.
“Good,” her mother said as Rigi appeared. She seemed to be alternating bites of adult food with feeding Paul. “Siare is cleaning up the nursery, Auriga. Please see to your room once you have eaten, and don’t forget that we are going to visit Mrs. Patel-Chang at nine thirty.”
“Yes, ma’am.” Rigi accepted a cup of milk-coffee from Lonka. “Thank you, Lonka.” He presented her with a plate of eggs, sausage, fresh bread, and added a bowl of breakfast pudding—with ginter? She sniffed after he moved away. No, something warmer smelling but still spicy. The large breakfast meant that they would be visiting but not having dinner with Mrs. Patel-Chang, and Rigi mentally adjusted what she had planned to wear. The mornings were still a touch cool, but if they were leaving at dinner, the sun would be full up and warm. Her burgundy dress with the split underskirt would do, since the light-weight material balanced out the dark color. And a scarf, perhaps, just in case it decided to be windy or dusty.
Siare carried Paul’s bag, Rigi had her small visiting satchel, and her mother brought the usual mother things along with Paul. Martinus looked a bit glum wedged into the back of the wombow cart with Rigi and Paul’s traveling carrier. Paul seemed to need an exceedingly large number of accessories when he traveled Rigi, thought yet again. Then she imagined what would have happened if he’d had The Diaper Incident with nothing fresh to change into or ways to clean him. No, thank you, Rigi shivered. All of Sogdia would be fussing at her and her mother if they had to drive back to the house from the opposite side of town with The Diaper.
Makana and Lonka had been sent to do heavy marketing while the ladies were away, Rigi recalled. She wished he’d come along, but her mother had refused and apparently Makana feared Mrs. deStella-Bernardi more than he worried about the words of the first Stamm. If so, Rigi thought he showed excellent judgment.
Her mother handled the large cart and paired wombow hitch better than most men, and they moved quickly through the edges of Sogdia, past Rigi’s old school and the Staré Place of Refuge, around one of the mixed market areas, into a different residential district, just east of where Benin Petrason had lived. Rigi still cherished the memory of the last meeting between her mother and Mrs. Chin-Petrason, when her mother had politely, calmly, without raising her voice, torn Mrs. Chin-Petrason to shreds in a most ladylike way. Rigi longed to master the art. The warm sun on her shoulders warned that it might be a stormy afternoon, but the air felt dry for now. Once more Rigi wondered how it was that humans could cross star systems and master wormhole jumping, but still could not predict weather more than two days ahead of time.
They passed into an older block of houses with lots of large trees and ornate gardens that dated from the first settlement. Paul fussed a little and Rigi found a bottle for him. He latched on with a will and all but pulled it out of her hand by suction alone. She smiled and rubbed his soft, plump cheek with one finger. He drank half and seemed satisfied, so Rigi found a towel and tucked her scarf into her bag, draped her shoulder, and burped him. Actually, the cart did the trick, and as they went over a bump, Paul outgassed quite nicely and acted pleased with his accomplishment. Rigi just hoped the towel had caught all the excess. White milk on burgundy would be rather obvious. She set Paul back into his carrier-basket and secured the travel straps, folded the towel and tucked it away, and put the bottle back in the little warmer-fresh keeper just as they arrived at Mrs. Patel-Chang’s house.
A sixth Stamm female took the wombows and held them as Mrs. deStella-Bernardi got down from the driver’s seat. Rigi waited until Siare had climbed down as well, then handed her Paul’s travel bag, his other bag, and the carrier. Martinus hopped down with a thump, and Rigi followed a bit more decorously.
The visit went well. Rigi listened, answered a few direct questions, and let her mind drift a bit here and there. As they left, her mother announced, “I need to stop by the general market.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Siare’s lower jaw worked back and forth, and her ears dipped a little to the rear. “Mistress deStella-Bernardi, is safe?”
The question brought Rigi up short, and she turned to look at Siare. Her mother seemed to be thinking, because she waited for another block before answering. “I am not going far in, just to the seller of baby things.”
“Yes, Mistress deStella-Bernardi.”
Rigi wanted to stay with the cart and sketch, but her mother had other ideas. “No, Auriga, I want you to help me select some things for Paul and for Lyria’s girl-to-be.”
“Yes, ma’am.” As she walked in the warm sun, Rigi smelled market smells, and heard the normal sounds of the general market, one of the few where humans and Staré both had shops. A goodly number of humans and Staré bustled around, most carrying bags or baskets or pulling small carts. A few humans pushed large things on anti-grav floats. The scent of something fried caught Rigi’s nose for an instant until she saw the sign announcing “Special today! Tam patties- three for five!”
The stench of scent-sickness reached her just as the screams and panic began. Staré and humans rushed toward them, and she heard voices calling, “Scent sickness! Run! She’s full in!” Siare and Rigi grabbed her mother and tried to pull her into one of the shops before the shutters came down.
Clang thunk. Clang thunk doors slammed shut and shutters dropped. Mrs. deStella-Bernardi, holding Paul, staggered. “My shoe, I’m—” Rigi caught and lowered her mother so she didn’t fall. The gut-twisting stench of scent-sickness washed over them, every scent a Staré could make in one wash of madness.
“Martinus, guard!” He turned, facing a third Stamm female wielding a butcher’s ax. She staggered and swung the weapon, screaming and attacking anything that moved.
“Run,” her mother ordered, shoving Paul at Rigi and Siare.
“Disarm!” Rigi commanded, pointing to the sick female. Martinus surged into motion. The female swung at him one-forefooted, and he grabbed the neck of the ax, pulling it out of her grip and returning to Rigi and her mother. “Drop. Good dog!” He dropped the ax and returned to guard.
“No, Rigi, run!” Her mother cowered, trying to give Paul to Rigi and Siare as the screaming female staggered closer. “My ankle, take Paul!”
Before Rigi could make a decision, Siare moved. She lunged to the side, drawing the sick female’s attention, and then she attacked. Rigi had never seen Staré females fight, and she stared, slack-jawed, too surprised to move as they clenched, then went hind foot to belly, grabbing ears. If the sick female bit Siare or bled on her, Siare might fall ill as well, and Rigi prayed, staying between the females and her mother, with Martinus beside her. Tufts of fur filled the air and the females rolled back and forth. Rigi ached to command Martinus to fire, but didn’t want to accidentally hurt Siare or to reveal his secret. Her mother got to one knee, balancing with Paul’s carrier, and Rigi helped her stand, then begin limping toward the wombow cart line. Paul seemed unconcerned and waved at Rigi.
“Aiiieeeeekaaa!” The motion caught the eye of the sick female and she broke loose from Siare, hopping toward Rigi and her mother. Oh, for her hand-shooter!
A larger dark shape slammed into the sick female, and Rigi heard a thump and a cracking sound like that of Shona breaking open marrow bones. The bitter stench of death made her cough, and Rigi turned to see the sick female lying still on the cobblestones, her head facing the wrong way, neck broken.
“Thanks be to the Creator and Creatrix,” Rigi breathed. “And may they have mercy.”
“Siare?” Her mother said.
Rigi got her mother and Paul to a bench. Makana and Lonka had found them, and they shielded Mrs. deStella-Bernardi while Rigi and Martinus went to Siare. Siare moaned as she tried to stand. “Lonka, we need a healer,” Rigi called. “Please, don’t try to move, Siare. Mother and Paul are safe with Makana and Lonka.”
“Cuts?” she asked in Staré.
Rigi looked over the grey female, checking everything she could see. “No cuts, no bites, no blood,” she assured Siare. “Your hindfoot is bent too far.”
“Yes,” //pain/relief/fear.// Siare rolled onto her other side and tried to stand again, but couldn’t balance, and Rigi had to catch her greater mass. Lonka and a strange male bustled up to them and pushed Rigi out of the way, but politely.
“Miss Rigi, did you touch?” Lonka asked.
“No, except to catch when she fell.”
“Ah, good. Thank you.” Rigi got out of the way. She’d not broken Stamm.
Lonka and the fourth Stamm male helped Siare to her feet, or rather foot, and eased her over to a Staré bench. Rigi rested a hand on Martinus. “Martinus, stand down, good dog.”
“There they are!”
“She’s dead!”
“Another murder!”
A dozen humans raced toward Rigi and the three Staré, followed by twice as many low Stamm Staré. Rigi smelled a gush of //anger/fear.// Several of the Staré waved clubs.
Rigi didn’t think, didn’t hesitate. Instead, she fled into the maze of the market, Martinus at her side.
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OUT OF CHAOS, A CLUE
“Good dog,” Rigi panted. She wasn’t dressed for running, and leaned against the wall, a stitch in her side, feet sore. She’d never wear another pair of shoes she couldn’t flee in ever again. At least they weren’t those fashionable sandals with heels and thin straps, she thought. She’d have broken something besides her common sense. Rigi listened for more sounds of riot or pursuit and heard nothing. Thanks be, she prayed, pushing off the wall. She needed to rest, somewhere quiet, without being seen, where she could comm for help and a ride home. Rigi looked up and blinked.
She’d run to the Place of Refuge, the Staré worship center just beyond the edge of the market. She recognized the walls, and saw a military vehicle’s front end hiding around the corner. Could she? She could ask at least. Rigi brushed herself off, looked once more for pursuit, and limped across the road to the gate. She’d pulled a muscle. A large third Stamm male glared at her, and she full-bowed. “Please, I seek shelter for a moment,” she asked in Staré.
“Wait.” He stepped back into the gateway and to the side. Rigi put her hand on Martinus’s head. He made her feel better. She didn’t want to walk all the way back to the house, and she hadn’t brought the small bag with her credit-tokens in it, so she couldn’t hire a cart and driver. Another thing I will not leave home without in the future, she decided. Maybe she should see if she could get a token-box welded onto Martinus? No, he wouldn’t like that.
“You may enter the forecourt,” the guard said.
Rigi removed her shoes and socks since she didn’t have shoe covers, then stepped on the sun-warm tile of the clean-swept forecourt. It seemed much larger than she remembered, but six years before it had been full of Staré, gathered to listen to the recitation of the account of the turning of the First World into the Second. The sweeps of blues and light brown tiles on the walls remained as before, and Rigi found a shady spot near the wall, tucked in her skirts, and sat. Martinus sat as well, then lay down beside her. Rigi closed her eyes and said a prayer of thanks for quiet and refuge.
She heard footsteps and opened her eyes. A pair of human legs in military trousers stood beside and slightly behind a very dark Staré wearing a beautifully embroidered and beaded modesty apron. She tipped her head back and found Tomás Prananda, eyes wide, looking down at her, along with a stocky, night-black Staré. Rigi bowed to the first Stamm elder from her seated position. He’d permitted her guest right, and she honored him.
“You seek refuge?”
“Yes, honored Elder,” she said in Staré.
He leaned closer and sniffed, studied her, and sniffed again. “You smell of fear and danger and all smells.”
“Yes, honored Elder. I fled the market after a scent-sick female ran amok through the mixed market. She is dead, but trouble followed her passing.” Now that Rigi could stop and think, running away may have been the most foolish thing she could have done. Makana and Lonka had to care for Siare, as well as her mother and Paul. Rigi should have gone to her mother, have told Martinus to attack the humans and club-carrying Staré. She looked down at the tiles and stone covering the courtyard.
“What trouble, Miss Bernardi?”
She looked up at Tomás. “I don’t know, Lieutenant. Siare attacked the sick female after Martinus disarmed her, took the ax she was swinging.” Rigi rested a hand on the m-dog. “Makana broke her neck, the sick female, after she hurt Siare and then came after Mother and me. Siare broke one hind foot, but no cuts or blood that I could see, and no bites. Lonka and a fourth-Stamm male helped Siare to a Staré bench after I got Mother and Paul to a human bench. Mother hurt her ankle when the sick female came, couldn’t run, so we had to fight. Then I heard shouts about another murder, and saw some humans running toward us, and low Stamm Staré with clubs. I didn’t think, I just ran and Martinus came with me.” She looked down again.
“Scent sick? What Stamm?” the elder demanded, releasing //concerned/irritated.//
“Third, honored Elder, full in sick. All could see and smell, and everyone fled the market ahead of her. She had a meat ax.”
Tomás gulped and seemed a little pale under his tan. He must have heard stories about scent-sickness—everyone had. Humans seemed immune, but when a Staré became fully scent-sick, the only thing to do was get clear until someone could put the afflicted out of his misery. Rigi had heard or read of three other cases in the past twenty years. She discovered that her hands had begun shaking and she tucked them under her crossed legs.
The Elder seemed to be considering her and Martinus. He cocked his head to the side, ears slightly split front and back, as if listening to two things. “You are the female called wise, the one who lived as hopling with the foreign Staré?”
“Yes, honored Elder. Others say I have the wise eye, but I am not truly wise.” If she were wise, she would have stayed with her mother and Paul to protect them from the humans and low Stamm Staré.
“Come.” The first Stamm Elder turned, as if expecting her to follow. Tomás offered her his hand and she got to her feet. Martinus came along as well, and his metal claws made a little clink clink on the ground until she whispered for him to mind his feet. The claws lifted and he moved silently. A glance told her that Tomás had pulled covers over his boots, and she wondered why he was here. Was one of his soldiers in need of spiritual aid?
They passed beside the porch of the inner Refuge, instead going down a shaded side passage into a smaller, cool courtyard with a little fountain and benches. “Sit.” The wooden benches shaded from black to white, eight sets, and Rigi and Tomás sat on the white, the lowest Stamm. The Elder disappeared, leaving the humans alone in the inner courtyard. Rigi’s fingers itched to sketch the scene, but manners warned her not to. This might not be a place the Staré wanted humans to know about, since humans only entered the forecourt, and then only when invited for special occasions.
They listened to the splashing and lapping of the step-fountain and the soft quiet. “Your day sounds as interesting as mine has become, Miss Rigi,” Tomás said at last. “I was sent to inquire about reports that the Elders have requested all Staré in the military to resign to protest the continued Company and Crown presence.”
“Ah, perhaps I am in error, but wouldn’t that be a senior officer’s task?”
“It would be, if they spoke Staré as well as I do, and—” He shook his head a little as a second Stamm female brought a seat and set it in front of their bench, then left. The Elder returned and sat, upwind of them, Rigi noticed, so that he would not be contaminated by their scent. Someone would probably scrub and purify the bench they sat on once they left. Or break it up and burn it.
The Elder studied them in silence for what felt like hours. At last he nodded once. “The hunter and the wise seer. You have been spoken of.” Was there anything the Staré didn’t talk about, Rigi wondered? Probably not, especially not if the thumping network were a quarter as efficient as the human gossip vines. “You find the spirit places of the First Ones.”
“Yes, sir.” Tomás spoke and Rigi nodded her assent.
“It is also said that your forefeet show what the eye does not understand.” He looked at Rigi as he spoke.
How to explain? “Yes, honored Elder. My drawings lead and others’ eyes follow, finding signs and patterns of the spirit places.”
“And you are hunters both.”
“Yes, sir,” Tomás replied.
“Yes, honored Elder,” Rigi agreed, “when needful.”
The elder turned on his seat and made a beckoning motion. Two younger first Stamm carried a table into the courtyard. On the table Rigi could see a long piece of something with images on it. The white had an unusual trim—a seam in the middle, and six large tags of material on the edges. It was made of two hides, she realized, white-tanned hides decorated with pictures. The Elder stood and the female who had brought his seat moved it back, making room for the table between them. “See the spirit villages. We, the Elders, had lost the meaning of this treasure generations gone. Your eyes led us to understand it once more.”
What did he mean? Rigi and Tomás studied the artifact. It looked a bit like a pattern of drawn lace work, with stars and rings connected by faint lines. Tomás blinked, leaned forward, and leaned again, careful not to touch the thing. He snapped upright, opened his mouth, closed it, and nodded his head toward what he’d been staring at, not pointing with a finger. “Rigi, look.” he stood and let her get close.
A ring with a set of tiny squares in it caught her eye. The pattern looked familiar, itching her memory. She straightened up and traced a wavy blue line at “her” end of the table with her eyes, following it up to a ring, then three more rings, a rectangle, and then a ring surrounded by green and brown shapes. That ring had a tiny blue dot in it. Water in the woods? “It’s a fountain! This is Fountain Site, and you found Stela!” She blurted. “This is a map of the spirit villages, where the First Ones were.” Oh she wanted to draw it, and her hand started moving toward her visiting bag and the small pad inside the front pocket. Then she stopped. This was not a human thing.
“And look where the round lake is, Rigi.” She found Stela Site again, then hunted around until she found one of the largest rings, this with lots of little shapes inside. “There had been a city there.”
Had been a city there, Rigi repeated silently. She went cold, as if someone had just dropped ice down the back of her dress. “Lt. Prananda, what happened to the city to leave a crater-like lake?”
“The stories are true,” the Elder stated before Tomás could answer. “You are a wise one and a hunter in truth. And your protector is here, searching for you.” He flicked his ears and the young Staré removed the table and the painted hide before the humans could protest. “Go now, and we, the Elders, will discuss matters and send for you if it is warranted.”
Tomás turned pink and trembled as if he had an overpressure. Rigi wondered if she should pat his back so he could outgas but then considered how much he might release compared to Paul. Probably not a good idea, and she stopped a giggle before it started. She did not want to try to explain to him what amused her.
Instead they bowed to the Elder and followed a young first Stamm female to the forecourt. There Rigi saw Makana talking to the guard, and she and Martinus hurried to meet him. He turned and saw them, and his ears flopped forward, then upright once more. As she drew closer, Rigi smelled //relief/confusion.// The guard said something and puffed a strong blend with that odd undertone she’d come to associate with authority, or at least had only smelled from Staré in authority. The stone and tile felt warm under her feet and soothed her sore arches. They didn’t help her pulled muscle, though, and Tomás took her arm for the last few steps. She hand-bowed to the guard, who full bowed to her, backing clear of the gateway.
“Well, that didn’t answer any of my questions but gave me about a dozen more,” Tomás grumbled, but under his breath in Common.
“Isn’t that always what happens when we ask elders something, be they human or Staré?” She crouched down and pulled her socks and shoes back on, wincing a little as her pulled muscle fussed.
She caught whiffs of //amused/sympathy.// Tomás did as well, and gave her a rueful smile, then helped her stand again. “How badly do you hurt?”
“I can walk, Lieutenant, thank you, but I do not believe I will be running from crowds for at least a day.” She wanted to go home and hide, truth be told.
“Miss Rigi, why flee?” Makana’s ears tipped to the sides.
Why indeed? She rested a hand on Martinus and tried to find a good but still honest answer. None existed, so she told the truth. “I was afraid, Makana. I saw the humans and Staré running toward us, heard the shouts, smelled anger, and panicked. I ran away because I was afraid.” She’d failed, had not taken care of her mother and Paul.
“How many, Miss Bernardi?” Tomás sounded puzzled.
“Um, three dozen, maybe less.”
Tomás and the guard both boggled at her. “Three dozen? I’d run too, Miss Bernardi.”
“And with all the market locked because of sickness, you could not stop until you found a place to hide,” Makana stated. “Good. All hoplings should act so well.”
The guard’s ears flopped fore and aft. “If all hoplings did so, there’d be no space for Staré to sit.” He sounded and smelled more amused than serious. Was that part of a Staré proverb of some kind?
“The cart waits, Miss Rigi,” Makana pointed with one forefoot.
“Go, Miss Bernardi,” Tomás ordered. “I fear the holo-reporters will see my transport and come looking.”
And neither of them cared to explain either what had happened, or what the reporters would assume had happened. Her mother likely did not consider Martinus a proper chaperone. Cy certainly did not, and oh, she’d never have a moment to herself again. “Good day to you, Lt. Prananda, and success in your endeavors.”
He hand bowed. “Likewise, Miss Bernardi.” She followed Makana out of the gate and to the waiting wombow cart. The placid cream wombow looked as excited as he ever did, flicking his tail. This cart, however, had the Staré seat in front for the driver, and an enclosed passenger space. Makana opened the little door and lowered a step. Rigi climbed into the back and found a nice cushion that bore a close resemblance to the one that normally resided on her father’s reading chair. Martinus climbed in as well, taking up over half the space. The door closed and after a moment Rigi heard a small transport rumble off, followed by the cart jerking into motion. Rigi decided that she’d just close her eyes and rest. But she kept seeing the hide map, and the city that had been where the lake now lay.
Uncle Eb would turn colors from envy. So would the xenoarchaeologists, and Mr. De Groet, and then they would fuss at her for not making a drawing or taking an image for them. Rigi wiggled a little, shifting so she could extend her leg. That felt a little better. Where was Uncle Eb, and who had he gone to pester? He always told Aunt Kay where he’d gone. Rigi tried to imagine what her mother would do if her father disappeared. Probably fuss, quietly, politely, then serve him the tail bits of the next fish, and that slice or two of roast that always seemed to get tough first. Or perhaps have an attack of the vapors? No, because that might make Paul cry and no one wanted Paul to cry. He had very good lungs for such a small baby.
Rigi’s comm chirped. She felt in her bag without opening her eyes, pushed the button and unlocked it. “Hello.”
“Auriga Maris Regina Bernardi where are you?”
“In the back of a covered wombow cart, Aunt Kay. Going home after a bit of excitement in the market. Can I help you?”
“You can comm your father before he does something dramatic. Like turn on the broadcast feature in Martinus’s vocal transmitter and make the cart yell wooeef wooeef.” Aunt Kay sounded annoyed. “And if you see Lexi, tell him that his mate is looking for him. I can’t scare him enough.”
Rigi sighed. “Yes, ma’am.”
“I swear of all the times for the males in this family to go racing off in unknown directions, just as I need work done.” Aunt Kay terminated the call. Rigi wondered if she should ask Makana and Shona to alert the thumping network to tell Lexi that he’d better bring a nice gift to his mate when he came home, and be ready to duck whatever Aunt Kay threw at him.
Instead she commed her father at the office. “Auriga Maris Regina where are you?”
“In the back of the covered wombow cart that Makana is driving, sir. I have not looked out in case the reporters saw him leaving the Place of Refuge.” And the dark and warm felt restful, unlike the trouble waiting at home.
“I see. Tell Makana—no, don’t bother him. I’ll tell your mother where you are. She is rather concerned about you.”
“Yes, sir. Are she and Paul safe?”
“Yes. And supper is minced something. Apparently Shona is irked at having missed the morning’s events.”
Oh dear. “Yes, sir.”
“Bernardi clear.”
“Bernardi clear,” she repeated. The comm call ended and she put the little device back into her bag. “I wonder if we could get out early and go hide somewhere?”
He heard the quiet tick tick tick as Martinus’s tail rod tapped the wood. He must be wagging, Rigi thought. “You are not aiding the clarity of the situation.” She enunciated the way Uncle Eb did when he was irritated.
“Wooeef.”
    
THAT NIGHT RIGI lay in her bed, staring at the ceiling and trying to forget the map. And trying to forget Tomás changing colors when he couldn’t ask questions. She’d told her parents about going to the Place of Refuge and being granted permission to stay in the courtyard until Makana came, but nothing more. Cy had exploded, almost yelling at her for leaving their mother in danger. Then her father exploded back, in a cold, quiet, precise to the point of laser-focused way that left her big brother shaking and Rigi wishing that she could crawl in between the floor boards and ooze out of sight for the next month or so.
“Auriga and Martinus knew that they could not help your mother by trying to take on over thirty angry people, Cyril Arktur,” their father had stated. “She has said that. So she took Martinus and fled, distracting the mob. Your mother and brother are far less well known than is your sister, and the mob continued on, trying to catch Auriga. They failed because they knew nothing about the markets, or so it appears. After they left, Lonka and Makana were able to bring your mother, Paul, and Siare home in the two carts without being stopped or harassed, once they gave statements to security.” He’d shaken his finger at Cy. “And your sister and her m-dog went to a place where they would be safe and where the media would be less likely to harass them. No one who killed a Staré would dare flee to the Staré for shelter, something Company Security knows quite well. So she did protect your mother and brother the best way she could.”
Rigi didn’t agree, but hadn’t dared argue.
“What made the female go crazy, sir,” Cy had asked fifteen minutes later, after he seemed to recover a little from the scolding.
“Scent sickness. It’s not something humans can suffer from or catch, so we just do our best to avoid the poor souls who develop it.” He’d picked up his e-reader, the signal that discussion had ended.
Neither Rigi’s mother or father had punished her. Probably because with her mother having a strained ankle, and Siare with a broken hind-foot and pulled muscles, that left Rigi to do all the lifting and carrying and baby care, aside from things Mrs. deStella-Bernardi could do from a chair or on crutches. She refused to go to the medical center to have rapid repairs done because that would interfere with certain things that she informed Cy, “are not matters for family discussion.” Siare now had a servant of her own to care for her until she could walk, and Rigi’s father refused to hear otherwise. Rigi suspected that all the staff would get raises and bonuses without anything being said. A donation would also be made to the Place of Refuge, if the Elders would accept it. So Rigi lay on her back, staring at the ceiling and contemplating a month of running up and down stairs and of washing dirty nappies and sleepers and filling and emptying the baby bath.
She really should have jumped out of the cart.
And where were Lexi and Uncle Eb?
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STRANGE SIGHTINGS
In the six weeks it took for her mother’s ankle to heal enough to bear weight and walk without crutches, and for Siare to be able to walk and to care for Paul, Rigi learned all about baby care and decided that Paul would be a batsman on the cricket team when he was old enough. That or a professional cliff climber—once he had a grip on something, he never let go. That included any loose locks of Rigi’s hair. Her mind also refused to let go of what she’d seen, and Tomás did not help matters. Rigi folded yet another stack of now-clean nappies, wondering as she did if media stinks were milder or worse than Paul’s nappies after he tried purple potato. She wished that her mother had succumbed to temptation and had bought the fabricating recycler that could deal with baby wipes and nappies. Rigi added disposable/recyclable diapers to her list of “things I will insist on having in the house after I marry.”
Yesterday Tomás had sent her a map. “I do not care for the pattern I think I am seeing,” he’d written in the message. With some trepidation, in part because Cy was due to return from work in half an hour and she did not care to have him seeing her files, Rigi opened the image document. Tomás had taken what he’d remembered of the hide map, which seemed to be quite a lot, and had overlain it onto a current map of the continents. Rigi noted the matches, and blanched when she saw four more lakes or cavern systems where cities were supposed to have been. What would destroy a city and leave a round lake? And then she saw something odd off to the corner, under the Bataria Archipelago, the enormous collection of islands and shallow waterways near the planetary equator. Rigi knew it as a place of spectacular birds, crimson split-tails and indigo crackers, and other fascinating creatures. The map Tomás had created had an outline of a large island around the Archipelago. Was he suggesting that the island had sunk, or that the collection of thousands of small islands had once been a single block of land? If so, what had happened?
Rigi did not like the possibilities her imagination devised. And every archaeological anything she’d read or heard as a lecture said that disasters never destroyed societies. Individual locations, yes—that had happened in the past on several occasions, but a single volcanic eruption or tsunami or earthquake or plague could not destroy society. Weakened cultures did experience rapid declines in a few cases, but they had been weak before the incident. And what caused crater lakes, or round lakes? Impact craters, volcanoes, and sink-holes caused by erosion of sub-surface features, like the Sapphire Lakeway on LimWorld, the chain of twelve deep-blue, circular lakes that followed the course of an ancient arm of a sea. And no one knowingly built cities on those sorts of things. Well, Rigi allowed as she closed the file and logged out, people couldn’t have known about future meteor impact points back then, since they couldn’t track meteors. But the statistics of crater-forming meteors hitting multiple cities simultaneously? Rigi shook her head as she stretched her arms and shoulders, twisting her wrists and wiggling her fingers. As improbable as Uncle Eb turning into a scarlet screamer bird, or Paul sprouting wings and flying before he walked.
Rigi decided that she wouldn’t tell Tomás that he was seeing things. He’d done a lot of work on the map, and he meant well, and she didn’t want to hurt his feelings if she could avoid it. No, she thought as she went downstairs, she would put together her arguments against his idea, but logically, and with some background. And it could very well be, now that she thought about it, that the map the Elder had shown them was not what either they or the Staré thought it was. The Elder had said that the knowledge of the map’s meaning had been lost, and that the current Elders had decided that it showed the spirit villages. They could well be mis-reading the artifact, just like humans and a few others had over the centuries. What was the fancy word for that? After the thing but not because of the thing, but there was a fancier way of saying it. Rigi began setting the supper table and tidied Paul’s new high chair and straightened the mat beneath it. Post hoc something propter hoc, that was it, but what was the something? She’d ask her father.
She didn’t get to ask, because over supper Cy announced, “I’ve been told to bring Rigi to a dance next week.” He poked at the white peas on his plate. Rigi liked white peas and wondered if Cy planned to eat them or just chase them until they wore out. If the latter, she would ask for his share.
“Young man, that was uncalled for,” her mother sighed at Paul. Paul shared his brother’s attitude toward mashed peas in milk, but in a rather more direct fashion, all over his tray and the mat under his chair. Rigi closed her eyes for a moment. When she opened them, her four remaining peas had multiplied by a considerable number. Rigi ate before her mother noticed the change or her father commented. If only Cy liked tam as much as she disliked it.
“Which dance is that, Cyril?” their father inquired once the wayward pea-mush had been removed from the floor.
“It is an open dance at Brown’s, sir. The younger Miss Brown is coming of age, and those of us with sisters were asked to bring them, as well as young ladies we might be courting.”
Was Cy courting? Rigi had no idea. It wasn’t one of those things you asked an older brother, at least in her opinion.
“You sound less than excited about this prospect,” their father observed.
Cyril used a bit of bread to sop up the sauce from the meat. “It was the phrasing of the invitation, sir. A formal invitation will be coming tomorrow, but Mr. Brown came in, pointed at me, and said, ‘You need to bring your famous sister to the dance next week,’ then left.”
“That does seem to be a bit less than welcoming,” their mother stated. She slipped Paul a spoon of pea-milk-mush while he was distracted. It seemed to stay inside him, at least for the moment. “Will there be other young ladies present?”
“Yes, ma’am, several dozen I believe. Miss Brown has a number of cousins and friends who will be attending, or so I have been told.”
Their father set down his fork. “If a proper invitation comes and there are no complications, I see no reason why Rigi should not go, if she wishes to attend.”
Cy blinked several times and looked as if he’d been hit in the head with a stick. “Do you want to go, Rigi?”
“I will certainly think about it, Cy.” She’d only been to one social event since the return of the expedition, and getting out of the house without Makana or Martinus lurking behind her had some appeal. Was he assuming that of course she would attend, since he had been ordered to bring her? Probably, if his expression told the truth. Rigi did not roll her eyes or sigh. Really,
brother, what were you thinking? She was not an accessory like a satchel or evening wrap.
A formal invitation arrived the next day. Mrs. deStella-Bernardi inspected it, looked up the sponsors and matrons hosting the event, and nodded once. “I believe it would be good for you to attend, Auriga. You have been absent from society more than is healthy for a young lady of your age and attainments.”
“Yes, ma’am.” Rigi finished putting away Paul’s now-clean laundry. “Ma’am, does Cyril have control over my choice of dresses?”
“Of course not. You are old enough and have good judgment. Why?”
Rigi did sigh this time. “Because he gave me a list this morning of what to wear. Not the red-trimmed dress with the blue scarf, not the maroon, and not the dark green with brown and gold trim, because he says they are improper for a young lady not currently seeking a husband.”
Her mother pursed her lips and went so far as to put her hands on her hips. “I fear your brother’s time in the Stellar Navy has colored his thoughts on what is proper for young ladies. Wear what is appropriate for the occasion, and remember that comportment speaks more loudly than clothes do.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
As if the dance were not enough to distract her, a few days later Makana presented her with an envelope. “This was given to me to give to you, Miss Rigi.”
“Thank you.” He extended his forefoot and she took the envelope, careful not to touch him directly. She missed the days when she had been too young for Stamm to matter. The envelope felt thick and a little rough to the touch, meaning it was Shikhari-made paper, probably from white-frond leaves. A careful hand had written “Miss Auriga Bernardi” on the envelope. She broke the little seal and opened it as Makana left to finish a task elsewhere. Rigi unfolded the heavy paper and blinked.
“Miss Rigi,” it began. “Mister Trent sends greetings. Do not be concerned about his absence. He is on business, as am I. He cautions that you beware of false assumptions, and keep a hand-shooter close. Trust Makana and Siare.” The message ended with an ornate mark and a little drawing of a Staré in profile. Lexi had written the message or had dictated the message. Rigi re-read it, and then stared in the direction Makana had gone. Lexi had passed the message to Makana to her. She wanted to demand from Makana what was going on, except did she want to know? Trust Makana and Siare, the message said. And that Uncle Eb was fine. Well, she’d better tell Aunt Kay that much at least, or she’d be on her aunt’s bad list along with Uncle Eb and Lexi.
“On business. Those exact words?”
“Yes, ma’am. ‘He is on business, as am I.’ That is what Lexi wrote.”
“Hm.” The little grunting sound from the other end of the voice-only comm helped Rigi picture her aunt’s expression. Then she said, “That changes things. They will be back when they are back and I’m not going to scold them. Much. This time.” She sounded firm, surprising Rigi.
“Ah, ma’am, do you know what it means?”
“It means exactly what it says, dear. And I’ve been through this wormhole before. I just hope he doesn’t ruin all his clothes this time.” Now the familiar sigh. “That man is death on trouser knees. Lexi would be too, if he wore trousers. His mates are most unusual females to be willing to put up with him.”
Rigi bit her tongue hard, because Aunt Kay sounded exactly like Rigi’s mother did when she talked about Aunt Kay.
“On a different but related note, have you been able to avoid the news feeds recently?”
Now Rigi sighed. I seem to be doing a lot of that. “Mostly, ma’am. I’m glad Company Security had so many witnesses from the market.” The poor Staré and human males responding to the calls of a scent-sick female had been overwhelmed by the number of witnesses, truth be told, and after thirty-eight interviews had told everyone else to go home. Any rumor of murder had died aborning. Rigi was even happier now that she’d not shot the female.
“So are they, I suspect.” Aunt Kay’s tone shifted to frustration. “I will be so glad when that Debenadetto woman finds a new cause to champion and is not on the feeds every single afternoon. Has no one told her that low Stamm Staré cannot learn, and that is why they are low Stamm?”
“Yes, ma’am.” Rigi rubbed her forehead, then remembered that she’d been rolling a graphite stick between her fingers. Oops. “She refuses to believe what she sees. She thinks it is everything but the congenital inability of the lower Stamm Staré to grasp abstract concepts.”
“She’s doomed to frustration. Which makes two of us. Thank you for the call and I will let Lexi’s primary mate know that he’s not just sunning himself on a beach somewhere, or watching nature holos and eating candied rind.”
“You’re welcome, ma’am.”
After her aunt ended the comm, Rigi washed her forehead, then drew a sketch of Lexi reclining in a basking chair on a beach beside a sun umbrella, dropping a piece of candied rind into his mouth. She added a hole in the canvas for his tail, and after a moment of thought propped an eyeshade against the base of his ears. She couldn’t imagine the real Lexi doing anything so undignified, but there was that comm when he’d given Aunt Kay Staré ears… Rigi initialed the sketch and turned to a clean page.
Later that afternoon, as she looked through her dresses to find something that would not cause Cy to fuss, Rigi thought about the news. Perhaps the Staré-made maroon dress? No, she wore that for worship and it was quite warm, too heavy for a dance in the warm season. She moved it aside. Mr. Smargad had been interviewed several times, as had a few younger men and women, and they all insisted that what they wanted was only the truth. “If the Staré on the farm were killed in order to cover up abuse, or breaking the law, the other Staré have a right to know this. Yes, it could be that a Staré who had access to shooters killed them, and the Staré have a right to know if that was what transpired. But they need to know. It is their right, their people who died.” He’d sounded so earnest and sincere, but his eyes seemed cold and slick. Rigi reminded herself that holo images did not flatter all people, and that she could be reading her own dislike of the man into things.
Rigi considered another dress. The dark blue? That might work, and the high collar over the narrow neck opening should appease Cy, while the loose sleeves and bodice made the dress cooler than it looked. At night she didn’t have to worry about sun heat, so the dark color wouldn’t be a concern, unless something in white gravy threatened, or a gentleman sneezed across the foam of a glass of punch, and she would not be that close to any gentleman off the dance floor.
That evening Rigi browsed the news feeds, looking for more information about how many Staré really wanted the humans to leave, specifically upper Stamm Staré. After an hour and a half she closed the feeds and logged out, then stretched and shook her hands. “Well dust and dander,” she grumbled. “There’s nothing there.” No, she reminded herself, there was one reported quotation from an Elder in the Staré community near Huglig claiming to want full independence and for the humans to leave, but that came from a source Rigi trusted about as much as she trusted Martinus to grow a full coat of purple fur. The Company investigation into the Klippard Farm murders revealed very little new information. The three Staré had been seen with Staré rights workers, and research revealed several complaints about work practices at the plantation, but those dated to a previous manager’s tenure three years ago prior, and the investigators found exactly two recent violations, one of those a fruit quality matter instead of a labor and safety matter. Rigi rubbed under her nose. She’d also found no upper Stamm Staré in any of the pictures or quoted, aside from the one suspect case. Her media search located only two instances that Staré had presented decolonization petitions on their own. Two out of eighty seemed oddly low.
Rigi rejoined her parents and Cy in the family room downstairs. Her mother seemed drained and instead of her usual needlework or other projects, just sat, hands folded, eyes half-closed. Her father was chuckling. “I suppose this means we need to move everything not tooth-proof up a meter.”
“He’s your son in every way,” her mother said, shaking one finger but not lifting the hand. “And I told Siare no more purple potato, no matter how much he likes it. It stains too badly.”
“Mother, do all babies do that?” Cy sounded worried, or was it amused? Rigi couldn’t tell, and he seemed to be working hard not to have an expression.
“Yes, Cyril, they do. In your case it was crimson beets from Eta Tolima while we lived there.” As Rigi watched, her brother turned almost the same color as the vegetable in question. “Lyria and sweet potato, and Auriga digested green-stalk too fast.” Now Rigi felt her own face warming. She really did not want to think about that sort of thing, let alone hear it. And green-stalk tasted far too strong, like anise but more intense, even when chopped fine and hidden in other things. Shona had fixed it once and had banned it from his kitchen so long as he was in charge. Even her mother hesitated to challenge him, and so the pungent plant remained on the prohibited list, along with something native to Shikhari that smelled like rotting meat as it cooked.
“Setting the topic of Paul’s, ahem, exhaust emissions, aside,” her father began. “Auriga, do you have what you need for your work? I will be placing an order for off-world goods in the next week, and if there is something imported that you require, please let me know soon.”
“Yes, sir.” She’d have to go through her stocks and update the inventory. More of the larger sketchpads, and she dearly wanted more of the oil-paint powders, but did she need those, truly? She’d have to see.
Cy interrupted her mental inventory. “Rigi do you know a Sanjay Patel?”
“Hmm, I’m not certain.” Rigi sifted through her list of names. It sounded familiar, something about not quite right name, and her mother, what was it? “Ah, oh! I have met him, yes, but I, oh dear, yes. He is the young man who mistook me for a professional acquaintance of his and who was terribly embarrassed when he learned the truth. Terribly embarrassed, and most apologetic and confused. He seemed polite and well mannered otherwise.”
“Hmm. He’s been asking about you, or so I heard from Troy Pappandreau.” Cy gave her a firm look, more parental than fraternal. “He does know that you are not of age to consider courting, I trust.”
Rigi wanted to stick her tongue out at him, but not in front of both parents. “Yes, Cy, that was part of his confusion. He has been so informed.”
“Hmm.” He picked up his document reader. Rigi found a book of reproductions of ancient art works on the shelf and sat down to look at the images. There was one of an animal from Home called a rabbit that she especially liked, and she wanted to see if she could draw a Staré or wombow or perhaps a striped leaper with that level of detail and authenticity.
    
“LT. CARLOVI, it is truly a pleasure to see you again,” Rigi said, smiling at the young officer as he straightened up from his bow.
“Thank you, Miss Auriga, but the pleasure surely is mine. May I have this dance?”
“Yes.” She left her small wrist bag on the seat of the chair and he took her hand. Together they joined the line of couples for the next set, a complicated line dance that broke into a quadrille. Rigi hoped she wouldn’t make him look too bad. She always had trouble with the transition. They faced each other, and as the first notes came from the musicians, the men bowed. Then the women curtsied, and the two lines advanced, touching left hands, then retreating to the starting point. Then they advanced again, touched raised hands, and circled around the center, and retreated once more. Rigi and Lt. Carlovi got through the difficult transition to the quadrille without colliding or tripping, unlike two other couples, including the unhappy Miss Brown. Her escort seemed a bit clumsier than Rigi thought usual, and she wondered if he were ill.
After the dance, Lt. Carlovi escorted Rigi back to her seat. “Thank you, Miss Auriga.”
“You are most welcome, Lt. Carlovi.” By saying most welcome and naming him, she told him that she would dance again with him if he asked. Her mother had taught her the rule and it saved a great deal of face and confusion indeed.
He bowed once more and left. By custom she could not dance with the same man twice in a row unless he were a relative, since this was not a card dance and she was not courting. Rigi fanned a little and watched the couples shifting and re-forming. Cy seemed to have found a pouty-lipped young lady in a painfully orange dress to partner, and Rigi wondered who had told her that brilliant orange favored her light coloring. The person, if it was not a salesbot, should be ashamed of themselves, Rigi sniffed.
“Since the guardian of your virtue is entranced with Miss Sorenson, might I have this dance?” Tomás looked as grave as his voice sounded, but laughter filled his eyes.
“Certainly, Lt. Prananda.” As before she left her bag in the chair and they began the slow, turning dance.
“Thank you, and my toes thank you,” he breathed. “Miss Arkangli is a charming young lady but lightness of foot is not one of her virtues, which nonetheless are many.”
Rigi smiled, trying not to laugh at his relief. “You are welcome. Have you heard from the prodigal uncle?”
“No, have you?”
“Lexi sent me word that they are away on business. Aunt Kay says that for that reason she will not scold Uncle Eb too excessively, and that Lexi’s mate has decided not to douse him in fur-curler while he sleeps.”
Now it was Tomás’s turn to fight off laughter. “I am glad to hear that Aunt Kay is her usual moderate and reasonable self, and that Uncle Ebenezer is doing well.” They turned and danced for several more measures before he asked, “Have you changed your mind about the map?”
“No. I do not disagree with your observations, Lt. Prananda, but I still disagree with the proposed causes and Elders’ interpretation of the symbols on the original.”
He seemed disappointed, and they finished the dance in silence. As the last note sounded, a robot server with a tray rolled up to them. “Lt. Prananda, message.” A piece of paper on the tray affixed to the top of the server had his name on it, and he picked it up and read. He paled.
“I fear you must pardon me, Miss Auriga. Duty calls.” He added in quiet Staré, “Possible murder, one of mine.”
“Duty truly before pleasure, Lt. Prananda. Go and the Huntress be with you.”
He bowed, kissed her hand, and raced through the couples toward a Staré in uniform who stood near one of the doors. Rigi saw herself back to her seat. Or was it her seat? She’d left her bag right there, because she remembered the overly-friendly potted plant just behind her, and the silver trim on the mis-matched chairs to the left and right. Rigi looked around, then as gracefully as she could she crouched and looked under the chair. Something back beside the plant caught her eye, and she eased the chair aside, then went behind it and found her bag. Someone had likely knocked it off by accident, as happened rather often during some or the more sprightly songs. She’d keep it on her wrist henceforth.
Rigi breathed a silent prayer for Tomás and his men, human and Staré. Oh, she hoped it was not a murder, but an accident, or something far less serious. Then she did her best to put the matter out of her mind. Cy returned from dancing with Miss Sorenson and sat in a way that suggested great concern for the stability and safety of the seat. “Has anyone been bothering you?”
“No, Cy. I danced with Lt. Carlovi and Lt. Prananda. No one has acted anything other than polite and welcoming, certainly not overly familiar.” Cy, you are fast wearing out my patience.
His shoulders rose and fell. “Good. Look out for Franklin Grimly. I think he began the evening early.”
“Ah, was he dancing the second set with Miss Brown?”
“Yes. You noticed?”
“I noticed a rather clumsy gentleman and an unhappy Miss Brown.” She kept her voice low and her expression pleasant.
Cy nodded once, a firm vertical jerk of his head. “That’s him. He was supposed to be her escort for the evening, but that was changed this morning, for reasons I don’t know.” He took a deep breath before adding, “But I fear I can guess.”
As the person in question swirled past, half-dragging a petite and confused young lady in soft blue, Rigi risked a discreet sniff. Something sour, not sweat but something else, something familiar that disappeared when he did. “Does the individual to whom you referred use tobacco, Home or native?”
“Not to my knowledge.”
“Thank you.” She did not care for the smell on Mr. Grimly. Cy got up and went to see to something or someone, leaving Rigi to watch and rest.
Three dances later, after Mr. Patel returned her to her seat, Franklin Grimly approached and said, “Good evening, Mish, ah Miss Auriga. Might I have the favor of this dance?”
Rigi considered cutting him, then changed her mind. It would be a short, fast dance with little opportunity for trouble. “Yes, you may.” The small, thin man almost pulled her out of the chair in his haste. He moved jerkily, at odds with his slow and slipping words. The scent about him raised the little hairs on her neck, and Rigi wanted to leave him on the floor to get away. Instead she kept him as far from her as possible, touching him as little as she could. He didn’t seem to notice, instead watching the floor and the people around them, anything but her. He was perspiring heavily, enough so that it soaked through his coat and left damp spots under his arms. His hands might have been under water, they felt so wet. Sour smell and bitter, perspiring too heavily, moving too fast, Rigi wondered what was wrong with him. Then he swung his hand, almost slapping her!
She dropped his other hand and dodged another swing. “Mr. Grimly, what is the matter?”
“Flies. Too many damned flies. Ugh, how can a person stand them?” He swatted again. “Allow me to take you back to your seat, Miss Auriga.”
“Thank you, you are too kind.” He waved away more invisible insects and almost ran into a couple still dancing.
“Excuse me!” the older man protested, drawing the attention of the matron closest to them, and Mr. Brown.
“Ugh, the flies are terrible,” Grimly swatted again, and Rigi dropped his hand and hurried faster than was proper to get away from the fuss. Sour smell, seeing things, moving too fast, what caused that sort of behavior?
“Mr. Grimly, come with me, please,” Mr. Brown said, taking his guest’s arm.
“Damn it man, what did you do, bring trash in from the street? The flies are terrible.”
Two of the matrons stepped back from him, and Brown clamped his hand on the elbow closest to Rigi, all but dragging Grimly off the dance floor. “This way, sir.” Rigi saw two other, even larger men watching, and she guessed who they were. Indeed, one of them took Grimly’s other elbow as soon as he was close enough and led him out of the room.
Mrs. DiNatali, one of the matrons, stopped Rigi a few minutes later as she returned from the floor. “My dear, have you seen Miss Chin?”
Who hasn’t? Rigi blinked. “Not for the last three dances, Mrs. DiNatali. I believe I saw her with—”
“How dare you?” a woman hissed. Rigi and the matron turned to see a mature woman and her husband bearing down on Miss Lea Chin and the couple’s son. “Step away from my son. He is not in a position to court and neither are you.”
Miss Chin looked down her patrician nose at the angry mother and inhaled, causing the seams on her bodice to strain as the neckline on her crimson gown threatened to resign its proper position. “Madame, I do not know what you are talking about.”
“You are fifteen years old,” the woman snapped.
The young man dropped Miss Chin’s arm and backed away so quickly that he collided with a fifth Stamm waiter. The crash of glassware and metal pulled everyone’s attention to the scene.
“Fifteen?” a captain demanded. “You said you were nineteen and independent!” He’d gone pale. Rigi had a sudden sense of impending disaster, social and otherwise.
Mrs. DiNatali and two other matrons swooped down on Miss Chin. Rigi turned away, crossed the room and got a little something from the tasting buffet. She could guess, and preferred not to know. Her parents should never have permitted that, Rigi sniffed. No wonder her mother refused to allow Rigi and Cy to socialize with the Chins, even if they were only fifth-cousins of Mrs. Chin-Petrason and related to a former colonial governor.
“I wonder how long she’s been flying false colors?” Cy inquired a few minutes later. “Because there’s going to be at least two breach-of-promise suits come tomorrow.” He sounded gleeful. “That’s why you cannot be too careful around young men, Auriga.”
Rigi started to kick him in the shin. It was Lea Chin who had led the men astray, not the other way around! Mr. Brown stopped just beside Cy, speaking to another couple, and Rigi restrained herself, but not easily. “This entire season at least,” Rigi replied. “Beyond that I do not care to speculate, Cyril.”
“Miss Bernardi, may I have this dance?” One of Miss Brown’s male cousins bowed, saving Rigi from whatever her brother had intended to say.
“Certainly, sir.”
Tomás reappeared an hour later, shortly before the meal. “Rigi, I need a word with you and your brother.” He appeared calm but he sounded worried, and his eyes had a hint of what Rigi thought of as a hunter’s look.
“He’s speaking with Miss Sorensen.” Tomás took her arm and together they strolled around the dancers and observers, acting as if nothing at all might be the matter. Once they reached Cy and the young lady in orange, Tomás bowed and released her.
“Mister Bernardi?”
Cy drew himself up, shoulders square. “Lt. Prananda.” Ice almost dripped from his words.
“I apologize profusely for interrupting sir, Miss Sorensen, but events force me to ask a small question of you and Miss Bernardi.”
Cy started turning red and before he could explode, Rigi assured him, “Cy, it has to do with an event elsewhere this evening.” If they weren’t standing in the open, she’d stomp on his toes for being so obstreperously overprotective!
“Oh. Miss Adele, if you could possibly pardon me?”
She sent them off and Cy followed Tomás to a relatively quiet corner.
“Miss Auriga, are you missing anything?”
Rigi blinked, then opened her small bag. “No, I—Yes. Yes, my lip color and one of my cards are both missing.”
“Has your bag been out of your sight, or yours Mr. Bernardi?”
“Yes, several times.”
“B—Blast,” Tomás snapped.
“What is going on?” Cy demanded, folding his arms and glaring at Tomás.
“One of my subala minors was killed this evening. And I saw a broad-shouldered man with dark hair near your chairs before the dancing started.”
“And?” Cy tried to loom over Tomás.
Tomás ignored the threat. “Mr. Bernardi, the person who reported finding the soldier claims that a broad-shouldered, dark-haired man met with the deceased. If either of you see someone like that, please tell security as soon as you can. I’ve already told Mr. Brown.”
Cy bared clenched teeth. “What is in the water? Grimly smoking sorrow-weed, someone taking my sister’s lip color, and now this.”
“Be careful, please. I have to go. And Rigi, if you hear from our uncle, tell him I’d like a word if he has time.”
“I will do just that, and thank you for the caution.” Rigi nodded.
“Yes, thank you,” Cy grated, watching Tomás disappear again. “Our uncle?”
“Uncle Ebenezer Trent.”
“Oh.” Cy studied her for a moment. “Why do you have anything to do with what he just mentioned?”
“I hope that I do not, Cy. But if the person seen near the, ah, incident and the person here are the same, then we need to be aware.” As she spoke, Cyril straightened up, squared his shoulders, and stepped to the side, as if blocking someone. “What?”
“Mr. Smargad, the person from the news feeds, seems to be bearing down upon us.”
She turned and saw him glowering at her. The glower shifted to a sneer, lip curled, pale eyes narrowed. Then Smargad spun on one heel and hurried away, his limp and rolling gait becoming worse as she watched.
That’s odd, Rigi thought. I’ve never seen him move smoothly before. And he had dark eyes las—
The air in the room shivered. Boomf!
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DEATH AND LIFE
Eye-burning white smoke filled the hall. Rigi heard screams of panic. Cy grabbed her arm and dragged her out the closest door, into a short hallway leading outside. She ducked, keeping one eye shut as the drills on the transport ships had ordered. “Stay here, and help keep the doorway clear.” Cy pushed her against a wall and turned around, rushing back through the rapidly-closing door. It slammed open again and stayed that way. Bitter white and brown smoke oozed out and she moved a little farther down the short corridor, toward the outside door. Soon the first people appeared, coughing and choking, groping for guidance. Rigi took a woman’s hand and led her and a gentleman out into fresh air, then used an ornamental rock to block the outer door open. As soon as the couple were in the evening air, Rigi went back and helped another person, then a man who seemed to be choking, followed by a woman who flailed, screaming with blind panic. Rigi ducked her waving arms, grabbed some loose material on her dress and push-pulled her into the garden, where one of the men took charge of her. Rigi crouched below the smoke and returned to her little hallway.
She must have made a dozen trips back and forth before someone in a Company Security uniform appeared. He had a gas shield on and pushed past her. Rigi took that as a sign and fled to the relatively clear air of the courtyard. She went straight to the fountain in the center and rinsed her hands in the flowing water, then wiped her face. Whatever it was, she wanted it off her bare skin.
“What in the blazes is going on?” one man demanded, scowling at the Brown’s dance pavilion. “That wasn’t a very funny practical joke.”
“It smelled a little like smoke from a coolant failure,” someone observed, then coughed. “But the color was wrong.”
Rigi saw another batch of people staggering out of the doorway and trotted forward, taking the hand of a woman in a stained dress. The woman held her arms straight out and waved her hands, as if trying to feel her way, and tears streamed down her face. She kept her eyes closed and Rigi led her to a bench. “My eyes,” the woman gasped, then coughed. “Burning, I can’t see, my eyes!” Rigi looked at the fountain. Could she carry water in her hands to rinse the woman’s eyes? No, but perhaps… Rigi emptied her wrist bag onto the bench and darted to the fountain, filling the little cylinder with water from the upper spigot, and rushed back.
“I have water for your eyes.”
“Bright one be thanked, do it,” the woman moaned. She forced one eye open, holding it with her fingers as Rigi poured the water in. “Arrrrh, oh, better. Hurts, cold, but better.” Rigi made another trip and flushed the woman’s left eye, then repeated the process.
“You, what are you— Oh. Good thinking,” an old woman said. “Let me look.” She had a little light and shone it in the stranger’s eyes. “Irritated but not scalded, Creator and Creatrix be thanked. Well done, young lady.” She patted the seated woman on the shoulder. “Do not try to go anywhere until a medic comes, my dear, but your eyes should be fine. Miss, come with me.”
Rigi obeyed without thinking, and the older woman stated, “I’m a retired nurse. You stay by the fountain with that water carrier of yours. I will send the patients to you. Flush their eyes four times, a full bag worth each time.”
“Full bag worth, flush each eye four times, yes ma’am.” Rigi repeated then took up her station. One of the young men led people to where she stood and in some cases held the unfortunate’s head still as she bathed their eyes. Rigi took care of a dozen people before the nurse returned. She inspected the eyes of a small, elderly man, spoke quietly to her helper and dusted her hands on her flowing split skirt. The young man escorted the senior gentleman to sit with a group of other weeping and blinking people.
“I fear the others need more than just large amounts of fresh water,” the old woman nodded toward a small group of moaning men and women, all clutching their faces. “May justice be swift and firm for the creatures who put blindgass into the ventilation system.” She shook her head, making the small beads on her earrings clatter. “Creator and Creatrix have mercy on the rest of us.” She blinked a few times and looked at Rigi, really looking at her. She peered more closely. “You. You are the hand-dancer from Southside temple, are you not?”
“Ah, yes, ma’am.” Should Rigi know the older woman? She did seem almost familiar, but not quite, not entirely.
“My daughter was the Matron at the original Temple, dear. I am Retired Matron.”
Rigi hand bowed and then curtsied, eyes on the ground. She’d never met a Retired Matron. “Ma’am, it is an honor and blessing to serve,” she murmured.
“It is an honor and blessing to serve our fellow creations, always and ever, to the extent of our capabilities and gifts and to the glory of the Creator and Creatrix. You may rise, dear.”
Rigi stood, keeping her eyes down. “Is there ought else I may do to be of aid?”
“Only that which all are called to do, to pray and to give comfort.” The Retired Matron tapped her foot. “We have done that which we could do without causing greater harm than help. I’m not a trauma nurse, just a general care assistant. Blistered corneas are not something I know how to treat, and I suspect the Brown family does not have a full ophthalmic medicine suite tucked away behind the golden ivy over there, no matter how generous their hospitality.”
“I fear we do not, ma’am,” Mr. Brown said. “Company security wishes to speak to everyone once the medical personnel have finished evaluating and sending emergency cases on. Thank you, Mrs. Lee-Tomkins, Miss Bernardi, for your work.” How he managed to stay so calm and proper Rigi could not imagine.
“It is our duty to serve,” the Retired Matron said. “I took the healer’s oath and while I may be retired, that never changes.”
Rigi kept her voice even and calm, her words formal, trying to sound like her mother. “Thank you, Mr. Brown, but I only did what all people would do. I do hope that Miss and Mrs. Brown are safe?”
“Yes, they are fine, thank you. If it is not too great an imposition, could I ask you to stay with the injured until the medics arrive in the garden?”
“It is no imposition at all, Mr. Brown,” Mrs. Lee-Tompkins assured him. “Miss Bernardi, if you would come with me.”
“Ah, one moment, please ma’am. I need to collect the contents of my bag.”
“Oh yes, quite so.” She waited while Rigi scooped her identification and credit purse, and cards, off the bench and returned. “Be just as you have been, dear. Calm. Do not give false assurances, but,” she pursed thin lips, then shook her head a few centimeters at most. “A soft falsehood to ease pain might not be amiss at times such as this. I trust your judgment.”
A weight seemed to settle on Rigi’s shoulders. A Matron trusting her? The thought scared her more than the carnifex leaper had. Creator and Creatrix guide me, she prayed franticly. “I will do as you council, ma’am,” she heard her voice saying.
By the time the medics and emergency physicians had tended to the worst injured, and Corporate Security had taken her statement, Rigi felt as if she’d aged a decade in three hours. The clocks had chimed the midnight hour and another hour after that, her back ached, her eyes felt gritty, she wanted a drink, and needed to use the washroom. Cyril had checked on her twice, Mr. Patel likewise. Rigi wished Tomás would come, or her father, or Uncle Eb. Or Makana and Martinus, and her mother to take over. Instead she held shaking hands, comforted the weeping, listened to other people’s fears, and tried to be as calm and serene and soothing as the Retired Matron. She wanted to close her eyes, to make the picture of the blinded people go away. Even in the dim light of the garden, Rigi saw too much. She felt ill, but didn’t let herself show it. Instead she stroked a weeping woman’s back and made soothing noises until a medic took over.
At long last a Security officer pointed to her and Cy. “You may go. Do not linger. If we have more questions we will contact you.” He sounded stern and a little fierce, and Rigi put her hand on Cy’s arm to keep him from responding. Cy almost dragged her off her feet in his haste to get her out of the courtyard.
“Blast it, I don’t see any vehicles. Where’s our runabout?”
“All vehicles moved to make room for emergency and security, sir,” a sixth Stamm male said. “There’s some personal carts and vehicles that way,” he pointed with a forefoot. “Hire transports too, sir.”
“Thank you,” Rigi said, tugging Cy’s arm. He jerked his head in a quick nod to the Staré and they went in the indicated direction. The air had begun to cool a little, but not much, and the pavement radiated heat. It made Rigi sleepy and she struggled to not yawn.
“Mister Cyril, Miss Auriga,” a blessedly familiar voice said and Rigi heard metal on steincrete. She crouched and caught Martinus as a dark shadow, Makana, appeared from beside a wombow cart. “Mister Timothy asks you to come with me.”
Cy helped Rigi into the cart, then stepped clear until Martinus joined her. Cy sat up front, balancing the Staré seat with Makana, watching for trouble. Makana flicked the cream-colored wombow with the go-faster stick and the sleepy gelding snorted, then began walking. Rigi fell asleep before they’d gone a block. She was safe with Martinus and Makana.
    
“IT DOESN’T MAKE SENSE,” Rigi told Martinus a few days later as she cleaned him. He’d gotten into some odd mud that stained, and with a grumble and sigh she knelt beside him, scrubbing and polishing all his bare metal, then spot-cleaning his fabric-textured areas.
“Wee?”
She patted him and returned to polishing his left foreleg. “Why attack a coming-of-age dance? If the Staré wanted revenge for the deaths of the farm workers and the soldier, why attack the dance? And why that way?” The news feeds claimed that the governor had received a message just before the attack, claiming that “since the company is blind to the Staré under the law, and blind to the killing of Staré defenders, the Staré will blind the colonizers in truth.” Which to Rigi seemed silly, because the governor did not answer to the Company or have much say over it. He answered to the Crown. “And how did they know so quickly about the subala minor’s death?”
“The media or the attackers, Miss Rigi?” She startled and looked up to see Tomás looking down at her. He was wearing his slightly-fancy uniform. What was he visiting for?
“You are not a good guard dog,” she scolded Martinus. He seemed to droop. “I’m sorry. Never mind.” She patted his head with the cleaner of her two hands. “And the attackers.”
“A lot of other people would also like to know that, including me.” He lifted his uniform hat and smoothed his short trimmed hair. “Is your father at home, Miss Auriga?”
“Yes, Lt. Prananda.” She sensed motion, looked over her shoulder, and saw the end of a dark tail disappearing into the side door from the verandah. How did Lonka move so quietly? “If you go to the front door, Lonka will show you in.”
“Thank you, Miss Auriga.” He patted Martinus, who thumped his once-more-furry tail on the verandah floor, and trotted off the top step to go around to the front door. Well, that explained why Martinus had not warned her about her visitor. But why was Tomás here to see her father? Maybe it was old Army matters, something his father had asked Tomás to look into. That made sense.
Rigi resumed cleaning and polishing. At least Martinus did not shed like some of the long-haired or heavy-coated bio-dogs. There was one that had been bred for hunting on LimWorld that had a heavy double coat and that shed everything within twenty-four planetary hours, once a year. The results wouldn’t have been so bad, except that the dogs hunted in packs, so everyone seemed to have at least four of the sixty-kilo dogs. Rigi’s sister had asked about the mounds of black snow and had been informed that it was dog hair. Martinus just tried to rust or to bring as much of the outdoors in as possible. “Hey, stop that.”
Martinus stood, tail horizontal, intent on something. Rigi turned around and saw a seventh Stamm carrying a large box toward the verandah. Oh, a delivery. She turned back around to start picking up her cleaning things, then hesitated. Who had ordered something? And the delivery males always came to the front. She turned again. The Staré looked odd—glazed?—staring straight ahead, not watching his footing.
“Martinus disarm!” Rigi tried to get to the door, tripped and dropped flat onto the floor of the verandah. She covered her head as Martinus crouched and leaped over her, knocking the box out of the Staré’s forefeet.
Bang-boom! Clatter tinkle tinkle tinkle.
Ears ringing, Rigi stayed still until she didn’t hear any more falling object sounds, counted to five, then scrambled to her knees. “Martinus!” She ran toward the pile of metal, skirting a small crater in the lawn. “Martinus!”
One of his forelegs had been mangled, and one optic sensor remained dark. His tail, still furry, managed a wag. “Whheeeff.” Something had damaged his sound transmitter. Rigi knelt, then lay down on top of him, petting him.
“Good dog, such a good dog. Oh you are a good dog.” Then she remembered who had been in the back room, taking a nap. Rigi clambered to her feet again and started toward the house. She’d not gone two steps before the back door onto the verandah slammed open and Siare emerged with Paul in his carrier, followed by Rigi’s mother. They flew down the steps and went to the side of the house, almost colliding with Tomás. He grabbed her mother and didn’t quite drag her out of view around the corner. What was wrong?
Then Rigi looked beside her. A scatter of Staré limbs and flesh spread over the grass beside the hole in the lawn, and white fur floated in the light breeze. Rigi clamped her hands over her mouth to keep from vomiting, laughing, or sobbing. She wanted to do all three. Instead she backed up, stepped over Martinus, and sat firmly on the dry grass. She rested one hand on Martinus, patting him. Her mother was OK, Paul and Siare were fine, Tomás was with them. Where were Lonka, and Makana, and her father, and Shona?
Two medium dark Staré appeared as if summoned by thought, helping her father out the back door. Shona brought up the rear, carrying a large covered pot in his forefeet and clenching a butcher knife in his mouth. I guess that means supper will be a little late, Rigi decided. I hope it isn’t tam. They’d had tam twice in the last week, and she really did not care for tam. Why am I thinking about tam? I should be helping Mother and Father, or moving Martinus, or being useful. Instead she stared at the green-edged hole in the back lawn. “Oh dust and dander. I’m going to have to clean you all over again, Martinus,” She groaned.
“Wheefff.”
“Not your fault. Good dog.” Her face felt hot and wet, and everything blurred. “Good dog.” She petted him again.
Tomás found her petting Martinus and looking at the crater. “Auriga?”
“I’ll need help, please. Martinus is a little bent and scorched on the edges.”
“Auriga?” He sounded worried and looked quite concerned. Why? She was fine.
“The Staré didn’t look right, Tomás. So I told Martinus to disarm him. I didn’t think the box would blow up.” She sighed. “Now I have to redo all the morning’s polishing work, and more. How are Mother and Father and Paul?”
“They are fine. Your Father was on a ladder in the visitor’s room getting something off the shelf, startled, and fell. I think he broke his ankle.” He offered her his hand. She took it and stood, then clutched him, shaking. He patted her back. “Are you alright?”
“Just— Just shaken, thank you. I didn’t think the box would blow up.”
She felt his chest inflate and deflate as he took a deep breath, then let it out again. “No, even military parcels are not generally supposed to blow up without considerable prior notice. Unless it is an artillery or light-pulse round, but we don’t use couriers to deliver those.”
He held her until she stopped shaking quite so badly, then helped her walk around to where her parents, Paul, and the Staré had gathered. She heard sirens and other sounds of official arrival. Her mother leapt up and almost crushed her, she hugged her so hard. Siare sat beside Paul’s carrier, rocking him. Rigi sat down beside her father. “Sir, I’m afraid Martinus is going to need a few repairs.”
“That makes two of us, Rigi. Are you alright?”
Was she? She hadn’t really thought about it. All the pieces remained attached, but her thoughts ran slowly. “I believe so, yes, sir. As I told Lt. Prananda, I did not expect the box to explode.”
“What?” He stared at her. “A box exploded?”
She nodded. It made the world spin a little and she decided not to do that again. “Yes, sir. And the Staré making the delivery exploded too.”
Before she could go into greater detail, a swarm of Corporate Security people and emergency workers boiled out of their vehicles. “I’d better go secure Martinus, sir.”
“Yes.”
Rigi went back to the damaged m-dog. “Martinus, stand down.” She kept a hand on him as the security men stormed toward her.
“Wheeff?”
“Good dog.” More loudly she said, “I’m fine, please do not power-drain Martinus.” One of the men had a power-tap baton raised, intending to do just that. He hesitated and stowed the baton. “Thank you, sir. You might need to access his short-term memory files.”
“Did you see what happened, Miss?” The man seemed familiar, but it was hard to tell with his dark eye shield.
“Yes, sir. I was on the verandah, there,” she pointed. “Polishing and cleaning Martinus. He went on alert and I looked up and saw a seventh Stamm walking toward us, carrying a large box. I didn’t think about it, then realized that he’d come to the wrong door. He also seemed glazed over, not paying attention, and,” she took a deep breath. “I don’t know why, but I ordered Martinus to disarm him. I went to get Makana, but tripped and fell down on the verandah. Then there was an explosion. I waited until I stopped hearing breaking and falling noises, and went to check on Martinus. Then everyone came out of the house.” Her voice sounded flat to her ears.
One of the emergency techs crouched beside her and said, “Track my finger with your eyes, please, Miss.” She tried, but he moved his finger very quickly. “Do you recall anything hitting you?”
“No, sir, I was under the roof there.” She pointed to the verandah again. “Just there where the box of cleaning supplies is.”
“Shock-wave stun. Probably not a true concussion, Miss, but you got shaken rather firmly.”
“Please do not take this personally, sir,” Rigi said, looking up at the security officer, “but I do hope I go longer than four days before I next see corporate security under similar circumstances.”
“You were at the incident at Brown’s, Miss?”
“Yes, sir.”
The tech smiled. “Ah, you are the nurse’s aid. I thought you looked vaguely familiar. And between us two, I’ve told the captain the same thing more than once.”
He helped her stand and walked her over to her parents. Once there she repeated the story, answered multiple questions, and wished everyone would just be quiet. She was starting to get a headache.
“I’m afraid, Mr. Bernardi, that you and your family will need to find other accommodations tonight,” a fourth security man said. “The house appears sound, but we’ll need to document the scene and confirm that no damage occurred except to the windows and verandah siding. You may go inside to get clothes and baby supplies, but it will be better if you leave.”
Before Rigi could protest, Tomás spoke up. “May my men and I remove the m-dog for repair? I am known to the m-dog, and we have repair facilities.” He gave the supervising officer his ID. “This is an unusual custom-built, older model m-dog and I suspect Mr. Kael doesn’t have some of the parts needed in stock.”
“As soon as we finish measuring, chem-checking, and holo-recording the scene, you can move the m-dog, Lieutenant.” He returned the ID. Rigi relaxed. She’d been worried about someone learning Martinus’s secret. Tomás would keep it secret.
    
A WEEK AFTER THE EXPLOSION, after the house was repaired and the lawn filled in and patched, Tomás brought Martinus back.
Rigi hugged the m-dog’s neck. She had not slept well since the attack, dreaming of the pale Staré and broken Martinus, seeing monsters bubbling out of the hole in the grass and dirt. “The decoration was not my idea, I assure you,” he told Rigi, hands up, palms out, as if to fend off a protest or worse. She stared at the enormous pale yellow bow tied around Martinus’s neck. “My senior subala informed me that it was a good luck sign.”
Yellow, Rigi decided, was most emphatically not Martinus’s color. Especially not a pale pastel yellow better suited to a little girl-baby’s dresses. But if the Staré thought it would bring luck, who was she to fuss? “Please thank him.” Then she removed the bow and rolled up the ribbon. “Much better.”
“Wooeef!”
She tried once more. “Woof, Martinus. Say woof.”
“Wooeef!”
She planted her hands on her hips, glowering at Tomás, who seemed to be struggling to contain laughter. “Your levity is not appreciated, Lieutenant.”
“But your graciousness is,” her mother said from behind her. “Please, come in, Tomás.”
He bowed. “Thank you, ma’am.” Rigi and Martinus followed the two adults into the visitor’s room. Her father came in after a minute or so of small talk, and Mrs. deStella-Bernardi excused herself.
“Any news, Tomás?”
He glanced at Rigi, then seemed to make up his mind. “Yes, unfortunately, sir. Rigi’s observation was correct about the Staré. The autopsy results include evidence that he’d been drugged. The box had enough explosive to seriously damage the verandah and possibly the house, depending on where it was located when it exploded. When Martinus hit it and knocked it out of the Staré’s forefeet, it detonated early. Rigi, you did exactly the right thing when you went flat.”
She looked down at the floor. She should have checked on Paul and her Mother, and Shona.
She heard the frown in her father’s voice as he repeated, “But you say the Staré had been drugged?”
“Yes, sir. I can’t give you details yet, because the security people are being quiet about it and I had to get special permission to update you this much. I can guess, based on what the sergeant said, that the Staré had not just been using dream-cud.”
“No, because his ears were upright,” Rigi said without thinking. “Dream-cud makes their ears go odd directions, or so I remember hearing Lexi sniffing about someone.”
Her father nodded. “It does. Jaihu and I found one of the sixth Stamm loaders using it one day when I was in the import-export cargo area. His eyes went different directions, as did his ears, and he had a great deal of orange droo— ahem, saliva coming out of his mouth.”
Rigi wrinkled her nose. Why in the name of little white stars did people put that sort of thing in their mouths? Ew.
Tomás’s eyes had narrowed as he listened to Mr. Bernardi. “Ah. Thank you, sir. I’ve never heard the symptoms described.” He had his uniform hat in his hands and rotated it a quarter way around. “I’m afraid the other news must not leave this room.”
Rigi sat up, as did her father. Was it Uncle Eb?
“Someone assaulted Tankutshishin early this morning, as he was going to the Place of Refuge. The Staré with him said it was a pair of humans, one of them broad shouldered and dark haired, with a sour smell.”
“Like the one you saw?” Rigi blurted.
“Perhaps. Since almost all humans have dark hair before sunrise…” he shrugged. “And it may have been a wig, or something else that seemed to be dark hair. It would be nice if just once the Staré noticed body shape and facial details rather than scents.”
Rigi’s father snorted. “Have you spent any time on the northern continent on ColOne?”
“No sir.”
“You’ve heard jokes about ‘all LimWorlders look alike?’” Her father waited for nods. “Well everyone from the northern continent of ColOne really does look almost identical, because of the genetic stock and reproductive experiments that were used by the first settlers. They can tell each other apart, but anyone else? Good luck.”
Tomás inquired, “Sort of like how some people from Home tried to explain that all Staré are identical, sir?”
“Yes. Because Makana and Lexi and Rit, the seventh Stamm who worked for me as an office cleaner, all have long ears, tails, muzzles, and fur.”
Rigi asked, “How is Tankutshishin, Tomás, do you know?”
“I don’t. Security is being very, very quiet. I was informed because the thumping network had already told my men.” He shook his head and pinched the bridge of his nose. “I wish military communications were half as fast and accurate as the thumping network.”
Something about the attacks rubbed Rigi’s mind, making it itch. She patted Martinus’s head and thought as the men talked about something else, official gossip of some sort or another. At last, when they paused, Rigi ventured, “Tomás, Father, what if, ah, that is, um, what if the attack on Tankutshishin was a bluff, like wombeast males do, a threat charge? What if it wasn’t meant to kill him, but to scare him and the other Sogdia Staré?”
“I suspect corporate security is looking into that, Rigi, but it is an interesting thought,” her father said.
Rigi added, “Tankutshishin is the only first Stamm that most humans know of by name or sight.”
“Hmm. I’ll keep that in mind,” Tomás said. “And I fear I must be off, sir, Rigi, now that I’ve delivered Martinus back home. My captain sends his compliments, Miss Bernardi, and says that if you should ever tire of Martinus’s company, he would be quite pleased to provide a good home.”
“Humpf,” her father said. “That is my m-dog you are talking about, I’ll have you know.”
Martinus tipped his head to the side a little. “Wooeef?”
“Wooeef indeed,” Mr. Bernardi assured Martinus.
Rigi closed her eyes and shook her head.
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THE TRUTH EMERGES
“Auriga, dear, do you know anything about Miss Sorensen? The older Miss Sorensen?”
Rigi looked up from her sketch and blinked at her mother. Mrs. deStella-Bernardi sounded concerned and was fingering a set of brown and gold memory beads that a well-meaning soul had given Paul. He preferred to try to eat them than rather than using them for remembering prayers and petitions, and her mother had decided to put them away for now. “She’s danced with Cyril several times, ma’am. She seems a nice young lady, and I have not heard anything otherwise.” In truth she had not asked, aside from a few general questions. “I believe her father manages a fruit farm on the other side of the Kenusha Plain, and she and her mother are here so that she may have access to society and to finish a degree.”
Her mother started to purse her lips, then relaxed them and lifted one perfectly curved eyebrow. “Ah, that explains it.” The eyebrow descended. “Thank you, Auriga. You have allayed a concern I had.”
“You’re welcome, ma’am.”
Rigi’s mother went back to her workroom, leaving Rigi sketching. She looked from the picture of the rabbit to a holo of a wombow and then to her pad. No, she was still missing something. The rabbit seemed three dimensional and alive, while her wombow, for all its detail, remained flat on the page. Was it her model? The owner of the wombow in her holo had named it “Sleepy,” and even for wombows it had a phlegmatic disposition. Rigi turned off the holo, initialed the page, and started again. She could use the study for that proposed children’s book about the fauna of Shikhari if a publisher decided to accept the author’s bid.
She’d gotten the general outline onto the page when the little comm alerter on the table beside her buzzed. Rigi unfolded from the chair and closed the picture book, then hurried up the stairs. She logged into the general comm, then her personal one, and answered.
After hearing five words and catching a glimpse of the image, she terminated the comm, and hit “emergency notify.” That forwarded the transmission’s general information to her father and Company Security. She stared at the now dark screen, shaking. But not with fear. Oh no, not with fear, but with raw anger. What sort of person would even think about that sort of thing? She could guess—the sort of beast who would drug an innocent Staré and send it to a house with a bomb, or who would shatter a young woman’s coming-of-age dance with a blister gas in the ventilation system, blinding almost a dozen people and hurting twice that number and more. And who would attack one of the senior first Stamm Elders of Sogdia. Rigi knew she shouldn’t think so harshly of others, but she wanted the Creator and Creatrix to strike that person with the rod of justice right then and there.
The comm beeped. The identification showed it was from her father’s office. “Yes, sir?”
“Auriga Maris Stella, do not go out without both Martinus and Makana. Do not ask why, just obey me.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Good. I’ve advised Corporate Security that you will have them with you. And stay away from any disturbances.”
She never went to disturbances. Rigi wondered if she should be scared. No, she decided to be angry instead. “Yes, sir. I sent the message to Corporate Security as well. I only heard a few words, then stopped and forwarded it.”
“You were wise.” He looked furious and more than a little scary. “Do not answer any unknown comms for the next while, please. For your own sake, Rigi. I don’t want you seeing more of that—I will call it garbage—if the person or an associate of theirs tries again.”
“Yes, sir. I do not want to see it either.”
“Thank you. Bernardi clear.”
Since she’d planned on taking Martinus and Makana with her that afternoon anyway, she didn’t change her plans. Should she tell her mother? Most certainly not, Rigi decided. Her mother was already tense and upset, and Paul seemed to be getting colic again, which did nothing to sooth matters. And if Cy had decided to ask permission to start courting Miss Sorenson, well no wonder her mother was just the slightest bit unraveled on the edges.
Rigi flipped to the news feeds. “What further proof is needed than the incident on the Indria Plateau?” Mrs. Debenadetto was saying to a holo-reporter. “The Staré have made their feelings plain. They want humans to return governance of this world to its indigenous sapients.”
The image cut to yet another protest, this one blocking traffic at the intersection near where the subala minor had been shot. Rigi noted the location and relaxed. She was going to a smaller market a kilometer or so away to pick up several items her mother had ordered that had been sent to the wrong branch. “There is no point in paying extra to have them delivered when Auriga can go and fetch those items for Siare as well.” Which meant Makana had to come along, because Rigi could not handle the items in question without them needing to be purified afterward. If you didn’t understand the reason for Stamm, Rigi mused once more, it certainly made life excessively complicated. Or if you did understand it, sometimes. There were a few nuances that completely escaped her, the bit about shadows not having Stamm at night but having one of two Stamme by day being a notable example. Rigi wanted to ask Lexi if there was a mistranslation somewhere.
An hour later, the cream-colored wombow fussed, not wanting to get into harness. Rigi held his head while Makana tacked him out and together they coaxed him into the shafts of the cart. The gelding still fussed, acting almost lively. “Has someone been reading you leaper stories or horse books?” Rigi demanded of the round headed beast. At least she’d worn an apron so she wouldn’t have white hair and slobber on her dress and trousers. Was there something in the Book of Guidance about neoTraditionalists having to use pale-colored animals as a way of maintaining proper humility about outward appearance? Everything she owned showed wombow hair. “Martinus, come.”
Shona hop-ran up to them and handed Makana a list. Oh dear, she hoped they would have room. Otherwise she knew who would be walking back from the market. Makana said something and Shona replied, and she caught a whiff of //distaste/irritation// from both males. Rigi settled into the cart as Makana climbed into the Staré seat and clicked the wombow into motion. The cart jerked forward as the wombow lurched from standing into a fast trot. Even he wanted to be somewhere. Flitter would have been faster, or runabout, but Rigi couldn’t get a license yet and Makana did not have one. Turning eighteen held increasing appeal. She was tired of having the duties without the privileges and rights.
High clouds peeped over the trees in the west, suggesting that the first hints of the coming wet season might be nigh. Or perhaps not, given how late the dry had waited to settle in this year. Perhaps the wombow sensed a weather change, and so did everyone else. The students in school with her had always acted restless just before a weather change, and Mar had complained that her fur itched before a storm came through. That had also been different this year, Rigi realized—no wombeast migration around Sogdia. Had there not been one? Or had she missed it? She’d probably just missed it, since she’d been in the Plateau. She petted Martinus’s head and blinked. He seemed odd, something not quite right with his optic sensors. Rigi opened the panel in his shoulder and checked the basic diagnostic read. Huh, he wasn’t getting the full spectrum of communications frequencies. Had something gone wrong with him, or did the problem come from elsewhere? Every other diagnostic read in the green, so she closed the panel and locked it, patted him, and sat back.
Two hours later, Rigi did her best to look calm and patient as Makana bought one more thing for Shona and two for Siare. Her fears about no longer fitting into the cart just might prove to be correct, and Martinus wouldn’t like walking, either. If Shona had not ordered eggs, then she could have had Martinus sit on the load, but his hundred kilos of mass probably wouldn’t improve the quality of twenty raw hard-shelled eggs and two kinds of delicate fruit. And she wasn’t supposed to be bringing home raw custard. Hmm, could they just clean out the cart and cook whatever they found in the bottom? No, it might be a touch crunchy, like the proverbial story of the new bride and the scrambled chicken eggs. Rigi giggled quietly behind her hand. Martinus tipped his head to the side, exactly like a confused bio-dog. “Not you, Martinus. Good boy.” His bare tail tapped the pavement tink tink tink. The Staré and handful of humans going by gave them mild looks, and she didn’t smell or hear anything out of the ordinary, aside from a whiff of burnt something. Given how often the fryer-watchers overcooked the white-root at some of the food stalls around the edges of the main market, not smelling burnt something would have been odder.
Makana needed a pull cart to bring everything back to the wombow parking. Rigi kept quiet as he studied her, Martinus, and the parcels and baskets and such. After much internal murmuring and some puffs of //frustration/puzzlement,// Makana’s ears flopped sideways in opposite directions. “Miss Auriga, I fear I must ask you to ride on the rear bench. Martinus as well.”
Thanks be that she’d worn loose trousers under her dress. Rigi waited until he and a fifth Stamm female finished loading everything into the cart, then she pointed to a cube of plas-crete. “Martinus, fetch.” He nosed it, then pushed it toward the back of the cart, stopping where she pointed. “Good dog.” She used it as a mounting block and climbed onto the seat rather than trying to boost herself. Martinus jumped up beside her, making the cart creak. But the bench held. Makana’s helper returned the block to its starting point and he tipped her, then got into the driving seat. The wombow moved more slowly than before as he discovered that the cart now required him to work instead of bouncing along. Once pointed in the correct direction, he didn’t quite plod, but the spring had most certainly gone out of his step. Makana rested the go-faster stick in its holder beside his left forefoot, seemingly as content as the wombow to roll along at a slow but steady pace.
They passed the main human market in the district, and the road that would take them to the temple if they turned left. The air felt warm and a bare whisper of a breeze shifted the leaves. Rigi loosened her scarf a teeny bit and opened her collar just a millimeter. The brim of her sunshade kept the main brunt of the sun’s blast off of her head, but it didn’t feel all that much cooler. At least it was not the hot wet yet. That made even wombows mean. Rigi patted Martinus and sneezed. She sneezed again, as did Makana. Something irritated her nose and made her eyes itch. Without thinking she brought her scarf up and wrapped her lower face. That’s what she’d been trained to do on board ship if she smelled anything acrid or overly-sweet. Makana sneezed again, then coughed. The wombow made a wet noise that Rigi took for his version of a sneeze, and stopped.
She heard a murmur of sound, not a happy murmur. It had an edge to it and seemed to be growing louder, shifting into a growl. Rigi couldn’t see anything to the left, but on the right she saw hazy green white. “Makana, gas of some kind. Can we get upwind?”
“Negative, Miss Auriga. Trouble comes from upwind.” He tapped the wombow with the go-faster stick and it leaned against the harness, then grunted and started moving again.
“Martinus, down and follow.” If the cart weighed less, and Martinus had enough charge, it might help. He’d been at eighty percent that morning just before they left, so he couldn’t shoot, but she had her hand-shooter with her. The cart accelerated and Martinus walked quickly, keeping pace with the vehicle. Rigi loosened the special flap on her bag and unfastened the safety tie on the shooter. Please, Creator and Creatrix, may I not have to use it. The commotion grew louder and the wombow sped up, but not fast enough for Rigi.
“Halt!” Rigi risked standing and caught sight of Staré in uniform. But something seemed off—seventh and eighth Stamme in uniform?
“Who are you?” she called in Staré.
“Civil defense force, stop in the name of Staré.”
Makana called something that sounded rude and the wombow stumbled into a trot. The group of Staré and a human began running after them, and Rigi drew her hand-shooter. She triple-checked that it was on stun—large animal. “Come no closer,” she called back. “We want no trouble.”
“It’s the traitor, grab them!”
Rigi fired at the closest Staré. He fell and the one behind him tripped and tumbled, shrieking as he did. The cart lurched forward and Rigi lost her seat, falling. Creator be praised she landed on her feet. Martinus stopped beside her. “Martinus, guard.” Do not make me kill, she begged silently, please dear holy ones do not make me have to kill. I can’t do it, not again. The remaining four pursuers hesitated, then retreated several meters. Rigi spun and ran toward the disappearing wombow cart, Martinus beside her. She didn’t call to Makana, saving her breath to run. At least she’d worn good shoes.
She’d come within a dozen meters of the cart when she heard more Staré voices, and a male human shouting in Staré, “Protect the wise one!” Rigi glanced to the left and saw a man in military riot gear, twenty or more Staré with him, all second and third Stamme. Four of the Staré turned and hopped toward her, covering the ground faster than a bird flew. Rigi slowed.
“Martinus, at ease.” The cart seemed to be retreating less quickly as well. Oh dear, she hoped the wombow wasn’t hurt.
The first Staré drew close and bowed to her. “Wise one, follow, please.”
“I follow. Martinus, come.” The four made a box around Rigi and Martinus and they hurried to where the human stood, directing the other soldiers and some civilian security personnel. Rigi guessed and said, “Lt. Prananda, my thanks.”
“You are welcome, Miss Bernardi. What are you doing here?”
“I fell off the back of the wombow cart, trying to get away from trouble.”
“How long before you are missed?” He sounded distracted, probably by whatever was happening up the road.
“I suspect not long, because the cart is rather lighter than it was at the last major intersection.”
“Good,” he grunted. “I need you to stay out of the way. Are you injured?”
“No, sir, but I stunned a Staré who claimed to be part of a Staré defense force and who wore a uniform.”
What she could see of Tomás’s face and his clenched hand suggested that he wanted to swear. “Thank you for that information. Subala Hlee, protect Miss Bernardi. Her guard should arrive soon.”
The roar ahead of them and the swirl of green and white and grey seemed to coalesce into a thing, like a smoke monster or creature out of Staré legend. Then silence. The hair on Rigi’s neck and arms stood up, and she put one hand on Martinus’s shoulder. He turned, and she looked behind them to see two Staré soldiers helping Makana. One shoulder hung wrong, and she smelled //pain/anger.// “Makana, are you injured?”
He stopped on her other side, opposite Martinus. “Slingshot with metal balls. Missed head, got shoulder. The wombow is secured and browsing.”
“Thank you.” What else was she supposed to say? She couldn’t think of anything appropriate. The silence seemed to be coming toward them, if that made sense. Tomás moved to stand beside Martinus. The spreading stillness had taken on a weight and the Staré around her and Tomás drew up to near attention, shooters or long stun-sticks in their forefeet. She heard rushing steps and looked over to see, of all people, Mrs. Debenadetto hurrying toward them and waving one arm. Tomás didn’t quite muffle his groan, a sound Rigi echoed for her own reasons. The human woman stopped a few meters away from the soldiers, watching ahead of them, panting, one hand on her side as if she had a stitch from running. Rigi glanced at her shoes and winced inside. Mrs. D’s feet must hurt in those thin little heeled slippers.
The smoke thinned and Rigi saw a ripple of motion as Staré bowed and backed away from a group of a dozen individuals, including a single human with a rifle. She didn’t recognize the tall man in armor—he wore a full gas mask, as did those with him. Once clear of the smoke, he and the rifle-wielding Staré beside him turned around to face the crowd while the rest of the group continued into the clear before turning as one and removing their masks. All had dark pelts and stocky builds. One or two bore the white-tipped ears of the very old. Rigi had never seen so many first Stamm Staré together in public. The ten first Stamm Staré stood motionless as the smoke thinned out. As it did, Rigi saw more and more Staré crouching in homage, and smelled a wave of //confusion/anger/distress/respect// that made her want to sneeze. She envied Tomás his mask.
Just as she thought that, he removed it. “I do not know what is going on, but I need to have an open face,” he murmured into her ear. She took the hint and unwrapped her scarf.
“Enough,” the ten first Stamm Staré called in unison //stop/urgency.// “Enough we say. We who direct the Staré of all Stamme and clans say cease. Harass the humans no longer. Justice is being done as we speak.”
“What are they saying?” Mrs. D demanded.
Rigi put her hand on Tomás’s arm before he said something rude. His head moved in a sort of acknowledgment and as she lifted her hand, he explained, “They are calling for peace and assuring the crowd that justice is being done.”
“Who are they?”
“They are the senior Staré in Sogdia, probably the entire continent.” Tomás nodded toward an especially small, dark figure. “He is from the other side of the continent, and is as old as old can be.”
“At last! This is what we’ve been waiting for!” Mrs. D’s eyes almost glowed. “We can speak to them directly and explain why they need our help liberating Shikhari.”
“And if they do not speak Common, Mrs. Debenadetto?” Tomás asked.
“Miss Rigi will help me, won’t you?” She reached toward Rigi as if to take her arm, but two of the soldiers blocked her. “What’s going on? Release her this instant.”
“Lt. Prananda, do you think this might be an opportunity to calm matters?” Rigi didn’t want to interpret, but if it would ease trouble and prevent more harm, she had a duty to use her talent for the greater good. And maybe the Elders would tell Mrs. D to go jump into the Arctic Sea, maybe please.
Lt. Prananda tried to call in, probably for orders and someone to help him decide. He tapped his ear-piece, then turned to the subala beside him, a Staré with more antennae on his backpack and helmet than most transmission centers Rigi had seen. He tried several things, and Rigi caught the bitter-sharp scent of //frustration.// Rigi said, “Martinus was not receiving general comm in this area earlier, Lieutenant.”
Tomás bit his lip, then nodded. “Go, with Makana.” The soldiers shifted, allowing Rigi, Martinus, and Makana to follow Mrs. D as the portly woman almost ran in her haste to reach the Elders. At least she stopped at the proper distance and didn’t try to shake their forefeet, Rigi grumped as she followed.
Rigi saw and heard everything clearly. She bowed to the Elders, then stood just behind Mrs. D. The trees around the intersection shimmered as her eyes watered from the lingering smoke, and masses of Staré of all Stamme lined the sides of the road, crouching down, a few ear-bowing as well. The few humans she could see, aside from the tall stranger and his third Stamm shadow, hung back, watching but not saying or trying to do anything. The shade of the trees tempered the sun, at least where Rigi stood, and a confusion of smells irritated her nose. “Introduce me,” Mrs. D ordered.
Rigi bowed again, as did Makana, who then crouched. “Honored Elders, pardon my poor skill. I have been asked to introduce Mrs. Elaine Debenadetto, a human of good will who seeks to free Staré from undesired human authority.” Mrs. D marched up and stood directly in front of Rigi. Rigi shifted just a centimeter or two to the left, so she could see the Elders.
“Greetings, noble Staré,” Mrs. D began without giving the Elders time to respond. “I and my fellow humans understand your troubles, and we have come to help you free yourselves from the Corporation and to regain proper control of your world.” She stopped, and Rigi interpreted.
The centermost Staré Elder twitched her ears. “Who asked you to come to Shikhari and meddle?”
Oh dear. Rigi twisted inside. Literal words or polite words? Almost literal. “Who asked you to come to Shikhari and intervene?”
“We heard the pleas of many Staré, and I have seen for myself how miserably treated, overworked, and oppressed the lowest of your people are, those who have been forced into the lowest castes.”
Rigi translated as best she could. “We heard the calls of many Staré, and I have myself seen the poor treatment, the excess work demanded, and the,” she didn’t have a word. Rigi hesitated, then tried, “the removal of Stamm of those who have been punished by being placed in the lowest Stamme.”
One of the males beside the elder speaker said something out of the side of his mouth and Rigi caught a thick whiff of //disdain/stupid.// Oh dear. The speaker twitched her ears. “We, the Staré, do not want humans to leave.”
Rigi translated exactly.
“Please, please, I understand, truly I do,” Mrs. D begged, wringing her hands. “You have benefitted a little from humans being here. I understand. But you will not lose those benefits after the humans go. You will have full control over everything once more, and no one will be permitted to order you around or to follow human laws. The caste system will go away. My friends and I will see that all can be educated, that all will receive justice for the harm done by humans. Your brothers and sisters on the Indria Plateau have shown that they want humans gone. Surely you can see that humans are nothing good. They are corrupt and twisted and they abuse you!”
Rigi held up her hand. “Let me translate, please, then you may continue. I don’t want to make a mistake.”
“What? Oh, very well. Be quick.”
Once more Rigi translated exactly. Her head had begun to ache, and she needed Martinus’s presence to help keep her calm, him and Makana.
The Elders ears began to twitch as she spoke, and when she reached the part about “the Stamme will go away,” two burst out laughing. Rigi kept going and the laughter faded a little, into Staré guffaws.
Mrs. D didn’t give them time to respond, “You see, you understand, we are here for you. We want you to have justice, to stop being victimized. You don’t know your rights as sapient indiginies, but we do and we will help you regain those rights. There will be no more killings of Staré by humans, no more assaults on Staré by humans if you just allow us to help you.”
Before Rigi got half way through, Martinus alerted, Makana whipped around and slammed his ears back, and Rigi sensed trouble. She heard Staré screams. The human in armor backed toward them, the first Stamm—or was it third?—at his side doing likewise, and both had weapons up.
“Rigi duck!” a voice called. Instead Rigi dropped flat, hand-shooter ready, aiming at a dark-brown-haired man who held something pale and bloody in one hand.
“Kill the stinkies! They killed my family I’ll kill them.” The man tossed a dark-green ball and moved away, moving smoothly and as gracefully as a striped lion, moving like the man at the dance!
Rigi screamed, “Grenade!” She reached out and grabbed Makana’s ankle, somehow pulling him off balance. He fell. Bang-bloop. Gas grenade? She couldn’t risk it. “Get back, everyone get back,” she screamed in Staré. Someone else screamed, a female human? Rigi didn’t look, instead crawling backwards and trying to drag Makana. Instead she felt metal on her collar and Martinus started pulling her. She went limp and let him, hoping her dress wouldn’t tear. Then he dropped her and snarled.
“Stupid bint,” A hard hand grabbed her wrist, digging into the bone. Her hand went numb and she dropped the shooter. Where was Martinus? She heard him, why wasn’t he attacking, protecting her? The man pulled up on her arm and almost jerked her arm out of the socket backward, dragging her to her feet. “You should have helped when told, like a good little brat.” The voice was Smargad! Rigi tried to fight him but he’d gotten her twisted around and she’d lost the shooter. She stomped on one of his ankles and he ripped a handful of hair loose in revenge. “I’m going to punish your lover where it hurts the most.” He started dragging her toward the Staré Elders.
She’d never tried it, but she hoped it would work. She struggled and fought a little more, then yelled, “Lothar attack,” and sagged limp, a dead weight. Smargad lost his grip, cursed, and then screamed as something knocked her and him backwards. She smelled blood and meat and heard terrible sounds, like bone and flesh shattering and ripping. The screams stopped, replaced by a bubbling gurgle that ended almost as quickly. Rigi rolled away from the noise and kept rolling until she thumped into someone’s armored boots.
The someone in strange armor crouched and helped her to her knees, then held her. “Child, Rigi, are you alright?”
“N, n, no, Uncle Eb, but I’ll be better in a little while. And Aunt Kay said to tell you that you’d best not have ruined another suit of clothes this time.” Why had she said that? She didn’t know. Nothing made sense and her mother and Shona would be upset with her and Makana and she just wanted it all to be a bad dream. But Uncle Eb was here, and he would make the bad things go away.
He held and rocked her as she clung to him, eyes closed tight, head resting on one armored shoulder. He said over her head, “Shock and stress. She’s physically fine. The Elders?”
“All safe, sir. Her warning gave them time to duck, and the human woman took most of the blast by accident.”
“I’m not certain it was accidental, Lieutenant, but that is for later discussion.” He patted her back. “Rigi, child, call off Martinus.”
She gulped, coughed, and called, “Lothar stand down, Martinus stand down, that’s a good dog. Come here, Martinus, good boy!”
“Don’t pet him until we can get tissue samples for positive identification, please,” Uncle Eb ordered, letting go of her.
“Indeed. It would be most unfortunate for the unlamented deceased to pass to the wrong reward. I shudder to imagine him appearing in a Staré afterlife.” Lexi sniffed.
“Quite so, Lexi. No one’s infernal regions should be inflicted with his presence undeserved.” Rigi heard sounds like a human and a Staré both spitting. “And Miss Rigi’s mother will likely take it a bit amiss should we return her daughter’s m-dog in his current state of dishevelment.”
Lexi made a thinking sort of noise. “I don’t know, sir, the red splashes add a certain ferocity and liveliness to him.”
“I do not recall that being your secondary mate’s description of the color pattern when last she saw you so decorated.”
“Alas, Mister Trent, you do present a valid and weighty argument.” Lexi sounded disappointed. Rigi didn’t dare look up because she’d start giggling and never stop. She didn’t want to move, either, but her toes were starting to cramp. She managed to shift onto one knee, then stand. Makana limped up beside her, blood streaking the side of his head. He bowed low to someone behind her.
Rigi turned and did the same, then staggered as three first Stamm Staré approached the group. To her shock, the outer two Staré ear bowed to them. “Honor to the wise and to the brave,” the center figure said in crisp Common. “Although one questions the wisdom of anyone who consorts with my brother.” He shook his head, and Rigi felt her eyes bulging with surprise as Kor walked up with Tomás. Kor never came into the city.
“Lt. Prananda is counted among the observant, sir, not among the wise,” Uncle Eb informed them.
“All is explained.”
Kor stuck the tip of his tongue out at the speaker and wiggled his ears in a mildly rude gesture. Rigi wanted to faint from so many shocks. Kor was first Stamm? She’d always been told that he was seventh, or outStamm. What? How? But—
“Wooeef?”
Rigi looked down at the gore streaked head and bloody teeth. A wad of something more solid than blood hung out of the side of his mouth and Rigi shivered, sighing, “Wooeef, indeed, Martinus. Wooef indeed.”
Then her legs gave out and she sat firmly on the warm, gritty pavement, dignity and propriety forgotten. She’d just killed a human being through Martinus. Rigi rested her head on her arms and tried to weep, but this time no tears came.
    
NOT QUITE AN HOUR LATER, Rigi sat on the rear projection of a military transport parked in the shade, drinking fruit-flavored water and caressing a now clean Martinus. Well, not entirely clean—she’d have to do another full polish on him soon—but presentable to her mother. Lexi had taken Makana and the cart to the house and had made their apologies before leaving Makana to Siare and Lonka’s tender mercies. Tomás turned over command to the civilian authorities after directing his troopers to escort the remains of the deceased humans to the proper military facility. The Corporate Security men balked at dealing with that aspect of the situation, although they promised to start investigating just how a poison gas grenade had been smuggled to Shikhari. Uncle Eb slouched in his usual way at the other end of the little platform, ostensibly chaperoning Rigi and Martinus. Tomás sat between him and Rigi. Tomás kept petting Martinus and accidentally brushing Rigi’s hand as he did. She didn’t mind. It was him and not that foul beast Smargad. Martinus certainly didn’t mind, either.
The Staré Elders sat as well, on hastily collected benches from the closest market and a small park, “No, we most certainly have no desire for humans to absent themselves from Shikhari.”
That statement triggered the question Rigi had wanted to ask since the Speaker had first said it. “Why not, ma’am?”
“Because you can stop the birds’ return, the giant birds that brought death to the First World.”
The humans froze as the Elder continued, “Some of us suspected that the First Elders, those who survived the turning of the world and who founded the Stamme, meant more than we understood in the words and scents that passed down to us. Certain gestures and details faded through the years, even among the wise. We heard, we smelled, but we could no longer see and so truly remember all that they had intended.”
Kor twitched his ears. He stood behind his brother, and unless he moved, Rigi could not tell Korkuhkalya from Tortuhtalya, who sat on the bench beside the female Speaker. Kor stated, “You saw, Miss Auriga, you and Mister Tomás both, but your hands revealed the pattern that Tomás the hunter tracked.”
“And Mister Trent, through Lexissol, gave us your patterns. Patterns that matched in part the patterns on precious hides, ancient memory guides with lost meanings. Tankutshishin compared pattern to pattern and rediscovered the forgotten signs.” The Speaker puffed //regret/sorrow/resignation// and made an odd forefoot and ear gesture. “Not long after the creation of the fifth Stamme, disease swept us after a year without a cool season. It was the first we knew of fur-drop.” Rigi didn’t like the sound of that, and Lexi flinched, ears going flat backwards. “Almost all Elders died, and all the keepers of images and artifacts did die, their memories lost in the space of days.
“But with the patterns, and Tankutshishin’s observation, we regained part of what had been lost, blown away like scent in a storm.”
Of course, Rigi thought later, it would be Uncle Eb to ask the question. He leaned forward and said, “Why do you believe that we can stop the giant birds?”
“Come to the Place of Recollection when we call for you, and we will show you.”
Rigi, Tomás, and Uncle Eb all sighed.
Later, as he handed her into a transport to take her home, Tomás asked, “How did you know that was a grenade, Miss Rigi?”
“Because I read a book about small arms and colonial warfare while we were on Limworld.” She shuddered a little. “My great aunt and uncle would not let me draw or read on my e-reader while waiting for them and Mother and Father to finish their social rounds, so I read their print books, any I could find.”
Tomás started to say something, caught a narrow-eyed look from Uncle Eb, and coughed, then closed the vehicle door and walked around to take his own seat.
    
IT TOOK a great deal of convincing to persuade Rigi’s mother to allow her out of the house after that, even with a proper chaperone. Mrs. deStella-Bernardi had stared, hugged Rigi, hugged Tomás, hugged Uncle Eb, and then grabbed Rigi by the hand and all but dragged her up the steps and into the washing room. Rigi hadn’t thought that she looked that bad, but apparently she did, or so her mother believed. But her reaction had been as nothing compared to Cy’s when he came storming in from work.
Rigi had been sitting on the verandah floor cleaning Martinus when Cyril charged up, grabbed her by the shoulders, and hauled her to her feet. He’d shaken her. “How could you get into so much trouble, Auriga Maris Stella? What in the name of the Magellanic Clouds were you doing? How could you cause such a fuss? Don’t you realize how much you worried Mother?”
Rigi had glared at him, mouth locked shut, headache returning with a pounding not unlike the sound of Shona flattening meat. Cy released her. She kept glaring.
Confusion had started replacing anger, and he demanded, “What?”
Rigi had inhaled for a count of eight, exhaled for a count of eight, and kept her voice low, calm, and proper. “Cyril Arktur Bernardi, Mother had no knowledge of what transpired this afternoon. It seems that Shona and Siare conspired to keep Makana out of her sight, a simple task given that she was at the old temple’s service annex, helping with benevolences and planning for known needs. Mother returned a quarter hour before I did, and Lonka informed her of both my delay and that a suitable chaperone had remained with me. Might I inquire what made you believe that I had caused our mother distress?”
“The news feed, silly. It said that you were one of the humans involved in the riot and murders near the main market.” He seemed an ear-twitch less furious.
“The murder, singular, was committed by another human, and only humans and two poor mentally-retarded seventh Stamm Staré participated in the so-called riot, at least as of the last that Corporate Security reported shortly before I came home. I fear that once more, gossip has outrun fact.”
“But there was a murder.” He had jammed his fists onto his hips. “And you were there.”
“Indeed, the Wise One was present, and her observation and speed saved many lives,” Lonka stated. He set a tray with a pitcher, glass, and an overflowing plate piled with Rigi’s favorite nibbles on it onto the table, hand bowed, and had departed before either Rigi or Cy could reply.
Cy had stared at the back door, his mouth working a bit like a Staré’s did when they ate, so Rigi had gone to the table and helped herself to two very warm cheese rusks, followed by a tiny jam cup before he had recovered enough to splutter. “Wha—? What did he mean, calling you a Wise One? And why the food?”
A full mouth had delayed her answer. As she poured a glass of chilled ginter-bubble water, Rigi wondered if asking Martinus to leak on Cy would make her brother settle down or see reason, or if she should give in to temptation and kick his shin. He seemed especially thick that afternoon. “The Staré Elders call me that. And because Shona is delighted that Makana and I brought everything home intact from the market, and I have not had anything to eat since breakfast. And supper is delayed because Father is working a little late but will be home. And I will let you have some if you ask nicely.”
Their mother’s arrival had prevented further discussion. “Auriga, please finish cleaning Martinus. Did you wash your hands before eating? If not go do so at once. You know better. Cyril, Mrs. Keeler-Sorenson commed, asking about your status and intentions toward her daughter. I told her that you had not made a formal request of your father and myself for permission to court, and she seemed, I will say, a touch taken aback. Has there been a communications failure?” Rigi had fled to go wash her hands, and by the time she returned, her mother and Cy had gone inside, leaving her to eat and then clean in peace.
However, for the next two days her parents had kept finding things for her to do that required her presence inside the house. Rigi wanted to say something uncharitable, especially after she caught sight of a holo-recorder perched on the front fence, pointing toward the house. She informed Lonka of the discovery. When next she had looked, the recorder had been removed and a paperboard box sat in its place. She wondered if the box contained pieces of the recorder. She also wondered if she’d ever be allowed out of the house again.
“Auriga, Ebenezer has asked you to go with him to a meeting tomorrow. It is related to some documents of archaeological interest,” her mother said later that very afternoon. It had begun raining at long last, and all work in the house had ceased as humans and Staré just sat on the verandah and watched the water coming down. Paul napped in his carrier beside her mother’s chair. “He asked for Makana to come as well, if he feels sufficiently well.”
“May I go, please? I believe the documents may be related to something Lt. Prananda observed some weeks ago and notified the Institute about.”
Her mother gave Rigi a long, serious look, as if measuring her. “I do not want to say yes, Auriga, but while you are my child, you are no longer a child. And you will have a proper escort and chaperone, so I can offer no grounds for refusal.” Rigi heard an unspoken “this time” at the end of the sentence.
An almost-subdued Uncle Ebenezer and Lexi collected Rigi and Makana in the Trent family run-about. Martinus had shown signs of needing a deep discharge-recharge and so remained at home. As she got into the vehicle, Rigi blinked. She’d never noticed before, but it had as many Staré seats as human seats. As before, Rigi wondered just what sort of relationship existed between Lexi and Uncle Eb and Aunt Kay. Lexi seemed no worse for wear, and Rigi ventured, “Lexi, I am pleased and relieved to see that your mate held good to her promise not to welcome you with a bottle of fur-curler.”
Uncle Eb’s shoulders twitched as if he were trying not to laugh. Makana made a sigh-like noise, and Lexi’s ears twitched. He said, “Miss Rigi, as you grow older you will find that presenting suitable tokens of esteem and greeting to one’s mate after an absence will soothe domestic unrest and ease concerns of misbehavior.” Rigi took that to mean that he’d given his mates something very nice and probably expensive, assuming Staré were like humans in that regard. She’d already heard through the family gossip vine that Aunt Kay received a very, very large art kit and other valuable things when Uncle Eb finally went home. Rigi wondered if the kit included some of those pencils and pastels that Aunt Kay didn’t use but that Rigi did.
After that Rigi stayed quiet until they reached an unfamiliar series of buildings on the far south side of Sogdia, well away from human structures. The blue and brown sweeps of color on the wall reminded her of the inside of the outer court of the Place of Refuge. Makana leaned forward and asked Lexi something. Lexi didn’t answer until after Uncle Eb stopped the runabout and opened the door, a very polite gesture Rigi thought. Staré males in confined spaces without airflow could be vehement without meaning to. Lexi puffed something complicated. Makana snapped upright and seemed to be on the verge of panic. Was he in trouble? “Makana, remember that the Elders are not quite as fierce as hunter lizards,” Uncle Eb said. He pointed at the military vehicle parked to the side of the wall. “And Lt. Prananda is here already, probably being fussed at.”
As she unbuckled, Rigi asked, “Uncle Eb, what did Lt. Prananda do?”
“If we are looking at what I think we may be looking at, he has likely already dripped slobber over the items in question, unless he fainted.”
“I have not done either of those, because I have been waiting for you, sir,” Tomás said. He emerged from the other side of the transport, walked over, and stopped beside Uncle Eb.
“Has the salnar recovered from his self-induced concussion?” Uncle Eb smiled as Rigi and Makana followed Lexi out of the vehicle.
Tomás nodded. “Yes, sir, although he has quite a bruise on the base of his ear. I’ve never seen a Staré attempt a human salute of that style before, and I do not believe any more of my command will attempt the feat.”
“They are wise.”
The gate in the painted wall opened and the humans and Staré went inside.
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FOUND PASTS AND TROUBLED FUTURES
Kor—or was it his twin?—waited for them just inside the gate. As soon as Makana’s tail-tip passed the threshold, two second Stamm guards finished their bows and closed the thick wooden panels behind them. The first Stamm moved and she saw that it was Tortuh. He wasn’t clumsy, but neither did he move with a hunter and tracker’s smoothness, then stillness. Rigi was glad that she’d dabbed on a little of the //friendly/respectful// that she’d finally managed to blend—she felt very young and small around the Staré Elders.
Should she remove her shoes? Rigi started to bend to undo the laces. She saw the carpets or series of mats spread out from the gate to an inner gate, making a path over the ornate stone surface of the courtyard and decided that she didn’t need to. Tortuh twitched one ear as he said, “Be welcome to the Place of Recollection. I ask that you not speak of what you see here, the old things, without permission. The human you call De Groet smells over-curious for one long past hopling manners.”
He just called Mr. De Groet nosy and old, Rigi giggled inside. She couldn’t really dispute the first adjective, and so she nodded. Uncle Eb nodded as well, and Tomás said, “We agree, sir.”
“Thank you. This way.” Tortuh walked beside the mats, Rigi noticed. She felt the mats’ texture even through the sturdy soles of her wet-weather shoes, and guessed that Staré hind-claws and thick, looped weaves didn’t work well together. Lexi also walked on the side, next to Uncle Eb, while Makana came along behind Rigi. The stones of the courtyard had been laid in a swirl centered on the middle of the square, with darker and lighter leaf-brown and gold bands alternating into a red-brown core that glistened in the light rain a bit like fresh hunter lizard blood. The dark brown mats cut directly across the center of the pattern, hiding whatever design might be there. No one spoke, and Rigi heard a few bird chirps and whistles, Staré claws on stone, something that reminded her of a piping-lizard’s call, and the not-sound of the light drizzling rain. She soaked in the sounds and the muted palate of the misty morning, grey, blue, dark green, and brown. Makana, normally positively allergic to being damp, made no protest about the walk.
A pair of metal rimmed doors ahead of them opened. Uncle Eb asked Lexi something, Lexi made what Rigi took to be a shrug of some sort, and they slowed their steps before following Tortuh through the door. Each human paused to wipe their shoes, and the Staré tidied their hind feet on a built-in mat to the side of the doorway. Uncle Eb strode forward two paces, then stopped dead, jaw agape as he took in the room. Rigi caught up with him and stared, while Tomás whistled under his breath. Tomás hissed, “Was this what the temple looked like, once upon a time?”
Rigi whispered, “If not, it must have been close.” Her fingers twitched, longing to draw the parades of animals, plants, Staré, and odd Staré-leaper hybrids. The colors! She coveted the deep blues and brilliant crimsons, and wondered just how they had gotten that shade of green. But their guide did not stop, and Rigi and Tomás gently bumped Uncle Eb, reminding him to breathe and encouraging him to move. Rigi glanced at Makana. He seemed distressed, almost weeping. “Are you well?”
“One is told of such places, Wise One, but one never sees them, and comes to believe them perhaps hopling tales,” he murmured, surrounded by //awe/fear.//
“Would that we remembered the meanings,” Lexi said, so quietly that Rigi was not certain he’d truly spoken.
But if this place existed, and the first Stamm knew of it, why had no one spoken when the word of the discovery of the Stela Site broke? Why had they claimed ignorance of the site? Then Rigi wanted to hit herself on the forehead for not thinking before asking. The Elders said nothing because they literally did not know, and the Staré from lower third Stamm and below could not extrapolate in that way. The Elders had not personally known of the sites, and so had been completely honest, but neither had they volunteered information. And she could easily imagine someone like Mr. De Groet or the late Dr. Sanchez pestering the Staré for information if the Elders had spoken, and someone like a Mrs. D trying to force her way inside Staré places to record and preserve them.
Another door opened and the group walked into a well-lit, plainly furnished room with a number of long tables, some covered in what seemed to be leather or thick cloth pads. Rough-finished pottery jars sat in the corners, beside small boxes that gave off heat. The room felt drier than the painted chamber, and Rigi ventured to peer into the jar closest to her. Empty, but she saw a little flame inside the box built into the wall. Did the jars hold water to put out the fires if something went wrong, or at the end of the day?
“That is the most ingenious humidity control system I’ve seen,” Uncle Eb said, answering Tomás, or so Rigi guessed. “Water evaporates from the jars during the dry, while the small fires dry the air during the wet.”
“And it requires no outside power, and makes no mark for anyone running a scan,” Kor’s voice said. They turned and watched as he pushed a small cart with rolls of something in it. “The line between curious and stupid can be thinner than a pouchling’s birth fur.”
“Indeed.” Uncle Eb stayed back, watching as Kor selected one of the rolls and spread it across the table. He used four polished stones to hold the ends down.
Kor gestured. “Wise One, Hunter, you have seen this.”
Rigi and Tomás took one glance and nodded. Tomás spoke. “Yes, sir, we have. The map of some of the spirit villages.”
“And you didn’t tell me?” Uncle Eb pouted, then looked offended. “I’m crushed.”
“We couldn’t find you to tell you, sir,” Rigi reminded him. “You’d gone off to pester a friend.”
Lexi nudged Uncle Eb, adding, “We were a touch busy, as you might recall, and such old materials likely do not fare well when exposed to atmospheres composed of concentrated stupidity.”
“Indeed. Some people can leach the accumulated wisdom of millennia out of the galaxy without absorbing the least micro-molecule themselves,” Uncle Eb stated. Makana looked from Staré to human and back. Kor’s ears twitched and Rigi caught a faint whiff of //amusement. //
Rigi passed behind Tomás and made the Staré gesture for pointing. “Sir, is that where the Bataria Archipelago is?”
“We now believe it to be so,” a new, female voice stated in heavily accented Common. Lexi, Kor, and the humans full-bowed to a very old female, her ears almost pure white. Two younger Staré walked on either side of her, helping steady and half-carry her, and she wore a brilliantly decorated crimson and emerald apron and vest set that made the other Staré’s aprons look positively drab. Makana appeared about to faint or otherwise fall over onto his nose, swaying a little in the deepest full bow Rigi had seen and almost gusting //awe/fear/respect.// “Please stand, young one. I am old and I no longer eat hoplings for the sun-peak meal.” Rigi translated that to mean she no longer ate children for lunch. Makana snapped upright so fast he almost fell over backwards. Lexi and Uncle Eb made the gesture that served Staré for rolled eyes.
Behind them, they heard Tortuh say, “In truth, the Elders could not see the pattern until the Wise Eye revealed it to us.”
Rigi blushed. The female peered at her. “You shift colors?” The Elder sniffed, then sniffed again, as if confused. “Yet you smell of both human and Staré.”
“Human faces shift colors when we feel strong emotion, or when we feel unworthy of praise,” Rigi said, picking her words with care. “And I make scents, Honored Elder, not as a Staré does but to show respect.”
The female released a trickle of //curious/interested.// She waited while Kor rolled the hide drawing and selected another. “This is, we now believe, the Place of Many Islands.” Kor and his twin spread the hide, this one less well preserved, and the humans drew near. “Is it?”
Rigi and the others studied the patterns and shapes. “The general outline is correct, allowing for erosion,” Tomás ventured.
Uncle Eb had extended his hand without looking. Rigi opened the top of her bag and pulled a hand-held magnifier out, the ancient single-lens on a handle kind. She wondered what would happen if she gave him one of the sticks of oil-pastels that she had forgotten to take out of the bag after the last time she’d done plein-air sketches? She could guess, and so she handed him the magnifier without complaint. He peered at something on the eastern edge of the image, if the directions on the drawing were the same as how humans thought of them. “Hmm, that’s… right, if that’s the track of a river, and the central channel has not shifted, meaning that the underlying geology controls…” His voice trailed off. Lexi joined him, brown nose almost touching the old hide, head tipped sideways so one eye had a better view.
“Rigi, what do you know about the Bataria?” Tomás asked.
“The entire group is off-limits, even more so than the Indria Plateau, because of the bird-life.” She thought for a moment. “Ah, it has over ten thousand islands or less than fifty, depending on how you count them, there are some odd pockets of fresh water that bubble up between the islands, um, the storms can be quite spectacular because of the warm waters and the lack of a landmass, the bird-life is considered the finest on Shikhari and possibly on any of the later colony worlds, and, there was that mammal thing.” She ought to remember. “Something about the mammals.”
“It has them.” Uncle Eb straightened up, as did Lexi. When he stood straight instead of his usual stoop, Uncle Eb didn’t look quite the like the eccentric academic-type Rigi had thought she knew. “The naturalists have at least a dozen theories as to why the archipelago is so rich in mammals, including placentals. And genetic tests suggest that many of the mammals are dwarf-versions of things like leapers and the spotted not-a-cat.”
“Grigson’s marmoline,” Lexi supplied in Common. He flipped back to Staré, “Or the not-dead eater.”
“That one, yes.”
Rigi rubbed under her nose. “Under stress, mammals on Home shrank and the reptiles got bigger. Ah, could that happen here, sir?”
“Over what period of time?”
Tomás spoke. “A few thousand years at most, let’s say two, and assume that this is a copy of a copy of a copy. An excellent copy, but still a copy. That would explain some of the differences, as would tectonic subsidence.” The last four words came slowly, reluctantly. “I do not like the pattern.”
“Nor do I,” Uncle Eb said. His shoulders rose and fell. “We, as of the last briefing, have only now developed systems capable of generating the amount of power necessary for an energy strike able to punch holes in rock, and I do not know how deep those go. Need to know.”
“Kinetic, sir, not energy. Think of the lake south of us,” Tomás corrected. “What if someone were to drill for cores in the archipelago, at the places with the greatest gaps between major islands? Shock residue?”
The Elder gestured with her left forefoot and ears. “The oldest of old accounts of the end of the First World, the ones that make little pattern, are of a storm of stones and lightning that crossed the land, destroying the cities and leaving everything else untouched.” She rustled a little and rubbed the base of one ear with her right forefoot. “One, called ‘Stamme Dreaming’ speaks of a red and white and yellow storm on the western sky, over the sea, and a wind from the west that broke trees and blew the First Ones away from the water, rolling and tumbling them and all creatures far inland.”
As the Elder spoke, Tomás and Uncle Eb grew pale. Rigi shivered, scared because they were scared. Tomás reached over and put his arm on her shoulders as he had once before, five years ago. It wasn’t exactly proper, but she didn’t mind. They were cousins, after all. The men exchanged a look over her head. At last Uncle Eb licked his lips. “And you say that you, the Staré Elders, are concerned about a return of the birds of warning?”
Kor answered. “Yes. The Staré of Indria, for all that they lack civilization and manners, hold to a version of the story of the First World that describes the birds as spirits, and that includes a figure who warned them to flee the evil and corrupt cities, never to return, lest the spirits strike once more.” That sounded familiar to Rigi, and she nodded. Kor continued, “They also state that the spirits would know that Staré have forgotten the lessons of the First World’s destruction when voices and faces appear in distant lands, passing through the very air.”
“When technology reached a point that you reinvented wireless communications and radio,” Uncle Eb’s voice sounded flat. “And we’ve been broadcasting only the Hunter knows what, practically screaming ‘Hello, we’re here.’ Oh—” Rigi put her hands over her ears so he could say something appropriate. So did Lexi, who winked.
When Uncle Eb’s lips stopped moving, Rigi lowered her hands. Tomás took his arm off her shoulder. “That assumes that someone or something out there,” he waved toward the ceiling, “actually launched an attack on Shikhari, and that it was not a natural occurrence like an asteroid swarm. And that a hunter-lizard would stay still long enough for you to paint that many words on its flank.”
“An experiment I shall observe with great interest and from a greater distance away,” Lexi said. Kor had crossed his forelegs and he twitched his ears with amusement.
The Elder twitched her ears as well. “How many languages do you speak, Warder Trent?”
Uncle Eb glanced at Tomás and Rigi, hesitating. “Only ten fluently, ma’am. One collects phrases and choice terms from others over time, if one travels to new places.” Rigi guessed that those choice terms and phrases did not describe food or art techniques, if the care with which Uncle Eb selected his words told the truth. And the way he scuffed the floor with one foot, like the boys at school had when they got caught being naughty. “But to answer you first question, yes, ma’am, I believe that this is the place we humans now call the Bataria Archipelago, which means a place of many islands.”
“Which makes it, perhaps honored Elder, the lost land of the scent-song,” Tortuh said. He sounded a bit, was it smug?
“Perhaps.” She seemed reluctant to grant more than the possibility. Had the two been disagreeing over the possibility? “And it is time to discuss other matters.” She backed away, with the help of her aids, and Kor rolled the map and put it back in with the rolls in the cart. “And I am weary.” With that she turned and left, the others bowing as she departed.
“It is rare that Theesahkahmala leaves the Place of Healing,” Tortuh observed after the doors closed behind the Elder. “She counts over a hundred-ten wet seasons to her time. Her sire first greeted the human you call De Haan.” Before any of the humans spoke, he continued in Staré, “Almost as rare as my brother visiting civilization.”
Kor drew himself upright, then rose onto the fronts of his forefeet so that his ears almost brushed the ceiling. “Not all of us are prepared to endure the gut-clawing and pelt-gnawing of the Council in exchange for clear scents. I am called to hunt and watch.”
//Peace/calm//and perhaps a touch of //humor// wafted from Tortuh and he said, “Be at ease.”
“And if Kor had not taught Tomás how to see with the hunter’s eye, he could not have found the first of the spirit villages, and Mr. Trent and I would not have seen them either.” Rigi defended Kor. “And he taught me how to follow the animals and to see them truly, as hunter and artist both.”
“In truth?” Tortuh smelled surprised.
“In truth,” Rigi averred. Kor settled back onto his haunches.
“This was not known.”
The tip of Kor’s tongue flipped out, then disappeared. Have the Staré picked up sibling spats from humans, or is it a universal mammalian trait, Rigi wondered. And how could Kor be both first Stamm and outStamm? Rigi kept her question to herself. It didn’t seem like one of those things one asked of friends and associates—a bit like asking a woman at a social function if she knew how wide a garment made her posterior look.
    
THE REST of the visit seemed almost dull compared to the painted room and the maps, at least to Rigi. Kor showed them a garden with several flowers that Rigi had not seen before, and granted permission for her to sketch them. This fascinated the Staré, who watched closely as the flowers appeared on her pad, complete with water drops and shadings for lighter or darker. On a whim, after she finished one of the flowers, she did a quick drawing of Tortuh’s ears. He studied the page, reached up and felt the tip of one ear, then looked again. “I see but do not understand.”
“You see the Wise Eye,” Kor reminded him.
“And much work and practice, honored Elder,” Rigi admitted.
That generated a great deal of discussion and puffing of scents that forced Rigi and the other humans to move upwind. She was glad she hadn’t sketched indoors! One of the scents burned her sinuses just like that icky rotten-meat plant did, the one that had a gooey sap that stuck to everything and refused to wash off.
Uncle Eb appeared as interested in the plants as she was, and he and Lexi wandered off into the bushes—literally for once—identifying things. Kor and Tomás seemed deep in conversation, and Rigi followed the little grassy path to a beautiful white and cream trumpet-like flowering vine that had been trained up a narrow pillar of stone. Rigi drew quickly because the rain seemed to be increasing again. Makana came and stood beside her, silent and scentless, watching. She didn’t mind his presence and shut him out of her awareness, concentrating on the tiny ribs on the flower and how they blended into the rounded lobes of the base and stem. The leaves reminded her of fronds rather than the usual leaves and she leaned forward and blew a little air onto one set. The fluttered open, as she’d suspected, a bit like gills, and she corrected her drawing, making a note to the side about how they grew paler toward the stem. Then she did a drawing of the stone pillar. As before, she let her hand and eye work without trying to process too much, and a faint, age-worn set of carvings appeared in the sketch, perhaps a bit like those on the name stone at the Stela Site, but not exactly.
She smelled //satisfaction.// “Now I understand.” Makana hand-bowed and left her to her work. She kept drawing until the rain chased her under a shade roof of some kind, and the others joined her.
“I will show you to the gate,” Tortuh informed them. No one argued, and after a quick exchange, Kor left Tomás and went back inside the building. Tortuh led them through a different courtyard, this one with a fountain on the wall and tiles in brilliant yellow-orange and purple colors that made Rigi wince. She hoped they didn’t look as bad to the Staré as they did to her.
Once outside the main gates, Tomás took his leave. “My commander was willing to let me come, but I have a great deal of work waiting for me. I’ve been temporarily assigned to work with Corporate Security on the report about the incidents.” He wrinkled his nose. “I wish someone had caught Smargad killing the farm workers. It would have saved so much paperwork.”
“He killed them?” Rigi had not heard.
“No, not directly. One of his activists murdered them when the trio refused to cooperate after they caught the young fool tampering with a crop-packing building.” Uncle Eb snarled. “The gullible git confessed to Corporate Security after Smargad’s death. He still can’t believe that Smargad used him and the others.”
“So Smargad started all this Staré rights foolishness?” Tomás’s eyebrows rose. “He doesn’t seem the type. Didn’t seem.”
“No, he did not,” Lexi corrected. “Other humans did, including the female with the over-roasted runner-nut smell.”
“Mrs. Debenadetto,” Rigi supplied. Tomás shook his head. “After she was encouraged to stop helping at our school, she became interested in teaching Staré. Mother and Father had some comments about her choice.”
“So did my parents.” Tomás stared past Rigi’s shoulder, meaning that he was thinking. “I wonder if that’s when she got the idea, and somehow she and Smargad crossed courses and he offered to help her.”
“One wonders.” Uncle Eb growled. “He had an instinct for finding people like her and then using them. Damn it, Firebug and I should have stopped him the first time we caught him.”
Lexi’s ears tipped sideways and he tapped one foot. “And how were you to know that he would find someone to pay for theoretical bones, Mister Trent?”
“Experimental,” Uncle Eb corrected. “I still should have paid more attention.”
“Because we do not have enough things to concern ourselves with, of course, Mr. Trent.” Lexi closed one eye, tipped the opposite ear farther over, and hung his tongue out of the side of his mouth, opposite Uncle Eb. Rigi snickered, unable to contain herself. “And Mrs. Kay will be most unhappy if her vehicle is not returned by the time specified.”
“A situation to be avoided at all costs.”
Tomás departed. Rigi and Makana followed Uncle Eb and Lexi back to the runaround. The rain seemed to be easing up, at least for the next few seconds. This time of year it never really stopped for more than a few hours. That suited Rigi quite well. She sniffed the wet plant smells happily.
“I do not understand,” Makana ventured at last, after they had stopped at a public facility for a rest-break. “Why did the human attack the Elders, and kill the others?”
“Because they would not agree with him and Mrs. Runner-nut,” Lexi answered. “They refused to sign papers asking humans to leave, and they would not agree to damaging the fruit water devices.”
“The term is cover-up,” Uncle Eb said, not taking his eyes off the traffic-way. “The activist at the farm killed them in a panic because they threatened to turn him in, and then Smargad used the first murders to claim that someone else had done it. He killed the subala minor and attacked Tankutshishin because they objected to demands to help him. I suspect that was not all, not the least of his plans, but it was the basic reason.”
Should she tell him what Smargad had snarled at her? No, not while Uncle Eb was watching the other vehicles, especially not with the badly-loaded delivery thing beside them refusing to stay in its proper drive-track. Rigi stayed quiet.
“Are you going to speak of what we learned?” Lexi said once the accident-in-waiting had disappeared behind them.
“I have no choice. The Crown must know about what seems to have happened.”
“And the war-side will come.”
“War-side and speaking-side both.” Uncle Eb sounded tired.
Rigi put the pieces together. “So the beast gets what he wanted. The Crown removes the Company and all of us affiliated with it.” She tried not to sound bitter, but it was Mr. Petrason’s threat made good at last. Her father would be forced to leave, taking her and her mother and Cy and Paul with him. She didn’t want to leave Shikhari.
“No, child. Unless there is evidence of deliberate mis-management, or a very great lot of accidental errors, the Crown will not take Shikhari over. There are reasons for it, reasons I do not care to discuss.”
“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.” After a while she asked, “How does Aunt Kay like the art set?”
“Too well, I fear, Miss Rigi. She took one look and announced that it was wonderful and that she had Great Plans for it.” Uncle Eb drooped. “Great Plans always seem to require Great Funding, and the verandah alone cost me a set of the LimLexicon and a first printing of the original Oxford English Dictionary that I had fully intended to purchase for myself.”
“Oh dear. I’m sorry, sir.”
“Harrumpf.”
Rigi looked out the windows for the rest of the trip. They stopped in front of the Staré-head house and Makana got out, then let her out. “Thank you, Makana.”
He started to reply, but stopped when they heard Uncle Eb groan. “Mrs. Kay specified this time, yes Mr. Trent, but at your residence, not at Miss Rigi’s place of abode,” Lexi said. “If I might be so bold, I believe that stopping at the flower market should be next on the list.”
Rigi turned around and hurried through the gate, trying to smother laughter. Makana followed. As they walked around the end of the house to the back door, he asked, “Miss Rigi, is Mr. Trent always so not even in his behavior?”
“Not always, Makana, but yes, he is considered odd for a human.” And probably for every species that she could think of.
Which meant that all was back as it should be. Rigi danced a little as she went up the steps to the back door.
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