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1

A LONG DRY SPELL
Auriga “Rigi” Bernardi studied the diagram of a Staré hind leg. Where indeed would she put a tourniquet if she had run out of clot-spray, or did not have access to any? Not up by the hip, because the blood vessels dove deep into the muscles and anything tight enough to cut off the blood flow would probably damage the leg even more. That left, hmm. There, where the vessels skimmed the surface. Rigi selected the answer and waited.
Correct.
She slouched in her seat for a moment, then straightened up, electronically signed the test form, and logged out of the program. That was the last book test. Now all she needed to do was pass the practicum and she’d be certified as an emergency responder – basic. Rigi felt more comfortable about that than about the knowledge test. The knowledge test included all sorts of material about which Stamme she could touch and which she was supposed to leave for a Staré medic, when humans could treat Staré and vice versa. It also included a few truly outré conditions that Staré developed for which medicine could not help, including scent-sickness. Rigi had seen scent-sickness first hand, and thought that the descriptions in the teaching files understated the severity of the condition just a bit.
“Auriga, if you are finished, I need help.” Rigi got up from the computer terminal and trotted down the stairs to the main floor of the house. Her mother presented Rigi with Paul, who waved his arms and squirmed in his bunting. The bunting meant that he’d been especially lively recently. “Siare is out on personal time for the afternoon and I absolutely must finish the accounts before your father comes home. Please keep Paul out of mischief.” Paul, eighteen months old and more wiggly than a pond full of hopper spawn, gurgled and waved, trying to kick free of the bunting. Rigi took him, one hand under his well-diapered rump, ducking his enthusiastic waving. “Take him out for air, please,” her mother commanded. Mrs. deStella-Bernardi walked down the short hallway and turned, ducking into her office beside Siare’s room.
“Gah!” Paul grabbed for one of Rigi’s dark brown curls.
“No, Master Paul, you have too strong of a grip,” Rigi said, intercepting the small damp fist. “Let’s go outside.” She raised her voice a little and called up the steps, “Martinus, come.” As she followed her mother’s path, then turned to cut into the shoe and coat room, she heard the sound of her m-dog’s claws on the wooden steps. Oops. Apparently the latest software upgrade had undone the cautions about not clawing the floors. Rigi made a note for herself to change them back, then lowered Paul into his rolling carrier. She exchanged house slippers for outdoor shoes and grabbed a light jacket. His bunting would keep him warm, but she did pull a knit hat over the top of his head.
“Ah thppppth,” he said, immediately trying to remove the cap.
“Thpp yourself,” Rigi answered, but so quietly that her mother could never hear. Rigi pulled on her brown hat, then opened the back door, letting Martinus out before following with Paul’s carrier. She pushed the carrier the length of the verandah to the small ramp and eased him down into the yard. Eenjan and Makana had made a gravel path around the side of the house and she took that to the stonework front path. She paused at the gate, then pushed the carrier out to the street. She ought to have Makana with her, but he’d gone on family leave along with his brother Lonka, the house manager. Rigi looked left and right before deciding on left, away from Sogdia and toward the small park area. She’d stay in the human half of the park. Martinus paced beside her, alert and scanning for trouble, his metallic matte silver legs and muzzle dull in the sun burning down despite the high overcast. You’d think the sun would make things warmer, Rigi mused.
The air smelled of dust. The wet had not come that year, although the cool weather had. Adding excitement to things, the wombeast migration had stopped closer to Sogdia and Keralita than usual, making surface trips out of the city’s protective shields risky unless you had a large vehicle. Since all Rigi was allowed to drive was the wombow cart, well, she stayed in town. Paul sneezed. “I agree.” She pulled the sun shade up over him. He fussed, then resumed trying to remove his hat. “Mother says we have to wear hats, Paul, so we wear hats.” He really didn’t have enough hair yet to keep his head warm. The black fuzz made Rigi smile whenever she saw his head, but he needed more insulation. Rigi and her older brother had dark brown, curly hair. Paul fussed a little more, so Rigi found his road binkie in the pouch on the carrier and popped it into his mouth. That satisfied him for the moment.
Two third Stamm Staré females shared a bench on the Staré side of the park, one with a hopling and the other with two hoplings and a pouchling. Rigi made a note of them but continued down the walkway to the human side. She ignored the sign with the rules about who could play where—children and hoplings had no Stamm and played together without causing trouble, at least not that kind of trouble. Rigi found a rocking swing and brushed it off with her hand, then wiped her hand on her skirt. “Ugh.” She’d need to clean the spot before her mother saw it. She lifted Paul out of the carrier and set him in the rocker, then gave it a nudge. It began to swing back and forth, and he smiled and waved his arms. He liked the rocker swing. “Maybe you will be a starship pilot when you grow up.”
A pair of ears appeared over the top of the swing, and a hopling stood up on her hind feet to peer into it. Rigi hid a giggle as the light-brown Staré’s head turned left and right and back, following the swing’s motion. The hopling puffed the scent for //confused/question//.
“Yes?” Rigi answered in Staré.
“Where are the hindlegs?”
Rigi smiled, careful not to bare her teeth. “They are under his blanket. If you watch, you can see him kick.” She stopped the swing just long enough for the hopling to see, then restarted it. Paul happy was Paul quiet, and he had the strongest baby lungs on all of Shikhari, or so Rigi firmly believed. Two more pairs of ears appeared as the other hoplings came to see what was going on. The female explained, and the males watched, then went back to playing on the Staré side. After a minute or so the female joined them, playing high leap and catch-the-tail on the elevated platforms of the Staré castle. A human castle sat beside it just on this side of the park, and Rigi had seen impromptu contests and ball-fights between Staré and humans on occasion.
As her younger brother swung, Rigi stretched a little. She’d been working too long and felt things trying to kink and pop. She wanted to reach down and touch her toes and really stretch, but proper young ladies did not do that in public. Not that she was a proper young lady, according to some of the society matrons, Rigi grumped. She was a neoTraditionalist, she went on scientific expeditions as an illustrator, she’d helped discover the first of the lost cities, or spirit villages as the Staré of Sogdia called them, she could synthesize some Staré communication scents, and she’d helped quell the near-riots a year before by acting as translator. Proper young ladies did nothing of the sort, and proper young ladies had proper young men courting them after a proper presentation to society. Tomás Prananda did not count on either point. Only the Creator and Creatrix knew when her presentation would be or who would be involved. Rigi's mother had the final say on all matters, that much Rigi did know.
Paul scrunched his face and made grunting noises. Then he relaxed and smiled up at her. One whiff confirmed Rigi’s fears. With great care she lifted him out of the swing, trying not to compress his diaper as she put him in the carrier. Of course the changing shed was on the other side of the play area, she sighed. She heard the sound of someone following as she pushed the carrier. Martinus? She glanced over her shoulder and saw the female hopling trailing behind Martinus. Oh well, hoplings tended to be as curious as human children, and if the female were not around humans, she’d probably not seen an infant before. Rigi lifted the sides of the changing table and locked them in place, wiped the surface with one of the towels from the machine, and set Paul down. She undid the bunting, and—
“Whew! Young man, that’s quite an accomplishment.” He probably weighed at least a kilo less than when they’d left the house. Out of the corner of her eye Rigi saw the pair of ears backing away, and bit the tip of her tongue to keep from laughing. Staré had a much more developed sense of smell than did humans, and if the diaper made Rigi’s eyes water, well, the poor hopling probably wanted to hide. Rigi pulled a clean nappy from the bag, shook it out, and cleaned Paul, then diapered him as fast as possible so he couldn’t get her wet. Her mother swore that he did not sprinkle people deliberately. Rigi had her doubts. He was, after all, a boy. Rigi put a holding strap over his tummy so he couldn’t roll into trouble, then scraped the solids out of the old diaper into the disposal bin and put the fabric into the dirty nappy bag to take home for washing. Once more she promised herself that if she had any way to have disposable nappies for her children, she would use them, tradition and cost notwithstanding.
The hopling rose onto her toes and peered down at Paul. “He does have legs,” //happy/satisfied//.
“Yes, he does. His name is Paul.”
The hopling sniffed, then sniffed again. “Smells dust and flowers and itchy.”
Rigi mentally rolled the hopling’s age back a few years. “Humans put special dust on babies. It keeps their skin soft.”
“Oh.”
Rigi used the binkie to distract Paul while she fastened the bunting around his lower half once more. He did not like that, and kicked mightily. “I take that back. Not a starship pilot. You’re going to be a striped leaper when you grow up.”
Martinus nudged Rigi as she picked Paul up, and she turned to see one of the Staré females looking left and right. “Your dam wants you,” she told the hopling. The female looked, and hop-ran to the adult. Rigi put Paul in the rolling carrier and tidied the changing area for the next person before dropping some coins into the donation box. Rigi hurried Paul and his carrier back to the swing.
She’d just gotten him swinging when the darker of the two third Stamm females approached, pushing the female hopling ahead of her. Rigi could see the resemblance, and noted that both had an interesting shading to their fur, darker at the top and shifting to a silvery brown on their tail-tips. She still could not understand why some humans couldn’t tell Staré apart, aside from twins like Kor and Tortuh. Even she couldn’t tell them apart unless one of them moved. The adult bowed and the hopling copied her. Rigi hand bowed. The adult spoke in careful, slow Common, “Has there been contamination?”
“No, ma’am,” Rigi answered in Staré. “I did not touch your hopling, and she did not touch anything in the pouchling-outfall-catch-wrap changing room.” If the Staré had ever created a single world for nappy, Rigi had yet to hear it.
Rigi smelled a strong //relief// scent. They must be upper third Stamm, because the higher the Stamm, the more involved and costly purifications were. Rigi wondered suddenly if that was why Kor preferred to be taken for outStamm or seventh instead of claiming his true first Stamm rank. Except Kor was Kor, and he might do it just to irritate his twin. Only Tomás understand Kor, if any human did, and Tomás probably never thought to ask him. Rigi filed the idea away. The female adult eased closer and looked at Paul. “Pouchling yours?”
“Full brother. Age-gift pouchling.” Her mother and father had not planned on seventeen years between children, but the Creator and Creatrix had their own ways.
//Satisfaction/mild surprise/understanding// tickled Rigi’s nose. Paul waved his arms, screwed up his face and started to wail. Rigi pushed the swing, setting it in motion once more, and he settled down. The Staré seemed intrigued, watching Paul and the swing going back and forth. Rigi didn’t mind. Most Staré did not spend much time around very young humans, and Rigi had been just as curious about pouchlings and hoplings during her weeks as a captive of the Staré on the Indria Plateau. Martinus nudged Rigi, suggesting that it was time to take Paul home unless she had brought a bottle and food and warmers, which she had not. As the swing slowed, Rigi reached in, unfastened the strap, and lifted him out. He squirmed and fussed. “Easy young man, dinner does not come to you anymore. You have to come to dinner.”
“Taul,” the hopling enunciated, pointing. Their divided upper lip and sloped front teeth made labile sounds difficult for Staré.
“Yes, Paul. His full name is Paul Procyon Bernardi.” Once he was in the carrier, Rigi pointed to herself. “Auriga Bernardi.”
The adult backed up, dragging her daughter with her, gusting a wave of //dismay/apology/awe//. “Forgive, Wise One, we did not know!”
Oh dear, Rigi sighed. “No error, no blame. Human Stamm not easy to see even for humans.” She hand-bowed and started to go, pushing the rolling carrier.
“Thank you, Wise One, for mercy.” The Staré bowed once more, still staring at Rigi as if awestruck.
If only there was some way for the thumping network to let everyone know that Rigi was not a Wise One as Staré understood it! Rigi had long since gotten over the novelty of people thinking she was some special individual. She didn’t feel special, she wasn’t a nurse or doctor, or an engineer or xenoarchaeologist. She was an artist, and a young woman who wanted to find a husband, marry, and start a family. She was as common as the dust on the Kenusha Plains, if a bit more useful.
They reached the house just in time for Paul to decide that he was indeed starving, possibly to death, and the entire world needed to know. Rigi envied Martinus—he’d been programmed to ignore Paul’s wails if someone else were present, and according to her father, the m-dog actually blocked the sound and focused on other noises. Rigi did not have that option, and hurried as much as was safe and seemly into the house, unstrapping her baby brother and carrying him into the dining room.
“Perfect. I have his bottle and some vegetables,” her mother said, taking him and securing him in the feeding chair, then spooning the first bite into Paul’s mouth.
Silence. Paul ate with gusto, and Rigi glanced at the bowl. How horrible, he liked tam! She loathed the bitter vegetable. It reminded her of aged leaper liver in all the bad ways. Rigi eased out of the room, put the used diaper in the bin and added a fresh one to the rolling carrier, tidied Martinus and brushed the dust off his metal and black synthetic exterior, then took him upstairs with her to change for supper. Her mother insisted on dressing properly for meals eaten as a family. Rigi rinsed her face and hands, and then cleaned the dust off her skirt. She stopped, picking up the fabric and looking more closely at the spot. “How odd.” Rigi carried the skirt into her work area, where she had better light, and used a magnifier to study the dust. It seemed paler than usual, with a little more glitter to it than the soil around Sogdia possessed. She filed the detail away for the moment, returned to the washing room, and finished de-dusting the dark material, then put the skirt away and changed into a dress and loose trousers.
Rigi confirmed that she had no incoming messages in either her personal or professional accounts. Then she sent Martinus to his charging pad and returned downstairs. “Auriga, has Paul had a movement since you left?”
“Yes, ma’am. A large, firm one.”
“Good. Thank you.” Her mother gave Paul his bottle. He took it with both hands and latched on as if he had not just emptied a bowl of tam and what appeared to be a smaller bowl of minced fruit with ginter for digestion. “If you would be so kind?”
Rigi took the bowls to the pass-through between the kitchen and dining room, and helped herself to one of the cheese rusks that Shona had left on a warmer. The cook detested people lingering in his kitchen, and Rigi’s older brother Cyril ate constantly when he was at home, so food in the pass-through served to keep everyone happy. Rigi especially liked cheese rusks, with crisp bread on the bottom and Shona’s special cheese blend on top, just a little cooler than melty. She had a second, and placed several on a plate for her mother.
“I really shouldn’t,” her mother said as she ate two of the three. “Young man, I fear you are going to be larger than your brother if this continues.” Mrs. deStella-Bernardi shook her head a touch as Paul finished draining the bottle. He smiled, burped a little, and smiled wider. “Very well, bath and then nap for you, since you most certainly did not sleep this afternoon.” She unstrapped him and carried him and the empty bottle to the nursery between the master suite and Siare’s room. Paul’s surprise arrival had led to adding additional rooms to the house, including one for Siare, the high fourth Stamm female who took care of Paul most of the time, as well as space for Shona, Lonka, and Makana. The addition made the house look very much like a Staré head seen from the side, with a muzzle and second-floor ears.
That evening Cyril, Rigi’s older brother, joined her and their parents and Paul for supper. He’d dined with the Sorensons’ for the past two evenings, suggesting that his interest in Miss Adele Canopa Sorenson had shifted from general to specific, and vice versa. Rigi studied the pastry-wrapped bites on a bed of greens and orange-leaf. Please not tam, she whispered silently, please not tam. “Let us give thanks,” her father stated.
The family quietly sang a song of thanks and blessing, then ate. Leaper bites, not tam, hid in the pastry and Rigi savored the tart flavors, eating no faster than her mother did. Cy started to inhale his portion, caught his father’s look, and slowed to a brisk pace. Did he ever taste what he ate? Rigi knew some of it came from being a hungry man, and some from his time in the Royal Stellar Navy, but Cy absorbed food rather than eating it, as best she could tell.
A crown-roast of leaper told Rigi that Shona was in an especially good mood. Or he’d seen some of the cooking files popular at the moment and had decided that he could best the humans at their own dishes. Shona usually won, so long as hand kneading was not required, or making soufflés. Staré attempts to make a proper soufflé did not work well, since Staré moved by hopping. Shona's cheese pie, however, far exceeded anything humans could produce, at least in Rigi’s slightly-biased opinion. The roast almost slid off the bones as her father carved it, and the scent tickled Rigi’s nose and made her wonder if she could have Cy’s portion. How did Shona do it? No one ever knew, because he guarded his recipes better than the Crown guarded state secrets. The family ate in silence, giving the wonderful meal due and proper attention.
After the fruit course, Timothy Bernardi inquired, “How is your testing progressing, Rigi?”
“I’ve passed all the knowledge tests, sir, and only need to take the practicals to have basic certification.”
“Do you have a date set?”
“No, sir. I was going to apply tomorrow.”
Her mother spooned a bit of fruit into Paul, then sighed as he “thppth”ed it back out. “Young man, who taught you that rude habit?” Neither Rigi’s father nor brother would look at Mrs. deStella-Bernardi for some reason. “Auriga, I was under the impression that one signed up for a testing time.”
“I must submit my knowledge test results and recommendations first, ma’am, and then apply for a time slot. We use the same facility as the military and Staré medical personnel, and the Crown peace keepers, so they get priority. I provide three choices, and they assign one.”
“Ah, thank you. For some reason I understood that a new facility for lower-level testing had been completed.”
Her father said, “It is, dear, but the full equipment for Staré has not been installed yet. If Rigi were only testing human, she would go there. There’s been some question about how to include Stamm considerations with the simulations, and so it is taking longer than anticipated.” He studied the ceiling and shook his head a little. “It seems that simply coloring the models to represent dominant Stamm colors was considered discriminatory.”
Cy made a quiet, rude sound, and Rigi started to roll her eyes, then caught herself before her mother saw. Proper ladies did not show their personal opinions in such crass ways. “Sir,” she said instead, “do you not find it passing strange that the royal authorities cannot take the Staré at their word concerning Stamm?”
He considered as he drank his coffee. “No, but that may be because I deal with Crown and Company thinking on a daily basis. Sorting humans by skin-tone caused a great deal of trouble on Home, and it is now axiomatic as well as law that external shadings must be ignored. Thus simulations that accurately depict Stamm must have indicators other than fur color and body size. Now,” he held up one finger, forestalling Cy’s protest, “just how one is to make that determination when trying to assist an unconscious, bleeding accident victim I have yet to hear. I’m certain a way will be found, but until then someone must fret over such details because that is their job—to fret over such details.”
Rigi’s mother gave him a look. Rigi wondered why. At least he had not been asked to leave following the Crown’s assuming direct control of Shikhari from the Company. Thus far not too many things had changed in Rigi’s world. In fact, the strange weather and the lack of the usual wet season caused more problems than did the lowering of the Company’s seal and rising the royal banner. It had given Tomás Prananda a promotion to captain, something Rigi hoped meant that he could start looking for a wife.
Talk shifted to other topics, mostly Cyril discussing Adele Sorenson, her beauty, virtues, and excellent taste. Rigi wondered how long until he got permission to ask her to marry him, and decided she’d give it three more months before inquiring. He needed to prove that his work was secure enough to be able to provide for her and their first child, should they be so blessed. Would that mean Cy relocating to the west, on the other side of the Kenusha Plains, to the plantation belt and the great fruit farms where the Sorensons lived most of the year? Shona would approve of that development. Rigi wondered if she should see about eligible men from that area. Oh pish, she scolded herself, you have another six months before you can even consider accepting a proposal to court, let alone any offer of marriage. She’d been an adult since she turned sixteen and finished school early, but eighteen was the age of legal right.
Rigi sipped some tea and decided that she’d see about the schedule tomorrow, then do a sketch of the female hopling from the park, to see if she could catch that fascinating color pattern. She could always use more practice drawing fur. Now Rigi understood why Aunt Kay specialized in birds and reptiles and plants—they didn’t have fur.
    
THREE WEEKS LATER, rain pounded down outside the buildings of Sogdia as if trying to make up for lost time. Rigi considered the second Stamm female with a compound fracture of her tail. Although rare, such things could happen, and required a great deal of care. According to the protocol, the Staré medics were concentrating on worse injured Staré, and the other available human responder was male, leaving Rigi as the best alternative. Rigi took a deep breath, picked up a tail-rest and splint, and some bandages, and began work. She’d already sedated the female using a rapid-acting sedative mist because that could be done from a distance without physical contact. Rigi located the problem, used temp-tape to pull the hide back to reduce fur contamination, and looked at the exposed spinal cord. It seemed uncontaminated with an undamaged mylan-sheath, so she rinsed the cord with the appropriate cleaning fluid, then reduced the fracture, taking great care to ensure that the cord did not get pinched in any way and that that vertebral pads remained uncompressed. Then she adjusted the tail brace and released the temp tape, sliding the skin back over the wound and bandaging it to keep more debris out. After that Rigi checked that the brace fit the female, adjusting it slightly for better support at the head of the tail. The patient’s respiration and heart beat remained steady, as did her blood pressure. No, wait, what was that?
“Cardio assist and plasma,” Rigi called. “Falling blood pressure, possible internal bleeding.”
She heard four beeps and a ping, and froze. A green light came on, and a voice said, “end of simulation. Results recorded.” Rigi tidied up her kit and once the door opened and the holo faded, left the fake Staré where she was. Rigi went to the waiting area to hear the results. That had been the final portion of the practicum.
Two other humans and a Staré waited as well. The Staré seemed fourth Stamm and sat off to the side in the Staré section, where the seats had been designed for people with thick tails who half-crouched when they sat on sturdy leaping legs. He poked at something on a modified electronic pad, and Rigi wondered if he had his scores already. His mouth worked back and forth as if chewing, and she caught a whiff of //nervous// from him, nothing too strong. He was concerned but not terribly so.
“Ugh, I failed hard,” the man in front of Rigi declared, slouching in the chair, legs outstretched. He finger-combed blond hair that needed a trim. “I got four neuro cases in a row, with scent-sickness as a chaser.” He must have been testing for advanced certification.
“Sintaree,” the Staré door opened and the male stood and hop-walked out of the room. Rigi hoped that he’d passed. Being a trained and certificated medic could elevate a Staré within his Stamm, or even out of it if he were good enough.
“Miss Bernardi.”
Oh dear, she must have failed. Rigi stood and followed the stern-faced proctor out of the waiting area. They walked down a short hallway and turned into a smaller room. Two men and a woman sat at a table with electronic and hard-copy forms in front of them. Two of the forms appeared to be examination print outs, and Rigi noticed a distressing number of red marks on one of the forms. She’d failed. She curtsied and waited, eyes on the edge of the table closest to her.
“Miss Bernardi, I have a question about your response to the second case, the second Stamm hopling with an apparent concussion.”
“Ma’am?” She didn’t look up.
“Why did you palpate the base of the ears first and only then followed standard procedure?”
Good question. Rigi thought how to phrase her answer, couldn’t find a tactful response and said, “Ma’am, that’s what I saw Staré do in the field. Each time, the hopling calmed down if agitated and relaxed if tense, and then the adult continued inspecting and treating the hopling. It seems to settle hoplings, especially younger ones, and to allow a less stressful examination. So I did it in order to ease the hopling and make examination easier.”
“You owe me three credits,” one of the men said, chuckling. “I told you she must have seen a Staré do it at least once.” Rigi dared to look up. The man at the end of the table had kind eyes that almost disappeared into smile-wrinkles. “It can also work on older Staré, if they are critically injured, but we recommend a proper sedative first, so that Stamm contamination is not a problem.”
“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”
The woman snorted a little. “Very well. Miss Bernardi, you pass the practicum as well as the knowledge tests, and you are now certified as a basic-level emergency responder and basic-level nurse. I am curious where you learned about blindgass.”
Rigi closed her eyes for a moment, pushing the memory away. “I was at the coming-of-age celebration where blindgass was released into the ventilation system. I assisted an emergency nurse who was also a guest.”
“Ah, yes. I’d heard about that but I was on the plantation rotation when it happened. Thank you. Please sign here, and here, and imprint in that square.” Rigi did as the woman asked. The examiners shook her hand, and the smiling gentleman presented her with two cards, one to augment her usual identification, the other granting her access to the medical e-network if she needed to look up information or to file a report.
Rigi could have danced on her way out to where she’d agreed to meet Makana and the wombow cart. The heavy rain shower had passed as well, and she didn’t bother with pulling up her rain hood. The cool, fresh air felt like a blessing. Makana, a light-medium brown-grey third Stamm, had run errands while she tested, and seemed to be in intense conversation with another Staré, judging by the rapid ear movement and tail twitches. Rigi did not sniff—that would be eavesdropping. She didn’t catch any strong general scents, however, suggesting that the topic was something harmless or unexciting, like the wrestling rankings or some Staré gossip. The dark grey wombow that Rigi’s brother had named Stodge snorted and rustled in his harness as she approached. He could be anything but stodgy when the mood struck him, and Rigi half-expected him to curl into a ball and just roll that way some days. Not that wombows could do that, mind, but the Staré had hopling stories about super-fast rolling wombows. The beasts did look like balls, given their rounded heads, roundish bodies, round pillars for legs, and a little half-round tail. Their thousand-kilo cousins, the wild wombeasts, could also move quickly if necessary, and Rigi hoped she’d never be close enough to a wombeast stampede to view that rapidity in person.
Makana saw her and broke off the conversation. He and the other male bowed to Rigi and she hand-bowed back. She climbed into the rear seat of the cart, carefully making a space among the groceries and what appeared to be bundles of cloth. Oh, the new drapes for the windows in the visiting room. Makana inspected Stodge, in case he had managed to get tangled in his harness or had attempt to eat something best left untasted, like a piece of paper. Satisfied, Makana untied Stodge from the hitching frame and backed both wombow and cart clear before getting into the front Staré seat. Rigi’s father had commissioned a new cart, this one with seats that could be changed for either humans or Staré to drive. The Staré handled their seats, humans mounted and removed the human version, and thus no contamination concerns bothered anyone.
Rigi wanted to tell Makana the good news, but decided to wait and let the entire household know at once. Then she’d tell Uncle Eb, Aunt Kay, and Lexi, the third Stamm Staré who acted as Uncle Eb’s, well, Rigi couldn’t quite say. Research assistant probably came closest, if one included doing strange things for the Crown as research. Lexi was the first Staré she’d ever seen in full military armor, armor that matched her uncle’s.
Makana tended to be quiet, and so Rigi sat back, as much as she could without squashing the groceries, and looked around. Sogdia had grown over the past ten years, although she rarely saw the new areas on the other side of the spaceport. Her parents leased a house on the far edge of the company and government district, not too far from the military section, but in an area with large lots and room for Staré housing on the properties. Rigi had also visited the special Staré enclave south of the spaceport where humans rarely if ever went, and then only by invitation. She preferred the districts closest to her house, with their busy markets and access to the temple. She avoided the spaceport district of course. No proper young lady went there on her own, and even Makana’s presence might not be enough to keep people from assuming the wrong things.
Stodge plodded through the light misty rain, and Rigi hoped it would stay light until they got home. She had not raised the rain shield on the cart and doing so from inside was tricky. Makana, however, took no chances and wore a full rain-cape, rain-mitts over his forefeet, and a special rain-hat to keep his ears dry. He detested being wet. His full-brother Lonka, the family butler and household manager, seemed less bothered, although no Staré enjoyed being drenched in cold water. They shared that with humans, Rigi had noticed, and she wondered if it were a mammal thing. She certainly preferred cool and dry to cold and dripping wet.
They reached the house and Stodge stopped. Makana flipped the guide lines but the wombow stood still, fascinated by the flowers and other plants now decorating the front gate. Indeed, as Rigi covered her mouth to keep from giggling, Stodge stretched as far forward in the harness as he could and tried to nibble the closest flower. “Bad beast,” Makana snapped, //annoyed/irritated//. When Stodge persisted in his efforts, Makana climbed down, coiled the guide lines, and pushed Stodge’s head with his forefoot, making the wombow obey. Stodge grumbled but gave in and plodded the rest of the way down the street, around the corner, and through the back gate into the yard. There Rigi dismounted and picked up the bundles of fabric, balancing them carefully as she went up the steps to the verandah. Lonka and Shona met her. Lonka held the door to the mud room open while Shona went straight to the cart to get his grocery order. Rigi heard Makana saying unkind things about Stodge’s ancestry as she went inside.
She changed shoes, hung her coat on the proper hook, walked into the main hall and boggled. “Oh my. Is someone coming to supper?” Flowers in vases stood on most flat surfaces, a swag of flowers hung over the front door, and Rigi caught a glimpse of more flowers when she glanced upstairs to her room and workroom.
Her mother sighed. “No. It seems someone told Lexi the results of your examination. Lexi informed Ebenezer.” She shook her head. “That man knows no moderation.”
Except, as Rigi started looking at the cards, only three of the arrangements came from Uncle Eb. A rather more modest one came from Tomás, and two bouquets came from different Staré groups. Rigi wanted to crawl into the storage cubby behind the bookshelf and hide. She’d only passed the primary certification test! It wasn’t that difficult, wasn’t such a major accomplishment, was it? After all, the Tradition encouraged men and women to cultivate their talents and skills for the benefit of all created beings, human or otherwise. She was just doing what she was supposed to. And the cards from the Staré? One came from the Sogdia elders, including Kor’s twin. The other was from the Staré who served in the army with Tomás. Rigi wanted to go to them and apologize for not being what they thought she was.
“Ma’am, how long should we leave the flowers on the front gate?”
“Hmm? At least another day, why?” Her mother frowned. “They shouldn’t begin wilting until after that.”
“Stodge tried to eat them. He stopped in the road and Makana had to get down and guide him by hand.” A wombow jam in front of the house would be terribly embarrassing.
“Oh dear. I’m sure Ebenezer did not think about that.” Her mother sighed. “Kay is such a wonderful woman to put up with him.” She pursed her lips and frowned just a little. “Lonka?”
Lonka appeared within two heart beats. “Ma’am?”
“Could you please see if Eenjean left any of the anti-nibble spray after he treated the house flowers? The gate flowers might attract unwanted attention.”
“Yes, Mrs. deStella-Bernardi, and I believe some remains.” He hand-bowed and disappeared around the corner.
Poor Makana might have to go out in the wet once more, Rigi realized, and felt bad about it. “I can spray them if he finds some,” she offered.
“I don’t believe that would work, Auriga, because you do not have the proper forefeet to use the sprayer. Go change, please, and it would not be amiss to write letters of thanks as soon as possible.” She recited, “Gratitude, like flowers, fades if left unattended.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
First, Rigi logged into the comm system and called Uncle Eb and Aunt Kay. The screen showed their house identification, then a picture of Uncle Eb’s study/workroom/library/lair appeared, but no Uncle Eb. A blurry, very dark Staré forefoot moved across the screen. Lexi had taken the call. Rigi smiled and began counting. Before she got to five, she heard a grumpy voice. “Yes, yes, what? Lexi, I told you to set the auto response to tell him to go take a running leap into a hunter-lizard nest.” Rigi wondered who had earned her uncle’s ire this time. Then he appeared, looking a bit miffed and slightly scattered, his grey and white hair almost back to its usual length. “Oh, belay that order. Good afternoon, Miss Rigi.”
“Good afternoon, Uncle Eb. I gather you heard that I passed my certification test.”
He glanced away from the screen as if a bit embarrassed. “Ah, yes, I heard a rumor. Not that I had any doubts, given that you are the second calmest female on Shikhari, after Kay.” Lexi appeared behind her uncle and shook his head, ears going opposite directions. Then he eased out of the picture again. Apparently Lexi disagreed with Uncle Eb’s assessment of Aunt Kay. Given that she could curse with greater fluency than the majority of men Rigi had met, Rigi tended to agree with Lexi.
“Thank you for the flowers. They are lovely.”
“You are quite welcome. I’m sorry I can’t come for the celebration in person.” He grew sober, dropping his usual cheerfully, slightly-scattered persona. “There are some worrying rumors coming from the Staré communities near the Kenusha Plain, and De Groet wants me to come out and see if I can make sense of things.”
“Not political rumors, I hope, sir.”
He shook his head. “No, rumors of a new disease, at least, new to this generation. I suspect it is just that, a rumor, and what he’s seeing is, oh, a bad outbreak of itch mites or something like that. Or a lush crop of scratch mint.”
Rigi winced. “Ick. I do hope I do not encounter that plant again. Once was more than sufficient to convince me of its existence.”
“Indeed.” People who had never gotten into the stuff claimed that no sweet-smelling plant could cause an overwhelming skin reaction and itching. Once they met scratch mint, they changed their minds. And woe betide the poor souls who tried to use it like tea-mint! They usually spent the next week sedated, with a breathing tube in place, so they didn’t do something terrible as they tried to scratch their throats and mouths and... elsewhere.
Rigi smiled. “I’d offer to save you a piece of roast, but Cyril is here.”
“Your mother needs to marry him off, if only so Shona can have second-day meals again.”
A woman’s voice said, “Ebenezer Solomon Trent, when was the last time you left enough roast for more than sandwiches, pray tell? And three weeks ago does not count, because I cooked two roasts, one to put up.” Aunt Kay appeared, resting one hand on Uncle Eb’s shoulder. “Congratulations.” She smiled.
Uncle Eb patted her hand without thinking about it, or so Rigi guessed. “I’m outnumbered and surrounded. Lexi is standing beside the door, doing a most accurate impression of the Staré mannequin in the museum of species at the royal capitol.”
“And I’d best get ready for supper. Thank you again for the flowers, Uncle Eb, Aunt Kay, and I hope Mr. De Groet has only found scratch mint.”
“From your mouth to the Creatrix’s ear,” Aunt Kay averred.
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TROUBLE ARRIVES
The next night’s supper exceeded even Shona’s usual high standards. And three small boxes arrived for Rigi, two from Staré and one from Mr. Sanjay Patel. “Auriga, do you know this person?” her mother inquired, looking at the tag.
“Yes, ma’am. He was the confused gentleman who mistook me for an associate of his, then misunderstood local customs concerning dances.”
Her mother considered for several moments. Then her eyebrows rose slightly and she nodded once. “Ah, now I recall the gentleman.” She stepped away from the boxes and gestured for Rigi to open them. Mr. Patel’s contained fancy sweets from a well-known confectioner and a note of congratulations. “Very nice, and quite appropriate,” Mrs. deStella-Bernardi said. Rigi could keep them. The other boxes held fresh fruit and a delicate length of Staré-woven ribbon, suitable for use as trim on a nice dress or scarf. “Please give the fruit to Shona to use, and you may keep the ribbon, since it is from Lexi.”
“Yes, ma’am.” She’d never seen fruit of that sort before, bright red and soft-looking, so large she didn’t think she could carry it in one hand. Rigi took the box to the kitchen. Shona seemed to be between tasks. “Shona, this arrived, from Tankutshishin. Mother said that you would know how best to prepare it.”
Shona blinked, ears flopping to the side, and came to look inside the box. His ears snapped to attention and he moved his lower jaw side to side. “This is a sleethn’kars, perfectly ripe. I have heard of such, but never seen one or had the opportunity to prepare and serve it. May I?”
“Please.” She set the box down for him. On impulse she said, “You may keep a few slices for yourself and the household.”
Shona washed his forefeet before lifting the fruit out of the box with tenderness Rigi usually reserved for handling babies. His eyes dilated and he sniffed the brilliant red fruit. “Ah, such a treasure enters a cooking space so rarely. Thank you, Miss Rigi. I will take good care of this.” She took the hint and left him talking quietly to the fruit in Staré. Apparently the Staré approved of her, and she shook her head a little as she went upstairs to her work area. Just what she’d done to earn such approbation still mystified her. She sat down and opened the network connection, then looked up the fruit. Her eyes went wide as she read.
Sleethn'kars grew in a tiny area to the north, on the equator, and cost an amazing amount those few days of the year when it could be picked and shipped. Only first Stamm and high seconds ate it by tradition, although they might send slices to others who had performed great service to their villages since the last ripening. Rigi felt a touch light-headed. Uncle Eb should have gotten the fruit, or Tomás. She hadn’t done anything so important! Rigi logged out of the network and got up. She splashed cold water on her face, reminding herself to calm down. Honors or not, she had work to do, including sketching drafts of the illustrations for the archaeological article Dr. Su Xian and Mr. De Groet were writing about the material culture of the pre-Colonial Staré. Technology might allow for perfect image reproduction of holos, but for some reason computer images still could not quite catch the nuances of some items and places and creatures. For that, the xenoarchaeologists and xenobiologists turned to scientific illustrators like Rigi and Aunt Kay. Rigi called up her drawings of the ceramics and wrinkled her nose. The rim of the bowl still didn’t look correct.
The smell of supper finally pulled Rigi out of her work, that and her brother’s large hand on her shoulder. “Shikhari to Rigi, come in Rigi.”
“Huh? What?” She blinked. “You’re home early!”
Cy straightened up and pointed to the time-clock on the computer screen. “No, I’m not, and it is time for supper. Or Father and I will eat all the amazing things Shona and Lonka keep bringing into the dining room.”
“Oh heavens!” Rigi saved everything twice. “I’m sorry. I was working and lost track of the time.”
“Indeed, you did,” he mimicked their mother. “You have three minutes before the pastries are mine.”
She changed clothes and tidied her hair in record time.
The sleethn’kars appeared inside pastry shells with smoked grazer-bird slices, as barely roasted slices beside a delicate poached fish that seemed light enough to float off the plate, and with a spun ginter-sugar glaze and cowlee cream as the sweet. “I do not believe we have had this before,” Mrs. deStella-Bernardi observed during the fish course. “What is it?”
“It is the sleethn’kars fruit that Tankushishin sent, ma’am,” Rigi said.
Her father blinked, looked at the plate, and back at Rigi. “Tankushishin sent slices of sleethn’kars?”
“No, sir. He sent an entire fruit. I told Shona to keep some slices for himself and for the rest of the staff.”
Rigi had never seen that astounded and somewhat distressed expression on her father’s face before. He looked down at the plate, eyes wide, and gulped. Now that she knew what the fruit, and her gift of some to the staff, meant, Rigi agreed with him. After more fish, he said, “It is a most generous gift, excellently prepared. Shona has truly risen to match the gift.”
“What do you mean, Timothy?” Rigi's mother looked from the bowl of custard to her husband and back.
“This fruit is reserved for the first and second Stamm, it is so rare. To be given a slice is considered a most unusual honor. To get an entire fruit, for humans to be given an entire fruit? I do not believe such has ever happened before.”
Her parents and brother looked at Rigi. She gulped. “Ah, sir, according to what I found, Capt. DeHahn received a fruit for assisting with evacuations during the Flood of Contact Year Two. But his is the only other instance I could find. I will send proper thanks tomorrow.”
“Yes, you will, and we will not speak to others of this gift,” her father stated, looking at Cy as he spoke. “I do not want people to make false assumptions or to misinterpret Tankutshishin’s generosity.”
Thanks be to the Creatrix that such a gift did not require anything in return, Rigi thought. She’d never earn enough credits to be able to pay for anything similar, if she knew what and how to give it without compromising Stamm. Tankutshishin could give things to lower Stamm, or to humans, but giving things in return required purification of the objects and consideration of his position and how an object might be interpreted by other Staré, and if it might interfere with religious observances since he lived in the Place of Refuge. Even though she’d grown up around the Stamme, Rigi still got occasional headaches from trying to sort everything out.
“This seems like a lot of fuss over a fruit,” Cyril observed after finishing his fish. “How large is it?”
Rigi set her fork down and held her hands chest-width apart. “Like so? Crimson red skin, just a little soft, with smooth, barely fuzzy skin. There is a white section in the middle where the seeds are, according to the botanical guide. The plants fruit every six years, more or less.”
After that, the rest of the evening’s table conversation seemed quiet and unexciting. Rigi savored the sweet course, even scraping the last bit of cream off the plate with the edge of her spoon when Paul distracted her mother for a moment. Shona usually reserved cowlee cream for thickening sauces and used wombow cream for everything else. After supper everyone moved to the family room. Lonka brought in coffee and tea, hand-bowed, and departed. Rigi started to read while her father looked at the day’s news files and her mother rocked Paul. Cyril shifted in his seat, picked up his file reader and set it back down, and fussed with a button on his jacket.
At last he blurted, “Mother, Father, I want permission to court Adele Canopa Sorenson.” His mother's eyebrows lowered a tenth of a centimeter as she looked at him and the corners of her mouth sank the tiniest bit. Cy flushed, repeating, “Ahem, that is, may I have permission to court Miss Sorenson?”
“It appears to me that you have been doing that in all but name for the last year, Cyril,” their father said from behind his news reader.
“Timothy,” their mother scolded.
Cyril turned even darker red, if that were possible, and Rigi struggled to recall if she’d ever seen him look so uncomfortable before. She couldn’t think of an occasion. After a long pause their father relented. “Yes, you have my permission to court her.”
“And you have my blessing,” their mother loosened Paul’s grip on the neck of her blouse, “Or will once your brother settles down. Young man, that is not polite.”
Paul smiled, showing four teeth, then said, “Thppppth! Brrrthp.”
“That comes from your side of the family, Timothy.” She stood. “Young man, you need a change and a bath, in that order.” Paul wiggled, kicking a little and waving his fists as he blew bubbles. Rigi pretended to be reading so she would not giggle or stick her tongue out at Paul behind her mother’s back. “Siare, draw Paul’s bath water, please. And Rigi, do not forget to mend your nice dress, since there are dances beginning in three weeks.” The door closed behind her and Rigi relaxed.
Maybe this would mean that Cy would talk about something besides Miss Sorenson? Probably not, Rigi sighed. He was worse than some of the girls, going on about their callers and suitors. Rigi had long ago added such talk to her mental list of “Things I Will Not Do When I Am That Age,” along with wearing yellow stripes and drinking anything blue or bright green. And wearing high-heeled slippers, assuming her mother would even consider allowing her to buy a pair. Once again she wished that she could be as graceful from the waist down as she was from the waist up. Well, the Creator and Creatrix gave different individuals differing gifts, and moping over large feet and sturdy ankles never solved anything. Rigi glanced around, didn’t see anyone watching, and flipped to the adventure story she’d sneak-loaded onto her reader. Her mother didn’t approve of books with shooting and kissing.
    
A WEEK LATER, she found a message from Uncle Eb in her queue. She dealt with some business matters, then opened it. “Miss Rigi,” he began. “I apologize for the terseness, but the problem I mentioned in our comm conversation is, alas, not simply a lush crop of scratch-mint and too many curious hoplings. Micah was right. I detest it when he does that.” Rigi giggled, hearing her uncle sighing in her mind’s ear. The next words stopped her giggle. “This is a contagious illness that can be fatal if secondary infections set in. It begins with rapid-onset, out-of-season shedding. I need you to pass this to Capt. Prananda, and to alert the thumping network to avoid the Kenusha Plains until healers and medics can determine how it spreads. We do not know if humans are affected. Yours with affection and mild worry,” and his scrawl of a signature followed.
Rigi hugged herself, suddenly cold to the tips of her toes. Her hair seemed to be trying to crawl off the top of her head. How to let Tomás know, and the thumping network as well? “I’ll tell Makana. He’ll be going to the market later today, and he can start the alert.” Rigi looked at the screen, stood, paced a little, and sat again. Then she removed some of the identifiers from Uncle Eb’s message and sent a copy to Tomás’s personal locked account. She wasn’t supposed to know about the account, but they’d exchanged addresses so they could review archaeological documents without worrying about people intercepting the files and stealing the data. Her first encounter with predatory academics had been both eye-opening and disappointing. Adults were not supposed to behave so badly!
Uncle Eb had sent the message from his Crown account. For him to forget and slip like that, well, Rigi knew it had to mean Bad Things. She still did not know what he, Lexi, and Aunt Kay did for the Crown, but she knew it had to be important. Otherwise Lexi would not have a full set of body armor or know how to handle a modified human rifle. Rigi did not want to know, either. She liked Uncle Eb better when he was an eccentric word collector, and Lexi was his amazingly patient research assistant. Lexi in armor had scared her. Rigi hid the message in a special file that she usually used for embargoed projects, then logged out, cleared the memory, and went to find Makana.
He and his full brother Lonka were on the rear verandah. “ . . . no, and his sire has less sense than a wombeast calf, and he got half of that,” Lonka stated, //disgust/irritation// plain to smell.
Rigi made noise, then finished opening the door. The two males turned and bowed. She hand-bowed in return. “Makana, Uncle Eb asks that you pass a message for him.”
Lonka leaned forward a touch and Makana stood straight, ears rigid upright. “What message is that, Miss Rigi?”
“He asks to pass word that the illness on the Kenusha Plain is not scratch-mint, and for Staré to avoid the Plains until the healers and medics can determine what causes and spreads the illness.” Should she tell him? Yes. “Uncle Eb says it begins with very rapid shedding.”
The surge of //fear/dismay/near-panic// almost overwhelmed her and she started to wave the scent away before catching herself. Oh dear, if this was how the brothers reacted, panic might flood Sogdia and Keralita.
“How many have died?” Lonka demanded, manners apparently forgotten.
“None of the initial disease, but a second sickness can be dangerous.”
//Relief/fear/dismay//, and Makana’s ears twitched, along with his nose. “I will tell those who can tell the truth as Mister Trent speaks it.”
“Thank you, Makana.” She hand-bowed. Lonka hurriedly ducked around her and opened the door for her, bowing and puffing //apology// as he did.
After she went indoors again, Rigi stopped, thinking hard. Uncle Eb had not said to tell any humans besides Tomás, but . . . There was a person Rigi though might need to know, although she was not certain why, and she felt a little scared to approach her. Rigi decided to pray about it before she decided.
Three days later, Makana stopped the wombow cart in front of a small house in the surface-worker neighborhood. A scent of herbs and calming plants came from the compact garden in front of the cream-colored residence, and Rigi bowed a little before opening the gate. Makana followed, nose twitching from the conflicting scents. She stopped and made a full bow to a stone carving with the symbols of the Creator and Creatrix on it. The door opened and an elderly woman with calm eyes stepped onto the small porch. “Be welcome in the name of those who made the world and all its blessings,” she called.
Rigi curtsied very low indeed. “Thanks to the house for welcome and to the Creator and Creatrix, their gifts be praised.” Beside her, Makana bowed low as well.
“You may rise, please. Sir, your charge is safe with me. Please remain outside, for I cannot offer you proper hospitality.”
Makana's ears tipped a centimeter, a touch of // confusion// drifted past Rigi's nose, and she translated into Staré, “The Wise One healer does not have Staré seats or a proper place for you, and asks your pardon and that you remain outside her shelter.”
He looked from Rigi to the other human and back. He released a hint more //confusion//, then bowed a little. “I wait at the cart, but will come if called.”
“Thank you, Makana. I will not take excessive time.”
Rigi followed the Retired Matron into the house. As she’d guessed, medicinal things, files, books, and some equipment filled every niche not taken up by religious materials. Rigi had never even seen a Retired Matron until the night of the blindgass attack, when she had begun helping her minister to the others. The Retired Matron had insisted that Rigi stay in contact. “You said that you believed that I needed to know of a problem affecting the Creator’s creatures, Miss Auriga?”
Rigi nodded, eyes on the wooden floor. “Yes, honored Matron. My uncle Ebenezer Trent was called to the edge of the Kenusha Plain because of reports of disease among the Staré there. Alas, the reports were true, and, honored Matron, I fear that the disease he describes is an old plague the Staré elders call fur-drop. He reports that it begins with sudden shedding, and that while not fatal in itself, secondary infections can be lethal. The mechanism of transmission is not known at this time, nor is it known if humans can be infected.”
The old woman sat. Rigi waited. “Why is this of human concern, Miss Auriga?”
“I do not know, honored Matron.” She should not have bothered the woman. “Except, ma’am, your pardon, but after I followed Mr. Trent’s instructions, I felt as if you needed to be informed. I do not know why.” Rigi licked her lips, still not looking up. “Um, I now hold basic certifications in human and Staré first response, honored Matron, if that clarifies anything.”
“Ah,” the old woman sighed softly. Rigi heard the comforting sound of memory beads clicking. “It does indeed, Miss Auriga. It tells me that you have taken to heart our duty to our fellow created beings, and to train your gifts as the Tradition encourages.” Rigi flushed a little. The Retired Matron continued, “This is my word to you, Miss Auriga. Study infectious disease nursing, study it now. And I will tell the active Matrons to be aware of a possible need, and to see to the Temple supplies. Creator and Creatrix forefend that they are needed, but calls for mercy know no time or season, and blessed are those who serve the servant.”
The familiar words sent a chill up Rigi’s spine. There was nothing in the Tradition as she knew it about Matrons and Guardians seeing into the future, but, still, something inside the back of Rigi’s mind went on alert. “I thank you for the word, honored Matron, and I will study as you recommend.”
“And Miss Auriga, do not refuse help when offered, no matter how weak that offer may seem. The Creatrix dances in small as well as great.”
Rigi curtsied very low. “Yes, honored Matron.”
The old woman stood, came to Rigi, and traced a sign of blessing on her forehead. Then she looked into her eyes. “You have another question, child?”
Rigi blushed. “It is unworthy, ma’am, but I was given a fruit with golden flesh and a bright red peel. My family cook candied the peel, and it is now pale pink. May we eat it? The giver does not know the Tradition.”
The Retired Matron smiled and patted her shoulder. “Yes, child, you may eat it. To do otherwise would be wasteful and unkind to the giver.”
“Thank you, honored Matron.”
The prohibition on bloody and blood-colored food irked Rigi some days, especially while they’d been on Home and she’d smelled strawberries for the first time. Strawberry ice-cream had been the closest she could come to tasting the fruit. Rigi departed the small house, bowed again to the carved stone in the garden, and hurried to take her seat in the cart before Stodge started bouncing. He acted even less patient than usual. Makana said something under his breath about wombows and foolish behavior, then allowed Stodge to trot along the wombow path. He did have a smooth trot, unlike the cream-colored wombow Rigi’s father had rented the year before. Of course, the one time that wombow had trotted had been when Rigi and Makana had been attacked, causing her to fall out of the cart. Rigi had been delighted that her father chose not to buy him.
Rigi decided that after she and Makana returned to the house, she would unhook Martinus from the deep charger and take him out to play pull-the-rope. When she’d been younger, Rigi had not understood why she had to have a chaperone as well as Martinus when she went out. “Martinus is a good m-dog, and he won’t let people bother me or cause trouble,” she’d not-argued.
“Auriga Maris Regina, a chaperone is not a guard. You are not of age, so you must have a chaperone.” Her mother’s tone had ended the argument. Happily, Makana and the other Staré of the household counted as chaperones even though they were not human. Some of the other young ladies who attended Rigi’s Temple only had human chaperones. They never seemed to be permitted to do anything or to go anywhere. Sometimes, very deep down inside her mind, Rigi wondered if some of the respectable ladies actually believed the silly whispered stories about Staré seducing human women. If they did, they obviously had no concept of anatomy, let alone of Stamm. Rigi sighed aloud, shaking her head.
//Mild concern// “Is there difficulty, Miss Rigi?”
“No, Makana. I was just thinking about how confusing humans can be at times.”
“Ah.” Anything else he might have said got lost in shouts and the sound of breaking wood. Rigi twisted in the seat and watched two carts and a larger wombow wagon collide as the animals struggled to reach each other, bellowing and slamming their forefeet on the ground, trying to kick free of the vehicles with their hind feet. The drivers, human and Staré, cursed each other and the wombows. Had someone hitched up a fertile female by accident? Stodge snorted. “No, you do not,” Makana informed him, tapping the round rump with the go-faster stick. Stodge jumped a little and accelerated from trot to a bouncy gallop. Rigi dropped into the floor of the cart and held on, wincing at the occasional firm thump. At last the cart slowed and she heard Stodge panting. Makana let him slow farther and Rigi got back onto the lightly-padded seat. Stodge plodded ahead, then stopped. Makana got down to look him over, and Rigi did likewise.
Aside from tender feet, Stodge didn’t appear to be too out of sorts. Rigi checked under his harness but he had not rubbed any fur wrong or gotten hot spots. His tongue hung out of the side of his mouth and he seemed uninterested in moving quickly. He’d stopped a few hundred meters from the house. Rigi considered the exhausted wombow and the distance. She said, “I can walk the rest of the way, Makana.”
“Very good, Miss Rigi.” He nudged Stodge into motion and the wombow plodded up the street, around the corner, and stopped in the yard with an enormous whunf of air. Makana took him out of the harness and walked him, but Rigi did not see anything wrong, and neither did the Staré. Stodge had probably not run that far with a load before, she decided, and all jokes aside, no one really bragged about the blistering speed of a galloping wombow.
Rigi went inside, unplugged Martinus, and chased him around the yard and vice versa.
“Wooeef! Wooeef!”
And proper m-dogs and bio-dogs did not say weef or wooeef. “Woof, Martinus.”
“Wooeef?”
She heaved a sigh and waved the rope. The robotic dog lunged for the end and pulled against her. She’d never get him to bark like a bio-dog on a regular basis, she decided. Martinus was Martinus just like Rigi was Rigi.
Rigi sometimes wondered if being ladylike had escape clauses, and if so perhaps she could agree to dress properly and be polite to everyone in exchange for getting to play with Martinus. After all, proper young ladies did not play pull-the-rope with m-dogs. But then people also said that neoTraditionalist women all submitted to their husbands in all things and did not think for themselves and didn’t dare speak up or disagree with men. Rigi knew from personal experience that her mother and father disagreed quite often, but politely, and not on important matters. And her mother had a beam-shooter instructor card and full permits, while Rigi only had a hand-shooter permit. For all that she was almost a grown-up Rigi still did not understand them, and decided that she probably never would.
Rigi and Martinus ran around and played until he’d worn off the slight overcharge on his batteries. She cleaned his feet, then they went indoors. As soon as she’d changed into house-shoes, she heard, “Auriga, have you mended those dresses?”
“Wheee!” Martinus shifted to block the back door and Rigi crouched as Paul, wearing nothing but what the Creator and Creatrix had given him, crawled toward her at top speed, leaving a damp trail behind.
“Paul, you naughty pouchling,” Siare announced, closing from behind and holding a large towel. Rigi intercepted and distracted her brother as Siare pounced, wrapping him in the towel and swaddling him before he could complete his escape. “A terror bird is going to catch you and take you away if you do not stay in the hopling room, little bouncer!” The high fourth Stamm female turned around and hurried her charge back into the warm nursery. Paul giggled ferociously and waved one arm in triumph.
“Ah, I have one mended, ma’am.” Her Staré made dresses rarely needed work, but the fabricated garments were a different story. Thin thread and small seam allowances, trim that came loose as she watched, so frustrating.
“Good. And do not forget that we are going to visit Mrs. Nolan this afternoon. I’ve rented a flitter.”
“Yes, ma’am.” Should she tell her mother about Stodge’s little adventure? No.
Rigi sat, listened, drank tea, nibbled a bland sandwich, and let her mind wander. She did not know three quarters of the people her mother and Mrs. Nolan talked about, and had little interest in what their off-world children were doing. Instead Rigi planned a landscape drawing that she’d been thinking about, and tried to recall if she still had that sketch of the wombow dairy or if she’d given it to someone.
It was not until Mrs. Nolan’s fifth Stamm general servant came in that Rigi’s attention returned to the moment. Mrs. Nolan lived on the far western side of Sogdia, outside the municipal shields, and had more staff than did Rigi’s parents. The young male bowed and started to pick up the now-empty tea tray. As he moved, clouds of fur drifted off of him, and Rigi saw bare skin around the edges of his modesty apron and vest. He moved awkwardly, and Rigi froze as he staggered, lifting the tea tray with effort. She got to her feet and before the adults could say anything, opened the door for him. He ear-bowed, walking unsteadily. Before he cleared the door, he staggered and started to fall. Rigi grabbed the metal tray, rescuing the dishes. She put them on the closest flat surface and knelt beside the male, taking his foreleg pulse. His fur came off in hand-fulls.
“Auriga Maris Regina, what is going on?” Her mother loomed up. “Is he ill?”
“Very ill, ma’am.”
Mrs. Nolan leaned around her mother. “Do you know what it is?”
“I believe that I do, but I cannot confirm the diagnosis, ma’am. I’m a primary response nurse, not an epidemiologist.”
Rigi knew in her bones what made the male’s fur fall off, his pulse race, and his exposed skin flush as with extreme heat and exertion.
Fur-drop had reached Sogdia.
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PLAGUE AND MEMORY
The other Staré in the household took one look at the male and fled, except for a seventh Stamm female. Rigi and Mrs. Nolan gave her very simple orders, and rolled the young male onto a blanket. The nearly-white low Stamm female and Rigi pulled the male into the Staré quarters and made a place for him to lie on the floor.
“Give him water and broth if he asks. Do not bathe him, do not scratch him,” Rigi ordered in Staré.
“Give water and broth. No bath, no scratch.” It was just as well that the Creator and Creatrix had made seventh Stamm Staré without intelligence, because otherwise the female would have fled as well, Rigi mused. Then she washed her hands and removed as much fur from her clothes as possible. As she did, she noticed more of the odd glittery dust. Mrs. Nolan commed the Sogdia medical center for Staré and told them about the male’s illness. Rigi would file her own report later.
Once they’d gotten airborne and her mother initiated the auto-pilot, Mrs. deStella-Bernardi asked, “What is wrong with the male, Auriga?”
“I, I think he has what the Staré call fur-drop. It appeared in the Kenusha Plains Staré a month ago, and their tradition maintains that it appears in years without a wet season. Uncle Ebenezer said that the disease itself is not fatal, but that secondary infections are a great danger. It begins with rapid, out of season shedding, as you saw, ma’am.”
Her mother thought for several minutes. “Can humans get it?”
“Thus far no, or I have not heard that they can. The Staré elders here know that it has been observed, ma’am, but I do not know more.” Rigi looked at her dress. It was one of the fabricated ones, and she wasn’t overly fond of the peach color anyway. “I believe that it would be best for me to put this in the burn trench and not wear it into the house, ma’am, since I could not get the fur off entirely.”
Her mother stared at her. “It can be washed.”
Rigi shook her head. “Yes, ma’am, but we do not know how the disease spreads, at least not that I have heard, and I do not want to risk infecting Siare, Shona, or the others if the pathogen remains in the bits of epidermis and hair.”
A very long silence followed that statement. At last her mother sniffed, took a deep breath, and said, “I defer to your training, Auriga. I will bring a change of clothes to you by the burn pit. We can clean your shoes. What about your underthings?”
“They should be clear, ma’am.”
“Good.”
Was she overreacting? Rigi considered what she had read and the infectious disease protocols and decided no, she was not. The sunlight through the flitter's canopy made the dust on the fabric shimmer. She’d never seen that dust before this year, and the Staré elders had said that fur-drop struck in years without a wet season. She would include the glittery dust in her report.
The landed, paid the rental, and Mrs. deStella-Bernardi vacuumed out the flitter despite the protests of the fifth Stamm attendant. “My daughter tracked on the carpet,” was the excuse. Rigi walked home and went straight to the burn-pile. Her mother hired a powered transport and reached the house first, meeting Rigi at the burn pit in the far back of the property. It wasn’t really a pit, but by tradition any small waste combustion system and power generation unit was called a burn pit. Rigi stripped off the dress and bundled it into the fuel hopper. She had not been wearing a sun-shade or scarf, and the long dress had covered her underskirt and leggings. Mrs. deStella-Bernardi also had warm water in a bucket with soap, and a second bucket of clean water. Rigi took the hint and scrubbed her arms again, then her hair and face. As she rinsed, a towel appeared. She dried, then put on the sturdy every-day dress. That done, she cleaned her shoes, glad for once to have been wearing synth-leather and not the real thing. She tossed the water as far as her strength permitted, into a weedy area that the Staré avoided.
Only then did Rigi go inside. She marched straight to her computer and logged into the medical network. There she filed her report and looked for any further information. She didn’t see any, and so she went to the “General Query” forum, opened the infectious disease discussion folder, and posted her observation and speculation about the glittery dust. Before she could log out an alert pinged and a human face appeared in the comm-incoming corner. Rigi answered it, “Miss Bernardi on the net.”
“Miss Bernardi, this is Dr. Rajnanda, chief of Staré medicine. Give me your exact observations, please.”
Rigi took a deep breath. “I was visiting the house of Mrs. Thomas Nolan, in the Sunset sub-section west of Sogdia proper. A fifth Stamm male, younger than twenty years based on claw curvature and density, came into the room to remove the tea service, sir. He was shedding profusely, to the point that bare skin had appeared under the waistband of his modesty apron and at the wear points under his forelegs. He appeared unsteady, dizzy, and had difficulty lifting the two kilo tray. I opened the door, then caught the tray when he lost his balance and collapsed in the hallway. He had elevated pulse, over one hundred beats per minute, shallow breathing, and felt over warm. Those places where I touched him, the fur came loose, leaving bare skin. He also had no scent, and expressed no scent while being examined. A seventh Stamm female assisted me moving him to a semi-isolated room. I left instructions for her to give him water or broth if he asked for them, and to avoid bathing or scratching him. I then washed my hands and removed as much fur as possible.
“With the fur, I noticed a glittering dust. I have seen that dust only once before, a month ago, after the last major dust-roller from the northwest. Once I got home, I destroyed my outer garment in the burn pit and washed before coming in contact with any Staré.”
Dr. Rajnanda nodded once. “Good thinking, Miss Bernardi. I fear you may have encountered the index case for Sogdia. How many Staré might have been in contact with the male?”
“I believe twelve, sir, ranging from fourth through seventh Stamm. By the time the female and I had moved the patient, the others had fled the building, or so their employer believed.”
He looked as if he wanted to say something uncharitable. He settled for, “Blast and shed it. Thank you, Miss Bernardi. Were you able to speak to the patient?”
“No sir, he seemed insensible after his collapse. He did not respond to questions, and did not release any scent.”
“That matches. If it is the same disease as has been observed in the north and west, he will remain semi-conscious until the fever breaks, which could be five days or five hours. After that comes loose bowels and dehydration, then slow recovery provided there are no secondary infections, especially no pulmonary complications.”
Rigi took notes. “Sir, I have a contact with the human officers in the Staré units in the army. May I pass this information to him? He is discreet.”
“No. Not until a house visit confirms the illness.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Rajnanda out.” The comm call closed. Rigi logged out of the medical network and went and sat next to Martinus. She hugged the m-dog and petted the soft synthetic material on his head and mid-back. She rested her head on his shoulder.
“Woo?”
“Very woo, Martinus. Very woo. Good dog.” She shook with nerves and more than a little fear, and Rigi closed her eyes, stroking him and reciting the Litany against Evil. Not that disease was evil per se, but that litany calmed her better than some of the others. Only after Rigi regained her composure did she open her eyes and return to the computer. She hesitated, looking at the timer and staring past the screen into the distance, trying to decide. Should she? Not Tomás, but she needed to tell someone, someone who could pass information to the right people and return information if they knew anything. And who had possibly, just possibly, seen something similar somewhere or someplace.
Rigi almost wept with relief when Aunt Kay herself answered the comm. Her aunt's eyes flashed open with concern. “Rigi, dear, what is it?”
Rigi adjusted the headset so she could speak very quietly. “Aunt Kay, I think the Staré disease Mr. De Groet found in the north has reached Sogdia. I was visiting west of the city this afternoon and a young male collapsed, his fur falling out and running a high fever.”
Kay Trent’s eyes opened even wider, then narrowed. “You reported it?”
“Affirmative, and spoke with the head of Staré infectious diseases. I burned what I’d been wearing before I came into the house, and washed all over.”
“Well done, Rigi, well done indeed.” Kay looked up, over the top of the screen, as if thinking. She chewed her lower lip. “Have you had any word from Ebenezer since he asked you to pass word to Tomás?”
“No, ma’am.”
“I swear sometimes, that man." Her aunt pinched the bridge of her nose with two fingers. "Well, with Lexi sick, of course he would be trying to find his head in the dictionary under A for ‘anatomical part'." She sighed a little. "The last word I heard from Ebenezer was to prepare for a sixty percent illness rate, and ten percent mortality. If the patient gets through the fever and dehydration without getting another illness, she’ll survive but will be weak for another ten days, or at least that’s what’s happening in Kenusha.”
“Lexi’s sick?” Rigi whispered, scared.
“Yes, but not with this new thing. He’s having his annual allergy-turned-to-pneumonia.” Aunt Kay ran a hand over her upswept grey-brown hair. “Rigi, dear, do not marry a man whose friends have strange semi-chronic illnesses. Just don’t.”
Despite herself Rigi giggled. “I’ll do my best, Aunt Kay.”
“Please do, dear.” She sighed again.
Rigi remembered, “Oh, Aunt Kay, I noticed glittering dust on the sick Staré. I’ve not seen the dust before this year, and that only recently. I noticed it after the last duster from the northwest.”
Her aunt-by-marriage and distant relation leaned forward. “Repeat that, please?”
“I said I noticed strange, glittery dust after the last northwest duster, and the sick Staré had it on him, in his fur. He’s fifth, a general work servant.”
“I wonder . . . I’ll pass that to Eb and see if he knows anything. It could be coincidence.”
“It probably is, ma’am, since dust has gotten into everything this year, from every direction but due east.” Rigi had grown heartily tired of dust.
Aunt Kay snorted. “If you get a dust storm from the east, I believe it means that the Creator and Creatrix have decided to remake the world and began by removing the sea. In which case, shedding Staré will be among our lesser worries. On a different topic, do you have any images of a wombow dairy? I’m finishing a project and the writer decided she wants a wombow dairy, and I have given up on fur for the rest of the year. Especially the fur of a dozen wombows seen from behind.”
Creator be praised! “Ah, actually, I have a sketch I can expand. Color or duotone, ma’am?”
“Duotone with emphasis on texture, please, and if you can get it to me before the next feast day, I will hug you as well as pay you.”
“Done. I’ve seen a rather lot of wombow trailing ends recently.” She would not say “wombow rump.” It always came out wrong.
Aunt Kay smiled and laughed. “It would be nice if they pushed instead of pulled. Remind me to tell you the story about Ebenezer and a rented wombow called ‘Lightning’.”
She could imagine. “I’ll do that. Thank you, Aunt Kay, and I’ll get started on the drawing this evening.”
“Bless you, my dear. Trent out.”
Rigi cleared enough space on the work-surface to rest her head on it, leaned forward, and closed her eyes. Oh dear, now what? She stayed that way for another minute, then straightened up. First, look at the most basic files on Staré infectious disease protocols, and words for disease. Then the wombow dairy sketch, she decided. That would keep her from worrying, especially if she tried to catch that odd brindled wombow in duotone. She’d gotten spoiled by doing full color for so long.
Rigi read through the first tier of files before her brain decided that it had reached maximum data storage capacity. She needed to get up and drink something as well, so she stretched and visited the necessary, then drank a large glass of water before changing for supper and warming up her electronic sketchpad. It still did not quite produce what she wanted, not the way pencil and paper did, but she needed to learn how to use it properly and there was only one way to do that. “So, start with the dividers and angle, and go from there.”
She’d gotten a good start by the time she heard the knocker tapping, signaling supper. Rigi saved everything, backed it up, and washed her hands. Supper included tam, but with a thick sauce that almost covered the bitterness. Rigi didn’t bolt the vegetable for once, and managed to eat properly, taking small lady-like bites of everything. Instead of a sweet, Shona had prepared a cheese course with dried fruit paste, and curls of the candied rind. Rigi ate with a clear conscience and wondered how the fruit tasted to the Staré. Their palates seemed far less sensitive to bitter flavors than were humans, and less sensitive to textures as well, but more responsive to sweet. And they tended to cook meat for themselves until it had a thin layer of char on the outside, something Rigi’s father considered a form of blasphemy. Rigi wondered if it came from Staré occasionally eating meat that she considered “excessively fermented” to put it mildly. Their language lacked a word for “spoiled meat” in the sense of rotten.
After supper, Mrs. deStella-Bernardi smiled broadly. “Auriga, I have wonderful news. Mrs. Brown asked today if she might have the honor of hosting your coming-of-age celebration.”
Rigi blinked, then realized what her mother had just said. “How, how generous and kind of her.” Rigi had not given a thought to her coming-of-age, not with Cyril officially courting someone and her own work and the illness among the Staré. Oh dear, she had not even started looking for dresses, or thought about invitations, or re-reading her mother’s books about manners and courting.
“Yes, it is. You will share with Miss Leopoldi and Miss Deleon, which will make some things easier, Auriga, but I would like you to begin drawing up your invitation list so I may add names as appropriate.”
“Yes, ma’am.” She looked at the words on her file reader but her mind went blank. Invite who? Tomás and his family of course, because they were relations if distant, and some of the other young ladies from the local Temple, but who else? Rigi shook a little. Well, Miss Leopoldi’s list would probably strain even the Brown’s hospitality, given the number of young men Cyril claimed wanted to court her. She was beautiful, charming, and related to the incoming Royal Governor—what wasn’t there to like? Rigi had seen her once, at a distance, and had almost burst into flames from envy. That beautiful, thick black hair, perfectly coiffed and topped with a little white lace cap, ooh, Rigi had wanted to ask if they could trade. Her curls never behaved, no matter how hard she tried to straighten them. Loose ringlets were all she could manage, not long, straight waves.
And dress? At least that was easier. She would have a Staré dressmaker design something based on her favorites, in an appropriate color. No, nothing from Home, not this season, Creatrix forefend. She did not trust the front of a gown to stay up without a matching back, no matter what the designers claimed. And that style required, ahem, attributes that Rigi did not care to flaunt in that way, especially if the dress suffered a “technical failure,” as her mother had phrased it after one such incident at a dance. Although Rigi had some suspicions about just how accidental the accident had been, suspicions one did not mention in polite company or to one’s mother. No, a modest neckline, proper sleeves, a full skirt, that’s what Rigi wanted. Something she could wear and be Rigi.
The next day Rigi stared at the emergency bulletin and at the image beneath the subject line. A second Stamm male had collapsed in the square of the main Staré market in Sogida. He’d barely had a hand-width of fur left on him by the time he staggered, then fell to the ground unconscious. Two hoplings had been injured in the panic and stampede that followed his appearance, and the mayor of Sogdia announced that the market would be closed until it could be properly cleaned and determined to be disease free. “So how are the Staré to get supplies?” Rigi asked Martinus, petting the top of his head as he sat beside her chair.
“A delivery system.” Rigi twisted, craning her neck, and saw her father standing in the doorway. “The districts are activating the emergency distribution network, so that Staré households can place orders for food-stuffs and other goods. The supplies will be delivered by automated carts and by lower Stamm workers, and eventually by those who have recovered from whatever is ailing the Staré.”
“It is called fur-drop, sir, and it almost destroyed them a thousand years ago, not long after the destruction of their cities,” Rigi said.
“Are you certain it is the same thing, Auriga?”
She called up the file she’d made after visiting the Eldest of Elders almost a year before. “Not completely to the point of notifying the infectious disease department, sir, but the symptoms are the same, the timing is the same, and the high secondary infection mortality rate is the same, at least if what the Staré ancestors’ oral tradition recalls is true.” He read over her shoulder. “I hope I am wrong, but it seems dreadfully close, especially, well, sir, this little detail. I’d forgotten it until yesterday.” She pointed at the screen.
“Glittering dust? Like what came after that last dust roller? It certainly interfered with some of the equipment, clogged the secondary filters terribly.”
“Yes, sir. The Staré at Mrs. Nolan’s house had it, the dust, in his fur. I, it sounds silly and strange, but I wonder if there is something in the dust, a spore or something, that causes the disease, if the main symptoms are actually a massive allergic reaction rather than an infection.” She shook her head. “I’m probably seeing things that are not there, since I just finished reading about auto-immune responses to common antibiotics.”
“Quite possible, and I’m certain that the crown physicians and xenomedical specialists are working with the Staré physicians to determine just what it is and how to prevent it.” Her father straightened up and patted her shoulder. “Your mother is concerned.”
“Sir?”
“A call has gone out for Staré-fluent medical personnel to contact the mayor’s office. You are not officially of age yet, but your training puts you in that company.” He took a deep breath, then met her eyes. “If you are called, you have my permission to go. If you are called. Do not volunteer, Auriga Maris Regina, that is an order.”
“Yes, sir.”
Her father continued, “I’ve already signed us up for the delivery service, on standby. Your mother can do some of the marketing for Shona, but Paul needs her, and they still have not determined if humans can catch whatever this is. Apparently wombows do not, but some leapers, the semi-domestic kind,” his forehead wrinkled as he tried to recall, “ah, blast, white-spotted, that’s it, those can.”
“I’d just as soon not see what a wombow without hair looks like, sir.”
He chuckled a little. “That makes at least two of us. Nor do I care to be downwind of a pen full of shedding wombows.”
“Oh. Oh dear. No,” Rigi started giggling despite herself at the mental picture. “I’m sorry, sir, I shouldn’t laugh. But the flying fur . . .”
“I know. It is an amusing thought, so long as it remains only a thought.” He patted her shoulder again. “I just wanted to let you know the situation before your mother has a fit, or the gossip tree starts to blossom.”
Two days later the call went out. Rigi packed her sturdiest, plainest clothes, and she and Martinus went to the closest Staré medical center. “I don’t want you to go,” her mother said, watching her pack, “but you are trained and speak the language, and they trust you. Be careful, dear, please?”
Rigi stopped and hugged her mother. “I will, I promise. And I doubt I’ll have contact with the patients other than interpreting. I’m only emergency trained, not infection trained, and I don’t want to go any farther.”
“Always remember, Rigi, the Creatrix never gives us burdens greater than we can bear, even if we don’t realize it at first.”
The whispered words scared Rigi more than the disease did. “Yes, ma’am.”
The head administrative nurse’s explosion when she and Martinus appeared scared her almost as much. “What? Who do you think you are, showing up here with that thing and claiming that you can help?” The woman’s eyes bulged and she almost screamed, “Get out, take that thing out, and go home to your parents, girl. This is not a hotel or a shelter for run-aways! Get out!”
Rigi wanted to melt into the ground. She didn’t dare argue, assuming she could get a word in around the large woman’s indignant exhortations. Rigi picked up her bag and patted Martinus, then tugged at his lead. He turned and she started to leave, wondering how far it was to the next designated reporting point. The adults waiting to report gave her looks ranging from sympathetic to annoyed. She and left the building and stopped at the side of the stairs. Where was the next place? The message had been most insistent, and Rigi reached into her bag, intending to dig out her comm box and see what she could find.
“Excuse me?” She looked up to see a gentleman with unusual dark blue eyes and a slightly hesitant manner approaching her. “Miss Bernardi?”
“Yes, Mr. Patel.”
Relief suffused his dark features. “Thanks be to the Maker. We’ve, that is, the Crown physicians, have been looking for someone who can speak with high-Stamm Staré at the medical center near the Place of Refuge. Have you checked in yet here?”
“I tried, but I was told I was not needed, sir.” Thanks be to the Creator and Creatrix, this might work better.
“Who in their right—no,” he caught himself. “I won’t say. Please, miss, come with me.” She followed him to a waiting vehicle. Should she go without a chaperone? Well, she had Martinus, and she had permission to associate with Mr. Patel, and things were different just now, Rigi decided.
Ten minutes later, his surface transport stopped in front of a building on the opposite side of the Place of Refuge from the main market section. “This way, please.” He trotted up the low steps and in through the main door, calling, “Raj, Raj, I found your interpreter!”
Rigi froze in her tracks as Dr. Rajnanda stepped into the open foyer. “What? I hope you are—You’re the emergency nurse, the index case reporter.”
“You’ve met, sir?” Mr. Patel looked from one to the other.
“Not in person, no, but this young lady is known to me, yes.” Dr. Rajnanda rolled from side to side as he came toward her, walking a bit like a well-fed wombow. He seemed almost as round, with a round, bald head. “You are fluent in Staré?”
“Yes, sir, and I can synthesize some Staré communication pheromones. I’m wearing ‘polite/harmless’ right now, and I brought a few others in smaller quantities, including ‘safe/reassuring.’ It seemed like a good idea, sir.”
“Vishnu and Pārbati be praised,” Dr. Rajnanda said. “Do you know of any high-Stamm Staré?”
“I know and have worked with Tankutshishin, Tortutalya and his twin, and a few others, sir.”
“Then come in, come in. Well done, Patel.” He raised his voice, and turned around, “Mrs. Australi, we have an interpreter and guard, please show her where to leave her things and what you need from her. And she’s trained.”
A woman in a plain white dress, with greying, close-cut black hair, bustled up. “Good. Come with me, please. We have two first Stamm and a second who we need to treat, and our Staré physician is fourth Stamm. They are not too advanced, but came as soon as they began the fast-shedding stage. This way, mind your knees, please.” Rigi stepped over a high lintel, Martinus doing likewise. “This room will be yours, for sleeping that is. Do you have a sanitation drape for your ‘bot?”
“No, ma’am, Martinus is not a medical m-dog. He will stay with my things unless I call for him.” Rigi set her bags on the un-rumpled bed, and stopped long enough to dab more polite/harmless scent on.
“Good.” The nurse leaned close to Rigi. She murmured, “Are you on a cycle-blocker?”
Rigi blushed. “No, ma’am, but I’m clean for the next twenty days.”
“That will do. You’ll be sharing a room with Mrs. Almira, one of our cleaning staff. She’s a widow, children are grown. This way.” Rigi followed her after telling Martinus to stay and stand-down. “Meals here, necessary and cleaning over here, and we gown here. Just over-gowns at the moment. The disease is not contagious to humans older than five years, as best we can tell. Hair covers there, in the top cubby, you wrap and tuck, yes like that.” Rigi remembered the trick from her first classroom training. She gowned and followed the nurse into a large ward.
The smell, no, the lack of smell, overwhelmed her. Rigi should have smelled that many Staré, and instead her nose detected only the scent of cleaning chemicals and ozone from the scrub-‘bots. She heard quiet moaning, and the whirr of something. “We run a sweeper all day, pulling up the shed fur so it doesn’t clog things or get into the ventilation system. This is a temporary system.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Here. We have to tag patients as soon as they come in, so we can confirm Stamm once the fur drops.” She paused. “What is your name, Miss?”
“Bernardi, ma’am, Auriga Bernardi.”
“Good, we don’t have a B yet.” She listened for a moment, then pushed aside a curtain. “First Stamm here.”
Rigi was glad she didn’t recognize any of the patients. Two of the males lay very still indeed, and she squinted a little before she saw their chests moving. “Photophobia is a secondary symptom, so we keep it dim. The farther down the row, the longer they’ve been ill,” Mrs. Australi said under her breath. “These are the ones I need you to speak with.”
“Do you have something I can take notes on, ma’am? Besides the chart tablet?”
“Hmm, I’ll find something.” She left, and Rigi looked at the female and two males. The female seemed old, her pouch distended under the modesty drape, her claws jagged with brittle breaks. The nurse returned with a large pad and several writing tools. “Here. I need you to monitor their condition and keep them calm, so they do not pull out their hydration lines.”
Rigi peered closely and saw the lines running from each left foreleg up to a large tank. “Fluid flow adjustments are made at the top of the line. It is easier to run from a single tank; we’re using so much of the Staré rehydration mix. Technicians refill the tank there," the nurse pointed to something in the shadows at the end of the row. "Do not try to disconnect and change the lines. One of the techs or I will do that if we relocate a patient." Rigi didn't think she could reach that high safely, and nodded her understanding. The nurse continued, "There is a sani-glove sprayer beside the door, and be sure to reapply it between patients. Push the button there if something happens. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”
The female moaned and Rigi went to her side, crouching down so she could speak quietly. “How may this one assist, honored Elder?”
“Repeat, Nasslara,” and she began reciting in rhythm. The female was hallucinating, seeing Rigi as someone else. Rigi wrote as quickly as she could. The female recited more of the Origin of the First World, and Rigi copied as much as possible. “Repeat,” the female commanded after Rigi had filled a page.
Rigi read back what she had copied, as best she could. Human and Staré mouths did not work the same way, and some sounds she could only approximate. “Not perfect,” the female coughed. “But will serve. Repeat,” she began again, continuing from where she’d stopped. Rigi filled two more pages, reading back each time, before the female fell asleep. Rigi shook out her fingers as she checked the others. The males seemed locked in the fever phase, still not sweating. Rigi looked away from the sweat-soaked modesty drapes on the older female and one male. Why did they need tags to identify Stamm, she wondered? Even without fur, the smaller body size and darker skin color told her that these were first Stamm.
Since the males seemed unwilling or unable to move, Rigi went from bed to bed, checking charts and getting a sense of how many and who. If all the individuals on this side of the dividing drape were first, then she was seeing a fifth of the first Stamm in Sogdia! No, that couldn’t be right, could it? There had to be more, she just didn’t know them all since so few first Stamm associated with humans. In fact, until the riot, Tankutshishin had been the only first Stamm she’d knowingly seen, since Kor pretended to be seventh or OutStamm.
“Nee!” One of the males screamed. Rigi jumped, then ran to him. He started to thrash, sweat gushing from his forefoot and hindfoot pads and groin-glands. “Nee! I cannot go, stop, I cannot go, get away, drive it away!”
Where was the doctor or a nurse? Rigi didn’t see anyone and didn’t know how to call for help. He tried to rip the line from his foreleg and she put her hand over it. With her other hand she stretched up, caught his head, and started massaging the base of his ear. His movements slowed, and she risked letting go of his foreleg, instead palpating the ear bases as if he were a pouchling or hopling. “It is gone,” she told him. “You are safe, you may stay.”
He inhaled, an enormous sniff, and went limp. The modesty drape turned dark with moisture as she watched, and Rigi checked the instructions on his chart. If the fever broke, increase fluid flow by twenty-five percent as soon as possible. She found the controller and felt a wash of relief. They were using a star-empire-standard system, one she’d learned about and that had very simple displays and adjustments. Rigi had to stretch a little to reach the controls, but she got the flow adjusted properly and made a note of the time on the chart.
Half an hour later Mrs. Australi returned with a gowned Staré. “Dr. Chee, this is the new ward monitor. Miss Bernardi speaks Staré and has been with high Stamm.”
The physician froze. She could see his eyes over a muzzle drape, and they dilated. //Surprise/awe/mild distress//. “Miss Bernardi? Known to the Elders?”
She bowed to him. “Yes, honored Healer, I am she.”
He bowed in turn. “This is Wise One,” he enunciated in Common. “Known to all. Trust by all.” Rigi blushed. “Is best for this place, sign of blessing.” He changed to Staré and pointed to himself. “Am Tsee. Report, please, Wise One.”
“The female spoke and I calmed her.” She pointed to the drenched male beside her. “His fever broke, I soothed him and adjusted fluids per orders.”
Dr. Tsee’s ears sagged to the sides, then straightened up //relief/satisfaction//. “Good. Continue. This ward is for First and high Second until the fever breaks and they recover enough to eat and drink on their own, when contamination becomes danger. Emergency call is button by flat-surface-work-area,” he pointed to the desk and Rigi saw a large square slap-switch. “Normal call is beside. If fluid level below line, call. If crisis, urgent call.”
“Emergency call is large button on flat-surface-work-area,” Rigi repeated back. “Normal call beside, call normal if fluid low, urgent call for crisis.”
“Correct, Wise One,” he ear-bowed. He turned to go. “Oh, sanitation there,” he gestured toward an alcove. “More drapes beside in hanging bags.”
Dr. Tsee departed before she could ask about sedatives and contamination, leaving Rigi alone once more with the rows of Staré.
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LOSSES AND MEMORIES
The next two weeks passed in a blur of calming Staré, recording tales and memories, eating, sleeping, bathing once or twice, and helping Dr. Tsee. He decided that Rigi could touch patients without contamination and so told everyone else, as she discovered later. As it was, Rigi felt too tired after the second—or was it third day?— to explain to the humans why the medical Staré treated her with such deference. Once in a while, usually as she cleaned up after an attack of loose bowels, Rigi wished he had not had so much faith in her. As it was they lost two patients the second day, the elderly female she’d taken dictation from, and a young male who scratched.
Rigi had been soothing a female with hallucinations. That seemed to be common, she discovered, and at least half the patients had to be soothed more than once before the fever broke. After she bathed, Rigi put on some of the soothing/calm scent she’d made and it seemed to help, or at least it did not hurt. She’d been palpating the female’s ears and assuring her that no one wanted to take her hopling when she heard a wet, tearing sound, and an agitated voice shrieking “Kaah!” Rigi finished her words and turned around to see the young male staggering toward her, spraying blood from his neck. Rigi jumped to the emergency call and slapped the button, then grabbed the clean modesty cover she’d picked up to put on a different female and hurried to the young male. He had unusual blotched ears, and he staggered again, almost crashing into a bed. Rigi grabbed his foreleg and tried to stanch the blood. He’d sliced his neck, cutting an artery! He stopped walking and sank into a crouch, then fell over. Off balance, Rigi went with him, still trying to stop the blood flow.
Dr. Tsee and two human nurses arrived. “Here,” Rigi called in Common. “Arterial bleed.” She yielded her position to one of the women, who tried to compress the wound as well. When she lifted the cloth away, Rigi saw an enormous gash, as if the male had ripped a chunk of himself loose. Dr. Tsee shone a light on the male’s forefoot and a wet, red-pink blob of something quivered under the beam. Rigi looked away and went to wash her hands and reapply sani-glove spray before resuming soothing the female. The young male died. Two seventh Stamm orderlies removed his body, then cleaned the floor. Dr. Tsee burned a little incense, the first Rigi had seen, cleansing the place where the body had been. A middle-aged female replaced the male in that bed, and life went on. Rigi tried not to think about it, although she did pray for the spirit of the deceased.
The number of incoming ill grew until the doctors ordered the partition removed and she had twenty-eight first and high second Stamm, including a few hoplings, in the ward. She didn’t ask how many other wards, or where the other Stamme went. The late arrivals hallucinated more strongly, and more insistently, demanding that she recite and learn the Memory Chants. She wondered if they feared another collapse such as had happened during the first fur-drop outbreak, when so many first Stamm had died that the southern Staré lost large swaths of their oral tradition and group memories. Rigi didn’t ask, she just took notes, repeated back what she heard, and filled four paper data pads. She saved them in the desk cubby, not certain if she should put them in the burn bag or not. Her world seemed to shrink to the ward, the necessary and wash area, and the sleeping and eating rooms.
She never saw her roommate. They seemed to be working opposite each other, one sleeping while the other was on duty. Rigi didn’t think much of the food, but then reminded herself sternly that she’d gotten terribly spoiled by Shona and to be grateful for plenty of food even if it was rather bland and repetitive. When she did get to bed, just before, Rigi sketched, general impressions of what she’d seen and done. It helped, draining her memory before sleep. She didn’t have nightmares, thanks be, at least not yet. And Martinus helped too, just being there. The first night she’d started dreaming, then moved her bed and slept on the floor beside him. Twice she was able to take him outside and romp, running around in a scraggly garden inside the building walls. Rigi wondered what the building had been before a warehouse, then dismissed the thought and reversed direction, slapping Martinus on the rump. “Wooeef!” He skittered on a bit of pave, turned around and chased her around and around the garden, never quite catching up. He could if he wanted to, but he seemed to like playing chase and being chased, and had yet to get her.
Eight days passed before Rigi noticed a change. Fewer new patients came in to replace those who died or who moved into the next section. Dr. Tsee ordered some of the beds removed, and the number of ailing Staré dropped to ten, then six, then only four. One of those, a male of medium age with an oddly-shaped tail, had just begun the shedding phase when he was brought in. A few hours later, Rigi pushed the non-urgent call. Not long after, Dr. Tsee and Mrs. Australi appeared. “Yes?”
“Honored Healer, this male is, ah,” Rigi didn’t want to use the word because she wasn’t supposed to know it. She groped for something polite. “That is, his fur and his person do not match.”
Mrs. Australi blinked and joined the doctor and Rigi at the side of the cot. Dr. Tsee studied the medium brown skin, and the few bits of black fur remaining. His ears tipped until they lay flat backwards, a sign of intense displeasure and anger, and what little Rigi could see of his fur fluffed up. “This is . . .The plague reveals falsehoods as well as unkind hearts.” He straightened up. “We move him away, not out of this ward, but away. And we report him to those who have recovered.” He picked up the electronic chart and made several notes, his jaw working back and forth as he did, ears moving in counterpoint. “Naughty male indeed" //disgust/anger//.
“What is wrong, Doctor?” Mrs. Australi asked in Common. Dr. Tsee pointed to Rigi.
“This male is not a first, ma’am. He’s at best third, I’d guess high fourth based on his lower body. You can see even here how his color shades paler. He used fur dye, but the underskin told the truth.” Rigi wondered what would happen to him. She could imagine, and it would not be nice. Deliberately breaking Stamm upwards for personal gain, especially something this gross, brought terrible punishment or so Rigi had heard. Because Kor broke it downward, his transgression appeared to be ignored, or it was after he had undergone the proper purifications, Rigi reminded herself. And Kor was Kor.
When the last patient’s fever broke, Dr. Tsee said, “Miss Auriga, can you stay a few days longer?” He touched his chest with a forefoot. “We have need of assistance in the general ward for third through fifth, and only two truly fluent interpreters. Many volunteer, but know only business words, not healing words, and do not truly understand Stamm, although they intend no harm.”
She had nothing else that she needed to do, and she wouldn’t start her cycle for a few more days yet, or so Rigi guessed. She had not looked at a calendar recently. “Yes, honored Healer, I can stay.”
He ear bowed. “Thank you. Your presence has been a blessing, a gift indeed, and this one hesitates to ask for more.”
“Those of my Tradition believe that gifts given must be used for as long as they are needed, when and wherever the need is greatest. For now, that is here.”
And so it was that Rigi opened the door to the general ward, following Dr. Tsee in, and almost collided with a man in military uniform. “Your pardon, Miss, I—Rigi?”
“Capt. Prananda?” Rigi blinked up at Tomás, who blinked back.
“You are known to each other.” Dr. Tsee puffed //amusement/calm//.
“Yes, honored Healer,” Tomás said. “We are both students of Korkukalya and of Lexissol Trent.”
//Surprise/interest//, and Dr. Tsee’s ears flopped forward a little. “Miss Auriga, please monitor and observe, calming and assisting as needed. But,” he held up one forefoot, bending two digits and the thumb and wagging one black-clawed digit as if mimicking a human’s single-finger caution. “If you hear a cough, push the red button beside that patient’s bed, and put a muzzle drape on them. Pulmonary disease is the greatest danger patients face until their immune system recovers. And mind the new fur. The patients remain sensitive to the touch and to light until the first layer of haircoat regrows, which is why some have their eyes bandaged closed.”
“Do as before, except for respiratory problems. Patients remain light and touch sensitive,” she repeated back. “Red button for coughs, put on a muzzle drape.”
“Correct. We have more nursing staff here, but more are still needed.” Indeed, Rigi counted at least thirty Staré in the closest section, and the room looked and sounded huge. Open wards seemed so primitive, but given the large number of sick and the mixed Stamme, it was probably the only solution, especially for patients past the initial critical phase. //Frustration// “We cannot give the common anti-pneumonia boosters because of the immune suppression caused by the initial illness.” He sounded as if he took it as a personal insult.
Dr. Tsee departed, leaving Rigi with Tomás. She looked at him, he looked at her, and after a moment he scuffed the floor with a boot toe. “I think the books say I’m supposed to ask what a nice young lady like you is doing here, or to say something about we have to stop meeting like this.” He gave her a slightly embarrassed smile.
She returned the smile. “I was needed, that’s the short answer. And I think Mother didn’t fuss because she is probably planning my coming-of-age dance and no longer has to worry about my objecting to anything, since I’m too busy to comment. Apparently there are not that many who are fluent in Common and Staré.”
“No, there aren’t.” He frowned. “Not as many as I had always thought. And even fewer of those are aware of all the Stamm laws, not that I’m an expert.” Tomás looked around the ward. “Most of my command went down despite taking precautions. It appears that whatever it is really did come in on the wind, with the glittering dust. The southern Staré are much harder hit than those of the Kenusha Plains. Eighty percent illness rate. Thanks be that Kor was, is, immune or I don’t know what I’d have done.”
“He is? Thanks be. Lexi got sick but allergies, not this, or so Aunt Kay said.”
Tomás nodded. “Lexi’s immune system probably hunts germs down before they can affect him, allergies aside, he’s had so many vaccines and boosters. He and Uncle Eb are probably almost germ proof.” He snorted a little and shook his head. “That early wet-season sniffle excepted, of course.”
“Of course.” Uncle Eb got the worst wet-season sniffle every year, honking into a handkerchief and sounding terribly stuffed up when he wasn’t honking. Aunt Kay always took a solo vacation about that time. Rigi looked around once more and squared her shoulders. “Duty calls.”
“Indeed it does.” They went different directions as if by unspoken agreement. He turned toward the fifth Stamm section and she started with third.
An older female seemed to be restless, and Rigi went to her. Her vital signs appeared weak but close to normal, and a faint fuzz of hair covered her. “Where am I?” A light bandage covered her eyes and she turned her head left and right.
“You are in the recovery room in the Staré hospital,” Rigi assured her. “You have been ill and are getting better. Your fur is returning.”
“My clan, I need to go to my clan. I am eldest, I must care for them, two were ill and I had sent Sar to get aid.” She tried to sit up and Rigi hesitated, then lightly palpated the base of the female’s ear.
“They are being cared for. Sar found help and some of your clan are here, recovering,” Rigi said. She wasn’t lying, not entirely, as far as she knew, and a helpful half-truth would serve better than painful honesty. “You have been very ill and are weak. Others are assisting your family, and you will heal faster if you rest.”
“Who are you?” She sniffed. Rigi wore harmless/polite, and it seemed to help. “You do not sound like Healer Haan.”
“I am a wise one in training, a half healer.”
The female relaxed and lay down again, quiet. “I hear your words, Wise One, and I follow.”
If it worked, Rigi told herself, it wasn’t wrong, and the female would not know the truth. Besides, so many of the Staré seemed convinced that having the talent that the Elders called the Wise Eye made her a Wise One that she wasn’t lying, really. Rigi continued down the row, making note of the different individuals and how far along they seemed to be. She’d passed to the second row when she heard fast, light hop-steps approaching. Rigi turned to see a hopling, a female with unusual shading, approaching at a near run. “Help, please,” she enunciated badly in Common.
“I come,” Rigi said in Staré. She followed the hopling between rows and found a male struggling against restraints. //Confusion/agitation/fear// and wheezing that alternated with gasping. It wasn’t the wheeze of a tired runner, and Rigi grabbed a muzzle mask, then pushed the red button by his cot. “Please lie still.” Rigi watched his pulse rate starting to rise. He slumped back, then began fighting again. “No, rest, please.”
“Get away! Get them away, don’t touch me, I’m not the one! I’ve kept Stamm, don’t hurt me, don’t hurt them.” His next words turned into garbled nonsense.
“Go get another nurse, now,” Rigi ordered the hopling. As soon as the little female hopling turned her back and hop-walked away, Rigi put both hands on the male’s head, rubbing his ear bases, massaging and gently pushing down on the nerve cluster. He subsided for a moment, long enough for her to get the mask on him before she had to resume palpating him. He began coughing and the green mask darkened. Would he inhale and choke? Great shaking coughs wracked the male, and Rigi moved away from him until he finished. When he did, he lay still, gasping for air. She took the risk of changing his mask for a clean, dry one, and put the gummy, blood-laced mask in a specimen bag.
“What is going—good thinking, ma’am,” a second Stamm male wearing a nurse’s badge on his vest said. “That will help with the diagnosis. Coughing?”
She hand-bowed. “Yes, and hallucinations. I pushed the button.”
“Fever too. We need to move him. Ah, here we are.” He shooed the female hopling out of the way as four masked, cloaked, and gloved Staré rolling a stretcher appeared. “The usual. With a sample. Ward three?”
One of the stretcher-party gestured affirmative. “Three still has room, yes healer.”
“Take him.” Rigi moved, clearing space for the males as they undid the straps holding the male to the cot and lifted bedding and all onto the stretcher, secured him, and hurried him away. “He’s the fifth today. Replace the bedding, please, the stacks are by the central desk." The second-Stamm nurse sounded tired. "We will need the room, I suspect.”
“Replace the bedding, yes healer.”
He turned back to her and almost jumped with surprise, tail shooting out straight and ears snapping to the vertical as his eyes dilated, //distress/upset/apology//. “Your pardon, Wise One, I did not realize—”
“Your pardon, healer, I did not stop to say,” the hopling interrupted. She cringed away from the nurse.
Rigi hand-bowed. “Here you know more and have authority.” She quoted the proverb, “Only the foolish do not listen to a master in his own work-shed.”
He ear-bowed. “As you say, Wise One. Please change the bedding.” The hopling disappeared, and by the time the nurse reached the end of the row, she had come back, struggling to carry things without touching them more than she had to.
“Good. You can help me. Take the end of the bottom mat and put it in place.” Rigi didn’t give the female time to protest, instead making use of the hopling's smaller forefeet. Stamm contamination would not be a concern since she was not touching an individual, and no one knew what Stamm the next occupant of the bed might have. Rigi had decided that emergency rules remained in effect, and so long as she could avoid gross violations, or until someone told her otherwise, she’d do as she needed to. “Yes, and then spread the bottom drape like so, yes.”
From that moment on, Rigi had a full time helper who worked until Rigi or one of the others ordered her to sleep or eat. The female, Nahla, was upper third and young. Rigi finally remembered that she’d seen her before. She'd been the junior in the park, where Rigi had taken Paul and where she’d noticed the interesting dust. Nahla’s better hearing and smell senses helped Rigi find potential problems faster, and the junior made herself even more useful by restocking things.
The third day in the general ward, Tomás and Kor met her at the central desk as she was finishing some notes and inventory. They all took turns recording what had been used, with whoever happened to be closest to the desk at the hour turn making the notes. The system seemed to be working, so Rigi stayed with it. As she wrote, she heard a familiar Staré voice saying, “My honored sibling grants that, perhaps, my personal conduct has proven of value.” Rigi looked up to see Tomás studying the ceiling and shaking his head a little as the stocky, dark brown-black male beside him puffed the scent Rigi had learned to associate with sarcasm. Only two or three Staré seemed to have that trait, and Kor was one of them. She stood and bowed to him. He bowed in return. Rigi’s shadow bowed as well, her nose almost touching the floor. Rigi caught a whiff of //amusement//, but faint. “Ruins, riot, and plague. My fur trembles at the thought of when we shall next meet, Wise Eye.”
“When Ebenezer Trent and Lexissol listen to the wisdom of others?” She dared to tease.
His ears flopped flat to the sides and he put one forefoot to his forehead as if swooning. “May all my deities and yours prevent that day from arriving, for truly it shall signal the end of the Second World and of all worlds to come.” Tomás sounded as if he were strangling as he fought to keep a straight face. Rigi wasn’t much better off. Nahla released a burst of //confused//, and hid behind the desk. “The hopling is wise.” Kor’s ears returned to their normal, slightly off center position. “It seems I am one of four immune individuals among the southern people.” He switched to Common. “My clan received this news with disbelief, annoyance, and expressions of confusion that my,” he stopped and looked to Tomás.
“Ah, I believe the phrase I heard was ‘your unfortunate choice of companions and disregard for society,’ sir.”
“Thank you.” Kor flipped to Staré, “That seems to have rendered me immune through repeated low-level exposure. Which has led to the development of a preventative.”
“A vaccine, sir?” Rigi asked.
Kor looked to Tomás again. “No, Miss Rigi,” Tomás said, frowning just a little. “If I understand Dr. Rajnanda, your guess about the dust having something to do with this was correct. It is—that being the dust is—a trigger for an immune system over-response, because the dust mimics several diseases at once. It comes from near the Kenusha Plains, in the Breakbone Desert region, but only in years without wet seasons. The dust starts an immune-system cascade, and the response is the fur loss and fever. So what is needed is not a vaccine per se but an immune booster sort of thing so the body does not over-react. It is something like a vaccine, but isn’t what I was taught a vaccine was.” He sounded frustrated. “I don’t speak doctor. Injections began three days ago.”
Rigi shrugged a little. “I barely do, but that makes sense. Did they develop Stamm specific treatments?”
Kor made a gesture and released a mild //negation.// “The Elders Council, before it collapsed, ruled that vaccines are not compromising, since they come from outside all Stamm rules and we do not have a native analogue. Those who have recovered are administering to their fellow Stamm members, those who have not yet gotten ill, and the healers believe it will end the course of the disease.”
“Creator and Creatrix be praised! That’s wonderful to hear.”
Tomás and Kor both nodded. “Indeed it is, because we have lost far too many, especially the oldest of the elders. Eight of the council have died. My brother is near panic because of the loss of memories.”
Rigi’s eyes went wide. Was that what, why—? She licked dry lips. “Um, sir, not all of the memories may have been lost, at least, not if I copied down correctly.”
Kor froze, the way he did when he saw game moving. “You copied something? You translated the carvings?” She smelled eagerness and a hint of desperation and hope.
“No, sir, but I was, um, I was assigned to the initial ward for first Stamme, sir. Many of the ill insisted on reciting accounts and stories and wisdom, and demanded that it be recited back, becoming agitated and upset if no one spoke. I, my memory is not so good, so I took notes and read back. It helped calm and ease them, sir, and I’d planned to destroy my notes as soon as I could, since I did not have permission and the elders didn’t know that I was not a wise one in training.”
//Hope/desperation// “What speech are they in?”
“In Staré as written in Common. I can show someone the sound symbols I used, they are the ones Uncle Eb and Lexi devised.” Rigi liked their system better than the official one.
The cloud of //joy/hope/relief// threatened to choke her. “Do not destroy them, Miss Auriga. Do not speak of them to anyone else until I give you leave.”
Tomás walked over and hugged her, just a little, around the shoulders. “Fur-drop is as terrifying as the tales claimed,” he whispered. “I’ll tell you about the mass panic later.” He straightened up and moved away. After all, he was a military officer and she was not of age, even if they were distant relatives. Rigi suddenly wondered if he was courting, and if he was one of the young men waiting for the new governor’s niece to officially come of age. If so, it made perfect sense, since he’d been promoted and captains could court. It also wasn’t the sort of question one asked in front of other people, or in medical wards, and Rigi shooed it away.
“I will keep them. I also have sketches, but not of individuals, just of scenes and feelings.”
//Interest and thought// drifted past and Kor rubbed under his muzzle. “I would like to see those, but not today. It seems that as punishment for my good fortune in keeping my pelt, I have been tasked with explaining human science to my brother. Tracking trap-lizards and tanning stink-pig hides is becoming an increasingly desirable profession.”
Rigi wondered just how dim Tortuh was. She winked at Tomás and offered, “Perhaps, sir, given the need for an immediate change in occupation, timing kitfeng races and cleaning wombow dairy floors might be preferable.” Beside her, she watched a pair of ears turning this way and that, Nahla’s confusion plain to see. Tomás and Kor both smiled, and Kor puffed //amusement//.
“I shall consider your suggestion with the seriousness with which it was proffered.” Kor ear-bowed, and Rigi stood and hand bowed. He and Tomás left, deep in conversation, and Rigi went back to her work.
After several minutes, Nahla ventured, “Miss Rigi, what meant first Stamm sir?”
Oh dear. How do you explain sarcasm and human humor to a hopling? Rigi thought for a while. “Kor is first Stamm but he lives outside the cities, away from others, and cannot keep all Stamm rules all the time. He teaches Captain Prananda the ways of the hunter and other wisdom, and speaks to the Elders Council of human ways, easing misunderstandings.”
“Oh.”
Rigi nodded. “Humans are not always easy to explain.” After all, she was one and she did not understand them, especially men.
“Oh. I think I understand.” She sounded and smelled confused. Rigi didn’t say anything. Instead she saved her file entries and stood. Nahla stood as well. “Do I need to get bedding, Miss Rigi?”
“I do not know. I need to ask.” They had six empty cots waiting, and Rigi had not heard or seen any admissions recently. “Don’t make any fresh beds until we—” A terrible smell reached her nose—someone had suffered an attack of green-bowel. She should not have spoken aloud, Rigi groaned silently, gathering her skirts in one hand and putting her other hand over her nose and mouth. “Yes, a full set, please, and spare towels.” She hurried down the row and around the partition curtain knowing all too well what she’d find. Indeed, it was as bad as she’d imagined, but at least this time it was a relatively small upper third female. She’d almost been crushed by a lower fifth male. He hadn’t meant to hurt her, but he’d been big, and weak, and had fallen over. The female’s skin seemed a little crinkled under the new fur, a sign of dehydration. Rigi pushed the call button and assured her patient, “You are ill, and there is no shame in illness. Allow me to assist you, yes, move this way, yes, tail like that, thank you . . .”
    
TWO DAYS LATER, the ward consolidated and Drs. Rajnanda and Tsee dismissed Tomás, Rigi, and a dozen other volunteers, human and Staré. “We have enough people to deal with any foreseeable difficulties, and the immune booster is working. We have had no new cases in fifty hours, two days, and we have enough people here to take care of those recovering. The immune booster for humans is also underway, and should be ready soon.”
Rigi blinked. “Ah, do I need to find a place to stay, sir? I have a two-year-old sibling at home.”
“No. You cannot carry it to children, Miss Auriga. They catch it from the air just as Staré do. If the child has not had it, she won’t get it from you.” Dr. Rajnanda sounded confident and Dr. Tsee gestured his agreement. Rigi hand bowed.
“I’ll comm your parents if you wish, Miss Rigi” Tomás offered.
“Thank you. If you would not mind, Capt. Prananda, I will be in your debt.” She’d forgotten to charge her little personal comm and it had run flat.
“It is my pleasure as well as duty.” He made a flourish and bow, then smiled slyly. “Your mother would never forgive me if you had to drag poor Martinus home through Sogdia. What would people say?”
She giggled for the first time in weeks.
Rigi wasted no time collecting her things and stirring Martinus. He needed a deep cycle, and she hoped he would not lock up before she got him home. His hundred kilos were a little much for her to carry. Nahla watched her, then pleaded, “Miss Rigi, may I come with you?” //Hopeful.//
Rigi stopped. Oh dear, what did she say? She crouched down so she was eye-to-eye with the hopling. “Not right now. I will ask for permission to see if you are old enough to join me, but you are needed here, and I do not know if my house has room for another person.” She doubted her parents would agree, but she would ask. And Nahla’s mother and father should be recovering soon and be able to take her home, and Rigi did not want them to have to pay for having Nahla purified of human as well as cross Stamm contacts. Hoplings and pouchlings fell outside the Stamm rules to an extent, but not entirely. “I give my word that I will ask.”
//Disappointment.// “Thank you, Miss Rigi.”
To her surprise Rigi emerged in the fresh air to find Makana, her father’s assistant Jaihu, and a flitter waiting. Jaihu bowed as best he could and Rigi hand-bowed. “Your father sends his greetings and his transport. Your mother prefers that you not walk home, lest,” he shifted to Common, “people talk.”
Rigi covered her mouth to hide giggles. “Thank you, Jaihu, Makana.” Makana opened the rear and Rigi watched Martinus get in, then followed him. That explained why Makana had come along, she thought as they lifted into a low hover. His mass was needed to balance Martinus, since Jaihu did not allow Martinus into the front seat.
“You are most welcome.” Makana looked to Jaihu, who gestured with one forefoot. “You are not to go out without both Martinus and I, Miss Rigi, not until matters settle. Some Staré and humans blame other humans for the fur-drop plague, and are threatening those who work in the places of healing.”
Rigi closed her eyes and counted to ten. “Thank you for informing me Makana, Jaihu.” She would worry later. Right now she wanted to be home, to take a long soak, to put on different clothes, to deep cycle Martinus, and to eat either Shona’s or her mother’s cooking. She probably needed to plug Martinus in first. Carrying him upstairs would be . . . difficult, she decided, even with Makana and Lonka helping. He’d be awkward to lift.
They reached the house without incident, and Jaihu dropped her, Martinus, and Makana off. She rounded the back corner to find her mother on the verandah, hands on hips. Oh dear. “Auriga, as soon as you take care of Martinus, you need to look at the invitation list I drew up so I can send it to Mrs. Brown. I do not want to over-weight her hospitality. Then you really need to—” She stopped and really looked at Rigi, leaned forward, and sniffed.
Oh dear. Makana stepped sideways, as if removing himself from the line of fire.
“See to Martinus, then wash and change, Auriga Maris Regina. What did you get into?”
Rigi almost answered. Instead she said, “I was close to some cleaning chemicals, and I fear they may have gotten into my bag. Shall I leave everything in the coat-and-shoe room?”
“Everything you are not wearing, Auriga.” Feeling very much like her ten-year-old self, Rigi slunk past her mother. “Makana, Shona has a list of items now that the market has reopened.” Makana slunk as well, Rigi noticed.
The bath felt very good. Clean clothes felt even better. The list was not quite as long as Rigi had feared, lifting her spirits a little. A plate of cheese rusks and something sweet-hot-crispy appeared as she went through the list, and she wondered how Lonka had snuck in without her noticing. Then she looked at her in-box. Rigi returned the list to her mother, cleaned every crumb off the plate, and girded her loins, so to speak, to start work on the messages.
She skimmed until she found one from Kor, via Lexi. “Miss Auriga, the Elders Council of the Southern Staré requests that you transcribe your notes into a digital file and give a copy to the Council.” As she sent an acknowledgement, a live-comm buzzed, from Uncle Eb’s address.
To her surprise, it was Lexi, not Uncle Eb. “Good afternoon, Miss Rigi.”
“Good afternoon, Lexi.”
He looked very formal, and he seemed to look past the screen. “I have been asked to confirm your possession of notes of accounts given by Elders.”
Was this being recorded? “I do have in my possession notes taken of the accounts of Elders. I will transcribe them into full accounts, no changes or editing, and will give the files to the Southern Elders Council.”
He bowed to the screen. “In advance, thanks are given for your work.” He took a deep breath and his ears drooped. “Over half the entire Council died, and we feared their memories lost, all lost, forever.”
Half? Kor had not said so many! But Kor might not have known, and not all the Elders lived in Sogdia. “My sorrow for your loss, Lexi. I will transcribe them as soon as possible and will send them to you?”
“No, to Kor. I will send his address. He does have one, despite ferocious protestations and frequent attempts to hide in the depths of the Indria Plateau.”
That sounded more like the Lexi she knew. “Given the depths of the Indira Plateau, even I can understand why his attempts to hide have proven unsuccessful thus far.” She’d never seen any place so flat that was not paved and designated as a landing field. You could see a sleeping wombeast from ten kilometers away. “Ah, pardon my distraction, but where is Uncle Ebenezer?”
Lexi sighed, a long, heartfelt, and very human sigh. “Mistress Trent discovered an inter-systems freight box. It contained hard-copy texts and had been sent shipping due. Mister Trent is in the process of attempting diplomatic actions in order to avert a domestic crisis. He also suffered a chronological memory failure and the date of their marriage passed unnoticed.” He added with a mournful sound, “The date had a large number ending in zero. I fear I shall be needing to train a new researcher.”
Rigi giggled, then laughed, then giggled again. Lexi wiggled his ears at her and signed off, leaving her slumped in the chair still giggling and wiping tears from her eyes. Oh, Uncle Eb was indeed in deep trouble. As usual.
All was as it should be in Rigi’s world.
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BECOMING AN ADULT
Rigi decided on the direct approach. That evening after supper, she said, “Father, Mother, a hopling I worked with asked if she could come home with me. I said I would ask for permission.”
Her mother rocked Paul and seemed to be considering the question. Her father asked from behind his news reader, “How old is the hopling?”
“I would guess eight years, sir. She is high third, and her family lives near the park. I’ve seen her and her mother there. She was fascinated by Paul.”
Her father shook his head. “I suspect her parents, once they recover, will not be interested in sending her for training, and Siare would have difficulties teaching her. No, not at this time, Rigi.”
“Yes, sir. Thank you.” She’d asked, and duty done, Rigi started reading.
“Have you found a suitable dress for your coming-of-age celebration, Auriga?”
Given that she’d been a touch preoccupied by matters of life and death for the past three weeks, Rigi wondered if her mother had suffered a memory failure. No, she decided before speaking, her mother had probably assumed that when Rigi wasn’t working, she’d been looking at styles and fashions, like her sister Lyria had always done. “I have a style in mind, ma’am, but need to see what colors are available this season. I would like to incorporate the ribbon Lexi gave me, if that would not be too much.”
“No, I do not believe it would be in excess. I am told that Miss Leopoldi will wear scarlet, and Miss Deleon selected dark green. White is, of course, not suitable.”
“No, ma’am.” Not that she could wear white well, and crimson? No, not without feeling terribly conspicuous, even if her coloring did permit it. The ribbon likely would not go with crimson, and pastels seemed inappropriate for some reason. Black and brown might be taken as suggesting that she did not care to marry, and that certainly did not apply. “Pink and yellow zig-zags perhaps?”
Her father looked up and smiled. “With orange fringe on the sleeves, hem, and collar. You will be the talk of Sogdia for the rest of the season, Rigi.”
“And I shall not be able to venture out of the house without wearing a bag over my head! Absolutely not. Where did that idea come from?” Mrs. DeStella-Bernardi sounded as if she intended to hunt out the source of inspiration and speak harshly with them.
Rigi called up the news holo and turned her reader around to show her mother.
“Oh stars be blessed, that is—” Her lips compressed into a firm line. “Forewarned is forearmed, and no. No ruffles that size, either, and the skirt . . ." Mrs. deStella-Bernardi sniffed, then sat back in her chair. "Her modiste should be scolded for telling falsehoods. How unflattering.”
Rigi thought the skirt and jacket made the woman look like a wombow about to deliver a clutch of eggs. Except the singer sported spikey green hair that reminded Rigi of one of the birds in the Bataria Archipelago. “Yes, ma’am.”
Rigi let a day pass as she transcribed the first batch of notes and sent them to Kor, then another, before venturing out with Makana and Martinus to the Staré market where her favorite dress-maker kept a workshop. Staré in the main section and along the edges of the great market gave her odd looks and she did her best to ignore them as she and her escort made their way well into the row of permanent workshops. Makana tapped on the door, and a hopling opened it, bowed, and said, “Please, enter Miss Auriga.”
Rigi stepped into the busy shop, careful not to brush against the stack of cloth heaped onto one of the worktables. Martinus and Makana squeezed in behind her, and an older fourth Stamm female appeared. “How may we be of service?”
Rigi hand-bowed. “I am in need of a dress for a special occasion. I do not know what color, but I would like to use this gift on it, if possible,” she opened the box with Lexi’s ribbon. “And this style,” she gave the female a print-out of a sketch that combined what she liked the best in her other Staré-made dresses.
The female’s mouth worked side to side. Rigi smelled //weak fear, strong determination.// “Miss Auriga, Master Lon passed to the next world. His students will have to do the work, if you permit. And,” she looked away. “We must ask for payment in advance, for materials. Custom has been slow.”
Rigi wanted to hug the female and tell her that it would be alright. Instead she made a gesture like that the Staré used for understanding. “My sorrow for your loss, for Master Lon was most skilled and wise in his trade. I accept your offer, and pay now, so that you may purchase what you need. I trust his training and your supervision. No red, white, or green, and no patterns, please.”
Pure //relief// washed through the shop, coming from four Staré at once. The female bowed. “Thank you, Miss Auriga. Five days, please, return. We have your measure.” Rigi paid, hiding a flinch at the estimate. It did include material, something she usually provided, and the tailors couldn’t be certain of finding anything on discount the way Rigi could when she went hunting. The Staré bowed as a group and she hand-bowed, then departed.
A pair of seventh Stamm males hopped past dragging a large bale of something. Rigi stayed back, not exactly hiding behind Makana. Distracted sevenths never finished their assigned tasks, everyone knew that, and humans rarely visited this part of the market. Only after they had turned the corner did Rigi and Makana continue on, with Martinus walking beside Rigi. “Is there else you need, Miss Rigi?”
She considered her list. “No, Makana.”
He hesitated, then asked, “May we go by the Place of Refuge?”
“Yes.” She’d wait in the wombow cart. Several hoplings appeared to be following them, and she wondered what was going on. Of course, they could just be going the same direction. As Rigi and Makana neared the all-Stamm fountain, they heard sounds of a commotion near the wombow parking area.
“You’re dumber than an eighth and less useful.”
“Your parents were so stupid that they got eaten by tree-drapers!”
“Take that back!”
“You first.” Rigi and Makana exchanged looks. She thought for a few steps, then held up both hands, showing nine fingers. His ears twitched and he made the sign for thirteen. Martinus didn’t take up the challenge. Makana gestured and they eased toward the opposite side of the gateway, closer to where they’d left Stodge and the cart.
“Hsss!”
Rip, rip, “Aiiigh!” Rigi looked to Makana, who gave the sign for ten. Fur-pulling usually stopped around age nine. Usually. A bit of pale brown fluff danced past on the breeze. Oh dear.
They rounded the corner and observed a pair of older hoplings grappling and kicking at each other. Neither one got too close, and only a little fur seemed to be torn loose, at least thus far. Where were the adults? Rigi didn’t see any of the males who usually loitered near the wombow parking, offering to watch the carts and to chase the hoplings away. The two looked fifth or sixth Stamm, both male, and Rigi frowned. She said loudly in Staré, “I thought pouchlings were not allowed here without their mother.”
She’d spoken louder than necessary. Makana did likewise. “So did I, ma’am. Someone needs to give this pair their forefoot.”
Rigi had been swatted more than once in her younger days, and knew just what a wallop an angry Staré adult’s flat forefoot packed. “Indeed. I’ve seen leaper pups behaving better.”
Two angry hoplings stopped fighting and glared at her. Makana loomed from over her shoulder, watching. Martinus drew even with Rigi and glared as well. At least, the hoplings thought he was glaring, because one pointed at the m-dog, eyes wide, and puffed fear. “Ah, ma’am, he called me eighth Stamm.”
“He started it.”
Rigi folded her arms and did her best to look stern, biting the inside of her cheek to keep from laughing. “And where are your pouch-holders?”
They pointed into the market, ears drooping. Makana leaned forward and Rigi moved sideways out of his way as he said, “If wombows spook, you pay fur-loss coin.” The paler of the two hoplings ducked, ears horizontal. The other had dilated eyes and looked ready to leave a mess on the walkway. Rigi smelled //fear/apology/ dread//. “Go,” Makana ordered. They bounded away, leaving bits of fur fluttering in their wake from their hind-claws. He muttered something about unwatched hoplings and lower Stamm parents, then led the way to where Stodge stood, nose buried deep in the wombow fodder trough. Rigi peered in but didn’t see any food. She hadn’t requested any, just water. Stodge didn’t need food yet. She paid the parking fee as Makana got into the cart and backed it. Then Martinus climbed in, Rigi close behind. Even the reinforced bottom of the cart wouldn’t hold if Martinus jumped in.
Rigi stayed seated while Makana went into the Place of Refuge. She caught a glimpse of the lovely waves of colored tile on the interior walls, but did not walk to the gate and peer inside. She’d been in the courtyard twice, once as a child and once a year ago, when Tankutshishin had asked her and Tomás to look at a document. Why had Makana gone in, Rigi wondered? Oh, he probably had to ask something about the coming-of-age events, since he’d been ordered to act as her guard by the Elders’ Council for reasons Rigi still did not understand. Was it to keep her out of trouble? Or to keep him out of trouble? She’d overheard Lonka muttering something to Shona about his younger brother and mischief. Rigi had great difficulty imagining either brother getting into trouble, but then she’d never imagined she’d see Lexi in armor. Fitting the ears must have been quite a challenge, she mused, running one hand over Martinus’s head.
“What—Stop!” Rigi lunged forward, grabbing the guide lines as Stodge spooked, jerking backward, head tossing, as a human vehicle trundled up beside the cart. “Easy, easy.” Rigi managed to stop him without falling over the driver’s seat. She clambered down and went to his head. Martinus clambered onto the driver’s bench, ready to move if commanded. “It won’t eat you, boy,” Rigi told the round head.
“Mwaah,” Stodge protested. The noise brought two second Stamm guards to the gate to see what caused the fuss.
“I do not believe I have seen a human serving a Staré before,” a man said. He stepped out of the passenger compartment of the hover-car. “Nor a Staré with an m-dog guarding its property.”
Rigi wondered if she should ignore the tall stranger. Except he seemed very, very well dressed, and he wore a large ring on one hand, like a seal-ring or file-holder ring. “Stand down, Martinus,” she ordered, just in case the stranger came too close. In Common she said, “I do not care to have my father’s wombow cart run away, sir, while the driver is tending to his own spiritual needs.”
He turned to the shorter man with him. “I thought you said that this was not a religious center.”
“Not a designated place of worship, no, your excellency. Some Staré do come here to speak with community leaders about spiritual matters, but it is not a religious center. The locals call it a place of safety.” He sounded as if he thought he knew everything about the Place of Refuge, and Rigi wondered who he was. “Dr. De Groet can tell you more, Your Excellency, if you are interested.”
The tall man was the new planetary governor! Rigi wanted to melt into the pavement. He and the other man walked toward the gate, and the Staré on guard duty moved to block it. “He is the crown governor,” Rigi called in Staré.
The expert with the governor frowned. “Manners, child, do not bother adults with your nonsense.”
Rigi flushed and turned her attention to Stodge and Martinus. Part of her wanted to watch, to try to prevent anything embarrassing from happening. A larger part of her wanted to watch the expert get tossed out on his ear, except that would make the new governor look bad. Rigi decided that she had done her duty and if the governor’s expert did not understand Staré, it was not her duty to volunteer, since she was a child. She did hope that Makana returned soon. She needed to transcribe more of the oral accounts and send them to Kor while everything remained fresh. And the sky seemed to be growing darker, as if it might consider raining later that day. Should she put the rain-top up? But that meant letting go of Stodge, and he didn’t always behave when things moved behind him.
“What do you mean we cannot come in until an Elder grants permission? His Excellency Sir Domingo Leopoldi is the royal governor of Shikhari and has every right to enter this building.” Rigi did not turn around. On second thought, she didn’t want to watch. Instead she studied how the fur around Stodge’s eyes and flat, bare nose lay against his skin. He had very long eyelashes, almost as long as the hairs inside his round ears. Well, wombeasts spent most of their time in places where dust and sand blew, so that made sense, she mused. And terror-birds and other predators couldn’t grab the tail he didn’t have. “This is not a place of worship, of course he can come inside.”
“Easy Kofi,” the second man said. “Is the Elder the one with the stocky, dark child?”
Oh no, oh dear, did they think a first Stamm was a hopling? Rigi closed her eyes and tried to make it all go away.
“No, Your Excellency, the stocky one is an Elder. I believe the other is his assistant.” Rigi smelled the sharp pong of //annoyed/angry// and risked looking. Makana stood behind one of the older female Elders, the one Rigi thought of as the Speaker because she spoke Common fluently. Rigi let go of Stodge and bowed to the Speaker.
The Speaker ear-bowed. “Miss Auriga, the Council asks that you continue your work,” she called in Staré.
“I shall do so, Honored Elder. My condolences and ear-grooming for your great loss.” The literal word for “sympathy offered” always made her wonder a little.
“Thank you. It is said that you soon take your place as a leader of the humans?”
She blushed. “No, Honored Elder, I take my place with those who may be considered leaders in the future.”
“Ah. Clearer and wiser indeed. Who is this?” She gestured to the governor.
“The tall male is first Stamm, the royal governor, the leader sent from the human world. The other is his speaker to Staré and trail-finder, I believe.”
“I see,” the Speaker said in Common. “Go in peace and clear ways to you,” she told Makana, who bowed very low and eased past the two humans, both of whom seemed to be staring at the Speaker in a way Rigi considered quite rude. Makana took over holding Stodge. Rigi and Martinus climbed back into their proper places and Makana got into his seat, backed Stodge, and let him trot onto the main street, then onto the wombow track.
“I hope he forgets me,” Rigi told Martinus. Lots of young women wore dark coats with small hoods, after all, and she wasn’t especially memorable in figure or face. On the other hand, very few human girls spoke to Staré Elders in Staré. Rigi considered everything and decided to leave it in the hands of the Creator and Creatrix. They knew best.
Five evenings later, Rigi stood in the family room, showing her parents her dress. “I am not entirely certain about the trim,” her mother said at last. “It seems too forward, now that it is unfolded and in use.”
“For a girl, yes, dear, but Rigi will be a woman, and compared to the dresses I’ve seen in the customs and importation lists, the trim is quite subdued.” Her father nodded his approval. “And it seems more practical than most.”
“Yes, Timothy, but still, the color . . .” Her mother circled her once more. “A deep jewel tone might be taken amiss.” She crossed her arms. “Except for the trim, one would suspect that you were not truly desirous of courting, Auriga.”
“Ahhh.” Rigi turned to see Lonka, Siare, and Shona all peering through the doorway. Lonka seemed especially pleased. “The Wise One is well dressed indeed,” he stated. The trio disappeared.
“What does he mean?” Her mother frowned, more with confusion than anger, Rigi hoped.
Rigi guessed, “Mother, this color is darker than the current mode, but it is almost the shade upper Stamm Staré females wear to announce that they have full mate portions and are ready to establish a household. I told the tailor to select the color she thought best suited to the design, and that was not one of the forbidden shades.” Rigi thought a little lighter would have been better, but she certainly was not going to fuss at this point. Not a week before the official religious ceremony and dance!
“I see. Even so, that color, so dark . . .” She circled Rigi once more.
“It will make her hands more visible,” her father pointed out.
“There is that.” Mrs. deStella-Bernardi sighed. “Very well. You may wear it. Have you notified your escort of the color?”
“No, ma’am. I left him a message. He and his men are training at the moment.”
“Well, at least we do not have to worry about your asking the same gentleman as one of the other ladies, as happened last season.” Her mother sat firmly. “And you will not disappear into the floral decorations. However, I am a touch concerned by the guest list. His Excellency will be escorting Miss Leopoldi, and I do not know how that will affect presentation order.” She rubbed her forehead. “She will expect to go last, even though Miss Deleon has precedence as the colonel’s daughter instead of niece.”
“I believe that is for Mrs. Brown and the matrons to decide, Ma’am,” Rigi ventured. She did not want another lecture on who sat with whom and who had social presence before whom. The Tradition held that all were equal, and if she wanted to push matters, Rigi should go last because of birthdate and her father’s position with the Company. As she considered it, Rigi started to wonder if it were too late to run away to the woods, or see if Aunt Kay needed an assistant for a project on the other side of the planet. “And of all of us, Mrs. Brown has the most experience and best sense of taste and judgment in these matters.”
Her mother's small frown remained unchanged. “Indeed, Auriga, but I do not care to have a scene.”
“I’m sure there will not be any scenes. Miss Deleon is a lovely young lady, ma’am, and Miss Leopoldi no doubt has been presented once already, at Home.” Rigi hoped so. And Miss Deleon and the governor would pull every last bit of attention away from Rigi and Martinus and Tomás. Which was how it should be, really.
“It is decided, Rigi, so go change,” her father ordered with a wink.
“Yes, sir.” She hurried upstairs and took off the dress, careful not to snag the delicate loop-work and designs on the edges of the bands of trim. She considered sitting down to transcribe another account, but decided against it. She had ten left, and she was tired. Better to do the work when she was fresh and paying full attention. Rigi checked the dress off her mental preparation list, put on a house-dress and loose trousers, and looked at her messages. One from Tomás had come in, and she opened the file.
Rigi returned to the family room and wondered what to do. Tell her mother right now, and hope for the best, she decided. Although leaving a note, then climbing out the window, down the edge of the verandah, and hiding in the woods sounded better and better. Stink-pigs, striped-lions, and wombeast stampedes posed less danger than her mother’s temper right now. Except Martinus would probably make too much noise on the roof and give her away. “Mother, Tomás answered my message.”
“And?”
Rigi took a deep breath and braced. “He has been honored with the privilege of escorting Miss Leopoldi. Captain Prananda asks if perhaps Cyril might stand in, or Lt. Deleon?”
“What?” Her mother’s eyes flashed open so wide that Rigi wondered if they might fall out of her head, and she flushed red with anger. “Who?”
“General Zia informed Col. Deleon of the arrangement this morning.”
Her mother stood, arms stiff at her sides. “I shall speak with Mrs. Brown, and with Mrs. Col. Deleon this very evening.”
Rigi wanted to hide under the chair. “Ma’am, this would be a wonderful advancement for Tomás’s career, and I’m certain Col. Deleon and General Zia have only the best intent,” she tried to be tactful. “Would it be better perhaps to wait and see what Mrs. Brown says tomorrow, after it is announced officially?”
“Most certainly not Auriga Maris Regina. You may not care to disrupt General Zia’s plans for Tomás, but this is a slight and most inappropriate.” She stormed out of the room, marching down the hallway to her office. Rigi hid her face in her hands. She shouldn’t have said anything.
Her father walked over and patted her shoulder. She sniffed, “I’m sorry, sir. I should have stayed quiet. Mother wouldn’t dare protest at the dance.”
“I fear that you are incorrect in your assessment of your mother’s approach to certain social matters.” He sighed and patted her again. “Cyril cannot serve as your escort, since he is your brother. But Lt. Deleon would not be a problem, even though his sister is being presented as well. It will sort itself out.”
“I hope so. Governor Leopoldi does not seem to be a forgiving man, or one who takes slights well, sir.”
He frowned down at her. “What do you mean?”
“He and another gentleman tried to go into the Place of Refuge without asking the Elders, since it is, purportedly, not officially a religious worship site.” Rigi looked down. “He thought I was a child, or Makana’s servant. I didn’t say anything, sir, although the Speaker addressed me directly and I had to answer. I, ah,” she looked up again. “I do not believe that the gentleman with His Excellency spoke Staré. He couldn’t tell male from female, either, and thought that the Speaker was a hopling based on her size and coloring.”
Her father covered his eyes with one hand. “Crap. I’d hoped that story was a nasty bit of gossip. I heard it from Jaihu.”
“Sir, may I run away and join a starship crew, or go work as a fruit sorter for the rest of the season?”
“No, because that would leave Cyril, the staff, and I to bear your mother’s disappointment, unless I can come with you.” The glint of humor in his eye made her feel better.
“Mother might notice your absence, sir.”
He ruffled her hair. “Oh, yes. While we are talking Staré and people being foolish?”
“What did Uncle Eb do this time, besides forgetting his wedding anniversary date?”
Her father hid his smile with his hand. “Did he? I wondered what the explosion from that direction was. All is explained. Ahem.” He lowered the hand. “No, Shona has decided, at last, for reasons only known to himself, to take an apprentice. He wants a young one, who he will not have to re-train. And there is an orphaned female, third Stamm, who seems to fit his qualifications list.”
Rigi blinked. “Nahla? She—Both parents?” How terrible!
“Both parents and two siblings and the grandparents on both sides. Worse, she’s one of the four naturally immune, the only one who did not become resistant through repeated exposure like Kor was. No one will take her in.” He sighed. “The Temple has agreed to help support her as an act of mercy until she has a skill or finds a mate. And nine years is too young for a mate.”
“Indeed, sir. Do we need to add space?”
“No, she will stay in the Staré housing, in the little one that Siare prefers not to use when she’s off duty.” Siare commuted to be with her mate in the Staré district south of Sogdia. “But do not tell your mother yet. I believe it would be better for Shona to start training her, and then for your mother discover her presence.” He looked a little guilty. “I didn’t discuss it with her.”
“No, I understand, sir. She’s a little preoccupied at the moment, and Paul takes a great deal of time and attention.”
“Wise child.” He winked and returned to his seat as Lonka brought in a tea and coffee tray, ear-bowed, and departed. “Wise Lonka.”
    
THE FORMAL RELIGIOUS ceremony marking Rigi’s entry into full adulthood came as a blessed moment of calm and peace amid the storm of her mother’s attempts to sort out the dance and visits that would follow. Rigi wondered at times if she could just send Martinus with a voice recording. The dress almost fit him, and he balanced fairly well on his hind legs. Except her mother’s wrath would make the Staré tales of the destruction of the First World seem positively bucolic and sweet. “I’m glad I named you Martinus and not Melissa,” Rigi told her m-dog. “Mother might be arranging an escort for you too, otherwise.” But the Temple service could not be affected by precedence, tantrums, or lengthy discussions of pedigree and employment.
For the last time Rigi took her place seated with the other young girls. They ranged in age from eight to seventeen, and several eyed her with envy. Rigi adjusted her white gloves and tried to be calm and to focus on the rituals. The two great chimes sounded, one deep and rolling like the sea of stars, and the other sweet and bright like dancing water. The Matron and Guardian rose from their places behind the men and women respectively, walked down the central division of the inner Temple, and bowed to the symbols of the Creator and Creatrix, equal and different. “O come, let us honor our makers,” the pair sang in unison.
“All honor to the Creator and Creatrix, makers of all the worlds and the stars between,” the worshippers sang back.
“Praise and honor be to them, and to all who serve their fellow creatures,” the Matron responded.
A deep voice chanted, “They shall be protected and guided, led to the paths of righteousness and peace, of blessing and good things.” The Guardian, a large, pale gentleman, turned to the women’s side. “All who take the duty of the created, rise and so show.”
Hands shaking, Rigi stood with the adult women for the first time. The Guardian pointed to her, “Who stands among the young?”
She gulped. “Auriga Maris Regina, daughter of Acherna and Timothy, stands to take up her duties.”
The Matron looked around. “Knows anyone here this child of creation?”
To Rigi’s surprise most of the worshippers stood. They responded, “We know this child.”
“I have seen her perform acts of mercy,” a woman, one of the nurses, chanted.
“And acts of service,” a man added.
A second man declared, “She serves the servant.”
Almost two thirds of the congregation recited something they had seen her do, or knew of. Rigi felt embarrassed, terribly embarrassed by the attention.
“She has taken the duties of defense and not been found wanting.” Rigi almost fainted from surprise as the rangemaster spoke up. He was a neoTraditionalist?
“She has improved upon the gifts given to her by Creator and Creatrix,” a thin, older woman’s voice sang. “And she has sought the council of the wise and followed that council.”
A rustle of surprise, and the Retired Matron joined the two leaders standing before the symbols. They stepped aside, yielding the place of honor to their senior. “Come forward, she who would leave behind childhood.” As the other worshippers sat, Rigi stepped into the open space between men and women. “Do you know what it is you move into?”
Rigi began to dance. Not with her whole body, no, the Creator and Creatrix had not given her that skill. But her hands and arms moved, telling the story of childhood and adulthood. Rigi swayed, concentrating on getting everything in the proper order and without making a mistake. Some of the gestures required long, slender fingers that Rigi lacked. She turned in place, facing the gathered faithful, and danced the steps of adulthood, backing one step toward the Matron and Guardian with each eight gestures, keeping the rhythm going in her mind and shoulders. When she reached eight counts of eight, she turned again and knelt, hands and arms still moving, and bowed to the Creator and Creatrix. Rigi lowered her hands to the floor and waited, trying not to pant.
“Rise, Auriga Maris Regina, star-daughter, and take up the duties of womanhood and the rights as well.” The Guardian and Matron helped her stand, and the Retired Matron hung a tiny star made of silver wire around her neck. Inside the star a bead rolled, carved with the symbols of Creator and Creatrix. Rigi tucked the necklace inside her collar, and the Retired Matron gave her a sad smile. Even here, on Shikhari, they dared not proclaim to all their faith so openly as that. Rigi curtsied and took a place with the adult women.
“So it is witnessed!” The three leaders sang. They turned and all present bowed to the images of Creator and Creatrix. “Let us praise and sing in thanks, for a child grown and gifts given.”
After the service ended Rigi attended her first women’s meeting. By custom it was short, simply adding her name to the list of those who could be called to serve and who needed to vote on matters concerning Temple events. But to see her name in the book—it brought home just how serious her promise was. The duty books had been used to persecute neoTraditionalists in the past, and now Rigi would be counted among the membership in all ways. She shivered as she wrote her name in clear dark letters.
After a light supper, Rigi collapsed into bed and slept through the night. The next morning, she found a note in her comm box from Tomás. “Remind me never to upset your mother. Or Aunt Kay.”
“Oh no,” Rigi whispered. “Oh dear, what has mother done?”
Rigi found out two nights later.
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SOCIAL GRACES AND LACK THEREOF
“Tomás will be your escort, Auriga,” her mother informed her as they got out of the flitter and began walking toward the Brown residence.
Rigi almost tripped, barely catching herself and turning the stumble into a quick double-step to get out of the way of another guest. Behind her, Cyril seemed distracted, probably because Miss Sorenson appeared to have caught the hem of her skirt on the buckle of one shoe. Rigi added rough-edged trim on shoes to her list of “things never to wear.” The stumble gave her time to think before speaking. “I see.” Would the change ruin his career? He was her fourth cousin, and a friend, but she didn’t want to cause him trouble with the Royal Governor, especially if the gentleman recognized her as the girl with the wombow cart at the Place of Refuge. Rigi didn’t say anything more, concentrating on not tripping on the slightly uneven pavers in the courtyard garden. The sound of the fountain brought back memories she’d prefer not to consider, and she shivered despite the evening’s warmth and the heat radiating up from the stones underfoot.
“Miss Bernardi!” Mrs. Brown swept down on her as soon as they entered the receiving hall. “Acherna, Timothy, so good to see you.” The women air-kissed each other’s cheeks, and Rigi handed her shawl to a patient-looking fourth Stamm hopling who held out cloth-covered forefeet. “Exactly, Thal. Good,” Mrs. Brown told the hopling. Once the young female took the shawls away, Mrs. Brown explained, “We took in three hopling orphans and are teaching them skills and Common until they can find foster families. One of each Stamm we have staff from.”
Rigi suddenly wondered how many hoplings and pouchlings had been left by the fur-drop epidemic and where they had ended up. She’d assumed that the other Staré had taken them in, but had they? Should she ask? Yes, but not tonight.
“This way, Miss Bernardi.” Rigi followed Mrs. Brown into the main hall. Flowers and ribbons in Crown blue, white, and green hung in swags from the columns surrounding the main dancing area and the side section where tables were being covered with food. “You are the first of those being presented to arrive. However, you will be presented second, after Miss Deleon. Mister Patel is escorting Miss Deleon.” The older woman’s lips pursed and the corners of her mouth curved down into the slightest of mous. “His Excellency has favored Miss Leopoldi by acting as her escort. I am told he was most insistent, despite tradition and protocol.”
“Ah. Perhaps manners on Home have shifted, ma’am. I am given to understand that Miss Leopoldi was presented at Her Majesty’s court, and it is said that protocols differ somewhat there.” Rigi had no idea, but she didn’t want things to start off on the wrong foot.
“Perhaps.” Mrs. Brown looked over Rigi’s head, across the room. “And here is Capt. Prananda. Good. I do not enjoy repeating myself more than is necessary.”
Rigi smiled as Tomás walked up to them, hat tucked under his left arm. He winked, then made a dramatic three-fold bow, swirling his hand at his forehead, heart, and waist level. Rigi curtsied in her best dancing-lesson manner, while struggling not to giggle. Proper young ladies did not giggle so much. Tomás did not make it easy, however, striking a pose stolen from one of the romance holo-dramas while Mrs. Brown turned to answer another guest’s question. “It is good to see you well, Capt. Prananda,” Rigi offered.
“Likewise, Miss Bernardi. It takes a truly beautiful gem to fit such an elegant setting.” He struggled to keep a straight face as he spoke, quoting that same holo-drama.
For the first time in a week, Rigi relaxed. “And a master artist to recognize both gem and mount.” His mouth twitched, then he sobered abruptly.
“As I was saying,” Mrs. Brown began, the full weight of her attention once more upon them. “You will go second, Miss Bernardi, after Miss Deleon. Instead of each of you having a dance, we will wait until Miss Leopoldi is presented and has her dance, then the first couples dance will begin. It will be ‘Flowers in Winter.’ Then the floor will open. I am informed that His Excellency prefers not to infringe upon younger couples, so precedence will not be enforced on the floor.” She sounded relieved. “However, Colonel Deleon will be in attendance, so please be mindful and if you sense differences of opinion beginning, Captain, please see if they can be soothed.”
“Yes, ma’am.” Given that such differences of opinion had more than once led to one party being taken home to be patched up by medics, Rigi wished him luck. He and Cyril had taken care of troublemakers in the past, but it would be harder for him to leave gracefully now. Or perhaps not. Rigi decided to give him advanced permission to leave if he needed to.
“Ah, here are Miss Deleon and her brother. Excuse me.” Rigi and Tomás retreated to the sitting area where the three young ladies and their escorts would be for the evening, when not dancing or mingling with the other guests. He left his hat on the chair after fluffing the feather. They looked at each other.
“I give you permission to leave if you need to take care of trouble,” Rigi said.
“Thank you, and I hope I don’t have to settle anything.” He sighed. “What a week.”
“I’m sorry if you got in trouble for not escorting Miss Leopoldi. I was going to ask Uncle Eb or Cy to step in, or Lt. Deleon.”
He blinked, black eyes going wide. “Uncle Ebenezer at a dance? I would give a year’s salary to see the reaction when he set foot on the floor. And to hear what Lexi would tell Aunt Kay afterwards.”
“Lexi’s version would be more entertaining than mine, I’m certain.”
“I wouldn’t go that far, Rigi.” He shook his head a little and tapped his gloves against the leg of his dress uniform trousers. “And I did not get in trouble. His Excellency thanked Col. Deleon for the kind gesture but said that custom now required a senior family member present young ladies to society, as is done on LimWorld.” He leaned close and said in a near whisper, “There was an incident last year at the court presentations.”
“Oh. Thank you for clarifying, Captain. That explains a great deal.” Mister Patel and Miss Deleon walked up to them, Col. Deleon not far behind.
“Miss Bernardi, it is good to see you under less trying circumstances,” Col. Deleon said, bowing as Tomás backed out of the way.
Rigi curtsied. “Likewise, sir.” She turned and curtsied a little to Miss Deleon, who looked from her father to Rigi and back, slightly confused. Mr. Patel seemed to be weighing and considering Rigi, then remembered his manners and bowed. Well, he did come from a very different culture, Rigi reminded herself.
“You know Miss Bernardi, Father?”
“She is the artist who works with Dr. Xian on the xenoarchaeology texts. Miss Bernardi also accompanied the mapping group to the Indria Plateau.”
“Oh.” Anything else Miss Deleon might have said disappeared in a flurry of skirt dusting and shifting position as a beautiful young woman with long, shining blue-black hair and sparkling black eyes walked toward them. Her crimson dress made Rigi sigh with envy, although she wasn’t certain about the neckline. It seemed a touch low for a young woman just coming into society. But she had been presented in the queen’s court on Home, so this was different, Rigi scolded herself. And the cut and color flattered Miss Leopoldi without being immodest. Her uncle wore black and white, with the green, white, and blue sash of office. The men bowed, and Rigi and Miss Deleon curtsied to His Majesty’s presence on Shikhari.
“Col. Deleon, Mister Patel,” the governor acknowledged. “And this is Captain Prananda?”
“Sir, yes, sir.”
Col. Deleon gestured. “Allow me to introduce my daughter, Millisandra.” She curtsied again and this time Rigi saw the flash of white material beneath her green overskirt. Was it deliberate? If so it was quite daring. Only those on the official Royal Favor list wore white to social events.
“A most graceful young lady indeed,” the governor raised her.
“Thank you, Your Excellency. She takes after her mother.”
They heard musicians tuning, and before Rigi could be introduced, Mrs. Brown and two other hostess-matrons came to them, curtsying. “Your Excellency, it is truly an honor,” Mrs. Brown began. Rigi tuned out the rest of the words, instead looking at the people milling around the large hall. The men seemed to be a mix of half military, half civilian, which she expected since it was Col. Deleon’s daughter, and the governor’s niece, who were being presented. Cy seemed quite happy with Miss Sorenson, and Mrs. deStella-Bernardi appeared deep in conversation with Mrs. Sorenson already.
“Jumping Jehoshaphat, by the greater Magellanic Cloud, look behind the large plant,” Tomás said into Rigi’s ear. Which plant? Rigi saw a familiar pair of ears. She opened her fan, using it to cover her surprise as she caught a glimpse of Uncle Eb, Aunt Kay, and Lexi. “What did Aunt Kay put in his tea to get him here?”
“He had a crate of books delivered freight due, and forgot their anniversary,” Rigi hissed back.
“No wonder he wasn’t answering comms.” She heard laughter in Tomás’s voice and felt a giggle rising to match it. She struggled to keep a properly polite and sober expression on her face.
The instrumentalists went quiet, and Rigi took that as the signal. So did the others, and Mr. Patel bowed to Miss Deleon as her father went to stand with the others. Tomás gave Rigi his hand and they followed the other couple, staying out of sight as much as possible. Mr. Brown cleared his throat. “Ladies and gentlemen, welcome. It is my honor and privilege tonight to introduce three young ladies to this honored company. Miss Millisandra Deleon, daughter of Colonel and Mrs. Deleon, escorted by Mr. Sanjay Patel.” Miss Deleon seemed to float down the three steps to the floor, one hand resting on Mr. Patel’s hand. She curtsied low to the watchers, then rose and stepped to the side. Rigi gulped and hoped that she wouldn’t trip or make Tomás look bad. Please may I not trip, please, Creator and Creatrix may I not trip. “Miss Auriga Bernardi, daughter of Mister and Mrs. Timothy Bernardi and Acherna deStella-Bernardi, escorted by Captain Tomás Prananda, Order of Polaris Second Class.” Tomás had royal honors? Rigi forgot to trip, instead concentrating on moving so that she wouldn’t get in Tomás’s way, then curtsying without falling over. They moved sideways, opposite Miss Deleon and Mr. Patel, bowed and curtsied to the other couple who did likewise, and left the floor.
“Miss Katarina Leopoldi, daughter of Mister Antonio Leopoldi, escorted by His Excellency Domingo Leopoldi.” Miss Leopoldi also floated down the steps and curtsied gracefully, then turned and her uncle placed one hand on the small of her back. The first notes of a waltz began, and they danced alone. Rigi watched and admired their sense of the music. She still had to count under her breath and recite the steps. If she didn’t have to use her feet, dancing was easy. Alas, only in the Temple could she dance while standing still. Rigi snuck a glance and saw Tomás watching with open admiration. If he had royal honors, then he had a good chance of marrying Miss Leopoldi, Rigi knew. They’d make a lovely pair, and it would do wonders for his career.
The dance ended and everyone clapped. Rigi and Miss Deleon and their escorts joined the governor and Miss Leopoldi on the floor for “Flowers in Winter.” It had some timing changes that required Rigi’s full attention, and she breathed a silent, grateful sigh when the last chords shivered into silence. More applause, and Rigi and Tomás circulated among the guests while other couples took the floor. She and Tomás worked half-way around the room before they found Aunt Kay and Uncle Eb with Lexi. Lexi bowed and Rigi and Tomás both hand-bowed in return. “Miss Auriga, allow me to present the thanks of the Elders’ Council for your careful work,” Lexi said in formal Common. “You have done a great service, as well as honoring the Staré in this way,” he gestured to her dress. “We thank you.” He shifted to Staré, “Now I’m going to the flitter and sleeping until this is over.”
Rigi held in her giggles, but only by hiding behind her fan until he departed. Uncle Eb acted as if he wanted to follow. Aunt Kay, one hand locked on his wrist, had other plans. “No, Ebenezer Solomon, we are at a dance and we are going to dance if it kills you. Which I remind you, it will not.” Rigi caught an unspoken “but I might,” and hid more giggles behind her fan. Tomás seemed to have a need to cough and turned away. If Uncle Eb’s ears could have drooped, they would have. “Congratulations, Rigi, and welcome to being an adult,” Aunt Kay said as she hugged her. “Although you’ve been a grown-up for several years already.”
“She is more grown-up than half the so-called adults of my acquaintance,” Uncle Eb grumbled. Louder he said, “Congratulations, Miss Auriga. You look lovely. That color is quite becoming. Did you select it?”
Rigi looked down. “Ah, no, sir. The Staré who made the dress did. I gave them a list of what not to use, and trusted their experience and taste.”
“Interesting,” Tomás and Uncle Eb chorused, then ducked.
“That is Staré made? I had no idea,” a woman’s heavily accented voice said from behind Rigi. She turned to see a woman in a loose, almost billowing striped dress and striped headdress watching her. “Did you teach them how? I wasn’t aware that was an indigenous skill.”
Tomás tightened his grip on her elbow. Rigi acted gracious. “No, ma’am, I did not teach them. Staré needlework and weaving are old traditions that predate the first contact. The Staré wear fewer garments than humans do, but they dress.”
“How novel.” She billowed away, leaving Rigi wondering what the stranger had heard about Staré.
“That is Dr. Lisi Szabor, one of the Crown’s xenology specialists and interspecies intermediaries,” Uncle Eb said. A coldness in his voice made Rigi shiver a little, glad for Tomás’s hand on her arm. “My dear, I fear you must excuse me.”
“Go,” Aunt Kay said, her mouth a tight line.
“Is there a problem?” Tomás asked after Uncle Eb disappeared behind a plant.
Their aunt sighed and rubbed her forehead. “There wouldn’t be if Dr. Szabor could be trusted to avoid starting an argument with Ebenezer. She can’t resist. He won’t leave a fight unfinished. She won’t stay long, so I’ll go fish him out from under the seat once she departs.”
“I’m sorry,” Rigi began.
“Pish tosh and leaper fur, Miss Auriga. This is nothing to do with you.” Aunt Kay smiled. “Shoo, go have fun and mingle and eat too many of the nice things on that second tray from the end. And take Tomás with you, before he faints from hunger.”
Tomás did his best to look briefly pathetic and starving before sobering once again. “If you and Aunt Kay make me giggle, Mother will have all of our hides,” Rigi warned. “Proper young ladies do not giggle.”
“Nor do they explore ruins, catalogue archaeological finds, and hunt, I fear I must most reluctantly remind you, Miss Auriga." Tomás paused, then amended, "Unless they are neoTraditionalist, of course.”
“Of course,” she hid the smile behind her fan. Most of the adults seemed more interested in lining up to speak with Miss Deleon and Miss Leopoldi, giving Rigi a welcome respite. She and Tomás selected what they wanted from the hot food line, then went and sat. A waiter brought their plates, along with a small table and sparkling fruit juice. “Or would you care for wine?”
Rigi considered the offer. “Not just now, thank you.” She’d had wine before, but only saw bottles of crimson and cobalt, neither of which were permitted by her family. Crimson for the color, and cobalt vintages had far more alcohol in them than true wines. Fruit juice served just as well, and she’d seen what a few sips too many of wine could do. “Aunt Kay was right about these,” she gestured with her fork at the spiced poultry balls in ginter.
“Indeed she was. I’d almost suspect Shona’s forefoot in the making, except I’m told he guards his recipes better than the crown guards state secrets.”
“At least as well, given what little I know of Crown matters.” The three-cornered pastries had something green, leafy, and bitter in them that she did not care for, but the little fruit bites tasted luscious. Rigi wondered if she should ask for more. No, not until everyone else had eaten. she sipped her juice and watched the dancers and other young ladies. Miss Deleon stormed up to the seats and flounced into her chair, glaring out at the room. Oh dear.
Mr. Patel joined her, followed by food and drink. That seemed to help. Rigi looked out again and saw a knot of men in a corner, and someone gesticulating wildly. She leaned to the side and whispered, “Capt. Prananda?”
“I see it. If you will pardon me,” he kept his glass as he descended two steps and threaded his way down the side of the room toward the commotion. Rigi sighed a little and returned to people watching.
A not-bad looking lieutenant approached her and bowed. “Miss Bernardi.”
“Lt. Deleon.”
“Might I have the favor of a dance?”
Rigi stood and extended her hand. “Certainly sir.” It was a dance-march, steady and dignified, one that she knew and could do fairly well. It flowed into a brief double-pair dance. As the last bar began and Rigi reached a count of six, preparing to switch hands and reverse direction—
“Ow!" A man protested, "That was uncalled for.”
“Then I suggest you recall with whom you are dancing, and refrain from making inappropriate comments.” Rigi caught sight of Miss Leopoldi snarling at one of the Company men, a stocky gentleman with grey in his hair. As the dance finished, Rigi and Lt. Deleon retreated to where she’d been sitting. He bowed her back into her seat and disappeared, probably to hide from his sister, who looked as if she wanted to slap Miss Leopoldi, or someone else.
Miss DeLeon hissed, “I fail to understand why she had to be presented here, since she was presented at court and is already betrothed.”
Mr. Patel answered. “Because the betrothal is conditional, based on the young man’s obtaining his inheritance, and her father and uncle believe that she needs to have a more likely option in mind... or so I am told.” He sounded tired. “I am coming to believe that the traditions on my home-world are far more sensible in that regard.”
For her part Rigi was aghast that Miss Leopoldi would be courting under false pretenses. That seemed grossly unfair on the part of her father and uncle, to allow young men to court her when she was already betrothed. Rigi sat back and felt the beginnings of a headache attempting to irritate her. She fanned.
“More juice, Miss Bernardi?” a Staré waiter offered.
“Thank you, you are most observant.” Rigi took a glass as the fourth Stamm male removed the empty one, backed, turned, and departed far more smoothly than Rigi moved. She drank and felt better.
“Miss Bernardi, might I have the honor of a dance, since your escort is currently occupied?”
She smiled up at Mr. Patel, and saw Miss Deleon on the arm of a major. “Most certainly, sir.” The quadrille permitted less physical contact than some dances, something she’d noticed Mr. Patel preferred. Tomás returned after the dance and claimed her for a waltz. “Disaster averted?”
“More or less, and try not to stare at Uncle Eb, please.” He winked. Rigi kept her eyes on him, admiring the way the colors of the trim and awards on his uniform worked with the basic white of the tunic and trousers. White didn’t flatter his coloring, but he wore it better than many. Even so, out of the corner of her eye she noticed Uncle Eb and Aunt Kay turning and flowing with the music. They danced very well, far better than Rigi did. Well, they’d had a while longer to practice, and that made a great deal of difference. Rigi caught herself losing track of the beat and brought her attention to where it should have been. Tomás smelled nice, not confusing like the men who wore scents often did. Governor Leopoldi passed close beside them and Rigi caught an odd whiff. She bit her tongue with dismay. His perfume was //silly/frustrated/lemon/just-fed hopling//. Oh dear, should she say something? No, this was not the time or place, and it might be taken as an insult. In truth, it likely would be an insult.
By the end of the evening, Rigi felt both tired and satisfied, if a little hurt that His Excellency refused to acknowledge her. She had not expected him to dance with her, and if he had asked she would have politely declined because of his rank, but he acted as if she did not exist. He and Miss Leopoldi sat on the other side of Miss Deleon and Mr. Patel. Had he forgotten her? And what exactly had been said that led to Miss Leopoldi being rude? Well, she was not going to ask. Rigi and Tomás danced the last dance, after which he handed her to her father. Rigi opened her mouth to thank him when Miss Deleon gasped.
“Yes, I will marry you,” Rigi heard Miss Sorenson tell someone. The guests moved and she caught a glimpse of Cyril on one knee, kissing Miss Sorenson’s hand.
Miss Deleon flushed, then paled, voice trembling, “How dare he? This was my night!”
“It still is,” Rigi assured her. “He has yet to obtain permission from her father, and I’ve heard nothing but pleased comments about your dress and how well you danced, ma’am. This is your night indeed.”
Millisandra blinked. “Really?”
“Oh yes. You wear green very well, ma’am, and your gown flatters you greatly. Your parents must be very proud.”
“We are,” Col. Deleon said from the other side of his daughter. “And as all good things must come to an end, at least in this turn of the wheel, if you will excuse us . . .” He led his now happier daughter away.
“You need to apply for the Royal Diplomatic Corps,” Tomás murmured sotto voce from beside Rigi, then bowed and walked off to speak with Mr. Brown and some of the other men.
“Well done, Rigi,” her father confirmed. “Thank you,” he took the shawl from the hopling, shook it out, and draped it around her shoulders. “Your mother is in the garden taking the air. Shall we join her?”
“Yes, sir.”
Her mother kept quiet until they were safely in the flitter and on the way home. Miss Sorenson had gone home with her mother and a cousin. “I find His Excellency’s manners somewhat provincial.”
“Because he pretended that Auriga didn’t exist, Mother?” Cyril sounded angry. “Everyone commented on it.”
“Because of why. He told Col. Deleon that he does not acknowledge neoTraditionalists and other fringe superstitions. Mrs. Deleon heard him and informed me so that I would not ask him myself.”
Rigi caught herself clenching her fists and opened her hands. “I am sorry to hear that he feels that way.” She kept her tone mild. So long as he governed impartially, his dislike of the religious remained his problem. How different from Governor Theodaulf, married to a neoTraditionalist! She turned to Cyril. “Congratulations.”
In the dim light she could see him blush. “Thank you. Her father granted his permission for me to ask her two days ago, and it seemed like a good moment. I’m sorry if I upstaged you, Rigi.”
She giggled. “You didn’t upstage me. Uncle Eb and Aunt Kay did that just by dancing.”
Her father laughed. “Yes. I’m told that several tens of credits changed hands among those who had wagered that Ebenezer would never be seen on the floor again after the little incident on Eta Tolima twenty years ago or so. He had dreadfully bad luck at three dances in a row and since then found excuses to avoid them if at all possible.”
Mrs. DeStella-Bernardi sighed. “I would be wary as well, Timothy, after the second one. Intoxicants are regulated for a reason.”
“Especially psychoactives, yes, and that was a graphic demonstration of why.” Her father shook his head. “She had such a brilliant future, too. And the young man could have done so much, but no, he was foolish.”
Rigi and Cy looked at each other. “Ask what?” she mouthed.
“No,” he mouthed back.
She closed her eyes and settled against the seat. She had not stepped on Tomás’s foot, had not spilled anything, and to her knowledge no one had been sent home in pieces. Rigi counted the evening as a success and drifted into a light doze.
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A VOICE IN THE DARK?
Two weeks later, Rigi added “obtain a flitter license” to her to-do list, at least once she completed everything else, including any modifications to the illustrations she’d finally turned in for approval. The wombows in the dairy had not been round enough, according to the author. Rigi leaned back against the flitter’s seat and closed her eyes for the moment, glad to be out of the house and away from her work table and drawing pads for a few hours. And away from her mother, who had been a bit taken aback when she discovered Nahla, to say the least. Jaihu grunted quietly and she felt the aircraft bank to the right, then level out once more.
“Cargo flitter, same level,” he said, pointing to the traffic display holo with one forefoot. Rigi sensed Makana leaning forward to see, and she noted the flashing red symbol as well. Passenger flitters were supposed to have priority, but the laws of physics and gravity overrode mere human traffic regulations.
Rigi looked outside, squinting against the glare from the high clouds. Another storm line seemed to be massing to the east, coming in from the sea. She spotted the dark shape. “Traffic in sight, slightly lower, two o’clock.” Why did they keep such archaic terms for where objects were? Because they worked, and after this long had become unbreakable tradition, at least within the atmosphere. She vaguely recalled Cyril saying that they used something different in space, since “up” and “down” varied so much between ships. “Traffic clear.” Jaihu’s forefeet moved and the flitter tilted to the side, then leveled once more. He flew more smoothly than most humans Rigi had travelled with.
The capital control sector light flashed, and Rigi activated the comm. “NovMerv approach Lima Five Eight Three with beacon Mike.”
“Lima Five Eight Three confirm pad five?”
Rigi looked at Jaihu. He puffed an affirmative. “Pad five affirmative, Lima Five Eight Three.”
“Cleared to land.”
Makana leaned back again and she heard the sound of the safety harness ratcheting tighter. He did not enjoy leaving the ground. Most Staré preferred to avoid air vehicles, even hovers, something Rigi thought odd given how much time they spent in the air when they hopped at full speed. Oh well, not all humans cared to fly. Rigi preferred it for long distances. And then there was Uncle Eb, who apparently remained on the “may not rent list” for high-performance flitters. Rigi had a few suspicions as to why, based on what she’d heard Tomás’s father say once. Rental agencies did not approve of their vehicles being flown inverted, or discovering that the speed limiters had been removed or reprogrammed. Rigi wondered yet again if Uncle Eb would ever stop looking at safety features as “personal challenges to be overcome,” as Lexi had phrased it. It did explain why Lexi seemed to be going prematurely white on the ear-tips.
The traffic alert screen blurred and changed scale to show the closest arrivals and departures. Nothing appeared in their arrival path, and Jaihu grunted, then engaged the beacon tracking system, taking his forefeet off the controls. However, he kept one forefoot very close to the override switch, Rigi noticed. She approved. She looked outside, counted two more cargo movers and several small flitters, and a larger military transport. How did the military deal with Staré and humans in the same vehicle, she wondered? Did they have technicians of both species to remove and replace seats and harnesses? “Large bird, three o’clock.”
Jaihu peered around her. “I see it.” After it passed, he added, “very large bird.”
What was it? Rigi tried to think of something that large but nothing leaped to mind. She’d ask Aunt Kay. It had a dark sheen, almost metallic, to its feathers. She’d most certainly ask Aunt Kay. Jaihu adjusted the thrust a touch, then extended the landing wheels. They touched down smoothly, rolled a few tens of meters, and followed the dots on the display to their assigned parking slot. The Company paid by the month for the flitter parking, and her father and others simply repaid what time they used. It seemed to work well. Jaihu shut everything down, then opening the locks as Rigi undid her harness. She stepped out and hurried around to open the cargo area and let Martinus out. She retrieved her bag as well. Martinus moved as if he felt as stiff as she did. Or was he just careful? “Wooeef.” It sounded like a statement.
“Wooeef to you too.” She patted his head. They turned so they wouldn’t see Jaihu climbing out. He’d been crippled in an accident and remained sensitive about his difficulty with some things. Instead Rigi counted flitters and noticed several with the royal insignia, including one with a bored-looking human guard standing beside it. Once Makana emerged and shook, scattering a bit of fur in the breeze, Rigi turned back and found Jaihu standing beside the hull. “I’ve been assured this will not take more than three hours.”
His ears twitched, and she caught a whiff of //doubt/resignation//. “Very good, Miss Rigi. I shall wait in the lounge until you send word of your return.” NovMerv had a very nice Staré waiting area, staffed by Staré, so she didn’t feel as bad about leaving him for so long. He ear-bowed and she and Makana set off, following the markings for the pedestrian safety lane.
They tried the new open-air transport from the landing port into the main government section of NovMerv. Rigi was not entirely pleased with the arrangements, in part because it appeared that the designers failed to make allowances for Staré tails. The Staré sat with their backs to the outside, tails extended beyond the side of the cars. That would never do in bad weather, she knew, and it was a safety hazard. And how did they sort out the Stamme, or did they? It was a human conveyance, after all, and some human-made things fell outside of Stamm rules. Rigi counted stops and got off three blocks from the museum. Makana and Martinus followed, and she heard someone from behind her hiss, “Who does she think she is, bringing a dangerous bot on the trolley?”
Rigi concentrated on not being run over by an automated goods transport. Makana helped her up onto the walkway and they went the rest of the way without difficulty. She noticed two other m-dogs, one in the colors of municipal security, and quite a number of Staré. As they stopped for traffic, Makana stated, “Miss Rigi, I do not believe that the latest fashion will find many followers in Sogdia,” //disbelief/resignation/mild dislike//.
“It strikes me that you are quite correct, or so I hope.”
“Woo?”
“Precisely, Master Martinus,” Makana said as Rigi caressed the m-dog’s head.
Ornately beaded and embroidered modesty aprons appeared every year, Rigi knew, and some of them ended up in art collections. Likewise the vests many Staré males wore. But beaded and studded modesty aprons with matching vests, in pastel colors with painfully bright trim? One low-Stamm male walked past wearing black with metal studding, and a black bow on his tail. Rigi made herself keep her eyes on the pedestrian path so she would not stare. Martinus’s fur tail-cover was one thing, but for a male Staré to have a bow on his tail? Only hoplings wore those. Rigi wondered who had started the fashion, humans or Staré? She smelled strong dislike from behind her and knew Makana’s thoughts on the matter.
Happily for her self-control, the Staré in the museum and university building wore tasteful, practical uniform aprons and vests. “Miss Auriga Bernardi, Makana, and Martinus,” she informed the human at the discreet check-in podium for those going to one of the offices.
“May I see your identification, please?” Since she did not have any transport qualifications, Rigi gave the woman her shooter permit. Makana did likewise. Martinus just wagged. “You are expected Miss Bernardi. Ah,” the clerk shifted from side to side as if her feet hurt. “Your escorts were not expected. I will need to contact Dr. De Groet and Dr. Martinez for permission.”
“Please do so.”
Rigi moved away from the podium to give the woman a little space and so she did not block other people’s way. The lower level had been refurbished since her first visit almost eight years before, with Uncle Eb and Tomás. Carved wooden panels showing different places on Shikhari had replaced the dark faux-marble, and bits of contrasting gilding and silverwork now called attention to the details on the broad staircases’ railings. Rigi studied a panel purporting to show the Indria Plateau. It seemed too rolling compared to her memory, but she’d not seen the entire continent-sized plateau, just two-thirds of it. The carver had done beautiful work, using the dark wood’s grain to enhance the topography. Makana made a coughing sound, drawing her attention.
A vaguely familiar man stood near the guard. “Miss Bernardi? I’m Dr. Martinez.”
Thad Martinez had filled out a little in the shoulders, Rigi decided. She thought he looked better, less like a starving student. “Good morning, sir, it is a pleasure to see you.”
His shoulders sagged and he seemed to relax. “Likewise. I understand you brought an escort?”
“Yes. Makana is my escort and chaperone, and you’ve met Martinus.”
“Chaperone? Oh, yes, I’m sorry, Miss Bernardi,” he smiled and gestured for them to come with him. “I forgot that neither Dr. De Groet nor Mr. Trent had come with you. Mr. Trent, ah,” he lowered his voice. “He is not attending the conference. Dr. Szabor had his name removed from the invitation list. Apparently they have a disagreement?” One eyebrow rose.
“So I had gathered, Dr. Martinez, but I do not know the details.” She concentrated on not slipping on the freshly-polished steps. Click, click, click.  “Martinus, claw retract.” Makana seemed to be holding his own, albeit slowly. Staré and stairs could be a difficult combination.
They reached the large, airy conference room without incident. Rigi took a seat in the back corner, and after a moment a student brought in a Staré seat for Makana. Martinus scanned the room, then lay down between them. Other people, some new to Rigi, some familiar, came in. “Miss Rigi! So good to see you,” Micah De Groet boomed, charging past two students to take Rigi’s hand and shake it firmly. “Congratulations on entering society. And on the award.”
“Thank you, sir.” Award? Oh, he probably meant the little prize for the sketch on Governor Theodaulf’s departure cards. She’d done a miniature landscape that had been printed on the back of the cards.
“Have you seen Kor recently?”
“Not since the end of the fur-drop epidemic, sir. I understand that the Elders Council of Sogdia ordered him to take up a leadership position, at least temporarily, and he is a touch busy, or so rumor has it.”
Dr. De Groet shook his a little and looked sympathetic. “He has my condolences if he is on a committee. We missed him this season.”
“If I see him, I will pass your greetings.”
“Please do, Miss Rigi, please do.”
A firm voice called, “Micah, where is the file?” He looked up at his eyebrows before turning around to assist the speaker, a woman in an odd top with very snug sleeves but a loose, flowing bodice in brilliant purple and red. She frowned at the controls inset in the surface of the table. “It is supposed to be here.”
“Yes, Dr. Szabor. Has it passed the warm-up screen?”
“Warm-up? It should have been primed and ready ten minutes ago.” She glared at the people in the room before frowning down at the screen, giving Rigi a view of the elaborate folds of her wrapped headdress and the beading on the edges. “What sort of primitive system is this? It had better work with my files or I will be . . .” her voice trailed off as she and Dr. De Groet did something. “Humpf.” Dr. Szabor looked very different from Dr. Xian. Rigi wondered if the students' nerves came from Dr. Szabor's temper, or from Dr. Xian being gone for the season as she could give an advanced course at the university on Home. Rigi decided half and half. Working with new-to-her people always made Rigi a little nervous.
Behind Dr. Szabor and Dr. De Groet, Rigi caught a glimpse of dark ears. Makana stiffened and she almost reached over to calm him, catching herself before she moved more than a centimeter. To her amazement, Kor himself slipped into the room behind the two academics. She and Makana bowed in their seats as Kor eased down the side of the wall and settled beside Rigi without being noticed. How had he done that? He had managed it because all the students were looking at something on one of their data-pads, trying to be ignored, and the xenoarchaeologists were fussing with the display system and oblivious to the movement around them. And he was Kor, the hunter. A senior graduate student followed Kor in, blinked hard, waved at Rigi, and said something to the man behind her. A second Staré seat appeared and Kor sat. “Humans,” he muttered in Staré. “Thicker than my brother’s head, which I had not believed possible.”
Rigi bit her tongue hard to keep from giggling at his tone and //annoyed/resigned//. Makana looked ready to faint from being in such close quarters with a first Stamm, full brother of the new Second Elder of Sogdia. “I take it you will be returning to the wilds, sir, in search of sense and reason?”
“Quite so, Miss Rigi. Before I scandalize my clan simply so they will leave me in peace for more than four heart beats.”
Dr. Szabor straightened up and looked around the room. Her frown deepened when she saw Rigi and her two associates in their corner. “Why is that young person here? And those two natives?”
Dr. De Groet and Dr. Martinez both murmured things to her, probably trying to smooth the waters. For her part, Rigi decided that Dr. Szabor reminded her of those small mammals from the far western end of the continent, the inedible ones with all the prickles that would attack larger things. What were they called again? She could see the thing in her mind’s eye. A spiked threw? No, but that was close. True? Spiked mew?
“So, welcome to this conference,” Dr. De Groet started, interrupting Rigi’s word hunt. “If you will allow me to make a few introductions, Dr. Szabor, to save time?”
“Certainly.” She folded her arms and looked annoyed.
Kor leaned over and whispered, “Interpret, please, for your guard and I.”
“Yes, sir.”
Dr. De Groet worked his way around the room, starting with the faculty, the guest, then the students at the table. “And Miss Auriga Bernardi, the illustrator and interpreter from the Indria Plateau expedition of two years ago, and one of the first reporters of the Stela Site and other early pre-colonial finds. To her right is Kor, liaison between the Staré Elders and the university, and to her left?” Surely Mickah remembered Makana? Or was he playing dumb? That set off Rigi's inner alarms.
Rigi finished translating and said, “Makana of Sogdia, my assistant.” Makana’s ears flopped to the side, almost hitting her on the head, before straightening up again. She caught a whiff of amusement, but was it from Kor or Makana?
“Thank you, Miss Bernardi.” The xenoarchaeologist turned to Dr. Szabor. “All yours, Ma'am.”
“Thank you.” The lights dimmed as the filters on the windows activated. A holographic projection of Shikhari appeared, with the current cities and settlements in green and red. “This is the planet as it stands, green for major human urban areas, red for native.” Rigi wouldn’t have called the Indria Plateau village a major urban area, but she wasn’t a specialist. She translated literally, wondering as she did why Kor wanted it. He spoke Common more correctly than she did, and Makana knew a great deal.
“Based on the reported archaeological finds, this was the distribution prior to human arrival.” The new dots, in orange, appeared rather more common than seemed right. “Not all of these have been located yet, but are included based on the distribution pattern proposed by Liang and myself, using the Modified Sillman-Xingnu Distribution Hypothesis.” She stopped, looking at everyone. “Miss, is there a question?”
Rigi finished interpreting and looked to Kor and Makana. Neither spoke. “No, ma’am. Your pardon, ma’am, but I am not a simultaneous interpreter.”
“I see.” Kor’s ears twitched and Rigi sense Makana’s fur coming up at the professor’s tone. And where was the Bataria Archipelago? As the globe turned, Rigi saw only the islands as they currently existed, not what core tests suggested had once been there.
“Dr. Szabor, question if I might. What about the area currently called the Bataria Archipelago?” Dr. Martinez asked. “Does the model suggest anything there?”
“Of course not. There is no evidence of a sufficiently advanced technology level for amphibious settlements.”
Wait, Rigi thought, that’s not right. The area wasn’t entirely submerged before the end of the First World, and the initial core tests showed evidence of dry land and even bits of what seemed to be metal and advanced ceramics. When had the cores been published? Last year, wasn’t it?
“The initial core findings from Bataria have not reached Home yet, Thad,” Dr. De Groet said. “The datapacket is scheduled to arrive next month, Home calendar. Dr. Xian took a copy of the draft.”
“Ah, thank you. That clarifies the matter.” He still didn’t look too happy, Rigi thought. Kor certainly didn’t look happy.
“As I was saying. With the model’s results in mind, the best place to begin a concentrated study of the pre-contact urban areas is here.” An area in the Kenusha Plains flashed twice, and the hologram focused in on that region. Rigi tried to place it and failed.
“Riverhead,” Kor breathed.
“Thank you, sir.” That helped. The headwaters of the Kenusha River? They’d found precisely nothing there, either by remote survey or ground-survey, at least as of the last time Rigi had seen a report.
“The location of the site has all the required elements: access to natural resources, central within the probable geographic borders of the polity, transportation links by water and land and air, and a greater than T of the eight probability of supporting a minimum Phase Six-b cultural site.” Dr. Szabor paused again, but no one moved or spoke. “As is standard procedure, we are initiating remote surveys first, then ground-proofing, then excavation if necessary. Crown permits have been applied for, since this is on the edge of a nature reserve.”
At that Kor and Dr. De Groet both raised forelimbs. Dr. De Groet asked, “Dr. Szabor, when was the boundary of the reserve changed? I ask because my information shows that location still well inside the boundaries.”
“Your maps are in error, sir.” She pointed to Kor. “Yes?”
“Have any attempts been made to discuss this with the regional Elders responsible for the area?” Rigi translated into Common, wondering as she did just who would have jurisdiction. She couldn’t think of anyone, unless it was that small settlement where the Kenusha River entered the woodlands.
“No, that will only be needed if culturally sensitive materials are discovered. Since there is no cultural continuity between the current native and the pre-Contact cultures, such contacts were deemed unnecessary.”
The fur on Kor’s neck rose as Rigi did her best to translate. Kor replied, “Why is it thought that there are no links between pre and post contact cultures?”
“Because there is no cultural memory of the pre-contact sites.” Kor’s ears went flat backwards, even before Rigi translated. “Interviews with natives concerning the find sites have proven that no cultural memory exists of anything resembling urban areas.”
Gasps from the humans and a snarl from Makana met the statement. Dr. Szabor glared at Dr. De Groet. “Legends imperfectly translated are not proof of memory or cultural links. Might I remind you that Graddison’s Universal Origins hypothesis posits the high likelihood of similar origin stories coincident, not convergent, with proposed ethnogenesis. The account summaries from the natives of Shikhari vary so much that they are obviously coincident.”
A brave graduate student raised her hand. “Dr. Szabor, which account summaries are those?”
“Petrason and Smargad, of course. There are no others.”
Rigi felt queasy, then shocked. What in the name of the Greater Magellanic Cloud could she mean? Kor stood, fur on end. He snarled in clear, precise Common, “I and my people will have no dealings with anyone associated with that creature. Micah, good day.” Humans scrambled out of the way as he stalked out, ears still flat, pointedly not puffing any emotion. Makana moaned quietly and waves of //distress/anger// made Rigi’s eyes water. Dr. Szabor stared as he left.
“He spoke Common. I had no idea any of the natives could phonate Common. This is wonderful!”
“She didn’t think your mouth-shape let you speak Common,” Rigi said to Makana.
“Mine does not, Miss Rigi. Not in her presence.”
Rigi winced, then hid her expression, struggling to stay calm and polite. How long would it take before every Staré knew what had just happened? Rigi decided a day and a half. Szabor would have difficulty getting assistance and staff from the Staré of the Kenusha Plain after that statement. And Sogdia, Keralita, NovMerv, and the plantation belt? Oh, Creator and Creatrix save me from ever being that uninformed, Rigi prayed.
“So,” Dr. Szabor began again. “These are the goals for the expedition.” A long list appeared, replacing the map. “As you can see, determining the fate of the peoples associated with the pre-contact urbanization is a priority. There are several theories at the moment, based on four models, one of them the latest from the work on Eta Toliman regarding what used to be called ‘star seeding.’
“Following that, we need to reconstruct at least one site and the lifeway associated with it, with particular attention paid to agriculture and industrial zones. Mal Orban has several ideas that look possible for this setting, although one of them directly conflicts with the M’waiko Microclimate Construction models, so we shall see. After that, you can read for yourself.” Rigi translated the next eight points into Staré, bracing for Makana to explode when she got to the last one, “instruct the natives on proper interpretation of the finds in order to encourage preservation and appreciation.”
Instead she smelled and heard—nothing. His ears remained vertical. His fur neither fluffed nor smoothed. She could have been sitting next to a statue of a Staré. And that scared her. The only time she’d seen or smelled anything like it, ten seconds later the fifth Stamm male had jumped across half the square at Rocky Stream market, landing claws first on another male, and eviscerated him before anyone else could move. Rigi inhaled to call a warning. Makana shook, hard, releasing a small shower of brown fur. His ears relaxed and Rigi smelled the faintest bitter hint of deep disgust. I’m sorry, she apologized silently, I’ll find a way to make up for this insult, I promise I will.
“Now, I have been reviewing the work that Dr. Xian and Dr. De Groet have made available to me. There are some truly excellent things, indeed, and you have done wonders with such primitive conditions and techniques. However . . .”
An hour later, Rigi’s head throbbed, her hands ached from not clenching into fists, and she had almost decided to turn in her credentials, finish her current project, and disavow the Xenoarchaeological Institute forever. Even hearing that her illustrations for the monograph about the Stela, Riverside, and Fountain Sites had received the Royal Xenoarchaeological Institute’s annual award failed to sweeten the bitter taste in her mouth as Dr. Szabor then ripped her work to shreds right down to the materials she’d used to do the initial sketches. Rigi managed to be polite to Dr. De Groet and his associates, and kept her temper until she and her chaperones left the building. “Makana, if it is not an imposition,” she said quietly in formal Staré, “I would like to step into the park for three heart-beats. My fur has been ruffled.”
“It shall be as the Wise One requests.” Makana led the way to one of the small pocket parks scattered around the central government district, this one overgrown with vines and climbing plants that screened it from passers-by. He hopped at racing speed around the park’s inside path, checking for other people, stopped, and bowed. “Will this serve?”
“It serves admirably. My thanks.” She hand-bowed, walked into the center of the park and found a small tree standing by itself and not protected by anti-tumblegnaw fencing. Rigi started kicking the tree. When her toe began to hurt she switched feet and kicked some more until the urge to sob had passed. When she finished, she took a deep, calming breath, smelling the sharp, astringent fragrance of something she’d crushed underfoot. It cleared her head and nose of the stink from the meeting room.
“Wooeef?”
She turned around and saw Martinus holding something in his jaws, head cocked sideways. She crouched, took the object, and smiled to see a bottle of her favorite fizzy fruit drink. Tears came to her eyes and she petted him. “Good dog, very good dog.”
“Wooeef!” Rigi straightened up and went to where Makana stood, looking innocent. Except for the top of a similar bottle, Staré style, peeking out of the top of the band of his apron. She opened the cap with great care but nothing bubbled out, and she sipped the tart-sweet, refreshing lemon and ginter fizz.
“Please, join me,” she invited, and Makana quickly opened his bottle and drank as well. Rigi caressed the carnifex-leaper fur cover on Martinus’s tail-rod and wondered if her mother would faint if she went home and announced that she wanted to work for Kor as a pelt hunter. Carnifex-leapers, striped lions, trap lizards, and wombeast stampedes seemed almost soothing compared to being in society and trying to please Dr. Szabor. After she finished the bottle, she said, “I am glad that Master Korkukalya departed early. Explaining to the Elders Council, and to the Crown, that he took an archaeologist’s pelt as an honor claim would exceed my skill and wisdom.”
Makana puffed a combination of scents that stung her nose and that she did not understand. “Difficult indeed, Wise One Rigi, but satisfying to consider.” He paused and his jaw worked from side to side. “I fear the pelt would not tan well, for the owner is too—” he gave her a sideways look, one ear tipping to the side, the way Lexi did when Uncle Eb used one of those “choice words.” Rigi ran through her list of Staré vocabulary that she was not supposed to have heard and found two that he might be considering, including one that described a female of questionable behavior and dreadful nest-keeping. That probably summed up the problem, she decided.
“Thank you, Makana, and Martinus. I believe I am refreshed in self and spirit enough to resume my duties,” she switched to Common, “without being rude.”
Makana bowed. They found the recycling inlets for the bottles and left them there, then returned to the main way. Fewer people and more Staré walked or rode, and Rigi relaxed. Just now, being around humans threatened to bring back her terrible temper. Dr. Szabor had humiliated the Shikhari researchers as well as grossly insulting the Staré, and Rigi thought she understood why Uncle Eb had absented himself from her presence.
“ ‘Zat your beast?” She turned in her seat as a young man in uniform pointed at Martinus.
“Yes, sir.”
“You got a permit?”
Rigi pulled the document out of her main bag and handed it to him. He smelled of musk and pouchling-in-need-of-changing. “I’ve never seen a girl need a m-beast before. I’m going to call this in.” He entered the codes into his comm as Rigi watched the stops. Two more and she had to get off the tram. Something chirped and a green light flashed on his device. “Humph.” He returned the permit. “I still don’t see why you need an m-beast. Those are restricted military.”
Rigi stood as her stop neared. “He is a custom civilian model, sir. I have had him for six years without incident.” The tram slowed. “Excuse me.”
He looked her over, staring at her skirt and the loose trousers under it. “Oh, you’re one of those. I’ve heard about your kind.” He smirked at her. Rigi climbed down as quickly and gracefully as possible, Martinus close behind. They found Makana already on the ground, and Rigi marched past him, head high, clenched fist hidden by her full skirt. She stayed quiet until they reached the two terminals at the landing port. Only then did she trust herself to speak civilly.
“I need to visit the restroom. I will return.” Rigi took care of her needs, glanced at the headlines scrolling on the public news display, paid for Jaihu’s use of the facilities, and returned to find Jaihu and Makana talking.
“ . . . she what?” Jaihu’s ears went flat.
“By the Second World’s waters, she insulted Elder Kor and all the Elders who ever lived, to his muzzle. The female must be the lowest Stamm human I’ve ever seen.”
“Ugh. I smooth your fur for being trapped with such a creature.” Rigi made noise and acted as if she were just arriving. Jaihu bowed and Rigi hand-bowed. “Miss Rigi, we need to leave as soon as possible. Storms are coming.”
Storms are here, Rigi thought. “Of course. I am ready to depart if you are.”
“I am ready,” Makana said.
“Wooeef!”
Jaihu released //amusement// and led the way to the flitter.
They landed ten minutes before the rain started. Makana had packed his rain suit in the locker of the flitter, and somehow managed to put all of it on before he got out, without getting stuck or accidentally kicking or snagging a switch. Rigi was impressed. Jaihu drove them to the house, letting them out prior to returning to her father’s office at the spaceport annex. “Miss Rigi, what is that,” Jaihu asked as they stopped, ears tipped towards a pair of boxes now attached to the outside of the fence beside the gate.
“They are for courting cards, Jaihu. It is complicated to explain.”
“I see. Thank you, Miss Rigi.” Makana wasted no time rushing from the transport to the rear porch, almost vaulting the fence in his haste. Rigi and Martinus followed a touch more slowly. Lonka met them, his forelegs draped with drying cloths for Martinus. Rigi tidied him, cleaning his feet before she sent him inside. She followed, changed shoes and left her coat on the drier, and followed the scent of spicy tea to the dining room and the pass through. Lonka appeared from the kitchen door. “It shall be in the family room, Miss Rigi.”
She dutifully turned around and went to the family room. Lonka brought in a tea service, then a platter of hot savories. “Supper will be delayed, your mother says.”
“Thank you, Lonka.”
He made the sound that he used for “polite throat clearing.” “Your mother has also taken the liberty of inspecting the first of the calling cards left for you. I believe they are on the side table there, Miss Rigi.”
She blushed. “Thank you, Lonka.” After he returned to his office and she’d had a cup of tea and several hot nibbles, she got up and went to the small table. A tray held four stacks of cards. Four already? Surely not. She couldn’t have that many interested potential suitors, could she? A quick glance answered her question and she relaxed.
The first stack came from people who simply wished to acknowledge Rigi’s new status. Those would go into a small book, to be updated and checked when invitations and social events required. The second were from young men whom her mother had already determined were not eligible. Rigi read one name and blinked, then blushed. That man was neither young nor eligible, to put it politely! “Old goat” was the nicest thing she’d heard him called. The other young man was Tarkio Lamar, one of her tormenters from school, one of the boys who’d attacked her several times and who had run with Benin Shaka Petrason. No, Rigi snapped, absolutely not, Mother is quite correct.
The two smaller stacks required more attention. One contained four cards of those already approved to court her, and included Tomás, Lt. Deleon, Mr. Patel, and a Mister Archer Mikasa. He must work with her father, she decided, because the name was not familiar. The other six would need some thought and consideration, and she only recognized one of the names. Him she moved to the “no” stack. He had made his dislike of Shikhari obvious for as long as she’d known him, and he wanted to relocate to LimWorld as soon as circumstances permitted. Rigi wished him well and did not care to go with him. The others?
Rigi sat down again, smoothed her skirt, and refilled her tea cup. This was not the moment to decide. She felt cross and impatient, and cross and impatient young ladies made poor decisions. Hot savories, including cheese rusks with a little peppery red something on top, and more tea came first. Then she would see about the latest news from the author about the rounder wombows, and look at her other comms.
Half an hour later, as she started to log in, a live call from an unfamiliar number appeared. Rigi wondered, but took the call. It was Tomás, in uniform and looking frazzled. “Yes, I am aware of that. No, I do not know when he will return. Thank you.” He turned to face the comm screen. “Rigi! I’m glad you are in.”
“Likewise, Tomás.” What was going on?
“I’m not certain how to phrase this without sounding like something from a bad drama holo,” he started. He licked his lips. “Um, you need to be ready to leave Sogdia on almost no notice, assuming what the Staré remember about the end of the First World is true.”
She stared at him, blinking. “I need to be ready to leave Sogdia on no notice, if what the Staré say about the end of the First World is true.”
“Yes.”
She made a rotating motion with one hand where he could see it. “Captain Prananda, more data please.”
“Ah, yes, well.” He moved the voice pick-up away and cleared his throat. “Sorry. Terribly dry here at the moment.” A bottle of something appeared at the edge of the screen. “Thank you, Kortala. Ah, incoming data transmission. From outside the system. Not ours. The Navy is being stingy with information, but that much I can confirm.”
Now her mouth went dry. Rigi struggled to remember to breathe. “Signals from out-system and they are not ours, and they are not from any of our worlds.”
“Not that we can tell. They don’t make sense, but they are definitely signals, not random star fuzz.”
“Oh shells and broken eggs. So much for convergent legends,” she snarled, bitter even to her own ears.
“Pardon?”
She waved one hand. “I’ll tell you later, if Kor has not blistered your ears beyond usability. If Kor ever has anything to do with humans again. Thank you, Tomás, and I’ll pack a get-away kit. I trust this is not public?”
He blushed. “No, it is not, but when I saw the report, I thought about what we’d heard and seen, and had to warn you.”
“Thank you. I am warned. Now drink before your Subala pours the contents into you, in a polite and respectful way, of course.”
He smiled, a weak little half-grin. “You have spent far too much time around Staré in general and Lexi in particular, Miss Auriga.”
“Guilty as charged.”
He signed off and she closed out the call. She stood up, went to her room, closed the door, laid down on the bed, and started to laugh. Hysterical laughter turned into tears. If Rigi, Uncle Eb, and Tomás had understood what the Elders and the archaeological evidence appeared to describe, a non-human force from outside Shikhari had destroyed the cities of the First World, killing the at least nine-tenths of the Staré in the process. Whatever had happened had been powerful enough to shatter a small continent and leave the Bataria Archipelago in its place. The Indria Plateau Staré believed that the attackers had threatened to return of the Staré ever rediscovered enough technology to make radio transmissions. The idea had scared Rigi when she first heard it, and still terrified her.
Worn out and empty, she tidied her face and changed dressed for supper, then started to check her comm messages. “Oh good,” she said under her breath, more than a little distractedly. “The wombow wumps are wound enough.” At least one thing had gone right that day.
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Rigi opted to postpone sorting suitors until the next day. Instead she savored a delicious evening meal, kept Paul out of mischief as he tried standing and walking in the hallway, and then joined her adult family in the family room for the evening.
“Cyril, I have a navy question if you have a moment,” Rigi asked her brother after an hour or so.
“What kind of question?”
She half-lied, “I had a request for illustration outlines for a book, about extra-human contacts with humans.” He rolled his eyes and she nodded, “Yes, I know. But would the Navy be in charge of sorting out ‘mysterious signals from space’ or would the Company investigate them?”
“If it were a Company ship, in or near a Company-managed world, then Company but they have to report to Navy what they find.” Cy wrinkled his nose. “If Navy or non-Company commerce vessels, or a private ship, heard them, then it would be Navy. Does your author want a picture of a ship in space?”
“At least one but he’s not certain yet what kind. He also mentioned perhaps using a ground-based receiver as well or instead. I don’t think this will go far beyond the initial estimate,” Rigi said.
Her brother ran his fingers through his hair and stretched in his seat, sprawling over the arms and almost across the back. “No, probably not. Alien contact stories are out at the moment, according to the latest feeds from Home. Neo-primitive romances are popular once more, and sea pirates, if you can believe it.”
Rigi shook her head a little. “Yes, I can. Next will be unicorn princesses or something similar. Thank you.”
“Auriga, Mrs. Rajnanda asked me to pass her congratulations to you for the Crown award,” Rigi’s mother said, looking up from mending trim on a dress. The embroidery had come loose yet again. Rigi suspected the machine had not knotted or sealed the end of the thread. “Is this new?”
The contented glow left by Shona’s fish stew disappeared and Rigi’s stomach turned sour. “Yes ma’am. The illustrations for the initial monograph about the first three major finds on Shikhari received the Royal Xenoarchaeological Society’s annual award of excellence. I learned of the award this morning at the meeting.”
“That’s superb Rigi,” Cy beamed. “I’m impressed.”
“Thank you.” She tried to return to her reader.
“Indeed, that is quite an accomplishment,” her father agreed. “Will there be an award ceremony?”
Rigi closed her eyes. She really did not want to tell her family about it. But there was no good way to wiggle out of answering the question. “Ah, there will be a ceremony for the university staff and De Groet. Dr. Xian is off-world, on Home, and will receive her award in person from the Crown Prince. I am not invited to the local ceremony, neither is Uncle Eb, and I do not know if Capt. Prananda will be able to attend.”
She heard anger in her father’s voice and tried to sink into the chair cushions. “Auriga, why are you and Mr. Trent not invited?”
“Dr. Szabor, the Crown xenoarchaeologist leading the new excavations, has a long-standing philosophical difference with Mr. Trent. The governor’s thoughts about NeoTraditionalists are well known, and are shared by others in the current administration. When my beliefs were reported to the organizing office, they removed my name from the list. Dr. Martinez inquired and was told that my presence was neither requested nor desired.” Her hands shook, and Rigi wanted to cry again. She took a deep breath for the count of eight, exhaled for eight, inhaled for eight, exhaled for—
Crunch. Her eyes snapped open and she saw blood on Cyril’s hand. He’d shattered the thin-walled mocha cup and it had cut him. He’d gone white and the fire in his eyes startled her. “Cyril, don’t move. I’ll get my kit.” She jumped up, dropped her reader in the chair seat and raced up to the washroom, grabbed her smaller emergency bag, and clattered down the steps again. Her mother held a piece of cloth, an old clean nappy, under Cy’s hand to protect the rug and chair. Her father pushed down on his shoulders, keeping him in the seat. “Open your hand please, slowly.”
As she picked shards of fine synth-porcelain out of his hand, he snarled. “Damn and blast it, Leopoldi has no right to shut my sister out of the ceremony just because he doesn’t like religion. There are laws against that.”
“There are, and he is the Crown Governor. And Shikhari is at the very far end of the communications chain. By the time you protest, it reaches the Colonial Office on Home, and word comes back, your brother will be old enough to claim retirement pay,” Rigi’s father said. He still sounded and looked angry, but not as furious as before.
“Don’t move yet, please,” Rigi asked. She removed the last shard of cup from his hand, dabbed the cuts with sterilizer, and bandaged his hand. “Make a fist, please.” He did. “Open your fingers as far as you can, please.” He spread them, then let them close again. “Thanks be to Creator and Creatrix both, nothing got cut.” Rigi leaned back. “I’ll change the bandage in the morning before you go to work, Cy, but it appears that you will have a little surface scaring and nothing more serious.”
“Thank you, Auriga. Timothy, I do not feel well.” Rigi registered her mother’s grey-green face and leaned over, grabbing her as she fainted. Cy helped lower her to the floor as their father moved the table with the evening beverage service on it out of the way. Her mother’s pulse felt fine, and she didn’t seem ill otherwise.
“Rigi, take the catch cloth and your materials and dispose of them, please. Cy, if you will help me carry your mother to our room? She has no tolerance for the sight of blood.” Their father shook his head as he crouched beside his wife. “She tried hunting exactly once. And now you see another reason why we do not eat red foods.”
“Yes, sir.” Rigi and Cy helped him pick up their mother, then Rigi cleaned up everything as the men took Mrs. deStella-Bernardi to the bedroom. When Rigi returned, she found a puzzled Lonka surveying the family room.
“Miss Rigi, a cup broke?”
“Yes, Lonka, and Cyril and I cleaned it up. Mother has retired early.”
He gave her a sideways look, the same sort that Mar had given her and Lyria when they were much younger and edging into mischief. “Very good, Miss Rigi.”
No, she sighed, not very good at all, but one did not say that to one’s staff and friends.
Lonka’s ears twitched. “It is said that the Elders have expressed unhappiness with the new city-digger and her ways.”
Rigi’s guess had been off by half a day. I wish we humans had such fast communications, Rigi giggled to herself. Aloud she said, “I understand that to be the case, and am inclined to agree with the Elders and to abide by their desires.”
“Thank you. More mocha?”
“Yes, please, and I believe the heavier cups would not be amiss.” He ear-bowed and took the tray. She pulled the table back into its usual place and he returned just ahead of the men, with stronger mocha and heavy mug-like cups. Rigi accepted one and curled up in her seat, staring at the steam and wishing things would settle down just a hint of a whisker of a bit.
The next morning Rigi cleaned Cy’s hand again, bandaged it, and asked, “What story have you come up with? Rescuing Paul from an angry prickle-back?”
He snorted. “I’ll use that one. I’m too irritated to be creative.” He kissed the top of her head. “Thanks, Curly. I’ll keep it dry and clean, and move it as ordered.”
“Please do.” She put her materials away and added the bandages and cleaning liquid to her shopping list.
Rigi went downstairs to find her mother having coffee as Siare fed Paul. Paul seemed intent on eating the spoon as well as the contents, and fussed mightily when Siare tapped him on the nose with one toe of her forefoot. “Now now Master Paul, you are not a grazer bird to eat hard things.”
“Gah! Gah-zah puhd”
Rigi and her mother stopped and looked at Paul. “Gah-zah puhd!” he repeated, lunging for the empty spoon. Siare refilled it and slid it into his mouth. He chewed, made a face, and opened his mouth for more.
“I wonder what career options there are for self-proclaimed grazer birds, Mother,” Rigi ventured.
“Better than for some degree and vocational choices. Your sister wanted to be a twining pea vine.” She rubbed her temple at the edge of her upswept hair. “I believe I shall take a day of rest today.”
“Yes, ma’am. Shall I bring you my card list after dinner?”
“What? Oh, yes, please. There was one young man . . . I recall the name but not from where, and not positively. I left it in the potential-pile, in case I conflated him with another individual.”
“I will do an initial check, ma’am, and then give you the list, as well as any that present themselves today.”
“Thank you, dear.”
After breakfast, Rigi took the “potential” cards and started looking at the Shikhari news files. One lieutenant had just arrived on the planet, and Rigi considered him, then set the card in the “reluctant regrets” stack because his commanding officers would not allow him to court anyone for at least a year. The next two also joined him, one because the gentleman would be leaving the planet in three weeks to take up a very nice position on WemWorld, and the other because Rigi found a news piece with his picture. She recognized him as the man who had gotten fresh with her and several other young ladies at a concert in the park two years before. She’d been forced to warn him twice to keep his hands to himself, and another young lady stepped on his foot and then had him escorted off the floor by security when he took advantage during a dance. Rigi wondered if he was the person her mother was thinking of.
Two men went into the “maybe” stack, another joined the rejects, and then Rigi had a run of five possibles, although one of them . . . She didn’t like something. Nothing in the stories or invitation reports sounded truly bad, and he worked as an exports inspector for one of the private corporations, so he had steady employment with good prospects. Still, Rigi thought hard, and moved him to the “reluctant regrets” stack. Maybe her father would know something. The next card puzzled her greatly, because she could not find the name in the usual places, and someone had written on the reverse “Will visit tomorrow.” Perhaps the caller had made a mistake and the card should have been taken to Lonka to give to her mother. Rigi set it on the other side of her e-pad, so she would not confuse matters. In fact, she decided, she needed to take it to Lonka, since her mother would not be receiving callers today.
Rigi stood, stretched, and took the card downstairs. She walked quietly down the hall and found Lonka in his office, studying a document of some kind. Rigi waited until he looked up and acknowledged her. If he were doing accounts for her mother, she didn’t want to interrupt. After long enough that she had started trying to find faces in the grain of the wood paneling, he finished, glanced at the door, and startled. “Miss Rigi, my apologies.”
She hand-bowed. “No apology needed, Lonka. I believe this card was left in error, or the gentleman intends to speak with Mother rather than me. Should I put it on the tray?” He kept a polished metal try on a small table beside the door for cards and other small items, so he would not have forefoot-to-hand contact unless necessary.
“Yes, please, Miss Rigi.” His ears tipped to the side a few centimeters, reminding her of a movable antenna swiveling toward a faint signal. “Miss Rigi, what is the procedure for,” he enunciated in Common, “gentlemen callers?”
“If it is Capt. Prananda, he is family and is always welcome unless Mother or Father say otherwise. The other gentlemen will send word in advance that they wish to visit. If they do, show them into the visiting room, please. The first call is always short, and no refreshments are needed.” Rigi thought back to the book of manners that she had read a few weeks before. “It becomes more complicated after the first call. And if a young man is not welcome, you will know, and you should not let him in. If he tries to push matters, the usual procedures apply.”
A whiff of //relief/understanding/agreement// reached her nose. “Very good, Miss Rigi. I will make a note for Makana and the others, should I be away or unavailable.”
“Thank you, and I apologize for not informing you earlier.” She set the card on the tray and left him in peace.
She stopped just outside the closed kitchen door and heard an uneven chopping noise, followed by a young female voice saying, “It is trying to get away!”
“Put your forefoot on the end and hold it. No, do not cover it, tip to the side, yes. Now chop, even slices.”
Chop chop chop chop.
“Yes. Here are the next five, just like that, even slices so it will all cook at the same speed.”
Did Shona spat Nahla with his forefoot for sampling the way her mother and aunts had swatted Rigi and Lyria? Could Cy cook? Probably, but she did not remember him in the kitchen. He’d gone to school on Home when she’d turned eight, no, seven because they were living on Eta Tolima, so that explained why she did not remember. Rigi considered peeking, imagined Shona showing Nahla how to chase humans out of the kitchen, and decided against it. She’d seen the splatter on Cy’s shoulder from the soft fruit that Shona had hurled at him the last time he tried to sneak a treat. And her parents had sided with Shona, although her Mother had fussed mildly about the waste of food.
After dinner, while Siare bathed Paul, her mother considered the stack of potential suitors’ cards. Paul had managed to feed himself, and his clothing, and the floor, leading to a change and wash. Rigi wondered if Sogdia pouchlings were as messy and Indria Plateau pouchlings and human babies, and if so how their parents dealt with it. Did they put down catch-mats on the floor like humans? Did they have a special wall-cover that could be discarded? That was what the Staré of the Indria Plateau had done, using reed mats. Maybe the little temporary shed-like structures she saw from time to time were the local solution—pouchling feeding booths, torn down or burned after the youngster learned manners. Rigi saw a spot that Siare had missed, probably because it was on the wall and appeared to be yesterday’s evening vegetable, and decided that human babies should probably be fed in temporary booths as well, at least in good weather. Maybe she should ask if they could build a feeding booth on the verandah. Rigi started to giggle at the mental picture of Siare feeding Paul through the open window and bit her tongue. She had to stop giggling so much!
Her mother said, “Auriga, not Mr. Holzklaw. He shares the governor’s sentiments about personal faith. Mrs. Bairos told us at the work meeting yesterday. He informed her that he preferred she take her custom elsewhere.”
Rigi moved his card to the “polite refusal” pile and wondered why he had bothered. Or had a family member left his card without Mr. Holzklaw’s permission? She had heard of such things. “Yes, ma’am.”
“Are you certain you do not wish Mr. Okala to call? He has excellent prospects.”
“Yes, ma’am. He had to be asked twice not to take advantage of a dance, then was escorted out of the concert dance for putting hands where they did not belong. I am not certain he has improved, and I prefer not to be forced to deal with such behavior.”
Her mother frowned but did not argue.
They had gotten two-thirds of the way through the lists when they heard the chime warning that someone came up the front walk. “Are you expecting anyone, Auriga?”
“No, ma’am. A Mr. Xiaolenk left a card with a note saying that he would call today, and I thought he might have erred in leaving it in the box instead of giving it to Lonka, if he wished to speak with you.”
Her mother shook her head and stood. “If the gentleman does, I am not in. Put these away for now, please.”
Rigi went upstairs, taking the cards with her. Just in case she tidied her hair and changed into a nicer house-jacket, one suitable for receiving guests. She also put on her better house-slippers. The downstairs alert chimed, and Rigi faintly heard Lonka speaking with someone. Then the knocker thumped. “Miss Auriga, a Mister Xiaolenk to speak with you.”
“I will receive him in the visitor room, Lonka, thank you.” She brushed off her skirts and went downstairs, then crossed the hall to the visitor room. A nondescript gentleman in a coat and trousers of the latest cut waited for her. “Mister Xiaolenk?”
“Miss Bernardi.” He stopped.
When he did not continue, she asked, “Might I ask the reason for your call?” She tried to keep her voice warm and polite.
He blinked. “I prefer to wait until your father joins us, Miss Bernardi.”
“I fear that will be several hours, sir, and I do not know if he is planning on seeing visitors this evening.”
“Oh, this is, oh.” He swallowed and patted the side of his leg with one hand. The stone in his ring flashed a little. “It is not done to discuss dowries and marriage documents without your father or male guardian present. I only asked for you because I have sent him my dower request and copies of the property transfer forms already, but have not gotten a response, so I assumed he would be here waiting.”
Rigi struggled to stay composed and polite. So forward! Who did he think he was, asking for money and goods and assuming her father would accept such a thing? Rigi swallowed hard and took as deep a breath as she could. “I am sorry, Mr. Xiaolenk. It appears that a misunderstanding has occurred. I am responsible for the portion I bring to the marriage, not my father or other male relatives. I will speak with my father to see if he received your request, and ask him to reply appropriately.”
“Do that. And have him reply quickly. I had planned on the marriage being registered by the first of the month.”
Absolutely not, Rigi decided. Three days from meeting to marrying? She could not imagine such a thing, or her parents permitting it. Cyril’s wedding came first. “I fear I cannot marry anyone in that short of a span of time, sir. It would be better for you to ask a different young lady if you need to be wed so soon.”
“Well. Why did your father say you were available if you are not? I should sue for false pretenses, Miss, for such a gross insult.” He stormed past her. “And I will indeed!” He threw the door open and stormed out.
“Auriga, close your mouth before something lands in it.” Her mother glided past and shut the door, firmly but quietly. “It appears a cultural misunderstanding has occurred. I will tell your father.”
Rigi felt tears filling her eyes. What had she done? She hadn’t done anything wrong, hadn’t led him on because she’d never met or corresponded with him. “I—” Her throat spasmed closed. “What did I do wrong?” she whispered on the second attempt.
“Come,” her mother led her to the family room. “I suspect Mr. Xiaolenk is from the Stellar-Han of WemWorld. They rarely leave the planet, so I did not consider that possibility. Your father and I should have. Stay here, and I will be back.” Rigi sat in Cy’s chair, staring at the bookshelves but not seeing them. Her mother returned with Lonka, tea, and Makana. “I spoke to your father. He had seen the files and neither opened nor acknowledged them. He will respond to Mr. Xiaolenk before he returns home, dear.” Her mother fixed tea and handed Rigi the cup. “Now, since I was remiss, and this might arise again in a less mannerly form, Makana needs to be here as well.
“The Stellar-Han's views on the relations between men and women are culturally-traditional to the point of being archaic, as well as strict.” Her lips tightened into a thin line. “Women are inferior and their fathers, older brothers, and sons do all public business for them. When a father announces that his daughter is ready to wed, he also announces the amount he is willing to pay. The interested men, I cannot call them suitors,” she sniffed, “present counter offers, much lower, and once a bargain is reached, the young woman is sent to her new family’s home. I suspect that Mr. Xiaolenk believed the same to be true here, and when your father did not respond, took that to mean that his offer had been accepted and that he needed only to come, see that indeed, you existed and were as described, and sign the paperwork necessary for you and your dowry to be transferred to him.”
“How dreadful,” Rigi declared. “What if a young woman refuses the man?”
“That is when Makana and Martinus intervene, should someone be so foolish as to believe he can take you by force and compel your father to turn over the dowry.” Mrs. deStella-Bernardi looked down at the floor, then at Makana. “I doubt that Mr. Xiaolenk or any other Stellar-Han man would be so foolish, but if he or someone else is, because it is within their culture and is not considered entirely improper in the community. If he were to grab Auriga, stop him, Makana. You and Martinus must not let him get Auriga alone. It is possible he would force himself on you, Auriga, so that your father would have no choice but to accept the match.”
Rigi gasped, “He will do no such thing!” She’d defend herself however she had to.
“No, Mistress Acherna, Miss Rigi, he will not,” Makana agreed.
“And he will not sue, because the Crown laws for Shikhari, and the Company regulations, do not permit such. He is in error, not you, and not your father.” Mrs. DeStella-Bernardi drank her tea with a ferocious sip, something Rigi had not thought possible. “Makana, please study the images of the gentleman from the door viewer, so that you can recognize him if he is so foolish as to lay hands on Auriga.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Thank you, and you may go.” Makana hand-bowed and departed.
Rigi and her mother drank their tea. Rigi refilled her cup and poured for her mother as well, adding a tiny pinch of sweet-grass powder at her nod. “The Stellar-Han so rarely marry outside their own corporate-clan networks that neither your father nor I considered that such a gentleman might hear of your coming-of-age and take it as the opening of dower bids. We should have. Shikhari is not quite as isolated as it seems.”
Rigi swallowed, savoring the familiar, calming ritual and flavor. “It is intriguing, that in earlier days we could send messages and data faster than thought, but could not travel so quickly, and now the reverse is true. Perhaps we have advanced so far that we have returned to where we began.” She took another sip. "How strange."
“It is. The ways of the Creator and Creatrix are passing strange indeed at times. Truly they know best, but sometimes all of us wish they might be a touch more forthcoming.” Her mother sighed. “But we are no longer children for all that we remain their children.”
Rigi never could say why her next words tumbled out. “Mother, ah, do Aunt Kay and Uncle Eb have any children?”
Mrs. deStella-Bernardi set her cup and saucer down with deliberate care, then turned so she looked Rigi straight in the eye. “They did. Three. I do not know anything about their oldest. The second child died after eighteen Home months, and the third lived two LimWorld weeks. Aunt Kay miscarried twice more, each time earlier. I believe—and given how terribly Kay still grieves I am never going to ask and you should not either—but I believe that something she and Ebenezer were exposed to on WemWorld caused it. They have been offered children since then and refused, aside from one honor child and one needs child, from Shikhari.”
The hair on the back of Rigi neck’s stood up as she jumped to the realization. “Lexissol?”
“Yes. I do not know the details. Lexi was an older hopling, in his teens, and chose Ebenezer and Kay the first time they came here, that much I do know.” She shook her head a little, reached forward and patted Rigi’s knee. “Ebenezer and Kay have been a law unto themselves since long before I met them, and the more I see, the more I understand why the Creator and Creatrix made them for each other.” She smiled a little ruefully. “I certainly would have upended a pot of blue-gourd soup on Ebenezer decades ago for the things he does to his clothes, let alone other reasons, if he were my husband.”
“Lexi does have to cover his ears a great deal, I’ve noticed, ma’am.”
“Indeed he does. He has three offspring, and I shudder to think what Ebenezer Solomon Trent has done to corrupt the next generation of Staré.”
“Probably taught them to make the Staré version of rude sounds, just to begin with,” Rigi speculated aloud. Among other things she could think of. She had a sudden mental picture of her aunt covering her eyes and Lexi covering his ears as Uncle Eb showed three hoplings something highly entertaining and wildly messy.
“To begin with, yes. Kay is a saint to put up with him.”
Rigi added a few things to her mental list of “quirks my future husband should not have.” Buying heavy items from off world with the shipping due on arrival had risen to the top of the list following Uncle Eb’s last fall from grace.
“Ah,” Rigi wasn’t sure if she should even ask. Better now than to cause a terrible hurt later, she decided. “Ma’am, when I have children, will it upset Uncle Eb and Aunt Kay if I invite them to social functions where the children are present?”
“No, not at all, but you are wise to ask. Some women, and a few men, become bitter when they cannot have children, or they lose one. Kay and Ebenezer are wise and kind enough to understand that punishing other people for their own sorrows is unkind at best and vicious at worst. And you will encounter a few vicious people if you see enough of the worlds, Auriga, I’m sorry to say.”
Yes, Rigi thought, and their names were Petrason and Smargad, and I still wish they’d never set foot on Shikhari. But she kept such thoughts well hidden. Proper ladies, and followers of the Tradition, did not hate individuals, only acts. Rigi failed to see the distinction in this case. You did not discuss such things with your mother, however, that Rigi knew in her bones. She loved her mother dearly but she did not want to find herself scolded and having to write out entire chapters of the Book of Wisdom by hand again. Once was enough.
“Yes, ma’am.” Rigi finished her tea. “I will finish the sorting. At present there are six gentlemen who seem to be suitable.”
“That is better than I had feared.” Her mother stood. “Six out of twenty-three is better than I originally had, but Shikhari is not Eta Tolima, and things are different here.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“On Eta Tolima, each young man, or his family, comes to call and is approved in person or disapproved in person on the first meeting.” Her mother sighed. “I have never been so tired of being on my best behavior. They all came in a day and a half, and Father and Mother passed three of forty-seven.” She winked. “I rebelled. I met your father at the beam-shooter range, decided that he had potential, and out-shot him. It worked.” Mrs. deStella-Bernardi glided from the family room, leaving Rigi gape-mouthed for the second time that afternoon.
“Is anyone in my family what I think they are?” she whispered before tidying up the tea things and returning upstairs. Did she really want to know? No, not really. Before she sat back down, Rigi petted Martinus. “You make perfect sense compared to humans.”
“Wooeef,” he agreed quietly, wagging his fur tail.
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GENTLEMEN, SCHOLARS, AND OTHERWISE
Tomás set down his tea cup and rubbed his temple with three fingers, as if he had a headache. “You were right about Kor blistering my ears, Rigi.”
“Could you do like Lexi and fold them shut?”
The corner of his mouth tipped up a little. “Alas no, since he outranks me.” He sighed and rubbed his face with both hands, then picked up the cup again. “At least he only knows Common and Staré. He expressed his opinion of Dr. Szabor in eloquent, forceful, and vehement tones, expanding from his initial subject to encompass certain members of the current governing administration, their ancestors, and any possible descendants.”
Rigi curled her lips in, muffling a giggle. She had to stop giggling! “He was not in favor, I take it.”
“Ah no, no, not in favor. The kindest thing he expressed was a desire for Dr. Szabor to, um, ‘regain that sense and courtesy with which all pouchlings are born’ is the best translation.”
Rigi paged through her mental list of Staré epithets and found the one Tomás had translated into Common. He hadn’t gotten the heavy implication in the original about why the unfortunate individual had lost that sense, but it was otherwise on target. “Without scents, Staré colloquialisms lose some of their,” she glanced toward the open door to the family room and considered who was in there carefully not listening. “Their pungency and forcefulness.”
“Pungency indeed. I had to air the office for the rest of the day. I later heard that the expedition to Riverhead cannot find a single Staré worker no matter how much money they offer, or what amenities they offer to provide.”
Now Rigi shook her head. “I’m sorry to hear that, for Dr. De Groet and Dr. Martinez’s sakes. It’s not really fair to punish them for Dr. Szabor’s rash comments.”
“They are not on the expedition. Their work is not up to the necessary quality, or so I heard through the fourth-hand rumor mill.” He set the cup down again, leaned over and opened the top of the bag propped up against the side of his chair. “This is not a gift. It is a loan of academic materials, so that you can properly appraise their accuracy and usefulness.” Under his breath he hissed, “You might want to wear gloves when you turn pages,” as he handed her the print-out.
She almost dropped it when she saw the names on the cover, recoiling as if he’d handed her a bitter-bite snake. “Thank you. I understand that some things were lost in translation.”
“Lost? I’ve seen knot-buns that would be easier to untangle, but that is my opinion and I don’t want to prejudice your appraisal.” He stopped, tipped his head to the side, and asked, “Does Shona make knot-buns?”
Rigi turned the document over so she wouldn’t see the names. “I don’t think so. Not because they are beyond his skills, but he doesn’t like handling pastry dough. He has to wear forefoot covers and he says that they interfere with his food-touch. Shona makes breads and drop-buns, and a few other things he doesn’t have to handle too much.”
Tomás blinked, then started moving his hands as if tying something into a complicated knot. “Oh.” He spread his fingers, studied them, then nodded once. “That makes perfect sense. I hadn’t thought about having fur there. It would be like trying to get defensive-string out of my hair, but worse.”
“Much worse, or so he says, and I’m not going to argue.” Rigi’s mother purchased knot-buns when she wanted them, and smuggled them into the house so Shona wouldn’t know. He had become very firm thoughts about people bringing bought-breads into his kitchen. Not quite as firm as his response to people asking for his sauce and spice-blend recipes, but close.
“You would probably have greater success arguing with my former Subala, or with the trees in the park.” He stood and Rigi copied his motion. “And I fear duty and the last data-check calls, Miss Rigi. Officially I did not loan you the document, but I do need a professional assessment, and Mr. Trent’s response was . . . blunt.”
“I can well imagine, Capt. Prananda. Thank you for your recommendation, and I will do my best to finish and get my thoughts to you in a timely manner.” In truth, the sooner the thing was out from under her roof, the happier she would be. Just seeing one of those names brought back a scene she’d prefer never to remember again.
Lonka followed Rigi and Tomás to the door and closed it behind Tomás when he left. Rigi went back to the visitor’s room and picked up the print-out with two fingers. She didn’t want to contaminate Shona’s kitchen tongs by touching them to the evil creatures’ words. “Miss Rigi, is there difficulty?” Lonka asked, puffing //puzzlement/concern.//
“No. I met the two humans who wrote this, and I did not like them.” What would the Staré in the household do if they learned that Smargad had written the file? Destroy it in several creative ways most likely. She’d better hide it, or disguise the front page, since everyone but Nahla could read at least some Common. She took a firmer grip on the pages and went upstairs, leaving the front room to Lonka.
The next morning Rigi took a deep mental breath, cleared her art tools out of the way, and set the document on her work table. She'd looked up the background on the document, what she could find, and had felt ill and furious both. Evan Petrason had written up his observations about the Staré while concealing his crimes and Mrs. Chin-Petrason had submitted them to the court but been rejected. However, one Luminous Smargad obtained the notes through Mrs. Elaine Debenadetto, and had used them to write up a full documentation of Staré culture for their use with the Staré Protection Society or whatever they'd called it. Rigi considered the stack of pages, then recited a prayer for calm and clarity. She did indeed put on a pair of gloves, felt silly, gritted her teeth, and started to read.
She got to the second chapter before she put a glove in as a place marker, covered the closed pages with other print-outs, and called Martinus to her. They went outside and played pull-the-rope for a quarter hour before she felt able to continue without tearing the next page into small pieces of paper, dropping them onto the floor, and jumping up and down on them before she read them. Frustration and anger dissipated for the moment, she checked the m-dog’s feet and was climbing the verandah steps when she heard a strange sound from the wombow shelter.
“Martinus, guard,” she said, turning and going toward the sound. His eyes shifted color as his defensive tracking program engaged. Rigi shifted a little in her mind, looking and listening like a hunter would. She didn’t have her hand-shooter with her, but she had Martinus and her skirt-knife. Rigi reached into the special pocket and undid the safety strap on the knife. As she drew closer to Stodge’s shed, she listened and sniffed. He’d fear sprayed. Oh no. She needed to go get Makana and a shooter. Instead she crept closer and closer, heard someone, a human man, saying something. Stodge screamed. Rigi jumped, skidded around the corner, and hauled the shed door wide open. “Stop him!”
“You owe— Aiiieee!” Martinus knocked the man away from Stodge and took his arm in his mouth. “How dare you! Let go. I’ll have you in prison after I finish you, ugly whore!”
“Hold,” Rigi commanded. She saw brown blood on Stodge’s left hind leg and flank. He tossed his head, trying to get away. She needed Makana. “Hold him here,” she repeated, turning to run to the house.
“Oof!” She bounced off a very, very angry Staré male with a long knife in one forefoot. “Makana, the human hurt Stodge.”
“Alarm in house. I came. That man?”
“Yes.” She turned back around, waiting until Makana had gotten a firm grip on Mr. Xiaolenk. “Martinus, help Makana.” The m-dog and Staré didn’t quite lift the irate man off the floor, but they came close. Martinus released enough of his bite to slide his mouth down from the man’s bicep to his wrist, but didn’t let go as they dragged/led the man out of Stodge’s shelter. Rigi waited until Stodge stopped trying to kick before tipping a little food into his trough. That distracted him and she eased into his stall, looking at his leg. The cuts seemed clean and shallow for all that they were bleeding, and he stood with his weight evenly on both back legs. Rigi didn’t try to clean the injuries, in case there’d been something on the knife now laying on the ground not far from the simple bar gate on his stall.
An angry human voice carried on outside. The man had switched from Common to something higher pitched and faster, probably his native language, Rigi guessed. Makana answered in Staré and Rigi heard Martinus growl. The human speech stopped. Rigi whispered an invocation for strength and courage, made a blessing sign, and went out. She moved slowly. Indeed, she saw Lonka and Shona both with modified shooters in their forefeet, aimed at the intruder. “Security has been called, Miss Auriga,” Lonka announced. He sounded as calm as if he’d just announced that supper was ready. But he and Shona both held their upper lips up, baring their strong front teeth, their ears tipped back flat. Mr. Xiaolenk had stopped fighting Martinus and Makana. Rigi stayed where she was, breathing deeply and thanking the Creator that she’d heard Stodge and smelled his distress before something horrible happened.
The urban security patrolmen pulled up to the side of the house outside the gate and Rigi walked over to them. “I am Auriga Bernardi of the household.” She opened the gate and stepped out of their way, keeping her hands visible.
“Miss Bernardi,” the sergeant acknowledged. “Is there a problem? We got an auto-alert call.”
You can’t tell? Rigi’s rude streak asked. “Yes, sir. I found that man in the wombow shed. The wombow has been injured, cut by a blade. The blade is in the shed. I did not touch anything once I ascertained that the cuts were not life-threatening.”
“I see. Please call off the m-dog, Miss.”
“Martinus, release and stand down.” Martinus opened his jaws, removed his teeth from the man’s sleeve, and backed away. “Good dog.” Once she confirmed that Martinus was clear, Rigi told the sergeant, “He has recorders in him if you would like to download the data.”
The man’s eyebrows went up, or so it looked. His face shield concealed a great deal. “Really? Owen, download the dog.”
“Yes, sir. Miss, come with me, please.”
“Makana, Lonka, Shona, at ease, please.” Rigi didn’t want them accidentally getting hurt. Rigi stood and watched as the officer pulled the information from Martinus’s memory record. Behind her she heard Mr. Xiaolenk talking quickly and quietly to the sergeant, and she wondered what he was saying.
“I’m sorry sir, but that is not a crime under local statues.”
More hurried words, these a bit louder.
Corporal Owen coughed. “Miss, how long have you had this m-dog?”
“Six years, Corporal, but for two of those years I was on Home and the inner worlds and he stayed here. My father, Timothy Bernardi, had ownership until I turned eighteen.”
The corporal grunted. He looked at something on his data pad and grunted again. “That must be it. He’s an older model with some funny software bits. Thank you.” Rigi glanced at Martinus and didn’t see any blood on his jaws. Her shoulders relaxed. His tail rod wagged and she risked patting his head. The officers didn’t protest.
“So, Miss, what happened here?”
Rigi took a deep breath and didn’t quite tell a little untruth. “Martinus and I were doing a training exercise. As we started to go indoors, I heard a sound from the wombow shelter. We turned around and as I got closer, I smelled fear spray and heard Stodge, the wombow, scream. I opened the door and saw Stodge kicking at a man with a knife in his hand. I told Martinus to stop him. Once I saw that the man would not injure Stodge further, I turned to go fetch Makana, the Staré standing closest to the sergeant and Mr. Xiaolenk, but Martinus had already sent an alarm to the house and Makana got here before I could leave. I asked Makana and Martinus to escort Mr. Xiaolenk out of the wombow shed, then I settled Stodge and checked his injuries. I’m trained as a human and Staré emergency responder,” she added. “I came out and saw Lonka and Shona armed, and Lonka said that you had been called.”
The security corporal looked from the Staré to Rigi, then to Mr. Xiaolenk. “You know the man, Miss?”
“Not well. He called on the house three days ago, then left very angry because of a cultural misunderstanding. He thought my father had accepted his dower bid and Mr. Xiaolenk came to sign the property transfer papers. He, ah, expressed the opinion that a breach of contract had occurred and threatened to sue.”
“Not again,” the corporal sighed, so quietly Rigi almost didn’t hear him. “Thank you, Miss. Is it safe to go into the shed?”
“Yes, Corporal. Stodge can’t reach past the bar-gate. I left everything where it was.”
“Thank you.” He left and Rigi walked over to stand beside Makana. A second security vehicle had arrived and two uniformed officers appeared to be either carrying or dragging Mr. Xiaolenk to one of the vehicles. Rigi studied the marks in the dirt in that part of the lawn that never seemed to grass over and decided that they were drag marks. Mr. Xiaolenk didn’t sound as loud but neither had he stopped protesting.
Once he finished speaking with Lonka, the sergeant approached Rigi again. “Miss, it appears that your, ahem, visitor’s understanding of Crown law is inaccurate.” Under his professional words Rigi heard annoyance and irritation, and possibly something else. “He claims gross personal insult and the right to property equal in value to his outraged dignity and reputation, and insists that he has a claim to your person.” Now the sergeant sounded disgusted. “He admitted to trespassing, and will be detained on that charge until the justicar on duty looks at the testimony and your m-dog’s files.” He stopped and pointed at Martinus. “How long have you had that m-dog?”
“Six years, Sergeant. He was originally my father’s. Father gave him to me when I came of age.” Which was officially true, if not entirely honest.
“Huh.” The man shrugged under his body armor. “That probably explains it. He looks different from the other civilian m-dogs I’ve seen. Bigger. Most are,” he held his hands chest-width apart.
“Yes, Sergeant. Father was the Company import supervisor on Shikhari at the time he purchased Martinus.”
“Ah. That makes perfect sense, that and the age of the unit. Thank you, Miss.” She signed the data pad under Lonka’s mark. The corporal emerged from the shed as she did. He carried the knife in a clear evidence bag, and the men left.
“Thank you,” Rigi told the males. “Thank you very, very much. I’m sorry this happened.”
A stout //puzzlement/relief// cloud engulfed her. “Miss Rigi, why sorry? Human male attacked, we defended.” Makana made it sound so simple.
“Correct. And if my bread dough fell, I will ask permission to use shooter on intruder,” Shona declared before hop-walking back to the house.
If it falls, I think Father and Mother will give you permission to shoot him, Rigi thought toward his back. She didn’t say that, though. Proper young ladies didn’t— Oh shed fur and dirty nappies, Rigi sighed. She’d shoot Mr. Xiaolenk herself, preferably in the behind end with those dissuader pellets the plantation owners used on bird flocks. “Thank you,” she said again. “I believe I will put Martinus on the charger, and then if it is not too much trouble, Lonka, I’d like some tea in the family room. No,” she changed her mind. “Mocha please.” The thick sweetness sounded heavenly.
“Wooeef.”
“Just so,” Makana observed. “Is Stod-geh injured badly?”
“No,” Rigi waited until she got up the verandah steps to say more. She was having trouble staying on her feet—her knees wanted to buckle. “The cuts are not that deep, and they need to bleed clean, in case the knife had poison.”
The pungent //outrage// made her eye water. “Very good, Miss Rigi.”
She and Martinus got as far as the family room. Then Rigi staggered, caught herself, and thumped hard into her mother’s chair. She couldn’t stop shaking. Martinus put his head on her leg. “Woo?”
“Woo. G-, g-, good dog.”
Lonka peered in, disappeared, and returned with a heavy mug as well as the mocha pot. He poured a cup, ear-bowed, and left. Rigi got it to her mouth without spilling, somehow.
    
THE NEXT DAY Rigi finished reading the document. She took Martinus onto the verandah and cleaned him from muzzle tip to tail-rod knob, and lightly washed his carnifex-leaper tail fur. As she worked, Paul played in a portable pen, taking advantage of the warmth and fresh air. Siare had set up the pen, carried Paul out with one forefoot under each chubby arm, and set him into the play area with an air of determination and mission. “You stay, Taul. Do not climb out. Do not dig out. Stay.” She then marched back indoors. The window of the nursery opened full height and Rigi smelled heavy cleaning begin. A few minutes later Siare dragged a full basket of bedding and other things out onto the verandah, shook one forefoot claw at Paul, and marched back indoors. More heavy cleaning sounds and smells followed, and Rigi wondered just what her brother had managed to accomplish, and if she ought to ask. He seemed content to walk back and forth in the confines of the heavy-sided pen, looking out and occasionally tossing a toy at his sister. Rigi tossed them back in, trying not to hit him.
Thump! A small stuffed wombow hit her in the head as she was putting the cleaning brushes back into their case. “Right you,” she said under her breath. She picked up the wombow, knelt on the other side of the pen from her giggling brother, and lightly tossed it so the toy landed right at his feet.
“Whee!” Back flew the wombow. Rigi caught it and returned the serve. “He! he he he wheeeee! ‘Womwo!”
Rigi caught the toy. “Wombow, Paul. Wombow.” Toss.
“Womwo! Womwo womwo womwo!” Fling! The toy sailed over her head and slid to a stop against Martinus.
“Wooeef?”
Paul called “Wooeef! Wooeef!”
“Oh no.” Rigi stood, retrieved the toy, and handed it to Paul. “Wombow.”
“Womwo wooeef?”
Through the open window Rigi heard a snorting, whistling sound suspiciously like a Staré female laughing. She leaned to the side and caught a glimpse of Nahla helping Siare clean and rearrange the nursery. “Wombow, Paul. Say ‘wom-bow.’”
“Womwo.” He nodded once and folded his arms, the perfect picture of stubbornness.
“You got that from Cyril.”
He smiled, frowned, grunted, and smiled again. “That, however, is yours and yours alone young man.” Rigi straightened up and went to the window. “Siare, where are Paul’s nappies and changing mat?”
“Already?” The upper-fourth Stamm Staré came out onto the verandah and lightly patted Paul’s rump. “Already. Hopling, do you not let your food rest before emptying your stomach?” She picked Paul up and whisked him inside. Rigi returned several tossed toys to Paul’s play space, then took the cleaning kit and stowed it back in its cubby in the coat-and-shoe room. A sixth Stamm rough-carpenter had made a set of bench-cubbies that fit under the main sitting bench, and the household stored various cleaning supplies, tools, and mud-shoes there. Nahla marched onto the verandah from the kitchen, set a large bowl of slipper peas down on the Staré work-table near the kitchen door, went inside again and returned with a smaller bowl and a sigh. She sat on the Staré bench and started shelling the peas, using one claw to slice open the reddish-brown elongated oval husks and another to push the dark purple peas into the second bowl. She left the husks in a pile on the worksurface. They would get added to Stodge’s afternoon meal. Wombows loved slipper-peas as much as humans and Staré did, Rigi recalled, which was why slipper pea growers were some of the few farmers who used only machines in their work. Apparently even muzzled wombows managed to cause a lot of trouble between the rows of plants. Siare returned with Paul, plunked him back into the play space, and sat down beside him, working on sewing or something like that. Rigi and Martinus returned to Rigi's work space upstairs.
How to put her thoughts into words that would not burn up the comm transmitters, she wondered? Rigi decided to pretend she was writing to the former governor, Theodaulf. After the formal heading and address, she began, “After having read the document in question, I feel safe in reporting that I find the authors’ understanding of basic Staré questionable at best, and their comprehension of native cultural ways to be exceedingly lacking in depth.” She read it aloud. Yes, that was the proper tone. “A more detailed analysis follows, but to summarize, over half of the accounts bear no resemblance to accounts provided by the Staré Elders, either those of Sogdia, or of the Southern Landmass, or of the Indria Plateau community. The authors’ insistence that the Staré have no concept of ‘cities’ prior to the coming of humans is incorrect. The authors draw on outdated theories that on-world research and interviews have proven to be inapplicable to Shikhari. Although the Staré Elders and other Staré have only permitted the publication of the most general summaries of their ancestral beliefs and oral histories, those contradict three-fourths of the material in the authors’ work. The authors’ dismissive tone and failure to present their sources or to properly document well-known linguistic uncertainties further compromises the academic and cultural value and accuracy of this manuscript.”
Rigi imagined herself reading the words to a group of students and professors. Yes, that sounded professional without being nasty. She’d saved a copy of a book review from the xenoarchaeology journal as an example of how not to behave in print, and had re-read it before starting the manuscript. She mentally compared the two, went back and reworded one phrase, then launched into her detailed list of errors and mis-translations.
“I am tempted to wonder if the individuals who wrote that document had ever set foot on Shikhari, except I saw both of them with my own eyes on multiple occasions, sir,” Rigi told Uncle Eb two days later, following a day of rest. She and Uncle Eb had gone walking in the park, Martinus close behind, while Aunt Kay and her mother went shopping for mid-dry-season dresses. The flowers in the park made sweeps of crimson, scarlet, white, brilliant yellow, and dark orange, with tall stands of fire-tongue grass bending in the light breeze. At least a dozen children and a handful of hoplings played in the park running and hopping, climbing on the two “forts” and swinging or playing on the balance rockers. There should have been more hoplings, and Rigi felt a lump form in her throat. Nahla should have been there too, not watching Paul or working with Shona.
“Hmm.” Uncle Eb looked ahead of them, his hands clasped behind his back. “I am not certain but what Mr. Petrason, while physically present on Shikhari, never really left Home or WemWorld. Mrs. Chin-Petrason certainly did not. They are the only people I know of who had only human staff, no Staré, for which I am grateful.”
“Indeed, sir.”
They walked around the corner and had gone several meters before he said, “I apologize for not taking up the challenge of working on that document. I let my personal distaste of one of the authors override my duties. I know how to set my feelings aside in order to evaluate materials, but I chose not to and left you with a most distasteful task. I’m sorry, Miss Rigi.”
Rigi took a long breath. “Thank you, sir. It was distasteful. It was also,” she exhaled. “Educational. And I should not have been surprised that, ahem, the second party would find Petrason’s writings and incorporate them into his own, for his own purposes. That they were published so quickly and spread so widely does lead me to some questions that I believe I do not want answered, sir.”
“Indeed. There is something afoot that gnaws, irritating but not so great that I can easily tell what or where it is.” He shook his head. “Not that a polity of eight planets won’t have at least one person acting foolishly at any given moment, and that only counting the humans. Speaking of which, have you heard anything from Kor recently?”
“No, sir. Capt. Prananda said he was forceful, eloquent, and most descriptive in stating his opinion of certain human political and academic developments.”
They rounded the next corner and Uncle Eb gave her a shrewd look. “According to Lexi, Kor ran out of epithets in Common and Staré and asked him for a few more, just to have available if needed.” Then he sighed a little. “He should have asked Kay.”
“Uncle Eb, how could you propose such a thing! The Elders’ Council might collapse in their seats from shock if they heard what Aunt Kay said about the inspector who passed the timber on that corner of your verandah addition.” Rigi covered her mouth to keep from giggling as she fought to maintain a straight face. The wood had horrible sap pits in it, so bad that one of the main supports for the north corner of the porch had broken during the first good rainstorm. Aunt Kay, according to family rumor, had threatened to serve the remains of the posts to the builder for supper if he did not replace them forthwith, using the high quality materials for which she and Uncle Eb had paid. Or so rumor had it.
“An excellent point, Miss Rigi. Lexi says he only gave Kor a few of the milder ‘colorful adjectives’ that he’s encountered in his lexical compilations, nothing truly vulgar or inappropriate.”
“I’ve observed that certain Staré colloquialisms lose a great deal in translation, given that scents cannot be converted into Common.” Rigi smiled. “That and certain vulgarities do not cross cultural lines. Or so I’m told,” she added quickly. Proper ladies did not have mental dictionaries of rude words.
“No indeed, Miss Rigi. Telling a Staré that his sire had crossed salt water . . . I fear only puzzlement would ensue.”
“Or telling a human that his mother was eaten by a tree-draper.”
“Eaten by a tree-draper? That is new.”
“Two hoplings were having a fight at the wombow parking line at Blue Star market. Makana and I shamed them into going back to their dams.” She glanced around and lowered her voice, “One called the other stupider than eighth Stamm, and he said the first one’s father was so dumb he was eaten by a tree-draper.”
Uncle Eb laughed. “Ah, yes. And then the fur flew?”
“It did indeed. Makana and I broke up the spat before they spooked the wombows and caused real trouble.” Something caught her eye and she stopped. “Oh. Do you mind if I make a quick sketch, sir?”
“No. In fact, I’ve never seen those before. I wonder how much trouble they are to grow?”
As Rigi took out her little pocket sketch-book and a pencil, Uncle Eb walked around to the other side of the plantings to see if the plants had a tag. A thick layer of tiny, round, pale-green leaves grew from the woody stems, as thick as Rigi’s index finger. A cluster of blue-purple flowers as big as her two-fists clung to the end of each stem, attracting bright red and yellow beetles that darted from flower to flower. Each individual flower had to be no larger than the bead in her necklace, Rigi guessed. She didn’t smell anything, but a number of flowers from this part of Shikhari only released perfume at night. She made notes of the colors and sizes as she drew, jotting things on the edge of the page.
“Miss Rigi, don’t jump,” Uncle Eb said in her ear. Warned, she looked up and didn’t startle at the sight of almost a dozen Staré, most of them hoplings, all watching. A strong curiosity scent masked any floral perfume in the air. The Staré didn’t draw or make representational art anymore, and their response to Rigi’s work ranged from mild curiosity to awe bordering on worship.
“Yes?” She asked in Staré.
The hoplings all bowed and one of the older males, mid-third Stamm, asked, “Ma’am, what are you doing?”
“I am drawing the flower.” Rigi turned her notebook so they could see. Several leaned so far forward they almost fell on their noses and she struggled not to laugh. “This way others who are not here can see and know what it looks like, and can see how pretty it is.”
“Ah.” Two of the adults murmured quickly in Staré. “The wise eye?” an upper fourth female asked, hesitantly, ears back as if a touch nervous.
“So it has been said, yes,” Rigi replied, closing the pad and tucking it away.
The Staré moved back a step as a group and the intense surge of //awe/nervous// made Rigi sneeze. “Please don’t do that. The Creator and Creatrix gave me a gift. I am no wiser than you are, certainly not as wise as the Elders.”
“And she doesn’t like blood fruit jam,” Uncle Eb announced over her head.
The youngest hopling tipped his head to the side, eyes wide. “But blood fruit jam is the best thing ever!”
“Tsaree! Stop that,” his minder snapped, terribly embarrassed.
“But it is!”
“You are wiser than she is. She thinks it tastes funny,” Uncle Eb assured the hopling as Rigi blushed.
“I like ginter better,” a second hopling declared.
Uncle Eb winked at Rigi and offered her his arm as awe-filled observation turned into a lively argument among the hoplings over which sweets tasted better. She accepted his offer, and once they’d strolled out of earshot of the Staré herd, gently reminded him, “I don’t eat anything blood colored, sir, even if it does taste wonderful. Which blood-fruit does not.”
He smiled a little. “Aren’t you glad that lump-fruit pads are green?”
“Woo?”
Martinus stopped and turned sideways, nose pointing to a man in a security uniform. Uncle Eb looked at the stranger, who looked back, then turned away. “I didn’t think so,” Uncle Eb muttered to himself.
“Thank you, Martinus. Good dog.”
Uncle Eb nodded. “Good dog indeed. I declare, I’m starting to think half the Crown personnel sent to Shikhari were whisked from graduation parties, put into cold-sleep, and then thawed out here. They have less experience than Paul does.”
“Paul is determined to get more experience, especially if he can do it after being told not to.”
“No doubt he gets that from your brother.”
“So Mother has said, more than once.” Her mother also blamed Cyril for Paul’s rude sounds, although Rigi suspected Paul’s being a boy had more to do with it.
“On a different subject, Miss Rigi, I understand that you have several suitors?”
She heaved a most un-ladylike sigh. “Yes. I do not want to sound ungrateful or rude, Uncle Eb, but it would be nice to have an evening to myself with just the family. Lt. Deleon stopped by two evenings ago, and Mr. Patel was in yesterday.”
“Indeed? And your thoughts, if I might be so bold as to venture to ask?”
Rigi considered as she looked both ways for traffic. There were not supposed to be any heavy transports in this district, but accidents and mis-programmings had happened. “Lt. Deleon is very sincere, and determined, and has excellent prospects. Mr. Patel tells fascinating stories about his home world, and is making quite a strong reputation for himself in Crown service. At present I have not made up my mind, and no one has asked for my hand.”
“Miss Rigi, Shikhari may be the far end of the Crown worlds, and lovely young ladies may be scarce here, but no one asks for marriage after only what, three meetings at best?” he chuckled. “You don’t have to make your mind up tonight.”
“I don’t want anyone to think that I’m leading them on, being a coquette,” she confessed. She didn’t dare say that to her mother.
He shook one finger at her. “Miss Auriga, no one will ever accuse you of being a coquette. The fact that you are concerned about being misunderstood tells me that you are not trying to deliberately mislead any of the gentlemen. And for good or for ill, you are rather better known than most young ladies who come to Shikhari in search of a husband.”
She looked down, only partly to keep from tripping over an uneven spot in the path. “That’s not what Mr. Xiaolenk thought.”
“Xiaolenk is a Stellar-Han and a cad. The two are not necessarily always related. You did not lead him on, he saw what he wanted to see. Much like a certain xenoarchaeologist who, I am informed, has discovered scratch-mint but no archaeological remains.”
Rigi covered one eye with her free hand. “Sir, do you think she is going to insist on visiting every single place where ruins were not reported?”
“One wonders, doesn’t one?” He stared straight ahead, the grip on her arm tightening. “Some people, Miss Rigi, have a singular gift for not learning from others’ mistakes, misfortunes, or experience. I cannot count the number of unhappy moments or disasters that began with the phrase, ‘I know that, but we’ll do it right this time.’” He blinked and pointed to a rapidly approaching vehicle. “I’ve never seen a wombow trot quite that fast.”
Rigi stared, then smiled. “That’s Stodge, sir.”
“Stodge.”
“Cyril named him.”
Uncle Eb closed his eyes and shook a little all over. “All is explained. Does Stodge ever move slowly?”
“No sir. He came without a low gear. A bit like Dr. De Groet,” she ventured with a little smile and a wink.
“Very much like Micah. Which reminds me; I need to speak with your parents about borrowing you for a possible trip to Courtland Bay. Micah thinks he’s found something, but he wants you and Captain Prananda to give him your expert opinion.”
Rigi stopped on the walk and turned to face her uncle. “Dr. De Groet alone, not the Institute, not the Crown Xenoarchaeological Society.”
“Just Dr. De Groet, I give you my word.” He raised his right hand, as if taking an oath. He looked a little sad as he did, and Rigi knew why.
Rigi patted Martinus and nodded. “If there are no problems or complications, I will go, for Mr. De Groet and you, sir. But not for anyone else right now.”
“Thank you. I would not ask but Micah is even more enthusiastic than usual. I’m not certain if I should be excited or terrified.”
“An excellent question, sir.” Stodge and the cart zoomed past, Makana mouthing something Rigi could guess as they rounded the corner. “So much for Stodge being afraid to go back into the shed.”
“Have you ever seen a wombow or spotted leaper turn down food? Cyril would refuse dessert first, I believe.” He opened the front gate.
“In which case I’d probably plan on running away in the night because a disaster is about to ensue or the seas have dried,” Rigi murmured under her breath. Uncle Eb’s head whipped around and he gave her a deadly serious look, fire in his eyes for an instant, before the predator’s gaze faded and her eccentric uncle returned. Rigi shivered, remembering Tomás’s words.



10




TOUCHING THE SUNSET WATERS
Rigi unfolded from the long-distance flyer with her dignity intact at least. Her back ached, her neck had a crick from falling asleep, and her ears rang. The speaker for the alert chimes had been beside her head, and apparently she leaned against it at some point. The tone announcing the beginning of the landing descent had sounded right in her ear, and she wondered if she had a bruise from jumping up against the seat belt. Was Lexi laughing at her? Not that the dignified Staré would ever admit to such a thing, but she still wondered. At least her brother had not seen the jump. Rigi walked slowly to the back of the flyer and waited while seventh Stamm workers handed down the bags and cargo. When they all emerged from the cargo area, Rigi stood on her toes, leaned in, and sang, “Lo, the winter is past, the time of rest is o’er.” A pair of red lights blinked on, flashed twice, and turned brown. She stepped back as Martinus jumped to the ground, then they turned and surveyed the new land around them.
The soft, warm air smelled rich and wet. A pair of brilliant green birds flew overhead, and Rigi could see huge trees looming past the edge of the landing field, a tall green wall with shadows below it. Somewhere to the west, the great southern sea washed the land, but that was tens of kilometers away. The hazy white sky looked close but not rain-storm close, and something large and dark soared slowly by high above the trees. Rigi wanted to stand and stare, but they needed to clear the landing space in case someone else arrived or needed to depart. She picked up the case with her shooters, gestured for Martinus to follow, and walked to where Cyril, Uncle Eb, and Aunt Kay were talking with a quickly gesticulating Dr. De Groet and a heavyset, stern man with a ruddy, round face under a hard-worn floppy hat. The stern man seemed to be glowering at Cyril, who actually appeared a little intimidated. Rigi wondered who the gentleman was.
“So you’re the one my daughter picked. I though you’d look more respectable.” He must be Mr. Sorenson, then Rigi realized.
Cyril struggled for a good answer, but Uncle Eb saved him. Perhaps. “He’s quite responsible, sir. In fact, I wager my nephew is responsible for more chaos, early resignations, and quiet weeping in senior chiefs’ wardrooms than any junior officer in the Stellar Navy in at least a generation.” Rigi’s brother turned crimson red and tried to stutter a denial.
“In that case no worries. I was Navy, weapons. Came here because plants just die, they don’t demand four-fold paperwork followed by requests for more details and an additional eighty-page document.” He stuck out a beefy hand, Cy took it, and they half-embraced. “Welcome to Courtland Bay.”
“Thank you, sir. This is my sister, Auriga,” Cy gestured and Rigi curtsied, since her hands were full.
“You shoot?”
“Yes, sir, hand-shooter and rifle. I clean my own game.”
Mr. Sorenson seemed to relax. “Good. You’ll come by Fairland Farm after you do your digging and poking?” Rigi got the feeling that it wasn’t really a question.
“Certainly, sir,” Aunt Kay said, smiling.
Rigi looked around and saw a dark Staré pretending to be part of a tree trunk. Kor had arrived early, not that Rigi expected anything different. Tomás would be arriving the next day, weather permitting. Rigi wondered if they’d get to hunt leapers for supper again. She liked wild leaper meat. Would Cyril be upset? Probably. Well, he could just be upset, she decided.
As they went to their ground transports, Rigi wished that Makana had come with her, but he and wilderness, meaning anything wilder than the woods around Keralita, well, the less said the better. He was a very urbanized Staré. Lexi and Kor each took one transport, Kor riding with Cyril, Dr. De Groet, and Uncle Eb. Lexi travelled with Aunt Kay, Rigi, and Martinus. “So, Rigi, have you been to this part of Shikhari before?” her aunt asked once Lexi had the nav programmed and everything appeared to be working properly.
“No, ma’am. The headwaters of the Kenusha River are as far west as I’ve ventured.” The plantation belt was not considered a relaxing and scenic recreation location. “I understand there are some lovely places out here.”
“There are, and some new dangers. Trap lizards for one, and that thing that falls out of trees onto people, the green not-a-snake thing. And don’t pet the little furry black-furred mammals that appear soft and pettable. They’re not.”
Rigi wondered once again if anything on Shikhari didn’t bite, sting, kick, trample, or otherwise try to kill humans and Staré. Even the obligate herbivores had bad tempers. “Other than that, is there anything to worry about, ma’am?”
Lexi’s ears twitched but he stayed quiet. “Just Micah’s enthusiasm and afternoon storms. They form over land by day. At night sometimes storms come in from the sea. Oh, yes,” Aunt Kay caught herself. “If you go to the beach, take Martinus and your heavy-duty shooter. That legendary creature from hopling stories that will jump onto land in search of prey? It really exists.”
Even Rigi had heard that story, and she gulped.
“Micah swears that he’s cleared everything really dangerous away from the site he thinks he found, but you know Micah.”
Lexi’s ears swept from side to side. “Yes, Mistress Trent. The only creatures remaining are merely mostly to somewhat dangerous, meaning they will allow you to stagger a few meters before killing you.”
“Something like that probably.” Rigi wondered if that was why Dr. De Groet didn’t have a wife. Most men his age had married a decade ago at least. Oh well. Rigi sat back and looked at the thick-trunked trees and peered at the shadows between them, trying to see the understory. Something brilliant green flapped past, probably chasing bugs. Rigi considered trying to get her pad out to sketch things, but she tended to get road-sick. It wasn’t worth it, and they’d be here for two weeks, so she’d have plenty of time. Her stomach rumbled, confirming the wisdom of her decision. Being hungry always made road-sickness worse, at least for her.
They got to the camp, put their baggage into the four tent-shelters, and met at the main dining tent. Several fifth Stamm Staré peered out of the kitchen tent, then emerged and put platters of roasted tidbits, nuts in something, and the crunchy root strips that Rigi always thought of as Staré candy, because they ate themselves stuffed if they had the opportunity. Cold drinks also emerged. Kor and Lexi took plates and ate off to the side, backs to the humans. Rigi was glad Kor had finally learned not to eat while facing humans. Staré dining habits put her off her own food. It wasn’t their fault—their jaws worked differently from humans’. Rigi nibbled the nut clusters, enjoyed the roast bites, and studied the world outside the anti-varmint field.
According to the maps, the coastal forests extended inland for tens of kilometers. A warm current from the equator brought moisture into the area most years, moderating the climate and creating an isolated semi-tropical humid forest. It wasn’t true rainforest, or so she thought she recalled reading, but very close, with a thick over-canopy in some areas. The area did not include a nature preserve per se, but development had yet to get much farther than the plantation belt to the east. The birdlife almost rivalled that of the Bataria Archipelago. The off-shore fishing was said to be excellent, but Rigi had already decided that she and a boat would remain no more than nodding acquaintances.
“So,” Uncle Ebenezer said, planting his elbows on the table and holding a cold drink in one hand. “What is it you think you found, and what are we going to do?”
Micah De Groet set his own drink down. His hair had gone grey over the past six years, but he still acted as if he were thirteen or fourteen years old. His energy made Rigi tired. “Not think, know, and the local Staré have confirmed my suspicion. Just to the north, four kilometers or so, there’s the remains of a city two kilometers inland. It was not inland when it was built. The river, the, ah,” he put stubby, strong fingers to his forehead. “Brain’s blanking.”
“The Strahla,” Kor said from behind them.
“Thank you. The Strahla carries a lot of sediment and has been building its mouth out into the bay. I think the city may have been a port, but that’s not all that I want you to look at. The local Staré have been expanding their settlement and think they found something odd.”
Uncle Eb raised one finger. “They think their find is odd, or they think we might consider it odd.”
“Yes to both. Apparently they were not expecting to find anything besides dirt. I don’t want to say more in case I prejudice your observations.”
“Hmm.” Uncle Eb thought, shrugged, and drank more from his bottle. “I defer to your experience.”
“We’re doomed,” Aunt Kay murmured.
Rigi bit her cheek hard to keep from laughing or showing that she’d heard the comment, even though she’d thought the same thing. “Sir, is there a road or will we be walking?”
“Road part way, then walk the last kilometer. This is not, ahem, not a Crown Registered excavation, and so it lacks the amenities of a true xenoarchaeological site.” At Micah’s words Uncle Eb rolled his eyes and Cy snorted, then almost choked. “Sorry, young man.” Cy waved off the apology.
“What Dr. De Groet means is that the puff-lizard known as Szabor refused to consider that such a location might exist. Given the creature’s unwillingness to look beyond the end of her own muzzle, Dr. De Groet is doing this on his own,” Kor snarled. “She and the individual you call governor can both go,” Rigi clapped her hands over her ears. She waited for his mouth to stop moving before lowering them again.
“Although I am inclined toward your philosophy, Kor, I am unable to agree with your phrasing, for professional reasons,” Uncle Eb said. “Cyril, I’ll translate later. Lexi has delicate sensibilities and I do not care to subject him to such language twice.” Rigi risked a glance at Lexi, who was doing his best to look like as innocent as a new-hatched pouchling.
Uncle Eb looked to their host. “Now, Micah, has anything dangerous been seen near the camp? I mean everything larger than a tree-shrieker.”
“Not unless you count snakes. They are constrictors, oh, and that little brown thing with the nasty bite that goes septic in less than an hour.”
Cy’s eyes bulged as Rigi said calmly, “So no wandering around at night and shake out your shoes and clothes?”
“Yes, and look before you sit. Apparently they are attracted to sanitation facilities.” Cy turned pink. Rigi just nodded. Her aunt and uncle seemed amused for some reason. Well, when they’d gone to the Kenusha Plains, they’d had to worry about stampedes of wombeasts and even of striped leapers that might force their way past the dissuader field and into camp, with predators close behind. And then there’s been the hunter lizard, and the carnifex leaper, and . . . she stopped her mental tally because Cyril had started glaring at her.
“You didn’t say this would be so dangerous, Uncle Ebenezer. I don’t think Auriga should be here if it is this rough.”
Rigi stared back at her brother. “It’s not that rough, Cyril. This is Shikhari, after all, not Home.” In truth she preferred dealing with known dangers and predatory animals than some of the nasty people she’d encountered on Home. “I have a shooter, two now, and Martinus, and I do not plan on wandering through the forest on my own staring up at the pretty birdies, or get so lost in admiring the sunset that I walk off a cliff.”
“You don’t understand, Auriga. You’re a woman, not a girl. Things are different now.”
Rigi drank a little, ate another piece of grilled tuber, and counted to ten. “Cyril, I appreciate your concern. But yes, I am a woman grown. I survived escaping and evading captivity on the Indria Plateau, to use your terms. I’ve hunted, and Martinus and I killed a carnifex leaper, the same one that became his tail addition.” As she spoke her brother’s eyes widened until they seemed to take up half his face. “Martinus, Makana, and I survived attempted assassination, and I’ve eaten breakfast grain mush on two different starliners and lived to tell the tale. I’ve even sat through university finance meetings without throwing my datapad out the window. I know how to protect myself, and when to run like a three-legged wombeast if a terror-bird comes in sight. Brother, I love you, but don’t wrap me in leaper fur.”
“She’ll probably shed on you if you try, Cyril,” Aunt Kay observed. “You have a full permit now, Rigi?”
“Yes, ma’am, both hand-shooter and long-shooter.” She tipped her head to the side a little. “I still wonder about just how useful a long-shooter would be inside the city, though.”
“Wombeasts if the shields go down. Lets you keep what you shoot, unlike a pure self-defense long-shooter. Less paperwork,” Dr. De Groet said matter of factly, as if shooting 1000 kg herbivores in the streets happened every feast-day. “Although I confess, I would love to see His Excellency’s expression if a wombeast migration got into NovMerv.”
“No thank you. Miss Leopoldi’s shrieks would send them fleeing right back into the wilds,” Cyril muttered into his bottle. Rigi and her aunt exchanged looks behind his back. Perhaps Miss Leopoldi wasn’t quite as charming as Rigi had assumed? Ah well, Miss Leopoldi and her suitors had nothing to do with Rigi for the next two weeks.
“Ah, on a less lovely topic,” Uncle Eb interrupted her thoughts. “Do be careful with sanitation. There some very unpleasant insects that bite or sting, nothing fatal if you are young and healthy, but still dangerous. We don’t have a fast evacuation vehicle, so I strongly suggest looking carefully before you answer nature’s call. Ah, and Miss Rigi is our emergency nurse.” Cyril turned crimson and Rigi quickly looked away. No, she did not want to have to take care of bites or stings there. Or there. Especially on her brother! Lexi and Kor exchanged puzzled looks and tipped their heads to the right the exact same amount, looking like twins for a moment. As she watched, Rigi suddenly wondered if they did come from the same stock, given Lexi’s black head and forefeet. Both broke Stamm downwards, and both had the same dry, almost human wit and precise speech patterns, although Kor spoke far less, or had until a year and a half ago.
“So,” Micah stated. “Supper is in another hour. Miss Rigi, there is a dedicated charger/generator at your quarters, should Martinus need that much power.” She nodded, catching his meaning. “Breakfast will be at half past five local time, which is now seventeen hundred. I’d like to be at the site by seven tomorrow, so we can work there in the morning, then go inland once the on-shore wind starts to pick-up. It is gnat season, I am sorry to say.” Kor made a quiet “thppth” sound. “I know. There are gnat nets as well as powered repellers, just in case. I gave the cook and his assistant the list of foods you prefer not to eat, Cyril, Miss Rigi, so that should not be a problem. Tonight is fowl, as in bird meat,” he quickly specified as Lexi’s ears started to tip to the sides. Rigi looked up at the canvas ceiling to keep from giggling. The Common word for bird-meat sounded very much like a Staré term for rotting, under-tanned leather.
Rigi and Martinus went to her shelter. She had one to herself, because Martinus took up room, Cyril and Tomás would share as did her aunt and uncle, Micah had one to himself, and Kor and Lexi had spaces near the hired Staré. “I wonder why Dr. De Groet never hires any humans?” Rigi asked Martinus. “Don’t humans ever work as expedition staff on this continent?” They might not, as she thought about it. Well, aside from the humans that Dr. Szabor had been forced to employ out on the plains. Or had she imposed on students? Oof, that would be hard work, doing expedition things all day and then turning around and having to cook, and move camp, and hunt if hunting were needed, and work on vehicles if necessary. Rigi sighed a little, wishing once more that Dr. Szabor had not been quite so rude or unwilling to listen to local advice.
Rigi shook out her camp boots before putting them on. Yes, they’d been in her bag, but getting into good habits from the beginning never hurt. She brushed her skirt, glad she could still wear the sturdy clothes she’d gotten for the Indria Plateau trip, those that had survived. She suspected that her mother had quietly burned the dress and underthings that Rigi had worn for almost a month straight, even after the soldiers had washed them. Rigi never inquired as to where they had disappeared to—she didn’t miss them.
Rigi gave the sanitation tent a quick look-over, triple checked around the necessary and peered under the seat, made use of the facility, and then went back to the main dining tent. The sun would not set until after 2100 this time of year, so she didn’t have to worry about nocturnal creatures yet. Rigi stopped outside, looking up at the sky. A few puffy white clouds moved from west to east, and she thought she saw a large bird high up, like one of the enormous carrion eaters that supposedly prowled the slopes of the Snow-Tooth Mountains. Now she could smell a briny, slightly bitter scent in the air, under the leafy, loamy “forest” scent. That must mean that the wind had shifted from the sea, or that they’d moved close enough to the shore for that wind to reach them. Or was there a tidal estuary nearby? No, she sniffed again, it didn’t smell rotting-stuff-mud-brine like the Kenushamouth did. Her stomach reminded her that a few nibbles did not a proper supper make and she went inside.
The next morning Rigi tumbled out of the transport and gawped at the site. Nothing she'd seen—Stela was a tiny speck of a find compared to what sprawled before. Towers!
“Wooeef?”
“Oh yes, Martinus,” she managed once she remembered to breathe. “Wooeef indeed. Very wooeef.”
“This isn’t supposed to exist,” Cyril croaked beside her. “Nothing on this scale could have existed before humans arrived. I read the report.”
“Apparently the ancestral spirits failed to consult with xenoarchaeologists,” Micah De Groet said. He sounded very smug, and his smile revealed all of his slightly-crooked teeth. He folded his arms. “As Master Martinus so eloquently stated, ‘wooeef.’ Welcome to Strahla City, because I can’t think of any other way to describe it.”
Rigi had her sketchpad in hand and had already started drawing, her eyes moving from west to east, upstream, taking in the ten-meter high structures and the piles of rubble between them, and the large trees growing throughout the scene. “How far downstream did this extend, Micah?” she heard Uncle Eb asking, awe in his voice.
“A few hundred meters at least, but all I can find are what appear to be foundations. If there were structures, they disappeared long ago. Nothing seemed to be denning here, at least as of three weeks ago, and Thorna says she hasn’t seen activity since then. Thorna is the senior hunter for the Staré settlement inland,” he added. Kor grunted and puffed //distaste/puzzlement// but didn’t speak. The others walked closer to the site but Rigi and Martinus stayed on the little rise, probably an old river terrace, and she continued to sketch, taking in the general setting and shape of things, adding notes about color and shading. Only when she’d finished did she walk into the site, taking her time and watching her footing on the gravel and cobbles underfoot. Cobbles? That seemed odd, and Rigi stopped to add a note on the margin.
The walls had weathered grey and smooth. Micah and his helpers hadn’t removed all of the vegetation, and here and there trees grew out of buildings as well as between them, cracking the walls or looming over the remains of something. So much debris filled the spaces between walls that Rigi had trouble telling what was building and what wasn’t. Or had they all been buildings, and she was going from basement to sub-surface passageway? The walls appeared to stop at eight or ten meters tall, making them the largest ancient structures she’d seen on Shikhari. That alone should have been worthy of Dr. Szabor’s presence, Rigi sniffed. And how had they been missed on scans? Probably the same way that other sites failed to appear on anything but the most specialized of ground-penetrating and visual images. Once again Rigi wondered what the Staré of the First World, the Ancient or Ancestral Spirits as some Staré called them, had used to build the “ghost villages.” A shadow and a curve cut into a wall caught her eye and she stopped, flipped to a fresh page and started work.
Uncle Eb and Lexi found her some time later, now on the third—or fourth?—page as she tried to draw the entire pattern covering the wall. It started at knee-height, extending to within a hand-width of the top of the wall as it currently stood. Leapers and Staré with animal-heads alternated, almost in a procession of some kind, approaching an enormous figure like a cross between a hunter-lizard and a Staré, with Staré ears and forelegs but the big ambush predator’s body and head. It seemed to be guarding or standing over a nest with eggs and newly-hatched Staré. Rigi got closer to the wall, peered at it, sniffed it, then backed up, absently stepping over a lump of something. “This came after,” she said, hands still moving. “It is scratched, not really carved, and never colored that I can tell.”
“I’ve never seen that creature depicted with pouchlings and hatches,” Uncle Eb said.
A scent of //agreement// wafted through the air. Lexi said, “Neither have I, sir. It would appear to be a depiction of a guardian, perhaps? The general form matches that of Stela and Fountain, but not the details.”
“Other wall.” Rigi squinted and frowned again, trying to see if that really was a forefoot or just a scratch. "Behind me, sir."
“Great Caesar’s ghost!”
“Shed fur and shattered eggs!”
Rigi heard someone else come racing up, skid and swear, then trip over something and swear again in Staré. Only when she finished the line, made her notes and turned to a clean page did she turn around. She also needed to sharpen her pencil, which she did by feel, five turns of the sharpener, as she watched her uncle and the two Staré looking at the drawing on the other wall, this one not as tall but more detailed, and more deeply cut into the surface. “Not stone,” Kor said.
“No, sir. It is a thick gypsum-like compound, but not plaster, more like a synthesized material, and they used a metal blade to make the design, assuming what Martinus pawed up there in the corner is it. I didn’t touch it, just drew it. I think he smelled something and was checking for snakes.” He didn’t really smell, not like a bio-dog, but his olfactory sensors detected chemical traces and pheromones. She swallowed hard. “I don’t think it was done too long after the end of the First World, sir.”
None of the patterns or designs they’d found thus far showed so many dead Staré, people crushed or buried under things, people running, people trying to shelter hoplings, or cowering with forefeet over eyes. And above all of it was a giant bird with lightning bolt-like things coming from its eyes that knocked down a building. She assumed it was a building. She shouldn’t, the xenoarchaeologists and xenologists all said you could never assume that what you thought you saw was really what the maker had intended, but something told her they were buildings.
She could hear the smirk in Uncle Eb's voice. “You do realize that this demolishes Dr. Szabor’s entire thesis?”
“It would if it could be dated, sir,” Rigi slowly, unhappily, reminded him. “We are probably not considered trustworthy reporters anymore.” She took a deep shaky breath. The image scared her. “That said, yes, sir, this image, if it dates to the time of the destruction of this site, and if this site proves to have been subject to a single, rapid disaster of some kind, would undo the Petrason document and confirm the accuracy of the Elders’ oral traditions and of the artifacts in their care.” She tried to sound very professional and grown-up. Inside she wanted to run away and hide in a cave or hole where nothing could find her. Think about something else, she ordered her mind, something from your learning texts. “The similarity of the other panel to the Temple at Stela is remarkable, given their distance.”
“What?” Uncle Eb twisted his head around, looking at the other wall. The Staré seemed entranced by the disaster images. “Oh. Oh! Even the size is similar, as is the style, yes. That is quite odd, I agree.” He ran a hand through his unruly hair, stopped, and stared at her, as if seeing her for the first time. “Rigi, what’s wrong?”
She shook her head. She wasn’t supposed to know. He picked a path through the debris to her, resting his hands on her shoulders. “Auriga, child, what’s wrong?”
“The bird, sir,” she whispered. “The signals, alien signals, the Navy recorded. Is that going to happen to Sogdia, and NovMerv, and Keralita, and the new Staré towns?” She sounded like a twelve-year-old again, at least to her ears, and she blushed with shame. She was a woman, not a girl.
“How did—?” He stopped, then snarled, “Tomás told you.”
She nodded, looking down.
Uncle Eb hugged her, holding her close, as he had after the carnifex leaper attack. “This is different, Auriga Maris Regina. The First World Staré didn’t have extra-solar transports and war ships. They didn’t know how to defend themselves from extra-atmospheric attack. The Second World is different, Auriga. We are different. And the Staré are different now, too. And we do not know where those signals came from, young lady." He relaxed his grip and wagged one finger at her. "They could be a sort-of ‘hi, we’re here. Hi, we’re here’ like we humans sent out long before we could leave Home’s gravity well.” He shook her a little and let go. “And you never heard anything from that young man, whose trouser seat I am going to tan if I get my hands on him.”
“Yes, sir.” But he had not said it wouldn’t happen, only that things were different. He hadn’t promised. Rigi wanted to feel better, but she couldn’t really. Not until he promised. When Uncle Eb promised, that made it true.
Uncle Eb led her out, into a larger, cleared—or at least not as rubble strewn—area. “The others are that way,” he pointed downstream. “Ogling another stela. I’ll document what you found, and see if I can pry Kor and Lexi away.” He sighed. “I should have brought a bag of leftover Staré candy so I can lure them back to work.”
“Yes, sir. Martinus, find Cyril.” His tail-rod swept a circle, another circle, then he started walking in the direction Uncle Eb had pointed. Rigi followed him, now paying close attention to things in shadows as well as to her footing. Predatory or just annoying lizards might have moved into shade. She saw a few prints of something with large claws, and she undid the safety strap on her hand-shooter, just in case. She didn’t smell anything, or hear it, but the hunter-lizard that had almost grabbed Lexi hadn’t had any scent at first. The debris and walls shifted color, from medium grey to a dusty white. Martinus pointed around a corner and Rigi stepped into the middle of the space between the walls, then turned.
The rear-end of a wombow confronted her, at least three meters tall. Uncontrollable laughter bubbled up, then erupted. Rigi laughed so hard that she had to lean against the wall to keep from falling over, tears streaming. “I’m cursed! Everywhere I go, I see wombow wumps.”
“Woo?”
“No, she has not lost her mind,” she heard Aunt Kay’s voice. “I hope.” Rigi wiped her eyes and saw her aunt appear from behind a small half-wall that stuck into the area around the wombow. Rigi pointed and Kay stopped, turned to her left, and covered her eyes. “Oh dear. So much for an advanced civilization.”
Once she could see and breathe again, Rigi straightened up, assured Martinus with several pats and strokes that she had not been injured, and went to take a closer look at the statue. What remained of the front certainly looked like a wombow, although one the size of two wombeasts standing on top of eachother. As she got closer, Rigi could see marks in the material that acted like fur, suggesting the creamy-grey-brown material had either faded or the color had washed off. “This isn’t stone,” her aunt said. She thumped it with one fist, carefully. “It feels like artificial marble, but chalkier, as if the binding matrix were breaking down.” She winked at Rigi. “Like the unfortunate statue in Regal Square on Eta Tolima.”
Rigi giggled again. “Um, ah, that is, yes ma’am. Ahem. The one that had been intended for display in a more sheltered space.” The matrix the sculptor used should never have been exposed to sunlight and weather, and it had begun to melt, sort of, turning the statue of a royal ancestor into something far less appropriate for public display, or so it was claimed. The brief glimpse she’d gotten of the unfortunate monument hadn’t really looked that inappropriate to Rigi, but some people had salacious imaginations.
“I do hope we find the head and shoulder,” her aunt continued. “Otherwise I shudder to imagine what the psyscho-xenoarchaeologists will say, although I do know it will be with great eloquence and in painful detail for many volumes.” Kay shook her head. “Cy and Micah are over here.” She stepped over some lumps of what might have been wood, around a bush growing through the pavement or floor, and led Rigi to another statue, this one smaller, but also in poor condition and laying flat.
Rigi took a deep breath as she caught sight of what her aunt meant. Don’t giggle, she told herself, don’t giggle. “Indeed. Just the initial suppositions would fill the cargo hold of a stellar liner to capacity.” The statue, or perhaps column? Rigi wasn’t certain, because something flat had once balanced on top of the thing’s ears. The statue looked like a Staré or a slender leaper, perhaps one up on the front-half of its hindfeet peering at something. The statue's surface had been worn away or maybe carved only on one side, leaving only the back half, including the tail, complete. She crouched down beside the head and tried to see if it had once had a face, but couldn’t tell. The flat surface looked very smooth, but that could be just how dirt had piled up around it over the years. Rigi stood and walked out into the open space, studied the leaper, then the wombow, then the leaper again. They had faced at right angles to each other, unless the leaper had fallen sideways, or had its head had been turned? Rigi walked back and studied the shape again, trying to see some detail. The hind feet didn’t seem to be rotated from the base, so it had fallen face first, maybe. “No, it was facing forward, I think, if it is naturalistic, so they are looking different directions.” She wrinkled her nose. “Can a leaper . . . Yes, but, hmm.” Well, whether or not the figures had once looked at each other, they no longer looked at anything. Assuming the flattened statue’s face and front side had indeed been completed. If not, well, Aunt Kay’s observation held and the academics would have some very awkward moments.
“Rigi, where did you lose Uncle Eb?” Cy called.
“Trying to lure Lexi and Kor away from decorated walls. They seemed rather entranced.”
Micah spun around, attention locked on her, a bit like a striped-lion that had just scented prey. “Decorated walls? Where?”
“This way, Micah.” Uncle Eb waved from the open area behind the wombow. “And I must say, I shudder to think how much fodder this boy consumed, or how badly he shed at the start of the dry season.”
Lexi stopped, stared at the remains of the wombow statue, and blinked several times. His lower jaw worked from side to side, and at last his ears flopped flat on the sides of his head. “Truly I stand amazed in awe and wonder.” The black ears returned to normal. “May we call it ‘Ozamandius,’ sir?”
Uncle Eb covered his eyes with one hand, fighting to keep from smiling, and Micah opened, then closed his mouth. Behind her, Rigi heard Aunt Kay snickering. It must be a joke, but she didn’t get it. Or was it an insult—had they known someone named Ozamandius when they were younger?
“Ahem.” Micah recovered first, coughed, and tried again. “The reference might better be applied to the figure around the corner, Lexi, although I will certainly keep the thought in mind.”
“Perhaps it would be better to name it Lisi, in recognition of your esteemed colleague’s contributions to Shikhari xenoarchaeology,” Aunt Kay opined. Rigi felt her face turning bright red.
“Art’s that way?” Micah squeaked, pointing.
The two men went back toward the wall pictures. Lexi walked around the wombow, then joined Aunt Kay. He opened his mouth to speak. Before a sound emerged Rigi heard Kor’s voice. “How intriguing. I had no idea that my esteemed sibling had come to join us.” Ouch, she winced, Kor really was not happy with his twin.
Rigi caught a strong wave of //dismay// from Lexi, and Aunt Kay carefully did not look at Kor or Lexi. “Rigi, please sketch this. You do fur so much better than I do. I’ll take the prone figure, if you have no objection.”
“None at all, Aunt Kay.” Apparently the Creatrix intended for Rigi to spend more time with wombows. For accuracy’s sake, Rigi got close to the beast’s flank, leaned over and looked up. Female, young, given the tightness of the pouch. No, was that a pouch? Rigi hunted in her bag by feel, found a light and looked more closely. She saw the old coloring, an attractive brown-black ticked coat. But the wombow had no pouch, no teats, and no other genitalia. How odd, Rigi thought, given the accuracy of most objects and art they’d found. She backed up to the wall and started sketching. Martinus snuffed around then sat beside her, scanning for animals. The others went back to the fallen statue, leaving her in peace.
Rigi worked for almost an hour, doing four views of the statue. She only did a rough sketch of the rear view. Enough was enough, and this was not a formal expedition and documentation day, or so she said to herself. She made careful notes about the remaining color and where she’d found it, and about the lack of identifying sexual features. “You know,” she told Martinus as she finished. “The images in the building don’t show sex either. Maybe because they were done in a hurry, especially the bird scene, but that is odd.”
When she went to Aunt Kay, she learned something else new. “No, it’s not fur, Cyril, look.” The older woman shone a hand-light on the tail. “Those are feathers. You can see the central rib and the barbules from each one. This is a cross-creature, like many of the carved images from Stela and other sites.”
“Huh.” Cyril straightened up and saw Rigi. “Come here. Aunt Kay found something odd.”
“The wombow is odd too. It isn’t male or female, it just is.” Rigi studied the carved feathers. “They seem un-weathered, aside from the lack of coloring.” The base material’s cream-colored surface looked different from the wombow. “Far more durable.”
“This whole place is passing strange,” Cyril snorted. “Lexi’s found something and is digging at it. In there,” he pointed. Rigi and Martinus peered in the open doorway. Something felt odd and she backed up for a better look. The doorway wasn’t square. They stood in shadow, so she pulled out her light again and started inspecting the doorframe.
“Martinus, sit up. Grip,” she put the light in his mouth and he sat on his haunches, shining the light onto the surface at an angle. She worked quickly, letting her eye and hand take in the design without trying to focus or analyze. The doorway curved out then in, a bit egg-shaped. She didn’t draw the entire border in detail, just fifteen centimeters worth or so. “Thank you. Good dog, very good Martinus.” She retrieved her light and he sat down on all four feet. Rigi petted his head and back pad. “Very good Martinus.”
“Um, Rigi, that’s not standard behavior.” Cyril seemed to be giving Martinus a wary look for some reason.
“It isn’t? I programmed it, like I programmed him not to scratch the floor at the house.” It was mostly true. She’d come up with the behavior parameters and commands, and basic code, and the technicians had added in the details when he’d had his last major update at the depot. The military depot did all the heavy work on him now, since they’d done the repairs needed after he’d intercepted the bomb.
“Oh, OK then. He’s a strange m-dog.”
“Wooeef?”
She petted Martinus, sighed, and turned to a clean page in the sketchpad. “I know. I suspect he was made from bits and pieces of other things, since he’s not a military m-dog but not a standard civilian model either.”
“Miss Auriga, come here, please,” Lexi called. She ducked through the doorway and followed his voice to where he crouched in the center of the room. “What do you see, ma’am?” He shone a light down onto a dust-covered swath of floor. He’d dug into a layer of sediment and dirt at least as thick as his claws were long, probably longer.
“A mosaic of . . . Are those tiles?” She knelt to the side, ninety degrees to his left, and peered down. “I don’t . . .” She ran her fingers over the design. “It feels smooth, gritty but I don’t feel any relief on the surface. As if someone painted or printed it to look like a mosaic, like a picture made of tiles,” she said as she saw Kor peering over Lexi’s shoulder. He moved to face her on the other side of the cleared area. “But the design. It’s beautiful. I’ve never seen this before.” She stared down at the delicate features of a female Staré, a blotched cream and reddish tan individual with perfectly shaped and proportioned features. The artist had been far more skilled than Rigi dreamed of ever being, catching the faintest hints of light on the fur and in the eyes, the exact shade of pale pink inside the ears, the slight turn of the head that allowed you to see one eye clearly. Lexi backed up, still crouching, and dug more, tossing dirt left and right. The figure wore a decorated vest and he revealed the embroidered or beaded top of a modesty apron before he reached the border of the design. “Ohhh,” Rigi breathed. “It’s so beautiful!” The female had a very young pouchling, if the barely visible tips of tiny ears peeking over the top of the apron were really ears and not dirt. “So beautiful.”
A hand rested on her shoulder. “Lexi, you found the Madonna of the Staré,” Aunt Kay whispered.
Rigi studied the picture and decided that yes, it had the same emotional feel as some of the religious paintings from before the First Wave of colonization. “That is what she looks like, ma’am. Congratulations, Lexi.”
“This is a masterpiece. So beautiful,” Kay echoed Rigi’s own words.
Kor puffed //agreement/awe//. “Someone cared much for this female.”
“Or sir,” Lexi asked in Staré, quiet, hesitant, “is this all females? Is this a Spirit Female?”
Kor inhaled a long breath. “I do not know. And the one who might have known is long gone of age.” He made a complicated gesture with his forefeet and ears. “We have lost so, so much, so many Wise Ones gone.”
Lexi turned off the light and lowered his forefoot. The image seemed even more lifelike, as if the female were about to step out of a doorway. Doorway? Rigi backed up and looked from the frame around the image to the outside door, then back. Could it be? She took out her sketchbook, and the light, and leaned forward, shining the beam on the visible bits of frame, comparing them with the design from the outside door. “It matches! The frame is the door. And its that tree-of-life pattern from Stela Site’s gate! Look, Aunt Kay, look.”
The Staré joined her aunt in studying the book and the image on the floor. “It’s at least part of the pattern,” Kay agreed. “But don’t jump to conclusions, dear. Knot-work can be very similar without being a deliberate repetition.”
“Yes, ma’am.” Rigi drooped a little, but Aunt Kay's point remained valid.
“Ahem.” They all turned to see Cyril standing in the doorway. “In case you wondered, the water reached over two meters when it came through.”
Rigi blinked at him. “Water?” Aunt Kay asked. Lexi gulped, or sounded like he was gulping.
“Someone marked it on the wall.” He sounded smug. “And labeled it.”
They all trooped outside to see. He led them around a corner and pointed up the wall. Indeed, someone had carved out part of the wall and stuck blue tiles, or chunks of blue-painted rock, into the niche with a deeply cut wave marking beside it, and figures that might have been writing or some other symbol. “Which explains the river sediment Micah was talking about, and the lack of buildings downstream if a harbor wave hit the port first, then brought the debris upstream.”
Rigi went cold. Lexi’s fur stood on end and he went into full //attack/fear// display. Kor grunted, his fur standing out as well.
The old legend about the wave had been true. Rigi wanted to run, run inland, run away.
“There you are. Ebenezer and I found a possible fountain or water feature,” Micah called. He trotted up. “Something catch your eye?”
Lexi and Kor pointed. “What? Oh.” The xenoarchaeologist came closer and really looked at the blue line and the marks. “That’s fantastic!”
Fantastic was not one of the words Rigi preferred to use to describe the mark and its implications. Horrifying, perhaps, or awful in the non-literal sense, but most certainly not fantastic.
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THE WESTERN STARÉ
“It may be a fountain, Micah, but if we are going to meet your local Elders we need to move on, don’t we,” Uncle Eb called. Lexi and Kor both shook, smoothing their fur back to its normal place and releasing a little black poof of shed hairs. For some reason Rigi suddenly remembered a terribly improper Staré joke she’d overheard about a first Stamm male who got caught with a sixth Stamm female because of the dark fur he left on her… Ahem. Rigi turned back to the building with the beautiful floor, hiding her expression and her painfully warm face. She shouldn’t have listened to that once she realized what sort of joke it was.
“Yes, we should. We will be here for several more days, and can come back and do formal surveys and measurements.” Micah sounded more like Dr. De Groet than like the over-excited child that seemed to lurk below the surface, at least to Rigi. “And I do not want to antagonize the local Elders.”
“No indeed. Since we have a lovely example of what that can lead to,” Uncle Eb said. Kor muttered something under his breath, or so Rigi thought, and she caught a faint whiff of //agree/annoyed// from Lexi. Beside her, Martinus went rigid, sensors locked on something. Could it be one of the small animals?
“We want to go that way,” Cy pointed in the direction of the vehicles, but not the way they’d come into the ruins.
Aunt Kay raised one eyebrow and walked around him to the passageway the others had used to enter the plaza. She backed up, pivoted, and nodded as she strode briskly away from the passageway. “Quite right. An excellent thought.”
Kor peeked in turn. He didn’t back up. He jumped a meter vertically and two meters horizontally, landing so close beside Uncle Eb that he almost flattened the human. Rigi’s never seen a Staré leap backwards like that, and decided that whatever it was, she did not need to take a look for herself. “We go other way, now,” Kor barked in Staré, drawing a small shooter from a pouch on his belt. A strong wave of something nasty—bitter and musky—blew toward her on the breeze and Rigi followed Aunt Kay, moving as quickly over the loose rubble and bits of wall as she could without tripping. Martinus trotted along side her, and the men followed close behind, with Kor covering their departure. Only when they’d passed through the last bit of wall and were in sight of the vehicles dared Rigi ask, “Aunt Kay, what was it?”
“It looked like a cross between a large snake and a hunter lizard. I didn’t wait to see more details.”
“Um, no, that’s enough description for me, ma’am. It smelled a bit like that hunter lizard in the forest near the Kenusha River did, minus the rotting meat bit.”
“Did it? All I smelled was stink, but your nose is better at details than mine is.” Her aunt slowed from a brisk walk to a ladylike stroll. “I envy you and Tomás, getting to grow up here and learning everything so easily. Half the time I still don’t understand what Lexi and the others are trying to say.” She lifted her hat and smoothed her grey up-swept hair and the few curls that had escaped. Kay settled the hat and smiled. “I also envy your dark hair, Rigi. Dark, rich colors are far more flattering to you than on me.”
Was that why Aunt Kay only wore lighter shades? Rigi had never thought about it before, but she’d never seen Aunt Kay in the deeper colors most neoTraditionalist women wore. But then Aunt Kay wasn’t a neo-Trad, was she? Or did she and Uncle Eb follow the Scout and Huntress sub-group of the Tradition, like the Pranandas and other military families did? There was so much Rigi didn’t know about her aunt and uncle, as she thought about it. But she probably didn’t want to know, really, not after what her mother had told her. Rigi gestured for Martinus to come with her and she found some convenient brushy bushes, looked under all of them for unwanted observers and biting things, and took care of certain matters. She returned to the vehicles rather more relaxed and ready to sit for a while. Judging by the way people seemed to be wandering back from the area around the transports, she hadn’t been the only one feeling as if she should not have had that second cup of tea.
The drive to the village was bumpy, bouncy, and fascinating. Rigi made no attempts to draw, given that they followed a barely improved track through the woods. She half-expected to see leapers and a horn-nosed digger doing road repair after some of the bumps. “This explains how they make wombow butter,” Cy joked after an especially rough patch.
“The difficulty is getting it out of the wombow after you trot them up and down the road a few times,” Micah said.
“No wonder it costs so much.”
In the seat beside Rigi, Aunt Kay studied the roof of the vehicle, probably asking for patience. Rigi leaned over and whispered, “Does Micah get it from Uncle Eb, or was it the other way around, ma’am?”
“It is mutually reinforcing, I fear. Poor Lexi has been contaminated beyond hope of redemption or cure.”
What would “poor Lexi” say to that, Rigi wondered. Probably something about the difficulties of training a new researcher and the burdens one must bear for the sake of the pursuit of knowledge, while crossing his ears back and forth, then letting his tongue flop out of the side of his mouth. He, Kor, and Uncle Eb rode in the second vehicle. Once Tomás arrived, they’d need both to carry everyone and the field equipment. Rigi shrugged and turned back to watching the trees pass by.
A few of the brilliant green birds darted past, and she thought she caught a glimpse of a crimson tree-draper sprawled over a branch. The forest’s heavy upper story cast shadows that seemed almost night dark beyond the edge of the track. Rigi peered as best she could, but she didn’t see anything large or small past the first line of shaggy-barked tree trunks. But did she really desire to see something? Anything that large was probably not an herbivore or friendly. She’d read one of the early survey reports about encountering an omnivore on the other northern continent, Verdina, that stood three meters at the shoulder and had a long trunk as well as clawed feet like a horn-nosed digger and that ate everything it could dig or catch. She probably didn’t want to meet one of those up close in the woods.
She was glad to reach the Staré village, just so that the bouncing stopped. Rigi climbed out of the transport behind the adults, waited for Martinus to clamber after her, and then started to follow the others. They had parked just out of sight of the village, around a bend in the trail and Rigi followed the others through the woods, making note of some new-to-her trees including one with a lovely smooth silvery-brown bark. “Here we are,” Micah announced. Rigi looked up from watching her footing and froze, heart pounding, hands cold. Adrenaline poured through her and she backed a step, then another, and another, until she collided with Martinus and Uncle Eb. She tripped, arms flailing, and Uncle Eb caught her, helping her regain her balance.
“Auriga? What’s—”
Behind him, Kor said, “The village walls. They’re almost the same as on the Indria Plateau.”
Rigi couldn’t see anything but the forest outside the Indria village, and the Staré with the spear, and how he lay with his chest shot open. She had to get away, to hide, to flee to where the army was, had to get away—!
Strong hands turned her around, and she felt synthetic under one hand. “Kay, I need you,” she heard faintly over the sound of her racing heart. “Rigi, look at me. Auriga Maris Regina, look at me.” What was Uncle Eb doing here? She needed to get away, to get out of the woods, the woods at night, the Staré hunting her, had to get away!
“Auriga!” Cold splashed her face. Gasping, Rigi blinked, the coughed. “You are not on the Indria Plateau, Rigi. Martinus is with you, Kay and I are with you.” Rigi blinked hard and looked up, seeing her uncle for the first time.
She heard Aunt Kay’s calm, gentle voice. “Rigi, slow down. Take a long slow breath on the count of four. One, two, three, four. Exhale two, three, four. Inhale, two, three, four.” Rigi obeyed without thinking, her heart slowing as her breathing slowed, coming back to herself. She felt Martinus beside her and rested her hand on his shoulder. Martinus was here. She was not on the Indria, she was on Southland with Uncle Eb and Aunt Kay and Kor and Lexi. “That’s right. Ground and calm, Rigi, ground and calm. Join me in the litany for peace. ‘Great Creator, wise Creatrix, makers of all, guardian and protector, merciful and loving, be with Your children. Soothe my mind . . .’” By the time they reached the closing invocation, Rigi had returned fully to herself, the memories fading into memories once more.
“Auriga, we are going to walk to the village. I’m with you, Ebenezer is with you, Martinus and Kor will protect you. You are safe with us.” Her uncle took his hands off her shoulders. He’d shifted, becoming a hunter and warrior. Even though she knew he wasn’t hunting her, it still scared her a little. She must have showed her feelings, because Aunt Kay patted her shoulder. “He is scary, but only to people who want to do harm. Just like Lexi, just like Tomás, just like Martinus. Now come.” A little push started Rigi moving. She felt terrible.
“I’m sorry Aunt Kay. I thought I’d outgrown all that.”
She heard three snorts, human and otherwise. “No, child, you don’t outgrow it. You learn how to cope with it, how to acknowledge it, learn from it, and then keep going. But we’ll talk later.” Rigi swallowed hard, kept her hand on Martinus’s sun-warmed shoulder, and walked forward, head high. She saw the unpeeled logs of the wooden wall around the village and the open gate, the cleared area and the woods. Now she saw the differences as well, the painted posts on either side of the open gate panels, the cluster of hoplings watching Micah talking to a female with pale ears and forefeet shading into a darker body and head with an in-between tail. Cy seemed fascinated by everything, looking left and then right. Rigi and her escort came closer, and Aunt Kay slowed down. Lexi picked up the pace so that he walked on Rigi’s left side, Martinus on her right. If Lexi and Martinus were here, she was not on the Indria Plateau because she had not been allowed to bring Martinus on the expedition. That realization helped break the last bit of memory.
Uncle Eb sauntered up to where Micah stood, once more his usual harmless and eccentric self. Micah broke off the conversation for a moment. “Thorna, this is Ebenezer Trent. His mate Kay Trent is under the tan hat.” Rigi heard Aunt Kay’s theatrically loud sigh. “Lexi, Auriga Bernardi full sister to Cyril, the m-dog Martinus, and Kor. Kor is an Elder. Martinus is guardian to Auriga, who has the Wise Eye.” Rigi echoed her aunt’s sigh. Just what she wanted, to spend the next weeks explaining to every Staré on this half of the continent that she was not specially gifted in any way. “This is Thorna, hunter and tracker for Bigtree Village.”
“Greetings,” Thorna said in Staré. “The Elders are meeting to discuss field allocations and water duties for the next growing seasons, so I have been told to show you what the diggers found when they started work for expanding the wooden wall. This way, please.” She turned and set off at a rapid pace, not looking to see if anyone followed. Rigi followed, a little puzzled but more curious than offended. She heard Kor saying something to Lexi, but she couldn’t quite follow what it was, and the breeze took any scents away from her. Stop that, she scolded herself, nice people don’t eavesdrop and listen in on conversations. It wasn’t any of her business. The group walked around the end of the wall, and Rigi could identify the work area by the black and reddish piles of raw dirt heaped up at the edge of the forest, and the stack of felled logs, trimmed of branches and waiting to be turned into wall. “The Elders say that a spirit village once existed here, long ago, but the river and the ground swallowed it, then the forest covered everything that remained. It all happened at the end of the First World. The current generation is far larger in numbers than those before, and the old live longer, so the current Elders ordered the wall expanded for more houses and a new market space. The diggers found this.” She pointed to a trench.
Rigi eased closer, saw the deep, wide space and knelt to see better. Micah and Uncle Eb climbed down into the trench. The excavation was shoulder deep on them, so a meter and a half? That sounded right. Uncle Eb whistled. Lexi had crouched down beside Rigi and shook his head as if he had water in his ears. “Sorry Lexi, I forgot.” He drew the big knife from his belt and used it to point to a layer of grey-brown sediment between layers of reddish and dark brown-black. “The brown contains the A and B horizons, yes?”
“Yes. Very fertile, as you can tell, and I think it has been enhanced over the centuries, but I have not taken samples back to test. The reddish below is the old soil, and they’ve found bits of metal and ceramic in it, and even industrial glass.” Micah pointed to the grey layer, about ten centimeters thick. “This is river sediment, except it is actually oceanic. There are salt-water shells in it, and what I think is debris from downstream.”
“Why do you think that, sir?” Cyril asked from farther down the edge of the trench.
Micah walked that direction, stopped, pulled out his own knife and worried at something in the grey, removed it, and handed it up to Cyril. “The Staré don’t build with synthetic planks or brick. Not anymore.”
Everyone rushed over to see what Cy had. “Hey, don’t knock me into the hole! Here,” he handed the chunk to Aunt Kay. She studied it, wiped it on her tunic’s hem, looked a little more, and handed it to Lexi. He sniffed and poked at it, then passed it to Kor, who repeated the test as well as licking it, then gave it to Rigi. Eewww, thaaaanks, she thought to herself. Staré spit, how nice. It certainly looked like a chunk of brick or other hard-baked earth chunk, but with rounded corners, as if it had been broken, then tumbled smooth.
“You believe that this is debris from the city downstream, washed this far inland?” Aunt Kay sounded a little skeptical.
“Yes. Thorna says that as you walk the river toward the sea, inside the cutbanks you find larger and larger pieces or debris, and the grey layer gets thicker with larger chunks, as if something settled out of the flood.” He folded his arms and leaned against the trench wall, looking up at them. “This is, if I’m right and everything tests out, this is the evidence of a tsunami. The same tsunami that so badly damaged the city. And I suspect that the back flow when the water retreated contributed to the silting up of the old harbor.”
“Or it could have happened before the city’s final destruction and we are looking at the remains of an earlier phase, sir,” Rigi felt compelled to say, thinking about all the classes she’d sat through. “And the debris could come from an earlier, smaller settlement between the main city and this location, the spirit village the local elders spoke of.” She used Staré so that Thorna could follow, in case her Common wasn’t that polished or technical.
“Yes,” Micah slumped, the words coming slowly. “Yes, it could be from a different event and a different location. It could be from several years after whatever caused the harbor to be abandoned. Although, based on what Cyril found, I’m more convinced that the two were if not simultaneous, then at least very close in time.”
“Mister Micah, how long do you want the diggers to wait? We need the space and the wall.” Thorna sounded a little impatient, and Rigi sniffed. Yes, impatient and puzzled? Confused? Or was it a form of the irritation scent? She couldn’t quite pin it down. Perhaps there were regional variations on the basic set of pheromones.
“Four more days, please, and then we will have taken all the images, drawings, and measurements we need. I’ll pay for the lost time.”
Thorna’s tail thumped the ground. “No, it is keeping the diggers busy more than the cost.”
“So the legend of the tenth Stamm is true,” Kor murmured from beside Rigi. She looked at the underside of her hat to keep from replying with several Staré jokes she’d heard over the years. She wasn’t supposed to know those. Humans weren’t supposed to know that much about the Stamme.
“Rigi, can you do a quick sketch for me, please,” Uncle Eb called. “Um, ah,” he coughed. “Cyril, can you lend me a hand? My shoulder has exercised veto authority.” Rigi pulled out her sketchbook and sharpened a pencil as her brother helped Uncle Eb clamber out of the trench, pulling carefully on his wrists. “Thank you. Apparently my body has forgotten that I am young and invincible.”
“If only his brain would remember,” Aunt Kay sighed quietly. “Oh dear. The red dirt.” Rigi looked at her uncle’s red trouser knees and shins and winced. Those looked like stains. “Rigi, dear, don’t marry a man who is hard on clothes.”
“Yes, ma’am.” Rigi lifted her overskirt out of the way, went onto one knee, and started sketching, catching the shape of the trench and the dimensions, then the impression of the layers before doing into more detail. She’d need to get into the excavation at some point, but not without a ladder of some sort. After all, she didn’t have a Staré’s leaping legs, or someone else to do her laundry.
She worked until her stomach first growled, then snarled. She stood, staggered a little, and leaned on Martinus for balance. “I think I need some water,” she told him. She got a bottle out of her bag and drained it.
“Here.” Cy handed her a second one. “I’ve been refilling them. Give me yours. The Staré have a purified fountain that we can drink from without too much extra filtration.”
“Thank you.”
“And there’s food. Roasted beast on a stick. I didn’t ask,” he warned, forestalling the usual question.
“I never do. Was the beast fresh?”
“Micah says it was killed last night, so yes. I’ve heard about Staré and aging meat.” He shuddered. “No wonder they cook it to charcoal.”
“I think they like the crunchy texture, but I could be wrong.” Rigi flexed her fingers several times, tucked the sketchpad away and followed her brother to the main gate. She found a fire in a clay fire pot, and sticks with fresh-cooked meat propped up around the fire. Aunt Kay waved her over and handed her a stick. Rigi nibbled, liked it, and ate more of the hot, smoky-sweet meat chunks.
“I do know that it doesn’t taste like chicken,” Cy said. Rigi almost choked at the ancient joke, and the other humans groaned. Lexi’s ears flopped to the left and he rolled his eyes, but kept chewing. Kor and Thorna both made complicated ear waggles of some kind. Was there a Staré equivalent of that terribly old line? Rigi considered as she finished her first stick of meat and started on a second. The others were putting the empty sticks into the fire and she did likewise. She half-recalled something about not telling sweet-stem from race-to-the-bush stalks, but that didn’t have the same connotations, did it? No, not really, at least not from what she remembered overhearing. The meat had a definite grain to it, and she decided that it had been something’s haunch. The marinade or sauce tasted delicious, with a warm aftertaste like a mild smoked pepper sort of flavor. Rigi sniffed as discreetly as possible, trying to identify any of the spices. Was that a hint of ginter, and maybe a touch of the native herb that resembled n’card’mon? She’d try to describe it to Shona and Nahla to see if they could duplicate it.
Micah’s comm beeped with increasing intensity. “I’m not in, I gave at the office, I paid extra last month so it isn’t due, and I voted for the other party,” he muttered, hunting around among the boxes, data-recorders, hand-shooter, and other things on his belt for the offending item. “Yes? You are? Any trouble en route? Oh, dear. Got out by the skin of your teeth then, did you? We’ll be back in a few hours. Leave some hot water or else.” Pause. “I’ll ask Kor which else would be the most appropriate.” Another pause, then, “A wise decision, young man.” He ended the comm. “Yes, that was Tomás Prananda, who is at the camp and who will leave some hot water for the rest of us.”
Lexi had replaced Kor standing beside Thorna. She released a bit of //confused,// then said, “Lexi-sir, what means the dirt-sifter sir?”
“Human hides must be washed with hot water and soap, like their garments. They only brought a single water-hearting device. Dust brushing does not clean them properly,” he added, probably to forestall further questions.
Rigi’s fingers holding the meat skewer twitched as she imagined drawing humans using dust baths and fur-brushes like the Staré did. How would you keep the dust out of everything else in the house? Build a separate outdoors dust-house, like the little toilet-sheds in camps? That would make cleaning Paul easier, if all you had to do was roll him in dust and then brush it back off. Rigi started giggling.
“Something funny, dear?” Aunt Kay asked.
Rigi gulped. “Imagining cleaning Paul the same way Staré clean pouchlings. It might be easier than bathing him with water.”
A thoughtful expression crossed her aunt’s face and she half-frowned with concentration, one eyebrow rising a little as she squinted. “It just might, until he wee’d in the dust basin.”
“And he would.” So much for that idea. “And giving him a full mud coating and then peeling it off to remove the loose fur during first shed might be tricky.”
“Indeed, because if Paul is anything like other little boys, he would try to repeat the experience on his own. Not that little girls are immune to foolishness.” Her aunt gave her a knowing look, and Rigi wondered what Lyria had done that Rigi didn’t remember. Unless Aunt Kay meant that time—? No, she couldn’t know about that. What about—? Surely, not, because Rigi and Lyria had cleaned up everything before Mar woke up and well before their mother got home from her ladies’ meeting. Had they cleaned too well? Rigi gulped.
“I wonder why Tomás is running so late,” Cy mused.
“He doesn’t want to find himself invited to study the soil horizons in the trench?”
“He had equipment inspection,” Kor stated. Cy flinched. So did Uncle Eb and Lexi. It had to be something military then, so Rigi didn’t worry about it.
“Rigi, Lexi, after I make a ladder so that we can get in and out of the excavation with some semblance of dignity, I want you to do measurements and to document every chunk of material visible. Micah and I will start sifting the red dirt, and Kay is—”
“Kay is going to visit the village, see if there are any embroiderers or bead workers willing to let her draw their work, and possibly bargain for some samples.” She had that look Rigi knew from her own mother—no one and no thing short of a solar nova or wombeast stampede through the house would dissuade Mrs. Trent from her task. Apparently Uncle Eb knew the look as well, because he slumped and slouched-oozed down the path to where the vehicles had been parked. Lexi followed at a respectful, and safe, distance. Rigi decided to go to the trench area and look around some. If she was out of the line of sight, she might be out of mind when it came to carrying things. Because she’d much rather go with her aunt to look at embroidery!
By the time they finished that afternoon, Rigi decided that she’d never take up work as a gardener, at least not on the western end of Southland. The grey dirt layer and some of the red dirt had an oily something to them that got into the men’s clothes. She managed to avoid it but only by turning her skirt into a sort of wrapped half-trouser over her under-trousers, terribly unflattering and almost immodest. No wonder Aunt Kay had gone to the village! Rigi drew as asked, then excused herself to take a look around, and to visit the bushes. The Staré had cleared the land between the village and the river for fields and wombow paddocks. Rigi thought she saw some meat-leapers as well, thought she couldn’t tell from the distance. A path led between the areas for grain, beans, and other crops, and Rigi and Martinus took it, walking carefully in case something hungry lurked in the rows of dark, leafy hip-high plants. A mound appeared off to one side, and on a whim Rigi turned and threaded her way on a very narrow track between shoulder-high sweet-stem plants to reach the mound. Nothing edible-looking grew on it, and she did not see any sign of worship areas or other private Staré things, so she climbed up.
From the top of the two-meter high pile she took in the landscape. The river, grey-green with silt from upstream, oozed along between low banks. The Staré kept the banks clear, or so Rigi guessed, because she didn’t see much that stood taller than the clumps of dark-green grass. Well, considering some of the predators that liked to hide on riverbanks and eat people, she’d do the same thing if she lived here. Trees on the far shore marked the edge of the forest, as dark as the one they’d driven through coming here. A variety of green, blue-grey, and ripening yellow fields and pastures extended up and downstream as far as bends in the river, so two or three kilometers, give or take. Rigi took out her sketch book, turned to the last blank page and sharpened her pencil, then let her hands and eyes work, not trying to see anything in particular. The teaching files and her instructors had all been adamant that farming erased archaeological evidence better than anything short of a volcano erupting under the site or a large meteor hitting it. You needed special aerial cameras and side-lighting to see much under fields, and that was after they’d been harvested. Rigi just wanted the general lay of the land, where the trenches were compared to the village and river, that sort of thing.
She liked the place. Once she got over her first scare, she could see the differences, beginning with the fields. The Indria village had sat much closer to the river, and had more brush and other cover between the outer wall and the stream. She shivered a little as she recalled the enormous thing, like a hunter-lizard but at least four meters long, that had tried to break through the wall and into the section of the village reserved for pregnant females, those with pouchlings, and hoplings. That would not happen here without far more warning, Rigi decided. The breeze played with a few loose curls under her hat’s brim and she wrinkled her nose. Her hair would not behave no matter what she did. As she took in the scene, she wondered what Dr. Szabor would say. No, she could guess what the xenoarchaeologist would say, and she didn’t want to hear that sort of talk, not here. Rigi liked the Staré too much to consider letting them be so insulted. She waved away some gnats, waved away more, and decided that she’d finished her sketch. She closed the book and patted Martinus, then climbed down, watching her footing so she didn’t go head over boot-toes into the plants below.
“There you are!” Aunt Kay called as Rigi returned to the trench area. “I’m done for the day. So is Ebenezer. You youngsters can keep working if you want to, but I’m taking him back to camp.” Uncle Eb tried to look as if he were going to protest, but wasn’t entirely convincing. Lexi brushed off his forefeet and pretended he’d neither heard nor seen anything, or so Rigi guessed. She giggled behind her sketchbook, and then coughed as a gnat went the wrong way. Gnats did not taste anything like poultry.
“I need to enter the data we’ve collected, and start refining the map of the city.” Micah did not sound reluctant to leave, and Rigi wondered if he were as sore as Uncle Eb and Cy looked. They’d been working on a second trench location, probably a test pit, and Cy appeared rather droopy. Rigi glanced at his trouser legs and wished she hadn’t. Their mother would fuss terribly when she saw his formerly-black work pants. Oh Cy, you’re as bad as Paul, Rigi moaned. How would she get that out of the material?
Kor didn’t voice a protest one way or the other, and Rigi needed a new sketchbook. This one had been three-quarters full already. Lexi appeared quite pleased to stop for the day. He wasn’t a day-digger, after all, and Rigi wondered if Staré muscles got as sore as human muscles did. But she’d never seen a fat Staré, and she’d seen a number of humans in need of more activity, or less treats. No, the Staré stored it differently, that’s right, now she remembered—they could get overweight. Although… She gave Lexi a side glance as she walked to where her aunt stood. No, not overweight, just urban.
However, Rigi noticed a group of people coming toward them. “Ah, Dr. De Groet, I believe someone wishes to speak with you.”
He twisted his head, saw the half-dozen Staré approaching, and turned all the way around. Without thinking about it, Rigi moved to stand behind Aunt Kay and Uncle Eb, beside Lexi. Cy ducked around to Dr. De Groet’s other side, and Kor stood on Cy’s outside, a meter or so away, watching. That puzzled Rigi. Had they done something wrong, that Kor stayed apart? Or was he making a token gesture toward Stamm purity?
Thorna stopped as the others came closer. Rigi saw white ear tips on two of the Staré, and pale hairs on their muzzles and tail-tips. Lexi and Kor bowed to them, and the humans hand-bowed as the Elders returned the gesture. Dr. De Groet enunciated carefully in Staré, “I thank you for allowing us to brief-stop your work.”
“How many days more, TeKrooht?” the greyest Elder, a male upper second Stamm, demanded.
“Two, honored Elder.”
The male and a younger female twitched as if surprised. “No more, only two?”
“Only two, honored Elder. Tomorrow we bring measure sticks and, ah, machine dirt tasters and test dirt. Next day look at second and third hole, then no more half-in-pouch.” Rigi blinked. His Staré was much, much better than it had been. He knew the idioms now, like half-in-pouch for under foot, even if his pronunciation needed practice. Who had he been working with? Rigi happened to glance at Thorna and saw her leaning forward a little, following intently. Ah, she must be using only Staré when she showed him sites. That explained it. He had to learn if he didn’t want to fall into a hole or get eaten. Rigi waved away some gnats and hoped they’d talk quickly.
“And you pay fee?”
The human men all stiffened, even Cy. “What has that,” Aunt Kay caught herself. “That creature started this time?”
De Groet ignored her comment. “Yes. Half has been paid, and half when we finish, as agreed. Human credit to the village account at place the council specified.” He didn’t sound upset, actually if anything a little sad and disappointed, as if he were hurt that they’d ask.
Kor spoke, releasing the stout musk Rigi thought of as //declaratory statement/challenge//. “De Groet and Trent are true humans, not stinkpigs with speech. Their speech is true and their councils are with us, not with the one of whom you have heard.”
“Not with Sahbo?” The other older Staré sounded pleased, and Rigi smelled //satisfaction//. “Hunter speaks truth.”
“Yes, I do, honored Elder.” Thorna’s tone told Rigi that this was an ongoing and sore subject. Maybe she was lower Stamm than she looked? Or had an ancestor dropped in Stamm or in trust? Thorna’s body language didn’t give Rigi any hints.
“Then you may continue working,” the first Elder announced. The Elders turned and walked back toward the village gate. One of them, in the middle of the group, a second Stamm female with reddish brown fur and a young pouchling, stepped out of the line and came back.
“It is said one with you has the Wise Eye?” She looked from Kor to Lexi and back. Rigi wanted to hide in the trench as both Staré pointed to her with their forefeet and ears as her aunt and uncle moved out of the way. “A human?”
“Yes, honored Elder,” Lexi confirmed. Rigi hand-bowed.
“Show me. Such a thing cannot be.”
Should she? If she didn’t, things might not go well, Rigi guessed, so she opened her sketchbook to the last image, the landscape, and offered it to Lexi. He’d pulled on a pair of forefoot covers that he kept in a pocket of his vest, in case he had to handle human things around other Staré, and he took the notebook and showed it to the Elder. The female looked from the picture to Rigi and back. “Where is this?”
“Honored Eldress, it is here, as seen from the little hill in the fields.”
“Show me more.” At Rigi’s nod of permission, Lexi turned pages back to the ruined city. He moved, one, then another, and— “Stop!” She bent close, looking at the image. Which one was it? Rigi couldn’t see from this angle and distance. Rigi smelled strong //awe and honor//. “You do have the Wise Eye. Truly, the world is changing.” She departed and Lexi returned the sketchbook.
Uncle Eb peered at the image, then took it from Lexi’s forefoot. “Who is this? And where did you see her?”
Cy and Micah came over to see what inspired the fuss, and Micah De Groet’s jaw dropped. “She’s beautiful!” Rigi smelled //curiosity// and sensed someone behind her straining to see over her shoulder. Thorna had joined the cluster. “Who is she?”
“I don’t know, sir. She’s an image on the floor of one of the rooms in the city. Lexi saw something and excavated her face, called for me, and then cleared more dirt out of the way. We need to document and preserve her as soon as possible, sir.”
“Yes, we do.”
“Mistress Trent called her ‘the Madonna of the Staré’, if that means anything,” Kor said, still well clear of the others.
“There was a kind of painting or statue of a woman with a small child that people used to help them worship, on Home.” Rigi added, “They called that type of painting a Madonna and Child picture. The woman is always beautiful and young.”
“I will see this for myself tomorrow,” Thorna stated, and Rigi fought off a sneeze at the strong declaratory emphasis. She for one was not going to argue with the huntress.
As they rode back to the camp, Rigi happened to look up. “Aunt Kay, what kind of bird is that? I’ve seen several recently, here and near NovMerv, and I can’t seem to find it in my identification files.”
Kay took off her hat and poked her head out the window as Lexi slowed the transport. “I don’t know, Rigi. I tend not to work much with carrion eaters. They are not colorful enough for people to want images of them.” She pulled her head back in and raised the clear metal window a little. “Apparently paintings of bald birds eating rotting meat off an animal carcass are not in style at the moment.” She winked.
“I can’t see why not, Ma’am,” Lexi opined. “Human food preparation areas seem terribly devoid of art.”
Rigi prided herself on eating what appeared on her plate, but imagining one of her aunt’s nature paintings with a scavenger bird on it hanging in the dinner room dampened her appetite considerably. Cyril made a faint choking noise. Aunt Kay just smiled. “Humans believe that decorating the space reserved for food preparation or for eating can lead to technical difficulties, Lexi.”
Large amounts of wasted food was what Rigi would have called it, assuming Shona kept cooking tempting things because he didn’t understand why the family wasn’t eating as much. No, carrion eaters in art had no place around human food preparation or serving rooms.
Rigi didn’t see Tomás until after she’d cleaned up and put Martinus on the fast-pad to charge. He was down to just over half power, and she wondered what had drained his battery so quickly. Had it been all the walking around? She had not brought the diagnostic kit with her, so she just made a note on the back of the landscape sketch to run a full check on him when they got home. Task done, she walked to the food tent. The door opened and her distant cousin gave her a theatrical bow complete with arm swirls and near over-balancing. He’d never be a temple dancer, Rigi giggled. But then she wasn’t, not really.
“What news, Capt. Prananda,” Uncle Eb called from behind her. Rigi scooted inside to get out of the way.
“Inspections are the Army’s way of ruining my leave, lieutenants might possibly be more dangerous than a group of corporals with an idea, and we’ve found the source of the signal from outside the star system.”
Rigi spun around to face Tomás. Uncle Eb froze. “Where?” He demanded, all predator.
“Still a light-year out and slowing down. But their observation pods have been here for several months.”
Lexi and Rigi exclaimed, “The birds!”
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DANGER IN THE STARS
“The what?”
Rigi took a calming breath. “The strange, really large birds. The one I saw during the flight from Sogdia to NovMerv didn’t look quite right. The feathers were brown, with an odd metallic sort of look.”
“And the carving on the wall in the city, of the birds destroying the city,” Lexi added with vehement //anxious/upset/fear//.
Tomás shook his head as the others came into the elaborate tent. “No, at least not the ones I’ve been briefed on. These are still in orbit, or were as of last week. The Navy released sweeper satellites. You know the kind they use for debris catches?” The men nodded. “Those to gobble up a few and see if we can determine where they came from and who sent them.”
“That explains why I got a short-notice call-up alert,” Cyril said, coming in on the end of the conversation. “I’m still in the time window for emergency crew duty.”
“I have not been called,” Uncle Eb stated, eyes still hard.
“Because if whatever it is gets here, you’re already here, dear, and will be doing what needs to be done,” a tired voice from behind him reminded them all. “And I smell supper.” Aunt Kay eased around her spouse, nodded to Rigi, and said, “Good evening, Tomás. I trust your journey was uneventful?” as she extended her right hand.
He bowed and kissed her hand. “Yes, ma’am. Quiet and calm, for which I give deepest thanks.”
“Good! I’m certain Kor will tell you all you need to know.”
“And a little more, I suspect.” He looked to the black Staré, who twitched his ears and snorted like a human might. “More, ma’am.”
“And unlike certain members of your species, you will listen,” Kor stated. Did he mean that Tomás paid attention, or that Kor would make him pay attention, Rigi wondered? Probably both, given Kor’s knowledge of hunting and tracking, and apparently of other things. “And I am hungry.” He said that last phrase in Staré, and as Rigi watched, a pair of fifth Stamm set four covered platters down on two smaller tables equipped with Staré seats, removed the covers, bowed, and departed. The dishes looked quite good to Rigi, who blushed a little as her stomach growled.
“I will take that as a hint,” Micah chuckled, gesturing to the others. Uncle Eb took his wife’s arm, Tomás offered his to Rigi, who accepted, and they went to the table and sat. More covered dishes appeared, along with a large bowl. By the time Rigi sat and put her napkin in her lap, the Staré whisked away the covers, revealing meat in a sauce on watergrain, what appeared to be a form of vegetable casserole under a bread-like crust, and a meat-rich broth spiced with ginter. Steam rose from a mound of small buns, and Rigi’s mouth started watering even before her uncle finished the grace over meat. It was hard to wait for the adults to serve themselves—she wanted to leap up and pile a mountain of meat and grain onto her plate, she was so hungry. Even so, she waited, took a small serving of everything, and was too polite to refuse when Micah added a second ladle-full of broth to her bowl. It tasted as rich and warm as it looked, and she had no qualms about a second serving when offered.
The meat wasn’t as good as it looked, and the grain could have been cooked longer, but otherwise she enjoyed another excellent meal. It was not Shona’s cooking, of course, but not bad. The casserole seemed bland. “This must be that new cassav-tater the agronomists bragged about,” Tomás said, nibbling the corner of a large chunk. “It needs a little more something.”
“It needs more everything,” Aunt Kay stated. “The bulletin I read said that it takes up any flavor used on it, and I believe, having sampled the dish, that ‘takes up’ could be considered one of the greater understatements in agronomical writing since someone observed that heart-fruit goes bad quote ‘somewhat quickly’ end quote.”
“Three hours, dear?”
“Two and a half, at least the ones I saw.” No one seemed inclined to dispute her statement. They were too busy eating, and Rigi noticed, when Cy leaned to the side to pick up a dropped napkin and she could see around him, that the Staré ate as much as the humans. Their platters seemed almost bare. He straightened up and passed the shallow bowl with the buns. “Camp manners,” her aunt declared, and they happily used the buns to mop up the last bits of sauce on their plates. As senior lady, she set the table rules. Rigi approved. To waste food was to insult the cooks and an offense against the Creator and Creatrix.
They didn’t have a sweet, but the tea served after the disappearance of the dishes tasted like candied orange-stem. “So, Tomás, what news from the east?” Micah passed the sweetener dish. Rigi handed it on. The tea didn’t really need it.
“Inspections remain less than enjoyable, the Elders of Sogdia and Keralita have presented petitions of complaint to the governor, Eelahlo of the Third Stamm won the regional wrestling finals and will advance to take on whoever wins the northern title, my mother has informed me that large ladies hats are very popular, and by large she means with replicas of entire birds on them, and the vice-governor of WemWorld was found dead in his bath of unnatural causes.”
“I take it no one expressed undue surprise at his passing?” Uncle Eb sounded… satisfied? No, but he did not sound upset. Had the vice-governor been that bad?
“No, sir, and as of the last news packet, there were only eight primary suspects, including two wives, both of whom expressed surprise to learn that he was contracted with the other party as well.”
Cy inhaled with a hiss, teeth bared. “Well, that answers the question of what scandal will dominate the gossip feeds for the next six months.”
“You overestimate the ability of the press to focus, but yes, that should cover up the latest folly from Home for a while.” Micah looked up at the ceiling. “Kay, how is it you ladies can wear hats with so much piled onto them without your necks getting sprained?”
“I wouldn’t know. Four large fabric flowers and a meter of netting are the limit of my sartorial experiments.” Beside her, Uncle Eb lifted the hand that had been resting on the table, the one out of her line of sight, and waved five fingers. Five flowers, or five meters of netting? Rigi guessed flowers. She’d tried on one large hat once, when her mother had been distracted. She’d looked silly with so much piled on top of her head, and besides, the Tradition did not encourage that sort of display.
Conversation shifted to the wrestling finals, and Lexi joined in with unusual vehemence. As the adults talked, Rigi wondered why no one had commented on the Staré Elders presenting complaints to the governor. She’d never heard of such a thing when the Company had been in charge of Shikhari. Or had the Company used a different system? She didn’t remember anything about it from when she’d been in school. What had he done to offend the Staré? Or was it Dr. Szabo? No, probably not, because the Staré just refused to help her and that was their right. She couldn’t compel them to work for her expedition. Rigi emptied her tea cup. As soon as it touched the drip-catcher, a pale forefoot reached past her, refilled it, and disappeared. “Thank you,” she said without thinking.
“It is an honor and privilege to serve the Wise,” the male said from behind her. Oh dear. Rigi’s face warmed and she wondered if there was any Staré on Shikhari who didn’t know everything about her by now. Lexi thumped his tail on the floor, making a point, and she looked at him. Kor caught her eye and gave her a sympathetic gesture. Was that why he preferred to be considered outStamm? If so she heartily agreed with his decision. She was just Rigi, not a Wise One, not anyone special.
“Rigi, I’d like to show you what I borrowed from the craft workers at BigTrees,” her aunt announced. “Tomás, you might enjoy looking at these as well. Rigi please bring your sketchbook to Eb’s and my tent.”
“Yes, ma’am.” Uncle Eb caught the hint and stopped arguing sports long enough to pull Aunt Kay’s chair back from the table, then waded into the verbal fray once more. Tomás didn’t seem too upset at being dragged away from the other men.
“Thank you, ma’am,” he said once they got outside and the door closed behind them. “My men have been talking about nothing but the wrestling championship for the past month. I’m tail-gripped out.”
“You’re welcome, and this will also let us brief you on the city and what is going on at BigTrees so you are caught up. Rigi, sketch pad?”
“Yes, ma’am.” She trotted back to her shelter, got the pad and Martinus, and returned with both to her aunt and uncle’s temporary residence. It was nicer than Rigi’s but then Aunt Kay preferred not to camp rough if she could help it. And Lexi needed space as well, to work if not to sleep, since he and Kor had their own private enclosures. She tapped on the door and waited for the impatient, “Come in, child, come in.” She found her aunt and Tomás studying an array of fabrics and embroidered bands, and some leatherwork as well, all draped over a folding table. “You’ve passed the ceremony of adulthood, Rigi, you don’t have to wait for permission for everything.”
“Um, I’m sorry, Aunt Kay. I just don’t feel very adult yet.”
“I rarely do, and the less said about Micah, the better,” she winked and smiled. “So, this is fish leather, one single strip taken from the side of a salt-water dweller.” Rigi boggled as she realized that the two ends stretched along the floor for several hand-widths. The fish had to be at least two meters long! “The weavings are traditional, and the band is for sale. Apparently the plantation ladies like to add them to their dresses and hats, and other Staré buy unusual designs and colors. There’s quite a trade network as it turns out, but you didn’t hear that. They’d prefer not to be taxed.”
“Neither do I,” Tomás muttered. Rigi pretended not to hear it as she found the first page in her sketchbook, then set it on the table. “Oh. May I?” She nodded yes, too busy taking in the different weavings to answer. “It really is a city. I thought Micah was exaggerating again.” Rigi picked up the leather, studying the pattern embossed into the thick skin. Fish skin usually was thinner than animal hide and she puzzled at what kind of fish needed to be so well protected. She picked up one end and lifted it. Very thick, and when she turned it over, very attractive in an oily fishy sort of way, with a little sheen to it. Had that come from the tanning? Had they only tanned one side and if so, how did they keep it from rotting and stinking? Rigi sniffed the shimmery green side but it didn’t smell bad, just a little like smoked fish.
“Oh no, they didn’t…” she heard a page turn. “They did. Oh dear,” he chuckled. “Three meters tall?” He’d found the wombow.
“Three meters at least. It doesn’t have a head at the moment and I didn’t see any large chunks that might have come from a wombow head.” Aunt Kay frowned, head tipped to the side just a little. “But then I didn’t look, and depending on why it fell off, it might have shattered as well.”
“Hmm, that makes sense, ma’am. Why would anyone make a one-ended wombow?”
“Kor says it is an exact likeness of his brother,” Rigi offered.
Tomás burst out laughing, then struggled for composure. “I’m sorry ma’am, Rigi, that was terribly rude of me. I apologize.” He wheezed a little. “I can see why he might make that statement, however.” He held up one hand. “We do not all rise to meet challenges with equal skill, for the Scout and Huntress make all skilled in their own ways, and some do not find the proper setting for their talents at first.”
“Young man, that is a most generous and charitable reminder, thank you.” Aunt Kay took a long breath. “Rigi, I’m told that these are all natural dyes, aside from the dark blue and teal.” She bent over, then reached over to the bag hanging from a chair and got out a portable light. “Teal or dark turquoise? Or Petrol?”
Rigi looked at the stripe and stitching in question. “Hmm. I’d need to compare them with a true black and true white to be able to match it, ma’am, but I’d incline toward,” she looked even closer, holding her sleeve next to the area. “Petrol, ma’am. More royal-blue than a true teal.”
“Who is this? She’s beautiful!” Tomás waved the sketchbook at her. Did everyone react the same way? No one had ever called her work beautiful with that kind of fervor. Rigi felt a pang of jealousy for the long-gone artist’s skill and ability to find so lovely a model, assuming the female had lived and was not an idealized vision.
“We don’t know,” Aunt Kay said. She sounded almost sad. “The image is on the floor of one of the buildings. Lexi found her and cleared the dirt, and we’re going to fully document and preserve the figure tomorrow. I’ve never seen a work of that kind in any Staré settlement or archaeological site.”
Tomás rubbed his nose as he studied the sketch. “Me either, just the strange hybrids. I hope this won’t endanger the credibility of the site when people learn about it.”
“I’ve been thinking about that, Tomás,” Rigi said slowly. “I don’t think it will, not once the initial challenges settle down. For one, those markings are unheard of now among southern Staré, and I’ve only seen one individual with anything close, the strange hopling in the Indria village. Strange in behavior, ma’am, not strange markings per se.” Aunt Kay nodded. “Two,” Rigi looked down at the toes of her boots. “I’m not that good. And Aunt Kay doesn’t do fur. I can’t think of a single artist currently working who could paint or program the original. And three, we don’t know what medium it is, but I guarantee that I don’t work in it, and there’s probably not anyone on the planet who could do it. Fourth, the villagers know who has been in and out of that site. They keep a record for the planters in the area, because there is talk of making the district a preserve and the planters want to know if anyone does studies and population censuses on the quiet.”
Aunt Kay asked, “Rigi, how do you know that?”
“I heard Cy telling Micah, ma’am. Mrs. Sorenson told Cy before we came out.”
“Hmm, good to know.”
Tomás went back to the sketchbook and Rigi resumed her inspection of the embroidery. “These look like stylized fish, ma’am.”
“Which one? Oh, yes. That’s because they are. Fish and wave motifs are popular in this district, but not for hopling garments, only for adults. And do not tell Micah that until after he publishes the first report on the site.” She wagged her finger. “Or you know what Dr. Xian will want to do.”
“Oh dear yes. With a herd of graduate students and shovel-carriers in tow. And that man, ah, the one with the theories about species memory imprinting and collective awareness, oh fur bits.” Rigi could see his picture from the news holo. “The one who sometimes resembles a terror bird, ah, I’m sorry, I’m calling up an empty file.”
“I know exactly who you are referring to, and no, I can’t recall his name, either. Lexi had some comments about misapplication of long-dead theories when he read the initial paper.”
Misapplication of theories must be in the air, Rigi sniffed, given what Dr. Szabor had been talking about. No, that’s not fair, and even if Rigi disagreed with her, Dr. Szabor might change her ideas once she could ground truth them and test the hypotheses. There was no call to be nasty and uncharitable.
“Oh. I see why Micah was so insistent about leaving hot water.” He waved the trench image. “Did they dig that today?”
“No, the Staré dug it a few days ago while preparing to expand a wall. They just climbed into it and ruined their trousers.” A long-suffering sigh. “Again. I am making a pair of leggings for him, and he is going to wear them will he or nil he. He knows perfectly well that red clay stains everything!” Rigi’s aunt planted her fists on her hips. “That man is death on clothes.” Rigi tried not to think about all the outfits and dresses she’d ruined over the last six years, and Tomás seemed excessively fascinated by a detail in the sketch, to the point of burying his nose in the image and hiding. Rigi suddenly wondered if that complaint were a family trait, like her father had whispered to Cy once that fussing about mud on the floors was for deStella women. Of course, he’d never had to clean up the rug after Makana accidentally ground grey dirt into it, either. Males, Rigi sighed quietly.
“When do we start surveying this site?” Tomás held up the landscape.
Aunt Kay blinked. “That’s not a site, aside from the trenches. It is a test area for the distance the tsunami traveled, and if it created a bore in the river.”
“I fear I must respectfully disagree, ma’am. Look please, especially at the right side where the crops stop,” he handed the sketch book to his aunt, who took it to a brighter bit of light. She studied it, then ran a finger along something near the bottom edge. Rigi wondered what Tomás had seen that she’d missed. Aunt Kay’s perfectly curved eyebrows shot up to near her hairline.
“And round again, if I’m reading the terrain correctly.” Tomás sounded certain.
She lowered the book. “Captain Tomás Prananda, you really are wasted in staff work, you do know that? You desperately need to go into scouting. I am completely serious. Ebenezer will know with whom to speak and in what order, but you need to transfer. You would be able to keep your rank and any time-served bonuses, you and Kor both.”
He shook his head. “I’d need Miss Auriga with me. She sees better than I do.”
Why had he called her Miss Auriga and not Rigi? Had he forgotten that she was there? Or was he being professional instead of personal because he’d found someone and was courting her? Had he started courting Miss Deleon? Something inside Rigi shrank and she felt a little ill. She shouldn’t have had that odd-tasting bit of meat, that was it. And Miss Deleon would certainly help his career once he became a major, Rigi knew. She bent to look at a different embroidery, trying to see how the worker had done it. Or was it embroidery? No, it looked odd on the back, with too-small stitches. “Tomás, I’m sorry to distract you, but could you hold a light for me, please?”
“Certainly.” He picked up the hand light and turned it on again. “Like so?”
“Yes, please. Thank you.” Yes, something odd had been used, not the usual Staré stitching needles or thread pushers. Rigi moved a little for a different view—
“No, sir, he’s not the worst.” Lexi’s voice interrupted her thoughts.
Rigi and Tomás stood up and moved out of the way of the door as she caught a hint of tobacco smoke. Uncle Eb complained, “You know he’s a terrible shot. You were there!”
“Yes, I was and no, sir, I maintain that you are in error,” Lexi replied, calm and far more composed than his human associate.
“How can you when you watched the debacle from start to end?”
A loud sniff. “Because it is incumbent upon me to uphold and defend the honor of my species against such foul calumnies as comparison to nk’karlit such as that individual proved himself to be.” Rigi watched her aunt’s eyes go wide and a faint blush rise in her features before she frowned mightily. Tomás blinked several times, then clapped a hand over his mouth and turned away from Rigi, coughing. Rigi decided that she didn’t want to know what the word meant. Nor would she use it, although she added it to her “very very naughty words” list. She liked knowing when people were saying bad things about her and hoping that she didn’t understand.
“Lexi! I can’t believe that you harbor such ill feeling toward the creature in question.” Rigi heard laughter behind the protestation. “Tsk tsk.”
“He earned the opprobrium with which he is remembered, sir.”
“I cannot argue that point, nor shall I attempt to.”
“A most wise decision, sir.” Uncle Eb opened the door and it was Rigi’s turn to look away. She heard thpppppth as Lexi made a rude face and flapped his tongue at her uncle’s back. She struggled to hide her laughter. Aunt Kay looked patient, the way Rigi’s mother did when her father and brother argued over who had won the latest wager on the flitter races. Tomás set the light down with exaggerated care.
Four adult humans, Martinus, and Lexi made the tent feel small. Rigi edged away from the table, into the corner with Martinus as Uncle Eb looked around. “Is this what my retirement savings went into?” he demanded, but Rigi heard a smile in his voice.
“No, dear, it came from my last commission, and they are borrowed. The leather is for sale; the rest are already spoken for by Staré or were commissioned by planter women.”
“Ah, well then.” He found a camp chair and sat. Lexi perched on a Staré seat and Aunt Kay settled gracefully into another camp chair. “So, Tomás, your thoughts?”
“We have a second site to survey, sir. Here.” He passed Uncle Eb the sketch book. “Look at this bit especially. I think it is another round one.”
Rigi didn’t quite hold her breath as her uncle studied the sketch. A moth had come in and fluttered around the central light, casting flickering shadows on the table and the floor. Out in the soft darkness, a bird or lizard called in the night, and something else answered it, a deep hooting sound. Lexi’s ears twitched, and Martinus turned his head a little but didn’t alert. She probably needed to get back to her tent, Rigi knew, and to her rifle. Her hand shooter didn’t have the punch to stop something large, unlike her aunt’s lavender-gripped military-grade shooter. Rigi closed her eyes as she saw again the damage that weapon had done to a Staré. She’d forgotten to step down the power. Why did you not stop, she pleaded with the dead male. If you’d stopped, I wouldn’t have killed you.
“Auriga, come, you and Martinus.” She opened her eyes as Aunt Kay pulled her out the door and around the corner of the tent into the wind-cooled, open night. “Tell me what happened, step by step.”
Rigi didn’t want to, Uncle Eb had said not to tell anyone, but Aunt Kay wasn’t anyone, and she didn’t look as if she would let Rigi get away. “When the Army spy-eyes flew over the Indria village the third time, a fight started because some of the Staré thought it was the evil spirits that had destroyed the First World come again, as they had said they would if the Staré returned to a high technology level. In the chaos—I was near the main gate on water bucket duty with the hoplings, and I ran. I guessed where the Army was, and I ran into the forest, going that direction. It was late in the afternoon, and I was afraid that the Staré would kill the others. I dodged the first few Staré that came looking for me, but a third doubled back, I think.”
She swallowed hard, seeing it all over again. “It was dim, shadows under a thick canopy, and I was hiding under the roots of a dead tree that had fallen over. I tried to sneak away, or to hide better, but he heard me when he stopped to, ah, relieve himself. He threatened me with a spear.” Her mouth went dry and she whispered, “I told him to stop but he started to throw the spear. I dodged and fired but I hadn’t stepped the power on your shooter down and… I could see his spine from the front, Aunt Kay. He smelled like burnt fur, and he looked surprised, he couldn’t believe that he was dead. I fled, cut through the woods, hid until dark and then found an Army patrol and told them where the rest of the expedition were so they could rescue them.”
Rigi looked into her aunt’s dark eyes. “I didn’t want to kill him. It— Staré are not like carnifex leapers, not like hunting leapers for food. I killed a someone. Why didn’t he stop?” Kay took Rigi into her arms as she wept. “I asked him to stop, I did! Why didn’t he stop? I didn't want to kill a someone.”
“Oh Rigi,” her aunt murmured, stroking her back and rocking her. “My poor little Rigi. He didn’t stop because he chose not to. He chose to attack you. He made the decision, and you reacted. You did the right thing, Auriga. Do not ever doubt that. You did the right thing. You defended yourself. You found people who could save the others and prevented worse from happening. Rigi, dear, dear young woman, you did the right thing.”
“But I killed a someone, Aunt Kay.”
“Yes, you did. And being in the right doesn’t change that. And you will always regret that he forced you into that position where you had to choose.” She sounded tired. “And you will see him on occasion, sometimes when you are tired, or something reminds you of the attack. Not as often as time passes, I suspect, but the memory will return. That you mourn and have doubts is normal, Auriga, and healthy." Her aunt pushed her away a little and met Rigi's eyes. "To take the life of another person, even in self-defense, is a serious matter with serious consequences. That’s why the military spends a lot of time training men so they can do it without suffering as much as the rest of us do.”
Rigi sniffed, “But I’m supposed to protect created beings, not kill them."
“We are, and we do. Sometimes that means taking one life, or a few, to save even more. But it is never lightly done, never easy. Never, ever, ever. If it becomes easy, something has gone terribly wrong in your heart, Auriga Maris Regina.” Her aunt held her at arms’ length, both hands on her shoulders. “Auriga, you did the right thing for the right reason. Take that into your heart. You did what you had to and he made the choice.”
Her aunt was right, Rigi knew, but she’d killed someone. “My head understands, Aunt Kay, but my heart doesn’t, not yet.”
“No, and it will be a while longer before it sinks in.” She hugged Rigi again. “I wish you’d come to me sooner, Rigi. Eb knows, doesn’t he.”
“Yes, ma’am. I had to tell him after the protesters brought the memory back, when we were at the university a year or so ago.”
Aunt Kay exhaled loudly. “Your uncle is a wonderful man with many excellent characteristics, but thinking like a civilian is not always one of them. I suspect he forgot that you are not military or peace-keeper trained and have no experience in how to deal with the aftermath of something like this. He’s like a fish—they swim in the water and don’t realize that it’s water.” Another sigh. “I’ll add it to my list of things to remind him about.”
“Like not kneeling in dirt, ma’am?”
“That, my dear, I fear is a hopeless task. There is something about Prananda men and soil, no matter what planet or what age the man.” Kay patted her on the shoulder. “Ask Mrs. Prananda some day about the general and yellow mud. But ask her only after you make absolutely certain that nothing fragile is within arms’ reach.”
“Yellow mud?”
“On a white dress uniform with silver trim. I swear I heard her shrieks from the other side of Wormhole Lambda.” Rigi could see her aunt shaking her head. “And he hadn’t looked at his shoes, either.”
“Oh no!” She could see the whole thing all too clearly. “Not white carpet.”
“No. Cream colored with red flecks, a specially woven rug that had been in her family for four generations.”
That explained why the Pranandas had nothing but tile and wood on the floors of their houses, Rigi realized. Mrs. Prananda didn’t trust the men not to do it again. “Did the rug come clean?”
“Eventually. Although I’m told she threatened to use his blood to scrub it if he ever did anything like that again. And he slept on the verandah for two nights. I think he was scared that she’d try it.”
Rigi tried to imagine sweet, quiet, petite Mrs. Prananda doing anything like that. No, but her own mother had more surprises up her sleeves than Rigi dared guess, so it was possible. “No cream rugs, no white carpet. I’ll keep that in mind.”
“Do you think you can face the men, or shall I give your apologies?”
Rigi swallowed and considered as she stroked Martinus’s shoulder. “I can face them. If I keep reminding myself that this is not Indria, I should not have problems. Thank you, ma’am.”
Another hug. “You’re welcome, Rigi. I’m sorry we didn’t have this talk a year ago. I should have asked Ebenezer to look at the reports and see if you might have had trouble, but everything seemed fine and I was busy, as was he.”
Rigi opened the door for Aunt Kay and they went back in. Tomás sat on the floor, crosslegged, shaking his head. “I can’t just jump commands, sir. I need at least another six months before I can ask for a transfer, and I’m not exactly on Col. Deleon’s good boy list at the moment.”
Why not? Oh no, had her mother’s intervention at the dance hurt Tomás’s career? Rigi’s sour stomach twisted a little. Nothing was going right. She hoped that courting Miss Leopoldi would help matters.
“I won’t twist your arm, Tomás, but Kay is right. You are a scout, not a staff officer. I know,” Uncle Eb waved one hand. “All of us have to have staff duty at some point, if only so we know why to avoid it in the future. But think about it, and look at all your options. I don’t want you to close a door without knowing what you are doing.”
“Yes, sir.” He turned and looked up at Rigi, then patted the floor beside him. “I’m sorry, Rigi, but the furniture seems to be full.”
Rigi arranged her skirt and sat. They were family, in camp, so it wasn’t improper. Besides, that’s why women wore loose trousers under their skirts, for moments like this. “And are all the world’s problems solved yet?”
“Only half,” Lexi assured her. “But I believe two planets have new constitutions and the entire roster for the LimWorld sling-ball team is now reconfigured to the satisfaction of all.”
“Lexi, you do us a grave injustice,” Uncle rested the tips of his fingers on his chest. “I only proposed building a large fence around New Canton, not lock-shielding the entire planet.”
“And who will put a roof on your fence, dear?” Aunt Kay smiled, leaned forward and patted his knee. “No roof, no security. We’ve had this discussion before.”
Tomás shook his head and covered his eyes with one hand. “Uncle Eb says that we’re not to tell Micah about finding a site at BigTrees. Unless you want to spend the rest of the year here.”
Rigi thought hard. No, she didn’t care to spend the wet season here, where the storms slammed into the coast so hard that it triggered seismograph machines and where the rivers flooded until they spread several kilometers beyond their banks. On the other hand, if she could miss Cy’s wedding, or at least the planning for Cy’s wedding, maybe wading every day for six weeks wouldn’t be so bad. “Can we send Cy back and then tell Micah? So mother can’t use me for ideas for Cy’s wedding? She didn’t get to do enough for Lyria and she’s trying to make up for it.”
“What about Mrs. Sorenson and Miss Sorenson?” Aunt Kay asked as the men shivered and Lexi’s ears drooped.
“Mrs. Sorenson delegated to Mother because of needing to come out here to help her husband and to take care of the younger children. And Miss Sorenson has never planned a wedding and is listening intently to Mother’s every word and idea.” Rigi tried not to whine. “Mother had me sketching flower arrangements, including a bower.”
“Erk.” Tomás looked a little pale. “Is she going to have a chorus at the arrival at the reception?”
“Not if you don’t say anything, because I’m not going to. Father had to remind her that Cy and Adele follow the Tradition, and modesty is better than extravagance, especially right now.” Rigi hunched her shoulders, then sat straight again. “Sorry. Governor Leopoldi’s pronouncements of opinion have caused some difficulties for neoTrads.”
“Not just neoTraditionalists, Rigi,” Tomás said. Something like anger snapped in his dark eyes. “Those who sincerely follow the Scout and Huntress are also under pressure. I do not care to speak more on this topic.”
“Wise words,” Uncle Eb agreed. “And I am serious about not telling Micah about the site at BigTrees. The Staré are not entirely pleased with having us nosing around, and they will be even less so if Micah starts trying to dig up their market to see what is under it.”
Rigi smelled //amusement/mischief//. Mischief? She turned to see Lexi leaning back, ears tipped to the sides, tips of his forefoot claws touching like a human steepling his fingers. “Perhaps, sir, instead of the market, suggesting that the current residents had not relocated the—what is the term in Common?—midden might keep him safely occupied while we finish the allocated tasks and then flee.”
One eyebrow rose and Uncle Eb’s head tilted a little to the side as he rubbed under his nose, then pursed his lips. “That is a suggestion worth considering in the unfortunate event that Micah discovers Rigi and Tomás’s find. However, silence is the better option for the nonce.” Rigi noticed that Tomás was having as much trouble keeping a straight face as she was.
“I bow to your greater experience, sir,” Lexi hand-bowed.
“And I always endeavor to take into account the experience and suggestions of my elders and superiors,” Tomás managed, sounding terribly sincere.
“Wooeef?” Martinus asked quietly.
“Wooeef.” Rigi agreed. Very wooeef. Her sides ached from trying not to laugh at the men’s serious tone and sober expressions.
Aunt Kay raised her hands and looked up at the ceiling. “Since that matter is settled, I suggest that we let the youngsters get some rest. Tomás had a long day, and you and Micah kept poor Miss Rigi working all day.”
“I?” Uncle Eb pointed to his chest. “I had nothing to do with it, Mrs. Trent. I requested Miss Auriga’s observations once. Only once. But I can see that poor Lexi is about to collapse from exhaustion and nervous strain, Martinus as well.”
Tomás got to his feet and helped Rigi stand. “Thank you, Mrs. Trent, for the briefing. I suspect I will be working on the city map tomorrow, from what Dr. De Groet said earlier today.”
He walked Rigi to her tent. The stars seemed touching close, and so did something howling south of the camp. Rigi thought she caught a glimpse of Kor in the darkness, but didn’t follow. Instead she enjoyed the cool evening air and the rich scent of the forest. Martinus paced beside her. The ground gave a little more than it had on the Kenusha Plain and much more than on the Indria Plateau, probably because it was wetter and had more leaf-mold in it.
Tomás cleared his throat. “Ah Rigi.”
“Yes?”
He hesitated. “Are you keeping an away kit packed?”
She shivered. “Yes, I am. And I have not said anything to the Staré about the transmissions. I’ve got a little bag for Paul as well, and Nahla, if it comes to that.” The air seemed to have turned cold and she leaned a little on Martinus.
“Nahla?”
“The orphaned third Stamm female. Father took her in as an apprentice to Shona and an assistant to Siare to help with Paul. The Temple is paying for her upkeep for a year, until a family is found or she can take a true apprenticeship. She’s eight years, perhaps nine? She’s not certain and no one has done a bone age. Her parents, siblings and grandparents died of the epidemic.”
“Ugh, poor hopling, that’s terrible! Yes, I can see why you’d want to have a bag ready for her.” He took a deep breath. “Rigi, I trust the navy, but stay ready to leave on short notice. We have no idea what has transpired with the creatures that destroyed the first Staré civilization in the last thousand years or so, but I suspect they didn’t stop developing their weapons technology and drives. We’re good, but we’ve never faced an alien with that kind of power before.”
“You sound quite certain that they are not just broadcasting ‘hi, we’re here,’ despite what Uncle Eb says.” She sounded a little shaky to her own ears.
“I am, but I can’t tell you why. Just trust me.”
“I will, and I do.” They both turned as a snarling growl turned into a challenge scream to the south. “I, ah, that’s not a tree-draper.”
“No. Good night, and get inside.”
I am not ten years old anymore, Tomás! She stuck her tongue out at him. “I will if you will.”
“Yes, ma’am.” He gave her a half-embrace with an arm around her shoulders, then disappeared into the darkness, moving as quietly as Kor. Uncle Eb and Aunt Kay were right, Rigi decided. Tomás really was a hunter and scout at heart, like Kor, and needed to be out where he could hunt and scout. With that thought Rigi got ready for bed. Sleep came easily despite the afternoon’s shocks.
The next day proved to be as hectic as Tomás had foreseen. She found herself part of the mapping group as Kor, Lexi, Aunt Kay, and Micah concentrated on documenting and preserving the floor art. Uncle Eb and Tomás had done maps before, so she drew, held sticks, and grew quite tired of scrambling over piles of debris to get high enough for the map generator to get a good scan. Her arms and shoulders ached, she’d bruised a knee, and was well on her way into a most foul mood by the time Dr. De Groet called a halt for the day and they got ready to relocate to the village. Disappearing into the forest with Martinus sounded better and better. She knew how to make paper, and maybe she could work for the Staré, doing portraits and drawings in exchange for room and board, decorating buildings and being one of those wild women artists people always whispered about. It had to be easier than running cartographic scans!
“I think I’d rather chase two Pauls all day than do that for a living,” she told Martinus.
“Woo.”
“Good boy, good dog.” Martinus made sense. Tomás and Uncle Eb did not make sense, at least not when they were calling contradictory orders to her as she balanced on top of dusty, smelly bits of fallen-down wall and tried not to drop something fragile and expensive that belonged to the university.
Rigi worked herself into a magnificent grump by the time they reached BigTrees. So magnificent that she forgot her satchel until she was almost at the village. “Oh shed fur. I’ll catch up. Left my bag in the transport,” she trotted off before anyone could reply. Her hat blew back over her shoulders and she left it there for the moment, enjoying the chance to stretch her legs and back without anyone chiding her about manners and being ladylike. Rigi got the satchel, stretched more and stopped, hand on the metal frame of the door. What was that sound? Martinus went on alert and Rigi reached into the transport again, patting the side of the frame until she found the tie-down strap of the beam-shooter rifle. She undid the snaps one handed, eyes and ears still focused on something in the brush at the edge of the trees. The weapon came to her hand and she eased it out and around, dropping her satchel and bracing against the transport as she deactivated the safety.
“Woof! Woof!” At least ten spotted forest leapers exploded from the brush, coming straight for her. Supper! Rigi sighted on one and fired, dropping it, then caught a second one. As it fell, a little voice in her brain asked why so many were going so close to humans in such a panic. “Woof!”
“Damn!” She squeaked as an enormous grey dappled and striped shape pounced on the remains of the second leaper, the one closest to the brush. It was a striped lion. But they never, ever came so close to villages. A nasty scent like rotting meat hit her nose, and as the big predator turned a little, she saw that it had an unhealed wound oozing green on the near-side hip. The ribs showed through a patchy, dry coat, signs of starvation. That decided her and she aimed, exhaled, and fired. It ducked to take a bite and she grazed its spine. The beast screamed and fell over before trying to get away, dragging its hindquarters. “Damn,” she hissed, then commanded, “Lothar, alert.” With a whirr and click, a heavy military-grade shooter appeared out of Martinus’s back. Rigi jogged to the striped lion with Martinus at her side, closing the distance as the beast dragged itself by the forelegs toward the brush. She couldn’t leave it wounded and suffering. She got within five meters or so, aimed, and fired again. The back of the head exploded in a burst of heat and mess. The striped lion collapsed. Rigi waited, but it didn’t move again and she said, “Lothar, stand down. Martinus stand down. Good dog.” She activated the rifle’s safety. Then she went and threw up by the bushes.
The second leaper had been ruined when the predator tore a hunk out of the belly and ripped the flank. The first one, however, looked sound, so she got the hunting kit out of the vehicle that Kor had ridden in and set to work. As hot as it was in the sun, she had to clean the carcass immediately if they were going to eat it safely and not waste the meat. “I can see why mother faints,” she told Martinus. “This is not fun.” The gnats had found her, and of course her nose itched. At least she’d remembered to pull her hat up so that wasn’t a problem.
Kor called, “Miss Auriga?”
“Wooeef!”
“Over here with supper!” She waved a hand before she remembered that it had the secondary stomach in it. Oops. At least she hadn’t squeezed it and squirted the contents on herself. She tossed the offal to the side and tried again. “Here, sir. Can you grab a leg? I’m at the awkward bit.” She’d already de-pouched the female, but removing the rest of the belly hide was much easier with a second pair of hands.
Kor puffed negative. “I cut, you hold.” He drew a knife from the tools on his belt.
“Yes, sir.” She wiped the knife and her hands on the grass, took a firm grip on the lower leg and pulled just enough to keep tension on the hide and haunch as Kor made swift work of the rest of the initial cleaning.
“They have a hanging frame by the wall. We use that.”
“Yes, sir.” By hunting tradition she had to carry or drag the carcass herself. It weighed, hmm, she looked it over and hefted the leg. At least fifty kilos, far more than she could lift. “Will you help me put it on a drag sheet, please sir?”
//Surprise/pleasure/agreement//. “Yes.” She got the sheet of super-tough plastic fabric out of the hunting bag and opened it, then they swung the remains onto the fabric. Rigi looped a rope through the holes in the corners, making a giant bag of sorts. Pulling on the synth-rope would also keep it closed as she dragged. Rigi took a deep breath, set her feet, and heaved. The leaper moved more easily than she’d anticipated, and she made good time hauling it down the slope to the village. As the Staré watched and the humans gaped, she and Kor hung it and finished cleaning it properly. Only then did she turn to the others.
“I can’t leave you unchaperoned, can I?” Uncle Eb sighed.
She giggled, coughed, and said. “No, sir. There’s also a dead crippled striped lion and a second leaper. The lion ruined it, I’m sorry. And I need to clean the tools and put them back up. Kor put the big shooter away after I reloaded it, since my hands are dirty.”
“Two leapers and a striped lion.” Uncle Eb sounded unsurprised.
“Yes, sir.”
“Be glad, Mister Trent, that you are not the one paying her bride price,” Lexi intoned in Staré. “For it will be high indeed.”
“Thanks to the Scout and Huntress both I am not,” he said with great fervor.
Even the gathered Staré laughed. Tomás also laughed, but looked thoughtful as well. Rigi shrugged a little inside. She’d been very lucky. He would do better if he went out, she knew.
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RACING FOR HOME
Rigi cleaned her knives, and hands, and the drag cloth, then took them back to the vehicle, returning with a portable fly-repeller. Kor clipped it to one of the un-skinned hind-feet and turned it on. The weak force field kept insects and dust away from the meat as it hung to drain. Thorna's faint puff suggested //approval,// and Rigi got the sense that she might be considering how to trade for one for her own use. They didn’t need much power to charge, or so the instruction file averred. Task done, Rigi returned to sketching in a much better mood, even if Tomás’s comments kept nagging her.
They ate leaper the next evening. The meat had an unusual undertaste, and Rigi wondered what it might come from. “Micah, does forest leaper always taste different from striped leaper?”
He shook his head, swallowed his mouthful, and said, “No, but I suspect these were eating the blackseed fruit that is ripe right now. Humans can’t eat the fruit, and Staré have to take the seeds out and then cook the fruit to break down something in it so they can eat it, but the leapers will stuff themselves to the point of immobility if they can, or so Thorna says. That’s probably what the herd was doing when the striped lion surprised them.”
Tomás wrinkled his nose. “I’m surprised that creature could startle or ambush anything, as bad as his injury smelled. He wasn’t going to live much longer, not with that leg.”
“No, but he could have killed several villagers, and probably would have. The secondary well and a forest garden are not far from where Rigi killed the beast,” Kor said from his table. “It would not be the first time an injured striped lion turned hopling-eater.”
Tomás flushed and looked down at his plate. “I’m sorry, sir, I didn’t think that far. You’re right.” Rigi felt better about deferring to Kor, since Tomás did. Everyone said that humans outranked Staré, but she couldn’t forget Kor’s age and experience, and his being Kor. Rigi ate more meat and mulled over what she wanted to do with the hide. She’d aimed for the chest just as the leaper started descending from her bound, and had caught the head, leaving the hide intact. She had the vest that still fit. Could she make a jacket? That might work, especially if she used the pouch to piece into the rest. No, the pouch would make a very nice hand-warmer turned fur-side in, and she could piece the hide with a good stout fabric if need be. How large was it? She had not measured the hide. Too bad it didn’t have two tails, or she could use those for sleeves and it would make cutting things much simpler.
“Rigi? Shikhari to Rigi, come in Rigi,” Aunt Kay gently teased. Rigi blushed and returned to the here and now. “Star-wandering?”
“No, ma’am. I was thinking that if the leapers had two tails, making sleeves for a jacket would much easier.”
The adults chuckled. Aunt Kay said, “True, but I’m not certain I’d want to eat the meat of a two-tailed leaper. At some point it probably had a glowing future.” The adults and Tomás chuckled again. Rigi missed the joke, but ate another bite of supper and didn’t mind. The cooks had overcooked the meat a little, not badly but more than Rigi preferred. Although, given how Staré prepared their own meat, they probably considered the rapidly vanishing slice on her plate to be only slightly warmer than still-twitching. Since the village Staré had turned the “ruined” leaper into stewmeat, Rigi decided that their preference for cooking the meat until it verged on charcoal wasn’t such a bad idea.
“I intend to finish with the city, since we’ve done everything we can at the village without delaying their expansion beyond what we’d agreed to,” Micah stated once he finished his main course. “The floor art has been documented and shielded. It seems to be a single tile, with the design fired into the surface. The entire thing is two meters by two meters, and I would dearly love to find the kiln or workshop where it was done.”
“That eliminates any possibility of Rigi or I having done it, or someone else on Shikhari at the moment.” Aunt Kay smiled and raised her glass as if in a toast. “No one who does ceramics has that large of a kiln, and the industrial people keep detailed logs and receipts of major orders and specialty firings, assuming someone here has made anything that large.” Rigi felt tension leaving her. It would be delightful not to be accused of salting the site with fake art. “Not that someone won’t fuss and raise a challenge at some point, but that is most certainly in our favor.”
“Yes, there will be complaints and protests, because nothing like it has been found yet that they know of.” Micah leaned back to allow the Staré to remove his plate. “And I confess—I do not want to publish the image until we can secure it and the rest of the structure. The local Staré are excellent about discouraging casual visitors, but that would be tempting enough to lead to murder.”
“Massacre more likely,” Uncle Eb sighed. “Lexi was with us when we found that cache on Delph II and inadvertently solved several killings and two mass murders in the process. I’m almost sad that bastard died in the fighting. Almost.”
“Yes,” Lexi chimed in, “Because if we’d captured him, his lawyers would still be appealing the sentence and arguing for clemency due to the trauma of his arrest and the loss of his art collection.”
“At least they would until his funds ran out,” Uncle Eb corrected. “But you are right about the wheels of justice.”
“Although, sir, if I might add, his taste was appalling.”
Aunt Kay smiled a little. “You don’t appreciate abstract art, Lexi, especially from the secondary hypercolor, post-textual period’s deconstructionist phase.”
Rigi risked sticking out the tip of her tongue. She could not abide that type of art so-called.
“You are quite correct, madam,” Lexi intoned, sounding very much like the narrator on a virtual museum tour holo. “Figurative styles satisfy my highly developed aesthetic sense and ease the ennui and angst of modern living.”
As Lexi spoke, everyone’s eyes grew wide and they stared at him. Except for Kor and Uncle Eb. Kor rested his head on one forefoot and regarded Lexi with something approaching amused boredom, while Uncle Eb rolled his eyes. “I’m never letting you take holo-courses on literature again,” Uncle Eb announced. “Even if someone else is paying for them.”
The arrival of the salad course saved everyone from what might have followed that statement. Rigi remembered her manners just in time and did not squeal with delight when her favorite soft fruits in cowlee cream slid onto the table in front of her. Wombow cream was not bad, but oooohhh, cowlee gave such rich milk. Monotremes and marsupials just didn’t quite have the same dairy products as placental mammals and that was that. Soft fingers of sweet-glazed bread accompanied the dish and Rigi watched her aunt break one and tuck the ends into the sauce. Rigi did likewise. With the help of the bread, she left not a single drop of the cream on the dish by the time she finished. No wonder the tea after supper tasted strongly of ginter, to ease the digestion!
“I’ve allocated two more days in the city,” Micah picked up where he’d stopped. “Then the rest day, for the staff as well as us. The next day, Mr. Sorenson has invited us to the plantation. I understand he has some business to do with Mister Bernardi.” Cy looked innocent.
“Dare I ask what Miss Sorenson’s mate price is?” Kor inquired.
Lexi released a weak negation. “Humans do it in reverse, sir. The sires pay prospective mates to take the females.”
Kor’s ears twitched and a whiff of //approval/intrigued// reached Rigi’s nose. “Hmm. I approve of borrowing that cultural tradition. And it fails to answer the original question.”
“I’d require at least a half-year of work and four prime wombow with young in pouch were I Miss Sorenson’s sire, based on her frequently reported attributes of attractiveness and wealth,” Lexi opined.
Cy had been growing pinker and pinker, and Rigi wondered if she should rescue him from the Staré or not. No, she decided as she sipped her tea, he’d given her enough grief over the years that sororial duty did not include correcting a cultural misunderstanding, at least not this time. Aunt Kay raised one eyebrow at Rigi. Rigi winked and smiled over her cup. Aunt Kay’s other eyebrow rose and a slight nod settled the matter. No intervention to save Cyril—he’d have to defend himself.
When the day of rest came, Rigi took full advantage of it, sleeping as late as she could, reading and meditating on the scripture and an associated sermon and lesson, reciting one of the hymns after work, and sleeping some more. Fasting wasn’t hard, given how much the Staré had fed them the day before. According to the Tradition as Rigi followed it, everyone must rest, worker and employer, animal and man, aside from absolutely critical tasks like feeding the animals, nursing the sick, and fighting if attacked. As a child Rigi had loathed days of rest. Now she appreciated them, most of the time. She was glad her branch of the Tradition didn’t require absolute rest, with even reading prohibited unless it was scripture and religious texts.
Before visiting the plantation, Uncle Eb took Rigi and Tomás to see Courtland Bay. Rigi drew the scene while the men talked about something, her hat hanging down her back, wind playing with her curls as she watched pairs of the great white fishing birds diving into the waves and emerging with large fish. “The silver-tails are schooling in the shallows,” her uncle explained. “Fishing is very easy at the moment. The Staré will go out tonight to net any that have not finished spawning. I suspect we’ll have fish for supper tomorrow, or perhaps for breakfast.” The sea darkened from light blue and white on the rocky shore to deep blue, then almost blue-black in the far distance under a bright sky. It smelled chilly and clean, and she shivered a little as the wind swirled up onto the headland and tugged on her skirt. Tomás rested one arm on her shoulders. It felt nice and warm, and she smiled up at him, then returned to her drawing.
While the sea swirled and churned with barely contained chaos, the lump-fruit farm embodied order and organization. The forest stopped abruptly and a wombow pasture several hundred meters across and full of thick grass formed a border between the shadowy brown and green-grey woods and the plantation proper. Row after row of bushes marched in perfect formation for tens of hectares, at least two square kilometers, tended by scores of Staré. The fruit could not be gathered by machine yet, since the least little bruising ruined the precious rind. And the Staré knew better than automated pickers which leaves had the most juice to make the anti-nibble extract. Rigi saw several pairs of pale ears moving between rows of dark-green bushes. The first leaf pick had recently ended, Rigi knew that much from listening to Cyril, and the fruit would not be ready for several months yet. Were they weeding? Looking for bugs? Just checking to make certain that all the bushes remained healthy? Probably a little of all three, she decided. The workers seemed to be sixth Stamm so whatever it was could not be too complicated.
“Weeding, and looking for grazing lizards. They resemble snakes but they’re herbivores, eat the new leaves. Not poisonous but they do have a nasty bite, and they ruin the plants by taking a single bite and moving on to the next leaf. Their spit carries roller blight. I pay a credit per snake that they find, in addition to their regular wage,” Mr. Sorenson explained to Tomás as Rigi and Lexi walked up to where the others stood. “Each Stamm does certain tasks in certain parts of the farm. I know some people have tried to mix things around with a single crew, but,” he shrugged broad shoulders and pushed his hat back a little with one thumb. “More trouble than it might be worth, no matter what the silly do-gooders from Home claim. The Staré prefer to work by Stamm, so they work by Stamm. I don’t care as long as the work is done and done well, that’s my concern.
"Right now, there are no firsts here. They prefer to stay in the settlement and run things, and they are a little small to do a lot of the farm work, truth be told. Some of the bushes get over two meters high, and that’s quite a stretch for most first and second Stamm. Seconds manage the shifts, oversee loading and packing and peeling, run the tallies, that sort of thing. Third through sixth do the farm work proper, although everyone picks and sorts if we have one of those off-season storms coming. Apparently that’s traditional?” He looked at Lexi with a question.
“Yes, sir. Survival takes precedence over Stamm, sometimes.”
“Huh. Interesting. Me, I just stay out of the way, pay the bills, and file the paperwork.” Rigi knew that he did a lot more than that, but she nodded and smiled with the others. From what she could see, the Sorenson farm might well be the model for how lump fruit plantations were supposed to be run. Not all were, sad to say, and some of the labor contracts in the beginning had been little short of debt slavery until the Staré learned about their rights under Crown law and Corporation regulations. “But you’re not interested in watching Staré look for snakes. The packing plants are having heavy maintenance right now or I’d let you go in. We’ll do the leaf sheds and grow-houses instead. This way, please.” Rigi decided that Mr. Sorenson never used two words if one would suffice. Was he saving them for something? Or was he used to Staré who spoke limited Common?
As they walked, Kor appeared and spoke quickly to Tomás. Tomás jerked his head down in what might have been a nod. “Excuse me, please, for a moment. It appears that I have been found.”
“No good deed et cetera?” Uncle Eb asked with a wink and a sympathetic look.
“Exactly, sir.” Kor and Tomás did not run, but they moved much faster than usual. Something inside Rigi shivered. Oh, she hoped nothing had gone wrong and that there hadn’t been an accident in his command, or something with his family. She sent a quick prayer to the Creator for protection.
They had just reached the leaf shed when Tomás returned and a second Stamm male hop-walked up, rushing to intercept them. “Sir, sir, a message for your guests,” the male called in Staré, then bowed. Rigi, Tomás and Cy hand-bowed in return.
“Yes?”
“For Master Bernardi, Captain Tomás Prananda, Mister Trent, through Master Bernardi,” he recited. “Return to Sogdia and Crown Base Riverbend without delay. Miss Bernardi is asked to call in to Dr. Rajnanda at her convenience.”
“Flyers are en-route for all of us,” Tomás said.
“Oh good. I detest being stranded.” Aunt Kay turned to Mr. Sorenson. “I’m afraid we will have to return to camp at once. I apologize for upsetting your plans.”
“No,” he waved away her apology. “I’ll likely get the militia summons if reserves are being recalled. Scout blaze you a clear trail.”
“Huntress lead you home,” Tomás and Aunt Kay replied. They hurried back to the transports. No one spoke during the drive to the camp, and once there, Lexi went to tell the staff as the others packed. Rigi remembered to get all of Martinus’s chargers and other accessories, glad she’d topped him off overnight.
“The camp staff will tear everything down once we disconnect the generators,” Micah said. “It’s the same drill they do when a storm arrives during bird-spotting season.” Rigi felt a little better when she heard that. She’d dreaded trying to take apart the sturdy tents. “The better news is that aside from some low clouds, there’s no serious weather between here and NovMerv.”
“That is a relief,” Cy agreed.
No one spoke much after that. Rigi had everything packed and loaded in time to help Dr. De Groet pack samples and hard-drives with documentation to take back with them. Uncle Eb appeared at her elbow, almost scaring her to death. “Rigi, I want you with Tomás, Lexi, and I. With the samples in the other flyer, there won’t be enough space or weight for Martinus.” Uncle Eb didn’t appear to be in the mood for argument, even if she had wanted to make one.
“Yes, sir.”
Tomás gave her shoulder a sympathetic squeeze. Aunt Kay kissed her husband on the cheek and went to chivvy Cyril and Dr. De Groet into faster motion. Once they were out of hearing, her uncle added, “If we have to divert, Rigi can use the military comm to check in.”
“Sir, can you tell me what’s going on?”
Tomás’s lips pressed tight together. Uncle Eb shook his head. Rigi gulped and prayed a little more as she found a seat in the transport among the samples and baggage. Once at the landing area, the men loaded the waiting flyers. She recognized one of the two, the smaller one, but the larger one didn’t look quite like a standard rental. Tomás whistled in appreciation as he looked at the polished grey and white shape. Then he gulped. “Um, Uncle Eb, are you flying?”
“What?” Uncle Ebenezer finished tucking something into the cargo bay and straightened up.
“I asked if you would be flying this as pilot, sir?”
Their uncle frowned, opened his mouth, then closed it with a snap and shook his finger at Tomás and smiled just a little. “Your father has been telling tales out of school, hasn’t he? Naughty, naughty general, and no. Which he knows, and I ask you to remind him when next you see him.”
Tomás’s shoulders slumped and he relaxed. “Yes, sir.” Did she want to ask? No, Rigi decided, probably not. What she didn’t know she wouldn’t worry about, and she probably wouldn’t understand half the story anyway. General Prananda and Uncle Eb tended to speak in acronyms and abbreviations when they got together, or so it seemed to her.
Lexi mimicked wiping sweat off his brow. Uncle Eb must have seen it, because he whipped around and shook his finger again. “And you were not there, so you have no ground to say a single word.” The Staré tipped his ears back slightly and opened his eyes wider, pointing to himself with one forefoot digit, as if he were an offended matron whose virtue had been impugned. Rigi bit her tongue hard to keep from giggling at the act. Kor, on the other hand, reminded her of a sixteen-year student asked to keep watch on first year students. Rigi decided to load Martinus and ignore everything else.
As predicted, the flight went smoothly. Her flyer passed the other one, and she tried to read and otherwise not think about why they might have been called back to NovMerv and Sogdia. The men all napped, and Rigi shook her head as Lexi whistled in his sleep. Their pilot appeared almost as amused at the sound.
The first two hours passed quietly. Then she heard an odd beeping that woke the others. The sound of the engines changed, and the flyer banked to the right. “What’s—? Master control, this is eight three tango mike code sigma omicron,” she heard before the engine sound resumed.
“What?” Lexi peered over the seat as the pilot gesticulated at something. “Sir, an emergency override. We’re being forced to land.”
“Shed fur and shells,” Uncle Eb cursed. “We need to get back to the house. I don’t have any of our equipment with us. Override it.”
Lexi unstrapped and as Rigi stared, spoke with the systems controller, then leaned forward, hiding something from her view as his forefeet moved. “Negative. Override blocked.”
“My turn.” Her uncle did the same thing as Lexi strapped back into his seat. “Shit. Damn and blast it,” he threw himself into the seat. “Army override, local control. They’re stopping everything at least fifty kilometers from the city.”
“Outside blast radius,” Tomás said. Rigi leaned over and twisted around so she could see him. “Why else keep you, sir,” he pointed to Uncle Eb, “Aunt Kay and Auriga away from the city? You’ll be needed if there’s a k-strike or beam-strike.” His voice sounded strained and he hunched his shoulders for a moment before straightening up again. Blast radius? Her family! She had to warn them to leave! Fear surged through her and she started to shake.
“There won’t be one if the Navy does its job,” Uncle Eb reminded them.
“Assuming, sir? How did they get so close, how did their observation craft come into the atmosph— Scout and Huntress, Auriga and Lexi were right!” Tomás pointed to the left side of the craft.
Rigi whipped her head around and gulped as a large not-bird glided past. Twice as large as the familiar carrion eaters, the sun glinted off a brown metallic surface that vaguely resembled feathers. She leaned over and tried to see if any more appeared. There! In the distance, she could see two more. Terrified, Rigi started praying, keeping her eyes open and fixed on the not-birds. Please, Creator, defender of all made beings, please Creatrix, healer and protectress of the weak and innocent, please stop them, please protect my family, please keep them safe, please, please.
“Yipe!” She grabbed the seat as the flyer banked hard right, climbing.
“Damn it.”
“Shards and stink-tail.” Uncle Eb and Lexi snapped simultaneously.
Tomás swallowed hard. “In the Scout’s name what is that?” A brilliant light flared, brighter than the sun on the clouds below them, and Rigi shielded her face with her arm. She sensed a second flare, and the vessel tilted, the engine sound went quiet, and she felt the flyer point down, sliding into the clouds before she could lower her arm. Had they been hit? Were they going to die? She peeked.
Dark grey hid the world. Rigi closed her eyes and resumed praying, this time silently murmuring an act of apology and sorrow before praying for her family and for the Navy again. The plunge slowed and she felt the flyer levelling out, then slowing? The wind noise faded. “That was interesting,” she heard Kor observe, the first words he’d spoken since the diversion.
“Indeed, sir. I believe that was more than sufficiently interesting for my peace of mind.” Tomás’s voice shook a little. Rigi kept her eyes closed.
“I thought you said we’d done with glider drops,” Lexi whined.
“Humpf.” Silence for several seconds, then “They never promised, Lexi. They never do. They will assure, encourage, state, strongly imply, and leave unspoken the assumption, but never promise.” Uncle Eb sounded more tired than scared, and Rigi dared to open her eyes. “Although I agree that I’d hoped to not repeat that experience. Capsule drops are to be preferred.”
“Indeed, sir.”
The flyer banked left and right, and a rumble began as the landing rollers and air-brakes deployed. Kor inquired of Tomás, “Did you bring proper uniforms, Captain?”
A loud gulp. “No, sir.”
“I’ll just stay with Miss Rigi, then.”
“Why, sir?” Lexi asked.
“Blast radius.” Kor sounded confident. “Col. Deleon is too proper a gentleman to explode near Miss Auriga.”
She giggled. She shouldn’t, this was not the time or place, but she couldn’t keep the giggles from bubbling up and overflowing despite putting both hands over her mouth. A whiff of //ease-of-tension/satisfaction// rose in the cabin. The flyer slowed even more and Rigi saw trees, then an enormous open area and a river. The Kenusha? She couldn’t tell. Instead she closed her eyes again as the flyer thumped down, rolled a little way, then turned, rolled a while longer, and parked. No one spoke until the after-landings checks finished and the pilot said in a rather shaky voice, “We’re here, wherever we are.”
Uncle Eb and Lexi uttered identical resigned sighs and chorused in Common, “Here we go again.”
The men stayed quiet until they all got out of the flyer and Rigi called Martinus to her from the baggage area. Her uncle looked around, then turned to her, eyes hard, back straight. “Miss Auriga, go to the medical section and stay there,” he ordered. “Do not wander, do not get underfoot unless someone comes specifically for you,” he poked her in the shoulder. “Not a nurse, not an emergency interpreter, but you. Do you understand me?”
“Yes, sir. Go to the medical section and don’t leave until and unless someone comes for me, Auriga Bernardi.”
“Correct. Go,” he barked. Rigi glanced to Lexi and saw him point toward a large white and red flag above a temporary structure of some kind. She nodded, picked up her bag and emergency kit, and trotted that direction, Martinus close behind. The grass only reached ankle high at most, and they crossed the distance easily. She kept a wary eye open for other landing flyers, but didn’t see any. As she got closer, she could see military land vehicles, hopper-flyers, and a lot of men in uniforms moving as if they had places to go and didn’t want to be bothered. Rigi continued toward the flag, slowing as it got more crowded. A few of the soldiers stared at her, and she heard a loud voice call, “She has an escort. Don’t stop her.” Escort? They must mean Martinus.
Only when she got the flag did she slow and stop, looking for an officer of some kind. A woman emerged from the structure and Rigi swallowed and approached her. She had to be a captain, since her collar-top insignia matched Tomás’s own. “Captain? I was ordered to come here. I’m trained in Staré and human emergency first response.”
“You speak Staré? Really speak it?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
The stocky woman snapped, “ID.”
Rigi hunted around in her bag for the proper cards, then handed them to the woman. She had strong, thick fingers, Rigi noticed, with a few little scars that stood out white on the dark skin. “Stay here. You, dog, are dismissed.” Martinus stood still. The captain shrugged and went inside again. She returned with a tall, skinny man in an odd uniform, dark blue with silver. “This is the civilian, sir.”
He studied Rigi. “You look familiar. Have we met?”
“I don’t know, sir. I trained in Sogdia and tested there.”
“No,” he shook his head, smoothing the near hairless top with one hand. “I’m based at North One. You speak Staré?”
“Fluently, sir and I’m familiar with all the Stamm rules and limitations.”
The man exclaimed, “Scout be praised! Come with me. Dog, you are dismissed to your duties.”
Martinus did not move. “Um, sir, ma’am, he’s my personal m-dog.” The two soldiers blinked at her, then at each other.
“Well, whatever. Keep him clean and out of trouble,” the man said. He turned and walked into the structure’s doorway. Rigi shrugged and followed, ducking as the outer flap almost dropped onto her. “Right. This is the initial processing section for Staré needing level four care and below. If they need level five, talking to them is not a great concern.” Level five meant severe physical trauma, and Rigi nodded. “They’ve been confirmed as needing care of some kind before they come here. I have two people who speak military basic Staré, but are not fluent in everyday speech. You say you are?”
“Yes, sir.” Rigi explained, pointing to the ground, “I grew up here, with Staré in the household. Normally I have a Staré assistant and chaperone, Makana, who travels with me.”
“Chaperone?” He blinked. “You’re not married? How awkward. What are you doing here?”
Good question. “I was traveling back from the western coast with my uncle, Mr. Ebenezer Trent, Captain Tomás Prananda, and Lexissol and Korkuhkalya when our flyer’s controls were taken over. We saw some of the not-birds above the clouds, and then bright flashes. Then the flyer landed. My aunt Kay Trent, Dr. Micah De Groet, Naval Reserve Lieutenant Cyril Bernardi, and the expedition’s initial documentation and some artifacts were in a second flyer, one that is coming behind.”
The man grunted. “I’ll have someone find you a cot with our female nurses. So, pouchling, hopling, and pediatric cases are here. Pediatric is standard age distribution…” Rigi did her best to memorize everything as he pointed out people, places, and equipment.
After several minutes a voice called, “You are here!” Rigi heard fast footsteps and turned to see a vaguely familiar man hurrying up. “I heard about a young woman with an m-dog and there can only be one of those landing with Crown Command Sergeant Major Trent and Lexi.” He stopped to quickly he stumbled. “Your pardon,” he caught himself and bowed to her. “Miss Auriga Bernardi is considered a Wise One among the Staré, Dr. Jamison.” He straightened. “Miss Bernardi, pardon the familiarity, but we met briefly at your coming-of-age dance. I am Antonio Australi, Mrs. Australi’s son, nephew of the former governor, currently Crown Deputy Agent to the Staré of NovMerv.”
Rigi felt herself blushing. She had to stop that! “Thank you, Mr. Australi, I do recall you. No apology is needed, I assure you.”
“This is charming, but I fail to see the import,” Dr. Jamison folded his arms.
Australi nodded. “Yes, sir. Miss Bernardi has the same rank as a Staré Elder among the Staré, sir. She’s the only human so considered, and they will accept her word as they will not from a mere human.” She flinched at his words, but he ignored it and plowed on. “She can get them to do and believe what we ask much better than anyone but an Elder.”
Dr. Jamison stared from Rigi to Mr. Australi and back. “And she came with a sergeant?”
“Not a sergeant, sir, the sergeant. Crown Command Sergeant Major Trent and Lexi are legendary—they are the most decorated combat hunters and scouts currently living.”
No they are not, they are my uncle and his adopted son, Rigi wanted to protest. But she didn’t bother. The men around her acted as if they’d seen a religious image come to life, irritating her. I’m tired of awe, Rigi thought. I’m tired of people acting as if I can fly, or solve all the world’s problems, or cure every disease known to Staré. I’m just Rigi! She heard a pouchling wail and smelled an all too familiar scent. Someone had a serious case of the Staré version of diaper rash. Without waiting for the adults to sort themselves out, Rigi went back to the dispenser for gloves, sprayed on a pair, and approached the fourth Stamm mother and pouchling. Oh dear he?—no, she—had a terribly raw rump and tail. Rigi hand-bowed. “I am Miss Rigi, interpreter and medic. How may I assist?”
By the time the pouchling and her mother had been treated, and Rigi explained how to care for both cases of scald, the commotion around her faded and everyone went back to work. Well, diaper scald tended to discourage lingering, be it in a pouchling or a human baby. At least human mothers didn’t get pouch scald Rigi thought, wrinkling her nose at the memory and entering her report. The military medical system resembled the civilian system for the most part, and once a nurse showed her the differences, Rigi filled out her part of the document, then stepped aside for the physician on duty.
A parade of generally mild to moderate injuries kept Rigi too busy to worry about her family for several hours. The Staré had evacuated in a rush, or so it seemed to her, not bringing medications, getting tail sprains and hind-foot injuries from being rolled over by things. One or two young males had scratches and gouges from fights, and Rigi stopped one fight from re-starting in the secondary triage section. “What Stamm are you, eighth?” she demanded of the two adults.
“Fourth,” the darker of the two snarled at her.
She lifted her arms like an annoyed Staré mother, fingers together to mimic Staré forefeet. “You certainly do not act fourth. Even human males behave better than this. Seventh Stamm males uphold the honor and standards of their birth better than you are. I’m ashamed to call you Staré, the way you are acting.”
“Wooeef,” Martinus confirmed from beside her. The males looked from her to Martinus and back, confusion and anger turning into embarrassment. They puffed //shame/apology// and cringed away from her, ears back, fur slicked down, forefeet held low and shoulders hunched.
The closest male whispered, “My apologies, honored Eldress. I forgot my station and Stamm.”
She glared at the other male. He too shrank back and went into full submission display. “I—” he gulped. “I forgot as well. Your pardon, Eldress.”
Rigi drew herself up tall. “I will pardon your behavior this time. Fight without due cause again and I will call the other Stamm Elders to see to correcting your ways.” She couldn’t really do that, but if they thought she could…
The threat worked. The pair let a medic treat their scratches and gouges without even looking at each other, and Rigi sent them out different directions.
“How did you do that?” Dr. Jamison demanded.
“I told them that they were acting far below their Stamm, and that I would call witnesses to see just how badly they were behaving, fighting in public without cause.” She stripped the gloves off her hands and dropped them into the disposal bin. “Young Staré males are a lot like young human males at times.”
He grunted and returned to work. Rigi logged into the network and reported the interaction. She stole a moment and found the latrine, then got something to drink. Her stomach growled but she didn’t know whom to ask for directions to the food, and she didn’t dare disobey Uncle Ebenezer, not when he acted so cold and hard. Instead she found an out-of-the-way corner and sat on the floor, skirts tucked under her, and recited as much of the litany for calm in times of trouble as she could recall. Having Martinus with her helped, even though he was a robot and not a bio-dog. Somehow she didn’t think that the army would allow her to keep a bio-dog with her in a hospital. How would she keep him from shedding? Spray-wrap him? The mental picture that thought created forced her to clamp both hands over her mouth to hide giggles.
She recovered her proper demeanor and aplomb before more Staré came in seeking assistance. Rigi had no idea of the time until she staggered, light-headed, and one of the senior nurses caught her by the elbow, steadying her. “I’m sorry, ma’am, just a little dizzy,” Rigi assured her, blushing with shame for her weakness.
“Miss Bernardi?” At Rigi’s nod the nurse asked, “Miss Bernardi, when did you last eat?”
“Six thirty in the morning western coastal time, ma’am.”
“No wonder you’re light-headed! It’s after seventeen hundred local. Jeri!” a third Stamm male wearing a medic’s arm-band appeared. “Take Miss Bernardi to the mess tent, then bring her back here.”
“Yes, ma’am. This way, please,” the male wasted no time leading Rigi through the maze of tents and temporary buildings to an enormous structure that smelled like food. He guided her to the proper line, then stayed with her as she ate and took her back to the medical tent. He disappeared before she could thank him.
Rigi poked her nose back outdoors a little while later, taking a breath of air and not really thinking. A brilliant light flared in the sky like a meteor and she swung her head around, watching as the flaring light blazed across the sky, arcing down to the east. Rigi turned and ducked, covering her ears out of instinct and fear. Long seconds later, she felt as much as heard a dull thud-boom. Not a minute passed before wind carrying dust and dry grass pushed against her, and she heard people swearing and shouting. Rigi grabbed her necklace with the signs of the Creator and Creatrix and begged for her family’s safety, tears filling her eyes, fear overwhelming everything. She knelt on the grass and hugged Martinus, sobbing as quietly as she could.
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END OF THE SECOND WORLD?
Had that been meant for NovMerv? Sogdia? Keralita? All three? Had it just been a warning? How had they gotten past the Navy? Rigi had no doubts what the flash had been. She wanted her mother and father, she wanted Aunt Kay, or Tomás, she wanted someone to hold her and tell her that it would be better and that nothing bad had happened and that everything was a bad dream and she’d wake up at Courtland Bay. Rigi knew better.
“Bernardi? I need Auriga Bernardi! The interpreter, where is she?” That sounded like Mr. Patel. Rigi wiped her eyes on her skirt, took a deep breath, and reminded herself of her duty. She stood and went inside.
“I’m Miss Bernardi,” she said, quiet but pitching her voice to carry.
“Good.” Patel and Australi both acted as if they wanted to grab her and drag her off. “We need every Elder we can find. The Staré are starting to panic, and we can barely handle a human stampede, let alone the Staré,” Australi told her. “Everyone who can speak Staré is needed to keep things calm.”
“I’m trying to reestablish communications with His Excellency and the general, but the atmospheric disruption is muddying things,” Patel told her. “Tell them that.”
“I will if you let go of my arm, sir," she replied, her tone chilly. "Dragging me bodily to the Staré section will not sooth anyone’s nerves, least of all the Staré's, if I might be so bold.”
The men let go and stepped back from her. “Which direction, gentlemen?”
“Where are you taking my interpreter?” Dr. Jamison demanded, blocking their path.
“To prevent a stampede and mass panic, if we can,” Australi told him. “No one’s told them anything, and they are starting to scream about the end of the world and giant birds.”
“Shit. Why didn’t you say that, damn it? Which way?” As the humans gaped at her, shocked beyond words, she repeated, “Which way? Or do I look for the dust-cloud as they race to drown themselves in the river?”
Arms pointed in a north-easterly direction. Rigi slung her bag over her shoulder, took a firm grip on her skirt, and raced that way, Martinus right beside her. He sped up, getting in front and clearing a path as they wove between tents and temporary buildings toward the sound and smell of panicking Staré. Martinus picked up the pace and Rigi tried to follow, side aching, breath burning. She wasn’t used to running. No one dared stop them and she wondered for an instant why. Probably Martinus. He slowed and she no longer needed to guess where the trouble was.
As far as she could see, Staré milled around, adults, hoplings, all Stamme, some lying on the dirt and hiding their heads, others starting to fight, some wailing. The stench of the mingled scents turned her stomach, and she looked for any first Stamm she could see. There, to the side, a knot of very dark pelts, and she hurried that way, pushing aside human guards and a few Staré in uniforms. “Elders!” She called in Staré. “Elders, I am here, Auriga Bernardi. I can interpret. The navy and army will protect you.”
Kor turned around at the sound of her voice. No, it wasn’t Kor, it was his twin, Tortuh. A blast of //relief// hit her nose as she slid to a stop on the dry grass and dirt, hand-bowing. “Thanks be! We need to calm everyone. And then to scatter out, away from any technology, so the birds can’t kill us all.”
“The humans can kill the birds. I saw it, above the clouds, with Korkuhkalya, and Lexissol, and Mr. Trent and Capt. Prananda.”
Tortuh blinked. “What?”
Louder, Rigi called, “The humans are killing the birds! The humans are here to fight off the outsiders, the masters of the birds. The world will not be destroyed.”
“There she is,” a human called. Rigi looked over her shoulder and Lt. Deleon charged toward her. “What are you doing here, Miss Bernardi?”
“Trying to prevent mass panic. You are not helping, sir, please calm down.” His nerves and tension pushed her to take a deep breath and calm herself down. I don’t think I want to marry him, she decided. Now, be kind, he’s under stress, she reminded herself. Yes, and that’s why I think I don’t want to marry him. I need a husband who stays calm until the problem is over, so I can panic first. Oh, stop this, the loud part of her mind screamed, courting is the least of your concerns. Help the Staré, now. She rested a hand on Martinus. “The Elders need calm and information.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Find Sergeant Trent and Lexissol if possible, if not them then someone else who can give news, trustworthy news, to the Elders and we will tell the other Staré here.” Could he do that? She didn’t know. He was an officer; he was supposed to be giving orders.
Behind him, a Subala saluted her. “I know who, ma’am. Permission sir?”
“What? Yes, go.” Lt. Deleon seemed confused as his Staré soldier raced off. “What are you doing?” he repeated.
She took a deep, centering breath for eight heart beats. “I am calming Staré and finding the Elders present so you can give them solid information instead of rumors, sir.” She kept her voice low and calm, like her mother did. It seemed to work.
“Very good, Miss Bernardi.” He shook a little, as if wet. “Carry on, and inform me as soon as you locate all the Elders.”
“I will do that, sir, thank you.”
“Elders to us,” Tortuh called. Others took up the chant, and as Rigi watched and listened, a steady thumping sound began. First a few, then a dozen, then hundreds of hindfeet began tapping a pattern on the ground, raising a little dust and a lot of steady vibration. That’s how the thumping network got its name—it really existed by thumping! The steady pulse seemed to go right to her bones, and she could feel it through Martinus’s shoulder, thump thumpata thumpata thump pause thump Thump THUMP, then repeating. The Staré shifted and soon a number of smaller, darker individuals appeared out of the deep twilight and growing crowd, summoned by the pattern. Tortuh stopped, the others stopped, and the thumping faded as the message spread by silence. No wonder they know everything before we humans even say it, she gulped.
“Who is this human?” a querulous voice demanded, and a positively ancient male staggered up, assisted by two younger first Stamm females. “Who calls all the Elders at such a time?”
Rigi bowed low. “I am Miss Auriga Bernardi, Honored Elder. I have the Wise Eye, and I am one of those who speak for humans to Staré and for Staré to humans.”
“She is known to my blood-half and is counted as one of us, a Wise One,” Tortuh confirmed, as did the others as they too bowed to the ancient male, his ears and muzzle white with time.
“Why call us?” the old male demanded again.
“So that all will know the same truth, Honored Sir, and can speak it as one.”
He limped close to her, far closer than she liked, and sniffed. “You smell as a Staré almost.” His ears tipped back, suspicious. “Why?”
“Because I learned how to copy a few of the words of the scent speech, Honored Sir.”
He backed up, even more suspicious. “And what is the truth you claim to speak?”
A solid wall of Staré faced her, and Rigi felt her knees growing weak. She couldn’t read them, couldn’t distinguish a scent. Creator and Creatrix, help me, she begged. She rested one hand on Martinus and licked dry lips, gulped, and spoke as calmly and clearly as she could, trying to sound like her mother or Aunt Kay. “The truth I speak is that the humans have called you out from the cities because they saw danger in the stars. And now they stand between you and the danger, between you and the birds of the ancient evil. I have seen them kill the birds, have flown beside the birds and watched them destroyed.” She swallowed hard and hoped that she was right. “The humans will do all they can to protect this world, the second world, Shikhari.”
“Wooeef!”
A first Stamm female snarled, “Who are you to claim to speak for humans? Why should we believe you?”
A dark, high third Stamm male—Makana!—pushed his way through the crowd, bowed low to Rigi, and stood at her right shoulder. “She is one called wise by the Elders.”
“And she cares for us when we are sick and she keeps her word to us!” The hopling, Nahla, squirmed out of the front row and ran over to stand beside Makana. “She shares good things of honor that she gets, the adults told me.” The look of adoration the female turned up at Rigi made her blush.
“Because she speaks the truth,” a familiar voice called over her shoulder. Tomás, Lexi, and Colonel Deleon marched up, followed by the Subala and other Staré solders. Lt. Deleon backed out of the way. Col. Deleon called, “Tell them that the flash was the remains of one of the ships. We know they are hostile, and the navy is chasing them off.”
Rigi curtsied to Col. Deleon, then turned to the crowd again. “The soldier-command-sir says that the light was the remains of the evil falling after navy hunters killed it, like Staré hunters and birds. The navy chases away the evil ones.”
“And what of the cities?” the ancient Staré demanded. Rigi turned to the colonel as Tomás repeated the question in Common.
“No damage yet, that I can confirm. It may yet come, but no damage yet. There have been two kinetic strikes and a beam strike. We deflected the kinetics, but the beam hit an old crater, that round lake south of Sogdia.”
How to convert that into Staré, Rigi wondered. Wait, the lake, the round lake? That had been an old Staré site. Could it be that the enemy did not know that the Staré had moved? She looked to Tomás. If the flash of expressions across his features, and the rapid motion of Lexi’s tail and ears spoke truth, the males had just made the same connection. Rigi pushed the idea to the side and turned back to the waiting Staré. “Honored sir, honored Elders, the cities are safe at this moment. That may change in the future, but at this heartbeat the cities are safe.” She waited as those in front passed the word before continuing. “The navy has knocked away two spears from the stars. One spear reached the ground, destroying a spirit village in Ring-shaped Lake.”
“What is this ‘navy?’” someone enunciated in Common.
Tomás said, “Call it flyers with beam shooters. Very big flyers with beam shooters.”
Er, not quite. “The navy is two forefeet and more,” she held up her hands, fingers spread to show numbers, “of very large star flyers with very big beam shooters. Like the flyers humans and Staré use to travel between planets.”
“No Staré has traveled to other planets,” a voice in the crowd snarled. “You lie!”
“The Wise Eye speaks only the truth. She never lies,” Lexi called, calm but firm. Rigi twitched inside but didn’t dare contradict him. “I have traveled to other planets. There are others as well.”
The Sogdia Elders and at least a dozen other first Stamm Staré clustered together in a ring, heads together, ears and tails moving quickly, voices rising and falling. The lights around the military camp allowed her to see that much, but no details. Rigi held her breath. It seemed as if all the Staré on Shikhari held theirs as well, watching her and the other humans and Martinus, judging, considering her words.
“Look! The birds fight!” Nahla pointed to the low clouds with both forefeet. Rigi glanced up in time to see the dark shape of one of the not-birds appear from the clouds, a military flyer behind it. Something flared blue-white, then red, and she looked away. The bird disappeared, only small black bits dropping out of the sky. The military flyer climbed into the clouds again.
“The Wise Eye speaks the truth. Col. Deleon speaks the truth,” one of the first Stamm stated. The others puffed agreement and turned, then scattered out, speaking to the front row of the Staré. Others began to thump, ears back, eyes narrow, concentrating.
“What are they saying, Miss Bernardi?” Col. Deleon asked almost in her ear, making her jump.
“I’m sorry sir, and I don’t know. I don’t speak thump.” The colonel looked at Tomás, who shook his head and pointed to Lexi.
“They are repeating what the elder said, sir. That Miss Bernardi spoke the truth, and that they have seen the humans destroy the birds, and that the humans will protect them.” At least that’s what Rigi thought she heard Lexi say. The thumping and vibration drowned out most other noises.
The soldiers shifted, allowing Kor to stalk up to Lexi and Tomás. He said something to Lexi, who gave a Staré military salute and departed the same way Kor had arrived. Kor then spoke with Tomás, gestured, and spoke again. Tomás ducked, glancing from Col. Deleon to Kor and back. It appeared that Tomás had earned the hunter’s ire, Rigi decided. As the thumping faded and the Elders regrouped to talk about something, she turned to Makana.
“It is good to see you well,” Rigi said. “And you,” she added to Nahla.
Manaka replied, “Lonka sent me to find you when Mistress Trent informed your sire and dam of your presence," strong whiff of //scold/caution//. “I am to stay with you, Miss Rigi.”
Oh dear, she moaned to herself. Mother and Father will scold me for not having a chaperone. “And the hopling is supposed to be with Mrs. deStella-Bernardi, Siare, and Taul,” Makana added, glaring at Nahla.
Before Rigi could fuss at Nahla, who was trying to look invisible, she saw the soldiers all putting a hand to their ears, listening to something, probably a broadcast. Was it news? It must be, because Tomás gestured and spoke quickly to Kor. Kor’s ears slammed back and his fur stood out, his tail stiff and teeth bared in a full threat/attack display. Rigi went cold and started to shake. It couldn’t be good. Col. Deleon jerked his head down in an abrupt nod. “Miss Bernardi.”
“Sir?”
He looked to the Elders, who had stopped their discussion to see what transpired with the humans. “Inform them that they will see a shower of debris to the north and west, out on the plains. The navy stopped one of the enemy vessels a little close to Shikhari’s gravity well and pieces are going to be falling. Nothing near us, or so it appears.”
“You could tell us directly, Colonel Deleon,” Kor said before Rigi finished inhaling to speak. He sounded irritated. “Many of us do speak Common.” Rigi did her best to be invisible, wishing she could melt or hide under the flattened grass as the human soldier glared at Kor, who glared right back. Tomás seemed to be sliding sideways, edging closer to the protection of the other soldiers, except they scooted clear, leaving him exposed again. Rigi felt a little giggle trying to escape. However, if the males did not sort themselves out, the debris would fall and scare everyone before someone spoke. Rigi looked up at the clouds, sighed a tiny sigh, and passed the senior officer’s message to the Elders.
“I see my brother has at last encountered an obstacle which refuses to yield to his will,” Tortuh observed after they passed the word to the others. Rigi risked a glance and saw Kor and the colonel talking furiously in that quiet, angry way Rigi hated, hissing at each other. Tortuh crossed his forelegs and settled down, as if watching a wrestling match.
“Waaaa!” Nahla sounded excited. “That’s bright!” Rigi heard sizzling and thumps, and shooting stars scattered out of the clouds to the north and west, dropping to the ground. “Were those the bad birds?”
Rigi nodded. “Yes, those were the machines that carried the evil birds.”
The wave of scent as thousands of Staré gusted //relief/joy/happiness/satisfaction// at once almost knocked Rigi over. It disrupted the argument as Kor and Col. Deleon looked around, then up, before snarling at each other again. “Miss Rigi, would a bucket of water for the fighting hoplings be appropriate?” Makana inquired, as grave as Lonka or Lexi.
Rigi called in Common, “Captain Prananda, if I toss water onto the males, will they stop the spat and go back to their dams?”
Tomás spluttered and backed away as fast as he could without tripping as Kor and the Colonel turned to Rigi. She folded her arms and glared at them. She was tired, irritated, had a headache, and wanted a drink and to go to the restroom. In the dim light she could see Col. Deleon’s face getting dark and he opened his mouth to yell, or so she suspected. Kor’s ears tipped back flat and one side of his upper lip lifted in a snarl. Rigi continued glowering at the pair.
“I’ll get a bucket!” Nahla called, darting toward the crowd. Before she got more than a step Makana had grabbed her vest collar and stopped her.
“No, Makana, let her go. I look forward to watching my blood-half steam,” Tortuh drawled. Both sides of Kor’s upper lip rose, baring his large yellow top teeth.
Makana did as ordered and Nahla made it to the first row of observers before a third Stamm female caught her and kept her from finishing her errand. “No! First Stamm sir said I could get the bucket of water to steam his blood-half. Let me go!”
That broke the impasse. Kor’s ears came up and he marched over to snarl at Tortuh, who appeared quite happy to growl back. Col. Deleon’s shoulders sank a little and he relaxed, shook his head with new humor and inquired, “What was that all about, Miss Bernardi?”
“Tortuhtalya and Korkuhkalya are identical twins, sir. Tortuh serves as senior Elder in the Sogdia council. Kor avoids anything resembling civic duty if possible and prefers to be considered outStamm. Tortuh constantly fusses at Kor to act his Stamm and do his duty. Ah, I can’t repeat Kor’s most recent reply, sir. Staré invective does not translate well into Common.”
“And what did the little one say?”
Oops. “She said that Tortuh had ordered her to get a bucket of water to splash on Kor and that we should let her go.”
His lips twitched, or so she thought. “Did he?”
“Ah, not directly, sir,” Rigi prevaricated a bit. “He merely confirmed my earlier statement.”
“And that was?”
She swallowed hard and held herself straight, trying to act and sound as adult as possible as she confessed, “I asked Captain Prananda if pouring a bucket of water on you and Kor would stop the fight and send you running to your dams, like it does hopling males when they get into scratch fights.”
Rigi might as well have doused him, judging by the spluttering, hissing, and spitting noise coming from the colonel. Could she outrun him? Probably not, and she was very tired. Maybe if she had Martinus trip him first as she ducked into the crowd? Crowd? Something behind her sounded different, and she risked glancing over. Nahla walked back to Makana’s side as the mass of Staré dispersed. “Wha—? Where are they going?” the colonel demanded.
“Ah, I suspect to supper and bed, sir. The Staré are sensible as well as sapient and civilized.” She sounded a little tart, but Rigi wanted to sleep and truly needed to find a restroom urgently. “And I hate to be indelicate, but if someone could direct me to a ladies’ washroom, I would be most appreciative, sir.”
He flushed and ducked for some reason. “Miss Bernardi, I apologize for not taking your needs into account.” He looked at Tomás, who was still trying to hide. “Capt. Prananda, if you will please show Miss Bernardi to the appropriate facility?”
“Thank you for your kindness, sir, and no apology is needed. We have all been a trifle distracted these past few minutes.” She smiled, tipping her head to the side just the slightest bit as she looked up at him.
Col. Deleon stepped back and inclined his body slightly toward her. “I’ll have quarters arranged for you so you and your escort will not be unduly inconvenienced if I or my staff need your assistance, ma’am.”
As Tomás took her arm, Rigi nodded graciously. “Thank you, sir, I appreciated your generous consideration.” She curtsied just the slightest bit. Then the colonel waved them away and Tomás led her to the appropriate portable structure. She did not sigh with relief. It wouldn’t be ladylike.
Her mother found her the next morning. A familiar voice cut through the noises of camp, saying, “I see Makana and Martinus. Auriga cannot be far.” The Staré she had been talking to backed well clear of Rigi as Mrs. deStella-Bernardi bore down on them. It was Rigi’s turn to try and hide under the trampled grass as she heard, “Auriga Maris Regina, where have you been? Your father and I have been dreadfully worried about you.” Even Martinus appeared to be easing out of scolding range. “Why did you not comm us? You need to come to the civilian section at once. Proper young ladies do not wander alone among so many young men.”
Part of Rigi wanted to beg for forgiveness and promise never to do it again. The rest of her stood straight, hands at her sides, head up, calm and composed. “I have been doing my duty as a medic, as a speaker for the humans to the Staré and reverse, and assisting with the care of all created beings. Martinus and Makana are with me, as was Nahla before Capt. Prananda found someone to return her to Siare’s custody. Col. Deleon himself has assured both my reputation and the conduct of the men and women around me, ma’am.” Silently Rigi added, I love you, Mother, but I’m a woman now. Even though I want you to hold me and make it all better.
Her mother stared from Rigi to Makana and Martinus and the people around them, then back at Rigi, as if she had never seen the person standing there before. “I—” She took a deep breath and tried again. “I am disappointed that you were not able to find time to let your father and I know where you were and whom you were with. But yes, you are a woman, with a woman’s duties now, even though they are different from what I would wish for you.” Another deep breath. “But I’m still your mother and you need to wash and put on fresh clothes before someone says that I failed to teach you proper behavior.”
“Yes, ma’am.” They hugged, both women weeping a little.
“Wooeef?”
“Just so, Martinus,” Mrs. deStella-Bernardi confirmed. “Wise dog.”
    
AFTER THAT, Rigi’s collision with Governor Leopoldi might well have been a polite discussion over tea and small cakes. Three days after the Night of Falling Birds, as the Staré had begun to call it, His Excellency came into the Staré section to meet with the Elders himself after they failed to respond to his request that they visit his temporary office. As she looked at the hundred or so small, dark Staré, Rigi agreed that having them descend on his quarters en masse might have been a touch awkward. His Excellency arrived with the interpreter Rigi recalled from the incident at the Place of Refuge, and at least a dozen aides, assistants, and escorts. Rigi, Makana, and Martinus stood off to the side, out of the way but present if one of the Elders wished for her to interpret.
She wondered how that might work, given that His Excellency refused to acknowledge her presence because she followed the Tradition. Rigi shrugged a tiny bit, more to loosen her shoulders than anything, and watched the Elders. They hand-bowed or ear-bowed, and after some whispered consultation the governor inclined his head toward them. Then he began speaking, pausing every few words for the interpreter—Kofi, was that what the governor had said his name was? Or was that a title?—for the interpreter to do his work. Rigi ignored the words and watched the Elders’ body language. Over the course of several minutes it shifted from welcome to polite interest to growing irritation, until the old female named Leenahchoy looked left and right until she saw Rigi.
“You. Speaker to Humans. Come here,” She called in heavily accented Common. “His speaker turns the speech.”
Creator and Creatrix help me, Rigi begged as she and her two chaperones walked forward, around the human delegation, and took a place between human and Staré, ignoring the stares and hissed whispers with great difficulty.
“The female Wise One speaks better. Continue, first Stamm human.” Leenahchoy gestured for Governor Leopoldi to resume.
He did, although not without several hard looks at Rigi and her associates. For her part Rigi translated every word literally, adding a few clarifications when His Excellency soared away on rhetorical flights, and trying not to sound as young as she felt. After several more paragraphs about His Majesty’s care for all of his peoples and about how the humans had protected and sheltered the Staré, Gov. Leopoldi stopped.
The Elders conferred, and Tortuh stepped forward to give the reply. “Although I speak Common fluently, I will use my own speech,” he began, glaring a little at Kofi, who twitched for some reason. Had he shaded the governor’s words? Or did Tortuh suspect that Kofi would shade the Starés’ words to please the governor? Oh dear.
“Thank you for your words, and for warning us of the coming of the Old Evil,” Tortuh began. He spoke a few more phrases, then stopped to allow Rigi time to translate. As she translated into Common, she noticed Kofi speaking as well, a quiet murmur that only His Excellency probably heard clearly. Should she be irritated? Probably, but she didn’t have enough time, because Tortuh had resumed his address. “But we are greatly concerned by the disregard the humans pay to our customs, traditions, and history, most notably the current governor’s staff and the female called Szabor. They rely on the words of two humans who the humans’ own courts have found to speak falsely and to be guilty of killing Staré. This we will not abide.” He folded his forefeet and waited, ears tipped a little forward, weight shifted oh-so-slightly forward as if he were preparing to go into a full aggression display. A solid gust of //agreement/irritation// rose from the Elders and other first Stamm standing behind him.
Rigi translated.
“What is he referring to?” the governor asked an aide once Kofi stopped speaking.
“I don’t know, sir. It might be related to the murder during the riot last local year.”
Rigi rested her hand on Martinus’s shoulder and tried to ignore the strong puff of //irritation/dismay// Makana released. Tortuh had heard the comment as well, and lowered his forefeet, moved more weight onto the front half of his hind feet, sank into a half-crouch and raised his forefeet again as well as lifting his upper lips enough to reveal a few millimeters of front teeth. She looked at the humans with the governor. They appeared unaware of what Tortuh’s stance meant. The Staré soldiers behind the humans understood, and so did their officer, because he’d gone pale and Rigi watched his throat-lump run up and down as he gulped. Would the troopers stop Tortuh if he attacked the governor? Rigi didn’t want to find out the answer.
Tortuh snarled, “Are you truly that ignorant of the past year? Or do you prefer to know less than a seventh Stamm pouchling?”
Rigi flinched as she converted his words into Common. Kofi moved a step away from Governor Leopoldi as the crown’s representative’s face turned dark red and he clenched his fists. Well, she wasn’t too happy with him either, Rigi snapped. He was making humans look bad. “What do you mean? We, the Crown’s agents and voice on Shikhari, have never relied on the words of an enemy or murderer.” His tight, clipped words did not impress Rigi.
They also failed to impress the Staré, if the scents and ear movements were any hint. No, not hint, Rigi thought, interplanetary broadcast at full military power. Tortuh and the others gestured toward Rigi, pointing with ears and forefeet. “Ask the Wise Eye. Tell him.”
Would he listen? He had thus far, but if he realized who she was, recognized her… Please give me peace and wisdom and discernment and patience too, please, oh wise Creator and patient Creatrix. Rigi wanted to hold her pendant but couldn’t get to it easily, so she petted Martinus instead. Martinus made sense.
“Well, Miss, what is he saying? Who is this Wise Eye? The Staré behind you?”
“No, Your Excellency. I am named as one who has the Wise Eye and am counted as an Elder among the Staré. The Honored Elder asks that I answer for him.”
His eyebrows rose and his eyes opened wide. The governor tipped his head back, as if to look down his nose at her, and he churned the air with one hand. “Get on with it then, Miss.”
A sense of cold calm filled Rigi. She would act like an adult even if he did not. “Dr. Szabor informed the representative of the Staré to the university xenoarchaeologists that she relied upon a work written by Luminous Smargand and Evan Petrason for her information on the Staré. Mr. Petrason has been held responsible by the Crown Courts for the deaths of over thirty Staré when a mis-programmed bulk transport drove into Blue Star market in Sogdia,” she counted back quickly, “seven years ago. Luminous Smargand murdered two Staré and ordered the deaths of three others, as well as killing the human woman Mrs. Debenadetto and almost killing several Elders. Your Excellency, Tortuhtalya believes that other representatives of the government are relying on the same material for information, and the Staré find this a gross insult.” Well, so did she.
“What would they prefer us to use? Nothing?” The governor's disdain almost dripped from his words.
Rigi translated his demand as if it had been a question. Tortuh’s lips rose into a full snarl. “The work of the Wise Eye, the Hunter’s Eye, and Trent and others. The work of those who speak the truth.”
Ouch. Rigi translated literally, glad she didn’t have to translate the scents as well. If her nose was correct, Tortuh used the same scent as a parent did when scolding a hopling who should know better.
“And which work is this?” Governor Leopoldi demanded.
“Mister Ebenezer Trent and now-Doctor Micah De Groet’s analyses of the Stela, Fountain, and Plains sites, and Dr. Xian’s three reports on the Indria Plateau sites and the department’s four articles on Staré oral traditions and visual arts.” She added a touch impatiently, “The reports include ones that received the Royal Xenoarchaeological Society’s award this year, Your Excellency.” The ones you wouldn’t let me come to because you wish I didn’t exist. “As well as the military reports compiled by then-Lieutenant Prananda, Your Excellency.”
More hurried conversations among the humans, this time including two aides, one of whom gestured almost frantically toward Rigi. Rigi wanted to fold her arms and glare. Instead she recited the short form of the litany for calm. One of the governor’s assistants, a slender young man in a nicely-tailored yellow suit, approached her and her escorts. “Miss, do you realize to whom you are speaking?” he demanded, angry as he loomed over her.
Makana rose onto his hindfeet and loomed even taller. Calm and in full control of her feelings for the moment, Rigi replied, “I am speaking to His Excellency Crown Governor Domingo Leopoldi, sir, who sat three chairs to my left at the coming-of-age celebration for his niece, Miss Deleon, and myself.” She pitched her words to carry even though it was petty and mean.
The entire gubernatorial party turned to look at her, and Rigi wondered if they just now truly saw her. She stayed as she was, as composed and adult as she could be. “You’re one of those stupid neoTrads!” an aide in green blurted. The woman held a data pad up as if to fend off contamination.
Humans and Staré gasped. Rigi’s self-control almost failed—she wanted to burst into tears or to race over and snatch away the data pad, then pull the nasty git’s hair before rubbing her face into the dirt. Instead she stated, “I am a neoTraditionalist, you are correct. I am also the illustrator of many of the archaeological reports, a trained and licensed human and Staré emergency responder, and an interpreter, ma’am.” How could the woman not notice Rigi’s clothes? How many young women on Shikhari had m-dogs and Staré guards? Apparently a good number. Now Rigi did roll her eyes and snort a little to herself.
“She is also one of us,” Tortuh growled in Common. “And you grossly insult all of us with your words and conduct.” Rigi had heard the term “to close ranks,” but she had never seen it in real life. The Elders moved as one, stepping together to form a single dark wall of anger and absolute disgust.
Governor Leopoldi paled, his face losing color as his eyes flashed open. Well, what did he expect when his aide acted so rudely? Rigi held her breath.
After the longest minute in her life to date, Rigi watched the governor’s demeanor change. “You are correct. To call the young woman ‘stupid’ is indeed an insult, and uncalled for, and demeans both the speaker and Crown she represents. I apologize for my aid’s words, Miss.”
Rigi hesitated, then swallowed her pride. It tasted bitter with unpleasant metallic undertones. “Thank you, Your Excellency. I accept your apology. Words spoken in haste are often repented at leisure.” She inclined her head in a gracious gesture.
He pursed his lips as if he had just bitten sour fruit. “And I have acted on incorrect information. That will be remedied, and I,” he swallowed. “I will endeavor to learn the truth and to act accordingly.” A bulk cargo winch might well have been pulling the words from him.
Tortuh replied, “That is what we, the Elders of all Staré, ask and expect. We shall do likewise.”
The following discussion left Rigi with a terrible headache and a renewed determination to marry, raise a family, and to avoid any form of government service or political duty the same way she avoided scratch mint and meat with an iridescent sheen to it. Neither His Excellency nor the Staré Elders acted or sounded entirely pleased as the meeting closed. However, no one had ripped the governor’s entrails out with her hind-claws and his staff had not shot any of the Elders, so Rigi considered it a success.
The third time she stumbled on her way to her assigned work space, Makana put his foreleg under her arm, as if escorting her to a formal event. A glance showed that he’d also slipped on forefoot covers. “Thank you,” Rigi said as he took some of her weight. The pounding in her head kept her from seeing too well.
“Auriga, what’s wrong?” Her brother’s bellow made the pain worse.
“Miss Auriga mediated between the governor and the most honored Elders,” Makana stated. “She is quite tired and needs to rest.”
“Wooeef!”
Cyril took the hint. He relieved Makana of escort duty, saw Rigi to her space, and left her with instructions not to get into trouble and to take better care of herself. How can I stay out of trouble when I do not get into trouble? she wondered as she drank almost a liter of water with a little ginter in it, then rubbed her forehead with headache cream. Besides, it is not my trouble. It’s the governor and Tortuh’s trouble. Silly males.
Rigi leaned forward, folded her arms on top of the cool, smooth surface of the portable work table and rested her head there, eyes closed. Such a posture was far from ladylike, but her eyes itched, and the pounding in her head… I’ll just let the cream take effect, and then I’ll file my report of the earlier meeting and the Elders request . . .
Zzzzzzzzz.
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ENDS AND BEGINNINGS
"Commodore Martindale sends his thanks and relief that victory was so easy to achieve." Col. DeLeon read, setting down the message form. Rigi glanced around the tent, wondering yet again why she'd been called into the military meeting. She should have been minding Paul or helping the medical personnel.
Lt. Cyril Bernardi said, “Ah, sir, if that was easy I shudder to think what difficult might entail.” Cpt. Prananda and Cyril both frowned, concern obvious.
“I believe that you, Cpt. Prananda, and Sergeant Major Trent know better than the rest of us exactly what it might have entailed,” Col. Deleon replied, turning to look a question at Uncle Eb and Lexi. Rigi still had difficulty getting used to watching the soldiers treating her eccentric uncle as if he walked on clouds and could stop the moons in their orbit with a quiet command. But then she also had difficulty seeing Uncle Eb through the uniform, armor, and the predator’s eyes. Lexi too reminded her more of a carnifex leaper than Lexi the research assistant. His eyes never stopped moving unless they locked onto a target. Apparently not all of the giant birds had been purely m-birds, and CCSM Trent and Lexissol had been with the men who had dealt with at least one of the pilots?—drivers?—creatures operating the things.
“Indeed, sir. Although it appears that weaknesses in the underlying geology contributed to the micro-continent shattering and subsiding into the Bataria Archipelago, intense kinetic strikes contributed greatly, as they did to the volcanic eruption near the rift zone in the eastern coast of Verdina.” That had come as a bit of a surprise, but then who would think to look for Staré remnant settlements near or perhaps under what was currently a barely-dormant volcano. Now active, Rigi reminded herself, and messy. CCSM Trent glanced at the holo-projection floating at the end of the briefing tent, showing the strikes that reached the surface of Shikhari. “We should be thanking our various deities, those who believe in them, and our good fortune that the attacker began with the original centers of population rather than the current ones.”
Tomás nodded and Kor gestured the affirmative as Lexi added, “The few survivors of the Indria Plateau Staré have gone into hiding, sir, and I doubt they will approach, or tolerate approach, for several generations.” He sounded both cold and sad, if that were possible. Well, as much as she disliked the Indria Staré for killing her friends and imprisoning her, Rigi had never wished them dead, as many now were, killed by an energy-beam strike near their village.
Col. Deleon nodded, also looking unhappy. He appeared older, or perhaps just very tired. “Be that as it may, the Navy appears to be, if not precisely dancing with glee, rubbing their hands and salivating heavily at the prospect of dismantling all the new technology they and we captured.” Resigned and a bit amused, he added, “Miss Rigi, I may need you to interpret for me the next time the Commodore visits the surface. The Navy dialect of Common is nigh unto a separate language.”
Chuckles followed his remark, and Cyril started to protest, then remembered that at the moment army outnumbered navy a dozen to one at least, and he restricted himself to a knowing smile. Rigi shook her head. “I’m sorry sir. I can translate from Common to Staré and back in a fashion. I do my best to leave the interpretation to the speakers, and Navy is a language to which I have not been exposed.”
“Because no one exposes nice young ladies to the Navy,” someone muttered, and Rigi caught a hint of Staré accent in the words. Cyril missed it, or at least he did not appear to respond. Rigi sipped a little water and watched the men and two other women, one of whom was Aunt Kay. Apparently she’d been doing among the humans who had fled Sogdia and NovMerv what Rigi had done with the Staré. If a tenth of the rumors held truth, Rigi’s task had been far easier. Well, lower Stamm Staré rarely if ever argued with their Elders. The same was most certainly not true of humans, especially humans at the far end of the empire. She still had trouble believing they’d managed to evacuate almost the entire populations of both cities relatively quickly and painlessly, humans, Staré, wombows, leapers, and all.
“So yes, now the Navy commanders are worrying because it was, in their words, ‘too easy’ and they wonder which of their possibilities is more likely. One, was this in response to our—us being humans—transmissions. Two, was this a probe to see if more force might be needed if they come back to re-visit an earlier target.” The colonel leaned back in his chair, ignoring the warning creak. “Except nothing will go back, where ever back might be, and you can be assured that the computer magicians are desperately trying to learn how the navigational systems on the captured things work, in order to find out just that. We got lucky this time, we meaning everything in and around this sun’s gravity well.” He fell silent for a moment, his wary expression raising the littler hairs on Rigi's neck. "The attackers' failure to return or reply sends a message of its own."
“I still have difficulty believing that the attackers arrived and assumed that, well, that no one had possibly found a way to match their technology level, sir.” Aunt Kay said after another long, thoughtful silence in the tent.
“But we know why they didn’t, ma’am,” Tomás reminded them. “They destroyed the Staré before they could leave Shikhari. How many other worlds have they done that too? Is that why humans have not yet encountered anyone with enough technology to leave their original gravity wells and home worlds?”
Rigi did not like the way her thoughts traveled after that statement. She wasn’t the only one, and several people hunched in, or gulped, and Staré ears tipped back or flopped to the side in distress. And since, according to rumor, no one had located the wormhole the attackers had used to reach Shikhari, that strongly suggested that they had starship drives that could go much faster than light, or some other new-to-humans way to travel. Or had they anticipated that the Staré might rebuild at some point and had launched sleeper-ships as a precaution, so that they would arrive and be awoken when needed? Rigi didn’t care for that supposition and what it suggested about the creatures who would have used it, if they used it.
“Well, we have that technology now, and we used it, and to the great surprise of almost all involved, it worked, sir,” Cyril reminded Tomás. “All except the Navy.” He looked down his nose a little, an easy feat given that Cy stood while Tomás sat.
Aunt Kay rolled her eyes, something Rigi wanted to do but didn’t quite dare. “Must I remind you gentlemen that you are all on the same team?”
Col. Deleon’s coughing fit following the tart question spoke volumes. Rigi tried not to fidget as the discussion shifted into military mumblings, most of which passed so far over her head that she did not even hear the sound of their flight. Instead she studied the back of Lexi’s armor and tried to sort out how the joints worked, and how she would draw them. The ears especially intrigued her, given that the crown of his helmet covered part of the base of the ears, and special shields attached to that base when needed. At the moment Lexi did not have them on, leaving his black ears free to move and allowing him to hear better. Maybe it was a set of ball joints, like Staré hips? Rigi glanced down at Martinus’s back half, but when he sat or lay down, she couldn’t see the rear attach points well.
“—at this time. Any other questions?” Rigi perked up at the colonel's question.
Tomás raised his hand. “Yes, sir, just one. What happened to the people with Dr. Szabor on the Kenusha River?”
CCSM Trent and Lexissol exchanged a glance but remained quiet. That alone sharpened Rigi’s attention. Col. Deleon exhaled with a little whistle. “They have found nothing and are complaining mightily about the debris that landed four kilometers from their camp.”
Rigi and Aunt Kay both looked up at the quiet-cloth draped over the interior of the large shielded tent. //Irritation/disbelief// stung her nose and eyes. Rigi did not have to look at Kor to know his thoughts on the situation. Especially after Col. Deleon continued with a grumbled, “Dr. Szabor also demands that whoever dumped the debris in a nature reserve be prosecuted to the full extent of the law.”
“Did any of it actually land in the reserve, sir?” Rigi inquired.
“One small piece of wing, ma’am,” CCSM Trent assured her. “No damage occurred to the legislatively protected natural features or biota.” He sounded as if he were reading from an official reporting form and she bit the inside of her cheek to keep from giggling. Adults did not giggle!
Col. Deleon looked left and right, meeting everyone's eyes. “If no one else has anything?” Silence. “This meeting is at an end. You are dismissed.” He stood and the others rose to their feet as well, including Rigi, Makana, and Martinus. Tomorrow they’d get to go home. Rigi desperately wanted to be back in the house shaped like a Staré head, drawing her pictures and taking care of Paul and forgetting the terror of seeing the not-birds shattered in mid-flight beside her.
As they filed out of the tent, she noticed Tomás looking around as if trying to locate someone. How was his courtship of Miss Leopoldi proceeding? Rigi wanted to ask, but she still had not quite reconciled herself to Governor Leopoldi and his brother allowing Katarina to court when she had already been betrothed. And Tomás and his family were too nice to be tied to the Leopoldi family, at least what little Rigi had seen of it. Now now, she fussed at herself as they walked toward the Staré section, or what had been the Staré section before everyone began returning to Sogdia; be kind. The Governor’s official position included a great deal of stress and difficulty, and stress never brought out the best in anyone. And he had overcome his personal distaste for neoTraditionalists and worked with her, or through her in this case. She needed to be more charitable, because not everyone rose to meet the challenges given by the Creator and Creatrix every time. She certainly had her share of failures.
She sighed a little to herself as she side-stepped a bit of debris where a portable cooking tower had been located. Where was she going to find a young man who fit her list? Mr. Patel had a wonderful career and prospects, but Rigi knew that she really wasn’t what he wanted in a wife, even though he didn’t seem to realize it yet. And Lt. Deleon desperately wanted a posting to Home and to stay there. Rigi couldn’t, not without enduring more hostility and trouble, and she wouldn’t help his career. It was one thing to be married to a neoTraditionalist on a colony world, but on Home? Governor Leopoldi had shown where that would lead, and it was not to career advancement for Rigi’s future husband. And she did not like how Lt. Deleon had gotten nervous and distracted. She was supposed to get nervous. Her husband was supposed to stay calm. Rigi sighed again, but just to herself. Maybe she should revise her list and not be so picky, although not serving tam at supper and getting disposable diapers were non-negotiable items. She wanted someone like Tomás, and finding one was proving harder than she’d always imagined.
“Ah, ahem, Miss Rigi?”
She shook a little and came back to the here and now as Tomás stopped. Kor stood behind him, then backed up a pace, Makana stopping a respectful distance away as well. Rigi didn’t see anything of note, aside from flattened grass and stacks of dismantled buildings and mounds of dirt-brown synth-canvas and tidy piles of metal and composite support poles where the tents had been.
“I think this is quiet enough,” Tomás said after glancing around again.
What was going on? Rigi started, “Sir?”
Kor’s ears twitched and he and Makana shifted farther off to the side. What was going on?
Tomás gulped and looked past her shoulder, concentrating. “Miss Auriga Bernardi, I wish to present you with a suitable token of my feelings but such a thing does not exist. Nothing is rich, or fine, or beautiful enough for you.” He went to one knee. “Rigi, will you take my heart instead?”
He wanted to marry her? He wanted to marry her? Before her common sense or proper behavior dared to interfere, Rigi said, “Yes, Tomás, I will marry you.” She leaned forward and kissed him more than a little awkwardly. “Yes, I will take your heart, since I think I just realized that you’ve had mine for a very long time and never seemed willing to give it back.”
“Huh?” He almost fell over before he managed to get to his feet. “What?”
She hugged him, ladylike manners tossed aside as her heart danced and she almost forgot to breathe. “Just kiss me, please. So we can finish scandalizing poor Makana and Kor and go back to pretending to be sober and reasonable grown-ups.” And I can start sorting out how to tell Mother and Father, and Cyril. Cyril will be the problem, of that she had no doubt. Paul was too young to notice.
He kissed her and put his arms around her. “I doubt we can scandalize them more than Aunt Kay and Uncle Eb shock Lexi.”
“That is only because Lexissol was dropped on his head in the egg and never recovered, as his choice of companions clearly shows.” Kor snorted, forefeet crossed. “And his mates knew that when they chose him, more is the sorrow. It is said that their offspring follow the females’ paths, however—all wonder, thanks, and glory to the wise.”
Makana looked from the humans to Kor. “This means we have to watch both of them, first Stamm sir?”
“Yes, and they will share a residence, and he will forget important dates, and she will make loud noises and throw things. It seems to be a human custom, or so Lexissol avers.”
“Will you?” Tomás asked, taking her arm.
“Throw things? No, sir. Make loud noises? Not on a regular basis, unless you track mud into the house. I’m told all deStella women do that when they see mud in carpet or on rugs.” She considered for a moment. “I’ll ask Aunt Kay about the proper procedure. Mother is a bit busy.”
Arm in arm they rejoined the others. Aunt Kay smiled, and Lexi put out his forefoot, palm up. Colonel Deleon grumbled, patted his pockets, and placed an old-fashioned metal credit disk on the proffered palm. “Now where am I going to find a calm, mature young lady to keep my son out of trouble and in clean shirts?” he complained.
Rigi almost suggested Miss Leopoldi, but she did not meet either of his criteria as best Rigi could tell. Now now, Rigi scolded herself, you do not know that. But her inner voice sounded perfunctory and half-hearted at best.
“I believe, sir, that Capt. Prananda has a sister yet unwed,” CCSM Trent suggested. He wasn’t quite smiling, but the ferocity in his eyes had faded a touch. Would Tomás ever look like that? Rigi glanced up at him, and saw something, not as strong, but an answering hint of fire and steel. She swallowed hard and made another mental note, this time to ask Aunt Kay how exactly one did get “blood and other things” out of various fabrics. She certainly couldn’t ask her mother, at least not about the blood part. Would the detergent they used on nappies work?
“Hmm.” Col. Deleon’s eyes narrowed and he gave Tomás a measuring, thoughtful look. “I may keep that in mind, Sergeant Major.” Then he snorted and folded his arms. “So, Captain, when is the wedding?”
Tomás gulped and looked down at Rigi. She smiled and patted his arm. “Not until after Lt. Bernardi and Miss Sorenson are married, sir. They have first claim by age and by date of proposal.” And maybe, just maybe, her mother would work all her wedding-planning energy out on that ceremony and reception and be too tired to expend much creativity on Rigi.
Several loud sighs of human and Staré relief greeted her words, and Rigi tried to fight off a giggle. She failed. Her fiancé smiled even as he flushed a little at the others’ chuckles. Then he sobered and led Rigi to stand in front of Uncle Eb, Aunt Kay, and Lexi. Tomás licked his lips and Rigi felt him shaking oh so slightly. Nerves? He bowed a few centimeters toward the adults. “Crown Command Sergeant Major Trent, Mrs. Trent, my honor parents, will you stand with me in place of my birth parents if they are not able to attend my wedding?”
CCSM Trent turned to Aunt Kay. A tear rolled down her cheek and she swallowed hard before resting one hand on her husband’s shoulder and one on Lexi’s armored foreleg. “Yes, we will. It is our honor and our privilege, should your birth parents not be able to come.”
“Which is not an excuse for a pouchling-rush mate-acceptance ceremony,” Lexi stated in Staré. Tomás’s eyes went wide and Rigi blushed until it hurt. Then she started to open her mouth to let him know just what she thought about that sort of accusation.
“Lexissol Trent! I— That— How dare—!” Aunt Kay spluttered, turning to snarl at Lexi, shaking one finger at him. CCSM Trent and the others backed several meters, then departed with great haste.
“Some things a man has to face for himself, sir,” Rigi heard Uncle Eb's urgent whisper to Col. Deleon.
“Aaa-firmative.” The men moved at an exceedingly brisk walk, not quite a run. Rigi and Tomás followed, with Makana and Kor covering their retreat.
“Is the current scout-weight armor capable of withstanding a direct strike by Mrs. Trent?” Kor inquired once they’d put several temporary buildings and a troop transport between themselves and the ongoing explosion.
Tomás tipped his head to the side a little, considering. “Ah, I do not believe that has been studied, sir, although my limited experience with testing and standards suggests that the answer is no.”
“Alas,” Makana intoned. “Who will inform Lexissol’s mates of the tragic loss?”
Kor gave the paler third Stamm male a wary look, his ears tipping away from Makana.
“Wooeef?”
“Yes,” Rigi and Tomás said together, then laughed. “Wooeef indeed, Martinus,” Rigi agreed.
Tomás kissed her hand. “Wooeef is an excellent summation of matters, Martinus. Quite wooeef.”
“Ah, Tomás, one question?” She really needed to know now.
“Yes?”
“Do you like tam?”
His black eyebrows pulled in and he scrunched up his face, wrinkling his nose. “Tam? Ugh. Can’t stand it. I have no idea why Uncle Eb likes it. Too bitter and mushy, even in batter-fried tam patties. Um” he stopped and stepped back from her, worried. “Do you like it?”
“Not in the least.” She raised one foot, then put it down firmly on the dirt. “I have no interest in marrying a man who loves tam.”
“No tam will be served at my table,” he assured her. “Uncle Eb can bring his own if he wants it.”
Kor's //disappointment// flowed from behind Tomás. “How can you not like tam? Such a rich, full-flavored root, and so versatile.” //Puzzlement//
Rigi and Tomás stuck their tongues out at him, Staré-style. “Sir,” Tomás added.
They might not have a happily ever after, Rigi knew, but the happily-right-now that filled her erased most of the past year’s hurts. She strolled arm-in-arm with Tomás, just enjoying his company.
“Ah, Miss Rigi, should I see if Lexissol is alive?” Makana inquired after a few minutes, ears tipped toward where they had left Lexi and Aunt Kay.
“I think I see smoke,” Tomás warned.
“And I smell scorched fur. Makana, I believe it would be better to wait.” Rigi cautioned, “Aunt Kay can be most creative in her use of, ah, colorful invective.”
Uncle Eb, still in uniform but no longer in armor, walked up to them, adding, “And she has magnificent breath control. A tactical delay before resuming the scout is strongly recommended.”
“Thank you, Crown Command Sergeant Major,” Tomás said. “I do my best to listen to the recommendations of senior NCOs.”
“Wise policy, sir.” Uncle Eb pivoted slightly, “Miss Auriga, I hate to inform you but,” he looked most grave indeed, “your mother is approaching rapidly.”
It was Rigi’s turn to gulp. “Thank you, sir. Forewarned is forearmed.” She turned to Tomás, an idea forming. “Ah, Captain Prananda, is it true that officers above a certain rank can officiate at marriage ceremonies on comparatively short notice?”
The corner of his mouth twitched. “Only naval officers aboard ship, I must regretfully inform you. And I do not believe that Lt. Bernardi is willing to risk life and limb by smuggling us onto one of the vessels currently in orbit.”
Rigi was not surprised to see nothing larger than the tips of two tails remaining as Kor and Makana vanished behind an armored vehicle. Uncle Eb also backed away from her. “Cowards,” she murmured before squaring her shoulders and bracing for the maternal storm bearing down on them.
“Auriga Maris Regina, I need you this moment. We only have two months to plan the floral arrangements for your brother’s reception. And Siare needs to attend to her husband, and Paul cannot be left unsupervised.”
Alien attack, governmental changes, plague, volcano, nothing stopped a mother with a wedding on her mind, Rigi decided. And that was probably as it should be. “Coming, Mother.” She squeezed Tomás’s hand. He winked and let her go.
They’d tell her mother.
Later.
Much later.





AFTERWORD
A number of books about the experiences of British men and women in South Asia and Africa during the period 1800-1930 informed this book and the others in the series. Rudyard Kipling’s short stories and poems shaped both the work and its author, as did novels by Talbott Mundy, H. Rider Haggard, Peter Capstick’s books about hunting in Africa, and James Corbett’s autobiography.
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