
        
            
                
            
        

    SHIKARI

SHIKARI BOOK ONE



ALMA T. C. BOYKIN



Copyright © 2017 by Alma T. C. Boykin
Cover art by Cedar Sanderson
All rights reserved.
No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

Created with Vellum



In Memory of Grandpa Carl: Soldier, Teacher, Engineer, Friend



CONTENTS
1. Something Old, Something New
2. The Finding
3. Mapping and an M-dog
4. School and Summer Plans
5. Reports and Planning
6. Into the Wilds
7. Beasts of the Field
8. Patterns and Finds
9. School Troubles Return
10. Trouble Brewing
11. Collisions
12. Assembling the Pieces
13. Trouble in the Air
14. One Step Too Far
15. Peace at Last?
About the Author
Also by Alma T. C. Boykin



1

SOMETHING OLD, SOMETHING NEW
Looking back, Rigi and Tomás tried to decide if they’d have done anything differently. “Maybe we shouldn’t have told any adults, not even Uncle Eb,” she sighed, listening to the heated argument going on in the next room. She could hear the royal governor’s voice through the thick, closed door as he tried to drown out Uncle Eb and Mr. Petrason.
Tomás, two years older and wiser to the ways of adults, ran a hand through his short-trimmed brown hair and sighed as well. “I don’t think so. We did everything we were supposed to, everything the school taught us, and Uncle Eb and his associates followed procedures. The Staré have not protested, not even first and second Stamm elders. I think Mr. Petrason and his friends are jealous. Benin certainly is.”
Rigi had an unladylike thought about where Benin could go, starting with the northern icecap. Now that she’d seen his father having a temper fit, Rigi understood where Benin’s attitude came from.
“I’ve just never heard grownups acting like eighth-years.”
Tomás shrugged. “Neither have I. I can see why Uncle Eb likes being around us more than being around them.”
Rigi nodded so hard that her black curls bounced. “I agree entirely, Master Tomás,” she said, mimicking Uncle Eb.

RIGI BOUNCED a little on her toes as she waited for Uncle Eb to catch up. Tomás had already trotted up the trail they’d made through the cool, quiet woods, but she didn’t think Uncle Eb’s m-mule would find the way without her. “This way, Uncle Eb,” she called. “We’re almost there.”
The tall, stooped old man with grey in his hair appeared around the bend. “Sorry, Miss Rigi, I saw a new plant and wanted a sample so Lexi could give me the name, if he knows it. It may be a higher Stamm name than the ones he knows.” The old model m-mule creaked a little in one joint as it walked behind him.
“That’s OK, Uncle Eb.” Together they passed the big hollowed tree, edged around a striped slick-leaf bush and walked through the piles of stone that Rigi and Tomás called the gate. “This is what we found last year.” She smiled up at him a she pointed to the shiny black stone wall.
Ebenezer Solomon Trent opened his mouth, closed it again, and blinked hard. He walked up to the wall and touched it. Rigi wondered why his hand seemed to be shaking. Was he tired? He looked up and watched Tomás balancing on top of the meter-high wall. “Is it solid, Tomás?”
“Not really, sir, at least not all of it. This section is, to that curve over there,” he pointed to the left, where the black disappeared into tree shadows and a pile of racer vines. “Then it looks more crumbly, disappears for a bit, and comes back. It arcs around in a great big circle and comes back here. My m-mule’s measurement gauge says three kilometers, but part of it is buried or goes underground or something, I think, sir.” Tomás shrugged. “We found a lot more things inside the ring wall and I like those more.”
Uncle Eb made a choking noise and Rigi and Tomás smiled and pumped their fists. He had “that look,” the kind he got when he found something new and interesting and wouldn’t come out of his office until Aunt Kay turned off the office’s master power circuit. Tomás grinned. “See, we said we’d found something new.”
Uncle Eb blinked and looked up from peering at and petting the wall. “What? Oh, yes, Tomás, you are quite right. You and Rigi did find something new. Very new.” He fussed with some of the sensors on the m-mule and picked up its tether, leading it along the inside face of the wall as it filmed and measured the rough, pitted black surface. That was one of the things Rigi wanted him to tell them—why the outside was smooth mostly but the inside had rough patches and cracks and dents in it. “You said there were things inside the wall?”
Tomás nodded. “Yes, sir. Rigi, the residence, the temple, or the name stone?”
She liked the building they called the temple better because of the colors, but the name stone had marks on it that looked like writing and Uncle Eb was a word person, after all. “The name stone. Then maybe the temple.”
Tomás scrambled down from the pile of broken wall he’d been standing on. “This way, Uncle Eb.” Their uncle led the grey-brown, waist-tall m-mule through the thick brush. They had been lucky that nothing really nasty grew in the ring, Rigi knew, not like that striped slick-leaf bush. The worst bushes here had long, bright red curved thorns that you could see long before you ran into them. They’d also found a lot of cream berries growing near the Residence, and she and Tomás didn’t bother eating their lunches when the berries were ripe. No animals bothered them after the auto-beam on Tomás’s m-mule had blasted the big ring-tail lizard they’d met in the temple. They’d agreed not to tell their parents about seeing it, and Tomás had tinkered with the m-mule and blanked the record of the energy discharge.
Ahead of her, Rigi heard Uncle Eb talking to his m-mule, reciting what he saw as they walked along. I wonder what he’s going to say when we get to the name stone? It wasn’t too far, not really. The far end of the wall from their “gate” didn’t have much to look at and Tomás said it was probably a garden or a park. Except nothing taller than knee-high smoke grass grew there, which Rigi thought was kind of strange for a garden. The area with the ruins had more bushes and other things. She wanted Uncle Eb to explain that, too.
“Great Caesar’s ghost!” Uncle Eb shouted. “I— You— What— By the Magellanic Clouds this is magnificent!”
He rushed up to the tall block of cream and brown stone and Rigi thought he might be about to hug it. Instead he stopped and stared, head tipped all the way back until his hat fell off. Well, it was tall, probably four meters, but not as tall as the trees in the forest around them. Here and there patches of glossy black splashed the stone like someone had tossed wet paint or cermacoating onto it. At least five rows of rounded shapes had been carved into the stone on the big flat front, with more down, or maybe up, both sides. The back had a picture, or so Tomás thought. Rigi thought it was just random carvings, like someone wanted to decorate the back of the stone without putting too much work into it. The rear of the stone curved out a little, but the front and sides were flat.
Uncle Eb made a few strange noises that were not words and opened the m-mule’s top hatch, pulling out a holo recorder and two or three other tools. Rigi and Tomás smiled and slapped hands. Now Uncle Eb wouldn’t be bored anymore. “How long before he notices anything else?” Rigi asked.
Tomás shrugged. “Hour? His m-mule can’t climb, can it?”
She shook her head and the tassels on her headband flopped back and forth, releasing a little scent. “No. That’s a standard m-mule Version Twelve: Semi-urban but with more sensors and carry cubbies. I heard Aunt Kay saying that he wanted an upgrade but the repair costs are too much on the true all-terrain m-mules.”
Tomás nodded. “Uncle Aye said the last time he had to replace the climbing pads on one, it cost eight hundred interstellar.” Rigi’s eyes bulged and her mouth hung open. He raised his right hand. “Warrior’s honor. Eight hundred interstellar credits. Uncle Aye wanted the money before he ordered the parts.”
Since Uncle Eb seemed happy talking to himself and the name stone, Rigi and Tomás wandered off. Rigi went to the building she called the temple and sat on a flat stone bench in the shade just outside the doorway. She drank some of the water she’d brought in her bag and listened to the singing bugs as they hummed back and forth from opposite corners of the building. The temple had colored walls—all sorts of colors—that showed through the racer vines and other plants. She and Tomás had gone inside twice, but after reading about the collapse of the Great Cave on Deben, they decided maybe that wasn’t a good thing to do unless they had a m-mule with them they could send for help, and Tomás’s parents refused to let him have an m-mule with “send away” programs in it. Rigi wondered why adults thought Tomás was old enough for an armed mule but not for a send-away remote, then shrugged. She’d ask Mar.
Rigi and Tomás had seen pictures carved on the walls, and the walls looked pale but with more black drippy stuff on it. The outside also had black splatters and red and yellow and blue, at least the parts Rigi could see under the racer vines did. The walls stood about three meters tall according to the gauge on Tomás’s m-mule. They looked higher inside, but neither Rigi nor Tomás had light-throwers strong enough to see that far.
She heard running feet and jumped up as Tomás raced around the corner. “Striped lion,” he panted. “Outside wall.” He grabbed her hand. “Saw a horned digger too but we need to warn Uncle Eb.” Together they ran back to the name stone, making as much noise as they could. Striped lions usually didn’t attack anything bigger than they were or that sounded bigger. That was one thing everyone on Shikhari knew—the native fauna would kill you if you didn’t pay attention.
“Uncle Eb,” Rigi called. “Striped lion outside the wall, that way.” She pointed back toward the temple.
“How close?”
“I could just see it from where I was standing on top of the residence, so pretty well away. Saw a horned digger too, but didn’t want to stay and watch,” Tomás admitted.
Uncle Eb looked grave. He turned around and stared back toward the gate, his lips moving, then nodded once. “Mule, guard mode. Striped lion.”
The clunky quad-leg whirred and a beam-shooter rose from its upper surface. It didn’t look anything like the beam-shooter on Tomás’s m-mule, and he blinked as it locked into position. “Uncle Eb, is that military grade?”
“Yes. I’ve had it for—” The old man caught himself and looked at Rigi and Tomás. “For a long time. I’ll explain when you finish this school term.” He took a few more holo shots of the name stone and said, “Now, you said there was a temple?”
Rigi’s time tracker chimed and all three looked at it. “Oh dear. Mrs. Debenadetto comes in an hour and Mother will expect me back by sixteen hundred.” That left only two hours to explore, go home, and get cleaned up for visitors.
“I think, sir, the Residence would be better. We can show you the temple, and you need a powerful light to really see inside.” Tomás sounded eager. Rigi was disappointed but shrugged. The buildings were not going to disappear overnight. And Uncle Eb could be trusted to come back on his own, unlike some other adults she and Tomás knew.
Tomás led the way, followed by Uncle Eb, Rigi, and the m-mule. Rigi glanced back once or twice to check on the machine and noticed what looked like a little sensor of some kind on a stick had appeared above the beam-shooter. The sensor spun around, and she wondered what it was doing. Maybe it was a holo camera of some kind? Or was it looking for the striped lion? That was probably it, since Uncle Eb had specifically told the m-mule that the danger was a striped lion. Rigi returned her attention to what was in front of her. They passed several piles of crumbling rock and skirted what looked like the start of a pit opening up in the ground. She and Tomás had never tried to see if it was just a low place in the dirt or if it were really something underground giving way. Trap-lizards didn’t exist on this continent, but better safe than eaten. No bushes grew around the low spot, only dark green and yellow ground cover and a few tufts of smoke-grass.
“I see why you call this the Residence,” Uncle Eb said when they stopped. “You two have a good eye for architecture.”
“Thank you, sir,” Tomás said.
“Thank you,” Rigi echoed. It had a certain look and weight that reminded both of them of the Royal Colonial Governor’s Residence, a heavy white and pale green building made of native stone and wood that sat on top of the hill in NovMerv.
“We can go inside, Uncle Eb. The walls are solid and there’s no roof to fall in on us. It already fell in.” Tomás hesitated, frowning, fists on hips. “That is, I think it fell. It’s not there, but it should be. There are stairs that led up to where the top of the wall is now, and other things.”
“Hmm. Show me, please.” They stopped so Uncle Eb could take holos of the doorframe, or what was left of it. Chunks of stone had fallen off the frame on the inside, but pretty carvings like flowers and fancy birds, maybe the rainbow birds from the Bataria Archipelago, still flowed around the stones on the outside.
“Up there.” Tomás pointed and Uncle Eb peered up at the top of the wall, then looked again through his holo-maker.
“I see what you mean. You do have a good eye. If there were roof beams, they could well have been mounted there.”
SquEEEEEElll! They froze as they heard the death cry of a horned digger, and something making a long roar-like sound. Tomás shook all over and said, “Um, maybe we don’t have to worry about the striped lion?”
“Maybe, maybe not.”
Uncle Eb did not tell the m-mule to stand down, Rigi noticed.
She walked into the center of the first room and twirled around, arms spread. “If there was a roof here, where did it go, Uncle Eb? And what is the black on the walls?” She slide-danced back and forth across the smooth floor. “If the roof fell in, it should be here, and I don’t think I’m standing on it.”
The adult crouched down and tapped the floor, then drew an old-fashioned metal knife out of the holster on his belt and poked at it, then tried to pry up a bit of the splashed black. “Fused to the surface? Yes, that’s what happened, its fused for some reason, but why? Not a protective treatment I don’t think. Hmm.” He muttered a little more but Rigi couldn’t understand what he was saying. After a few more pokes he stood and put the knife back in its holder. “I don’t know, Rigi. And I don’t know enough to guess well, so I won’t guess.”
Tomás drooped. “That’s no fun.”
Uncle Eb smiled, revealing slightly crooked yellow teeth under his white mustache. “No, it’s not. But I’d hate to guess that a round backed, round-legged animal with a round head is something harmless and then have to explain why my leg is missing. Same problem.”
It made sense to Rigi when he put it that way. Tomás had gone into the next room and returned with a handful of the artifacts they’d found. OK, maybe not artifacts like the ones in her edu-vids, but Rigi thought they looked like the bits of pots and broken tools people kept hunting for. She especially liked the shimmery rainbow disks that changed color almost like liquid when you tilted them back and forth.
“Uncle Eb, we think these are metal, and these are a glass or polymer of some kind, but I can’t find anything like them in my materials edu-files.” Tomás showed Uncle Eb one of the color-flowy ones. “We picked them up off the floor along the walls. There’s lots more, but these are the interesting ones.”
Rigi kicked the floor a little. “Um, I know we’re supposed to leave things in see-too, but like he says, there’s lots more all over.”
Uncle Eb smiled so widely that all his teeth showed, or so it seemed. “No, this is fine. Sometimes it’s more important to take a little bit of evidence back to prove something than to be absolutely pure.” He looked around and sighed. “And it’s possible, probable, that animals and insects have been moving things around, or wind and rain moving them. And the Staré may have touched things too.”
Both Tomás and Rigi shook their heads. Tomás waved at the building. “No sir. They won’t come here. They don’t even know about it, at least not anyone we’ve talked to or listened to. We’ve gone up to third Stamm and they all said they had never heard about anything in the woods. We didn’t show them pictures, though.” Rigi nodded her agreement with his words.
Uncle Eb bent his head down and stared at them, blinking, eyes wide open. “Even third Stamm knew nothing?”
Tomás raised his right hand. “Warrior’s Oath, sir. I asked several people as high as I dared and third Stamm knew nothing.”
“We didn’t try to ask any higher, since second Stamm are always busy and don’t like to talk to young humans.” Rigi shrugged. She’d been surprised that high third Stamm would talk to her, but she looked younger than her twelve years. Most people assumed she was still outside Staré and human dividing points.
Uncle Eb straightened up again, all the way up. When he didn’t stoop, he stood a lot taller than Rigi had thought, and he looked different, more like a governor or senior soldier. “Master Tomás, Miss Rigi, thank you for taking me into your confidence. You have done very good work exploring and preserving this site. I think we have seen enough for today.”
Uncle Eb sent the m-mule first down the trail, then Tomás and Rigi. Uncle Eb followed along behind, looking and listening. He didn’t stop the m-mule until they reached the edge of the not-so-wild part of the forest. “Mule, at ease. Threat past.” The weapon disappeared back into the dark grey rectangular body section and the m-mule once more looked as if it was a simple old light-duty m-mule. Uncle Eb motioned for Rigi and Tomás to come close and he knelt on one knee. “I will not ask you to promise not to tell anyone about my m-mule’s little trick, but I would prefer that you did not mention it unless you think it is an emergency.”
Rigi and Tomás looked at each other. It was not a promise, and Rigi could see why he wouldn’t want everyone to know about the weapon. Aunt Lee, for instance, would wail about having an armed m-mule around “civilized people.” “That’s fair. I won’t mention it, sir,” Rigi said.
“I won’t either,” Tomás agreed.
“Thank you. Tomás, you said you saw the striped lion outside the wall, and the horned digger. How far away is that from the Residence?”
Tomás looked up at the leaf canopy and his lips moved. “Straight line just under a kilometer? No, ah, eight hundred meters, sir.”
“You have good eyes.”
He looked down and kicked at a rock-nut. “No, sir. But Kor taught me how to see like he does. He says I have a hunter’s mind and sense, and he lets me come with him sometimes. Please don’t tell my mother. She’d worry.”
Uncle Eb took a deep breath and breathed out through pursed lips as he stared up at the leaves. “Does your father know?”
“No, sir, but Master Sergeant does.”
“Then I won’t say anything unless I need to.”
“Thank you, sir.”
They returned to the cluster of small dwellings outside the main district of Keralita. Large flower and food gardens surrounded each house. They all had deep verandahs and two floors, but each bore a different shade of paint, except what Rigi called the Fancy House—it wore horizontal stripes of pink and green. Flowering plants that matched the walls lined the paths from the main road to the houses. Rigi knew that each flower also had a specific scent that matched the “sense” of the houses as well, but her human nose wasn’t sensitive enough to smell it. Tomás waved and hurried on up the road. His parents had a house closer to the main district because his father was one of the military commanders. Rigi’s parents just listened to people, and filed documents and made certain that what was supposed to be in the boxes coming and going through the spaceport were really in there.
As Rigi and Uncle Eb crossed the entry sensor, Mar walked around the path beside the house, folded her forefeet together and bowed at the waist to Uncle Eb. He touched one hand to his forehead and inclined his body forward. Rigi inhaled and caught a faint hint of Mar’s //calm// scent. Rigi had told her governess that she was going with Uncle Eb, and Mar had not worried. When she worried, her scent had a sharp undertone, but different from her angry scent. Rigi noticed that Mar wore a clean, freshly starched apron. She’d supervised the laundry while Rigi was gone. That meant Rigi’s mother wanted Rigi very clean and tidy. Oh dear.
“As promised, Miss Rigi is home on time, Mar.” Uncle Eb patted Rigi on the head. “I’ll be back later to discuss your observations, if I might.”
“Please do, sir.” Because if he were there, she would not have to sit and listen to Mrs. Debenadetto talking about all the people Rigi know nothing about.
After he left, Mar made a little pushing motion with the backs of her forefeet. “Yes, Mar.” Rigi led the way around the pale blue house to the back door, went in, left her boots in the boot-and-coat room, and climbed up to the second floor where she and Lyria shared a room. Lyria sat in front of a teaching unit, watching a vid on the history of fashion. Rigi took off her play tunic and leggings before darting into the washroom. She bathed quickly and dried. When she emerged, Mar had fresh under things for her, and a fancier long tunic and looser leggings, more like a divided skirt but not quite.
Rigi sat and Mar puffed the lightest bit of scent into Rigi’s hair, then began combing it with the claw-like nails of her forefeet. “Did you have a good walk?” the governess asked, enunciating carefully. Her split upper lip and twisting tongue made human speech difficult, muting sounds like “b” and “p”. The Staré, like the human colonists, belonged to the mammal group, Rigi had learned in school. But where humans were placental mammals, the Staré were monotremes. They laid eggs in heated nests but nursed their babies and carried them in pouches, and had fur. All Staré had thick tails that helped them balance when they walked. The thick, flat claws on their long, broad two-toed hind feet could kill in a fight. Mar’s fur was a soft warm medium brown almost the same color as Lyria’s hair, with a bit of pale tan sprinkled into the haircoat.
“Yes, Mar, we did. Uncle Eb found two plants that he needs names for, that are new to him.”
Mar made the rolling sound that, with a hint of dusty smell, meant a soft chuckle. “Ah, Mister Eb is a great word hunter indeed. What will he do if he ever runs out of new words?”
“Move to a new place and start over? I don’t know.”
“Words make him wise.” A whiff of sharpness, of //certainty and finality.// Mar’s statement was fact, one Rigi should not argue with. And for the Staré it was the pure truth. The higher one’s Stamm and the greater rank and status one held, the more one remembered, and the older the knowledge. All the colonists learned that early on, and Rigi and Lyria had grown up navigating the Stamme and human hierarchies guided by humans and Staré alike.
Should she tell Mar about the striped lion? No. “Uncle Eb’s m-mule caught a trace of horned digger, but it was a kilometer, two walks, away and departed.”
Mar tied the end of the braid with a piece of green ribbon. “They move with the coolness. Only one, Miss Rigi?”
“Yes, Mar.”
A puff of powdery //thinking// scent. “Might be too old to keep up with group or a young one looking for new group. I will tell Eenjan. Herds in the hills are rare. Can mean things to the wise.”
Rigi tried to remember who Eenjan was. Oh, that’s right, he guarded the gardens and orchards. He was second Stamm, and he also acted as farm manager. He was a friend of the First Sergeant, too.
“Stand please.” Rigi stood and turned around so Mar could inspect her. “Good. Your mother’s guest will be here soon.”
Rigi found her sketch pad and a pencil, sat on the padded seat molded into the frame of the window, and began drawing the ring-wall. Her art teacher preferred for his students to use electronic media, but Rigi couldn’t get the stylus to make the lines she saw in her mind. The graphite stick behaved far better, and she could shade without having to switch tabs and tools. Her father said that older students had access to electronic pads that acted just like her paper and pencils, but she didn’t quite believe him. If they did, then why was all the senior art at the central educational building plain-line and simple color? So she drew on paper and sent images to her teacher. She glanced up to see if Mar was watching this time, but she’d gotten busy cleaning Rigi’s play shoes. Mar sometimes made odd scents when Rigi drew things, like portraits of Staré.
“Don’t you make pictures?” Rigi had asked once.
Mar had made a complicated gesture with her forefeet and had shaken her shoulders. “First Stamm, second Stamm, powder pictures of colors for the Great Days. Then wind and water take to the next world.” She’d given off a very firm //ask no more// and Rigi had contented herself with that. Mar did not look closely at Rigi’s work, unlike some other people.
“Are you making things up again? You know you’re not supposed to do that until third year art.” Rigi looked up as Lyria wagged one finger at her. Her older sister stood with one hand on her hip and reminded Rigi of a catch-um tree, the ones that used hook-like seeds and sticky resin to attach seeds to passing animals and spread them for kilometers. “Your study plan is to learn the mechanics and laws of art and drawing from life, and then move to imaginary.”
“Uncle Eb showed me a holo of a rock formation someone found, and I’m trying to match the light fall and shading.” It was mostly true. Saying mostly-true things to avoid trouble worked better than saying not true things. Rigi’s memory wasn’t good enough to keep track of too many not true things.
“Oh,” Lyria sniffed. At almost sixteen she knew everything her younger sister was supposed to do, or so she acted. “And Mrs. Debenadetto has arrived.”
“Thank you.” No matter how irritating Lyria was, Mar would swat them both if they squabbled in their room. And her big flat forefeet stung when they hit Rigi’s rump. Rigi put away her sketchbook and pencils, made certain her tunic hung straight, and followed Lyria down the front stairs to the receiving room. Every house on Shikhari had one, or at least every house and dwelling that Rigi had visited or peered into had one. Neither humans nor Staré liked having others wandering through their living places. Because it was a cool season house, this had small windows set high in the wall to let in light and also keep in heat. Lyria stood in the doorway until their mother called, “Come in.”
“Mrs. Debenadetto, my daughters Lyria and Auriga.” Lyria bowed and Rigi made a half-curtsey. “Lyria, Auriga, Mrs. Debenadetto is a friend of Colonel Australi’s wife and assists with a number of charitable works on Home, including schools.”
That made sense, Rigi decided, looking at the older woman’s close-cut clothes and closed-in posture. People from Home sat and dressed closed until they learned that Shikhari had more than enough room to move around. Benin Shang Petrason still sat closed, shoulders and arms pulled in tight, but he always said he was going back to Home as soon as his parents could find a way. Rigi’s mother wore a loose dress with long, loose sleeves that only tightened at the wrist, and an underskirt to give her dress even more fullness. On Shikhari no one gave her a second look, but Rigi remembered the hard stares and cold words she’d heard on Home. The visitor also wore perfume—far too much by Shikhari standards—in a scent that broadcast //helpless/befuddled/confidence/ring flower// and something else Rigi didn’t quite understand. The blend confused her nose.
Mrs. Debenadetto studied the sisters. Then she smiled with her mouth. Her eyes stayed a little suspicious and chilly. “Good afternoon Lyria, Auriga. How old are you?”
“I’m fifteen, ma’am, and my sister is twelve.” Rigi nodded, keeping her hands clasped in front of her. People fresh from Home thought that was better than letting your arms hang at your sides, and Rigi wanted to make their guest welcome.
“So polite!”
Rigi’s mother smiled and tipped her head a little to the side, pointing to the smaller couch. That was the cue for her daughters to sit. Their mother and Mrs. Debenadetto sat in comfortable chairs facing each other, with the refreshment platform hovering between them where it could easily rotate to serve either adult. As Lyria and Rigi took their places, two smaller refreshment platforms floated into the room and took positions at each end of the couch. Mrs. Debenadetto touched the large pendant on her necklace with one hand and looked surprised. “You still use dienst-servos?”
“Yes, Mrs. Debenadetto. My husband prefers to keep most of the staff with him, so only the girls’ governess and a few other vital servants travel with us.”
“My. Archer said that you were a Traditionalist, but I had not realized he meant your husband as well.”
Rigi’s mother took it with good grace, as always, at least in public. “You will find far more Neo-Traditionalists on the out worlds than within the Home systems. We are second-wave diaspora.”
Their guest’s light orange eyes lit up with understanding. “Ah! Thank you, that explains a great deal.” She helped herself to more tea, and Rigi’s mother gave a little nod, allowing her daughters to serve themselves and drink as well. The delicate, faint scent of ginter and lemon-heart told Rigi that their cook, Shona, was making fruited cakes and fruited wombow for supper. “So. Acherna, my brother says that you are the head of the parents’ association within the educational center?”
Rigi’s mother smiled a little as she sipped her own tea. “I am flattered but I fear His Excellency exaggerates. I assist with parent-instructor communications but I am not the leader. That is, hmm, I believe Mister Tekesti is president this term.”
“You rotate leadership? How unusual.”
“It seems the best way to keep as many parents as possible involved and prevents the association from growing stale.” Mrs. Debenadetto’s perfect half-circle eyebrows pinched together and she frowned as Rigi’s mother continued, “New leadership helps encourage new ideas and growth.”
“Now I understand. The word ‘stale’ is not usually used in the context of people.”
Her mother made a soothing gesture and said, “It could be a dialect usage that has developed here.”
“Ah.” After several sips of tea and a small bite of cake, Mrs. Debenadetto turned to look at Lyria and Rigi. “Auriga, what grade unit are you in?”
Did she mean year set? “I am in the twelve-year set, ma’am, first tier.”
“And what is a tier?”
Rigi looked to her mother, who nodded. “Each year set is divided into tiers based on innate skill and academic effort, ma’am. I am in first tier academics and fourth tier physical skills.” She’d grown almost eight centimeters the past year and sometimes her feet and elbows did not go where she wanted them to go.
The artistically curved eyebrows pulled together and their guest’s eyes narrowed. Her lips pursed. “Hmm. You are very self contained and mature for a girl your age, Auriga. That is not always a good thing.”
Rigi wanted to ask why not, but noticed her sister glaring at her and kept her question inside.
“You said that you were interested in the organization of the parents’ council, Mrs. Debenadetto?” The adults talked school things and parental involvement and Rigi wanted to move or to ask to be excused. She needed to finish drawing the wall while the memory was fresh.
Perhaps the Creator and Creatrix had heard her thoughts, or the Luck God did, because the visitor chime pinged quietly. After a moment, Mar tapped on the doorframe. Mrs. Debenadetto’s face changed to an interesting pink as Mrs. deStella-Bernardi asked, “Yes, Mar? Who comes?”
“Mister Ebenezer Trent, ma’am.”
Rigi’s mother smiled. “Please let him in.” She turned to Mrs. Debenadetto. “Mister Trent is one of the colony’s great scholars. He is most generous with his time when his duties permit.” She stood. Rigi and Lyria did as well, and Mar bowed when Uncle Eb walked in. He now wore very proper trousers, shirt, waistcoat and jacket, and carried a leather satchel. Rigi guessed it was snap-back leather and wondered if he’d killed the big hunter reptile himself. “Good afternoon, Mr. Trent.”
“Good afternoon Mrs. deStella-Bernardi, Ma’am,” he inclined a little toward the guest.
“Mr. Trent, Mrs. Elaine Debenadetto is a guest of Governor Archer visiting for the season from Home. Mrs. Debenadetto, Mr. Ebenezer Trent is linguist and xenologist, formerly with the Constella’s Own Regiment.” Mrs. Debenadetto seemed uncertain what to do when Uncle Eb extended his right hand, then she shook it.
“It is always a pleasure to welcome new visitors to Shikhari,” Uncle Eb said. “Mrs. deStella-Bernardi, I apologize for intruding, but I would like to borrow Miss Auriga for a few minutes, if she can be excused.”
The visitor’s eyes went wide and she leaned back in her chair. “What for?” she whispered.
“Miss Auriga has an excellent memory for plants and the settings in which they grow. I have a new type that I need identified, and I’d like her to sketch where it was found, so I can have a better start to learning the name.” He sounded calm and unconcerned, but the hand holding onto the satchel handle had tightened its grip until Rigi thought she saw bone through his tanned and age-spotted skin.
Lyria pouted as her mother smiled. “Certainly, Mr. Trent! You may use the rear verandah, where the light is better. Auriga, you are excused to assist Mr. Trent.”
Rigi stood, half-curtsied to their guest, and bowed to her mother. “Thank you, ma’am.” As soon as she and Uncle Eb left the room, she scampered up to her room to get her sketchpad and pencils, then met him on the deep rear porch. Mar and Shona had turned on small warmer boxes beside two of the seats in a sunny area, and Uncle Eb gestured for Rigi to be seated. As she found a clean page in her sketchpad, he removed the plant specimen that he’d collected earlier from his satchel, along with some hard copies of something.
“Stop,” he said as she flipped past the wall drawing. “Finish that, first, please Miss Rigi.” Having him nearby seemed to make things easier and her fingers danced and the graphite seemed to flow onto the page, making the wall and its shadows appear by magic. He sipped tea and watched carefully. After a few minor erasings and additions, she decided that she’d captured the wall and she initialed it, showing that she’d completed the work. Then she turned to a fresh page and looked up, pencil in hand, ready.
“This is an infrared image of where I found the plant,” he said, handing her the printed picture. Rigi looked at it. A thin finger pointed to something. “That’s where the plant came from, per the m-mule’s recording locator. What do you see here?” The finger moved a bit east.
Rigi looked at the picture, frowned, blinked and looked more closely. If the plant was from there, then the ruins should have been… but they weren’t. Infrared should have shown the name stone because nothing grew on it, and should have shown the lack of trees in the “garden” area. Instead it seemed to be a forested blur. She met Uncle Eb’s ice-blue eyes. “I don’t see anything unusual, Uncle Eb.”
He smiled and nodded. “A bit of a mystery, yes?” He winked and took the picture back, then presented her with the plant, and an additional leaf that had not been sealed into a preserving envelope. Rigi studied the narrow dark green leaves, felt their sharp rib and noticed how they fit into the bright red central stem. It smelled sharp and a little fresh, like an affirmation of a correct answer. She added it to her mental list as “red-stemmed yes-plant.” Rigi nodded once, closed her eyes to pull up the memory of where she’d seen the entire plant, and then began to sketch. Since she wasn’t interested in making it holo-realistic, she worked quickly, drawing first the original that had been beside the trail, a chest-high bush with long, graceful mainstems, and then adding in the shaggy-bark tree and some ground-cover that she’d seen from the trail. The shaggy-bark’s dense leaves kept too many other bushes from growing in that area, and Rigi could see why the thing had caught Uncle Eb’s eyes.
“Excellent work, Miss Rigi,” he said when she’d finished. He’d been looking at holos as he waited, and drinking tea. “Thank you. I have a holo but your eyes are better than my equipment for seeing the vital details.” She felt her face warming at his praise. And he meant it, unlike some adults.
“You are welcome, Uncle Eb. Um, why doesn’t the infrared show that unusual thing you noticed?” Mrs. Debenadetto’s presence made Rigi careful.
“That is another mystery I wish to solve, Miss Rigi, but not this afternoon. With your permission, may I have both drawings? They, along with the sample, will help Lexi find the name, if he knows it.”
“Yes, sir, you may have them both.” Rigi used her pocketknife to deepen the fold on the side of the page and with Uncle Eb’s help cut-tore the pages free.
The verandah door opened and they looked up to see the visitor from Home walking toward them. She took small steps and looked left and right, as if trying to avoid touching something. Uncle Eb made the wall picture disappear as Rigi got to her feet. “Auriga, your mother says you are an artist?”
Rigi froze, not certain what to say. She didn’t want to contradict her mother but she wasn’t really an artist, not yet. Artists drew from imagination.
“Miss Auriga is a botanical illustrator of some skill already, ma’am,” Uncle Eb said, showing the woman the plant sample and Rigi’s drawing. “Even relatively untrained as she is, her eye for important details and for setting is excellent.”
The woman looked from plant leaf to drawing and back. “My, that is interesting. Pity you do not have access to a full suite of artists’ tools or you could do even better, Miss Auriga, make it more lifelike and useful.”
Rigi stared at the toes of her shoes, hiding her disappointment and hurt. “Yes, ma’am,” was all she managed to say.
“Are you familiar with botanical illustration, ma’am?” Uncle Eb asked.
“No, but fine art is one of my interests.”
“Ah.” His little noise somehow made Rigi feel much better. She didn’t look up, though. “Miss Auriga, thank you for your time and work. I will show these to the proper individual and see if we can add a new name to the list. Please give my compliments and thanks to your honored mother.”
“You are welcome, sir, and I will do so.” Rigi looked up and bowed to him Shikhari fashion. He returned the gesture, tucked her work and the plant in his satchel and nodded to the visitor.
“If you will excuse me.” He left by the back path from the verandah, humming a little as he walked, head high, back straight.
The next days passed as they usually did, and Rigi did not think much about the trip to the ruins. But a week after the visit, Uncle Eb, Rigi’s father, and a stranger with a lot of things in a large bag appeared. “Rigi,” her father said. “Come to the back verandah, please.” Uncle Eb smiled at her so she wasn’t too worried.
“I’m coming too,” Lyria announced.
Their father shook his head. “No, thank you. Your presence is not needed.” The formality took Rigi aback, her sister as well if Lyria’s growing pout was a sign. Rigi’s father put his hand on her back and encouraged her to follow Uncle Eb and the stranger onto the porch. A light rain was falling and it masked any sounds from elsewhere. The birds seemed to be asleep, and the feather-tailed tree creepers had hidden away in their nests. The quiet felt calm. None of the adults appeared worried, although the stranger growled under his breath as he set up some things and checked their beam connections.
“Miss Rigi,” Uncle Eb said, gesturing to one of the four chairs around the little table with the equipment on it. “It seems that the ruins you and Master Tomás found are quite a mystery indeed.”
“Oh yes, Miss, very much and we need to learn all we can about what they looked like when you found them and what made you think they were important and if you noticed anything unusual and how long you have been visiting, and—” The stranger’s words tripped over themselves, he talked so fast. Now that she could look at him closely, Rigi saw that he wore the loose clothes of a colonist but tailored and trim-fitting through the chest and the ends of his sleeves. His hair was not so thick on top and when he bent over to adjust something, she saw a little shine. He wasn’t as tall as Uncle Eb but was taller than her father.
Her father stopped the flow of words. “Micah, my daughter won’t be able to do anything if you make her nervous.” He smiled at an increasingly worried Rigi. “Rigi, Mister Micah De Groet and Uncle Eb want you to go back as far as you can recall and say what you found and how, beginning at the beginning. They’re going to interview Tomás as well, because he’ll recall different details than you do. You are not in trouble and you will not be in trouble, no matter what you say. I know you’re a careful young lady and I trust your judgment.”
“And this is strictly voice recording, not image,” Uncle Eb added. He sat down on one side of Rigi, her father sat on her other side, and Mister De Groet sat facing her where he could adjust his machine.
“Thank you. This is recording one, 1500 local cool-season time, Miss Auriga Bernardi with Mr. Timothy Bernardi, father, Ebenezer Trent, patron, and Micah DeGroet, observer.” He waved at the machine and it beeped. He smiled. “Are you ready, Miss Auriga?”
“Um, yes, sir.”
The machine beeped again. “Please describe how you first learned of the ruins.”
She took a very deep breath. “I have to go back farther, sir, to the middle of the school term before the cool season. I am in the advanced class in my age-level, and we were studying the history of Shikhari…”
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THE FINDING
They had already read the text version of the Finding, and now the holo would begin. Rigi went to her place and found a pile of books and a holo-viewer piled in her seat and on her workspace. It was the last lesson for the day and she didn’t want trouble, but trouble seemed to want to bother her. A larger boy stood with his back to her, hands on his hips, complaining to one of his friends, “This is so flippin’ boring. Everyone knows how the colonies got started. We’ve looked at the text files. Why bother with holos? Text files are a waste anyway. Everything outside of school is holo. My father says text is wasted on most people anyway. And the Stinkies don’t read or write and they survive just fine.”
Benin Shang Petrason’s voice sounded like a cargo carrier that needed its axles lubricated. Rigi didn’t want to tell him to move, but they had assigned seats and she didn’t want to be punished for being in the wrong place, either. Benin continued, “I’m so tired of this dump. Home needs to cut this place off or take it over and urb-scape it fully, my father says. And he’s right.” As he listened to his friends agreeing with him, Rigi moved about half of his things back to his seat. She was coming back for another load when his crew finally noticed her.
“Hey, Benin, the teeny-tiny’s touching your stuff,” Pahl snickered.
The taller boy turned, saw Rigi, and quit laughing. He scowled at her. “What do you think you’re doing?”
“Moving your things to your seat before the teacher gets here.”
He grabbed at her but she ducked backwards, evading his reach. “Dirty dirt louse, upper classes in the front, workers in the back. Get to your place and do not touch my things with those nasty forefeet of yours.”
Rigi stood her ground. “No. This class has assigned seats. Go sit in yours or you’ll get in trouble.”
Benin sneered. “No. Never. Father’s told the administratrix who runs this school, and it’s not her or you, you nasty thief. I bet you stole from my bag when you touched it, didn’t you?”
Rigi’d seen him scare the younger students using the accusation and she shook her head. “Go to your seat before Miss Nimmima gets here, Benin.” He swung for her. She dodged and one of his friends grabbed at her. She dodged him too, but he got her bag and ripped it off her shoulder, dumping the contents onto the floor. She started to crouch to pick up her reader and other things, then saw his leg move and jumped sideways to avoid the kick.
“What is this?” Miss Nimmima demanded, sweeping into the room. A neo-Traditionalist like Rigi’s parents, she had no patience for Benin’s rude behavior. “Benin, go to your assigned seat. Tariko, two demerits for disrupting the classroom. Auriga, pick up your things. The text comprehension proof will begin in one minute.” Rigi had to wait as Benin collected his stuff, wiped the readers and e-comm on his closely-trimmed trouser leg and walked to his desk, glaring at everyone as he went. Rigi barely had time to get her response stylus out before the questions appeared on the surface of her workstation.
After everyone finished answering the questions, the lights dimmed and the students put on holo-viewing glasses. The walls seemed to shimmer and Rigi floated in space, outside the orbit of Shikhari’s three micro-moons. A voice from everywhere began, “Probes located the planet in the tenth year of the Second Diaspora. Because of concerns about encountering sapient species, the then Department of Exploration and Charting ruled that only passive sensors would be used to observe the planet.”
“They were too cheap,” Rigi heard Pahl grumble.
The voice continued as three observation satellites swung into orbit, “After three local years of monitoring without observing any signs of broadcast-capable culture or large areas of urban-phase settlement, the Department agreed to send a live scouting mission. Two potential new worlds had recently been rejected by the Home government then in power for various reasons, despite his majesty Roger V’s protests, and due to a population surge and the desire for trade, it was hoped that a new, Earth-like world could be found that would not require extensive terraforming.” A transport ship appeared and launched a scout vessel. “The proximity to wormhole beta-three seemed to be an advantage lacking in other possible sites.”
The white and grey disk-shaped scout ship skipped along the atmosphere and the view changed so that they were watching from the ship itself as it descended. It sliced through clouds, passed over the Archipelago, and after some maneuvering landed at the edge of a grassland and river forest on what Rigi knew as the Indria Plateau. The vessel remained closed for two days before the hatch opened and a figure in a protective suit emerged. Several remote flyers emerged as well and Rigi watched them spread out and begin recording. A herd of 1000 kg wombeasts, furry brown lumps on stocky legs, slowly grazed past, clipping the lush grass and oblivious to the scout ship. Well, Rigi giggled to herself, their defense was their size, not their intelligence. A striped-lion followed, as did several terror birds, the three-meter tall flightless carnivores with poisoned spurs on their heels. The view shimmered and changed to show part of the Bataria Archipelago. Brightly colored birds flew among wet-footed trees growing along the wide waterway between two of the islands. The holo followed one large red and orange bird with a short, thick beak as it landed on a low branch. Before Rigi could blink, a pair of forefeet grabbed it, pulling the puffer bird off the branch. The meat leaper bit the bird’s throat, killing it, then stripped half the feathers off and devoured part of it. The leaper tucked the rest of the bird into its pouch and hopped off into the forest, taking the food to her young in their tree-trunk den.
“Neither the initial scout nor the second investigation found signs of sapient life. Not until after the trade colonization permit had been granted and the transport ship left the First Diaspora worlds did Captain Jamie DeHaan make his discovery.” The image shimmered and a tall, blond man in the uniform of the interstellar scouts appeared, then stepped to the side as the picture story resumed. “His flyer crashed as a result of a cool-season storm not far from what became Sogdia. He was not injured, but his transport would need extensive repair. As he worked to regain contact with the support ship, he encountered the first of the people we now call Staré.” The blond man had climbed a tree and was fastening a metal rod to the highest branch, then climbing back down, unrolling a wire. Someone muttered, “How primitive” and a girl snapped “But it worked and still does, and it’s light weight and small.” Rigi smiled to herself. Anna-Marie knew more about communications tech than half the adults Rigi knew.
When Capt. DeHaan reached the ground, he found a group of Staré watching from the edges of the clearing. Rigi saw that they were second Stamm and nodded. That made sense. Second Stamm produced military leaders and defenders, although it was fourth Stamm and lower who actually hunted and fought. Human and Staré watched each other, and then the natives faded back into the woods. DeHaan started to follow and changed his mind, returning to his ship.
The image shifted again and showed the scouts trading with the Staré. “Although it is the policy that sapient cultures are to be left isolated and uncontaminated by human cultural effects and activities, the trade fleet had already passed through the wormhole and gate and was not able to reverse without running out of supplies. The first generation landed, began establishing an agri-trade colony and encounters with the Staré became more common. In many cases the Staré initiated contact, making avoidance difficult to maintain.” The holo showed more exchanges, then Staré watching from a distance as the fabricators laid the base layer for the landing port at Sogdia, and even worked beside some humans, all men, butchering native animals and some modified import herbivores. The next bit showed a first Stamm female leaning on a tall, carved staff and talking slowly to a human man. It was an older Capt. DeHaan. “Later research and interviews revealed that the Staré had seen the scout flyers and holo drones and had hidden so well that none of the sensors detected their presence. Not only were they sapient, but they had villages and communities, and a very clearly defined social hierarchy based on family age and knowledge, a pattern later observers called the Stamm.”
“So they have a caste system. Who cares?” Benin hissed. Rigi wished he would either be quiet or that his father would hire that private tutor Benin claimed he wanted. The holo showed young humans and young Staré playing together and older Staré giving both groups treats and talking to them. Rigi nodded. The young did not belong to a Stamm until the age of full awareness, and the Staré applied the same idea to young humans. A human woman fed a group of human and native children before shooing them all off to go play in a pond or small lake. A man with a beam rifle went with them, watching for the big hunting reptiles and armored swimmers. Staré of the sixth Stamm did the same from a boat on the water.
“The first generation of colonists and their officials did not mention the Staré to the authorities until after cultural contamination had progressed well past the second DeVry stage. Although greatly upset, the Colonial Administration Branch realized that attempting to undo the damage was impossible. Staré had begun working for humans as hunters, foragers, laborers, and even some minor bureaucratic positions including law enforcement and defense.” Second Stamm members in uniforms rode on transports along with humans, and a few worked in an office, typing on modified data entry systems or doing basic chores. “That the Home government had suffered from economic decline during the interregnum following the Cousins’ Conflict and the inability to enforce many of the regulations due to the lack of personnel may have played a role in the decision. However, ten Home years ago, new laws make the repetition of such events almost impossible.”
Several of the other students snorted and Rigi hid a smile of her own. She’d heard her parents and their friends talking, and her father saying that until communications and enforcement could catch up with transport ships, or someone genetically modified humans, people would find a way around rules. Not just humans, Rigi thought, since she knew of a few low Stamm people who worked at things normally done by fourth or even third Stamm.
The picture shifted once more and now Rigi sat at the edge of a pine woodland looking at rolling hills covered in scrubby bushes with thick, spongy leaves and knobby fruit. “Among the exports the first generation found on Shikhari, lump fruit proved to be one of the most valuable.” As a human man wearing a big flat hat watched, Staré moved between the plants, picking the fruit and a few of the largest, low leaves and putting them into separate baskets. The Staré worked in pairs, one picking and the other carrying. “Attempts to mechanize the process of gathering lump fruit have so far been unsuccessful because no AI has thus far been capable of judging the ripeness or to master the task of gathering the fruit without bruising the peel.”
The holo left the workers and moved to a group of humans standing around a machine that was pulling fruit off the bushes and placing them into a bin. Even though it seemed to be gentle, when the fruit emerged from the bin in a packing-and-peeling shed, half had begun changing color, turning bright red. The humans shook their heads, frowned, and one woman with a data pad turned marched over to an empty box and kicked it against the wall of the shed before returning to the conveyor belt and making notes on the data pad. “Any bruising releases the enzyme that alters the color of the peel as well as neutralizing the chemicals that make the medicine to combat Philaret’s syndrome.” The pad-like lower leaves, stripped of their thin outer skin, made a wonderful sweet and fatty candied treat. The outer leaf skin also had a use, as the holo showed. A Staré and a human woman sprayed vegetable plants with lump-leaf extract. A wombow waddled up to the plants and started to nibble, then stuck its long tongue out, squealed, and trotted away. Human children also stayed away, although it did not seem to bother the Staré as much.
“Because of the changing policies from Home, Shikhari remains a trade-colony world, not a population colony.” The holo showed men in the dark, close fitting clothes of Home arguing with each other, then a copy of the trade charter and a stack of text files. The holo ended and the students took off their glasses as Miss Nimmima stood in the front of the room. “You will study the full economic story of Shikhari next term, along with the history of faster-than-light travel and other more advanced topics.” She looked at all the students. “Remember that the comprehension measurement is tomorrow and plan accordingly.” A chime sounded but no one moved. She smiled. “Good. You are dismissed.”
A small stampede followed the flurry of grabbing bags and readers and viewers. Rigi lagged behind her classmates, letting Benin and his crew get ahead of her. And she wanted to see if Tomás had learned anything. She put her school materials away and went out the side door to find him waiting in the shade. The contrast between shade and sun wasn’t as bright as usual, and she looked up. The sky seemed pale. “I think they are the first of the cool-season clouds,” Tomás said. “We’re about to start that section in science class.”
“It’s the right time for them.” She waited until they had left the school grounds and found Mar and Preena, their watchers, before she asked, “Did you get permission?”
“Yes. Tomorrow, after school. Father’s going to speak to your father to confirm, but I have permission for both of us, as long as we behave.”
“What is this, Master Tomás?” Mar inquired after looking to Preena for permission. Preena outranked Mar, upper third Stamm to upper fourth, but Mar had paternal connections to a second Stamm lineage, making things a touch complicated.
“Tomorrow Tankutshishin will be reciting the origin story in the forecourt of the House of Refuge, Mar, and I obtained permission from my father and from the Guardian for Rigi and I to attend as listeners.”
Preena gave off a puff of //pleased-proud,// while Mar released //surprised/mild concern.// “I’ll dress properly and I don’t have any tests the next day, Mar,” Rigi assured her governess.
“If you are with Tomás and he has permission, as do you, then it is allowed,” puff of general agreement.

“A BREAK, PLEASE,” Uncle Eb said, and Mister De Groet stopped his machine. Shona had appeared with tall rock-cut glasses of spicy tea. Rigi excused herself for a moment, returned, and sipped the very welcome hot drink. It soothed her throat and smelled like good feelings and comfort.
“Miss Auriga, before you go on, were you able to understand the recitation?” Mr. De Groet asked.
“Yes, sir, almost all of it. I probably missed a few details, but you see, everyone echoed Tankutshishin’s scents, and he used spoken word as well, general Stamm speech because of the open gathering.”
De Groet blinked and stared at her, his mouth a little open. “You heard a first Stamm in person reciting? That, that’s wonderful! Someday I’d like to ask about that, but not now,” he assured her as her father and Uncle Eb leaned forward as if to argue. “So, if you are ready to continue, Miss Auriga?”
“Yes, sir.”
The next afternoon Rigi left her school bag at school and carried only a small personal bag with her as she and Tomás walked away opposite the usual flow of students and parents or watchers. The clouds of the day before lingered in the sky, confirming that the cool season would begin soon, bringing torrential rains and even heavy snows in the southern highlands. Those humans who could moved north into the hills and away from the floods and the worst of the storms, at least for the first two months of the cool. Rigi noticed that Tomás was wearing the formal version of their school uniform, but without the badge. She’d worn a dark grown-up dress that covered her to her knees, a white scarf, and Mar had touched her with a bit of scent that marked her as coming from a good lineage. Tomás did not have scent, but he was male, and their scents tended to be so strong as to overwhelm everyone around them if they were not careful. Not having a scent meant that he was still too young to have Stamm.
They walked up the guide path for almost a kilometer and a half before reaching the House of Refuge. Staré were filing into the great forecourt and Tomás and Rigi joined the flow. They’d both brought shoe-covers and slipped them on before stepping onto the clean-swept blue tiles. A few of the Gateway Guardians sniffed at them, but Rigi and Tomás acted properly respectful and passed inspection. One second-Stamm female pointed to the shaded area off to the side where a group of older youngsters already stood. Rigi hand-bowed and the humans joined the Staré. Soon the scent of expectation and excitement filled the large forecourt. Rigi had only walked past the gateway, not inside the forecourt, and she spent the time looking around the walled-in space. The pale stone walls had been painted with great sweeps of pastels that grew darker as they approached the House of Refuge proper. No human was permitted inside the building, by orders of the governors and the request of the first Stamm. As she looked around, Rigi only saw color, no designs or figures or carvings.
“We’re organized by Stamm” Tomás said quietly. Rigi turned her attention to the crowd and saw that he was right. The pelt colors shifted from very dark in the front rows to pale or even mottled in the rear rows. All wore their best vests and modesty aprons and pouch-covers. The young stood to the side so their view would not be blocked by the taller low Stamm standing or crouching in front of them. Tomás whispered, “Oh, that must be Tankutshishin.”
A male Staré—shorter than Rigi and very broad—had emerged into the sunlight from the doorway to the Refuge. Everyone in the forecourt bowed, forefeet together, and puffed respect and honor. Rigi and Tomás bowed as well, honoring the elder who had given them permission to attend the great recitation. The black-coated Staré raised his forefeet and all sat, crouching on their two-toed hindfeet. Rigi sat cross-legged while Tomás squatted on his heels. “Hear, people of the second world, the story of our coming.” A wave of //attentive// puffed through the courtyard, underlain with something Rigi didn’t recognize. She glanced at Tomás but he looked as puzzled as she felt.
“In the days of long ago, before the time of loss and the shifting of the world, our ancestors lived in a great land, a place of ease and rest, a place of clean scents and life without effort and pain.” //Longing// wafted over the crowd. “Great villages, sweet and clean, surrounded by gardens and gentle flowers, that was where our ancestors dwelled. The creator had blessed them for their faithfulness and their work at improving the world. Beautiful tall white buildings and ever-clean streets filled with people, so many people, all well fed all living in harmony, a world without Stamm or birth star. The creator gave it to the people, and they tended it for the creator. The oldest memories hold that some people flew higher than the birds, and others could speak across distances, the wind carrying word and scent as the creator granted.” A sigh of pleasure came from the crowd at the vision. It sounded like a wonderful place, Rigi thought, trying to imagine it.
The dark figure continued, “But all was not well, although the people did not understand or sniff the danger. A few in the great villages began to take their ease, to stop doing the creator’s work. For so long their bellies had been full whenever they desired, they had mated with any who caught their fancy, they lived clean and warm at all times of the year. The creation gave them everything without cost, or so they dreamed. They became heedless, taking for forever what their ancestors had known was temporary. But all remained sweet and proper, their young grew up strong and healthy, food came always, in or out of season, and none died of pain or labor. Or so it seemed in the cities.”
A hint of //uncertainty// scent tickled Rigi’s nose. “Those living away, in the smallest of places, still labored. They lived with their beasts and bowed to the creator’s will, cool and warm, wet and dry. Although they wanted the comfort of the great villages, they did not long for such things. And for this reason the people of ease began to look down on the outside people, to ignore the ones who worked. The self-moving tools of the creator labored, not the people, or so the great villagers came to believe. Not all.” Tankutshishin raised a forefoot and caution-no-rush echoed from the listeners. “Not all, and some warned that the self-moving tools and other things did not move without the effort the creator desired.
“And then, one day, at the end of the cool, a warning came. Shadows swept across the first world, black shadows across the great villages, like giant birds but bigger still. The people saw and wondered. What were these things? Had the shadows come from the creator? Or were they just a new beast a few great villages had developed, as some had whispered.” Rigi had a mental picture of a terror bird that could fly and her heart began racing. That would be really scary, really really scary. “No one knew what they might be or what they meant, although a few people wondered if they were a warning. But a warning of what?”
The first Stamm elder raised his forefeet again. “The mysterious birds disappeared and life continued as before in the great clean white villages. Until the creator grew impatient with the lazy and the ungrateful, and turned over the world.” He stopped. Everyone leaned forward, listening and sniffing intently.
Rigi and Tomás clasped hands as Tankutshishin said, “Fire erupted from the ground, fire and shaking. First the great cities disappeared, swallowed into the land, taking the people with them. Buildings, walls, gardens, self-moving tools, everything vanished, sucked down, down into the dirt and rock. Rock took their place and it was as if nothing had ever been there. Fire erupted again, devouring the smaller places—anywhere groups of people lived. Some tried to flee, but if more than a forefoot-full gathered, the ground opened and swallowed them.
“The ground shook, all of the old world shook and darkness covered everything. Water rushed into new places and left old places. The few remaining people cowered, hiding deep in the forests or in a cave, or so the memories say. Of the cave people, no one knows. The forest people emerged only slowly, after the ground stopped turning over and the fires faded away. The creator had remade the world.
“A new world grew from the soil, animals returned and new animals appeared, new birds stalked the land or moved into places they had not lived before, and still the people waited, deep in the forests, watching for a sign. Those who had seen the first world and passed their memories along were first Stamm, the wise. Their children, some of them, strong and clever but not so wise, became the founders of the second Stamm.” Tankutshishin paused, looked at the silent, scentless crowd, then resumed the tale.
“At last one of the first of the first Stamm and two males of the second Stamm emerged from the forest to look at the new world. A message from the creator waited, warning that they must not take for gifts that which should be earned, nor assume that a gift once given would be forever repeated. They took the word back to the people. They had hidden so long and so well that they now resembled forest shadows, dark and small, but they remembered. From them came the second Stamm, not so dark because they ventured out into the edges and borders, looking at the new world. They were not so wise as the elders, those who survived the transition of the world, but they knew how to live and were canny, brave and careful.” A mixture of scents, //respect,// //acknowledgment,// and //agreement// tickled Rigi’s nose. The lower Stamm listeners bowed as they crouched, honoring the first and second Stamme.
“And so the new world came into being, and the people have lived, mindful of the duty to the creation and careful to appreciate gifts.” Tankutshishin lowered his forefeet and crouched. Everyone bowed and a scent of //understanding/gratitude,// like a warm blanket on a cold night or Rigi’s mother’s and father’s hugs, filled the forecourt.
Rigi looked around and blinked. Shadows darkened the entire forecourt. Several hours had passed since she and Tomás entered the courtyard. No wonder her rump and feet felt numb. The people waited for the higher Stamm members to stand and start to leave before getting up. Several of the young Staré helped Rigi unfold her stiff legs and stand. Tomás looked a little smug, at least until he staggered and rubbed the back of his leg. She stuck her tongue out at him, just a little. She didn’t want to get in trouble with the adults. After the fourth Stamm began to leave Rigi and Tomás joined the flow out the gate, removed their shoe covers, and started walking toward the school building. After two street crossings Tomás pointed and they trotted ahead to where his father waited. Major Prananda was easy to spot—only officers stood as straight as he did, and his unusual pale hair and eyes and dark skin belonged to only one human on Shikhari. Rigi had heard Mar wondering once if one of the major’s parents had been out-Stamm. Rigi assumed his parents had paid for a genetic twist, back before they became illegal.
Rigi finished the last of her tea and said, “And that’s how things were. The school term finished and we came to the hills when the cool season began, and then we found the ruins and we guessed they were important because of the story. Tomás found them, actually, but he asked me to come see and make certain of what he thought he’d found, and because his m-mule broke down and he wasn’t allowed out on his own and because Preena had retired.”
Her father held up a hand and Mr. De Groet stopped the recording. “Rigi, do you feel like finishing the story after another little break? If not we can finish tomorrow.”
She thought for a bit. “I’d like to finish today, sir, while it is fresh, if it is not too much trouble.”
“It is no trouble at all, Miss Auriga,” Mr. De Groet assured her.
Rigi went inside to use the necessary again. Lyria grabbed her as she came out. “What’s going on? What are you doing out there? Mother won’t let me go out because she says I’ll interrupt.”
“Uncle Eb’s friend wanted to know about some things Tomás and I saw one day, and I’m telling the story. Father said to.”
“What things you saw?” Lyria shook her younger sister.
“The wall. Uncle Eb thinks it might be a really interesting new kind of rock formation,” Rigi lied. She didn’t want Lyria asking more questions or telling people about what Tomás and Rigi had found until Uncle Eb gave her permission. “I need to go finish.”
Lyria shook her again, then let go. “You still have chores. Mother says.”
Rigi nodded and zipped away before her sister changed her mind. As she started to open the verandah door, she waited, watching Shona refilling the tea warmer and setting out a plate of little nibbles. Her stomach grumbled a bit. Uncle Eb and her father helped themselves and she heard Mr. De Groet say, “You don’t understand. I don’t think any human has been allowed to listen to a recitation and has understood so much before! That alone is amazing.”
“Actually, I have, as has Ebenezer,” her father replied. “Not understood as much, no, but we were outside the gates and our noses are not as good as Rigi’s.”
Uncle Eb made a slightly rude sound. “As good, just trained for other things. She wouldn’t recognize a hull seal leak or ekrat gas, not until they killed her. You and I can’t read pheromones as well as the youngsters do, but we don’t need to.”
“Point.” Rigi waited but when no one said anything more, she opened the door and rejoined the three adults. The tea tasted a little sweeter, and Shona had made spicy little meat bites in pastry cups. He only made those when he was very happy. The dough turned tough if he were not in a good temper.
After she finished her nibble and most of her tea, Mr. De Groet started the recorder again.
Tomás had come to visit, accompanied by no one. That had surprised Rigi’s mother. “I’m too old, Mrs. Bernardi. Preena retired to work with younger children because she says that I am of the age of judgment. She’s high third Stamm.”
“Ah. All is now clear. Certainly, come in and be welcome.” Rigi had been peering down the stairs, watching. “Auriga, please come down.” She did as asked. “Auriga, Tomás has come to ask if you would like to go look at a garden with him.” Tomás gave a quick wink, a hint that the garden might not be quite what Mrs. deStella-Bernardi thought it was. Her mother’s tone suggested that going out would be a good idea. The fight with her older sister two hours before might have had something to do with it.
“I would be pleased to go with you, Tomás. Mother, may I go?”
“Yes, after you change into warmer things. It’s not scheduled to rain for another few hours, and then it will be light.” Rigi hurried up and pulled on heavier leggings and a sturdy dress, then put on good stout shoes and a coat she’d inherited from Lyria. After a moment she tucked her little sketchpad and pencil into a pocket and came back down the stairs at a more ladylike pace. Her mother had no patience with children who clomped.
Mar inspected Rigi before opening the door. Tomás and Rigi hurried out, and Tomás led the way as if they were going to the main part of Keralita, then he cut off into the woods. Rigi followed, trusting him to explain later. He was almost fourteen, after all, and two and a half school levels ahead of her. And his father would take steps if Tomás misbehaved, or so Rigi had heard her father say, with some approval, “Unlike that Benin boy’s father.” Once the woods shifted to true forest, Tomás stopped.
“Promise you won’t tell your parents what you see?”
“Why? Is it something wrong, like when Assia stole the fruit from the governor’s tree?” That tree was supposed to be for everyone to look at and enjoy, and she’d broken a branch trying to get to some of the still-unripe fruit. Her mother had apologized profusely and had disciplined Assia, then made her apologize during a school assembly. Rigi wanted no part in that sort of thing.
“No, it’s something strange looking, and I don’t want adults trampling through it and making a mess before someone smart looks at it. Usually I just bring my m-mule, but father says I can’t go by myself until it’s repaired.”
Rigi felt unhappy about taking second place to an m-mule. Then she realized that Tomás had asked her and not an adult, meaning that he trusted her. And she’d read about what happened when careless people did things without thinking and accidentally destroyed important stuff. “Oh, like in that book about xenoarchaeology and how the colonists carted off half that carved cliff before the xenoarchaeologists could image it?”
“Exactly like.”
“OK, I won’t tell until you say I can, unless something bad happens.”
He nodded and they shook hands. “Fair’s fair.”
Rigi had not been in the true forest before without adults, and it was a little spooky and made her nervous. “Don’t worry about animals, Rigi,” Tomás said. “I have seen nothing bigger than ten kilos, and those are all plant eaters. They don’t like this area for some reason.”
“It’s probably the weather,” Rigi replied after stepping over a large fallen tree limb. “Cool wet in the forest isn’t much fun, and nothing has fruit or nuts yet, does it?”
He held some bushes aside for her. “Not that I’ve seen. I’ll ask Kor. He’d know.” They went a little farther before he held up a hand and she stopped. “What do you see?”
“Forest. A lot of bushes and wait— What’s that black thing? And why are the trees not so thick ahead of us?” She leaned forward, squinted and then leaned back. “That’s a funny looking rock. Is it a rock?”
“I, I don’t know. Come on.” Rigi followed and stared. After checking for snakes, she reached out and touched the shiny black that appeared from under some racer vines. It didn’t feel like normal rock, unless it was the volcano glass, and that didn’t make sense. “If it’s rock, I don’t know where it came from. And see how it goes?” He pointed and she could see that it seemed to curve away from them. “And wait until you see what’s inside!”
His excitement was catching, and Rigi bounced a little. She followed him through a gap in the black stuff, and they went to a big stone standing alone in a clearing. She looked at it, felt it, and walked around it, then poked it with the tip of her pocketknife. “Those patterns. That’s not just the rock. Someone made those, I think. They’re too even on both sides and the lines are really straight. Really, really straight.” But that didn’t make sense. “So who did it? Is it from the Finding? But then it would be in Common, wouldn’t it? Or in Staré, but teacher says Staré isn’t written down.”
“Uncle Eb says that too, so it must be right. I don’t know, Rigi. I think you’re right, it doesn’t look like plain old rock, and someone put it so it would stand up, but I don’t know what it says. The translator bot doesn’t have any matches. Not even neo-Sanskrit or that funny-looking script from Second Persia.”
“May I sketch it, just a quick little sketch?” She didn’t want to steal his rock, and it was his discovery, after all.
“Um, sure.” She pulled out her pocket pad and pencil, and made a quick, rough drawing, blurring the lines of writing. “Call it the name rock. People used to put up rocks to show what was theirs and where the borders were.”
“Name rock. That makes sense.” She initialed it and put the pad away. “Are there more rocks like this?”
“No, but there’s a building. I think it’s a building. Want to see?” Tomás’s brown eyes had a light in them she’d never seen before.
“Yes, please.”
They’d looked at the building without a roof, because it was closer and safer. “This is, Tomás, this is something special.” She scuffed through the dirt and something shiny appeared. Rigi bent over and picked up a piece of something in rainbow colors that seemed to flow as she tipped it back and forth. “This is like a lost city!”
“Or a temple, or something like the House of Refuge. I, Rigi, I think, that is, um, well,” he looked away, hesitant, then looked back and stated, “I think this is related to the story of the first and second world. I don’t know how, or why, but I think it is. I’ve gone through the history files on the Finding—mine and the ones my parents have—and there’s nothing about Capt. DeHaan setting up a memory stone or anything like this. And the trees are all slow growing, and racer vines are fast but not that fast.”
Rigi looked from him to the walls around them and to the thing in her hand. “I, you may be right. I can’t think of anything else, and I don’t recall reading anything yet about a planet that had two sapient species develop, the first disappear completely, and then a new one appeared. And there’s nothing in what I’ve seen about the Finding that talks about a town here. The big five, plus the plant farms, are all there is.”
Tomás nodded. “Yeah, that’s why I think this is related to the first and second world.”
Uncle Eb held up his hand and she stopped. So did the recorder. “Miss Auriga, thank you. I think that is enough for today.”
“I agree,” her father said. “We’ve taken away enough of your day, and you’ve done an excellent job recounting what you and Tomás found. I’m glad to see you remembering your lessons so well. However, I’m curious where you heard about succession of sapient species.”
She didn’t dare give her father a half-truth. “I heard it on Lyria’s edu-holo that she’s been watching, sir.”
“Oh? Has someone been working on her viewer?”
Rigi looked down at her hands resting in her lap. “Um, her friend Owen came to visit and he worked on it because it wasn’t getting a good feed. After he did, she started watching upper age holos about design and textile-dynamics, and xeno-design.”
“Hmm. Anything else?”
She shook her head. “No, sir, just clothing stuff and history of clothing stuff. It’s a little boring.”
Uncle Eb laughed. “Timothy, you have a daughter worth her weight in platinum if she thinks clothes are boring.”
Rigi missed the joke and looked from one man to the other. Her father smiled and rested one hand on her head. “Don’t worry, Rigi, you’ll understand when you are older and your mother starts taking you to dress makers.” He sighed and patted her head. “Thanks be she’s a neo-Traditionalist and not one of the super moderns.”
Uncle Eb leaned forward, serious again. “Miss Auriga, you and Tomás did a very good thing. And I think, just between us four, that Tomás is right, and that the ruins do have something to do with the first and second world. But we won’t talk about it until I’ve done more research, and Mr. De Groet has mapped the site. You did very, very well, Miss Rigi, very well. I’m proud of both of you.”
Her father nodded. “And I think, my little explorer, that it is time to get you an m-dog and teach you how to shoot. Because I can see the itch in you, and you are going to want to explore and go places that are not as free of interesting animals.” Her father sounded both pleased and a little sad.
“An m-dog? Really? Thank you, Father, thank you so much!”
“Hmm, Timothy, maybe clothes would be less expensive in the long run,” Mr. De Groet said as Uncle Eb smiled.
“However,” her father cautioned, “You are not to go wandering off into the forest by yourself, m-dog or no. And beam-shooters are not toys, and your mother has the final say, since you will soon be a young lady.”
“Yes, sir.” An m-dog! It wasn’t as big as an m-mule, but they were fast and could stop a lot of bad things, and only almost-adults had m-dogs.
Uncle Eb tapped the top of the table. “Timothy, idea. Why don’t you share it? That way you can get a higher standard, and it won’t compromise her position with the Staré.”
Her father’s eyes lit up and he slapped the top of the table, making the dish of savories jump. “Capital thought, Eb. We don’t want Miss Rigi growing up too fast, after all.
“Thank you, Rigi, for all your hard work and your effort this afternoon. Mr. De Groet may have some questions later, or Uncle Ebenezer might, after they talk to Tomás, but you’re done for today.”
Rigi stood, curtsied to the three men and went inside. There she found Mar and her mother waiting. “Young lady, I believe that you need a hot soak. What was your father thinking, having you sit out in the damp for so long without a proper coat or leggings on?” Her mother shook her head. “Men.”
Mar put her forefoot on Rigi’s back and steered her toward the stairs. For once Rigi didn’t mind being directed. She was a bit cold, truth be told, and she yawned. Trying to remember everything was hard work, like taking a spot knowledge test in school.
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MAPPING AND AN M-DOG
“It appears we came back perhaps a touch early, dear,” Rigi’s mother said. Rigi looked at Lyria and her sister gave a tiny shake of her head. Don’t make noise, don’t eat too loudly, Mother’s not happy. Their mother, being a neo-Traditionalist, did not believe in raising her voice, especially not at the table. Even so, she managed to let people know precisely how she felt.
Rigi’s father sopped up a bit of spicy sauce with his bread. “I’m inclined to agree, my love, but no one knew there would be a secondary migration this year. Apparently the grasses are greening up better than usual.”
They’d been trapped inside the protective walls and shields of Sogdia for the better part of a week, with warnings not to leave the house unless it was absolutely necessary. Rigi watched part of a holo about the wombeast and kitfeng migration, and everyone knew that the terror birds followed the migration in large numbers. A few terror birds had actually gotten inside the shield at the spaceport and had scared everyone, leading to the stay-home order. They’d eaten one of the Staré guards, a sixth Stamm who had been looking the wrong way, according to Rigi’s father. He had not been able to take her to learn shooting because of the migration. He had not gotten the m-dog yet, either, although from what Rigi understood, m-dogs took longer to build and fit than did m-mules.
“That may well be true,” her mother said. “However, I am not entirely pleased with coming back so early. The girls and I could have stayed at Keralita for at least another two weeks without difficulty.”
“Would that it were so. There are complications I’d prefer not to discuss around the young ladies.”
Her mother pursed her lips but Rigi knew that was the end of the topic. Rigi wondered if it had something to do with what she and Tomás had found. Probably not.
“Father, is it true that Home has put limits on the kinds of fabric and textiles that can be brought to Shikhari?” Lyria had plans for something, Rigi knew.
“Yes, it is, but they apply to military-grade materials and not to basics or luxury fabrics. I hope you are not going to ask for one of those brocade outfits the Minister of Culture on Home was wearing in the fashion holo.” He winked at their mother. Rigi wrinkled her nose and ate more tam. She didn’t care for the purple-grey vegetable. It tasted like bad, old-animal liver smelled, and they already had liver once a week when her father was not home. Rigi had decided that when she was a grown up, she’d not eat tam again unless her only other choice was starvation.
Lyria started to make a face but stopped before her mother complained. “No, Father, not brocade and certainly not like that. It looks too snug and hot for the warm season.” Rigi bit the tip of her tongue to keep from giggling. What Lyria had said when she saw the holo had been far less kind. “Ugh! He looks like a wombow painted to look like a carpet.” Rigi thought Lyria’s description was pretty accurate. Even Mar had been unimpressed, and she thought everything from Home was wonderful.
Rigi wished Benin Shang Petrason would go back to Home. School had not started and he’d already irritated her, trying to pick a fight with Tomás. Benin was already as big as Tomás, maybe even a little taller, but still two years younger. If Tomás fought him, he’d get in trouble for touching a younger student. Rigi thought it unfair since Benin kept trying to start the fight. Lyria said that Pahl was spreading stories about Rigi and Tomás, something that made Rigi laugh. That was so silly. Who wanted a boyfriend? Tomás was too much fun to be around to be a boyfriend. And her mother had firm thoughts about young ladies who spent too much time sighing over boys, thoughts she had already expressed to Lyria at least three times. Maybe Benin would find a girlfriend and leave everyone alone. Or take some of those common-sense pills she’d heard her father muttering under his breath about once.
“Rigi, Uncle Ebenezer sent a message that he’ll have some files for you tomorrow. He would like you to look at them and then return them. You may use my holo and comm if you need to,” her father said, pulling her back from star-wandering.
“Thank you, sir.”
Her mother shook her head. “The governor’s sister, Mrs. Debenadetto? She has some rather odd beliefs about children communicating with adults outside their blood relations.”
“Does she? Should I ask Kay to chaperone Ebenezer so he doesn’t get led astray?” He had a little smile on his face.
Her mother tipped her head to the side and frowned just a touch. “Timothy, that’s not what she means, and I do not think that Ebenezer needs to be led astray. He could find a way to stray in if he were locked inside a three by two cargo box. Kay is such a wonderful soul to try to keep him out of trouble.”
A blend of snow and rain fell the next day. Rigi looked out the transpara-metal windows and gave thanks for heating and for being indoors. As she watched, a wombow cart trundled past. The driver wore so many layers that she couldn’t tell Stamm or sex or species, and the wombow dripped, head hung even lower than usual. Rigi snuggled into her house jacket and waited for Shona to unlock her father’s house office. The cook and guard found the correct key, touched it to the lock, and the door opened. The comm and file-reading equipment turned itself on as well. “Thank you, Shona.”
“You are welcome, Miss Auriga. Be filled of care,” he cautioned, puffing //watchful-wary// and lifting his split upper lip to reveal dangerously sharp and strong teeth. He’d learned Common late, and tended to be very literal the few times he spoke. He had stronger forelimbs than Mar, with longer claws, and a thicker tail. Rigi had seen male Staré tail-fighting, using them as heavy clubs, and had decided that sneaking up on Shona and trying to surprise him would be a bad idea.
“Yes, Shona.”
Rigi sat carefully in her father’s big chair. It made her think of the pictures of the royal throne on Home, large and imposing with strange shapes carved into the dark back and legs. The bottoms of the legs looked like wombeast paws in front and terror-bird talons in back. She opened her small e-pad while she waited until all the system checks had finished, then logged into the family files. A new, large, file flashed for attention and she reached up and patted the projection with one fingertip. The icon wavered and reformed into words.
“Dear Miss Rigi,
“The mapping project has gone better than anticipated. The materials you and Tomás found are highly reflective to surface-top scanning, although not to the standard extra-atmospheric search and documentation techniques. That alone suggests things best saved for more specialized equipment and precise techniques. Mr. De Groet and I have also been consulting with a few natives concerning the location and Kor especially has interesting observations. I prefer not to go into more detail at this time.
Please look at the attached images and give me your impressions of what you see or thing you see. I have asked Tomás to do the same.
I also ask that you not discuss this with others yet. Mr. De Groet, Lexi, Kor, and I are concerned that others’ enthusiasm might overrule their patience and good judgment.
Sincerely,
Uncle Eb”
RIGI NODDED HER AGREEMENT. She tapped the display projection once more and the words changed into a general picture of the ruins, taken from above by a plain visual light imager. As she and Tomás had noticed, not as many trees grew inside the wall as outside, and even the bushes looked a little different, smaller and more scattered. But what was what inside the circle of wall? It took her a moment to find the controls to enlarge and bring the picture closer. She expanded it, finding the Residency first, then the temple. Once she had those she could find the name stone and the gate in the wall, and the “garden.” She stuck her tongue out a little and bit it lightly as she hunted for the right command button. There it was. She tapped the dot and arrow, and the image shifted. Now the “garden” appeared on the top, in the planetary north. “Huh.” The temple, Residency, and name stone formed an equilateral triangle. She looked south of the name stone, trying to find anything that might match. Nothing caught her eye.
She tapped for the next image. “Oh!” The image had been taken by something that looked into the top of the dirt, and two more shapes appeared. They matched the residency and temple. To the east and west, long rectangular shapes blocked in the name stone. The garden disappeared in a dark, ragged-shaped area that filled the entire curve of the wall and extended a little farther than the grass above it did. No wonder nothing with big roots grew there, if that was solid. Rigi made a few notes on her e-pad, then moved to the next image.
“Great Caesar’s ghost!” The men had taken big lights into the temple. Carvings and paintings covered the ceiling as well as the walls. Some of them looked like giant wombeasts, another seemed to be a Staré but with a terror-bird head, and a few had to be the colorful birds from the Bataria Archipelago. The ones near the ceiling on the walls had bits of black on them, but most of the colors remained brilliant, far better than what she remembered. Well, the adults had real lights and imaging equipment. Along the bottom of the walls, where she’d never looked because of all the dirt, Uncle Eb and Mr. De Groet had cleaned the floor and she saw a procession of carved wombeasts alternating with people who looked like the Staré but with slightly different faces and ears. They seemed taller and thinner, too, and more had multi-colored pelts. Or it could be moss and that stuff that grew on rocks, what was it?
The floor also had patterns of colored stone in it, and hollow strips. A little note read “possible wooden inlay – note char deposit.” There had been wood that had burned? That was strange. Did that mean the black was carbon deposits? Rigi made a note. But some of it looked like it had splashed onto the stones like a coating, and there was the circular wall with its smooth outside and rough inside.
The last image came from the edge of the garden. Someone had dug a hole in the grass and dirt, and she saw black and red. In the next image, visual light only, Lexi held a portable hand lamp in his forefoot and was shining it down at an angle. The red and black glittered a little, as if they were rough and shiny. Rigi frowned. What was rough and shiny? Something she’d seen, something curved and that her art teacher had—glazed pottery from Ixtok! Rigi made a note and bounced a little. Was it part of a great big tile floor of some kind, like the tiles in the courtyard of the House of Refuge? Ceramics were some of the hardest, most durable things ever made, everyone knew that, and that would explain why no roots had managed to get through it.
Rigi closed the images and called up a clean display. Her father had left his headset activated and she put it on her head, adjusting the recorder a bit for her smaller jaw. She told Uncle Eb what she had seen and thought about the images, suggested that the red and black might be ceramic of some kind, and thanked him for sending the pictures and file. She checked that no other sounds had come through, then sent everything back. Once the system confirmed that Uncle Eb’s file-reader had caught it, she erased the copy in her folder, logged out, erased her e-pad, closed the door, and went to tell Shona that she was finished.
He was in the kitchen, preparing meat to marinate for the evening meal. Rigi liked watching him work and found a corner of the room where she could be out of the way but still see most things. He moved at lightning speed, or so it seemed to her, slicing a slab of light red meat into thin strips with a big cerro-metal knife, then dipping them into a pale gold marinade before laying them in a large ceramic pan. Once all the meat was in, he poured the marinade on top and put the pan into the resting oven. Rigi waited until he finished cleaning the knife and the work surface before speaking. “Shona, I’m finished in Father’s office.”
“Good, Miss Rigi. I will lock once more.” He held his forefeet under the warm-air blower to dry.
“Thank you, Shona.”
Two more days passed before the security guardians lifted the caution and everyone could move around Sogdia, if they wanted to. Rigi wanted to go out but her mother and Mar refused. “The cold and damp will make you sick. Not until I can get you new boots,” her mother said as Mar pushed on the toes of Rigi’s old ones. “You cannot wear your open shoes in this weather, and walking in those will give you blisters.”
“Yes, ma’am.” Behind her mother, Rigi saw Lyria sticking her tongue out at her and mouthing, “I told you so.” Rigi wanted to return the gesture but not with their mother standing in the way. She’d get another scolding about being ladylike and how proper ladies ignored accidental slights and insults. Lyria’s out-stretched tongue struck Rigi as neither ladylike nor accidental, and she stored the memory away. Lyria was already unhappy because their father had re-locked her computer, limiting her access to approved, age-appropriate materials. Rigi wasn’t certain if that was a victory or not.
Two days before school resumed, her mother took them shopping for new clothes. Rigi could wear some of Lyria’s old things, but not all of them. Leggings and shoes came first, and the sales AI recommended getting a size larger, “For grow room, Mesdames.” Mrs. deStella-Bernardi agreed and three pairs of new footwear appeared in the fabricator queue. Rigi was not quite old enough for real leather shoes, “And your school restricts leather to the eighth achievement level and higher, Auriga. These look just as good, and will wear better, provided you slow down and do not scuff. Now, socks,” and a dozen pair of varying thickness joined the queue. “The thick ones are for right now, and then the thinner as you grow. I fear you will be like Aunt Kay and my mother, Auriga, moderately tall with, as they used to say, a good foundation to stand on.”
Lyria giggled and pointed to Rigi’s toes. They poked out of the test sandals for her old size. Rigi put her old shoes on as her mother fussed at Lyria. “Young lady, despite what the current mode is encouraging, there is nothing wrong with being tall and strong. Do not dishonor the Ones who made us as we are by teasing Rigi for what she cannot control. The wheel of fashion will turn again. You do not recall it, but 160 cm and 100 kilos was considered the perfect body type when you were five.” Lyria and Rigi both blinked and stared at each other. Short and so round was in style? Eew, Rigi thought. How could she go through the woods with Tomás or play skip-ball and comet chase if she weighed a hundred kilos?
Two new school dresses and one for worship days finished Rigi’s list. Her school computer and other materials had already passed inspection, and her father had brought home enough other things to keep her and Lyria working for at least a year, if not a decade. Rigi followed her mother and sister into the next shop, then sat on the small waiting bench as they looked at dresses suitable for worship days. Lyria wanted one that drew attention to her chest. Their mother refused. Lyria found another one with a high collar and very tight upper body, in brilliant yellow with orange stripes on the short skirt. “I can wear it with leggings, Mother.”
“No. You will not be able to breathe properly, and that skirt is far too short. Even with leggings. And you know that orange is not appropriate for a young woman of your age. You are not a rainbow nester.”
“Humpf.”
As the older ladies “discussed their differences,” Rigi decided that she liked the plain black dress with deep sapphire trim on the collar and down the front. It looked like something she could sit in for the several hours of worship. Decision made for the future, she counted buttons and fastener knots on the dresses she could see. After reaching three hundred and something, she began looking out the front window and door. People, humans mostly, came and went. This row of shops did not have anything for Staré, and while they were not forbidden, custom kept them to a different part of the district. Rigi liked going there and watching the crafters work, making furniture and garments, and selling sweets and treats. Her favorite dress had come from a Staré shop, made to look like one in an ancient book that her father had liked. Her mother had not complained, but Rigi knew she had doubts about it. Rigi thought it wonderful and had worn it until she could no longer fit her arms into the sleeves. When she was older she’d have another one made.
As she thought and planned, she heard a familiar voice grumbling and growling. “No, Mum I am not wearing that. You can buy it but I will not wear it. I’m a man and men do not wear tunics.”
“You are not a man, you are twelve years old, and you will wear what the school requires.”
“No! It makes me look like a big-foot.” Rigi’s eyes went as wide as they could possibly go. No one used that term in public, not where others could hear you. Benin continued, “I want leather shoes and proper clothes from Home, not this stuff.” He came into her view, walking backwards and shaking his finger at his mother.
“You will have no such thing. Not while you are still growing. Now stop acting like a big-foot’s brat and walk properly. You are a Petrason and a Chin so act like one or I will have your father remind you.”
Benin slumped, turned around, and slouched ahead. His mother, small, pale, and so proper that Rigi wondered if she squeaked when she walked, followed, her head high and nose tipped up a little. She wore the latest mode in brilliant colors, with little mirrors and shiny bits in the fabric of her tunic that glittered and danced in different patterns of light. Holo-projectors on her shoes made her feet look smaller than Rigi’s closed fist. Her mother had once referred to Mrs. Chin-Petrason as “No better than she should be,” a phrase Rigi had only heard her use two other times, and tried to avoid Benin’s mother at parent association gatherings if at all possible. Mrs. Chin-Petrason always seemed more interested in trying to get Tomás’s father to talk to Benin for some reason. Maybe it was a mother thing.
The fabricators had finished making Rigi’s shoes, boots, and leggings by the time her sister and mother had settled on a tunic and skirt that neither of them really liked. Rigi hoped she’d inherit the outfit—she thought it looked perfect, almost as good as her long-lost dress. The three ladies had a little bit to eat and some hot coffee with a splash of cowlee milk. Errands run, they stopped by the place of worship so their mother could leave the monthly offering and see if anyone needed assistance. She found no names on the list for once, and the three sang one of the songs of praise in thanks, then went home.
“Timothy, is something wrong?” Rigi and Lyria blinked to see their father home so early on a work day, especially since he had brought his official vehicle and left it parked in front of the house.
“No, dearest. Miss Rigi’s new friend has arrived and I need to pick her up so we can imprint it properly. The dealer wants it imprinted and paid for as soon as possible.”
Lyria bounced up and down on her toes. “What new friend, Father? Can I come too, please?”
“No. Only two people can be there, Auriga and I. You’ll understand this evening.” Her father’s tone warned that Lyria should not push. Instead Lyria sulked and pouted as Rigi quickly changed into play clothes and put on her new boots with thick socks. They felt good, very good, and she wiggled her toes during the entire trip to the receiving building at the spaceport. “When we go inside, Rigi, stop at the white mark until I say you can move.”
“Yes, sir.” She tried not to bounce as Jaihu guided the small flitter through the rainy misty air to the entry path for the spaceport. Big cargo transports crawled along the roads and rail-path below. It looked a little like a tree with roots feeding into the trunk, all the routes meeting at the spaceport. The big cargo movers grumbled along on treads, traveling ten or fifteen kilometers per hour from the loading sheds to the spaceport. Once a week a trans-system ship entered orbit and sent its cargo drones down to unload and reload. Passenger ships came through at most once a month, or so teacher had said. Rigi wondered why people couldn’t travel with cargo, but had not asked. That would probably be covered this term. A few passenger flitters darted in and out, many with trade company markings on them. Jaihu directed the flitter to a building at the end of the cargo-opening row and parked so lightly that Rigi never felt the landing feet touch.
“Well done!” her father said, smiling.
“Thank you, Jaihu,” Rigi added with her own smile once she got out.
The dark grey Staré gave her a hand-bow. “You are most welcome, Miss Auriga.”
Her father put his hand on her back and steered her toward a white door in the side of the pale brown building. She waited as the scanner confirmed his identity and opened the entry, then stepped inside. She could see a faint glowing line and stopped just short of it, waiting as he’d told her to. “Good. You will see a single light come on, and something move. Do not cross that line until Mr. Smith and I call for you. The m-dog is dangerous until the full imprint process is finished and I do not want you to interrupt the program by accident. He will attack you, and I will not be able to stop him.”
“Yes, sir.” The skin of her back and neck shivered without her meaning to, and her heart began to beat a little faster. Rigi wiped her hands on her coat and tried not to breathe too loudly.
He called, “Smith, is it ready?”
“Affirm, Timothy, come forward to the edge of the light cone.” A triangle of light appeared in the middle of the floor. As her father walked to it, Rigi saw a dark lump inside the light, and thought she saw a man in the black beyond the brightness. “Stop there. Step a little to the left, yes, so you are in a direct line with its optical sensors. Good. As soon as you see a red flare in the optical spheres, step forward one pace. Ready.”
“Ready.”
The stranger counted to four, then recited a long string of sounds that made no sense to Rigi. When he finished, she held her breath as her father hesitated, then stepped forward one pace. Part of the lump moved, swinging up, then tipping as if to look at her father. He stood still as the angular black and grey moved up and down, like the size scanner in a bulk clothing store. Two pieces of metal slid across the floor, scraping the hard perma-crete surface. More of the shape lifted up. More scraping and the entire m-dog stood facing her father. He had not moved. The machine took a step, wiggled its body a little as if trying to balance, one hind-foot moved, then a forefoot, and the other hind foot. It circled around her father. Nothing happened. The front of the angular piece opened and she saw light shine off polished metal. It closed again. A voice synthesizer said in Standard, “Identify.”
“Bernardi, Timothy, secondary.”
“Bernardi, Timothy, secondary. Confirm.”
He recited some numbers.
“Secondary confirmed and logged. Initiate primary.”
Her father turned and waved for Rigi. She walked to him on her tip-toes, trying not to make a sound. The m-dog turned and “looked” at her anyway. The optical registers had red lines dancing in their middles. It scared her and she wanted to run. But you never ran from an m-dog, never ever unless you’d programmed it to play and the handler gave you permission. Every child learned that. Her father held up his hand as she reached the edge of the light and she stopped. He beckoned her with two fingers and she took a small step forward, just into the light.
“Identify.” The m-dog “looked” her up and down.
Rigi’s throat closed and she started to cough, then caught herself. She swallowed hard. “Bernardi, Auriga, called Rigi, primary.”
Her father nodded as the m-dog said, “Bernardi, Auriga, Rigi, primary. Confirm.”
What should she say? She started to panic. Her father shook his head a little and mouthed something. What was it? He mouthed it again and looked a little concerned. That was it!
“One, one, two, three, five, eight, thirteen, twenty-one.”
“Primary confirmed and logged.”
The stranger called another string of syllables, then said, “Initialization complete.”
The m-dog tipped his head to the side. “Rigi, confirm initialization complete?”
“Confirm initialization complete.”
Something pinged, then chirped, and the m-dog made a bark-like noise and its tail wagged. Rigi’s father and Mr. Smith both sighed and her father’s shoulders drooped a little. “You can pet it now, Rigi.”
She walked up to the m-dog. It was huge! His shoulders came to just above her waist, as big as some m-mules. The head looked as big as hers. She reached forward slowly, her hand shaking. She touched the dark surface on the top of his head, between the optical sensors. It looked like flat-finished metal but felt smooth and almost soft. She stroked it again. The dog’s tail wagged a little. She stroked more firmly and said, “Good dog.” More wagging. “Does he have a name?”
“His files call him Aurelius, but that may be too close to your own name, Miss Rigi,” Smith said. “You might want another one. The more you use it, the more quickly he will answer to it.” Rigi walked around the m-dog, looking at it. He wasn’t really black, but a dark black-brown, soft and comfortable to the touch like his head. The metal joints of his legs had been finished as bare metal, and she remembered reading something about m-animals having to have a certain amount of them bare so people could not confuse them for living animals. A picture from one of her religion study files came to mind, of a man with a shiny bare head wearing a dark brown garment. What was his name? Frank? No Francis, that was it. But the m-dog did not look quite like a Francis. “Martinus,” she heard her voice saying. Yes, he looked like Martinus sounded, round in places and heavy, serious mostly. “Your name is Martinus.”
“Good choice,” Smith told her, smiling and nodding. He turned back to her father and said something very quietly. Rigi ignored the adults as she petted Martinus.
“You look like a Martinus so I name you Martinus.”
“Weef,” and he nodded.
“Dogs say woof, Martinus.”
“Weef!”
“Woof!”
“Weef waff!”
“Woof! Woof woof woof.” She corrected.
“Wooeef?” The head tipped to the side as if asking it that was right.
Oh well, it was close. Rigi petted his head. “Wooeef. Good dog.”
Her father cleared his throat and she looked up. He had a large box of things, including what looked like a power cable and leash hanging out of it. “Time to go home, Rigi. Don’t worry about him with the family. As long as you tell him a person is approved, he will leave them alone. I’ll explain what to do in other cases later, once you finish bonding.”
Mr. Smith explained. “You bond by playing with him, taking him for walks, and just being with him for the next day or so. He weighs about a hundred kilos, so don’t let him get in bed with you, or sit on furniture.”
“Or sit on you, Rigi,” her father chuckled. “Come along Rigi, Martinus.”
The m-dog wagged his tail again and followed her and her father out to the flitter. “This is my new m-dog, Jaihu,” She told the driver as Martinus scanned him, then nodded twice and wagged a little.
“Very good, Miss Rigi. What is his mass?”
“One hundred kilos.”
“Thank you.” He entered the information into the power regulator system as she and Martinus climbed in. He lay down on the floor and she started to set her feet on his back, but decided that would be rude. And she didn’t know if he was water and dirt proof.
That evening she plugged Martinus in to fully charge, then went with her father into the front room, the company room. She felt very grown-up as he presented her with the m-dog’s leash, manuals, care pack, and basic repair kit. “Now, Rigi, you will see that there is an appendix to the manual, one that is for you and me alone.” He looked her in the eyes, talking the same way he talked to adults. “You need to do two things. First, you need to give Martinus an emergency name, one that only you and I know. When you use that name, it will tell him that the situation is so serious that you are in grave danger and that he is to be ready to attack anyone or anything you command him to attack. Once he starts moving, you cannot call him back until he has stopped the danger, one way or another. You will never, ever use that name for fun, never use him to scare anyone. Am I clear?”
She nodded, equally serious and a little shivery. “Yes, Father. He is not a toy or a play ‘bot.”
“That’s right. If you have him attack someone without very, very good cause, you will be in a great deal of trouble because you have committed as much of a crime as if you went after the person yourself. Martinus is considered part of you by the law courts. Only if you think your life is in danger should you even consider using his emergency name.
“Here is the second thing. Martinus has a secret. Inside his body is a beam-shooter.”
Rigi blinked. “Oh, like the one in Uncle Eb’s m-mule!” As soon as she said it she realized her mistake and clapped her hands over her mouth.
Instead of being angry, her father just nodded and smiled a tiny bit, raising one eyebrow a touch. “I’d wondered about that. You are not in trouble for accidentally telling me, Rigi. But do not let anyone else know. He will explain why, he or Major Parananda will, at some time in the future. So yes, there is a beam-shooter, probably smaller, as you would expect. The manual tells you about it. Again, do not ask Martinus to use it unless you are serious, as serious as this.”
He stood, went over to one of the cabinets of print-books and art, and did something she couldn’t quite see. Part of the bottom of the cabinet swung out toward her and he removed a pair of flat black cases with handles on top. He brought them over and set them on the low table in front of her chair. “Open the bigger one first.”
It held a beam-shooter. A long-barreled one, in pieces, and she felt her mouth hanging open. “That is a beam-rifle. It is for dangers that are at some distance from you, and for hunting.” He rested his hand on the smaller case. “This is a personal beam-shooter. You cannot carry it yet. You are too young. If we ever go out into the wild lands, then I will see about getting an exemption for you to carry it as a spare. In the wild lands, you carry the rifle. I will teach you how to shoot it. No,” he sat back down in the chair. “Your mother will teach you the basics. She’s much better at the fundamentals than I am.”
“M—Mother can shoot?”
“Very well, better than about half the men I’ve watched. She’s patient and careful, but still fast, or was. It’s been a while.”
Rigi blinked. Everyone said that neo-Traditionalist women depended on their husbands for everything, including protection. But her father never lied. Rigi felt very confused, and decided that maybe this once everyone was wrong. “Does Mother hunt?”
“She could if she wanted to, but she’s never wanted to that I know of. I think, just between us, she doesn’t want to have to clean the insides out of an animal she killed. It’s a bit messy.”
Rigi wrinkled her nose. Her mother did not care for messes. She looked at the rifle and then closed the case and latched it. Her father showed her how to store the weapons and hide them. “It is not that I do not trust Mar and Shona or your sister, Rigi. But there are people who say your mother and I should not have weapons, and some who would worry that we have weapons in a house with young ladies.”
Like Mrs. Debenadetto, Rigi thought. If she thought Rigi and Tomás should not be around Uncle Eb, then she would be very unhappy to know that Rigi had a beam-shooter. “Um, Father, do I need to keep Martinus secret?”
He chuckled and rested his hand on her head. “No, not at all. Don’t brag about having an m-dog, but he’s a bit hard to hide. You can’t disguise him as, oh a bush in the garden or a piece of furniture. If people ask say yes, he belongs to the family. Which is true.”
“Yes, sir.” She looked at the bottom of the shelves and considered names. “Father, for Martinus. How about Lothar for his emergency name?”
His eyes narrowed and he gave her a hard look. “Do you know anyone by that name?”
“No, sir. I think it means someone who makes musical instruments in a shop instead of fabrication station.” She’d read it in a school file about the old days, before fabricators.
His face relaxed and he smiled. “Close. That is a ‘luthier.’ But Lothar will work. The manual will tell you how to set Lothar as the emergency name. If you ever find out that someone you know or might be around frequently has that name, you will need to change it. Clear?”
Rigi considered what the problem might be. No, calling to someone and accidentally setting her m-dog off would not be a good thing. “Clear, sir.” She hugged him. “Thank you.”
He hugged her back. “You are welcome. Oh, you are getting so grown-up Rigi. But not too grown up.” He let her go. “Now. Check Martinus’s charger and batteries, and then to bed.”
She sighed. So much for staying up with the m-dog and playing with him. “Yes, sir.”
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SCHOOL AND SUMMER PLANS
“Out of my chair, teeny-tiny,” Pahl ordered. The smaller boy looked up at Pahl, Benin, and the others and slid out of the chair, then crept to a different table. So much for hoping that the boys would change during cool-season break, Rigi grumbled. She looked for the teacher and saw the man watching without doing anything. That wasn’t right! He was an adult, he was supposed to protect the smaller students.
Clara-Marie leaned over and whispered, “He had a meeting with Mr. Petrason. Now he’s scared of Benin.”
Rigi clenched her fists under the table. “That’s not right.”
“Right doesn’t matter, not to Mr. Petrason, or so my brother says.”
The teacher adjusted the room display, then cleared his throat. He looked as if he weighed less than Rigi did. Martinus could probably carry him around. “Ahem. We are starting with the history of the human interplanetary kingdom and the Outworld Trading Company Limited, or OWTCLTD. Today is an overview, and then we will go into more detail. Now then. We have to go back six hundred years, to the first development of near-light transportation.”
Rigi made a note on the file that had appeared on the top of the table. A map also appeared, showing Home and the closest three inhabited worlds, with a little tag stating that the image was not to scale. A loud voice whined, “Just start the holo already.”
The teacher took a deep breath and straightened up. He really was tall and thin. “There is no holo for this class, Mister Petrovich. I teach it, not the computer.” The students all looked at each other, then back at the teacher. No one taught low level students—everything was holo. Rigi decided that she’d better pay close attention, in case the class was not recorded for review.
“As I was saying, six hundred years, to the discovery of near-light and faster than light transportation. Because this is a history class and not technology, I will not bore you with the mathematics and second tier trans-light physics necessary to explain how FTL works. What you do need to know is that one, humans tried several slower ways to explore and settle before discovering FTL, two, the wormhole is a late discovery and three, that FTL communications have always been difficult. Much more difficult and expensive than shipping things or moving people.” He smiled. “The last fact is good if you want to be left alone. It is not so good if you are trying to give instructions or tell someone to stop.”
“That’s why they always sent the wierdos out first, like the neo-Trads,” Pahl whispered, loud enough for everyone to hear. Benin, Tarkio, and the others snickered, and a few of the girls and younger students did too. Rigi felt her face burning and had to remind herself that ladies did not throw their styluses at rude people.
“No, sir, in the case you specified, it was learned early on that people with strong belief systems and the ability to work together for a group goal without requiring governmental supervision were among the best early settlers. A large number of engineers, physicians, astrogation specialists, terra-forming, and other critical professions came from neoTraditionalist backgrounds. Your observation is correct, but your reasoning was in error.” The teacher made a note on his e-pad and pushed on the side of the pad. The map of systems on Rigi’s work surface grew by two. “The first five colony worlds were developed and settled before wormhole-use technology had been developed. Several techniques, ranging from generation ships to population banks, were tried. The truly amazing part of this feat of exploration and settlement was that only one of the five colonies failed completely. NovoTerra, the third world settled, proved to be the first failure.” He stopped.
The students waited. He stayed quiet. They started to rustle. Rigi glanced around to see if anyone was hearing something or writing something, and Clara-Marie and Theo looked back at her, both puzzled. Finally, someone asked, “Um, sir, what happened?”
“What do you think happened?”
He was supposed to answer questions, not ask them back! Rigi stared at her work surface, frowning. “Um, the settlement ships crashed?” a voice asked.
“That’s one possibility.”
“Someone got the terraforming wrong?”
“Another good possibility.”
“They sent the wrong kind of colonists?”
The thin man smiled a little. “You’re getting closer.”
“It was the wrong kind of planet?”
Benin snorted. “There is no wrong kind of planet, dummy.”
“Not correct, Mr. Petrason,” the teacher said. “Of the fifteen thousand planets located thus far that might be capable of supporting human life, twenty have proved potentially viable. Closer inspection found that four of those would not work, and NovoTerra was the first one we encountered. Imagine, if you will, stepping out of the colony ship to look at your new home. It has lush plants that resemble those of Earth, and breathable air. The water seems pure, and early tests did not find anything truly dangerous to human life, so long as the proper precautions were followed. Teasing large animals has never been wise, no matter what planet one resides on.” He smiled and shook his head a little, as if at a joke. “You start farming, building shelters, exploring, and eating the native plants that have been tested and found edible.” His smile faded away.
“But something does not quite work. The crops you plant in the soil grow far more slowly than they should, and they are weak. As your supplies begin to run out, you eat more of the local plants. They taste good, and have the nutrients you need. Even so, tasks become more difficult. It feels as if gravity has grown stronger, and the atmosphere is thinner. Heavy physical work soon becomes impossible to do on your own—you need several people to help, even with mechanical assistance. The women no longer give birth. Neither do the animals you brought, those few still alive. The people begin to die next, growing weaker and more listless, eventually fading away and dying.”
Rigi didn’t hear a sound. No styluses scratched or tapped, no one moved. What had happened?
“When the next ship arrived, they found only twenty of the initial group of thousands still alive.”
Rigi gasped and heard others starting to whisper. “That’s not possible!”
“It was possible. The survivors were brought into the newly-arrived ship and given full physical inspections and checks. As soon as they began to eat the rations brought on the ships, they improved.” The teacher looked around the class. “It had long been theorized that somewhere, perhaps in our own universe or even galaxy, there might be a place where certain amino acids and other molecules developed in the reverse of on Earth. No one expected to find such a place, especially not so fast. The human, the Terran, body cannot use the chemicals of the plants and animals because we developed for the Earth version. The planet had not been truly terraformed, and no one thought to do a detailed molecular study of the world. Now we do. Those who had come to NovoTerra managed to lift off again and went to Domni.” One of the worlds on Rigi’s map disappeared.
“Until we found and settled Smoky’s Planet, communication could keep up with transportation, more or less, especially on the first three worlds. Transmission only lagged by a few minutes or hours. After Smoky’s Planet, we had reached the limit. Our ships and communications could go no farther without something new.”
Clara-Marie’s hand shot into the air. “Is this when worm-jumps were discovered?”
“Yes, it was. What are worm-jumps? Short version, please,” He smiled again.
She brushed her long hair back from her face. “Displaced mass and energy transfers.”
When Clara-Marie stopped, the teacher wagged his fingers as if pulling something. “A little more detail, please. Not all of us are engineers.”
She blushed. “Um, it goes back to a theory about the existence of little holes in space-time that might allow travel through time. They didn’t quite work like that, and we still don’t know precisely why not, or how they remain stable. But one at a time, a ship can boost itself to near-light, then FTL, and get through to emerge several tens of light-years away. Um, I think five have been found that we can use, and you have to zig-zag a little to get this far.”
“Excellent! A good, understandable summary.” He turned to the rest of the class. “As you can imagine, the first things sent through the wormholes were not people. When the objects and then animals survived and came back undamaged aside from a few debris pits and the usual, humans went through. And we discovered the problem of worm-jumping. Or I should say, two problems.
“First, we do not know where wormholes go until something passes through and then returns. Second, it takes less energy to shift mass than signals. Again, we are not certain why this is so, but communications transmissions through wormholes require special boosting at both ends of the passage. Even small data-capsules containing recorded messages are terribly expensive compared to moving, oh, people, or cows, or lumber and textiles. Unless someone such as the Royal Government is willing to expend phenomenally large amounts of energy, to get a message from Home to Shikhari takes at least two Earth months, the same as any other cargo. Even energy boosted, it is two weeks, or was the last time someone experimented. Wormholes solve a great many problems. They did not solve all problems.”
The dismissal chime sounded. Rigi blinked, then shook a little. Was something wrong? They’d only just started class. She glanced down at her time keeper and stared. No, the class had finished when it should.
She found Tomás waiting outside when she left the building. He drooped a little. “Hi.”
“Hey.”
She waited until they crossed the gates and were away from Benin and the others, then asked, “What’s wrong?”
“I saw some of the twelve-year class taking lunch from a nine-year. I told the monitor, and she says that the nine-year says he gave it to the twelve-years. He did, after they tipped his chair over with him in it. She told me that the supervising administrator had met with Mr. Petrason and to leave it alone because I’m a fourteen-year.” He balled his hands into fists and shook them. “That’s not fair.”
“No, it’s not. They were bothering Tai before class and the teacher didn’t say anything. Clara-Marie said that Mr. Petrason threatened the teacher and so he’s scared of Benin now.” She kicked at one of the puddles and sent water splashing ahead of her.
Mar clicked her claws when she saw them, and wagged one finger. “Miss Rigi, do not kick up water so.”
“Yes, Mar.”
After they’d walked a way, Tomás looked around, lowered his voice, and asked, “Have you heard anything from Uncle Eb?”
“Not for several weeks. Father says good survey work takes time, and that new finds on old sites take less time to record than do completely new things.”
“Like when the army is trying out an improved version versus a new weapon.” Tomás nodded a little. “And Aunt Kay and Mrs. De Groet may have found things for them to do, too.”
Rigi nodded. Two bulk cargo transports rumbled past and she slowed down a little, watching them. “That’s strange.”
“I’ll say. Big things like that are not permitted in this district, Father says.”
Mar put her forefeet on their shoulders. She puffed concern/new/strange. “Let us hurry.” Rigi and Tomás sped up again, walking faster than usual. They didn’t slow down until they turned into the true residential district. Tomás waved and jogged off to his house in the military neighborhood. Rigi and Mar passed three houses belonging to government people, one with lots of flowering plants that made Rigi’s sister sneeze during the warm season, and the strange one that looked like a compressed dirt box that Rigi’s mother said was “neo-pueblo style” whatever that meant. They reached the gate and Rigi opened it, Mar not far behind.
“Wooeef! Wooeef!” Martinus stood on the front porch. Rigi hurried to pet him.
“Woof, woof, Martinus,” she corrected again.
“Wooeef, wooeef!” His tail wagged.
“Speaks m-dog, not dog-dog,” Mar said.
“But I want him to speak dog-dog, like the big guard m-dogs the army has.” Rigi petted his head and looked at the porch floor to see if he’d gotten his paws muddy. The sensor pads on his feet collected mud as badly as Rigi’s first pair of boots had. And Mar and Shona made Rigi clean up after Martinus. No prints appeared, and she relaxed.
“Have school wor—?”
Rigi looked over her shoulder at Mar. The Staré had one forefoot lifted, and stared at the road, her oval, hair-tufted ears pointing forward with dismay. Rigi gulped as a cargo transport crept past the house. “I think we go inside, Mar. Safer.”
“What? Yes.” Mar could no longer pick Rigi up and carry her into the house as easily as she once had, but reached for her anyway. Rigi ducked under her forelegs and ran around to the back of the house, Martinus close behind. Mar followed, and the three entered the back door almost together. Rigi hurried to take off her boots and left them and her raincoat in the first room on the left. She put on house shoes, checked the m-dog’s feet once more, and went up the steps to change out of her school clothes. Then she logged onto the general news to see if there was anything about transports in the wrong place.
No, but there was a note from Uncle Eb. Would she be free to travel this warm-season break with him and Aunt Kay? If so, he would ask her parents for permission for her to come visit. Rigi started to answer, then stopped and saved the message. She’d better ask first. Something cool and heavy pinned her arm to the arm-rest. “Down, Martinus.” She patted his head with her free hand. He made a little snorting sound, puffed air at her, and went to lie on his charging pad. She’d deep-cycled him last week, so he could pad-charge for two more weeks before he needed to deep-cycle again.
The downstairs door opened. Slam! Stomp, stomp, stomp-creak, stomp, stomp. Rigi logged out of the message account and back into the news feed as Lyria stormed into the room and tossed her school bag against the wall. “I am too an adult.”
Not when you act like that, Rigi thought, getting up and leaning a little over the safety rail to see if Mar were coming behind Lyria. She didn’t see Mar, Shona, or their mother, so she turned back around.
Lyria flopped into a chair and pulled off her shoes, tossed them at her bag, and crossed her arms. “I am an adult. It’s not fair and Mrs. Debenadetto needs to leave things alone.”
Rigi sat beside the charging mat, careful not to touch the edge. “I thought she had gone back to NovMerv. Or is the former governor still at Keralita?”
Lyria leaned back and covered her eyes with her hands. “She did, now she’s back here, in Sogdia, and is talking to the school conduct auditors about boys and girls working together and how we might not mean anything but other people won’t understand and she wants me to help her with some project for some of the poor kids. Poor Staré, not humans, since we’re not poor.”
“Which Stamm?”
“Sixth and lower. Wants to help them learn more. Oh, and outStamm as well.” Lyria shook her head. “She knows nothing about the Staré. And that means I can’t walk with Oleg because he leaves before I do.” She lowered her hands and launched out of the chair. “And Mar wants to walk home with me. Why? I’m an adult.”
Rigi decided to change the topic. “Did you see any transports as you came home?”
“Huh?” She twirled around in her sock-feet, like a dancer. “No. Mrs. Debenadetto brought me home by flitter.” She finished spinning. “Why?”
“Two went by the school, and one passed by the house just after Mar and I got home. They’re not supposed to be here, and there’s nothing on the news feed.”
“Neither is that boy Benin, unless you asked him to visit.”
A rock settled into Rigi’s stomach. “No,” she shook her head. “I didn’t ask him. He doesn’t like me. He thinks neoTraditionalists are crazy.”
“Well, he was at the gate. Mar wouldn’t let him in and he looked pretty angry. Where does he live, do you know? Would he want to talk to Mother?”
“I don’t, and I don’t know.” The stone got colder and heavier. Had Benin come to complain to her parents about her? Would he do that?
As she ate lunch the next day, someone jerked her chair up off the floor and tried to tip her out of it. She grabbed under the table with one hand, set down her fork, and clutched the seat of the chair with her other hand. They dropped her.
“Move it, neoBad,” Benin ordered. “Your kind don’t belong here.”
“Go away, Benin. You have the entire room to yourself.”
“You go away, pest. And take your ugly big-foot with you. She thinks she can order humans around.”
Rigi kept her eyes on her plate, in case one of the boys tried to grab it. “She’s fourth Stamm and house guardian. They can direct anyone not of the age of reason.”
“I heard you have a dangerous ‘bot at your house.”
Rigi started to answer but bit her tongue. They did not need to know about Martinus.
“Well, do you?”
She didn’t say anything. The chair moved again and she held on to the table. It didn’t move, but three of the chair legs left the floor and she wrapped her feet around the legs, trying to stay in the seat. They dropped it again and it landed with a loud thump-clank. A big hand reached for her plate and she let go of the table to hold it down.
“Ha, ha, you’re just a stink-shrew, that’s what you are!” The boys left and Rigi bolted the rest of her food, almost choking as she tried to gulp the last bites before they came back.
That afternoon, she was out in the front garden, tossing a ball to Martinus. He caught it in the air, brought it to her, and dropped it on her toe, tail wagging. “Good boy.” She patted his head.
“Wooeef, wooeef.”
A nasty voice called, “You do have a dangerous ‘bot! And it sounds as stupid as you do.” Benin and Tariko stood just outside the gate, pointing and laughing at her.
“He’s not dangerous.” But something about Benin and Tarkio’s faces and how they leaned over the fence bothered her. “Guard,” she whispered to Martinus, resting her hand on his back. His tail went still and the light in his optical orbs flickered, changing from ordinary brown to caution red. He made a funny sound, like gears grinding. More loudly she told the boys, “He just doesn’t like rude people.”
“You saying I’m rude, stink-shrew?” He put one hand on the gate, as if to open it. Rigi dug her fingers into the pad on Martinus’s back. If she let go, he’d do a threat charge to knock her attacker over. She didn’t want him hurting Benin. Or did she? It would stop the boys from bothering her. Martinus tipped back a little, moving his weight to his hand legs as he calculated the distance to the intruder. Benin undid the gate latch and Rigi started to lift her hand.
Whrr beep beep beep Benin and Taiko hurried out of the way of the puff of dust and bits of things as a flitter landed in the road. The door opened and Lyria got out. “Thank you for the transportation, ma’am.”
“It’s no trouble at all, my dear. Tomorrow then.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Martinus, stand down,” Rigi whispered, watching the boys walk away.
Lyria undid the gate, opened it, closed it again, and stopped when she saw Rigi and Martinus. “What’s wrong?”
The m-dog shifted his weight forward again and his eyes returned to brown. “Nothing. I was playing ball-catch with Martinus.”
“Really. Showing him off to the boys? You know father told you not to.”
“I was not showing him off.”
“I bet you were.”
“Was not. I was tossing the ball when they came to the gate. I didn’t know until they yelled at me.”
Lyria looked down her nose, sniffed, and walked around to the back of the house, nose still up in the air. “I was just playing, wasn’t I?”
She heard a quiet, “Wrooo.” Rigi picked up the ball and tossed it a few times. The fun was gone, and the third time Martinus brought it back, she petted his head and led him inside.

THE RAINS FELL LESS and less often, and the sun moved to the south. The warm season, the long dry, had started. Rigi and Martinus stayed behind the house when they played, and if she took him with her on walks, she and Mar avoided main routes. None of the other children dared sit near her at lunch any more, even Clara-Marie. Rigi felt a little sick all the time, as if her stomach never settled down, and she stopped eating as much. Mar took her temperature and decided that she had warm-season wibbles, an ailment of young Staré. Despite Rigi’s protests, her mother gave her approval and Mar dosed Rigi with an herbal tonic. She started acting more lively after that, just to keep from drinking any more of the nasty brew. Her marks in school remained acceptable, but she dreaded getting up and going in the mornings.
“It’s not right,” she told Martinus as she cleaned his cover and polished the metal of his joints. “Benin’s father talks to the other grown-ups and Benin gets to hurt people and scare the youngsters and even the head of the school won’t say anything. The teacher doesn’t, the lunch-room monitor won’t, and now he’s telling people that I’m such a coward that I have to have a dangerous ‘bot with me even to go out in the garden. And no one will accept my invitations or even talk to me anymore. It’s not fair.” She set down the cleaning pad and rested her head on his back. Tears began falling and her throat tightened. “It’s not fair.”
“Wroo.”
“Wah,” she began crying, rolling until her face pressed flat on his back. It wasn’t fair! Even Tomás stayed away from her now. “I wish Benin would just go away. I hate him! I hate him I hate him I hate him it’s not fair!”
A warm human hand touched her back.
“Go away.” She sniffed and kept her face on Martinus. She felt his tail moving.
“What’s the matter, little bit?” Her father pulled her off the m-dog.
“No one at school will talk to me and the boys keep trying to take my lunch and they say Martinus is dangerous and call me a stink shrew and even Tomás doesn’t want to be with me and the teachers can’t stop them and it’s not fair! I hate it. I don’t want to go back to school. Please, sir, let me do home-study, please?” She sobbed into his shoulder. “I’ll be good, and I’ll do more to help Mother and Mar and Shona, and I won’t cause any fuss, please, sir?”
He held and rocked her like he had when she was very little. “I’m sorry, little bit. It’s too late in the year to start home study for you.” He patted her head. “Is it the Petrason boy?”
She sniffed and nodded.
“I wondered, when your sister and Mar said he was hanging around the house. I’ll have a word with his father.”
“Won’t help. His father told everyone to let Benin do what he wants and everyone’s scared of him.”
“Hmm. Well, I am not everyone. And supper is growing cold, and your mother says if you are sick, she’ll have Mar give you more tonic.”
Rigi shook her head as hard as she could. Anything but that!
As she finished her second slice of bread, her father caught her eye. “Rigi, is there something you need to ask me about? Something to do with warm-season break?”
She blinked, then remembered. “Oh, yes. I’m sorry. Sir, ma’am, Uncle Eb asked if I could go traveling with him and Aunt Kay and Tomás for a little while during warm-season break.”
“Do you want to go, Auriga?”
“Yes, ma’am, I do.”
Her father nodded. Her mother set her eating sticks down and tipped her head to the side a little, as if she were thinking. “Will this conflict with any major holy feasts?”
He pursed his lips and looked up for a moment, then shook his head. “None that I can think of, dear. Prime comes just before your end of term examinations, does it not, Rigi?”
She counted weeks on her fingers. “Yes, sir, it does.” Oh dear, that would not be fun. The all night vigils and fasts made her cranky in school.
“It does?” Her mother blinked and counted as well. “Oh dear. Hmm. I think we’d best speak to the Matron and Guide about an exemption for you, and for Lyria. I believe major career endeavors come under the exemptions.”
“They do, dear, especially for the young. Technically, children are exempt until the age of reason, so Rigi should not have to fast unless she wants to.”
Her mother exhaled a little half-sigh and picked up her eating sticks again. “That’s right. I’ll ask about the exemption even so in case someone decides to fuss.”
Lyria had been chewing on her lip and looking more and more worried. “Ah, Mother, Father, is that safe? For Rigi to go with Uncle Eb and Tomás without you?”
“She’ll have Martinus, and Aunt Kay won’t let them stray too far.” Her father smiled. “You know how little nonsense Kay will tolerate.”
“Um, that’s not what, er,” Lyria started to turn red, and stared at her plate. “That is, um, Mrs. Debenadetto says it’s not safe for children to go places without a blood-relative with them. That only blood-kin can be trusted around children.”
“That doesn’t make sense,” Rigi protested. “It was Piri’s mother’s sister who got them into the wreck, and Tadly’s older brother who thought they could cut through the marsh when the bull-cats were—”
“Ahem!” Her mother interrupted. Her face had gone pale, while Rigi’s father seemed to be as red as his waistcoat. “That is not exactly what Mrs. Debenadetto means, Auriga, although you are close. And Lyria, if she in particular voices concerns, point out that Ebenezer is a relative. How we are related is not her concern, but we are related. Kay is related to Tomás on his mother’s side. Absolutely nothing will happen on the trip.”
“Unless Eb tries to cook, you mean,” her father said, winking at her mother.
“I would prefer not to be reminded of that, ah, let us say unfortunate incident.” She shivered a little, sniffed, and returned to her food. Rigi and Lyria looked at each other, eyebrows raised. Rigi gave a little headshake. Don’t ask now, but later, when their mother was not around. Maybe Lexi would know. He knew everything, or almost as much everything as Uncle Eb did.
Things started to look a little brighter in Rigi’s world. And she’d avoided a dose of Mar’s tonic.
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REPORTS AND PLANNING
A week later, Rigi drooped her way home from school to find a large file from uncle Eb waiting in her account. Rigi went downstairs to the kitchen to find Shona between tasks. “Shona, could you please let me into Father’s work room? Uncle Eb sent a very large file.”
Shona wiggled his upper lip for a moment. Then his ears twitched and his eye ridges rose, imitating a human expression. “Yes. Your father caution large thing come for you. So much knowledge is heavy, so use his reader.”
Rigi started to correct his words, then an idea popped up in her mind. Shona was middle third Stamm. “Shona,” she followed him out of the kitchen. “Is all knowledge heavy?”
He stopped and turned to face her, hunkering down to look at her face better. “No, Miss Rigi. Some is very light, drifts through and goes away. Old knowledge, important is heavy, sits and holds down,” he rested his big forefeet on her shoulders and pushed. “Must be strong to carry.” He lifted his forefeet, stood, and let her into the work room.
“Thank you, Shona.” She gave him a hand-bow. He returned the gesture and left her. She logged in and blinked at the enormous file size. “Oh dear.” Rigi decided to read the letter first.
“Dear Miss Rigi,
I hope this finds you well. Do not be afraid of the file. It looks large because it is several parts. The last three are technical reports and soil chemistry and compositional crystallographic studies. Terribly boring. You only want the first part, the general report. Mr. De Groet and I would like you to read it, you and Tomás both, before we start publishing work.”
SHE EXPANDED the symbol and indeed, one small file sat in with several larger ones. Rigi opened it and started reading.
The finished map of the site, now called Stela One, contained a lot more building shapes than just the two that Rigi and Tomás had explored. The wall also had a gate in the place where it looked as if the wall had crumbled. A visual-light image of the location, now cleared of plants, showed bits of carved white stone with black splashed on the outside. The “garden” indeed had once been a red and black pavement of some kind, possibly with patterns in it. Mr. De Groet and Uncle Eb had not fully excavated it, because of concerns about protecting the surface. In addition to the four buildings around the Name Stone, or “stela,” a number of smaller buildings sat in rows at the end of the circle wall opposite the “garden.” They looked like little boxes in a line, some connected, others individual, all below the current surface. Tomás and Rigi had found a town! Or so it looked to her.
She skipped over some technical things and got to a bit about the black polish. “The black surface material on the wall has not been chemically analyzed, pending full documentation and in situ measurement. It is different from that found on the remaining structures within the wall, and appears to be protective. The inner surface shows marks resembling chemical or thermal damage. The black material on the standing buildings consists of thermally altered material, potentially evidence of vitrification or some other extreme thermal event. The preservation of the frescoes and other decorative markings is thus quite remarkable both for their condition and for the sheer fact of existence, if indeed they were exposed to temperatures high enough to melt stone, ceramic, or metals.” Rigi stopped, backed up, read the lines twice more to make certain that she’d understood what the words said, and stared at the screen. Tomás’s and her guess had been right about something splashing, but not about what it might have been. “No attempt was made to determine composition, in part out of concern for the frescoes and other painted surfaces in the proximity of the material, given that it appears to have bonded to the underlying material and possibly to the stones themselves.”
Rigi read on. “The material of the stela comes from a different source than that used in the extant structures. The carving lacks the precision and tightness of the figures on the wall and on the structures. Given the equal weathering, it appears to have been done by a different population group, or with less technically capable tools, in a material of equal hardness. The grain of the stone, while looser than that of the buildings and wall, is not exceedingly rough or large, and shows weathering of exposed surfaces equal to that of the other stone structures, or possibly less. The native rock of the stela is found twelve kilometers away in an outcrop that, upon inspection, shows some signs of quarrying using both advanced techniques and very primitive fire-and-water drilling. See Appendix L for more information on the source site. Given these observations, it is theorized that the stela was erected after the site had been constructed, by different workers, for a thus far unknown purpose.”
Rigi wrinkled her nose. Her writing teacher always said not to use passive verbs. They made the report boring. And too many “maybe” and “perhaps” and “it appears” and “might possibly” phrases did not help. If that was how all xeno-archaeologists wrote, it was a wonder anyone read their files! Oh well, maybe they had to do it that way for some reason, like import forms had to be written a certain way, and all m-animal books followed the same format, down to the kind of pictures.
She sent Uncle Eb a reply with her guess that it was a village or small town of some kind. He answered before she could log off, thanking her, and added that they’d found out what the pale rainbow thing was made of. “You will be surprised. Micah certainly was. Lexi and Kor seemed interested but not surprised. Aunt Kay will be sending your parents details about the mid-warm outing. Love, Uncle Eb.”
Rigi returned the files, cleared her folder, and logged out, then told Shona she had finished. He gestured for her to shoo, because he was busy cutting a quarter wombow into sections for preparation and storage. This time of year they got meat by the quarter animal, along with the three other families in their food-buying group. But that meant someone had to finish butchering the beast. Rigi had been told on several occasions to stay away, for reasons that never made sense. Oh well. She went upstairs and stopped, staring at the chaos. Dresses, leggings, jackets, waistcoats, it looked as if a clothes tree had dropped its leaves. Mar would have a fit if she saw all the clothes tossed around!
Rigi saw some of her favorites in a heap off to one side and stomped over, grabbed them up and piled them onto her bed so she could fold them and put them away again. What was Lyria doing?
“Stop!”
“Stop what? If I don’t fold them properly they’ll wrinkle.”
“I’m giving those away. You’re too old for those.”
Rigi’s jaw dropped until it hit her collar. “When did Mother and Mar give you permission to go through my clothes?”
“They will later, after I show them how much better these are. Now put those back on the floor. My heavens, Rigi, you dress like an eight year, you really do. It’s high time you started looking like a young adult instead of a baby.” Lyria sailed in and reached for the clothes. Rigi threw herself on top of them. “Now stop that. They don’t fit, they’re stained, and you should have given them away at least a year ago. Quit acting like a child.”
“You quit acting like mother when you aren’t. Mother says my clothes need to last until the cool season at least, and they won’t if you get rid of my play clothes and I have to wear school clothes outdoors.”
“Then stop playing outdoors. You are twelve years old Auriga, old enough to act like a lady.” Lyria shook her head and left the room, only to return with an armload of things that she dropped on top of Rigi. “These are far more appropriate.”
Rigi took one look at the first skirt in the pile and made a face. It was too snug. She wouldn’t be able to play or to run. Under the skirt was a top that had no sleeves and that looked tight and stretchy, a bit like what she wore in exercise class. Ick. Rigi burrowed out from under the pile, collected her proper clothes, rolled them into tight bundles and managed to cram them into the storage cubbies under her bed. She inspected a few more of the garments heaped on her bed and made another face. No one wore those colors together.
“Mrs. Debenadetto gave those to you, so you can dress your station and you don’t have to look like a child.”
Rigi looked from the ugly, no-fun clothes to her sister and back. “Did you ask her to get them for me?” Because if she had, Lyria and Rigi would both be in serious trouble with their parents.
“Not exactly. She was asking about your school work and how you got along with the other students. Mrs. Debenadetto says part of why you have been having trouble with your year-mates in because you don’t dress like a twelve-year, and she had these that she’d brought for a niece, but the girl grew too soon and can’t wear them. She gave me some, too. You need to send her a thank-you message. She expects you to wear them tomorrow.”
“No.”
“Yes.”
“No.”
“Yes, you will wear them.”
“No I will not.” Rigi crossed her arms and glared up at Lyria. “No, they are uncomfortable looking. No, because Mother will not let me go out without sleeves. No, because they are not part of the school uniform. No.”
“Yes you will if I have to dress you by force!” Lyria reached for Rigi. She didn’t wait to see what her older sister intended, and ducked low, ran past her, almost fell when she slipped on more clothes, and pelted down the steps. She skidded to the end of the steps, used the bannister to sling around like a satellite, and—
“Young lady what is going on? Is the house on fire?” Her mother handed Mar two shopping bags and planted her hands on her hips.
“You come back this instant and put on the clothes and write to Mrs. Debenadetto,” Lyria yelled, pounding after her sister. “She went to all the trouble to send those home with me and—”
“What—Are—You—Wearing Lyria Maria Stella Bernardi?” Her mother pushed Rigi out of the way and grabbed Lyria as Mar dropped the bags and emitted a wave of //upset/dismay/bad/rude// that brought Shona out of the kitchen with a knife in his forefoot.
Rigi hadn’t really looked at her sister that closely. Now she did, and she gasped, covering her mouth with her hands to keep from saying those words her father and Shona sometimes used. Lyria had on a very tight bright green knit top that exposed a lot of her chest, snug red leggings that did not meet the bottom of her top, and a tiny yellow skirt over the leggings. The skirt did not fully cover what skirts were supposed to cover. Rigi heard her voice saying, “You look like one of those women that work down by the spaceport that Mrs. deHaan says are no better than they ought to be.”
Whap! Mar’s broad, firm forefoot struck Rigi’s rump. “Such may be true, but do not say such to kin-Stamm.” A cloud of //disapproval// engulfed Rigi.
“Show me, Lyria Maria Stella. Now,” their mother stated, hiking her skirt hem and pushing Lyria up the stairs.
“You need to take Martinus and play, Miss Rigi. Now.” Rigi didn’t challenge Mar’s order. The fun of watching Lyria get in trouble was not worth being caught in the storm, in case her mother remembered something Rigi had forgotten.
“Yes, Mar. Come, Martinus.” The m-dog had been downstairs, in the indoor-outdoor room, and Rigi changed shoes and went out to play chase-the-ball.
They stayed outside until Shona leaned out the back door and rang the silvery bell for supper. Rigi cleaned her m-dog’s paws, changed shoes, washed her hands and face, and joined her mother and Lyria at the table. “Your father has a work meeting and will be late. Let us give thanks.”
Rigi ate everything on her plate and a little bit more. Lyria picked at her food and kept looking at her mother from under her hair, as if she wanted to argue but didn’t dare break the Supper Table Rule—no fighting at the table. Rigi decided to ignore the sulk. “Mother, Uncle Eb wrote today and said that Aunt Kay would be in touch with you about the mid-warm trip.”
“Thank, you, Auriga, for telling me. I’ll make a note to have anything from her jumped to top of the queue. Did you and Martinus have a nice play time?”
“Yes, ma’am. He still can’t say woof, though.” Rigi frowned. “Was he programmed wro— ah, incorrectly?” Mother liked the proper word.
Lyria stared at her plate as if trying make the yam and heart-meat blend levitate by the power of her mind, like the man in the adventure holo could. “Lyria, eat. No, Auriga, I suspect that because he is a personal m-dog and not a defense m-dog, he has been set to be less intimidating. I confess, when your father first mentioned thinking about an m-dog, I had visions of the black brutes that guard the weapons’ depot. No such robot would ever set foot in my house or be around my children, and I so informed your father.” She smiled. “Martinus is much friendlier.”
“Oh yes, ma’am, he is.” He almost made up for being shut out of all the other students’ lives, almost.
“Lyria, are you ill?”
“No, ma’am. But what do I tell Mrs. Debenadetto about the clothes?” Lyria’s lower lip stuck out and began to quiver. “She’ll be unhappy when Rigi doesn’t wear at least one of the outfits to school.”
“You tell her exactly what I said, no more and no less. Her gesture and thoughtfulness are much appreciated, but that Auriga is far too young to wear that style well. The school also places strict limits on what students below the sixteenth year may wear.” Their mother ate the last bite of her keen-rice pudding. “And that your parents, being neoTraditionalists, prefer to guide our children until they reach the age of reason.”
“But Mother, Rigi looks like an eight-year, not a twelve-year.”
“Auriga looks healthy, happy, and comfortable. Your sister’s maturity is my and your father’s concern, not yours. The topic is ended.”
Her mother turned to thank Shona for the meal. As she did, Lyria gave her a look that made Rigi wonder what sort of trouble her big sister had in mind.
When she crept upstairs after supper, Rigi found her clothes heaped up on her bed. She sorted and folded them, set the next day’s school outfit to the side, and re-packed everything in her clothes boxes. Nothing seemed to be missing, and a quick peek under the bed showed everything hidden as she’d left it. Why were her sister and Mrs. Debenadetto so concerned about Rigi looking like herself? She wanted to grow up, yes, but not tonight! After thinking about it for a moment, she shrugged and sighed. Maybe it was a growing-pains sort of thing, but in Lyria’s head instead of her legs. That made sense. Headaches always fuzzed Rigi’s thinking, so why not her sister’s as well? And none of it got homework finished.
Three weeks later, Uncle Eb sent word that he and Mr. De Groet had submitted their report on the Stela Site for publication with one of the xenoarchaeology journals. That same day Aunt Kay contacted Rigi’s parents with her plans for the mid-warm outing. Rigi had just come in from walking Martinus. They entered the shoe-and-coat room on tip-toe because of unhappy sounds from the open kitchen windows. Rigi sniffed as quietly as she could but didn’t smell anything burned, the usual cause of Shona’s irritation. Well she had plenty of irritation as well, and after glancing to see if her Mother or Mar were near, she kicked her shoes off as hard as she could. They hit the wall with a satisfying thump thump. Martinus scrambled a little on the smooth synth-tile floor and brought one of them back, tail wagging. Rigi smiled despite her frustration. “Good boy.” He gave her the shoe and she petted him, then set the shoes in their spot and put on her house shoes.
Mar appeared from around the corner. “Mar, have you heard anything about more transports on the wrong roads?”
Mar blinked and the tips of her ears came together, then went straight again. “No, Miss Rigi, but perhaps Shona has.” She peered into the kitchen and Rigi heard a question sound, a complicated exchange of sounds and scents, and then Mar bowed a little and turned to Rigi. “Yes, he has. He encountered two, one of them blocking his route to the fresh-spices market. He says that Eenjan lodged a complaint through your father because one almost struck the edge of the property at the roads intersection,” she pointed the direction Rigi had gone earlier. “Did you have difficulty?”
Rigi patted Martinus’s head. “Not difficulty, but we had to come back a different way because a finished-timber carrier blocked the road and the walker-ways in the orange neighborhood, that way.” She pointed to the back of the house.
“Many strange things today,” Shona said from the kitchen door, puffing //agreement/concern/irritation.//
“Yes, Shona.” Rigi’s own day had been passing strange even before she came home. The power had gone out at the school for the first time that she could remember. It only lasted a few minutes, but all the adults except Mr. Wried acted tense for the rest of the day. Three of the girls had spoken to her for the first time in over a month, and then Benin had approached her in the passageway between classes.
“What’s this about you finding a city, you and that crazy friend of your dad’s?”
“Neither Uncle Eb nor I found anything like a city.”
He’d gotten closer to her, too close, and she slid her bag between them. “My father says don’t get too cocky about telling anyone. He’s going to make whatever you found disappear, one way or another.” Benin leaned even closer, making Rigi want to sneeze. His perfume smelled like //excitement/confusion/baby/festival/dead animal.// “No one built anything here, ever, got it?”
A group of thirteen-year students grumbled through the hall, making Benin back off. Rigi darted behind the cluster of bigger students and into the girls’ bathroom. She’d been going that direction anyway, and even Benin would not dare follow her in.
He gave her angry looks several times during the rest of the day, but didn’t say anything more. Otherwise he and his friends left her alone. They also left the rest of the students alone, glaring but not pushing or talking. That seemed very strange to Rigi. She wasn’t the only one, she noticed, because most of the other twelve-years seemed to watching the boys as if waiting for them to explode or do something else. As soon as the dismissal chime sounded they twelve-years fled as a group, then scattered, walking as fast as they could in case Benin changed his mind. Tomás caught up with Rigi and Mar less than a block from the school. “Rigi, wait!”
Should she stop? He’d been shunning her all term and she didn’t want to talk to him. She glanced at Mar. Mar gave her a stern look and puffed //warning/behave.// Rigi stopped. “Sorry Mar, Rigi,” he panted. “This is the first afternoon Dr. Ashkali has let me go on time. He’s brilliant but he can’t hear the chimes and he keeps going and going.”
“Is that where you’ve been?” It wasn’t because of Benin?
“Yes, it was, and is.” They resumed walking. “I’m in a special advanced geography and navigation class, usually only for sixteen-years. I passed the tests to get in, and Dr. Ashkali said I could join. He even teaches Staré, by remote vid of course.” They looked all ways several times before crossing the street, and Mar hurried both of them, almost hop-running in her haste. “It’s great and I’ve learned a bunch, but he needs a visual alert or something.”
“Did your parents allow you to go with Aunt Kay and Uncle Eb this warm-season?”
He nodded and smiled. “Oh yes, especially after Uncle Eb talked to Father about where he wants to take us. He and Lexi, and Kor, too, into the edge of the Kenusha Plains.”
Rigi felt her eyes bulging and blinked, hard, then changed her expression. Mar worried when she made that kind of face. “The Kenusha Plains? Really?”
“Warrior’s Honor. Aunt Kay has an art commission and some other things, and Uncle Eb, well, I don’t know what he’s found but it will be interesting. A friend of his has a camping lodge that he’s letting Uncle Eb and Aunt Kay borrow in exchange for some work, I think one of her paintings as well.” He looked around and asked, “Is it true you got an m-dog?”
“Oh yes! His name is Martinus. I think he’ll be coming with us, so you need to meet him. He’s not quite as fierce as the military m-dogs, or Uncle Eb’s m-mule.”
“Miss Rigi, m-mules are not fierce,” Mar corrected.
“Uncle Eb’s is, Mar,” Tomás said, winking at Rigi. “It is old and has a few programming faults, so it reacts in unusual ways. Uncle Eb knows what to do, but he’s the only one.”
“Ah, and so the faults make it appear to be fierce.” A bit of satisfied/no longer concerned drifted from Mar.
After the confusion and puzzlement at school, and the heavy transport in the wrong place when she was walking with Martinus, Rigi wondered what other odd thing would happen. She walked up the stairs, m-dog close behind, and thought. Martinus settled onto his charging mat without sparks or similar excitement, the computer worked when she logged in for messages and homework updates and she decided that she’d seen all the oddities of the day. Her basic history class was strange enough to fill any gaps. She’d learned how to take notes, but she missed having the review holos, and her grades showed it. Rigi called up her notes and the section lesson sheets and began trying to make sense of everything.
“Ow.” Her neck kinked. Rigi closed her eyes and rubbed the knot, then began moving her head back and forth to ease the muscle cramp. She heard a flitter, and voices from outside, more voices, and then the flitter departing. Rigi looked at the time count and blinked. She’d been working for over an hour!
The front door opened. “…Young lady, I do not care. And what your father and I teach you about our religion is no one’s business but ours and the Matron and Guardian.” Her mother sounded very calm, warning Rigi that her patience had reached the end.
“But Mother—”
“No buts. Butt is the archaic term for a cask of wine, the proper term for an archery target, and a rude term for anatomy. I have spoken. I will tell your father what Mrs. Debenadetto said, and it is his decision. And I believe that lessons on discretion and proper conduct are in order, Lyria Maria Stella.”
Rigi got back into the chair and put in ear-buds. They activated and she called up one of the supplemental talks, this one about worm-hole use laws and royal prerogative. She didn’t need extra points yet, but they wouldn’t hurt. And she could pretend that she didn’t hear what her mother had said. She wondered what Lyria had told Mrs. Debenadetto. Loud footsteps stomped across the floor behind her, and she acted as if she were engrossed in the lecture. Soon she was, enough so that—
“Yipe!” Rigi found herself beside the chair, not in it, heart beating as fast as a flitter-bird flapped. Lyria stared and then started to giggle. Rigi took out the ear-buds.
“I’ve never seen you jump like that. I just tapped you on the shoulder and whee!” Lyria pointed up, “You were almost a meter in the air. Mar says that supper is in five minutes.”
Rigi caught her breath and logged out of the lecture, blinking because she’d moved on to the next one without realizing it. She used the washroom, tidied her hair and dress, and followed Lyria down to supper. They waited for their parents to sit, then sat. Rigi smelled something with poultry. Her father gave thanks and they sang the thanks for food chorus, then he took the cover off the vegetables. Her heart sank. It was tam. They’d gone two weeks without tam. She really didn’t like tam.
Rigi quickly chewed her way through the mushy, liver-flavored vegetable, getting it over with. She took her time with the poultry. Shona had made a sauce using lemon-heart, ginter, and n’card’mom, and served the poultry with dryland rice, and he’d gotten teff bread to go with it. The little pockets in the bread let her sop up all the sauce, and Rigi’s parents let her use her fingers for teff bread. A small serving of the first yellow beans of the season finished the main meal, and a little dish of orange cream brought it to an end.
As Rigi savored the poultry, her mother said, “Kay sent me the travel file for their trip this summer.”
“Hmm?” Her father never spoke with his mouth full.
“They are going to the edge of the Kenushu Plain. Kay has an illustration contract, and they have obtained the use of a camping lodge. Lexi and Kor are going with them, and Tomás’s parents give their strongest approval.”
Her father nodded. “That’s good to hear. I understand that Kor is one of the best tracker-hunters from the northern areas, and he’ll know when and where it is safe to go out, and what to do. I do hope between Lexi, Kay, Rigi, and Tomás they can keep Eb out of trouble.” He winked at Rigi, who winked back.
“Mother, Father, why does Rigi get to go without me?”
Rigi’s parents exchanged one of those looks and her father answered. “For one, you were not invited. Two, you have shown no interest in camping at the edge of a nature reserve without running water and other luxuries. Three, Rigi is doing very well in her classes. Four, your sister would benefit from time away from her year-mates. There are other reasons as well, but you do not need to know them. Fear not, Lyria, you will not be locked in the house while your sister is away.”
“Although, if things continue the way they have these past two weeks or so, I am tempted to do just that,” Mother added.
“Dear, before you do, could you give Rigi those lessons that she needs?”
“I would be delighted to. I went by and got recertified today, all stances, both weapons. The range-master wants to observe for the first week or so, which seems quite reasonable. Given Auriga’s age, there will not be any fee for her.”
And so it was that the very next afternoon, Mother met Rigi at the back door. “Change into play-clothes, and bring the case from the book-room, please.” Her mother wore dark brown, with close fitting sleeves and a straighter skirt than usual, very practical to Rigi’s eye. “Martinus will come with us.” Rigi changed, opened the secret panel and pulled out the beam-shooter cases, and she and her mother and Martinus took a rented road-car to the shooting range.
The range-master, a broad gentleman who reminded Rigi of Tomás’s father, stood behind and watched as Mrs. deStella-Bernardi had Rigi load and unload the hand shooter. “What are the four rules, Auriga?”
“Um, never put my finger on the trigger unless I am going to shoot, the weapon is always loaded, never point it at anything I’m not willing to shoot, and ah, um,” she looked at the target and the pile of dirt and water tank behind it. “Oh, always keep in mind what’s behind my target.”
“And if you think the weapon is unloaded, Miss Auriga, then what?” the man asked.
“Then I act as if it is loaded until I confirm that it is not. Unless it is in pieces.”
“Good. You are cleared to shoot, Mrs. deStella-Bernardi.”
“Thank you, sir.” Her mother turned to Rigi. “We’ll start with the hand shooter, because we are on the hand shooter range and I do not want to confuse you by adjusting the settings on the rifle yet. Pick up the hand shooter in your right hand. Good. Now use your left hand to hold the base of the ammunition container and your wrist. No,” She leaned over and moved Rigi’s hand a little. “You are trying to steady your hand. Good. Now line up the sights, yes, look through them to the target. Good. Release the safety using your thumb, yes, now,” she stopped and looked at the range-master.
“Range clear, fire when ready.”
“Pull the trigger.”
Rigi pulled. She thought she saw a bit of a flash ahead of her, and a dot appeared on the rings ahead of her. “Good. Line up the sights with the center of the target and fire again. Good, and again, yes, and once more. Good. Activate the safety.” Her mother leaned over her, confirming the safety was on. “Now, look at the target.”
All four holes were within the outermost ring. None were close together, though, and Rigi drooped. She’d been trying to hit the center. “I’m sorry, Mother.”
Her mother laughed, as did the range-master! “Miss Auriga, there is nothing to apologize for, nothing at all,” he told her, leaning forward to pat her on the shoulder. “You did better than many experienced shooters. All your shots are on the paper, to use the old phrase, and you are not flinching or anticipating yet. And you are safe. You just need practice, and to learn how to see properly.”
By the time they finished at the hand-shooter range, Rigi could keep within the second ring. “Good. Pack the hand-shooter, Auriga, and we will try the rifle before we leave.” Rigi removed the gas canister, put it in the holder, made sure that the shooter’s barrel had cooled, and set it in the case, shut the case and locked it. Then she followed her mother and the range-master to the bigger range. They were alone, and the adults talked quietly as they walked.
“She needs to give the command, ma’am. Let her see and she will understand why she shouldn’t ever do it unless there is an emergency. We actually have a bay for that, and I’ll let you use it. We’ll count it as part of the safety test.”
“Very well, Mr. Arkangil. Rigi, here.” She pointed to a space between some partitions. “Set the case on the counter, and I’ll assemble the rifle for you this time, so you can see how it works.” Rigi blinked as her mother’s hands seemed to flow of their own accord, fitting pieces together until a rifle appeared on the counter. Her mother held up the gas canister, the range-master nodded, and she inserted it. A yellow mark appeared on the stock. “Hmm. Only a few shots left. I shall have a word with your father about taking proper care of beam-shooters.” She stepped back. Rigi waited for her nod to pick up the rifle and put it to her shoulder, like the pictures in the safety book showed.
Rigi kept her finger well clear of the trigger. “Good girl,” she heard from behind her. “Line up the sights, Auriga, and look through them to the center of the target.” It was much farther away, a lot smaller, and Rigi squinted and wiggled the rifle a little until she got things where she thought they went.
“Range clear, fire when ready.”
“Undo the safety.” Rigi pushed in the little button. She felt a hum through her cheek. “Fire.”
Rigi pulled the trigger. This time she thought she felt something in the shooter move. “And again.” She lined up and fired. “And again. Good. Safety.”
“Safety on, Mother.”
She set the rifle down and her mother handed her a distance viewer. Rigi looked and saw three holes, much closer together. “I thought that might be the case. You are just like your father, I fear. Do not plan on using the hand shooter for hunting.” As her mother talked, she picked up the rifle, brought it to her right shoulder, bumped the safety off, and fired twice. Two holes, like the number eight, appeared in the center of the target. “I’m out of practice.”
Rigi stared at the target, then at her mother. “That’s perfect! That’s a perfect shot.”
“No, Auriga, the first one was. I flinched on the second round. And we are out of shots. I am going to have a word with your father.”
“Shall I take Miss Auriga to the test bay while you finish cleaning up, Mrs. deStella-Bernardi?” He sounded very respectful, Rigi thought.
“Yes, please. Auriga, you and Martinus go with Mr. Arkangil. Do exactly what he says.”
“Yes, ma’am.” Rigi and Martinus followed the big man to a small, very long building. He unlocked two doors, turned on a light, and brought them inside. The building had thick walls and felt much smaller inside than it looked from outside.
“This is our special weapons bay. Most of the time it is for people who get hunting shooters and have no idea how powerful they are, or who come with exotic or home-made shooters and want to test them where other people will not be endangered if something goes wrong.” He crouched down on one knee and looked her in the eye. “Now, I understand that your m-dog has a special feature, one that you have not seen in use before. Am I correct?”
“Yes, sir.” Rigi put one hand on Martinus’s head. Even crouching, the range-master loomed.
“Your parents believe that you need to see what happens if you command him to use that feature. I think they are right. Until you understand just what he can do, you don’t truly own him.” He stood and got out of the way. “Have him face the far end of the building. There’s a target ready.”
Martinus did as she ordered.
“Give the command for him to use that feature.”
“First I need to check his charge, sir.”
“Do that.”
Martinus had just enough extra energy that she could use the shooter, if she understood the book correctly. She licked her lips and tried to swallow. Her mouth had gone dry. She tried again. “Martinus, guard.” His eyes changed color and he shifted his weight. Her hand was not on his back, this time. “Martinus, target twelve o’clock.”
A quiet sound. “Weef?”
“Lothar, confirm target twelve o’clock.”
Something clicked, then whirred, part of his back slid to the side and a stubby shooter appeared. At the same time his head dropped lower, out of the line of the shot.
“Lothar, attack!”
She heard a deep, loud, “Woof!” A single flash appeared and the target disappeared. A wall of dust filled the building, almost reaching her and Martinus.
“Lothar, stand down, good dog.” The shooter disappeared. “Martinus stand down, very good dog.”
Rigi did not look away from the m-dog until his eyes turned brown and his tail wagged. The range-master took something off his head, ear covers of some kind? He looked at the remains of the target, then at Martinus and Rigi. “Confirm safety.”
Rigi petted Martinus, and stroked his back. “Safety confirmed.”
“I’m glad we used the test bay. Young lady, that is quite an m-dog. The blast-absorber behind the target weighed almost six hundred kilos. Your father should have a word with the armorer about stepping him down a little.”
“Before I got to the Kenusha Plain this warm-season, sir?”
He squinted with one eye. “No, no, have the m-dog checked after.”
They went out to find her mother talking to an older, smaller gentleman. “Thank you, sir, I am flattered, but I am not a good instructress.”
“Please, ma’am, if you ever do find your domestic duties lessened, please see me about teaching.” The man sounded desperate. “I have met so few women who can teach.”
“I’ll speak with my husband. Thank you, sir.” They turned to Rigi and the range-master. “Well, Auriga?”
“Martinus is special. Thank you for letting me see how special he is.”
Her mother and the men smiled. “You’ll be in good hands, Miss Auriga,” the range-master said. “Or rather, in good paws.”
“Wooeef!”
Rigi covered her face with her hands as the adults chuckled.
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INTO THE WILDS
“Shall I ask Lexi to lower the window for you so you can hang your head outside to see better, Miss Rigi?” Uncle Eb was teasing, she thought. Maybe.
“Ebenezer,” Aunt Kay sighed. She spent a lot of time keeping Uncle Eb out of trouble, or so the adults all said. Tomás caught Rigi’s eye and winked. They’d learned before they left Sogdia that Aunt Kay was as good of a shot as Rigi’s mother and better than Mrs. Prananda. But then Mrs. Prananda had Major Prananda to protect her, and Tomás, so she didn’t have to be as good. Rigi had spent many afternoons learning how to be mostly good. The hand-shooter still didn’t like her.
“No, thank you. I just want to see what it looks like outside.” She’d never been this far away from Sogdia and Keralita. Everything looked different. Instead of deep jewel greens and bright oranges with flashes of red from the fire-leaf trees, the forest below and to the north of them wore greyer green. The trees seemed shorter and less closely spaced, although she couldn’t tell, as fast and as high as they flew. A group of bright pink birds zoomed by under them. She watched them as long as she could, then looked forward, twisting to see around the seat in front of hers. The green changed again, more browny-green. “Oh. Is that the Kenusha Plain?”
“Almost. The forest is thinning out and there is a distance with more bushes, then the true plains begin. We’ll camp in a hilly area south of the Kenusha River. The camping lodge is there.” Uncle Eb sounded as excited as Rigi felt. Tomás almost bounced against the restraining straps. Only Martinus seemed quiet, but she’d powered him down and he was in the baggage hold. Even a distance flitter was too small for him to ride with her, and Tomás, Uncle Eb, Aunt Kay, Lexi, and Kor. Rigi wasn’t certain why she and Tomás had to ride in the back seats, but the side windows were large, and seats comfortable. They’d landed once already, to get some permits approved and to use the WC. Kor and Lexi had stayed with the flitter.
Rigi had met Lexi before. The dark-grey Staré belonged to third Stamm, but he knew a lot for a third, especially words. He’d worked with Uncle Eb for as long as Rigi could remember, and usually smelled patient with a little bit of amusement. Kor… she didn’t know what to make of Kor, but since Tomás trusted him she would to. He was supposed to be seventh Stamm, but he was small and stocky, with dark-brown fur mottled with black, and he acted smarter than any seventh Stamm she’d met thus far.
“Is that the river ahead?” Tomás pointed ahead and to the right, north.
“Yes. It’s low because of the time of year.”
Rigi decided that she didn’t want to see it high. It stretched at least a kilometer across, or so it seemed, and led far into the plains. The grass of the plains reminded her of fur, maybe moldy fur, green on brown? The trees faded away and green-brown extended until it touched the dark blue sky far to the west. A chime sounded and Rigi tightened her safety straps. Lexi turned the flitter to the south. All at once the flitter tipped onto one wing and Rigi looked down at Tomás! As fast as the tipping, the flitter returned to level flight. “That was interesting,” Aunt Kay said.
“Your pardon, Mistress Kay. Broad-wing, our high.” Lexi sounded calm and Rigi did not smell any distress puffs, so she relaxed again.
“That must be why we had to tie everything down so well,” Tomás muttered. “Imagine the howls if Martinus slid back and forth across the baggage bay. He’d crush our supper!”
Rigi ignored the joke and stared out the window again, the grass and trees came closer and closer, and the flitter turned a little this way, then a little back, and bounced. She didn’t mind the bouncing, not today. The trees and grass slowed down, and almost stopped, then thum-bump they touched down. Rigi sat still until the chime sounded twice before undoing her harness. The one time she’d undone her safety straps early, her father had swatted her firmly and she had also lost her comm and holo-viewer privileges for a week. She’d never done it again.
The door lifted open and Kor got out, assisted Aunt Kay, and looked around as Uncle Eb followed. Rigi came next, then Tomás. Lexi shut everything down. Rigi sniffed the air and squinted from under the brim of her sun-cover. She didn’t like to wear it, but her mother had insisted. The air smelled dusty but rich, spicy and warm like the baked gold-fruit that Shona only made in the cool season. Nothing stopped the wind and it played with her hair and tried to take her sun-cover away. Rigi pulled the bead on the chinstrap tight. She didn’t hear any birds or animals.
“First the luggage, then we go to the lodge.” Four Staré, tall fifth Stamm all of them, hand bowed and walked closer, pulling baggage floats. Uncle Eb opened the luggage compartment and handed Rigi her shooter cases. He handed a smaller case to Tomás, and a very heavy one to Aunt Kay. “You women always over pack,” he grumbled.
“And just who is paying for this little adventure, hmm, Ebenezer? No drawing and art supplies, no crowns and no trips.” She stuck her tongue out at her husband when he turned back to the luggage bay. Rigi tried not to giggle.
“Miss Rigi, I am not carrying your pet.” Uncle Eb stepped out of the way and Rigi took his place.
“Martinus, wake up.” She switched to sung words, “For lo, the cool season is past and the rains are over and done.” Two brown optical orbs appeared, and she stepped to the side as he crawled toward her, then wiggled out of the hatch to the ground. The waiting Staré made odd sounds and backed away quickly. Kor went to them and made some fast forefoot gestures, spoke something Rigi couldn’t catch, and probably puffed, too. As he did, she led Martinus out of the way of the others. He moved slowly, scanning the area around them, recording the new environment for processing. His eyes blinked, going dark then brown again, and his tail wagged. She set a case down long enough to pet his head.
“Miss Rigi, Tomás, this way,” Uncle Eb called. He carried two bags and had a hard case strapped to his back. Rigi and Martinus followed the adults. They walked around the flitter, past some small trees or very large bushes, over a low hill, and saw the lodge. The three semi-permanent tents, plus what Rigi guessed was a sanitation tent and a cooking enclosure, took up the slope of the hill opposite them. Green grass surrounded the camp, and brown worn-dirt trails led between the tents. Rigi could see a row of bright yellow and red pegs just downslope of the tents. It the line extended ten meters or so past the ends of the enclosure, then ran up-slope and disappeared into the grass. She guessed that it was a dissuader field. It wouldn’t keep seriously intent things out, but discouraged the mildly curious.
Uncle Eb led them down the slope, across a small stream, and into the main tent. It had a raised, hard floor. Rigi set her cases out of the way, checked Martinus’s paws for dirt, then let him in to look around. Aunt Kay wasted no time and claimed the brightest corner for her work. “This area is mine. If you would like to sketch here, Rigi, that’s fine, but please do not touch my supplies without asking. Acrylics and some of my other media need special tools and palates that are hard to find on Shikhari.”
“Yes, ma’am.” A Staré carrying two of Uncle Eb’s bags came in and set them just inside a doorway off to the left. The tent had three rooms in addition to the main room, or so Rigi guessed. She wondered which was hers.
“The room behind me is the food room.”
“Dining room, Ebenezer,” Aunt Kay sighed, shaking her head a little and looking up at her eyebrows. “The food room is the cooking and storage tent.”
“Dining room, dear. I stand corrected. Miss Rigi, you have the tent closest to this one, Tomás you have the other. They both have storage cabinets for your beam-shooters. Rigi, your tent has a small charging generator, so you can plug Martinus in without overloading the main generator. Tomás, I hope you don’t mind. Yours has a basic solar trickle-charger, and a set of books, reproductions of Corbett’s stories about hunting in India, some books about animal tracks and behaviors, and two sets of distance viewers. The animals tend to wander closer to your tent than to the others. Apparently there was a track through here before the lodge was installed.” Uncle Eb added, “Oh, and Kor is staying closer to your tent, and has the access codes for the dissuader field pass-through.”
Tomás smiled and bounced a little on his toes. “I don’t mind at all, sir. That sounds perfect, and I didn’t bring much that needs charging.”
“I deep-cycled Martinus and topped his charge, plus I have an emergency power pod, so he shouldn’t need too much, Uncle Eb. Thank you.”
“You are welcome. Go get settled in and be back here in,” he looked to Aunt Kay. She held up two fingers. “Two hours local. We’ll go over the rules and maps before supper.”
Rigi and Tomás wasted no time trotting out to their tents, Martinus close behind. Rigi noticed the Staré still gave her m-dog plenty of room, and she wondered why. Maybe they’d only seen the military version? That would explain it. That or perhaps they’d just never seen anything quite like him, and since he had no scent, he bothered them. She wasn’t going to worry about it. Instead she inhaled as deeply as she could, taking in the spicy-sweet grass smell with hints of wet soil, probably from the little trickle of a stream, and a bit of cooking-food scent. Her stomach grumbled, reminding her how long ago breakfast had been.
Two steps led into the tent. It had a proper door, made of heavy canvas. Rigi stopped and looked at it, as did Tomás. “It’s military grade. That little shine is metal thread. Anything mean enough to chew through the tent is going to have a serious stomach ache before it finishes,” Tomas said. “Father checked before he let me come. There are striped lions here, and carnifex leapers. There are not supposed to be any of those land-walking crocodile-like things.”
Rigi shivered. “I hope not. But what was it Mr. Grey said about terror-birds? Oh, that the guide-files said he shouldn’t have seen any, but terror-birds can’t read.”
Tomás laughed. “No, I wager they can’t. If we see one, you can cover me while I go ask it.”
Rigi thought Uncle Eb was more likely to go talk to the terror birds than Tomás was. “Better idea. I go into my tent and put these away.” She lifted the cases.
“Yeah. Weapons first, Father says, or there won’t be a second step.” He sauntered off to his tent, leaving Rigi and Martinus to take care of themselves. Rigi shrugged and set the smaller case on the first step, opened the door, set the rifle case inside, then brought the hand-shooter and Martinus in. He stopped in the doorway, blocking it.
“Martinus, shift.” He took two steps to the right, just enough for her to squeeze by. Rigi’s mouth made an “O” of surprise and she stared at the tent. She’d never had this much space to herself! The front room, with its writing or drawing table, a plug-in for Martinus, the cabinet for the shooter cases, and a little sitting area, gave her as much space as her bedroom at home. A shoe and boot-rack sat beside the door. Rigi decided that was a hint and removed her walking boots. She put her shooters up, then went into the second section of the tent. It seemed cooler and darker, and she found a nice bed, a canvas “closet” for her clothes and a small table with drinking water and a glass on it. The room smelled of //comfort/welcome/rest.// Rigi unpacked the bags she found waiting for her and unrolled Martinus’s charging mat but didn’t plug it in. She put her sketching pads and pencils on the table, then decided that a trip to the necessary tent was in order.
She returned from the trip refreshed and yawning. After changing out of her travel clothes, Rigi decided to try the bed. She set her portable alarm for ninety minutes and lay down, just to close her eyes for a little…
Beep beep beep. She woke, yawned, rubbed sleep out of her eyes, and tried to sit. Martinus’s head and neck kept her pinned to the bed. She rubbed his head and neck. “I’m awake,” she assured him. “I’m” yawn “awake.” He backed up, letting her sit. She got up, dressed in what her mother had called “a practical but nice supper dress”, brushed and tidied her hair, drank the cool water, and put her camp shoes on. She stretched again, then went to the main tent, Martinus close behind. Cloud shadows skimmed over the ground, and she could see that puffy white billows had built while she slept, dollops of cream or the yam-fluff Shona made to go with hot-roasted wombow. Why did yam, which tasted very good, sound like tam, which tasted horrible? Rigi pondered the problem as she walked.
Rigi went into the main tent and found Aunt Kay working. Rigi sat at the other end of the room, picked up a reader and activated it. The first screen offered her all kinds of files about animals, the Kenusha Plains, and a few novels, none of which looked interesting. The second screen included a book about the exploration of Shikhari that she’d never seen before, so she opened it. To her delight it had lots of pictures and maps, and Rigi began reading. She was well into the discovery of the Bataria Archipelago and the cataloguing of the bird life when a plate full of little bites of roasted something passed between her eyes and the reader screen. The crisp golden-brown oblongs in a pale sauce looked and smelled very good. “Care to join us for a bite?” her uncle inquired.
She blushed, closed the file, and looked up. “Ebenezer, don’t tease the poor girl. She’ll probably eat your hand along with the savories if she’s as hungry as I am,” Aunt Kay tuttted.
Rigi followed the plate to a new, small table set up in the sitting area. At the adults’ nods she helped herself to the savories. She did not see anything that looked like tam. Tomás had already eaten half of a plate worth and pointed with his fork to a bowl with something roasted, nodding energetically as he chewed. She took that as a recommendation and dipped out two. They proved to be some kind of tuber or root with a crunchy outside and fluffy white steaming hot inside that tasted very good. The bits of roast fowl had a lemony sauce that reminded her of the end of the cool season. The crisp, green leafy thing had a spicy bite that made her want to sneeze and she only ate what was on her plate and no more. Uncle Eb seemed to enjoy it, though. The nibbles were enough to whet her appetite but not to fill her up, and Rigi decided that her mother’s fears that there wouldn’t be any good food might have been a little excessive.
“So, now that you’ve taken the edge off your hunger, come look at this map Rigi, Tomás,” Uncle Eb said. She took her fruit juice and followed him to a table with a large map projected on it. A red dot appeared among some hills at the edge of the woodland.
“We are here?” Tomás asked. “And the preserve is this area?” He pointed to a grey-shaded area inside of dashed lines, just to the east.
“Yes, it is. Inside that line, you can only kill animals if they are attacking you and your life is in danger. And that does not mean ‘It scared me and I felt threatened.’ It means ‘It bit my leg and wanted more.’ That’s why Kor is with us.” Uncle Eb looked Tomás and Rigi both in the eye. “He has first shot unless you are in life-or-death danger. That includes your m-dog, Rigi. He’s not to attack anything that does not attack first.”
“Yes, sir.”
“So, we are going to spend most of our time here,” he zoomed in a corner of the reserve not far from them. “Based on what Tomás found and you verified, Rigi, Micah and I went back over some of the older passive scans of different parts of this continent, with some help from Lexi. I’m not going to say what we think we saw, because I want you to see for yourselves and tell me what you think. It’s probably something natural. But there, and here, out in the grassland a little way, and here, near the spring that feeds our creek, I want to look at more closely.”
A voice from over Rigi’s shoulder said, “And I will be doing botanical illustrations and landscape work for an illustration commission, so if you decide that you prefer to take a day of rest, read, sleep, and not have to listen to your Uncle Eb going on about lumps in the landscape and new words for them, you are free to stay in camp with me.” Aunt Kay smiled at Eb as she spoke, taking any scolding out of her words.
“Which reminds me,” he said. “The dissuader field. Don’t trust it.”
Rigi and Tomás looked at each other. Don’t trust the dissuader field? What did he mean? Rigi thought and thought hard. Tomás frowned and rubbed behind one ear. “Um, sir, you mean like that guy on the Indria Plateau did, the one who was on the news feeds last cool season because he got flattened by the long-nosed wombeasts?”
“Flattened? Really?” She stared at Tomás.
“Really,” Aunt Kay said. She looked very stern. “It is a dissuader, not a starship-grade repulsor field. A wombeast stampede, or striped leaper herd moving through, or even a hungry or injured striped-lion or carnifex leaper can easily come through. At night, you will carry your hand-shooters when you go to the necessary. You do have belts, both of you?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Tomás nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”
“Get used to wearing them, and Rigi, I have a sling for your rifle.” Uncle Eb sat back and looked at her. “You need the rifle when you are out on the grasslands. In the preserve, we have Kor, Martinus, and we’re not hunting. We may need to hunt later in the trip. I have a permit, and because you are related minors, you are covered.”
“And I have one as well.” Aunt Kay shook her head a little. “Do not try to explain to someone new to Shikhari why a woman needs a hunting permit. I spent two hours in the office. So frustrating.”
Rigi wondered if the person was related to Mrs. Debenadetto. Before she could ask, a broad, pale forefoot pushed aside the curtains hiding the entrance to the dining room. “The meal is prepared,” a Staré announced. Food smell wafted into the main room and all but pulled Rigi out of her chair. Uncle Eb bowed to his wife and she led the way into the dining room. It was as nice as the dining room in Rigi’s house, just in a different way, with windows in the tent walls that allowed them to see outside. A large, dark, wood-like table had been set for four, although it could fit a dozen easily, or so Rigi guessed. Aunt Kay sat on the long side beside where the head of the table would have been, Uncle Eb faced her, Tomás sat at her right hand and Rigi faced Tomás. A cool, fruity soup waited for them and Uncle Eb gave thanks. Rigi liked the soup, was not so certain about the brittle leafy thing that followed it, and wanted to lick her plate after the main course of pickled wombow, slow simmered with all kinds of vegetables. Crisp rounds of bread finished the course, and she and Tomás had spicy milk-tea while the adults drank coffee.
Fifth-Stamm Staré served the meal. They removed the dishes and replaced them without clinking the plates, a skill Rigi still had not quite mastered. Tomás had trouble getting used to them, or so she guessed. He kept his arms close to his sides and put his hands in his lap the moment a Staré appeared with a towel draped over a forearm, the signal that he’d come to removed the empty plates. Rigi wondered if all the camp workers were male. She seemed to vaguely recall something about rural Staré females staying in the villages during the early warm-season for some religious or other cultural reason. Oh well, if there were dangerous animals around, it made sense for the females to be away and for males to work here.
“Oh, wow!” Rigi looked up from her tea as Tomás pointed at the window. Rigi’s mouth fell open as a scarlet-crested bird with brilliant green neck feathers peered in, then flew out of sight.
“Hmm.” Uncle Eb frowned a little as he rubbed his nose. “I wonder if that means the striped leapers are moving tonight. Blood-crests usually move along with the herds, picking off the bugs the leapers flush from the grass.”
“All the more reason to go to bed early,” Aunt Kay stated, setting her empty white and blue coffee cup with a deliberate, soft clink. Two Staré appeared, hand-bowed, and walked to stand behind Aunt Kay and Rigi’s chairs. The darker of the two twitched his oval ears and they pulled the ladies’ chairs away from the table in unison.
Rigi bit her tongue to keep from giggling. Instead she kept a serious expression, stood, and hand-bowed. “Thanks to the cook and those who serve.”
“It is an honor to serve the wise.” The cream and tan Staré spoke slowly, very formal and careful. Rigi decided that he was the head of the main-house workers. If he was fifth, then the cook was probably fourth. That would explain why Kor was staying near Tomás, since he was out-Stamm. And Lexi being an upper third outranked all the servers she’d seen thus far. Rigi nodded to herself as she arranged everyone.
“So.” Aunt Kay patted her hands together and caught Rigi’s wandering attention. “Breakfast is in the main room at 0530. Yes, it is early, but I need the dawn light, and that gives us the best opportunity to see wildlife, as well as letting you start while the day is still cool.” Uncle Eb did not look as enthusiastic as Aunt Kay sounded, but nodded his agreement even so.
“Yes, ma’am.” Tomás bounced a little with excitement.
Rigi tried to act excited. “Yes, ma’am.”
Aunt Kay saw through her act. “You don’t have to get up so early if you don’t want to.” She stopped, put her finger-tips to her mouth, and blinked. “Oh, dear, I didn’t think. I’m sorry. Is tomorrow a Day of Rest for you?”
Rigi felt her face warming as she turned a little pink. “No, ma’am. And the Matron gave me an exemption because of being out in the Creation rather than working at my daily tasks.” She didn’t want to try to explain everything to Tomás, who was giving her increasingly odd looks.
“Ah. Even so, if you feel called to take a day, please do. Now, if I’m going to get my husband settled down enough to get some sleep before tomorrow…” Aunt Kay sounded exactly like Rigi’s mother and Rigi bit her tongue again.
“I, my dear, am not the one who insisted on staying up three nights running to watch the meteor swarm that coincided with the aurora when were on LimWorld. As you might recall, I had dawn inspection one of those mornings, and I was the one who had to explain to the commanding officer’s wife why you were asleep and not at the wives’ meeting, which is how you ended up on the hospitality committee.” He folded his arms and looked smug. Tomás’s expression changed from puzzled to dumb-founded.
Aunt Kay stuck her tongue out at her husband before she said, “Good night Rigi, Tomás.”
“Good night, ma’am, sir,” they chorused. They bowed and hurried out. Martinus had waited by the door and followed them down the steps and along the path. “I had no idea Uncle Eb was an officer. And on LimWorld!” Tomás blinked. “Wow. Father never told me.”
Rigi shrugged. “Didn’t his funny m-mule give him away?” Civilian m-mules did not have half the odd things their uncle’s m-beast did, as Rigi now knew.
Tomás ducked his head and stuck his hands in his trouser pockets. “No. I just thought, well, he’s Uncle Eb, right? He’s strange and so is his m-mule. I should have used more of my brain.”
She shrugged again. “He is a little different. So is Aunt Kay. Mother says that they are related to your family and to mine, so if anyone talks, you can set them straight.”
As they walked to their tents, Tomás sighed. “Mother tried to explain it once, but it seemed very complicated. Once she got past second cousins on her father’s side I fell asleep.”
“It does sound like something from a test, doesn’t it?” Rigi suggested, “Like memorizing the members of the royal family to the third degree and second rank of inheritance.”
He groaned. “Father quizzes me on that.”
“Sorry.”
“Wooeef, wooeef!”
Rigi froze, then pivoted to where Martinus was looking. She saw a cloud of dust to the west of the camp. “I think we need to get in shelter.”
“Yeah. I want to see the animals, but not too close up.” They hurried to their tents.
Rigi backtracked to the necessary, then ran to her tent and shut the door. She got out her rifle and set it near the bed, just in case. The hand-shooter and belt stayed by the door, so she could put them on if she had to get up. She changed into bed clothes, prayed, and lay down. Would she be able to sleep? She heard a thumping, rumbling kind of sound, and saw a little light trickling in the window, moonlight. What would they do the next day? Were they going to go look at animals? She wanted to see animals. Would there be baby wombeasts? They were so cute, at least in the holos. Oh, she’d never get to sleep.
Beep, beep, beep! She pawed at the alarm, eyes sleep-shut.
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BEASTS OF THE FIELD
Rigi didn’t feel grown-up as she drank her coffee and milk. She felt fuzzy on the edges, like her favorite pair of cool-season leggings, or her old stuffed wombow. She sipped more coffee, blinked, and studied the hot breakfast. There seemed to be a great deal of food for four people.
“Ah, good morning, Miss Rigi, Master Tomás, Mistress Kay.” Rigi turned and bowed to Lexi as he came in, followed by Uncle Eb.
“Good morning, Lexi. There’s a plate ready for you,” Aunt Kay said. Rigi liked her outfit of loose trousers and a belted tunic with snug lower sleeve cuffs. Since she worked with paints and e-drawing, she didn’t have to worry about messing her cuffs the way Rigi did with her pastels and soft pencils.
“Thank you, Mistress.” Lexi served himself from several of the warming dishes, then sat off to the side, away from the humans, his back to them. Rigi admired his manners—most Staré didn’t bother turning away. That also explained the amount of food, if Lexi ate with them in the mornings. Which reminded Rigi. She set her cup down and got food, including mushy grey that she hoped was not tam. A cautious taste revealed land-rice and milk pudding with warm spices. That she liked, and Rigi put away her serving, ate some odd tasting eggs and a piece of breakfast meat, dutifully nibbled at the heavy rusk until it disappeared, and drank more milk coffee.
“Rigi, don’t you put fruit on your rusks in the morning?” Tomás pushed a small bowl of red quivering stuff to her. She leaned away from the bowl. The contents kept wiggling after the dish stopped. And it was blood colored. She didn’t eat blood-colored meat or soup. “That’s cheery fruit. It won’t eat you.”
“No, thank you.” She got up and helped herself to more pudding and breakfast meat. Uncle Eb took a large serving of eggs and she passed him the red stuff. He put a large dollop on his rusk and spread it, then ate. Maybe tomorrow, Rigi decided. Maybe. She liked the pudding better, anyway, and her mother always said that she needed to eat plenty of milk things in order to grow properly.
No one spoke much. Only Aunt Kay appeared to be fully awake. Even Tomás hid a few yawns, making Rigi feel better. Uncle Eb wiped his mouth and nodded once. “So, coffee drunk and breakfast eaten, it’s time to get started. Tomás, how far did Kor say it was to the site?”
Rigi noticed that the serving dishes were now mostly empty. Lexi had gotten seconds as well, and seemed to like the rusks as much as Rigi disliked them. “I didn’t ask him, sir. He was busy with the herd moving through.”
“Five kilometers, easy ground,” Lexi said. He’d turned to face them. “Is that a problem, Miss, Master?”
Tomás shook his head and played with his napkin. “No problem.”
“I don’t think so, unless I’m carrying a lot, Lexi,” Rigi decided.
“No, we need your eyes, not your back, Miss Rigi,” Uncle Eb said with a wink and a smile.
They tidied up after breakfast then set out. Kor went first, followed by Uncle Eb, Lexi, Rigi, and Tomás. They left the staff at the camp, for reasons neither Lexi nor Kor would explain. Rigi could guess, though. She carried her walking pack with several water sacks in it, and her hand-shooter. Martinus paced along beside her, head moving back and forth as he looked for possible trouble. She’d dialed down the volume on his voice-synth at Kor’s request. “I do not care to have your hunting partner startle and anger something when he only intends to alert us, Miss Rigi.” He spoke remarkably well and formally for an out-Stamm, Rigi thought, and decided to treat Kor if he were equal in Stamm to Lexi.
“Yes, Kor. I will do that now.”
“Thank you.”
They walked steadily into the rising sun. The knee-high grass swished a little and got the hem of Rigi’s dress wet with dew. A few lingering stars faded away as the sky turned pale pink, then darker blue. Shadows appeared, ten times as long as the walkers and far skinnier. Wisps of high cloud stretched like threads of smoke high in the sky. Rigi heard bird calls starting, first quiet chirps and mutters, then a loud scream that repeated twice. A fainter scream answered it from the distance to the south. Kor had warned her about the indigo shrieks and she didn’t jump, but Lexi did, his tail shooting straight out behind him and his ears snapping flat as he leaped at least a meter straight up. Rigi’d never seen a Staré startle like that and she covered her mouth with one hand to hide her giggles. It wasn’t nice to laugh at people.
Once the sun fully crossed the horizon, the birds appeared, some broad-wings very high up, others closer. Rigi felt better with the birds around. That meant that nothing that ate birds lurked in the area. Then she heard Tomás call quietly, “Grazer birds behind us, three of them, following.” Kor stuck his arms out to the sides. That was the signal for everyone to bunch up until he’d sorted out if there might be a problem.
Uncle Eb had his rifle unslung and ready, pointed down, finger well clear of the trigger. Rigi undid the security strap on her hand-shooter. Tomás did the same. Kor came around to where Tomás stood. He looked through a set of distance viewers, ears twitching. “Only those three. Good spot, Master Tomás.” Rigi peered that direction. She saw two tall, long-necked birds working through the grass, a smaller bird ahead of them. Only one adult had its head down at a time, she noticed. The other stayed up, looking left and right, and up. Up? What could attack a ground bird that big? Rigi decided that she’d just as soon not meet whatever it was. She was smaller than the grazer birds.
The explorers resumed their walk. A breeze cooled the morning and Rigi enjoyed stretching her legs and smelling new scents. The grass added a lush perfume to the day. She’d gotten used to the pace and was cruising along, not thinking much, when a new animal made itself known. “Eew.” She wrinkled her nose as an acrid, angry, stink blew past.
“Something startled a stink pig,” Tomás grumbled.
“Oh yes indeed.” She breathed through her mouth for a few minutes. The air cleared, and they could see the edge of the forest ahead. Martinus beeped, alerting her that they’d crossed into the reserve. “Thank you.” She patted his head.
“Wooeef.”
“Almost there,” Uncle Eb called back to them. “How are you doing?”
“Fine, Uncle Eb,” Rigi called.
“No worries.”
The shade improved the world. Rigi’s skirt hem had dried already and she decided that wearing a sun cover wasn’t as silly as she’d thought it was. She did take it off in the shade, though, and let it hang behind her, resting on her pack. She pushed her thumbs under the straps and lifted them, easing the weight on her shoulders. It felt good to let air flow between the pack and her back. She envied Tomás’s military pack with the cooling pad. Well, he was a boy, almost a man, and his father had probably given him one of the used packs with a flaw of some kind, like the one Rigi’s father had. More birds called and Rigi thought she saw a bit of furry tail disappearing around the back of the closest tree.
“Ten minutes’ rest, then we go on,” Uncle Eb announced. “The rocks there seem safe.” Rigi still waited until Kor and Tomás walked around them, searching for hidden dens or other problems, before taking her pack off and sitting on one of the rocks. The grey stone looked smooth. She ran her hand over the surface beside her as she drank from one of her water sacks. The surface had a tight grain, didn’t feel polished but it wasn’t too gritty or weathered, either. Rigi let her fingers wander. She found a low spot in the stone and her fingers followed it as she looked around.
“What are you tracing, Miss Rigi?” Lexi stepped closer and the dark brown Staré peered down at her moving hand. Tomás appeared and frowned, hunted around in the pockets on his pack, and pulled out a tiny pocket light. He held it low, close to the top of the rock, and turned it on. Rigi began tracing the low spot again. Straight bit, curve, straight, circle, wiggly line, curve.
“That’s odd.”
Uncle Eb appeared. He had a small holorecorder. “What’s odd?”
“Again, please, Miss Rigi.”
Rigi did as Lexi asked and the Staré and human watched closely. Uncle Eb took several holos. “Please move your hand out of the way.” He got two more. “Thank you. You too, Tomás. Good thinking, to use sidelight like that.” He and Lexi seemed to communicate somehow without words, and Lexi nodded once, the tips of his ears flicking a little back and forth. “You marked the map?”
“Yes, sir. Marked and I’ll code it.”
Rigi and Tomás both shrugged. Once Uncle Eb got wrapped up in something, he’d forget to tell anyone just what it was that had captured his attention. They’d learn later. Rigi put her pack on once more as Kor returned. The adults talked for a moment, and when they started walking again, Kor remained in the lead, but Tomás came second, Rigi third, then Lexi, and Uncle Eb had tail.
They passed through the brushy edge of the forest and walked along a wide, bare trail. Two humans or Staré could walk side-by-side, or so Rigi guessed. When she stuck her arms out to the sides, the trail extended well past her fingertips. That wasn’t normal, was it? Or was it a game trail for something like wombeasts? That was probably it, she decided. After several minutes, Kor stopped, then stepped out of the way into a clearing beside the trail. Tomás went forward and froze, one foot in the air. “Rigi, come here,” he called. She trotted up to where he stood and skidded to a stop on some damp leaves.
“Its another walled city. Or walled thing,” she corrected. She walked forward, mindful of the ground and of surprises that might be lurking in the leaf litter. The soil felt firm under her boots, and fewer trees appeared ahead of them. One had blown down, and Tomás went over to inspect it.
“Shallow roots,” he called. “As if there’s something hard under thin soil.” Rigi jumped up and down a little. The dirt didn’t give like she expected it to. Then she went to the wall-like lump. She pulled gloves out of her skirt pocket and pushed the creeper vines out of the way. “Let me.” He had a big knife and cut the bottoms of the vines as she pulled, clearing a space. White juice dribbled out of some of the stems. “Wow.”
“Wall with shiny black splashed on it,” she said. “Smooth, just like the other wall.” She turned to Tomás, smiling so hard her face hurt. “Do you think, if this wall is just like that one, that we might find buildings and a name stone in the same place?”
He blinked and straightened up from his crouch. He tipped his head a little to the side and looked past her, as if thinking hard. “What makes you think that?”
“Patterns. The history teacher, the new one for twelve-years? He talked about people looking for a pattern of wormholes and planets and how there are probably not enough wormholes for us to see if a pattern exists or not. And I started thinking about how we lay out cities and spaceports and how there’s a standard version of spaceports no matter where you go, and if we humans do that then why not whoever built the settlement we found? Have the temple in the same place, and the government building, and other things? That also sort of fits the story about the end of the last world that we listened to, with cities that all had broad streets and were really nice, doesn’t it?” Rigi wanted him to believe and she wanted to be right, oh how she wanted to be right.
Tomás blinked again and looked over his shoulder. “Um, OK, let’s try it. First we need to find a gate, no, no, we find the name stone. Because this wall looks in worse shape than my wall did. Does. So we go that way,” he pointed. “Center of the ring.”
“Martinus, guide,” Rigi ordered.
“Wooeef.” He set out in a straight line. She followed, watching the m-dog as much as the ground and what was around them. After half a kilometer or so he stopped. His head turned left and right, and he sat. Rigi stopped beside him. “Weef?”
“Um, weef, yes.” She drooped. He’d found a lake. An oval-shaped lake that stretched out in front of them, disappearing into some trees and bushes. “Good dog.”
Tomás peered at the water. “How deep is that?”
“I’m not going in there. Black water?” She wrinkled her nose. It must smell terrible. She sniffed. Nothing. She sniffed again. “Shouldn’t it stink, like that nasty pond in Keralita behind the military housing?”
“No, because there’s none of that red slimy goo that makes you break out and itch if you get it on you.” He gave her a mean grin. “My big brother swam in it on a dare. Mother almost tanned his hide, but only after Father and our house-watcher scrubbed him clean.” He pointed again, “I’m going this way,” and set off, following the edge of the lake.
Rigi didn’t want to go that way. She looked around for adults or animals, saw and heard none, and began walking at right-angles to the pond, Martinus at her side. They detoured around some low places. She didn’t want to find a buried city by falling into it, or a hidden sewer or something really nasty. They found bushes, and a few flowers, but nothing really interesting. The water she’d drunk earlier made itself known and she stopped to water the bushes, after telling Martinus not to look. That helped. But no buildings. Rigi started getting frustrated. After a while they stopped by the enormous, tall stump of a tree all covered in vines and brush. Her boot touched a round thing and she looked down. A fist sized rock lay in the dirt. She kicked it, hard, right at the trunk. It bounced back. She kicked again, and again, and again. She wanted to find something! She wanted to be special. She wanted to— “Ow.” The rock hit her in the shin this time. She bent over, picked the rock up and started to throw it.
Instead she looked at it, then stared at it. She rubbed it on her skirt, spat on it and rubbed more. “Yes!” The rock shimmered with the same creamy, multi-colored pretty stuff that she and Tomás had found in the Residence in Stela Settlement. “Yes, yes, yes.” She bounced around, getting closer to the tree trunk, Martinus bouncing with her. She danced around to the sunny side of the stump and stopped, staring. “Ooh. Is it?” Rigi put the rock in the outside pocket of her pack and put her gloves back on. She pulled one of the vines away, almost landing on her rump when it tore out of the soil. “Yes,” she panted. “Oh yes.” Rigi attacked the vines, tearing at them with all her strength, ripping and tossing in wild abandon until she got a patch as big as she was clear. She staggered back and sat on the ground, panting, wet with perspiration, and triumphant.
She’d found something. Something that glittered with gold in black. She heard a faint sound, like a trickle of water. That reminded her. She took off her gloves, took off her pack, and drank the rest of that bag of water and half a second bag. Martinus sat down beside her and she leaned on his foreleg and shoulder.
“Auriga?” That sounded like Uncle Eb. She stayed on the ground, still breathing a little hard. “Auriga, where are you?” The voice came closer. “Auriga?”
“Over here, Uncle Eb. Behind the, um fountain?” She got her legs under her, stood and staggered a little. She walked over to the thing. Yes, water trickled out of it. She hesitated, then touched the surface. Smooth, silky smooth, like the thin bit of water flowing over it. She leaned her head to the left and to the right before backing a meter or so away. “Fountain, Uncle Eb.”
He came around the thing, not looking at it. Instead he stopped in front of her, put his hands on her shoulders, and shook her. “Do not ever, ever disappear like that again, young lady. Tomás almost fell into a hidden trench. I don’t care that you have Martinus, Auriga Maris Regina, you do not—” shake “run—” shake “off. Is that clear?”
“Yes, yes sir.” Her vision shimmered and tears began falling. She sniffed hard. “Yes sir. I’m sorry sir. Is Tomás OK?”
He let her go. “Yes. Badly bruised and scared but otherwise fine.” He took a deep breath, then called, “She’s over here, intact, with Martinus.”
Rigi huddled beside her m-dog, head down, tears flowing. She didn’t mean to scare anyone. It wasn’t her fault that Tomás had fallen into something. “Wroo?” She just wanted to find something of her own, to prove that she was as good as all the others.
She wiped her eyes on her skirt and patted Martinus on the head and back. “Good boy,” she whispered. “Not your fault.” It wasn’t fair.
After forever Kor, Tomás, and Lexi joined them. She didn’t look up. She heard the adults talking very quietly, and quickly. Then Kor spoke. “Miss Rigi, what found you?”
“That.” She pointed. “It has water on it.”
Kor was the first to approach the fountain and touch the water. He stroked it with one claw. His claws were pale, she realized, not dark like normal Staré. “You cleared this area alone?”
“Um, yes, Kor. I didn’t want Martinus to get into the sap. I also found this.” She took the rock out of her pack-pocket. “It was on the other side of the fountain.”
The males looked from her to the fountain and back. “Free it,” Uncle Eb ordered. The four males attacked the vines with their big knives, tossing them aside just like Rigi had done. She stayed out of the way; watching as an oblong shape a little like the name stone emerged from the green and brown. Water flowed over two sides of it, black and shiny. The other two sides had the same rainbow white as her rock, and as the vines disappeared, Rigi noticed more pieces of rainbow in the dirt on that side of the fountain. At last her uncle and the others had all the vines and brush cleared away, and they stared at what she’d found.
“No wonder the lake’s black,” Tomás managed, short of breath. “The water is black.”
“It is. And the sap coating protected the other side, diverted the flow.” Uncle Eb nodded. “Lexi, did you get a position?”
“Yes, sir, and it lines up with the lake. And those low places.”
Kor crossed his forearms, then uncrossed them. His tail moved a little left and right, up and down. “Water will find its way. Of all that is, only water always finds its way.”
Uncle Eb rinsed his hands, pulled a bit of heavy fabric out of a pocket and got it wet as well, then wiped his knife clean before putting it away. “Huh. Water’s clear up at the top.” He sniffed it. “Smells clear too.” He began taking holos of the thing as Lexi held a measuring strip beside it. Kor and Tomás disappeared. Rigi sat down beside Martinus again, hunted around in her pack and found a bag with three loaves of meat-in-bread that the camp staff had packed for her. She sulked and chewed. The meat tasted like the previous night’s supper, with a thick sauce that softened the bread just enough in the middle. She finished two of the three, put the bag away, and watched the men. They ignored her. Martinus lay down and she lay on top of him, resting her head on his back as she watched. It wasn’t fair.
After a while Uncle Eb seemed to finish taking images. Lexi folded the measuring strip and looked over at Rigi and Martinus. He said something to her uncle. “What?” Lexi pointed at Rigi and said something more, his ears beginning to twitch along with his nose. “Oh.” Uncle Eb handed Lexi the holo recorder and came over to where Rigi lay. He squatted down and rested one hand on her shoulder, gently this time. “I’m sorry I shook you and yelled at you, Rigi. I was scared. I’d called for several minutes before you answered, and if anything happens to you, it would hurt me very much.” He touched his heart. “I apologize for hurting your feelings and for scaring you. Please do not go off on your own again without telling Lexi, Kor, or I, please?” He was begging, and it scared her more than him shaking her had. “We found hunter-lizard tracks not far from the lake.”
“H—hunter-lizard?”
He held up one hand, fingers spread. “This big.”
Rigi started to shake. Even Martinus couldn’t save her if a hunter-lizard bit or scratched her. They carried poison in their mouths and claws and hunted from holes, rushing out to grab animals that passed by before eating them in chunks. A hunter-lizard could have grabbed her before she or Martinus had time to shoot or bite. She gulped and whispered, “I— I’m sorry. I won’t go off on my own again, I promise.”
“Thank you. And I won’t yell unless it’s an emergency.” He looked over his shoulder at the fountain. “Or you find something very very nice. Promise.” They shook hands on the agreement, and he helped her sit up, then stand.
Tomás and Kor returned a few minutes later, as Rigi gave the clean stone a close inspection. “More pits that way,” Tomás pointed. “And something building sized under vines and a tree, but we didn’t get close. Too many tracks. May be a nesting den for something.” He shook his head. “I took a few holos and mapped the location, but I wasn’t going to go in without armor and a lot more people.”
“Are the pits in a line?” Rigi hunted around until she found a stick that she could be pretty certain was not a snake. “Martinus, paw.” He patted it. The stick didn’t move. “Good boy.” She picked it up and drew a square in the dirt. “If we’re here, and the lake is here, with pits in between,” she drew a line of circles leading to the lake. “And there are more pits leading to the building?” She drew another straight line of pits and a larger rectangle for the building. “What about…” More pits, these at right angles to the other ones. She looked at the others, eyebrows up.
Lexi had taken off his pack and removed a rolled-up something from it. “Like these?” He unrolled a visible-light image print-out. “If this fountain?” Kor reached over and held one side of the image so Lexi could point with a sap-splashed claw at a bulky shape. “Building?”
“Yes,” Kor grunted.
“Lake’s here, and the trench is here,” Tomás said, pointing as well.
Rigi peered at the image. “Yes, but I don’t see the wall, not like on the image of Stela Settlement.”
“The wall is lower here, at least what we’ve found today. And I think we’ve found all we need to for today,” Uncle Eb announced. “It’s two hours past local noon.”
She blinked. No wonder she’d been hungry. She wasn’t the only one, judging by the looks on the others’ faces. Lexi’s ears flopped in and crossed, giving him a quizzical expression. Kor just pulled something out of a pouch on his belt and began eating a stick of food. Rigi glanced away. She didn’t want to watch him chew. When she glanced back, the stick had disappeared. He was still chewing, but with his back teeth, so she couldn’t see the food anymore.
The others had similar ideas, and soon all had food in their hands. Rigi thought about things and decided to eat her third meat-in-bread. They did still have to walk back to the camp, and who knew when dinner would be? She frowned as Tomás wiped his hands on his trouser leg. If her mother caught her doing that, she’d make Rigi write out another chapter from the book of manners. And grease was hard to get out of fabric, even the so-called stain-free synthetics, as her father seemed determined to prove, according to Mar. Kor also frowned at Tomás, making Rigi feel even better. She drank more water. At least her pack would be lighter going back. Could she refill one of the bags from the fountain? “Kor, is the water from the fountain drinkable? For city humans, I mean.”
He studied her, then the water stone. “I do not know, Miss Rigi. The scent is clean, but scents can deceive.”
“Thank you.” Oh well, that’s why she’d brought so much water. The well at the camp provided plenty of good water, according to a little note in the necessary tent.
“I think it is time to go back to camp. Between what Rigi and Tomás have found, we have a good idea of where to start looking tomorrow, and to make decisions about digging and testing,” Uncle Eb announced after he finished his third bread thing. He wiped his hands on the damp cloth, Rigi noticed. Kor and Lexi licked themselves clean. She envied them a little, but trying to imagine some of her teachers washing that way made her want to giggle. And how did you reach that spot in the middle of your back?
“Uncle Eb, I’m going a few meters that way,” she pointed at bushes. “Just for a minute.”
“What? Why?” He caught himself and turned pink. “Oh, right, yes. No, that’s fine, don’t answer.” He pointedly turned away from the bushes she’d pointed to, as did Tomás. Rigi rolled her eyes, took care of things, and returned quickly. She pulled her pack on, triple-checked that her hand-shooter remained in place and clean, and unfastened the tie-down strap. She’d secure it again when they got out of the forest and could see farther.
As before, Kor led and Tomás took the last slot. Everyone walked more slowly, and Rigi decided that maybe she wasn’t as fit as she’d thought she was. Maybe. The lighter pack still weighed a great deal, and the heat of the day pushed down on her head despite the tree shade and the sun-shade on her head. The trail seemed narrower, too. Not just seemed, she realized. They had taken a different trail. The bushes came closer to the path. “This is more direct,” Uncle Eb said over his shoulder.
“OK,” Rigi replied. She walked along, looking around, letting her brain rest. Martinus beeped as they left the reserve. Kor passed another fallen tree, keeping to the far side of the trail as he went by the mess. The tree must have been huge, and the grey-brown, upturned root-end of the trunk looked at least as big as Rigi was tall. Had its shade caused the plants to die, creating the trail? No, that wasn’t possible—shade moved with the sun. The breeze gusted, making the bushes move a little. It felt good and she stopped, lifting the brim of her sun-shade. The tickle of wind disappeared. The bushes kept moving.
“Look out!” Tomas yelled the same instant Rigi screamed, “Lexi run!” Rigi didn’t stop to think. She drew her hand-shooter and aimed, firing at the big scaly thing surging out of the pile of tree and bushes. She heard a bellow and fired at the motion again, then backed up as fast as she could. More shooter bolts zapped past her and she heard sounds like yelling. Where was Lexi? She couldn’t see Lexi! She tried to order Martinus forward but she couldn’t speak, her mouth wouldn’t work right. She tried again. “Mar—”
A rifle-bolt hit the moving shape, then a second bolt. “SssrrROOOOaaarrr!” Terrible rotting-meat stench filled the air and she gagged, coughing, eyes watering, but held the hand-shooter steady. Tomás stood in front of her, just out of her line of fire. How had he gotten there? He also had his hand-shooter out, aimed at the motion.
“Do not move,” Uncle Eb ordered. Rigi stayed perfectly still as Kor did something, then called in Staré. Lexi appeared as if from nowhere. She glanced up. Oh, he’d jumped straight up, two meters or so, to a stout branch that overhung the trail.
“Is dead.” Kor called. “We hurry. Dead-eaters come soon. Do not touch.” Rigi holstered her shooter and followed Tomás at a run. She caught a glimpse of something with char marks on it and very large teeth in a grey-green snout the same color as the bushes. They didn’t stop to inspect the remains, just kept running until the adults slowed down and came to a halt in a grassy clearing. Rigi bent over, hands on knees, and breathed. Her side hurt. “Wroo?”
“I’m” gasp “fine, Martinus. Good” gasp “dog.”
“I think that was more than enough excitement for the day,” Uncle Eb wheezed. “Good call, Rigi.” He breathed some more. “You too, Tomás.”
Rigi inhaled a strong wave of //fear/relief/danger/anger// and noticed Lexi and Kor gesturing at each other with their forefeet and ears. Was Lexi angry because Kor had not warned him? No, because Kor couldn’t have seen the hunter-lizard, Rigi thought. Had Lexi wanted to take the broad trail? Tomás winced at something and eased away from the Staré, closer to Rigi. “What’s wrong?”
He whispered back, “Lexi didn’t want Kor or Uncle Eb to bring rifles. Then he fussed at Kor for not shooting sooner even though we were in the Reserve. Kor’s right piss—, sorry, that is, he’s pretty annoyed with Lexi for not paying attention to the spoor on the trail.”
“We weren’t in the Reserve. Martinus beeped a few meters before I stopped for the breeze.”
“Ah.” Tomás said. He raised his voice, saying, “That’s good to know. Since we were outside the Reserve, we won’t have to prove immediate danger.” The two Staré looked at him and stopped gesticulating. Lexi’s fur remained ruffled, but then he’d been closest to the thing when it charged.
“Keep moving, please,” Uncle Eb called. “There are scavenger birds in the forest, along with striped lions.”
Rigi moved. So did the others. They reached the camp at four after noon. The men let her rinse off first, then she retreated to her tent, lay down on the bed, and shook, but only after triple checking the charge on her hand-shooter and adding a second shot-pack to her belt for the next day, and plugging in the charging mat for Martinus. She’d never shot at a living thing before. It wasn’t like shooting at a target. The papers didn’t move, or stink. And they didn’t eat people.
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PATTERNS AND FINDS
Rigi watched the striped leapers browsing on some brushy kalo plants in the grass below her. The cluster of a dozen or so heavy-bodied, long-headed marsupials hopped slowly as they nibbled their way down the small valley. Several of the females still had young in the pouch, and the matriarch and patriarch kept close watch on the sky for broadwings. Rigi ignored the older animals, far more interested in a yearling that seemed to be lagging behind, healthy but distracted by something upwind. It stopped and rose fully onto its back feet, looking left and right, its back to her. Rigi sighted to the left of the spine, just below the shoulder, and fired.
The tan and black striped animal fell forward without a sound. Did the others notice? Rigi kept still, watching. Another yearling paused, turning its head as if to look for the dead leaper. Kor fired and the second yearling dropped. The leaper clan moved on, not noticing the two missing, or not caring. Since the two yearlings had been lagging behind for several days, Rigi suspected that the others did not miss them yet. The wind blew across the clan toward Rigi and Kor, hiding the telltale burnt smell of a beam-shot animal. Even so, Rigi waited for Kor’s signal to safety the rifle and follow him down the slope.
They needed meat, and the two leapers would feed the camp’s omnivores for several days. Rigi offered a little prayer of thanks to the Creator and Creatrix for their gift and for a clean shot. Kor had been forced to finish off a pain-maddened long-nosed wombeast that had survived an attack by striped lions, and the sounds and smell drove home the order that if they couldn’t kill, they shouldn’t shoot. And that wounded animals had to be followed and killed.
Rigi inspected her kill. She pulled back the lips to look at the yearling’s teeth and to smell its mouth. She didn’t detect any of the sour, musty scent of worm-gut, and the gums seemed healthy and pink. The ears also appeared clean, and the yearling’s shiny, smooth pelt confirmed the animal’s general health. Too bad for him that he wasn’t as wary as he was sound, Rigi thought. Good for her and for the others who needed food. She managed to flip the striped leaper onto his back and spread the limbs. Kor and his helper would gut and prepare the carcass for travel back to the camp. Getting all the organs out without spilling the contents and without accidentally spoiling the meat with gall or gut-musk required skill Rigi didn’t quite have yet, and strength she certainly didn’t have. Task completed, Rigi picked up her rifle again, checked the charge, and took up a watch position. As the males worked, she kept an eye out for predators. Uncle Eb and Kor had been surprised the previous week by a pair of terror birds and had almost lost a cleaned and field-dressed wombeast yearling. Rigi didn’t smell anything, but she kept a careful watch, slowly scanning the grass and the horizon, far and close, looking for motion.
Happily for her supper, Kor and his assistant finished their task without interruption. They signaled and Rigi came down the slope to assist. She helped balance the carry poles as the males hoisted the carcasses for a short walk to the transport. After the first week, Mr. De Groet had arrived and brought a small run-about with him. It certainly made hunting easier, and shortened the time to get the Site Four, or what Rigi thought of as Cloudspot Settlement. She’d been watching cloud shadows drifting across the grass of the plain when something caught her eye, something round that had proved to be the foundation of a round structure within another round walled site. Unlike the forest settlements, the walls in the grassland settlements only stood knee high, and that if they were lucky. Rigi followed the two Staré to the vehicle, still alert. After the lizard attack, Kor had pronounced her a near-adult with adult responsibilities, and she took them seriously.
That status did not permit her to drive the run-about, alas, and so after the males loaded the meat, she settled into the passenger seat as the fifth-Stamm servant confirmed the program and guided the run-about back to the camp. Kor sat in the rear, looking behind them. While hunting, the others granted him a sort of temporary fourth Stamm rank—otherwise he remained outStamm. Rigi looked around and considered her latest sketch, this one of the almost-site near the river.
She still did not understand why Uncle Eb and Mr. De Groet wanted her to draw everything they found. Well, almost everything, or at least the big things that did not try to get away, like the “rubble pile” that proved to be a very dirty and grumpy lump-headed horn-nose. The big marsupial browser had grunted, grumbled, flicked its skinny little excuse for a tail, and thudded off to a quieter place to nap, its enormous, lumpy, bumpy, bony head rocking side-to-side as it lumbered away. Everyone thought twice about scrambling over piles and mounds after that little excitement. Rigi, who had been drawing when the thing started to protest being holo-imaged, still giggled a little when she remembered Lexi and Uncle Eb’s expressions as they backed away from the monster. Uncle Eb had thought to bring two more of the sketch pads that Rigi preferred, and Aunt Kay had given her some pencils and other things that she didn’t use. As a result, Rigi didn’t mind using her pad for the project, sketching walls, the fountain, and anything else they found.
And Mr. De Groet had given her a special present. Around her neck, on a bit of string, she wore a disk of the rainbow opal stuff in a small metal ring. It wasn’t old, not like the things Tomás had found. But whoever had made the settlements and walls had also used the runner vine sap to make the coatings that looked so pretty, and Mr. De Groet had paid to have a lab analyze the bits, plus the sap, and found a way to make sheets of the stuff. He’d also found a third-Stamm artisan to make lumps, and jewelry. A set of the jewelry would be presented to the governor’s wife at some point, or so Rigi overheard him telling Uncle Eb. “We need to sweeten things. Someone is trying to block our papers by going through the governor. I have no idea who.”
Rigi shrugged and smiled as another scarlet-crested bird darted across the grass ahead of the run-about. Aunt Kay’s painting of the birds left Rigi torn between raw envy and pure awe. The birds looked as if they would fly off the canvas or screen. “I trained as both an artist and as a xenobiologist, Rigi. Holos are wonderful, but even the best doesn’t capture everything that the human eye can, and vice versa. So we still need people to look and imagine the birds and beasts and plants, then depict them accurately.” Rigi decided that she’d stick to walls and buildings and plants, at least for now. She had plenty to do without having to chase her subject every time it moved, like Aunt Kay sometimes did.
In addition to confirming the fountain site, they’d found three more sites in the grasslands to the west of the forest, all in similar locations. Rigi still did not think the stuff by the river really counted as a settlement or ritual center or town or whatever Uncle Eb and Mr. De Groet were calling it today, but she’d drawn the shapes, including the bits sticking part-way into the river. She preferred the grasslands sites. The one in the forest had her fountain, and shade, and the pools or water-catchers that extended in three directions from the fountain, and the lake and channel (she’d labeled it Tomás’s Canal) that led to another building of some kind, but shade made things hard to draw correctly, and Uncle Eb wanted the shade-dapple in the picture. She’d ripped up two drawings of the not-a-lair building before she was happy. Even lighting and no shade made the grassland things far easier, especially when she could climb a hill, plop down onto the grass, and look at the places from above. All three of the grassland sites sat in little bowls within clusters of hills, and all three had walls in a ring on the tops of the hills as well as the wall inside the bowl.
Uncle Eb and Mr. De Groet and Lexi had gotten into a heated discussion one evening about if all the places would be round, if only the round ones had survived, or if they would find square settlements in other places. Aunt Kay eventually had enough and she and Tomás and Rigi had eaten without the men. When Uncle Eb and Mr. De Groet finally appeared, they found the tenderest pieces of grass-fowl already eaten and that their individual servings of fluffed yams had collapsed, earning them the cook’s ire. Aunt Kay and the others said nothing, but the men seemed to have gotten the hint and did not argue before meals again. Rigi and Tomás had understood about half the argument, and had shrugged. They did a lot of that around Uncle Eb and Mr. De Groet.
“Maybe they used round because the world is round,” Tomás had suggested as they walked back to their tents that night. “Or because their walls didn’t have corners, so it was easier to defend them.”
“Maybe. Or maybe they worshipped the sun, and it is round, and all we are finding are worship places, not living places.”
“Nah, that doesn’t make sense.”
“Then where are the houses?”
“They were all made of wood and rotted away, except the long ones in Stela Settlement?”
“Wouldn’t the dirt be different there? And why is the dirt so thin in the forest sites?” Rigi stopped and faced him. “And what did they eat?”
“Food, of course.” He started to roll his eyes and she planted her fists on her hips, glaring at him. “What? They ate food. So—” It really did look as if someone had flipped a light on in his head, Rigi thought. “So where did whatever they ate come from, and where did it go?”
“Pre-cisely.”
He stared past her shoulder, which she’d learned meant that he was thinking especially hard. “Um, we need to look for fields, or animal pens, or food fabricators and tools and the little things.” Tomás stopped. “Where are the little things?”
“I don’t know. I don’t remember reading about Uncle Eb and Mr. De Groet finding little things at Stela Settlement. But no one has really dug or gone over the place the way my mother cleans house.”
“How does your mother clean house?”
“Everything gets cleaned unless it can run away,” she’d sighed. “Everything. Father hides his document files so she can’t organize and tidy them. We have to take the furniture apart, the things that can be taken apart, and clean all the notches and holes and joints. She hires extra help, and Shona hides in the kitchen and grumbles and we eat cold food for a few days. It’s not fun,” she concluded.
Tomás’s eyes had opened wider and wider and he stared at her. “Oh, poor Rigi. And Lyria. How often does she clean house?”
“Only once a year, thanks be to the Creatrix,” Rigi had said with fervor she usually reserved for the sweet course or when Martinus did an especially neat new trick. “Father says that Grandmother deStella is the same.” She had stopped and turned as Kor walked up, silent, a dark shape in the night. He hand-bowed and she returned the courtesy, as did Tomás.
“A herd is moving, hunters follow.” He had puffed //caution/danger.// “Do not come out unless great danger threatens. If you must come out, come armed with rifle and ready to protect selves.”
“Yes, Kor.” Rigi had put her hand on Martinus. Should she bring him with her if she needed to go out? Probably yes.
For once Tomás had not argued or asked for more information. “Yes, Kor.” They’d gone their ways. Rigi thought she heard something in the night, and had woken to find the grass flattened by long-nosed wombeast tracks.
Now, riding back to camp in the run-about, she wondered what the wombeast herd had looked like. She should have stayed up to watch. Or should she? Sleep came easily after working all day. Only Tomás and Uncle Eb had much energy in the evenings, and Tomás was a boy and Uncle Eb? He was Uncle Eb. Rigi wondered if that’s what her father meant when he’d said he wanted to find a way to bottle Uncle Eb. The run-about glided down the long, shallow valley leading from the plains proper to the lodge. Rigi didn’t see any signs of the men. Good. She could get cleaned up and work on the latest drawing without worrying about someone pestering her.
Rigi helped unload the meat and assisted with skinning the two leapers. They weighed in at just under a hundred kilos total, so sixty-five kilos of meat, more or less. The tails stayed intact and would go into soup, the haunches roasted, ribs grilled or slow-simmered, and the cook had a way to pickle the shoulders that left Rigi wanting to eat her weight in the meat. As Kor cut and trimmed, Rigi slowly pulled the hide away from the meat, keeping even tension in the skin. The hole in the shoulder of “her” leaper ruined the hide for making a floor rug or bedcover of it. The soft white belly-fur remained intact though, and Rigi hoped she’d be allowed to have the hair-on leather after it was tanned. Kor’s shot through the head left the entire hide of his leaper intact. Rigi didn’t trust herself to aim at the head unless the leaper stood broadside to her.
“Good.” Kor grunted, puffing //satisfaction/pleased.// “The task is done. Thank you for assistance, Miss Rigi.” He bowed to her.
She hand-bowed in return. “You are welcome, Kor.”
She started walking toward the necessary tent to go get cleaned up when he spoke again. “The spirit villages you and Master Tomás found. Do the First Ones speak to you?”
Rigi blinked. First Ones? Spirit villages? No one had ever called the ruins that. What did he mean? Should she ask? Or just answer his question? Rigi decided to answer. “No, Kor. I hear no voices, see no spirits. Tomás and I see patterns, shapes where shapes should not be, stones hidden under racer vines, shiny black where things should be rough and gray. Tomás sees them with his eyes, and my hands find them as I draw.”
He puffed a complicated scent she couldn’t identify and didn’t understand. “The hunter’s eye, and the wise eye. It is explained. Thank you, Miss Rigi.”
“You are welcome.” He returned to butchering the leapers and she watched him for a moment, then went to wash. Aunt Kay disapproved of dusty, hunt-scented people at the table if they’d had time to get tidied up. And Rigi did not want Aunt Kay telling her mother just what she’d been doing in the field.
Rigi finished her drawing and brought it with her to supper. As she waited for the others, she read more of the file about the exploration of Shikhari. She’d gotten to the part about the Indria Plateau, and about the gigantic herds of wombeast and leapers and the enormous trap-lizards that lurked near water, hiding in their lairs until something walked too close. The explorers had ignored the pits, thinking they belonged to the great plains-mole and more worried about snap-backs in the water. That was, until a trap-lizard had attacked the cartographer and almost killed him before the others killed the lizard. Even so he’d lost his leg. Rigi shivered, glad trap-lizards didn’t exist where she lived. Then she read a little farther and stopped. She wrinkled her forehead, squinted, backed up the page and re-read.
“What’s wrong?” She looked up to find Aunt Kay looming over her, a puzzled and slightly concerned expression on her soft face.
“This says that the explorers on the Indria Plateau found what they thought might be ruins but didn’t go exploring because the natives chased them away. It is the only known deliberate aggression shown by the Staré. Here.” Rigi handed her the file-reader.
Her aunt took the e-reader. Her thin, flat eyebrows drew together and her forehead wrinkled. She glanced to the left, eyes narrowed. “Which book is this?” She tapped the screen with a paint-dappled finger. “Oh. Interesting.” She returned the reader. “That is, I think, the oldest account of the exploration of Shikhari. It’s not official, if I remember correctly. Ask Ebenezer. He obtained the file from the family of one of the scouts, the man who wrote it. And mark the reference.”
“Ah, how do I do that?” She’d never used that feature on this kind of file-reader.
“Like so.” Aunt Kay reached down, ran her finger along a line of words, and then tapped the screen beside the line. It flashed once and a little star appeared in the corner of the page. “When you go back to the contents list, the stars will appear beside the chapter. Tap the star and it will take you to the area you selected.” Aunt Kay smiled. “This is a very simple, old-fashioned reader, but it will stand up to being dropped, stepped on, and spilled on. The gentleman who owns the lodge has six children, two of them still in the ‘chew everything’ stage. He recommended the reader.”
Rigi tried to imagine six children, plus her parents, in her house. They wouldn’t fit. And how did they all use the necessary tent here? Or did the youngest stay at home with minders like Mar? No, probably the middle ones, the ones that might wander off, she decided. “Thank you. I’ll ask him.”
“They should be back now, unless he or Micah found something and are arguing about who lived there and what the name is and if the flat bit goes on top or on the bottom.” She shook her head. “And to think that he’s the normal, calm and practical one in the family.”
Rigi wondered what the rest of the family must be like. Maybe she’d ask her father. It seemed rude to ask Aunt Kay. Her aunt went over to the paint table and Rigi kept reading. She didn’t find anything as odd as the story about the ruins and the Staré, although the bit about someone accidentally burning down the necessary building while trying to kill a stink-lizard made her giggle more than she should have.
Uncle Eb, Mr. De Groet, and Tomás came in just as she started the next chapter. “…could be wrong I have no idea. He’s being tight-lipped about it.” Mr. De Groet sounded frustrated.
“We’ve gotten all the data, everything’s documented, we checked for additional required permissions and found none, it’s a preliminary report without hypotheses, and he doesn’t have to sign off on live-subject requirements or anything.”
Rigi wondered who the men meant. De Groet held his hands up. “Another two weeks won’t really matter, since we’re not competing for a grant or publication prestige.”
Uncle Eb frowned and rubbed the back of his neck. “No, but… something bothers me. Call it a hunch, a gut feeling, I don’t like it. He said it was something with the corporation?”
“Didn’t say, but implied. And I could be reading too much into his message.”
Rigi opened her mouth to tell Uncle Eb about Benin Petrason’s threat, then caught herself. Could it be related? Was it Mr. Petrason they were talking about?
“And it could be something as simple as the royal birthday and not wanting to upstage His Majesty’s anniversary celebration—forty years and twenty-fifty regal year combined—plus the colonial founding anniversary. That’s more than enough, and the Company’s been treading carefully with His Majesty after the little problem on Eta Toliman with the smuggling and tariff evasion.” Uncle Eb rolled his eyes. “Amateurs.”
Tomás looked as if he were about to explode with curiosity, eyes wide, mouth open, staring at Uncle Eb. His face turned a little pink, and he vibrated a little.
“Anything new today, dear?” Aunt Kay inquired, preempting Tomás.
Uncle Eb turned around, bent down and kissed her. Rigi looked away. Kissing was boring. “Nothing to speak of. We mapped everything by the river and at the third grassland site.” He turned back to Rigi. “I understand that we are eating your kill tonight?”
“Mine or Kor’s, yes, sir. We got two leaper yearlings.”
The adults all smiled. Rigi felt warm inside and very grown-up. “Excellent, Miss Rigi,” Mr. De Groet said. “Very well done.”
“You seem to have inherited your father’s eye,” Uncle Eb added.
On impulse, Rigi replied, “Kor says I have the wise eye and that Tomás has the hunter’s eye.”
Uncle Eb’s eyebrows rose up until they threatened to lift off of his face. “Did he? Interesting.” Tomás smiled and nodded, pleased with Kor’s statement.
“He also, ah, that is, he asked if the First Ones spoke to us, the people who made the spirit villages.”
Mr. De Groet and Uncle Eb froze. “He asked what?” De Groet raised one finger. “Specifically called them the First Ones and spirit villages?”
“Yes, sir. He asked if Tomás and I found the spirit villages because the First Ones spoke to us.”
Tomás seemed fascinated. Mr. De Groet vibrated as if he were about to explode. Uncle put his hand on the man’s arm. “Easy, Micah. Kor’s different. Please don’t rush out to ask him, because he may never talk again.”
“And sir, could you look at this?” Rigi turned back to the section in the file about the ruin and handed it to him. He read it, read it again, and handed the reader to Mr. De Groet, then sat down in the chair on her right. De Groet blinked hard and passed the reader to Tomás.
“That’s… That may be worth tracking down. I suspect they were not attacked, though. I’ve read other reports that the Staré swarmed humans, trying to get a scent lock and because they were curious about what the humans were doing. It can seem like an attack.”
Tomás said, “Father says there was, no, were two cases of Staré attacking humans. He told me he’d read them in the military files. One involved a Staré with scent-sickness, and I don’t know the other one. Father mentioned them when we studied scent-sickness in xenobiology class.” He sounded uncertain as he returned the reader to Mr. De Groet, who passed it to Uncle Eb.
“Well, it could have happened, certainly, I just have not heard anything about it. Which means nothing, yes, I know dear,” he leaned forward and wagged one finger at Aunt Kay, who wagged one right back. “And we only have two more days here, so I think we need to concentrate on having Miss Rigi do a few more sketches, sample the soil at the fountain site and I really do want to look inside the building that is a lair.”
“And I want to see this fountain for myself,” Aunt Kay announced.
Rigi tossed and turned that night, unable to sleep. She’d lost track of the days. Only two more days before she went home! That meant four days before school started again, and she had to deal with Benin Petrason and his crew. Rigi liked being at the lodge, liked being with Aunt Kay and Uncle Eb, and Tomás was pretty much not bad for a boy. Getting to draw, and to explore, and even to hunt? Lyria would never believe it. Neither would most of Rigi’s year-mates at school. Or would they? Rigi turned over, curling up. Since half of them didn’t believe she had an m-dog, they wouldn’t believe that she’d learned how to shoot and hunt. She liked adults better, she decided, and Staré. The Staré treated her like a grown-up, or at least Kor and Lexi did. But did she want to be a grown-up yet? The way her big sister was acting, maybe staying younger was better.
Except it was being younger that let Benin get away with picking on people. Rigi rolled to her other side. She’d wear out the bed at this rate, and she sat up, then got up. She wouldn’t wander, just sit on the steps of the tent. She pulled on her wrap and camp shoes, and sat on the false-wood step, looking up at the sky. The stars came a lot closer at the lodge than they did near the city. The thick wash of stars called the Milky Way on Home and that Rigi knew as the Great River swept over the sky, hiding other star patterns. Rigi thought she could see the Rocket and the Great Book, and the two crosses, north and south. One red star didn’t twinkle. That would be the hot planet, Agni. The blue-white glitter of stars came all the way down to the ground, and she imagined that she could touch them, reach up and scoop a handful and put them in her memento box. A little finger of night breeze touched the back of her neck and she pulled her wrap tighter. It carried the sweet smell of the grass, and a sound. She listened hard, holding her breath to try to hear better. Music?
A soft, almost sad song tugged at her ears and heart. It reminded her of the wind, and of the stars, soaring and far, so far away, out in the deep dark. A fluty sound, the notes sang, then fluttered like a bird’s wings, then faded into the night silence again. Was she dreaming? Rigi pinched the back of her hand. No, not dreaming, and her toes were getting cold. She watched the stars a little longer, then went back inside and climbed into bed once more. This time she slept.
The next day they had pan-fried leaper steaks for breakfast. Rigi tried the red jelly, decided she’d been right to avoid it, and spread extra sour peach pickle on her rusk and on the meat. She also added a dribble more cowlee cream to her coffee when Aunt Kay wasn’t looking. Tomás could drink it black, but Rigi needed something to soothe the bitterness and she wasn’t an adult, anyway. Kor had declared her a grown-up, but after much thought Rigi decided that she’d stay young for a while yet. And extra cream was close to milk-coffee, which was what her mother and Mar said young ladies should drink, and she could tell them that she’d stayed with milk-coffee. She still remained undecided about mentioning the funny-tasting eggs. Probably not, because they might not be fowl eggs, and some people fussed about eating mammal eggs. There wasn’t a food rule against it, not like there was against carrion-eaters and scavengers and blood-colored food, but still, Rigi didn’t want to cause a fuss when she got home.
“So, do you want the good news or the not-so-good news?” Uncle Eb inquired after he’d had a third cup of coffee.
“Not-so-good, please, sir,” Tomás replied.
“We have to leave tomorrow night, because of weather. There is a risk of strong storms the next morning, and our flitter’s not made for that sort of thing.”
Rigi wondered what the good news was. She’d have to pack, and go through the list her mother had included in the bag with her clothes to make certain she brought everything back with her.
“The good news is that all the hides taken so far are good, and we will be allowed to keep them once they are tanned. That includes your leaper, Rigi, in case you wanted the chest, belly, and pouch for a vest or something else.”
“Oh, thank you!”
Aunt Kay smiled. “If you would like it made into a garment, I’ll give your mother the name of a tailor who does my fur-on work. He’s fifth Stamm and quite good.”
“Thank you, ma’am.” Rigi finished her breakfast, excused herself and went back to the tent to get cleaned up. They were taking the run-about and she wondered about Martinus coming along. Yes, he’d better, she decided. There’d be room. No, maybe not. She wavered back and forth then decided that he’d better stay behind this once. Except her stomach didn’t like that idea and something else inside her protested that he needed to come along. He’d come.
Lexi opted to stay in camp so he could start packing and preparing all of their research material and Uncle Eb’s things. That left just enough space for Rigi and Martinus to squeeze into the back of the run-about, with Tomás and Aunt Kay in the middle seats and Uncle Eb and Mr. De Groet in the front. “Is Kor coming?” Tomás kept looking around, drumming his fingers on the rifle scabbard built into the run-about’s door.
“He is going on his own. He saw tracks that bother him,” Uncle Eb replied as he engaged the drive and turned the vehicle east, into the rising sun. Rigi imagined the heat already starting to build, triggering the ferocious storms that turned the area around the Indria Plateau into an enormous wetland every warm season. The Bataria Archipelago got brushed by some of the storms, or so Rigi thought one of her teachers had said. The entire area remained off-limits to people who were not scientists, so she didn’t worry about it.
Uncle drove until they reached the wide trail, then parked. They’d entered the reserve, but he didn’t seem concerned about getting in trouble for having the vehicle inside the borders. Rigi crawled out of the back, followed by Martinus, checked her rifle, and slung it over her shoulder. That gave them two rifles for six people, plus Martinus, and Uncle Eb had decided that would be sufficient. He wanted to go into the lair building. “Kor and I cleared it out,” he’d announced a week before, over supper. “There are carvings that don’t look quite like those at Stela Settlement, and I want to get better recordings. You need to see them too, Micah.”
So Tomás and Aunt Kay went to the fountain and Rigi followed the men to the lair-building. “Great Magellanic Clouds, Eb, did all this come out of there?” Mr. De Groet stared at the mound of dried plants, tufts of fur, and leaves and vines jumbled into a heap as tall as Rigi.
“That and more. I told you that Kor and I had to clean it out, and I mean clean. Lexi helped some, but he spent more time keeping watch for whatever had denned in here. I think it was one of those nocturnal prickle-back wombeasts, just based on the fur bits.” Rigi studied the pile, walking around it and sniffing. Martinus sniffed as well, or acted like he was sniffing. The pile’s under-scent bothered her and she backed away from the mound and went to stand by the door opening, looking out. The mound smelled musky-bitter and left a strange taste in her throat. She shivered a little and shifted the rifle so she could get it into position faster. “Good thought, Rigi. Micah and I won’t be too long.”
Mr. De Groet, busy with the holo-recorder and big portable light, didn’t see Rigi as she rolled her eyes. “Need to start with actual light, then hmm, half to get the contrast? Yes, that should work, fifty percent for initial contrast and then full if there’s enough battery. Did I charge this one, um, where’s that blasted…” He murmured as he walked into the doorway, almost tripping over the stone threshold. Rigi swallowed a giggle. Young ladies did not giggle when people tripped.
She could hear the men moving around inside, stepping on something that crunched and skittered like dry leaves. “I thought you said you’d cleaned this out?”
“I did. Storms must have blown this back in.”
Rigi and Martinus waited in the shade, watching the birds and the leaves moving in the breeze. After a few minutes she walked around the building, studying the exterior. Racer vines still covered most of it, but under the vines she saw more of that black, and places where the stone looked soft, as if it were melting. Had plant acid done that? Rigi squeezed between a small tree and the vines, stretching up on her tip-toes to touch the bottom of the stone. No, it felt solid, and smooth as glass instead of crumbly rotten. She backed away and kept walking. The building reminded her a little of the temple in Stela Settlement, but smaller. Were the carvings inside as pretty as those in the temple? Maybe Uncle Eb would let her come in and look after he and Mr. De Groet finished.
A pattern on the ground caught her eye and she crouched down, then moved so her shadow wasn’t on the dirt. Tracks? She checked Martinus, then bent closer, keeping the rifle clear of the dirt and grass. The depressions did look a little like tracks, but the rain two days before had muddled them. What did the feet of a prickle-back wombeast look like? Because this foot had a stuck-out thumb. Or did it? Rigi just couldn’t tell. Oh well. She stood up and continued circling the building.
As she rounded the corner, the musky smell hit her full in the face and far stronger than before. “Martinus, guard.” His eyes turned red and flashed twice. She unslung the rifle and took a long path around the mound of debris, moving slowly, taking a step and listening, then another step and listening again. The feeling of danger grew stronger and she whispered, “Lothar, guard.” She barely heard the whrrr click as the big beam-shooter emerged from his back. The soft dirt underfoot let her move silently, and she rolled her weight onto her feet the way Kor and Tomás had taught her. She didn’t see anything, and no new tracks marked the soil. Was she imagining things? More musk, and a sound, a scratch, then another. Where? Above the door!
“Graawrrr!”
“Woof!”
Rigi swung the rifle up to her shoulder and aimed as a brown and red shape with white teeth sprang down onto her. The carnifex-leaper hung in the air, claws out, lower jaw unhinged and gaping, eyes focused on Rigi. She fired, started to fire again, and the beast’s front half disappeared in a wash of red and white and burnt fur and cooked meat and fire. She flinched away, keeping her rifle up and pointed at the thing even as she ducked her head, eyes closed against the stuff spattering her. The spattering stopped and she looked again. The rear legs of the beast lay on the ground. “L— Lothar, stand down.” She didn’t want him shooting Uncle Eb! The heavy beam shooter disappeared into the m-dog’s back once more. “Martinus stand down, good dog.” His crimson eyes flashed twice, returning to their normal brown.
She stared at the remains of the predator. The head lay a few centimeters from the toes of her boots, the back quarter of the body by the wall of the building. “G,g,g,g, good dog,” she repeated. Rigi put the rifle’s safety on, then looked down at herself. “Uncle Eb?”
A muffled, “What?”
“Uncle Eb, I’m sorry, but could you come and take the rifle for a moment, please, sir? I need to be sick.” She sounded very calm, very adult. She stared at the head, seeing every hair, every pore on the hairless nose, and the chip in one enormous front tooth. “Please?”
He stomped out, blinking in the bright light. “What’s wrong, Rigi are you oh shit child damn it to the black hells!” He ran to her, grabbed her up and hauled her away from the remains of the beast.
“I’m going to be sick. I put the safety on.” He set her down and took the rifle, then crouched beside her as she threw up. “Martinus and I, was on the roof,” she threw up again. Then she began shaking all over. Uncle Eb rested the rifle against Martinus and held her. “Don’t, please, you’ll get bloody.” He held her tighter as she shook and sobbed.
“Eb, what, dear God.” Mr. De Groet ran toward them. Uncle Eb held up one hand and he slowed down. “Is she alright?”
“Yes, sir,” Rigi managed, snuffling. Uncle Eb handed her a handkerchief. She wiped her eyes. “Thank you, sir.”
He let go and stood, picking up the rifle and looking at the charge and power settings. “Auriga, this isn’t that strong, even at close range.”
“No, sir. Um, Martinus has a surprise inside him. The range master said I need to have him reset when I get back from this trip.”
Her uncle looked from her to the m-dog and back, then twisted to look at the remains of the carnifex-leaper. “Stay here, with Martinus.” He and Mr. De Groet walked around the charred hindquarter and head. “You stood here?”
“No, sir. This side of the head. It almost landed on my toes.” She started giggling, tried to stop, and giggled more, then began sobbing again. She hugged Martinus, “Good dog,” she repeated over and over, “Good dog, good dog, good dog.”
Uncle Eb ducked into the building as Mr. De Groet took a holo of the scene. He emerged with a small black bag. “Miss Auriga, I need to download some data from your m-dog. May I do so?”
“Yes, sir.” She snuffled some more, calmed down, and petted Martinus’s head as Uncle Eb plugged something into the m-dog’s neck, then looked at the read out. His eyes flashed open and the color drained from his face. He looked up at her, staring, with a scary, hard expression that she’d never seen before. He looked down again, unplugged the device, and patted the m-dog, then stood.
“How many shots did you fire, Miss Auriga?”
“T—two I think, sir. It growled and then everything stopped and the carnifex-leaper hung in the air. I smelled something, then heard scratching and couldn’t see it and then heard more sound and looked up just as it jumped toward me.”
Uncle Eb walked around Martinus, crouched beside her again, and put his arms around her once more. “The recording shows that you did fire twice. The first shot hit, the second might have but your m-dog’s stinger struck first. And in truth, Miss Auriga, I don’t think you need to have Martinus re-set. The fewer people who know that he has that capability, the better.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Micah, we’ll get a few more images, let Miss Rigi look inside, and then you need to go tell Kay and Tomás what happened.”
“Why me?” Then he really looked at Rigi, and at Uncle Eb. She wanted to giggle again as his face turned colors, ending with pinkish green. “Ah, I see your point, Eb. We don’t want to surprise your wife.”
“No. Her shrieks would deafen every creature within a hundred kilometer radius. And that’s before she saw Rigi. She hates it when I ruin clothes. And I do not think this will rinse out.”
“Oh dear.” Her mother would be furious. “I didn’t think about that.”
He laughed and rested a hand on her shoulder. “No, believe me, tidiness and spot removal are the next-to-last things one contemplates in a life-or-death situation. There is an ancient saying, Miss Rigi, that it is better to beg forgiveness than to ask permission. In this case, it is much better to shoot first and scrub later. That said, you probably do need to rinse your face before the spatter dries and starts to itch. Trust me, it will itch.”
That sounded like a wonderful idea. But first she took several swishes of water from her water skin, rinsed and spat the nasty taste out of her mouth, then drained the skin. She also stopped behind some bushes before going to the fountain and using his handkerchief to wipe her face. The cold water felt very good, but she was careful not to get any in her eyes or mouth.
The rest of the day seemed absolutely dull after that. Aunt Kay took one look at Rigi, planted her fists on her hips and stated, “You are going back to camp and changing. Period end.” She stalked to Rigi, circled around her while inspecting her, and folded her arms. “Now. Before something decides to lick you clean.”
“Eww,” that sounded terrible. “Um, are you going to tell my parents?”
“Are we?”
“No, please?”
Uncle Eb let out a long breath. “We’ll see. I think you’d best do as Aunt Kay says. You don’t want to give Tomás nightmares, after all. He has a delicate stomach.”
“Thppppth” Tomás made a rude noise.
“For that, young man, you can carry the light this time.” The men and Tomás started walking toward the other building.
Aunt Kay crooked one finger and beckoned Rigi. Rigi and Martinus followed her to the run-about. “I fear you’d best ride in the back again, dear. Micah didn’t bring seat covers.”
Once in the camp, Aunt Kay drove straight to the necessary tent. “Wash and leave your clothes. I’ll bring you fresh. And wipe Martinus off as well, please. Blood and tissue can be corrosive to some alloys.”
Yes, ma’am.” How did Aunt Kay know that? And what had she and Uncle Eb done to know so much about blood and clothes and such? Was it when he was in the military? She seemed very calm. Rigi dutifully took off her dress and leggings, leaving them with her boots and sunshade. Her underthings seemed clean, but after she washed herself and wiped Martinus, who did not like being rinsed, she found a complete change of clothes. Someone had also cleaned off her boots and left a different sun-shade. She dried Martinus, then herself, and dressed. The wash felt good. She took Martinus back to the tent and ordered him to charge. He’d dropped to a quarter power, and she couldn’t carry him if his batteries ran flat and he locked. The shot really had taken a lot of energy. Rigi petted him some more and went to find Aunt Kay. And to refill her water bags. Her mouth didn’t want to stay moist.
To her surprise she slept well that night, and didn’t dream. She mentioned it at breakfast, and the adults seemed pleased and relieved. “That’s very good. I was worried that you might have nightmares. Stress can do that, Rigi, and do not feel ashamed or afraid if you do start dreaming about what happened, or you relive it at odd moments.” Uncle Eb’s face shifted, for lack of a better word, turning older and a touch scary and intense. “That kind of shock imprints on your mind and feelings. You did everything right, Rigi, believe me. Don’t ever doubt yourself. You did the right thing, reacted the right way. I should have looked more closely and have thought about the roof. But you did the best thing possible. I am very proud of you, we all are.”
He shook a little and the usual Uncle Eb came back. “However, I am going to see about getting you a new dress and leggings. Because your mother and father are too smart to believe that you fell into a berry bush, or were ambushed by a side of grilled wombeast ribs.”
“Do people really try to grill those, sir?” Tomás looked intrigued and worried both.
“Once.” Aunt Kay stated. “You try it once, eat them once, and never again if you are not starving or intoxicated to the point that your tastebuds are numb. Or so I have been told.”

A WEEK AFTER SCHOOL BEGAN, a large but light box arrived for Rigi. Lyria, still grouchy about not going with her sister, scowled and glared as Rigi opened it under her mother and Mar’s careful eyes. Inside she found a new dress, slightly larger than the one she’d ruined and with embroidered trim on the cuffs and hem that looked like dark blue birds, new leggings, and—
“Ugh, what’s that?” Lyria backed away as Rigi lifted out the carnifex-leaper’s large red-brown and black striped tail, followed by the tanned leaper hide.
“Aunt Kay sent a card with the name of the tailor who makes her vests. And oh, this is tanned and trimmed so it fits on Martinus’s tail. Now he can have a real furry tail like a bio-dog.”
Her mother picked up the tail and inspected it. “So it does.” She sighed. “That Ebenezer. Kay is such a wonderful soul to have married him. And this is your leaper?”
“Yes, ma’am. It was on Uncle Eb’s permit, so he had to check it in first and he had it tanned. May I have a vest made from it, please? I’ve been saving my credits.”
Her mother pursed her lips, then studied her and the pelt. “I think so, but not this instant. I believe you have started growing again, and it will be better to wait so you do not outgrow it.”
Lyria protested, arms at her sides, fists clenched. “Mother, no! Civilized people don’t wear animal hides. Hunting for food is bad enough, but to wear the skin, that’s terrible.”
“But to not use it is wasteful, and the scorch in the shoulder means it won’t make a good bedcover.” Rigi tried to be reasonable.
“No! You don’t understand.”
Mar folded her forelegs, ears twitching as Rigi’s mother shook her finger at Lyria. “Young lady, you are the one who fails to understand. Not using all that you can of the beast that you kill is wasteful and an insult to the Creator and Creatrix. And it would be rude in the extreme to refuse the gift after your aunt and uncle went to the effort of having it tanned so nicely. And to replace the torn dress.”
“I’ll write a thank you letter this afternoon, ma’am.”
“Good. And you’ll be pleased to know that—”
The rumble of a heavy-cargo transport’s motor and the sound of poly-wood and metal breaking as the vehicle snagged the gate and ripped loose a section of fence half the length of the garden drowned out her words.
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SCHOOL TROUBLES RETURN
They all stared as the box-like behemoth trundled away, dragging bits of fence. Then Rigi’s mother rushed out to look at the damage. Rigi and Lyria started to follow, but Mar blocked the way. “No. Not safe.” She gusted //distress/worry/anger// undertone and pointed a claw at them.
The girls exchanged looks. Rigi considered trying to get past Mar, then changed her mind. Her father would punish her for disobeying, as would her mother and Mar. And Shona would likely give her the small, burnt bits at supper. Satisfying her curiosity wasn’t worth eating charred crunch. Instead she took the box and the tail and carried everything to her room. She hid the tail so Lyria couldn’t make it disappear, then wrote out a thanks letter by hand.
Her father frowned when he saw the missing fence. Some pieces had dropped off of the transport, and Shona had piled it up for Eenjan to deal with. Eenjan, second Stamm and loud, had used some of those words adults saved for bad times, or so she guessed. He’d been puffing //anger/frustration/furious// strongly enough to remind her of a stink-pig. They’d need a new gate and several meters of fence. It meant that Martinus had to stay indoors unless Rigi or her father were with him, so he couldn’t stray. “His programming won’t allow him to roam, but the law was written for bio-dogs and they just added m-dogs to it,” her father said after he came home.
“Ah, thank you, sir.”
“Supposedly, no transports have been in residential areas for the past four weeks. Supposedly the problem had been solved. And supposedly Mrs. Prananda won the kingdom lottery and is retiring to become a holo-opera star and feather dancer.”
“Timothy!” Her mother tipped her head a little to one side, eyebrows lifted, eyes open wide, lips compressed. “Young ears.”
Apparently either holo-opera or feather dancing were not what Rigi thought they were. Another thing to learn when she was older. “Is it safe to walk to school tomorrow, sir?”
“Yes. In fact, I’m going to go make some calls to ensure just that. Starting with Major Prananda, I believe, since his house is closer to the main road net. If you will excuse me.” He handed Rigi his coat and shoes, then went into his office. Rigi put them in the coat and shoe room.
After supper, Rigi heard her parents talking on the front porch. She slowed her dusting to listen as her mother asked, “May I try a different kind of fence, dear?”
“Does the lease permit it?”
“I believe so, as long as it remains within the style guide for the main building. Something a little taller, that is harder for people to step over, with narrower pickets. A touch more formal looking but that still allows them to see into the garden. And a sturdier gate that locks from inside. That Petrason boy and his friends have too much free time and spend more than enough of it lurking in this neighborhood.”
“Hmm. Interesting. He does have a less than savory reputation, rather like his father in some ways.”
“His mother seems to believe that if Major Prananda will meet Benin, the boy’s military career is guaranteed. She wants him to have a position in the Home Guard.” She sounded as if she doubted that would happen.
Her father inhaled, then exhaled and Rigi caught a whiff of smoke. So that’s why he was on the porch. Her mother preferred that people not smoke indoors. “I fear she is going to be disappointed, even if she is Governor Chin’s niece. Prananda’s under a different command and has no influence with Home postings. Not that I would tell her that, my love.”
So that’s why Benin’s mother kept trying to corner Tomás’s father. Rigi nodded as she finished tidying the front room, put the cleaning things away and went upstairs. The ‘bots took care of heavy floor cleaning and washing the windows and walls, but her mother didn’t trust them to dust around some of the objects the family had collected over the years, or to touch the Great Book of Feasts and Praises. Only believers could handle the book, for reasons Rigi had heard but didn’t quite understand.
Once upstairs she looked through her clothes. Several pair of leggings had shortened themselves over the warm-season, and she folded them for her mother to take to the temple in case someone needed them. One dress also seemed too snug in the chest and shoulders, as well as shorter, and Rigi added it to the pile. She decided on the white dress with the square collar and blue bow, and dark leggings for school the next day. White leggings attracted dirt and Mar would fuss. Mar worried more about Rigi’s clothes than Rigi did. She worried more than anyone but Lyria. Rigi checked to see if any school messages waited for her, didn’t see any, and decided to read a little in the exploration file that Uncle Eb had copied for her. She loved the descriptions of the Bataria Archipelago. Maybe she could be allowed to do a drawing of the birds for art this term? It wasn’t an imagination drawing, after all.
The next morning, Clara-Marie found Rigi as she went to her second class, the advanced math section. “Auriga, is it true what Pahl says he heard from his big sister, about you going to a hunting lodge for break?”
“I went to a lodge near the Kenusha River, yes. I drew things and studied with my aunt, Kay Trent.”
“That’s all?” Clara-Marie leaned closer, hugging her bag in front of her like a shield.
“I went into the Reserve once or twice with my uncle, and out into the plains to look at animals and landscapes. But that’s it.”
“Well, that’s not what Pahl says his sister heard. Are you calling Pahl a liar?”
The tardy buzzer sounded and Rigi zipped into the classroom, ducking into her seat and hoping that Mr. Kruger didn’t notice. He distance-taught from NovMerv and the little delay in the datalink might keep her from getting marked late. The screen remained grey, then the company insignia appeared, followed by Mr. Kruger’s face. Rigi relaxed but only a little. Math was not one of her easier subjects. “Welcome back, ladies, gentlemen,” he said, smiling. “Today we are going to begin with a brief review of quadratic equations before moving into geometric proofs and unknowns. As you recall from the last time we met…”
Rigi walked to her next class with equations and parabolas bouncing out of her brain, or so it felt. At least art was better. Still difficult, but better. “Welcome back, ladies, gentlemen. Let me see your break portfolios, please.” Rigi had some of her drawings, including the unfinished horn-nose. Mr. Ten Boom looked at it and pointed to the still-empty area. “A preliminary study, Miss Bernardi?”
“No, sir. My subject stood up and walked away before I could finish.”
“Really?”
“Yes, sir. Mr. Ebenezer Trent and Tomás Prananda were there and can witness for me. It wasn’t sleeping as soundly as we thought.”
Mr. Ten Boom smiled and chuckled, a fun sound that made everyone around smile as well. “Ah, you have discovered one of the problems of life drawing, Miss Bernardi. I hope no one was injured.”
“No, sir, just surprised.”
“Good.” He went on to look at the next student’s work, and Rigi put her pictures away. She’d begun copying the week’s assignments from the board when a whiny voice from behind her said, “But you can’t give us work over break! That’s what break is for, to stop working. You can’t fail me.”
“I can and I did. If you are serious about your skills, Mr. Lamar, you will stay in practice at the very least.”
Tarkio Lamar started to whine again and Mr. Ten Boom cut him off. “No. You knew the assignment, your parents knew the assignment, and you did not do it.”
After he moved on, Rigi felt the hairs on her neck prickle. She twisted around, as if loosening her back, shook out her fingers, and saw Tarkio staring at her, an ugly, snarling look on his square face. Her heart sank. He was one of Benin’s crew. She went back to work and tried not to let her trembling hands interfere with her sketch.
During the clean-up minute before the class-change chime sounded, she approached Mr. Ten Boom. “Sir?”
“Yes?”
“May I work on an illustration project this term?”
The tall, thin artist folded his arms and leaned against the tall drawing table. “What sort of illustration?”
“My uncle gave me a book file about the exploration of Shikhari, and I would like to draw the birds of the Bataria Archipelago.”
“From life?”
What did he mean? Oh. “No, sir, from holos and specimens, based on what the book-file says.”
“I’ll think about it, Miss Bernardi.”
“Thank you, sir.”
Lunch came all too soon. She bolted her food as Benin, Pahl, Tarkio, and the others swaggered up. “So, the mighty hunter has returned.”
She didn’t answer, but she twisted her ankles around the chair legs, in case they tried to tip her out again.
“Some mighty hunter, killing a harmless animal inside the Reserve.”
“So that’s how you got that picture, you little snot nose!” Tarkio shook his fist. “I’m telling.”
“And she thinks because her crazy uncle took her on a trip, she can break the rules,” Benin sneered. “No wonder she got a dangerous ‘bot for a play-toy.”
“Father’s m-dog is not dangerous. Leave me alone.”
Instead he lunged forward, swept her lunch tray off the table, and knocked her and the chair backwards. She curled her head into her chest and felt the edge of the table behind her brush her hair, then hit the floor. “Oof!” the wind gusted out of her. The boys swaggered off, laughing. Rigi counted to ten, untangled her legs from the chair, and got up, straightened the chair, found the tray, and went to get a cleaning rag.
“Detention, Miss Bernardi, for horseplay,” the monitor informed her.
“Is there a video in the lunchroom, ma’am?”
The round woman stopped and blinked, then frowned more. “Are you challenging me, miss?”
“No, ma’am, but I’d like the boys to share the punishment.”
“Humpf. Go clean the mess.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
She dreaded what would happen after school. She didn’t see anything about the detention on her notice page, and she didn’t want to cross paths with the boys in case they had been punished, as unlikely as that was. Rigi hid behind the doors, waited for a group of thirteen-year students to leave and scooted in behind them. They ignored her, chattering and talking about their warm-season breaks. “Hey! What’s that?”
“A fight?”
“Isn’t that Terry?”
“Yeah, who’s he fighting?”
“Terry the Wimp? Fight? This I have to see.”
Rigi peered around the group and her jaw started to drop before she caught herself. Benin had a thirteen-year on the ground and was pounding on his back and head. “I said leave me alone, you bully!” Benin shouted. “Don’t pick on me!”
Rigi rushed away from the onlookers and out the gate, almost running over Mar. Tomás trotted up behind her. “Miss Rigi, what is wrong?” Mar demanded.
“Benin Petrason is beating up Terry Marsh, says Terry was bullying him. Benin tried to hurt me today, too. Let’s go, please, before he comes after me again.”
Mar’s ears crossed and she wiggled her nose. “Very well.” Tomás watched behind them until they entered the residential district.
“Rigi, what’s up with Pahl’s sister saying that you were bragging about killing the leaper?” Tomás sounded confused and a little annoyed.
“I didn’t say anything to anyone. Clara-Marie asked me if it was true that I’d been to a hunting lodge, and I said I’d been to a lodge and went to the Reserve and was drawing. Mr. Ten Boom saw the drawings I made. Then Benin and Tarkio and Pahl knocked my lunch off the table and tipped my chair over and said I’d shot an illegal animal in the Reserve. Clara-Marie said she heard it from Pahl’s older sister.”
Tomás stopped, arms at his sides, fists clenched. He’d gone dark in the face and his eyes snapped with anger. “Mrs. Debenadetto heard me answering Mr. Louis when he asked what I’d done for break. I said I’d gone with you and Uncle Eb and Aunt Kay to the lodge to watch animals and look at some interesting landscape features. Mr. Louis asked if I’d gone hunting and I said yes, on the plains, when we needed food, and so had everyone. Mrs. D. looked green, and she was talking to Annika, Pahl’s sister in the fifteenth-year, fifth tier.” He looked down. “Damn. I’m sorry Rigi. I bet that’s how it started.”
“Well, the rumor tree has plenty of branches now,” Rigi sighed. “It’s not your fault. And Benin’s been after me for the entire year.”
“That’s still not fair.”
“I don’t think anything is fair anymore.” She let herself droop.
He patted her on the shoulder. “Not too much longer. This is the short half of the term, and then we get the cool season and year-group change.”
And Benin would be in her year group yet again. But she didn’t say that. “You’re right.” She tried to smile. “And no transports on the road yet today.”
She found a message from Uncle Eb when she got home. “Good news. The governor has agreed to allow an early release of our article within the Company, then after two weeks local we can send it in to the Royal Fellowship. You and Tomás get much of the credit, Miss Rigi.”
Her good mood shattered when her mother called, “Auriga Maris Regina.”
Rigi gulped. “Yes, Mother?” She went downstairs.
“There is a message from the school saying that you skipped detention today. Why were you supposed to be in detention?”
Rigi squared her shoulders and met her mother’s angry gaze, her hands shaking with her own anger. “Because Benin Petrason and his friends knocked my lunch off the table and then tipped my chair over with me in it. And they said I killed an animal in the Reserve without permits. The monitor said it was my fault and gave me a detention. I asked her to look at the security video because I wanted the boys to serve detention too. I checked my file before I left, didn’t see the detention and I thought she’d cleared me, so I didn’t go. And Mother, I didn’t want to wait and get beat up, the same way that Benin was beating up an older boy.”
Her mother stared at her, went pale, then started turning pink under her tan. “Beating up an older student?”
“Yes, ma’am. Everyone knows he does it because the older boys can’t fight back without being put on probation, so he finds one of the weaker, shy boys and attacks them, then says he was being bullied and was defending himself. Since all the teachers are scared of his parents they let him do it.”
Her mother patted her foot and looked over Rigi’s head, lips pursed. “Hmm. I will speak with the head tomorrow and ask to see the video for myself. And inquire about Master Petrason’s role in the incident. I suggest that you serve the detention unless told otherwise by the head, so it does not affect your grades.”
It wasn’t fair. Nothing was fair, not when Benin was involved. “Yes, ma’am.”
If the first day of the week resembled nothing so much as cold, grey, drippy-miserable rain, the rest of the week turned into a soppy downpour that left Rigi and Tomás both with black clouds over their heads. “Father got three messages about Uncle Eb’s report, two of them threatening to have him relieved of his command for letting me find things.”
“I think we got some, but mother and father won’t say anything. I saw Terry in the detention hall yesterday. He looks terrible.”
“Yeah. Benin sat on him and pounded his head. Terry’s smaller than Benin is! It’s not fair.”
Mar puffed //indignation/confusion.// “Benin does not out-rank others. Why allowed to hurt them?”
Rigi and Tomás both frowned. “Because the teachers and other adults are afraid of his father, and because Benin uses the rules so that he can hurt people without being punished. As if, um,” Tomás stared into the distance as he tried to think of an example. “A sixth Stamm claiming that she’d been insulted by a second.”
“Ah. I understand, Master Tomás, thank you.”
As Rigi thought about it, that was the perfect example. The second was not supposed to speak to a sixth in private unless there was urgent need. If he tried to argue that he’d not insulted her, he was in effect agreeing that he had spoken to her in private, so he’d broken Stamm. “And I have to serve another detention, because even though the monitor reviewed the video with Mother, she says that I must have encouraged the boys and I didn’t serve the first detention. And Mrs. Debenadetto wants to eat lunch with me. And Benin.”
“Well, at least he can’t throw your lunch on the floor with her sitting there.”
“Good point.”
And Mr. Ten Boom had agreed to Rigi’s project. He’d allowed her to start using colors as well, including acrylic paints for the final versions if she did not want to use electronic media. Rigi tried to be positive. The Creator and Creatrix never left people in the lurch, they always provided a way if you sought and tried to live by the Traditions and to do what was right. She just wished they would act a little more quickly, please!

“HOW INTERESTING, Benin. Isn’t it, Auriga?”
“Yes, Mrs. Debenadetto.” Rigi decided that she’d rather eat tam at every meal for a year than have lunch with Mrs. D again. Mrs. D alone was bad enough, but after the first few days she’d insisted that Benin eat with them. “You two are year-mates and in the same ranking, and you have so much in common that I’m surprised you don’t do more together, Auriga.”
Rigi had protested once, been scolded, and gave up. Now she wondered what she’d done that the Creator and Creatrix felt she needed to be punished. Or was Mrs. D just that blind? Maybe it was a Home thing. Rigi tried not to taste the deep-fried patty as she ate it. The breading couldn’t hide the tam in the middle. Benin smiled at Mrs. D.
“Benin, is it true that there is a school social event in a few weeks?”
“Yes, ma’am, there is. Thirteenth-year and up are having a dance, and there is an open festival for the younger students, with games and music. My mother is one of the sponsors.”
“How delightful! It’s always good for young people to be able to socialize on their own, outside of class. I trust you are going?”
“Yes, ma’am. Mother says its good to go, because none of the older boys will be there, the ones that bother me.”
Rigi stared at her plate and counted to twenty as Mrs. D nodded, saying, “I am so sorry that you have to endure that harassment, Benin. The company really needs to put a stop to that sort of behavior. I’m truly disappointed that the teachers and administrators tolerate older students bothering younger ones.”
“Mother has tried to petition for stronger discipline, or law-enforcers in the school, but no one listens, ma’am, besides you and a few others.” Benin sounded as if he were going to cry. Rigi felt as if she were going to vomit.
“Auriga, didn’t your mother petition as well when she was head of the parents’ organization?”
Rigi thought, wondering how to answer. She settled on, “I do not know, ma’am. She was not head, I do not believe. I will ask her if you want me to.”
“Hmm, please do. This sort of thing really should have been stopped ages ago.”
“Yes, ma’am.” For once Rigi agreed whole-heartedly with Mrs. D.
Benin did not join them the next day. Instead Rigi twisted and alternated between blushing so hard it hurt and trying not to cry as Mrs. D asked her in detail about Tomás. “We are distant cousins by marriage, ma’am. Mrs. Kay Trent is related to his father and more distantly to my mother, and Mr. Ebenezer Trent is my father’s third-cousin’s half-brother.”
The adult, still wearing dark, close-cut clothing, ate some of the meal and frowned a little. “I’m not frowning at you dear, I’m just concerned for you. Have your parents said anything about you and Tomás?”
“No, ma’am. He lives in the military district, and that is on the way home, so he walks with my guardian and I some days.”
“But he went with you this past break.”
Something in her tone made Rigi’s skin crawl, like that strange Staré male that had gone scent-sick in the market when Rigi and Mar were looking at festival gifts. Did people from Home go scent-sick? What should she say? Mostly the truth, she decided. “Yes, ma’am. His father gave permission because Tomás has assisted Uncle Eb with survey work in the past.”
“Did you share a room?”
That’s none of your business, Rigi started to say. Instead she swallowed a bite of bean-stuff and shook her head. “No, ma’am. He needed to be where he could help the men if something big wandered through the lodge.”
“Has he ever offered to let Benin walk home with you, to protect him?”
That was easier. “No, ma’am. Benin lives the other direction.”
“Still, I think it would be good if you were to ask Benin to walk with you, Auriga. I really shouldn’t say this, because I’m certain Tomás is a fine young man and he means well, but your parents, well.” Mrs. D shook her head and made a little cut with one hand. “Tomás really is too old for his age. It would be better for you to spend more time with your year-mates, like Benin. He’s such a charming boy, Benin is, which I’m certain is why the older students harass him. He’s so polite and restrained, too restrained, I think, that’s part of the problem.”
Rigi caught herself staring at the adult. Mrs. D knew nothing about Benin Shang Petrason at all. Restrained? A victim? Benin? And Mrs. D believed it, too, Rigi could tell. She decided right there that she was going to ask her parents to start home-learning the next term. The adults had gone scent-sick and she wanted no part of it.
“Don’t you agree, Auriga?”
“Yes, ma’am, I’m sure you’re right.” The lie burned, but the truth would cause too much trouble. Rigi’s head began to throb. Lunch couldn’t end soon enough.
The headache lingered through the next three class sections. Rigi listened as Martina gave her presentation on the end of the first colonial diaspora period and the politics of the Great Termination, trying to act as if she were interested. Martina read from her notes and Rigi kept dozing off. “And, um, under His Majesty Paul III, exterior minister Anders Brownwick sponsored Interplanetary Bill, um, Two Four Alpha, uh, ending human expansion outside known space and stopping funds for wormhole exploration. Representative to parliament from, uh, WenWorld deKlerk Maduro and Representative to Parliament from, um, from Earth Xiang Qi presented the bill to—” The image from the holo projector wiggled, then disappeared, and the lights came on. The teacher frowned and started reaching for the controller when a chime sounded.
“Students and faculty and staff, the mayor has asked that we release early. Parents and guardians have been notified, and dismissal by year-group begins with seventeenth-years. Seventeenth-year students, you are dismissed. All others remain where you are until you hear your year announced.” Rigi and the others stared at each other and at the teacher. What had happened? The only time she could recall something like this was when she was much, much younger, just before a storm on Home, and the stormy season hadn’t started yet.
“Hey? Someone’s blocking my news feed!” Tarkio yelped. “Damn it.”
“Four points off for language,” the teacher snapped. “And all news feeds are blocked until after the final bell, as you well know.”
They were for those under the fifteenth-year, which told Rigi that Tarkio had either stolen someone’s mini-pad, or had broken the block. Either way he was in trouble, not that the adults would do anything since he was Benin’s friend.
Fifteen minutes later “Twelfth-years are dismissed.” Rigi hurried out only to collide with Mrs. D., who was scolding Tomás. “I am certain you mean well, Tomás, but you should have left with your year group. Benin Petrason will escort Auriga home.”
Rigi lied. “Tomás! Mother sent a message—you are to come with Mar and me. Mother’s concerned about something and went to get Lyria, and she would like someone at the house.”
Tomás blinked, started to protest, then caught on. “Oh, is that what my mother meant? Good, thank you, Rigi. Please excuse me, Mrs. Debenadetto. Rigi, this way. I thought I saw Mar waiting with Eenjan at the gate.”
They fled, leaving the adults and Benin staring. Rigi knew her mother and father would punish her and she didn’t care. Indeed, there stood Mar and Eenjan, both of them twitching their ears, thick tails wiggling as they looked around, searching for possible danger. Tomás’s family comm box chimed and he pulled it out of the pocket in his bag, then stopped to look at it. “Oh no. By the black hells no.”
“What? What is it?”
“Accident with a big cargo transport in the wrong place again. Smashed into a market crowd on Blue Star Square.”
That was the main Staré shopping area! Rigi felt tears starting to run down her face. “No, oh no. That’s— that’s horrible. Creator and Creatrix have mercy.”
“Is that all?” They turned to see Benin sneering at them. “What’s the fuss about then? It’s just big-feet, not real people.”
Rigi and Mar both grabbed Tomás before he could react. “Walk me home, please,” Rigi begged. “Adults are watching. Not here. He’ll get you ejected from school.”
Eenjan gave Benin a sideways look, and puffed a bitter, angry combination of scents Rigi couldn’t quite identify. But he was second Stamm, one of the leaders of the Staré in Sogdia and Keralita. “To shelter,” he stated. “Other cargo transports were off course and the network is being locked down.”
“They are not! Take that back, you stinking big foot,” Benin snarled. “You take that back!”
Mar, Eenjan, and the two humans left without saying another word. Tomás kept glancing over his shoulder, making certain that Benin was not following them. He stayed with Rigi all the way to her house, to the point of coming in the back door with her. “Might as well, in case one of his crew followed to see if you were telling the truth. May I comm my mother, please, Mar?”
She hand-bowed, since he was an adult. “Yes, please. Shona, Master Prananda wishes to use Mister Timothy’s comm.”
Shona wiped his forefeet on the cleaner roll and unlocked the door, hand-bowing to Tomás. Tomás returned the courtesy and commed in as Rigi petted Martinus. He came back in a few minutes and sat on the bench in the coat-and-shoe room, also petting Martinus. “Mom’s not happy, but she agreed that I should stay here for a few more minutes. Mrs. D. commed her when we left together.”
“Mrs. D. says I should walk home with Benin.”
Tomás stopped mid-pat, hand hovering over Martinus’s head. “She was serious? But, how, that’s, he doesn’t even live in this area.”
“And Mother doesn’t want him around the house.” She saw his fist clench and had an idea. “Martinus needs to play chase. Do you mind helping me?”
“What? Oh, sure.” She put on better yard shoes and they took Martinus into the back garden. Tomás threw the ball and the heavy polymer stick for Martinus to catch and return, then they took turns tossing things. Rigi wondered if she should tell Tomás what Mrs. D. had said about him. Probably.
“Um, Mrs. D. says you are too old for your age.”
He stopped, ball in hand. “She what?”
Rigi felt shy. “She said that you are too old for your age and that we shouldn’t walk together even if we are related through Uncle Eb and Aunt Kay.”
“And she wants you to walk with Benin instead?”
Rigi nodded and tossed the stick to a bouncing, whining Martinus.
He caught it in mid-air and brought it back, then stared at Tomás. “Sorry, boy,” he threw the ball. “I want to sit on Benin and hit him.”
“I think a lot of people want to.” She certainly wanted to watch someone else sit on Benin and teach him how it felt to be small and scared. “How can he say that the Staré aren’t people? They’re as much people as we are, just different.”
Tomás stared past her, thinking. “I wonder. What does Mr. Petrason do with the company?”
Rigi wrinkled her nose as she tried to remember. “Ah, I think, um, he does something with cargo, shipping and management or…” No, surely not. “He’s not in charge of cargo transport programming, I don’t think. Is he?”
“I don’t recall exactly. But what if the on-planet transports come under his duties? That might explain why Benin’s making nice with Mrs. D., since she’s related to the former governor and to Col. Australi.”
“That and I heard that his mother wants your father to write Benin a recommendation for a military slot on Home.”
Tomás snorted and rolled his eyes, then took the ball from Martinus and tossed it again. Martinus caught it in the air. “Good boy!”
“Good dog, very good dog,” Rigi agreed. Martinus wagged his now-furry tail, dropped the ball and, “Wooeef, wooeef!”
“Wooeef indeed, Martinus,” Rigi heard her mother say. “Good afternoon Tomás.”
He bowed to her. “Good afternoon, Mrs. deStella-Bernardi. Eenjan and I escorted Rigi and Mar home because of the early dismissal, and Mother suggested I stay here until your return.”
“Did she? That was kind of her. Thank you, Tomás, and please give her my compliments.” That was a hint, one Rigi and Tomás had heard before.
“I certainly will, Ma’am. Thank you. See you tomorrow, Rigi.” He’d left his bag on the rear steps and picked it up, waved, and left. Rigi collected the ball and stick.
“Why are you playing in your nice clothes? No, never mind, just go change, please, Auriga. I wasn’t thinking. Oh, what a day.”
Rigi agreed entirely.
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TROUBLE BREWING
That evening after supper Rigi went to her mother and father while Lyria worked on a project. “Father, Mother, I lied to Mrs. Debenadetto after school.” She didn’t want to confess, but they’d probably know very soon from Mrs. D.
Her father frowned. “How so, Auriga?”
“She was telling Tomás not to walk me home, that it was bad for him to do it, and that Benin Petrason would walk me home. I lied, I told Tomás that I’d gotten a message from you, Mother, asking him to come home with Mar and me because you were out, and that it was because of the accident and you were worried. Tomás agreed and we ran to meet Mar and Eenjan, and then he came home with us. He tried to go after Benin for being mean but Mar and I stopped him, stopped Tomás.” She looked down at the floor. “I’m sorry. I didn’t want to walk with Benin, especially not after he said that Mar and Shona are not people and that no one should care about the accident.”
Both her parents inhaled quickly, not quite gasping. Her father spoke first. “Did Benin say exactly that, Auriga?”
She looked up at him. “Yes, Father. As we reached the gate, Tomás got a message from his father about the accident in the market and he said that Staré had been killed. Benin asked why we cared, since the Staré are not people because they are not human. Eenjan confirmed what happened, and Benin said that there were no transports off course and that Eenjan was lying and insulted him.” Her parents wavered, shimmering a little as tears began, and Rigi swallowed hard, trying to keep from crying. “They are too people. Benin shouldn’t have said that.”
Her mother put her music book down. “You are correct, Auriga, Benin spoke unkindly and incorrectly. But you should not have lied.”
“Yes, ma’am. I’m sorry. Should I apologize to Mrs. Debenadetto when she and Benin have lunch with me tomorrow?”
“Yes, I—” Her mother stopped abruptly. “What?”
Her father leaned forward. “Repeat what you just said, Auriga.”
What had she done wrong? Was the lie that bad? “I, I asked if I should apologize to Mrs. D. when she and Benin have lunch with me tomorrow.”
“Did you ask them to have lunch with you?”
“No sir!” She shook her head, making the tassels on her hair-band thump her nose. “Mrs. Debenadetto began eating with me three weeks ago, just after classes started, and she asked Benin to sit with her. She says we need to do more together because Tomás is too old for his age and I should stay away from him even if we are related, and that Benin needs friends because everyone picks on him and that I should be nice to him and walk home with him.” The words spilled out before she caught them, and Rigi covered her mouth with her hands. Oh no! She really shouldn’t have said that. Now she’d be in even more trouble at school.
Her mother looked stern and she inquired, “Auriga, what precisely is Mrs. Debenadetto doing in school with you and the others?”
Rigi gulped. Nothing good happened when her mother used that quiet, formal, very calm tone.
“I believe that she is a volunteer, working with the parents’ association. Clara-Marie said, I think it was Clara-Marie, that she heard that the governor asked her to observe the school and to assist because she’s a teacher or does counseling.”
Her parents both frowned. Her father raised one eyebrow to her mother, who shook her head a little, then said, “While you should not lie, Auriga, I believe in this case you chose the better of two bad options.”
Her father nodded. “I agree. You should not have been put in that position without our permission, especially given where the Petrasons live and where we live. It is better not to lie, Auriga, but I will not punish you in this case. You made the best of a very awkward situation and you told us what you did and why. I hope you do not have to do anything like that again.”
“Auriga, thank you for telling us,” her mother added. “I believe your father and I will have a word with the school, confirming our permission for Tomás to walk with you and Mar. Especially in light of today’s events.”
“Yes, ma’am.” Rigi hadn’t asked and nothing had been said at supper so she licked her lips and ventured. “Sir, ma’am, how bad was the accident?”
Her father stood and walked over to her. He hugged her. “It was very bad. The transport hit a group of hoplings and their minders, as well as vendors. Thirty killed, more hurt, sixth through second Stamme. And you are right, Rigi, they are people. Different from us in many ways, but people nonetheless. Shona and Mar and the others have been given the next two days off, and there will be a special service of grief at the temple tomorrow.”
The next evening, her parents and sister mourned with Rigi.

WHATEVER RIGI’S mother said to the school worked. Mrs. D. no longer insisted on sitting with her or advising her, and did not force Benin at her. Lyria stomped home, grumbling. “Mrs. D. has stopped volunteering at school. She’s doing something with a group helping the Staré.”
Doing a dance across the floor probably wasn’t a good idea, given the way that Lyria was snarling and waving her hands, but Rigi managed a few sideways wiggles and bounces without her sister noticing. “I’m glad she’s finding ways to stay busy,” Rigi said. And she meant it.
“Speaking of busy, what’s this I hear that you are doing imaginary art? You know you’re not in that year-level yet.”
Rigi rolled her eyes. “It’s not imaginary. I’m using holo records and written descriptions to draw the birds from the Bataria Archipelago. Mr. Ten Boom said I could.”
“Really.”
“Yes, really. Aunt Kay suggested the project, and he gave me permission. I have to have ten finished pieces, with background habitats, by the end of term. Five are done and he has copies.”
Lyria dropped her bag onto the floor and flopped onto her back on the reading lounge beside the computer work station. “I heard that you and Tomás are a pair.”
Rigi started laughing. She thumped down on the floor, then onto her back, tears running down her face as she laughed and gasped for breath. Martinus got up from his charging pad and came to see if she were alright, sniff-scanning her. “Easy boy, good boy, down,” she wheezed, then sat up. “Us, a pair? Ha, he, he, he,” she sniffed and wiped her eyes. “He’s taking Castilla Orsini to the dance.”
“Wai— Wha—?” Lyria stared, then pointed at Rigi. “Castilla. To the dance.”
“Yes. Everybody knows, since he asked her during lunch.”
Her sister gawped at her, reminding Rigi of a gulping fish, right down to the slightly bulgy eyes. “But, but, Maddi said that her brother heard Pahl’s sister saying that Tarkio told Pahl that Tomás had asked you and that Mother said no. And that Tomás was really the one who shot the leaper and he gave you the hide.”
Rigi rolled her eyes again. “Tomás shot a leaper, I shot a leaper too, on different hunts. I don’t know what he’s doing with his pelt.”
“Speaking of leaping, do you know why Mrs. Chin-Petrason stormed out of the dress shop in the main market? Iggy said she almost walked over him, she was so angry.”
Rigi could think of several reasons, starting and ending with Benin. “I don’t know. I’m trying to stay away from Benin, remember? You ask him.”
“Oh no.” The computer chimed twice and the girls broke off their argument and looked at the signal. “Ooh, look, something from Uncle Eb for you.”
Rigi logged in, read the message and blinked. Lyria read over her shoulder. “Wow, really? You and Tomás to meet the governor? Is it about the trip?”
“No, I think it’s about Uncle Eb’s project.”
“The lost city?”
Rigi spun around. “Who told you?”
Lyria folded her arms, flipped her braid over her shoulder with a toss of her head and looked down her nose. “You, silly. You didn’t clear your message cache after Uncle Eb sent you the revised file, so I read it, since you hogged all the computer time.”
“Did you tell anyone?” Rigi started shaking. If Lyria had, and other people knew, she’d be in so much trouble since she’d promised Uncle Eb that she wouldn’t tell.
“Nah. They’d say that the rest of us are as crazy as he is. You’d better forward that to Mother and Father, since they will have to sign you out of school that day.”
Even worse—her mother decided that she needed a new, proper, grown-up dress. And underthings. “Young ladies don’t bounce,” her mother stated, eyes on Rigi’s chest. “And you’ll be more comfortable with proper support, believe me, even if you stay small.” Rigi wanted to melt into the floor. Growing up sounded less and less attractive.
If that wasn’t bad enough, Benin cornered her between classes the very next day. He tried to grab her but she blocked him with her bag. “Leave me alone.”
“Tell the governor you and Tomás and your crazy uncle are liars. Tell him you made everything up.”
“Go away!”
He pushed closer, too close. Taller and broader, he blocked her from view. Flowers/silly/irritated from his perfume made her nose itch and she saw bits of yellow fruit peel stuck between his top teeth. “Father says he’ll have your father fired unless you tell the governor that your uncle is a liar. And he means it, you hear me?”
Rigi used her outside voice. “Go away Benin Petrason. You are too close. Leave me alone.”
“Not until you answer me!” He grabbed for her.
“What question is that, Mr. Petrason?” Mr. DeAngelo, the grappling instructor, dropped hands as big as leaper haunches between them. Benin stepped back, giving Rigi air. “Well?”
“She knows.” Benin stepped sideways, out of the teacher’s reach, and hurried down the hall. “She knows,” he called, then scooted around the corner as the tardy chime sounded.
“What question, Miss Bernardi?”
Truth or another lie? Truth. “He asked if I would lie to someone for him. I didn’t answer.”
The wide, bald man folded his arms. “And will you?”
“No, sir. It wouldn’t be right, and it would hurt other people.”
Mr. DeAngelo smiled, revealing two metal teeth and a handful of yellow ones. “Good decision, young lady. To class.” She led the way and opened the door. He followed her in. “I’m sorry, Mr. Ten Boom. I needed to have a word with Miss Bernardi. Can you still help with score keeping?”
“Thank you, Mr. DeAngelo. I understand, and yes, I can.”
Benin tried to corner her again at lunch. She had her plate in hand when he knocked into her, and she staggered, barely keeping the bean cutlet from flopping onto the floor. “Well, what’r you going to do, Tiny?”
“Ah, there you are, Auriga?” A fifteenth-year boy with short hair and a grappler’s flash on his jacket collar walked up to them. “Auriga?”
“I’m Auriga, yes.”
“Good. Mr. DeAngelo wants to know if you can help Mr. Ten Boom with score keeping at practice during the open period tomorrow.”
Rigi heard herself saying, “I can. I’ll check in with Miss. Nimmima and then come to the workout ring.”
“Good.”
What was going on? Benin seemed to have vanished, but she gulped her food even so, just in case. Why did Mr. DeAngelo want her to help? No one had ever asked her and she had no idea what to do. But she did owe Mr. DeAngelo for chasing off Benin, so she’d better do it, even though she’d planned on working on her art project. Getting plants right took more work than she’d thought. She could draw a plant on its own, or do a good sketch, but getting the colors and perspective right… That took work.
She didn’t see Benin outside of class the rest of the day. Even in class he gave her hard looks but stayed quiet. Was he waiting to bother her after school? He couldn’t be afraid of Mr. DeAngelo, could he? Rigi took no chances, and as soon as the chime sounded, she raced out of the classroom, down the halls and burst out the side door, running as fast as the first and second-year groups, not stopping until she skidded to a stop beside Mar. “Benin,” she panted before Mar could say anything.
“Understand. Come.” They’d gotten to the first major crossing before Tomás caught up with them.
“Hai, Rigi, wait please.” He trotted up, bag thumping against his back. “What’s this about you helping with the grappling scores?”
She looked up at her headband and shook her head a little as they crossed the street. “Is there anything teachers don’t talk about?”
“The weather? I overheard Mussa telling Mr. DeAngelo that you’d agreed to help Mr. Ten Boom.”
“Oh. Yes. Mr. DeAngelo covered for me when I was late to class because of You Know Who so I thought I’d better say yes.”
Mar’s ears crossed, then uncrossed, and her nose wiggled. “What goes on?”
“Benin slowed me down and I was late to class. Mr. DeAngelo teaches the boys grappling, and he chased Benin away, then went with me and excused me to Mr. Ten Boom, Mar. So I’m going to help keep score at grappling practice tomorrow, during open period.”
“What will you do? Should your mother say something?”
“All Rigi has to do is watch the referee, Mar, and confirm that what the referee says and what Mr. Ten Boom writes down agree before Mr. Ten Boom enters the score. Like the flag watcher does when the young ones tail-fight.” Tomás knew so much! Rigi felt a little envious. Well, he was two years older, and a boy. That made a difference.
“And this helps teachers?”
“Yes, Mar.” Rigi looked both ways, behind them, and both ways once more before they crossed the next street. A fifth Stamm Staré with two young beside her and a third in the pouch cut in front of them, and Mar puffed something unkind.
“And the day after, Father says that he and Uncle Eb will pick us up before school.” Tomás looked both ways as well, taking no chances.
“Has Benin said anything to you about meeting the governor?”
Tomás stopped short, then hurried ahead to get out of the road and out of other people’s way. He hitched his bag over his shoulder before asking, “No, why?”
“Um, I don’t know, that is,” she didn’t want to say, but she needed to warn him, didn’t she? “He says his father will have my father removed from his position if I don’t tell the governor that Uncle Eb made everything up.”
Tomás’s face went deep red, and Mar’s ears tipped back. Her lips rose, exposing her wide front teeth. A wave of upset/anger swept over Rigi and she started to fan the scent away before she caught herself. “He not do that,” Mar stated. “Cannot. Not first Stamm.” She pointed at Rigi’s chest with her forefoot claws. “Truth-teller, always.”
Rigi’s face warmed and she looked down. Tomás coughed. “You are right, Mar. Rigi and I will tell the truth. And I need to go. Mrs. Smith gave me work in advance, so I don’t miss anything in class.” She looked up in time to see him stick his tongue out, head ducked, shoulders hunched. Language was not Tomás’s favorite class, not at all, and Rigi knew just how he felt.
“See you tomorrow, then.”
“Good day, Tomás,” Mar said.
“Tomorrow, Rigi, Good day, Mar.” He hand-bowed and trotted down the road toward his house.
All the next day, fifteen and sixteen-year students nodded to Rigi in the halls, reminded her to come to the practice meet, or thanked her for helping Mr. Ten Boom. Confused, she nodded back, answered politely, and wondered why the older students were making such a fuss about everything. Had word spread about her meeting the governor the next day? No, that didn’t make sense. Maybe Mr. DeAngelo wanted her to help in the future, and had told the students to be nice so she’d come back. Grappling didn’t really interest her, and she had classwork to do, but maybe she would, if he asked. Benin and his crew stayed away, although they gave her mean looks every time they passed by.
She mentioned the older students’ interest at supper. Lyria nodded and her parents’ smiled. “Mr. DeAngelo told one of the other teachers that he thought Benin was trying to scare you about something, maybe force you to agree to go to the party. Jan said the teachers put the word out for the older students to keep an eye open for trouble, and a lot of people are unhappy about Terry getting beaten up.”
“What’s this?” their father asked.
“Oops.” Lyria studied her plate and pushed her yellow beans around. “Benin beat up a fourteenth-year student just after warm-season break, and said that the older student started it. Terry had to serve detentions and was threatened with being ejected from school.”
“Terry’s smaller than Benin, sir,” Rigi added.
Their mother’s lips compressed and she set her eating sticks down against the rest with a firm clink. “It appears the young man takes after both of his parents in that regard, I am sorry to say.”
“Indeed. However, that is not a topic for table discussion, I believe.” Her father sounded serious indeed.
“Yes, dear.”
Rigi mouthed “wow” to her sister.
A quick nod and “oh yes” followed, and they busied themselves with cleaning their plates. Shona had made his special wombow-pouchling-liver sausage and they used the beans to get every last morsel of the rich, spicy treat.
Rigi tossed and turned a little before getting to sleep. Should she have told her parents about Benin’s threat? Or did they know already? They had not said anything, and Major Prananda had probably told them about the comms he had gotten when he offered to take her and Tomás to the governor’s offices. Or had he? She peeked at the clock, then listened hard. She didn’t hear parent voices, so they’d gone to sleep. Waking them might not be a good idea. She checked the clock again. Not a good idea at all.
Her head ached a little the next morning, and Mar’s firm grip on her hair as she braided and pinned it did not help. Rigi started to fuss. “You wear adult things, you have adult hair. Sit still Miss Rigi.” She stopped wiggling. “No hair band today.”
But she’d always worn a hair band with scented tassels! Mar’s words sunk in. Today Rigi was an adult, or had to pretend to be one. How exactly did one do that? She ate breakfast in a bit of a daze, then followed her father to the waiting low-flitter. He took her to the main flitter-field and there met Uncle Eb and Major Prananda. “Good morning, Timothy,” Tomás’s father called.
“Good morning, Raymundo. Here’s your passenger.” Rigi bowed to the major. Tomás looked very grown up standing beside his father, shoulders back, wearing a dark suit that resembled his father’s uniform, aside from the color. Uncle Eb had on greens and browns and slouched, as usual. That reassured her.
“Thanks, Timothy. We’re going to come back tonight, Scout and Huntress willing.” Oh, yes, she remembered now. Tomás’s family belonged to an off-shoot of the Traditionalists, a sub-set more common in the military and scouts. “Let’s load, please, Miss Rigi. You have an appointment to keep.”
“Yes, sir.” Rigi waved to her father and followed the major and the others to a sleek, fast-looking dark grey flitter. Rigi and Uncle Eb took the rear seats, and Tomás and his father sat in front.
The men ran the checklist, and Rigi made certain that the safety straps fit snugly. Major Prananda moved the power levers forward and the flitter surged into the air, pushing Rigi back into the seat. Beside her, her uncle snorted a little and muttered what sounded like “show off.” The Prananda’s flitter moved a lot faster than any Rigi had been in before, and it seemed like they’d barely levelled off when they started the long descent into the landing area near the Residence in NovMerv. She wished they had the windows Uncle Eb’s vehicle had. She could see out the front if she leaned over a little and peered between the seats. The rear windows let her look up, and straight out, and a little bit down if she craned her neck, straining against the straps. She saw clouds high up, and some not-so-high clouds, all shades of white. The green below all matched, and she thought she caught a little hint of even stripes in the green. “We’re over the plantations and the grain fields between Sogdia and NovMerv,” Uncle Eb told her, keeping his voice down. “This is a high-performance courier flitter with rear seats added. It’s not really meant for four adults.”
“Oh. Thank you.”
He nodded and smiled. “To save weight, it doesn’t have the auto steer and handling dampeners and navigation package of a standard flitter. The pilot does that, just like the oooold days. You have to have a special license and training to fly one safely.”
“Ah.” That explained why Tomás was looking outside and why his father kept his hands on the controls.
“Ah indeed.” He smiled, then turned back to watch Major Prananda.
“It’s not that I don’t trust you, Ebenezer,” the major stated. Rigi heard a little laughter in his voice, and the hand on the power levers lifted long enough to wag a strong finger. “But even I’ve heard about the scout flitter max performance demonstration.”
Uncle Eb sniffed, tilted his head back and looked down his nose. “I would not run performance tests on borrowed equipment with un-briefed passengers on board.”
“‘Not to worry, Sir, it’s a rental,’ I believe was the phrase used?”
Uncle Eb shook his head and looked up at the roof, but didn’t answer.
“Traffic, two oh clock, low.” Tomás sounded very grown-up.
“Traffic in sight. Contact NovMerv landing.”
“Contact landing, aye.” Tomás shifted to talking on the traffic permissions comm, and Rigi wiped her hands on her skirt. They kept getting damp even though the flitter didn’t feel too warm inside.
Major Prananda handled the landing almost as well as Lexi had. He and Tomás got out, and Rigi accepted Tomás’s help. The front seat didn’t want to move, and he had to twist around and bump it with his shoulder to free it. “Safety latch works a bit too well,” he told her, taking her hand and pulling her a little until she could balance and step down on her own. The breeze caught her skirt and she used the other hand to keep it properly down. As she sorted things out, he reached in and got her bag for her.
“No, you’ve gotten old is the problem,” she heard the major say.
Uncle Eb moved as if his joints didn’t want to unfold. “I’m bold, not old.”
“I’ll remember that the next time you complain about the weather changing.”
Rigi looked at Tomás. He grinned a little and nodded toward the adults while fastening the front of his jacket and brushing off his trousers. “Army stuff.”
“Oh.” Uncle Eb pulled his bag out of the back of the flitter and motioned for her to follow. She and Tomás walked behind the adults, looking for other landing traffic and staying inside the yellow lines in the dark pavement. No flitter could cross or overfly the pedestrian way, and no ground vehicles should cross it without permission, Rigi heard her father saying in her memory. The breeze seemed intent on grabbing her skirt and she wished she had leggings on. How did her mother manage her own dresses? A flitter launched as they walked, a small, one-person version that reminded her of the crimson birds she’d been painting.
They left the landing area and continued down a row of dark-leaved shade trees that whispered and rustled in the breeze. A few official vehicles hovered past, and Rigi noticed a lot of people and high-Stamm Staré walking along the footpaths, all moving quickly as if they had important business somewhere. Long gardens with thick grass the color of an emerald-wing led to pastel colored buildings, many with columns in front and porticos for shade and rain-protection. A three-floor building appeared ahead of them, a building that seemed familiar for some reason. But she’d never been to NovMerv. And it seemed very clean. But why should it look dirty? Rigi puzzled at the problem. Then she realized.
“Tomás, our building really does look like the Residency! Even more in person than in pictures.”
“Yeah. Add some vines and take the glass out of the windows, and its our building.” He smiled.
“As I said, you two have a very good eye for pattern,” Uncle Eb reminded them, looking over his shoulder.
They started up the long slope leading to the white and pale green building, and Rigi’s heart began to race and her hands shook. They were really going to meet with the royal governor! Only adults got to do that, and they were going to talk about what Tomás had found and what she’d drawn! Her stomach seemed to wiggle and bounce as if it wanted to get out and do a dance, or like Martinus did when she came home in the afternoons. Rigi gulped and looked at the back of Uncle Eb’s head and his jacket. He’d straightened up a little, and walked a step and a bit behind Major Prananda as if he belonged there. The texture of his jacket reminded her of a plant, even though it was a mix of browns and blues. If the jacket was foliage, then his dark brown trousers would be a trunk? No, she couldn’t see him staying in place like a tree or bush. The picture made her want to giggle, just a little.
As they crossed the deep, shady portico, tall white doors opened and two people, one human, one Staré, stepped out. They bowed to Uncle Eb and Major Prananda. Tomás’s father stepped to the side and stopped. He gave Tomás a once-over, the kind Mar gave Rigi when she suspected something. Then he jerked his head down and up once and said, “Comm me when you’re done. Time and documentation wait for no man.” He turned and walked back the way they had come, the fast steps of someone impatient with delays and interruptions.
“This way Master Tomás, Miss Rigi,” Uncle Eb said, beckoning them to the door. Rigi wanted Tomás to go first but he shook his head and waved her forward. She took a deep breath, wiggled her shoulders a little, and followed her uncle into the great building.



11




COLLISIONS
A second Stamm Staré wearing a deep teal jacket and modesty apron, and a soft black neck-cloth led them up a level to a waiting area with small, pastel-colored chairs and tables made of a silver-brown wood that seemed almost ready to float into the air above the dark, inlaid wooden floor. Uncle Eb asked something under his breath, and the Staré directed them to the WC. A little more relaxed, Rigi walked around one of the tables, tracing the carvings and trying to see where the line went through the knotwork and stylized birds and animals. Her fingers itched to draw it as a study in line and shadow, but she didn’t have her pad with her. Lost in the lines, she jumped when a loud, gruff voice behind her said, “I should have known you’d bring children so you could guilt him into letting you publish.”
Rigi whirled around as a loud man in dark Home-style clothes stormed into the room, almost knocking the Staré at the door out of the way. A wave of fruit/resin/animal fear came with him and Tomás shifted away from the man, brushing under his nose and refusing the scent. Neither the man nor Uncle Eb noticed the rude gesture. Rigi agreed with Tomás.
“They came because the majority of the credit for finding the sites belongs to them.” Rigi eased closer to Tomás as Uncle Eb stood. “They worked very hard and deserve a share of any recognition.”
“If you had a bit of sense in your head, Mr. Trent, you’d have enough recognition of the problem that you’d have stopped this nonsense the first time the children spoke to you and have told them to leave things alone.”
“Because of the possibility that the Staré belief in an earlier culture is true?”
“Because the Stinkies couldn’t have—”
Rigi clapped her hands over her mouth. No adult talked like that in front of Staré. Only one other person ever called them stinkies and that was… “Oh no,” she whispered.
“Oh yes,” Tomás whispered back. “Like father like son.”
Benin Shang Petrason’s father glowered at Uncle Eb, who folded his arms and stared right back. “There are Staré and, as you observed, children present, sir. Moderate your language.”
Mr. Petrason drew back, fists clenching at his sides, jaw stuck forward. Rigi backed up a step, Tomás moved so he stood between her and the angry adults, and Uncle Eb seemed to grow several centimeters taller and wider. Rigi held her breath. Should she comm Major Prananda?
A different door, this one with blue designs like a fancy version of the corporate logo on it, opened, and a man in a light grey suit came out. Rigi blinked at the round man. He wasn’t fat, just round. He had a rounded body, thick hands, a round face, and even his hair seemed to be round. Uncle Eb and Mr. Petrason turned and bowed. Tomás did too, and Rigi curtsied even though she didn’t know why.
“Governor Theodaulf, Mr. Ebenezer Trent and guests, and Mr. Evan Petrason,” the Staré at the door announced.
The round man smiled and turned to Rigi and Tomás. “Ah, our intrepid explorers. Mr. Trent, introduction, please?”
“Certainly, Your Excellency. Master Tomás Prananda made the initial discovery. Miss Auriga Bernardi confirmed his find and made the first architectural and environmental studies of the sites.”
The governor looked from Uncle Eb to her and back. “Really? I thought those were Kay Trent works.”
“No, Your Excellency. Miss Auriga did them.”
The governor smiled at Rigi. “You have an amazing gift, young lady. I hope you continue to cultivate it.”
“Th— Thank you, Your Excellency.” She felt two meters tall.
“And you did well, young man, both in finding the sites and in conserving them until an expert could look at them.”
Tomás bowed a little. “Thank you, Your Excellency.”
“Very nice, Your Excellency, but it needs to stop here,” Mr. Petrason snapped. “Seal the report, confiscate the drawings and images, and oath-lock the children, or we’ll have more trouble than you want to deal with.”
Uncle Eb raised one hand, pointer finger extended. “Perhaps it might be better to step into His Excellency’s office before we discuss this?”
The governor, still looking at Rigi, frowned. “Yes. Miss, Master, wait here, please. Come in Trent, Petrason.”
Tomás sat on the padded bench beside the door. Rigi perched on the pale yellow chair beside the bench. She tucked her hands under her legs and wiggled her feet a little. They heard muffled sounds of voices, then “No, I will not leave it be, Trent, and you know damn well why!”
“No, I don’t.”
“Mr. Petrason,” the governor said.
“I read that report, Trent. You didn’t just write up buildings and a carved stone, all of which probably date to the initial human presence on this remote rock. No, you said something had melted rock, had destroyed the buildings. Bury it. Even if it was true, that sort of crap has no place in anything coming from this planet.”
“I can not and will not take it out, because it is a correct description of the site and the chemical analysis of the material matches the hypothesis.”
“Damn it, I don’t care. You’ll destroy trade here with that kind of hearsay. Governor, if this garbage is published, it will ruin the colony and you’ll lose company support for your work. Can you afford to have that sort of difficulty on your service record?”
“Mr. Trent’s work, or my position as royal governor, Mr. Petrason? Might I remind you that the company holds a royal charter?” Rigi considered the words. Did it mean the king could overrule the company? Was Mr. Petrason worried about the king coming to Shikhari and changing things?
“And my warrant as a royal investigator still holds, Mr. Petrason,” Uncle Eb said. Tomás leaned forward and met Rigi’s eyes, asking a question. She shrugged, hands spread. He was Uncle Eb, that was all she knew. “I have a duty to report.”
“Don’t give me that crap, Trent. Your warrant ended when you retired. And you know damn well why this must,” thump, “not,” thump, “leave this building.”
“No, I do not.”
“Neither do I, Mr. Petrason. I have insisted on a publication delay, as you and several other company officials requested, but there is nothing in the final reports that violates company policy or royal regulations. Your personal desire and claims of difficulty are not sufficient grounds to refuse Mr. Trent and Dr. De Groet’s requests any longer.”
“There are reasons, Your Excellency. That’s enough grounds.”
“No, they are not.”
“Gentlemen, please.”
“What’s he going to do,” Tomás whispered. “Have Benin beat up the governor? This is silly. We’re supposed to be the children.”
“Maybe we shouldn’t have told even Uncle Eb,” Rigi sighed.
He ran a hand through his short-trimmed brown hair and sighed as well. “I don’t think so. We did everything we were supposed to, everything the school taught us, and Uncle Eb and his associates followed procedures. The Staré have not protested, not even first and second Stamm elders. I think Mr. Petrason and his friends are jealous. Benin certainly is.”
“I’ve never heard grownups acting like eighth-years before. It’s not proper for gentlemen.”
Tomás shrugged. “Neither have I. I can see why Uncle Eb likes being around us more than being around them.”
Rigi nodded so hard that her black side curls and her braid bounced. “I agree entirely, Master Tomás,” she said, mimicking Uncle Eb.
“Then tell us what your protest is,” Governor Theodaulf stated.
“You say the damage may be from kinetics, meteorites, what ever. That’s crap. Even the children should know that’s pure crap. Kenetics don’t melt stone, not like that. Those are molten splatters and splashes from an energy discharge. And that can’t be.”
“Really.” Rigi imagined Uncle Eb, arms crossed, looking at Mr. Petrason.
“Stop acting like that, Trent. You know damn well what that means for the colony. Some expert will come here to nose around, will report energy discharges probably from within the sites, and that will be the end of the colony. All trade will stop and the crown will insist that humans leave Shikhari. It will destroy the company!”
“Because of something that happened thousands of years ago?” The governor sounded as if he were trying to soothe things. Rigi wished him luck.
“Of course.” Mr. Petrason bit the ends off of the word. “Energy discharge from inside? That means weapons or tech capable of producing that much power. That means whoever was here had that tech. No royal investigator is going to let that go. Even if it was, oh, power generators blowing up because of a solar flare, or because the warranties expired, or whatever, it means royal field investigators and royal intervention and Home will step in. No more company income, no more company management, no more job, Your Excellency.”
The adults’ voices dropped in volume, then Petrason roared, “That’s even worse, you old—” Rigi clamped her hands over her ears as Tomás’s eyes went wide. She did not want to hear those kinds of words. When Tomás relaxed, she lowered her hands. “…targeted kinetics from outside? Impossible. Humans are the only ones who can do that, and we’ve never been here before.
“You see, Your Excellency, this is so foolish. Seal everything, oath-lock the children and we can all go home and do what we need to without wasting your valuable time.”
“I cannot do as you ask, Mr. Petrason, because the law forbids oath-locking those below the age of legal majority.”
What did the governor mean? Rigi knew what an oath was—it meant you swore on a holy book that you told the truth, or that you agreed to do or not do something, and that your deity would punish you if you broke your promise. But what was oath-lock? It didn’t sound good if you had to be an adult to do it.
Mr. Petrason’s voice softened. “Trent, do you want the young lady’s family to lose their home and be forced to leave Shikhari because her father was relieved of his place? There are grounds, after all, not just for loss of position but for a children’s welfare investigation as well. He allows her to have a dangerous bot, fails to provide proper supervision of his workplace, is affiliated with a prohibited sect—”
Benin had been serious! Mr. Petrason really meant it about having her father fired. “Martinus is not dangerous,” she whispered so quietly she could barely hear herself. “He’s not. Benin was the one trespassing.”
“If he trespassed, he’s lucky Martinus didn’t bite first and ask permission second,” Tomás growled back. He’d folded his arms and looked stern, very grown-up. “That’s the law. Did Benin see Martinus?”
“Yes. We were in the yard and I told Benin to leave and he started to open the gate and Martinus went on guard.”
Tomás nodded. “Law says if someone sees an m-dog or bio-dog and his handler, and they come closer without permission, especially on private ground, then they are at fault. Like the drunken man who tried to break into the arms depot. The m-dog bit him, took off a chunk of his a—, oops, his rump.”
Rigi felt better about that, but Mr. Petrason was still talking. “And the girl, I wager she’s the one that the teachers warned me has been leading my son on, trying to get him into trouble. Another sign of bad parenting that needs to be investigated.”
Rigi jumped to her feet and started to the door, ready to pull it open and defend herself. Tomás grabbed her hand, then her shoulder, and pulled her back. “Not yet, wait. Don’t burst in. And he may have locked the door.”
They heard Uncle Eb, very calm, too calm, quiet, measured, saying, “Really. Mr. Petrason, who is in charge of programming the routes for the bulk goods transports? And of program security? I have yet to hear anything about responsibility for the market accident.”
“Are you threatening me?” Tomás stuck his tongue out and cocked one eyebrow, mimicking a Staré gesture. Rigi looked down at the fancy floor. That was very rude—fitting, but rude.
“No, I am stating and asking.”
The governor spoke up, “The accident that killed so many natives and injured others? I was told it was a personal transport.” He sounded angry.
“No, Your Excellency,” Rigi imagined someone with a string or pull-beam dragging the words out of Mr. Petrason, he spoke so slowly. “A bulk goods transport left the route and drove into the market at a high rate of speed. The investigation is ongoing, and my programmers are looking into what precisely failed in the computer systems.”
Now it was Tomás’s turn to gape. “So he was involved.”
“Shh.” Rigi hopped back into her chair and Tomás settled onto the bench as the door opened.
“For the last time, don’t publish. You can’t afford the trouble that will follow, either of you.”
“Good day, Mr. Petrason.” The governor’s words didn’t sound very sincere. Benin’s father stomped past Tomás and Rigi, muttering and growling. He reminded Rigi a little of a hairy-wombeast in shedding season, when they got all hunched-shouldered and cranky. Well, if all her hair tried to fall out at once, but didn’t quite make it, she’d probably be cranky too. The Staré at the door opened it, staring straight ahead, ears motionless, then closed it behind him. Nary a whiff of scent reached Rigi’s nose and she admired the male’s self control.
Uncle Eb stepped out of the inner office and motioned to Tomás and Rigi. She gulped, brushed her hands on her skirt once more, and went in, Tomás close behind. Governor Theodaulf smiled and gestured toward a cluster of chairs around a small table off to the side of his impressive blood-wood desk. “Please be seated. I apologize for the unexpected delay Master Thomas, Miss Auriga. In fact,” he frowned a little. “I am rather curious as to precisely how Mr. Petrason learned about this meeting.” He raised an eyebrow and looked at Uncle Eb.
Tomás spoke first. “Your Excellency, it is possible that Benin Petrason, Mr. Petrason’s son, learned because of attending class with Miss Auriga. He spends a great deal of time near the administrative offices, and he may have overheard something when our parents commed to inform the school of our absence.”
“Hmm. That certainly is one possibility, Master Tomás, thank you.” He stopped and backed up a little to allow a fourth Stamm Staré carrying a tray with tea things and hover-tiers full of small treats to set the tray on the table, arrange the cups and plates, bow, and depart on silent feet. He and Uncle Eb sat. Rigi tried to remember what came next. Oh yes.
“Your Excellency, may I pour for you?” she offered.
He smiled again and she decided that she liked Governor Theodaulf. He had a warm face when he wasn’t upset. “Please do.” She managed to handle the heavy teapot without shaking or spilling or dripping. She poured for the adults, then Tomás, and for herself last. Then she offered the sweetener and cream. “Thank you. Please,” he gestured with his free hand to the hover tiers. Rigi selected two small treats and passed the tongs to Tomás. She sipped her tea like she’d seen her mother and the other ladies drink, and felt happier.
After everyone had been served, the governor sat back in his chair. “So, Master Tomás, I’d like to hear about the discovery in your own words.”
Tomás set his cup down and licked his lips. “Your Excellency, I’d gone walking in the forest north of the residential district in Keralita, looking for game trails and animal sign. One morning I tried a slightly different direction, using my m-mule as a direction finder in case I got lost, because there were no paths or game trails. I came on a pile of racer vines. That caught my eye, because racer vines need something to grow over, and the pile seemed to extend for several meters. I followed the pile and it kept going, in a long curve that continued as far as I could see. That made no sense, so I back-tracked until I found a break in the pile. That’s where I found the gateway, and realized that the black under the vines wasn’t just because of the plants, but was something smooth. The inside of the curve had rough black. I cut away some of the vines and found the stone.
“For the next several days I explored along the wall, then inside of it. When I saw the name stone and the building that Miss Auriga and I called the Residency, I knew I’d found something truly odd. I’d been looking at maps and history holos, and found nothing about the site. With that in mind I asked several Staré, from outStamm to Third Stamm, about the wall and building, because Miss Auriga and I had heard the story about the coming of the second world, and I thought that perhaps this might be related. They professed to know nothing, although the outStamm hunter, Kor, seemed very thoughtful and said, ‘Perhaps a place of the wise?’ At the time I didn’t understand what he meant. After I showed Miss Auriga and Uncle Ebenezer, I did understand.”
“And what did this Kor mean?”
“Uncle Ebenezer is considered one of the wise by Staré because of his knowledge of languages and words, Your Excellency. And several Staré have commented that Rigi, er, Miss Auriga has ‘the wise eye’ because of her skill with drawing and at seeing patterns.”
Rigi wiggled a little, embarrassed. The adults both gave her interested looks and she stopped wiggling. She also refilled their teacups. The governor smiled again. “Fascinating! And how did you come to be involved, Miss Auriga. Or would you prefer Miss Rigi?”
She blushed. “You may call me Rigi if you would like to, Your Excellency. And Tomás asked me to come look because his m-mule needed repairs and Major Prananda prefers that young people not go out alone past the edges of the residential district during migration time.” She didn’t want Tomás to look bad. “I agreed with Tomás that he’d found something unusual, and we went back several times, clearing vines and trying to see just what was under them. After we discovered the paintings in the temple, and the carvings, we knew we needed an adult, and Uncle Ebenezer seemed to be the best person.”
“Mr. Trent, are you their uncle in truth?”
Uncle Eb nodded. “Yes and no. My wife and I are related to both of their families, albeit distantly, in the fourth degree. I stood as witness to Tomás’s temple dedication because his father was off-world on a mission.”
“Fascinating!” The governor leaned forward again. “Miss Auriga, please tell me more about your sketches. I confess, when I first saw them, I assumed they were holo-work, then that Kay Trent had done them. Where did you learn?”
She smiled. “I learned from school and from my sister, Lyria.” The next while passed quickly as Governor Theodaulf asked questions and Rigi and Tomás did their best to answer, with some help from Uncle Eb. Rigi decided the little orange-colored cakes were not to her taste, too sweet and gritty in her teeth, but the brown macaroons and the tiny fruit custards! She wanted to fill her pockets and it took a great deal of restraint not to load her plate. But she heard her mother reciting, “Take a little, leave a little, manners so to do,” and didn’t eat more than two each. Uncle Eb must have noticed, because he caught her eye and winked. Not long after, the serving Staré brought more tea and the governor said something to him behind his hand. The Staré took the empty pot, gestured and puffed agree/obey, bowed, and departed.
She had no idea how long they talked, until she heard the sound of Staré claws on the door. “Yes?”
“Your pardon, most excellent governor, but the trade representative will arrive in ten minutes,” the Staré in the teal jacket said, enunciating with perfect precision.
“Already? Great guns.” He stood, and the others stood as well. “Mister Trent, Miss Auriga, Master Tomás, thank you for your time. I am delighted that the Commonwealth of Planets has such knowledgeable and well-mannered young people, and I look forward to following your careers. You are both credits to your families and to your teachers. I understand that your uncle has something else planned for you while you are here?”
“Yes, Your Excellency. Their parents agreed that a visit to the colonial collection would be appropriate and educational, since they are missing class.”
“Educational indeed.” The smile widened and Rigi liked the governor very much. “Miss Auriga,” he presented his hand and she shook it as she curtsied. “Master Tomás,” he shook and bowed. “Mr. Trent. Have a very good rest of your visit, and please continue as you have started.”
“Yes, Your Excellency.” “Thank you, Your Excellency” they murmured, then followed Uncle Eb out to the reception room. After another visit to the WC, they followed a third Stamm Staré with a dark green neck-cloth to the main doors. A human woman waited, smiling, and holding a very fancy bag.
“A small thanks gift from His Excellency, young sir, miss.”
“Thank you, ma’am,” they chorused. Uncle Eb took the bag, nodded politely, and shooed them out the door.
“I’ll hold this for you. I think you’ll want to have hands free when we visit the collection.”
“Uncle Eb, is it really that educational?” Tomás drooped a little, as if dreading homework or some other kind of assignment.
Their uncle pursed his lips and tried to look stern, but his eyes danced a little. “Yes, but not necessarily in the manner your language teacher would approve of.”
Oh, that sounded interesting! Rigi and Tomás both perked up as they followed a once-more-slouching Uncle Eb down a side path toward a pale blue building with lots of different trees around it. “Is that the arborological collection, Uncle Eb?”
“Part of it, yes, Rigi.”
Rigi looked up, watching the different kinds of trees, mentally sorting their colors and the shapes of their leaves. One in particular had a lovely silvery sheen on the back of the leaves and purple on top, with shaggy bark that made her want to sketch it so she could see how all the lines worked. She stopped, staring up at the way the branches came off the trunk. The sky above seemed white, dirtier than the silvery leaves. Oh dear, she realized, those were the high clouds that signaled the end of the warm, dry time of year. Had so long passed already? She trotted ahead to catch up with the gentlemen. They entered the ornate doors of the building housing the Colonial Collection.
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ASSEMBLING THE PIECES
“Wait here, please,” Uncle Eb ordered before disappearing. He returned without the bag. “I want my hands free as well. Now I believe, hmm,” he found a holo-listing and waved through several panels before he found what he wanted. “Second floor. Of course there would be stairs. I’m getting too old for this.” He straightened his jacket. “Come along.” They went up a set of curving, dark wooden stairs. The posts holding the rail had been carved or cast to look like alternating trees and fish, a combination Rigi found a touch peculiar. “The man who donated the money for the building was named Fischbaum,” Uncle Eb said. “He was what Tomás?”
“Ah, language coordinator to the second governor, the man who developed alphabetical Staré for use in dictionaries and translation programs, sir.”
“Very good.” They went past two normal wooden doors to a heavy looking metal door, completely out of place with all the wood and carpeting and the woven wall coverings. Uncle Eb pushed a button. “Ebenezer Trent and guests.”
A voice from the wall said, “Stand by.” Then the door slid open. Rigi’s skirt puffed back as a little air moved past her. She followed the others into the doorway. The outer door slid closed and after several seconds, her ears popped a little. It was a positive pressure barrier, but why? She vaguely recalled one from the long ship journey to Shikhari, but there was atmosphere outside here, not a vacuum. Then the inner door slid open and Uncle Eb, now standing straight, led them into a dimly lit, scentless room. “Good afternoon, Mr. Trent! And these are our discoverers?” A small smiling woman, barely taller than Rigi but much broader, bustled up to meet them. She had very close cut hair under a tight-fitting pink cap, and wore a magnifier lens over one eye. A white coverall hid her clothing.
“Yes, Dr. Xian. Miss Auriga in particular is interested in the smaller artifacts, the day-to-day bits I believe you called them?”
“I prefer ‘household and community ephemera’, as you well know,” she wagged her finger up at Uncle Eb, still smiling, “but yes. Miss Auriga, are you familiar with basic archaeological procedure?”
“Ah, do you mean preservation and initial survey and looking for smaller and smaller things, down to seeds and pollen, ma’am?”
“Yes, exactly. Master Tomás, I understand you had a question about walls and the water in the Fountain Site, as I believe it is currently called?”
“Fountain Site, yes, ma’am.”
She waved them forward. “This way.” The quartet passed several cases, shade-containers, and what seemed to be some kind of laboratory that smelled a bit like Shona’s preserved eggs, the ones Rigi didn’t really care for but that her father loved. “Right. Master Tomás, the fountains.” Dr. Xian stopped in front of a holo display and entered some codes through an old-style keyboard. A schematic appeared that reminded Rigi of the time her youngest cousin had gotten into her mother’s sewing basket and pulled all the threads and yarns out. “Not very edifying is it, at least not this view. I’ll begin by simplifying,” she typed more commands and most of the lines disappeared, leaving heavy yellow that seemed to meet at two points, one to the north of the other. “The one to the south is your fountain, to the north is the glass pool, and the small off-shoot is Tomás’s canal, although I suspect it will be renamed ‘Secondary Canal’ if the hydrologic projections are correct. Sorry, Master Tomás.”
“I didn’t name it, ma’am. I just fell into it.”
“And a good thing it was that you didn’t fall into the glass pool. I would give two decades of grant money to know how the glass lining the inside lasted so long. It is at least a thousand years old, assuming it was constructed at the same time as the fountain, and using sap accretion rates to date the fountain. Which interestingly enough, Mr. Trent, is artesian.”
“Really? Have you found the pressure head?” Uncle Eb rubbed under his chin.
“Not yet. But we’re strictly remote sensing, plus what your team turned in, thus far. I don’t want to touch anything until we can do it properly the first time. No more Eta Toliman debacles, if you please.” Dr. Xian glared, then softened a little. “So, the water comes both from the fountain and from a seep at the north end of the glass pool. You were correct in your surmise Master Tomás that watercourses ran from one to another. It appears that more also exist, these here in red,” more lines appeared on the holo. She rotated it and Rigi could see that the red passed beneath the yellow. “Or rather, they did. It’s not obvious, given the sediment on top of them, if they once ran in the open and are now buried in debris, or if they have always been under a pavement or some other form of cover, even something as simple as a grating to keep trash out.”
Tomás leaned forward, looking at the lines and patterns. “Ma’am, where are the remains of the walls?”
“In blue.” The appeared, curving but not perfectly round this time. “The Fountain Site seems to be the only elliptical site thus far. It could be because of some subsurface feature, or have a local significance, or just be coincidence. After all, we tend to build cities in grids, but that doesn’t mean all cities have to be grids, or even started that way.” Dr. Xian twitched her nose and squinted a little, then added white lines. They seemed to form rectangles and circles in random places between the watercourses and the outer walls. “And then there’s these, which may be foundations, or they might not. If they are, then there is a great deal of material missing. The wall also seems to be lacking in material compared to the Stela Site, but again, Stela may be the exception and Fountain the standard, if there was a standard. Both show similar damage patterns, though, and similar melt marks where the stone of buildings or the wall was heated enough to partially melt the surface.”
“Vitrification, in other words.” Uncle Eb sounded very serious.
“Yes, but remember that the process can occur any time temperatures are high enough and it does not signify deliberate destruction. Or it could, whoever built these may have burned them down themselves, if that was what happened.”
Tomás bounced a little on his toes, then clasped his hands behind his back. “Dr. Xian, could it be a sign of warfare?”
“Possibly. Or of the end of a period of ritual use, such as several cultures practiced on Earth in the pre-modern period. After a certain period of time, generally determined by a ritual calendar, they destroyed the worship site and either rebuilt on top of it, or relocated completely.” She inclined her head toward the hologram. “We have so little information that there’s no point in trying to do more than map and describe at this point.”
Rigi had been thinking. “Maybe, um, maybe, if the builders of these were the ancestors of the Staré, after many years the local smells got too strong and confusing, and so they burned all the wood and fabric and things to clean up, and burned inside buildings as well?”
Dr. Xian turned one hand palm up, revealing intricate brown tattoos, and sort of shrugged. “It is one possibility, Miss Auriga, but until we know more, it’s better not to speculate.”
“But speculation is so much more entertaining,” Uncle Eb protested with a smile and wink.
Dr. Xian snorted. “I will let you sort out the next person who spends thousands of credits sending a message to the Royal Archaeological Institute’s Xenoarchaeology Department claiming to have found either a new civilization or evidence that humans actually originated in the stars, or that a thus-far unknown, hyper-intelligent species brought the beginnings of technology to Earth.”
He raised his hands in surrender.
Dr. Xian cleared the holos and turned to Rigi. “Now, you were interested in the little bits and pieces?”
“Yes, ma’am. It, well, it seemed odd that we didn’t find any artifacts besides the buildings and the name stone. Shouldn’t there be bits of pots and pans, that sort of thing?”
The woman smiled. “It depends on how buildings and places were used, but yes, in general we expect to find bits and pieces. However, a lot of things have to go right for preservation to occur. And it seems that in the sites you’ve found thus far, the conditions have not been right, not entirely. Follow me, please.”
She led them to a series of metal and transpara-metal cases. “I can’t let you touch any of these finds. The organic materials are too unstable, and the original finder did not use proper preservation techniques.” She shook her head. “Scouts are supposed to know better, really. Even if he thought they were recently made, he should have put them in sealed envelopes. I swear, if DeHaan were still alive I’d give him a piece of my mind, every time I think about what these must have looked like when he found them.” She entered a pass code and toggled on a light.
DeHaan? The DeHaan, who found Shikhari? The thought passed through Rigi’s mind without stopping, chased out by the sight of the objects in the case. “Oh.” She clasped her hands behind her back and got as close to the clear metal as she could, nose almost touching the smooth, cool surface. The ceramics seemed to sing with shivers of color, blues and greens with flecks of red. Only pieces of whatever it had once been remained, but the pieces were beautiful! Then she saw the textile.
The little card beside the material said that the colors had oxidized within days of the initial find, darkening and turning to browns and black. “Here,” a magnifier appeared over the material, revealing an elaborate pattern of threads, two over, one under, at an angle, with flecks of color on top of the threads. “It appears that the material had been painted or stamped or had the colors applied after the weaving, although, that said, the reverse of the weaving has a pattern as well, a woven-in design.” Rigi read the card again.
“Ma’am, was this found at that site where the Staré attacked the scouts?”
“What?”
Uncle Eb explained. “Miss Auriga was reading a very early account by one of the initial cartographic scouts who reported finding a possible site on the Indria Plateau. According to his description, he was attacked by a group of second Stamm and driven away from the site before he could do more than a quick surface survey.”
Rigi turned around to see Dr. Xian opening her mouth, then closing it again, and blinking hard. “I—” She blinked again. “I never made that connection. We’ve always assumed that it was DeHaan who found these and stored them away, not a later scout. I think I need to see that file, please, Miss Auriga.”
“Um, I don’t have it, it was a borrowed copy, ma’am, I’m sorry.”
“I can get you a copy, I believe,” Uncle Eb assured Dr. Xian before Rigi could get too upset.
“That would explain why the lack of preservation, ma’am,” Tomás said, rubbing under his nose as he looked at the artifacts. “If someone was shooting arrow-darts at me, I’d probably skip a few steps.”
Dr. Xian flipped her magnifier lens up, folded her arms, and looked from Tomás to Rigi and then to Uncle Eb. “If you remember correctly, miss, master, you have just seriously complicated my understanding of the Staré history of Shikhari. If you are right, I don’t know if I should hug you or swat you.”
“I’m sorry, ma’am, I didn’t mean to cause a fuss,” Rigi began.
But Dr. Xian smiled! “No, Miss Auriga, no apology necessary, nor you Master Tomás. If anything I owe you a great deal. Your finds may allow us to put these pieces together,” she waved at the case, “metaphorically at least. You see, we age-tested some of the textile, and not only is it several thousand years old, but the materials used require processing techniques the Staré do not currently use. And the dyes don’t match any the modern Staré know of, at least not second Stamm and below. The first Stamm have been singularly reluctant to answer questions about such things because they are religious matters, or so they’ve always told us.”
“If they are religious, that might explain why the scout was attacked, if the local Staré thought he was interfering with something religious.” Tomás didn’t sound too certain, and he’d wrinkled his forehead, looking over Rigi’s shoulder. “But I though that only happened in those adventure stories from Home.”
“Not always, Tomás. The Guardian chased a stranger out of the temple here, when she tried to go inside during a men’s gathering. He almost had to call in city security because she claimed that she had every right to attend any ceremony even though she was a woman and was not a temple member. We learned about it in faith and discipline class. The Guardian and Matron were both angry and lodged a protest with the company.”
“A good example, Auriga. I’d forgotten that,” Uncle Eb said. “Her family are neo-Traditionalist.”
“Hmm.” The scientist leaned forward as the light in the case dimmed and went out. “These are considered light sensitive, so only a few minutes at a time each hour.”
“Ma’am, why is this a positive pressure section?” Tomás looked around. “There are no biologics here, are there?”
“Good guess.” She smiled again. “No, not yet. It seemed wise to build that in from the beginning instead of trying to add it later, and because the atmosphere here is temperature and humidity controlled. Only ten people per day can be here, because we handle materials from other company sites that are even more sensitive.”
“You are too modest.” Uncle Eb shook a long finger at Dr. Xian. “Rigi, Tomás, Dr. Xian is the premier xenoarchaeologist outside of Home, and probably on Home as well. She has literally written the text file on procedure and settlement chronology in habitable worlds.”
Rigi’s mouth formed an O. Dr. Xian blushed. “You are too kind, Mr. Trent, and far too generous with your flattery. I am good, I’ll grant that, but I am not the best.”
“And these young people, having met with His Excellency, probably need to have something a bit more solid than tea-treats before I return them to their parents.”
Dr. Xian laughed. Rigi liked the sound. It reminded her of the hammer bird’s pinging call. “Very true, especially the young man. My son ate his weight every other day, or so it seemed when he was growing. Thank you for coming, and send me that file.”
Tomás bowed. “Thank you very much for showing us your facility, Dr. Xian.”
“Yes, ma’am, thank you.” Rigi curtsied. “It’s fascinating to see what has been found.”
“Miss Auriga, I wish my trainees were half as polite and astute as you are. Please let me know if you are ever interested in pursuing archaeology. I am serious, young lady, Mr. Trent. You as well, Master Tomás. Field survey is an art as much as a science. I can teach the science, but you are very well on your way to having the art in hand.”
“I will certainly do so, and thank you for your time, Dr. Xian.” Uncle Eb ushered them out through the pressure doors. They stopped at the rest facility, then went outdoors. Uncle Eb commed Major Prananda as Rigi and Tomás sat on a stone bench, looking at the trees and marveling at what they’d just seen. “Yes. Yes. Already? Stars and rockets, what did you tell him?” Uncle Eb moved far enough away that Rigi couldn’t hear anything from the com. Major Prananda must be using bad words. She glanced at Tomás, caught the half-grin on his face as he watched Uncle Eb, and knew she’d guessed right. She looked up at the leaves and smoothed her skirt, tracing the pattern woven into the material with one finger. She’d probably heard the words before. Even her mother used them sometimes, and the Staré had their own versions, with and without scents. Although just why calling a male a “pouchie soft-tail” was especially rude she didn’t quite understand. But it had to be bad. The one time she’d heard it used, in the market, Mar had clapped her forefeet over Rigi’s ears, except Rigi didn’t have ears on top of her head. Even so, she’d pretended she hadn’t heard anything.
Uncle Eb drifted back to the bench. Rigi tried not to stare as a trio of third Stamm males hurried past, almost hop-walking. They wore loose, jewel-colored vests—longer in back than in the front—that fluttered a little with the speed of their going. The Staré in Sogdia didn’t wear anything like that, at least not that she could remember, and she made a note to tell Mar. A second Stamm strolled by in the opposite direction. He wore a tailored pastel pink vest and matching modesty apron.
“The major has finished his business as well, and will meet us at a restaurant, The Happy Wombow. That way.” Uncle Eb pointed with the hand not holding the bag.
“Uncle Eb, what is in the bag?” Tomás stood, offered Rigi a hand, and then trailed along behind their leader.
“A little something for after dinner. Or so I was informed by Madame Carson-St. Pierre. And even I know better not to question the orders of Madame Carson-St. Pierre.”
Was she the governor’s wife? No, Rigi thought she recalled overhearing one of her mother’s friends tisking that his wife preferred to remain on Home. Something for after dinner, oh, the sweet came after dinner! Rigi nodded once. Uncle Eb was correct. One never disobeyed a cook, never ever ever. Shona ruled the kitchen with an adamantine forefoot and even her parents tread carefully around him.
They crossed a few streets, looked in store windows, hurried past a scent-maker’s open doorway and dodged a portly woman carrying an enormous orange and yellow flower arrangement that looked as tall as Rigi. “I see Father,” Tomás said, pointing ahead. Rigi peered around him and caught a flash of crimson tunic. Major Prananda stood under an old-style hanging sign showing the fattest wombow Rigi had ever seen. It grazed on eye-wateringly green grass, beside a royal blue stream. “The Happy Wombow? I suppose they do not serve piscatorial platters,” Tomás intoned, mimicking one of the school-inspectors. Rigi started to giggle but coughed instead. They probably didn’t.
Uncle Eb and Major Prananda ushered Rigi and Tomás into a very grown-up dining establishment, the first Rigi had visited without her parents. She blinked at the variety of eating utensils. She recognized most of them, but what exactly did you do with the little metal tongs resting beside the eating-sticks? A real live waiter presented each of them with printed menus. Tomás had been right, no fish dishes, and she risked looking at him. Uncle Eb and Major Prananda were deep in conversation over something, hidden behind their menus, and Tomás tipped his head back, looking down his nose and sniffing just like the inspector, then patting the side of his nose with two fingers. He winked. Rigi shook, trying not to laugh.
The adults finished their discussion and Major Prananda asked, “Miss Rigi, have you decided?”
“Yes, sir. I think I’d like to try the roasted loin with cloud-fruit.”
He studied his own menu. “Ah, an excellent choice.” The blue-clad waiter appeared not a minute later, a white towed draped over one forearm, holding a bottle. Major Prananda inspected the label, nodded his approval, and the man opened it, then poured a little bubbly pink something in each of their glasses. Major Prananda sipped, nodded again, and the waiter added more, filling the adults’ glasses and half-filling Rigi and Tomás’s. He set the bottle down and clasped his hands in front of his waist. The major said, “The young miss will have the roasted loin with cloud-fruit, and I will have the same.”
“The grilled sausage, please, with yam and native rice.” Rigi thought Tomás was brave, ordering sausage.
Rigi felt a little sting of disappointment when Uncle Eb ordered, “Haunch of runner-bird, medium-blue, with the vegetable of the day and tam patties.” He was such a nice person—how could he eat tam of his own free will?
After the waiter left, Major Prananda picked up his glass. Tomás and Uncle Eb did as well, and Rigi copied them. “To a most successful day.”
“Hear hear,” Uncle Eb and Tomás replied, and all four touched glasses, carefully, around the flower arrangement in the center of the table. Rigi sipped the mystery beverage and almost sneezed as the bubbles tickled her nose from the inside. The liquid tasted a little spicy, a little tart, and left a sting on the back of her tongue. She tried a larger sip and decided that she sort of liked it. She finished her half glass, and Major Prananda added a few sips worth as Uncle Eb cautioned, “Wait until you’ve eaten to drink much more, Miss Rigi. The bubbles will go to your head otherwise.”
“Yes, sir.”
“So, Tomás, tell me about your interview.”
At his father’s words, Tomás straightened up until he almost sat at attention. “I believe it went well, Father. Miss Rigi and I described our find, and she went into some detail about her art training when asked. His Excellency seemed pleased and interested, and nothing got spilled.” Rigi thought she caught an unspoken, “this time” and wondered what had happened.
The major smiled. “Very good. I do not believe your sister will ever forget that unfortunate sudden gravitational onset. Your mother certainly won’t.”
“No sir, since it was her great-grandmother’s lace table cover.”
Rigi cringed inside as she wondered what had spilled. Probably something bright colored and sticky. That’s what always happened to her and Lyria.
Uncle Eb flinched a little as well and she wondered what he’d dropped, and when. He asked, “Worse than orange root on a white tunic?”
Tomás got a thoughtful expression and considered for several seconds before replying. “Not entirely, sir, but it was rather dramatic at the time.” Pale and sticky then, Rigi decided.
“On a happier topic,” Uncle Eb began.
Major Prananda looked over the top of his glass. “Oh?”
“Yes. Dr. Xian offered Tomás a recommendation and patronage if he is interested in continuing his research. Miss Rigi as well, but she slipped me a com-card for Tomás.”
The major blinked a few times, looked from Uncle Eb to Tomás and back, and blinked again. “I say, that’s, that’s quite a surprise. Patronage?”
“Strongly implied, not spoken plain, but yes.” Uncle Eb sipped his drink, a smug smile in his eyes. “It seems Master Tomás and Miss Rigi made some observations about her older materials that will send her down a completely new and potentially ground-shaking research track.”
“Ah, sir, it was the file on your reader that started it,” Rigi ventured.
“But you and Tomás made the connection. That’s what counts.”
Major Prananda took a deep breath for some reason. “This is indeed a surprise. It… opens some possibilities I had not considered, if Tomás wishes to pursue them.”
Now Tomás looked confused, eyebrows pulled together, head cocked a centimeter or so. “Sir, I don’t understand. Dr. Xian offered a recommendation to university, if I understood her request that we get back to her if we are interested in archaeology.” He nodded toward Rigi, including her.
Uncle Eb turned quite serious. “She did more than that, Tomás. I was not flattering when I said that she is the premier xenoarchaeologist in the Stellar Monarchy. For her to ask you to contact her, both of you, and to give me a unique comm card, means that Dr. Xian will provide you with patronage as well as recommendations. That means a great deal in the field.”
“Indeed.” Major Prananda met Rigi’s eyes and his son’s in turn. “In some ways that sort of patron places an even greater burden on the person she sponsors, because you must live up to their standards. The people around you will expect you to be very, very good, since Dr. Xian thinks so highly of you. I would give it serious consideration Tomás, even if you decide on a military career, because xenoarchaeology is compatible with certain specialties. And even though she is a civilian, having a patron of that reputation could prove very helpful.”
“But not tomorrow,” Uncle Eb rushed to assure an increasingly spooked Tomás. “And you may decide that your interests lie far from xenoarchaeology and scouting. You might decide to, oh, take up wombow herding.” He gave Major Prananda a sly look. The corner of the major’s mouth crept up into a tiny smile, and Rigi wondered if they were sharing a military joke, or a family story. Tomás rolled his eyes, suggesting that he’d heard this before, whatever it was.
The arrival of a plate of four small, steaming, golden pouches of something kept Rigi from asking what the joke was. A waiter with a tray removed most of the utensils from her place, and the waiter with the towel served each of them one of the pouches. Rigi bowed her head and offered silent thanks, then picked up the smallest, outermost fork and knife and cut into her pouch. A little juice trickled out and a great deal of steam. She cut the pouch into bite-sized pieces, waited until the steam faded away, then took a bite. Hot, soft, rich meat paste oozed onto her taste buds, countered by the crisp crunch of the pastry. Whatever it was, she liked it, and she ate slowly, savoring the flavors. She’d barely finished when a young man removed her plate and green-gold broth with bits of vegetables appeared. It tasted like the start of the warm season, clean and bright.
Then the loin arrived. Rigi’s mouth opened into an “o” at the sight of the elegant portion of rich brown meat with a lacy drizzle of white sauce on top. Roasted carrots and something red and yellow and juicy-looking made a wreath around the meat. Should she keep it as art or eat it? Major Prananda had started cutting into his serving, so she did as well. The tiny hint of pink inside told her that someone had cooked it just right, and she ate. Oh, the tender wombow seemed to dissolve on her tongue, far more tender than even Shona’s roasts. She wanted to cry, it was so good. She ate a little, tried the vegetables, ate a little more, and alternated meat and veggie until only the faintest outline of the loin remained on the light-brown plate. She drank a few more sips of the pink bubbly, but after the waiter murmured something to Major Prananda, a glass of fresh, full-fat cowlee milk appeared, replacing her empty glass. She drank it even more slowly. She felt full, and warm, and a little sleepy.
They walked back to the flitter landing area. Rigi strapped in, followed along with the pre-departure briefing, and the snug flitter pushed into the air. She closed her eyes for a moment, listening to the engine. Then she felt hands tugging on the straps of her harness, and heard Uncle Eb chuckle and say, “Can you get her out or do I need to find a hoist?”
“Yes, I can do it, thank you,” came the tart reply. “She’s smaller than an infantryman, even with that meal inside her.” Before Rigi could protest someone, a big someone, was lifting her. She didn’t move until Major Prananda set her down on a flat surface of some kind. She yawned, covered her mouth, and blinked. Where were they?
“Welcome back, Miss Rigi.” Uncle Eb put his hand on her back, holding her upright. Her face grew hot and painful, and he smiled, patting her, then removed his hand. “We forgot that you are not used to sparkling drinks. I apologize.”
“Yes. Miss Rigi, I too apologize. You are so grown up and mature that I forgot you might not have tried til’ka before,” Major Prananda said.
“It’s quite,” yawn, she blushed even harder, if that were possible. “I’m sorry. It’s quite fine, really, it tasted lovely, and I won’t say anything.”
Her father’s arrival spared her any further embarrassment. “Good evening! How went the day?”
“It went very,” yawn. “Oh dear. I’m sorry, sir.”
The men chuckled. Uncle Eb patted her back again as Major Prananda gave her a hand to stand up. “It went very well, Timothy. This is hers.”
“Good to hear, Ebenezer.” Her father took the fancy bag. Rigi realized that Tomás held a white box in his hands. “No trouble?”
“None to speak of, at least not for the youngsters and I. I can’t vouch for Raymundo’s day.”
“I only scorched some feathers, Eb. He’ll live, wiser I hope.”
Rigi’s father put his hand between her shoulders, guiding her away from the flitter. “Oh good. I think you’d better fill me in later. Miss Auriga is asleep on her feet.”
“I think we all are. Good night, Timothy.”
“’Night Eb. Huntress be with you, Major, Master Tomás.”
“The Creator watch and ward,” Tomás’s father replied, surprising Rigi. How did he know the night blessing? She fought another yawn and let her father steer her to a ground transport.
She managed to crawl up the stairs and undress, and clean her teeth before sleep won the battle.
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TROUBLE IN THE AIR
After dinner the next day, Rigi discovered that the box inside the bag indeed contained more of the wonderful little treats from the governor’s tea table. She shared them with everyone. She also wrote out two letters of thanks, one to His Excellency and one to his cook. “Why Madame Carson-St. Pierre?” Lyria inquired, twisting around from the computer console, left and right, and rolling her head before going back to her file.
“Because she made the pastries and she gave them to Tomás and I.”
“Because the governor told her to.” Lyria sniffed, something she seemed to be doing a great deal of since the first hints of the coming wet season had begun, and put the headset back on.
Rigi stuck her tongue out at the back of Lyria’s head, sealed the notes, and addressed them with the governor’s official address. Then she carried them downstairs and added them to her father’s document box. Mar appeared as Rigi put one foot on the first step. “Good. Come, please, Miss Rigi.”
Rigi followed Mar to her mother’s little work room and office, tucked between her father’s office and the master bedroom. “Thank you, Mar. Auriga, come here and stand still, please.” More than a little confused, Rigi stood on a brown square on the tile floor. Her mother looked her over. “Turn around, all the way around, please.” She did. “Arms out, please.” Totally puzzled, Rigi stuck her arms out. “Shoulders back. Hmm. Oh dear,” a hearty sigh, and her mother rested one hand on her forehead, rubbing just under the poof of hair that she wore instead of a fringe in front. “I fear, Auriga, that you have outgrown that dress. And you may lower your arms.” Rigi looked down and saw that a gap had appeared between the front fasteners as the dress strained a little over her chest. She slouched forward and the gap disappeared. “No, dear, that won’t help. Then it will ride up in the back and pull across the shoulders. And if you forget yourself, you may tear the fasteners loose.
“And I don’t have time to take you shopping.”
Her father leaned into the doorway around Mar. “Maybe if we stop feeding her, she’ll stop growing.”
“Timothy. And I am not sending you out with Lyria.”
“Could Mar go with me, Mother? She knows what not to buy.”
Behind her, Mar made an odd sound and puffed amusement/no. “Miss Rigi, you know better. And your colors do not match Staré colors.”
Rigi tried again. “Um, sir, ma’am, at least for now, would a Staré-made dress or two suffice? If I select the material and colors, and you approve the pattern, ma’am?”
“It would solve the problem, my love,” her father said from the doorway.
“I will approve the quality,” Mar assured Mrs. deStella-Bernardi.
Rigi’s mother’s eyes narrowed and she looked Rigi over once more. “Yes, it will suffice for the moment. I will give you a list of proper colors and fabrics, Auriga, and we will measure you tomorrow. No large patterns.”
“I don’t know, dear,” Rigi turned to see her father’s eyes smiling a little, one hand hiding his mouth. “Something in a vertical lightning bolt like Mrs. Debenadetto wore to the parents’ conference would be quite eye-catching.”
“Timothy Anthony Jerimiah Bernardi, I will not have my daughter walking around looking like an unfortunate accident in a carpet fabrication center!”
Rigi didn’t recognize Mar’s scent, but she decided that this would be a good time to leave. “May I go work on an assignment, please?”
“Yes, you may go.”
Rigi scooted past her father, following Mar out of the small room. His laughter followed her, along with the sound of her mother scolding him, sort of. Mar made an odd gesture with her forefeet, then lifted her upper lip and stuck out the tip of her tongue. “Well thought, Miss Rigi.”
“Thank you, Mar. Do you know of a clothes maker?”
Her ears wiggled back and forth, left to right and back. “Two who are suitable. I will inspect their work tomorrow, while Shona is getting supplies, and will select the proper clothes maker.”
“Thank you, Mar.”
Bing. They stopped as the chime on the gate sounded. Rigi went to the little viewer and entered her access code. As she did, she realized that she no longer had to stand on her toes to see the screen. That was different. So was their visitor. “Ah, Mar, are you or Shona expecting anyone?”
“No, Miss Rigi.” She came over and looked as well, then leaned to the side and glanced through the window. “Your father needs come.”
Rigi skidded rounding the corner and hoped her mother wouldn’t notice, or fuss. “Sir, Mar would like you to come to the door. A visitor of the second Stamm is here.”
“Coming. That’s flat odd, someone coming here, and in the evening.” Rigi wanted to listen in, but she wasn’t dressed for company, so she slid a little on the smooth floor as she followed him as far as the stairs, then carefully padded up to the work area and her room.
Lyria seemed engrossed in whatever she was listening to and taking notes from, so Rigi found the assigned text for literature class the next day, and the one for colonial history that she’d forgotten to read over the rest days, and settled down on a pillow next to Martinus. She got as far as the second page of the history file before curiosity overwhelmed her and she set the reader down, crept past Lyria, and half-slithered to that odd place at the top of the stairs where she could hear anything spoken in the entry hall without being seen.
“And you are certain of this?” That was her father, speaking in Staré.
“Watch and honor.” The male Staré sounded firm, and she heard the click of forefeet claws tapping together. “The transport master told his second to stop seeking the cause of the transport accidents and to hunt hatchling, pouchling, and hopling-removal rules. He seeks to take your hoplings away. The fourth who heard this came to his supervisor, who told the one called Jaihu. He confirmed and petitioned myself to inform import master, to warn and caution.”
Rigi shivered. It really felt as if her blood had turned cold. Mr. Petrason had been serious when he’d threatened her in the governor’s office. Rigi wanted to cry. She also wanted to go straight to Benin Shang Petrason’s house and, and, and do something rude. She’d come up with a plan on the way over. Maybe have Martinus paw a naughty word into their lawn, or dig up all their plants.
“Thank you. I will heed the warning and take the caution for my hoplings. Gratitude and honor.”
The door opened and closed. After a few heartbeats it opened again, and she heard her father’s footsteps as he reentered the house. Her mother’s footsteps came up the hallway.
“Timothy, what was that about?”
Her father growled, “It seems Petrason wants our children prohibited from school and possibly removed from our custody. He ordered his second to stop work on finding the problems in the bulk transport software and go through the law codes instead, to find grounds to have Lyria and Auriga removed. One of the Staré workers heard it, told his supervisor, who I presume confirmed the news and told Jaihu, my driver and office aid, who asked the appropriate person to inform me so I could ‘guard and protect my hoplings.’ I’m more inclined to give Petrason a piece of my mind, preceded by a boot to his ass, but that would be playing his game.”
“Creator and Creatrix, what are we going to do, Timothy?” Rigi had never heard fear in her mother’s voice and it scared her even more than the carnifex-leaper had.
“We are going to act as if we do not know. But I am going to have a quiet word with some people. I do not care to invoke the network without very good cause, but this may be time to do just that.” Her father snorted. “And trying to say that we are improper parents, less than a week after our daughter made a very positive impression on His Excellency and Dr. Xian both may well be the most foolish thing Petrason could do.”
Her father sounded as confident as her mother had been scared. Rigi wiggled back as quietly as she could, eased past Lyria again and returned to reading. Her father knew what to do. He’d fix it. And she’d better have the reading ready for tomorrow, because they’d not had a spot-test for several days, which meant they were overdue.
She’d guessed right. As Rigi tried to recall the exact date when the crown declared Eta Toliman a crown colony (“both Home dates and System date, please”), she heard the door to the room slide open. “No, they are testing. Ten more minutes, please.” She groaned. That meant at least five more questions. A number that felt right floated up from her memory and she entered it, and the next question appeared, this about the edict of religious toleration. Oh, that she knew backwards and forwards, and she relaxed just a teeny bit. By the time she finished the last question, Rigi felt confident that she’d get a second mark. She’d guessed on two of the questions, and she always guessed wrong, so no first, but a second might be reasonable. As the display cleared, the teacher said, “Miss Bernardi, Mr. Lamar, you are wanted in the main office. Take your bags, please.”
Rigi’s heart sank. But why call Tarkio as well, unless it was because Mr. Petrason had said that Tarkio knew something? Or was Tarkio just in trouble for something else? No, probably not, because he was Benin’s friend and the adults never punished them. She pulled her satchel strap over her shoulder and hurried to get as far ahead of Tarkio as possible, so he couldn’t pester her on the way to the office. At least that much went well—she had checked in before he dragged himself through the door. He glared at her, but didn’t say anything. The senior administratrix had no patience for fighting in her waiting area, and had personally waded into the last fight, boxing the ears of both boys and making them behave.
The door opened and Rigi felt a little ill as she saw Mrs. Debenadetto. “Auriga Bernardi?”
“Yes, ma’am.” She stood and went into the meeting room. In addition to Mrs. Debenadetto, Mrs. Kikou, the student condition monitor, was waiting. Rigi stepped sideways out of the doorway and waited, hands folded in front of her as was proper.
“You see what I meant by her repressed behavior,” Mrs. Debenadetto said, frowning at Rigi. “I’m glad someone else has raised concerns.”
Mrs. Kikou asked, “Auriga, do you know why I asked to have you leave class?”
Should she be honest? Not entirely, because that would mean letting the adults know what she knew, and she wasn’t supposed to have overheard that. Oh, but it gave her an idea, and she wouldn’t have to lie, either. “Is it because of missing class last week while Tomás Prananda and I were meeting with His Excellency Governor Theodaulf? I’m sorry that I did not turn in all my work on time.”
“Young lady, telling lies is very bad,” Mrs. Debenadetto began. Did she know that Rigi had lied to her about Tomás being told to walk her home? Rigi didn’t think so, but before she could answer, Mrs. Kikou held up her hand, interrupting the other adult.
“She is telling the truth.”
“Yes, ma’am. In addition to Major Prananda, Mr. Ebenezer Trent and Mr. Petrason were all there and can vouch for Tomás and I.” Rigi felt a bit like she’d tossed a rotten egg, if Mrs. Debenadetto’s expression told truth.
Mrs. Kikou made an interested noise. “Mr. Petrason was there?”
“Yes, ma’am. He and Mr. Trent spoke with His Excellency before Tomás and I did.”
Mrs. Kikou made a note on her data pad. “That’s good to know. Auriga, there are stories going around that your father keeps a dangerous bot at the residence with you and your older sister. I’ve already spoken with her, but I need to hear from you. Do you ever feel in danger or threatened by this bot?”
Rigi acted confused, then smiled, reached into her satchel, pulled out a little data pad, and called up a picture of Martinus. “I think they mean my m-dog, Martinus. He’s not dangerous, ma’am, he’s cute!” She held out the pad. The picture showed Martinus, complete with new furry tail, playing with his ball. “He doesn’t bark right. He says ‘wooeef’ instead of ‘woof.’ But I still like him. He’s a good dog.”
Mrs. Debenadetto came half-way out of her seat and peered at the small image of Martinus. “What is that—thing—on his back end? He certainly looks dangerous to me.”
“It appears to be a furry tail. A custom addition, Auriga?” Mrs. Kikou handed the pad back.
“Yes ma’am.”
“Why do you have that thing, young lady?” Rigi wondered why Mrs. Debenadetto did not use her name.
“Martinus, ma’am, or his tail? Uncle Ebenezer gave me the tail for Martinus because I thought Martinus looked a little sad with just his metal tail.”
“The bot.” She tapped iridescent blue-green fingernails on the table.
“Because my father wanted one. And because I’ve been traveling into areas with lots of wildlife, and my parents want me to be safe, ma’am. An m-dog is permitted in places where beam-shooters and other self-protection weapons are prohibited.”
“So the rumor about you being forced to hunt is true! That alone is grounds for a serious investigation, Kikou.” Mrs. D looked excited, a bad kind of excited, and Rigi eased her weight back a little in case she needed to get out of the way. “No child under age twenty is permitted to have access to dangerous bots or weapons, and her hunting was a clear breach of that law.”
Mrs. Kikou’s eyes seemed to be focusing on the ceiling above the door. Perhaps she was asking her deity for aid and wisdom. Or for patience as she counted to ten, because that’s how her lips were moving. Rigi agreed whole-heartedly. Why couldn’t Mrs. D just leave her alone?
“Mrs. Debenadetto, I appreciate your concern for both Lyria and Auriga, but your understanding of the law is incorrect. This is a colony world. Children age eight and older are permitted to learn beam-shooter safety, and those who have passed the proper training and tests are allowed to hunt if they have a permit. I trust, Auriga, you had a permit if you were hunting?”
“Yes, ma’am, I was on Mr. and Mrs. Trent’s family permit for meat and safety.”
“Did you get anything?” Mrs. Kikou smiled and winked!
“Yes, ma’am, a yearling leaper. The meat was quite good.” She didn’t mention the source of Martinus’s lovely tail. And she hadn’t shot him, exactly, at least she still wasn’t certain that she’d hit that one before Martinus did, Martinus’s recordings notwithstanding. And why was Mrs. D turning green?
“They encouraged you to kill an animal? You poor child!”
Now Mrs. Kikou did roll her eyes. “Auriga, do your parents allow you to socialize outside your faith group?”
Rigi wanted to roll her eyes as well, but that wouldn’t be ladylike. “Yes, ma’am. I rarely socialize within my faith group, because of age differences and locations. Our house sits on the far edge of the company residential section, and most of the children of my faith group live on the other side of Sogdia, in the private and labor district.”
“Age differences?”
“I’m a gap child, ma’am. The next closest in age in sixteen, and then seven.” Most of the neo-Traditionalist families sent their children away from the frontier during their formative years, but no one needed to know that.
Mrs. Kikou tapped something on the side of her data pad and stood up. “Thank you, Auriga. I apologize for taking you out of class, but it is better to stop unkind whispers before they turn into major storms.”
“Thank you, ma’am.” She hesitated. Should she? Yes, because it was pure truth. “Ah, ma’am, His Excellency said he’s pleased with how well Tomás and I are doing, and that our teachers should be proud of our work and how well we’ve applied what we learned.”
Mrs. Kikou’s sharply-angled eyebrows rose a little, and she smiled again. “Did he? Thank you for telling me, Auriga. One of the best things for a teacher to hear is that her students are using what they learned.” They heard the class-change chime. “You may go.”
“Thank you, ma’am.” She nodded to Mrs. D, who still appeared a little ill. “Ma’am.” Maybe Mrs. D belonged to one of the groups that believed in the sanctity of all life, and that was why hunting made her unhappy. What were they called? Rigi tried to remember as she walked to her last class, but the names escaped her. Chain? No, that wasn’t right. Main? No. Oh well.
After school ended for the day, Mar took Rigi to the markets. Rigi’s mother had given Mar a detailed list that Rigi mentally summed up as “blue, brown, reasonable greens, grey or black. Perhaps burgundy if it wasn’t too bright.” Unlike Lyria, Rigi didn’t want to dress in bird or fruit colors, so the list was easy to obey. After two tries she and Mar found a place that had material on site, rather than waiting for an order and fabrication. The first bundle seemed promising, but there wasn’t enough for what she had in mind. The second bundle felt scratchy and rough. Maybe for a coat, but not a dress. Mar puffed //musty/displeased.// The shop-girl disappeared into a back area and returned with a large bundle of deep maroon fabric, almost navy blue. Rigi loved the color, and it felt soft, but had a tight, firm weave that would wear well. “This, please.”
“Eight foot-lengths,” Mar commanded. Rigi mentally converted the measure to just over two meters.
As the young Staré measured and cut the material under Mar’s stern supervision, Rigi looked at other fabrics and some trimmings. Off to the side of the shop, on top of a pile of ends and pieces, she found a luscious brown with a little hint of copper in it. According to the tag the bundle had just over two meters of material, and Rigi pulled one end free to check the weave and feel. It was not as soft, but seemed good, and the tag said it came from Shikhari. As she picked the bundle off the mound of scraps, a hank of golden-brown braid with a little copper in it fell off the pile. Rigi took that as a sign and carried both over to Mar. “This, please, Mar.”
Mar inspected the material and the trim. “They will do.” And they cost half price because of being ends, Rigi noticed. Mar liked that and puffed //pleased.// She carried the net-bag and led the way to the tailor/maker shops at the heart of the market. They passed the little marker for those killed by the malfunctioning transport and Rigi stopped, adding a credit coin to the box to help the survivors, then hurried to catch Mar before she vanished into a large group of fourth Stamm.
“Come, Miss Rigi,” Mar said over her shoulder. The Staré parted without seeming to, allowing Rigi to pass through the group. Mar walked steadily, not permitting her charge to linger at the sweet stalls or at the jewelry and trinkets shops. “Here.”
Rigi wondered if Mar misremembered where they were going. The tiny shop’s window displayed no finished goods, and she didn’t see a name sign or location plaque above the door. Mar gestured with her forefeet for Rigi to go first. She pushed on the latch and stepped inside. Mar almost flattened her, because Rigi stopped, staring at the dress a fifth Stamm male seemed to be adjusting. Maybe Mar wasn’t off.
A male who looked sixth Stamm but acted third came forward. He hand-bowed, and Rigi returned the gesture. All master craftsmen deserved respect, her parents had drilled into her, and if the yellow dress was the male’s work, he was a master indeed. He and Mar had a quick conversation, and she presented him with the fabric and trim, Rigi’s measurements, and the design she’d picked. It was not exactly the same as her long-outgrown dress, but similar without looking too strange. “A lady’s dress should compliment, not overwhelm,” her mother said rather frequently when the most recent fashion holos from Home arrived.
“Young mistress, for you?” the male inquired. He spoke Common with difficulty, or so it sounded.
“Yes,” Rigi answered in Staré. “For me. For common day, not for fancy.” As Rigi spoke, Mar puffed something she almost recognized.
The male patted his forefeet together and thumped the floor with his tail. “Understand. Very good. Allow check measure?”
“Yes, please.”
He used an old-style string measure and only tried three things—the span of her arms, neck to lower hem, and her chest. Mar said something and he added three-fingers width of slack to the chest, making a //questioning// scent. Mar puffed //agreement.// Rigi blushed. The tailor made notes, set them on top of the fabric, and said, “Tomorrow following, finished. Come try.”
When they returned, a fifth Stamm female showed Rigi to a makeshift changing area. Well, she mused as she wiggled out of her dress and checked the new one for sharp fasteners before she put it on, the Staré rarely wore clothes in the dry season, and aside from basic modesty garments, they didn’t worry about other people seeing them. Maybe having a full pelt instead of hair just on your head made the difference. She adjusted the cuffs, confirmed that the front was fastened, and stepped out from behind the curtain.
“Yesss,” Mar hissed. She pointed to a mirror and Rigi looked. Oh, the maroon dress made her into a grown-up! The short standing collar and little V-neck made her face thinner, and the little V in the waistline gave her an actual waist. But she could still move and reach. The sleeves did not pull and the chest remained firmly closed. Rigi changed back into her old dress. The tailor had used the golden-brown braid to accent the collar, cuffs, and bodice of the brown dress. Rigi loved both of them. Mar paid the tailor, and after an assistant folded the dresses, wrapped them, and showed Mar the scraps before adding them to the bag, Mar carried the bag for Rigi. On impulse, Rigi full-bowed to the tailor. Stamm didn’t matter—he’d made the perfect dress. The Staré all seemed surprised, including Mar, but she didn’t say or scent anything. The tailor bowed in return and held the door as Mar and Rigi departed.
Only when they got home did Mar say anything. “Miss Rigi, why honor sixth Stamm?” She did not puff.
“Because he did such beautiful, good work, Mar. The dresses are perfect and well made. He is a master at his trade. Did I do wrong to honor his skills and his work?”
She smelled heavy, male //approval// and turned to see Shona in the doorway, listening. She turned back to Mar, who also puffed //approval// and said, “Miss Rigi did well. Tok is not entirely sixth Stamm. His eyes and forefeet belong to second.” Meaning that his skills brought him up four Stamme, at least within his field, even among the Staré. Something else too, but the subtle underscent’s meaning eluded her and her nose. “Now, out of school clothes, Miss Rigi. Chores.”
“Yes, Mar.” She took the clothes to her room, changed, and brought the remnants and other bits back down to her mother’s workroom. Then she began cleaning the front visiting room and hallway. She always wondered how dust could elude the door and window seals. Did space-transports get dusty inside? They would if she had to clean them, Rigi decided. The floor cleaning bot made a strange noise and a puff of dust and hair came out the intake. “Oh dear.” She cleaned the mess, then lifted the heavy device and carried it onto the back porch so she could empty the collector there. A cloud emerged that chased her off the porch, sneezing and fanning. “Bother and fooy. What next?”
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ONE STEP TOO FAR
“Hey, first year, go back to the kiddie pen!” Benin’s voice cut through the usual lunch talk in the school dining area and the students pivoted as one, following his outstretched arm and finger to look at Rigi. She pretended to ignore the commotion and kept eating as if she’d not heard him. “Didn’t you hear me? Kiddies don’t eat with almost adults.”
“Hey, Benin, that’s not a firstie, that’s Auriga,” a girl protested.
“How can you tell? That outfit looks just like the firsties, the ones still in potty-training skirts.” He and his friends laughed and Auriga’s face turned so red that the pain brought tears to her eyes. So much for not drawing attention in her new burgundy dress. And the vegetable of the day? Tam. She chewed through the meal, trying not to taste it, and searched her memory for what she might have done to offend the Creator and Creatrix so badly that she’d have Benin and tam at the same meal. Maybe it was making faces at Lyria behind her parents’ backs as they walked into the temple. Even if her sister deserved it, she probably shouldn’t have been so disrespectful right there on the top step. Yes, that was probably it.
By the end of the day, Rigi started to worry that she’d committed a major error and didn’t remember it. Benin would not leave her alone unless she ducked into the girls’ restroom, and then he made fun of her in class afterwards, whispering to Pahl so loudly that every person could hear, “As often as she goes to the bathroom, no wonder her parents put her in a baby’s training dress.”
The minute the dismissal chime sounded, Rigi bolted for the door, satchel trailing behind her. She charged down the hallway and through the grounds, not quite running but moving as quickly as she could, darting between clusters of students in hopes of confusing her track. She cleared the gates, picked up speed, and almost passed Mar in her haste. “Miss Rigi, what pursues?”
“Benin Petrason.”
Mar’s ears tipped back and her upper lips lifted, baring her teeth a little. “Come.” She stayed between Rigi and the other students, hiding her a little and discouraging anyone from trying to grab at her charge. Even Benin and his crew might have second thoughts about taking on Rigi and an angry Staré female, or so Rigi hoped. She didn’t risk looking behind until they’d cleared three street crossings. She didn’t see the boys, and she slowed down and put her bag properly over her shoulder. Mar slowed as well.
That night she picked at supper. Lyria talked enough for both of them. “ . . . and Mr. Ten Boom is bringing outside artists in to grade the final projects! Several students submitted assignments such as ceramics and other media that he’s not familiar with, so he’s asked three people from the museum and the company’s art and advertising department to help grade and critique.”
“That’s interesting, Lyria,” her mother said. “Advertising?”
“Yes, ma’am. One of the projects uses holos, and Mr. Ten Boom doesn’t work with electronic visual arts, so he’s not certain how to grade the technical programming part in addition to the visual and aesthetic part.”
Their father nodded. “That makes perfect sense to me. It wouldn’t be fair not to consider the difficulty or ease of programming. A technical score, so to speak, as well as artistic.”
“Yes, sir. Exactly. The best scores will be announced at the final promotion assembly.”
Silence. Rigi looked up to find sister and parents watching her poke at a mound of spiced yellow-root. “Is something wrong with your portion?” her mother inquired.
“No, ma’am.” Rigi ate.
“Is something wrong outside the dining room?”
Should she tell them? She might as well. As fast as stories travelled, they’d probably hear it soon anyway. “Yes, ma’am. Benin told everyone in the dining area that my new dress makes me look like a first year still in training skirts. And then he and some of his crew followed Mar and I half-way home.”
“Mar said that a group of boys chased you.” Her mother’s lips pursed. “I am heartily tired of this.”
Rigi didn’t argue.
“So that’s what was going on,” Lyria exclaimed. “Grae told me that she’d heard that Rigi had an accident in the dining area.”
“I did not!” But she wanted to throw up right then and there. Except that grown-ups did not get sick because said rude things to them. Rigi locked her teeth and tried not to look at her now-clean plate. How could her sister believe that kind of story?
Her father slapped his hand onto the table. “Enough is enough. Teasing is one thing. Harassment and physical threats are far beyond that, and I am going to speak with the head of the school tomorrow.”
“Please don’t, Father. They can’t do anything because of Mr. Petrason, and when word reaches Benin, he’ll take it as a challenge.”
“No, Auriga. I understand your concerns, but you are not an older boy that he can manipulate. You are a young lady who should not spend her day being tormented. If they will not act, then I will invoke personal safety and send Martinus to school with you.”
Her mother and Lyria stared at her father. Her mother raised one hand to her mouth. “Can you do that, Timothy?”
“In this case, I can. There are multiple reports of Benin attacking other students, he is known to target Auriga, and those in authority are unwilling to act, causing Auriga intense distress. If need be I will get a letter from our Guardian and the Huntress-in-office as well as our Matron, since Benin has made anti-religious comments. With only two weeks left in the term, Rigi bringing Martinus will not be a problem, or rather, my sending Martinus with Rigi, since he is officially my m-dog.”
“And we have records of Benin following Auriga to her residence and trespassing,” her mother reminded her father.
“I had no idea,” Lyria said, staring at Rigi. “I heard stories, but no one believes that he’d go after a girl. Not with his mother fussing at him all the time, trying to get him to be friends with Tomás and the other officers’ children.”
Rigi retorted, “Why not come after me? I don’t have any friends anymore, not after he scared them off, and no one can protect themselves from him and his crew since only Mr. Ten Boom and the grappling instructor and the fifteen and sixteen-years will stand up to him. And he’s gotten bigger this year, at least five centimeters. He was bragging to Tarkio that he’ll be as big as Major Prananda by the warm season, and he’ll be so big that the elite military units on Home will all want him to join.”
“Ha, ha, ha!” Rigi and Lyria stared as their parents started laughing. Her father had to wipe his eyes, he guffawed so hard.
“I’m sorry, Auriga,” her mother apologized. “Benin has no concept of how the military operates and what qualities they look for in men and women. I fear he will be sorely disappointed if he believes that size and physical strength alone guarantee a place with any branch.”
“He should look at Col. Australi some day,” her father said with a wink.
Lyria covered her mouth, hiding a giggle. “The Colonel is not much taller than Rigi, is he?”
“Hmm, not anymore. Far more muscular, as is to be expected, but not taller.” Their mother reached over and patted Rigi’s hand. “I’m sorry we could not remove you from school without forcing you to repeat the entire year, Auriga, but we will do what we can for now.”
She felt a teeny bit better. “Thank you, ma’am, sir.” And if she could take Martinus to school, well, that would be wonderful!
Rigi still dreaded the next day, and she wore an older dress with a vest that kept the tightness from showing. “I said, give me that,” she heard Tarkio growling from around a corner. She stopped, and peered around. Benin stood, arms crossed, watching as three of his friends threatened one of the thirteen-year boys. Rigi whispered a word of thanks and hurried ahead, taking a longer route to her next class. By cutting through the upper level section, she could avoid that cross-corridor.
For the rest of the week, Benin seemed content to glare at her, and Rigi decided that her parents’ steps had worked. She still wanted Martinus, but half a green-cane stalk was better than no food, as Mar and Shona said. Tomás had his special class’s final reports to complete and that kept him late most days. Rigi wanted to ask him if he’d heard anything about Uncle Eb and Mr. De Groet publishing, but he looked so tired and frazzled the one afternoon they finished on time that she didn’t ask. “I’m sorry Rigi, it’s just, we didn’t realize that he wanted so many details until he handed out the grading checklist last week. And we can’t use electronic materials unless we code the images ourselves.”
“Oh dear. That really makes it hard.”
“Oh yes it does. I mean, we can do it, we all know how, but the time it takes…” Tomás shook his head and hitched the strap on his bag higher on his shoulder. “So much for going to the lake this free day.”
“It will rain on free day,” Mar announced.
“So nothing lost, then. Thank you, Mar.”
The afternoon before the free day, Rigi and Mar reached the house just as Mrs. deMarti-Eschen was leaving. “I’ll bring Sara over at nine. Thank you so very, very much, Acherna. I am truly in your debt.”
“Not at all, because you’ll do the same if the need arises. Go with my prayers, and I’ll plan on Sara staying all day unless you call and say otherwise.” The two women embraced and Rigi and Mar went around to the back of the house, going straight into the coat-and-shoe room.
“Just a moment, Martinus.” Rigi hurried up the steps, changed into warmer and sturdier clothes, trotted back down, and joined Martinus in an energetic game of catch-the-stick. Her father had gotten him a new stick with a knob on the end that Rigi could pull, pretending to tug it away from Martinus. He’d tug back until she let go. Then she chased him until he dropped the stick for her to throw for him. She liked Martinus. He never made fun of her, and even though he wasn’t a bio-dog, he was still fun to play with.
After she and Martinus romped for a while, Rigi dragged herself upstairs and waded into her homework. Thanks be that she’d finished the art project, so she had more time for her other classes. The mathematics especially fought her. It wasn’t that she didn’t like it, but remembering all the steps, in the proper order, with a timer running, made her brain lock in place and she couldn’t even add three and five to get eight. And the only cure was doing more problems. Mrs. Tomasso provided more than enough of a cure, and Rigi settled onto a cushion, back to the wall, and started work. She’d gotten almost a third of the assignment done when Lyria came up. By the time the dinner chime rang, Rigi only had ten equations left to work. Her head ached and her eyes felt as if they were tracing curves and points on their own, without her giving orders.
The main course, runner-bird breast, told Rigi that her parents had given Shona the next day off. He always made a runner-bird thigh stew for the days he did not cook, and either Rigi, or Lyria, or their mother would bake bread and do vegetables, unless her mother bought bread the day before and hid it. Shona refused to allow bought-bread in his kitchen for some reason unless he purchased it himself. Rigi’s mother considered his quirk to be the most microscopic of specks against the brilliance of his cooking and other skills and abided by his wishes, mostly. To find a Staré who could and would make so many human dishes and do it well? Such people were worth their weight in every export Shikhari produced. Rigi liked runner-bird stew. The breast always seemed a little, well, she did not have quite the word she wanted to use, and she thought about the flavor as she chewed. Not dry, no, but it tasted dusty, if that were possible. But that wasn’t exactly correct either.
“A credit for your thoughts, Rigi?” her father asked.
“I’m trying to find the right word to describe the flavor of runner-bird breast meat, sir.”
“Oh?”
“Yes, sir. The sauce is quite good, and the meat is tender and moist, juicy, but the taste of the meat itself. It is so different from wombow, or domesticated fowl, or leaper.”
“Hmm.” Her parents exchanged interesting looks as they both chewed slowly. “I had not truly thought about it before, Auriga.” Her mother took another bite. “Perhaps a bit grassy?”
Was that it? Not really, but maybe her parents tasted things differently just as they smelled things differently. “That may be it, yes, ma’am.”
The conversation continued along those lines through to the sweet. Then her mother said, “I spoke with Mrs. diMarti-Eschen today.”
“And?”
“Sara will be here at nine. We’ll plan on her staying all day unless the Eschens comm.”
“Good. Did she say anything about . . ?” He raised one eyebrow.
Rigi and Lyria made eye contact. Lyria mouthed “what?” Rigi shook her head a little as their mother said, “They’ll know tomorrow, after they look.”
After dinner, Lyria tossed pillows at the wall. “Mother should have gone into code-security.”
“Maybe Mrs. diMarti-Eschen didn’t tell her any details.” Sometimes the Matron at the temple would call for prayers and intercessions without saying more than, “Their troubles are known to the Creator.”
“Well, doesn’t matter to me. I’m going with Owen and Lori and their friends to the lake.”
Should she tell Lyria what Mar said about the weather? No, Rigi decided, because if it didn’t rain, Lyria would tease her and if it did rain, Lyria would blame her. It seemed like no matter what happened recently, Lyria had found a way to blame her for something. Maybe this was one of those years that got named in books, like “the Year of the Great Expansion” and “the Year of the Five Kings.” This would be “the Year of Blaming Rigi.” And it wouldn’t finish her math work.
Lyria departed at seven the next morning. Rigi’s father made a behind-the-hand comment about young ladies who could never wake up for school turning into dawn-chaser birds on free days. Rigi smiled down at her plate and added the rest of Lyria’s fruit spread to her own breakfast roll. And the last bit of butter as well. It would be rude to let it go to waste, after all. She wasn’t being greedy she was just, what was the word? Conserving, that was it, conserving the last drabs and scraps.
Rigi read three chapters in the adventure story file she’d been waiting for. The only time she really wished things travelled faster between Home and Shikhari was when she finished a story file and found a note saying that the next one in the series would come out in six months—on Home. That meant at least a year before it got to Shikhari. And how was Thaddeus going to convince the Queen of Emraldia to let him go look for Carlita and their children? Arrrgh!
“Rigi?”
One more page to finish the chapter, just one more page—
“Auriga!” She marked her place, closed the reader, and pattered down the stairs.
“I’m sorry, ma’am.”
“Mrs. diMarti-Eschen is on her way with Sara. Sara has some school work to finish, so please show her how to use the system. Once she finishes, you can play with Martinus. It looks as if the rain will move out, and it is more heavy mist than a true rain.”
“Yes, ma’am.” She could finish at least another chapter!
Rigi finished three chapters before Sara leaned back in the chair and threw her hands into the air. “Finished!” She straightened up and smiled. “The assignment is completed and I’m done.”
“What text did you have to write over?”
Sara wrinkled her nose and stuck a bit of her tongue out, hands on her head crossing like the ears of an annoyed Staré. “Blankenship’s Second Law of Colonization. It’s supposed to be about space exploration and the First Diaspora, but Mr. Kim says it is really a political allegory for something or other. Which explains how the author could make exploration boring.”
“Really? You can do that? I know colonization law is boring, but colonization and star ships boring?”
Sara turned and called up something, then scooted to the side to make room. “Here. This is one of the exciting bits.” Rigi started to read, backed up, and tried again. By the time she reached the end of the page she was almost yawning. “See?”
“You’re right. That’s terrible. I’m sorry you had to read that for school.” Rigi would not complain about studying the species lists and botanical reports ever again.
“Jo says she thinks it is a test. If we pass this report, we get some special treat next year, like getting to read Heinlein or Norton.”
Rigi nodded. “I hope so.” Both of their stomach growled and the girls giggled. “Are you finished with everything?”
“Yes. Log me out, please.” Sara slid out of the chair and reached up toward the ceiling, going up on her tip-toes, then bent at the waist and put her hands flat on the floor. Rigi envied her a little. Sara studied dance and stage arts. Rigi’s parents couldn’t afford extra classes like that. And Rigi would never be as tall and slender as Sara. Sara’s parents both stood over two meters tall, and Sara had beautiful thick, curly black hair and dark skin that made her green eyes seem to glow. Her mother had been a temple dancer before she married, which explained Sara’s grace as well.
The girls went downstairs and found Rigi’s mother. “Ma’am, may we have a snack, please?”
“Already?” She looked up from her sewing and saw the time keeper. “Stars and moons, I had no idea.” She set the fabric aside and stood up, brushing a few bits of thread off her split skirt. “You certainly may.” She and Rigi made sandwiches and sliced fruit while Sara set the table. After they gave thanks and ate, Sara asked to help clean up. “No, but thank you for the offer.” Rigi’s mother smiled. “It is much appreciated. Shona has things in the kitchen just the way he likes them, and even I barely know what goes where.”
Instead Rigi and Sara put on their jackets and went out to play with Martinus. She’d just finished introducing Sara to the m-dog and showing Sara his toys, when a small road transport pulled up. Tomás and Major Prananda got out. “Greetings to the house!”
“Greetings to the road!” Rigi went and opened the gate for them. “Be welcome.”
“Thank you. Is your father home?” That meant was he seeing guests. Rigi thought and nodded. “Yes, sir. Excuse me, please Sara, while I let these gentlemen in.”
“Of course.” Sara petted Martinus as Rigi led the major and Tomás to the front door and opened it. She tapped on her father’s closed office door.
“Yes?”
“Major Prananda and Tomás to see you, sir.”
The door opened. “Raymundo, Tomás, come in, please.”
Rigi trotted back outside. Sara picked up the ball, and Martinus dropped his front half, furry tail wiggling. “Toss it.” Sara tossed, and the m-dog scrambled after the ball, pulled it out of the hollow between some tree roots, and brought it back.
“He’s funny!”
“Yes, he is, sometimes.”
Sara tossed again. “I thought, when Mother said you had an m-dog, I though it was one of the big mean ones.” Martinus caught the ball, almost, and came back with a bright green lump sticking out of the side of his mouth. She giggled.
“Mother said no scary m-dogs.” Martinus dropped the ball, then rolled onto his back and waved his feet in the air, tail cocked to keep the fur out of the damp grass. Rigi and her father had spent two evenings figuring out how to program him to at least try to keep the fur dry and clean, mostly. “He wants his tummy rubbed.”
They obliged, then Rigi found his stick. That led to a round of chase. After two laps around the house, Tomás appeared. “Can I join in?”
“Ah, certainly. Sara, this is Tomás. He goes to school with me and we’re distant cousins. Tomás, Sara’s family goes to the temple with me. She attends the private school in the Blue neighborhood.”
Sara extended her hand and Tomás shook. “Is it really as hard as everyone says?”
“I don’t know. I’ve always gone there.”
“That makes sense.”
Martinus nudged Rigi’s hand. She looked around. “Sara, where’s the stick?”
“The ball’s over there,” she pointed. “Did you drop it?”
Since it was not in her hand, or her skirt pocket, and Martinus did not have it, Rigi allowed, “I guess so. Oh, I think it’s near the steps, where I stumbled.”
“I’ll get it. Father and your father are talking about Uncle Eb’s article and something or other.” Tomás looked up to the grey sky and shook his head a little. “Adults can make anything dull.”
Sara and Rigi held in their laughter until he rounded the corner, then guffawed. That kind of belly-shaking laughter wasn’t ladylike, but Rigi felt better after. She straightened up, then froze as she heard a horrible voice behind her calling, “You sound like a jackass bird.” She whipped around to find Benin, Tarkio, Pahl, and Griff leaning on the fence. Rigi stepped forward, getting between them and Sara. “Just the teeny I was looking for.” Benin reached through the gate and put his hand on the latch.
“Go away, Benin.” Rigi tried to sound stern and adult. She snapped her fingers, quietly, and Martinus stood and walked to stand beside her. “You do not have permission to come in.”
He bared his teeth. “What are you going to do about it, teeny? And your house is Company property. You can’t keep me out, since my father and mother own most of the land in Sogdia because they have Company stock.” He undid the lock on the gate.
She gulped. “Sara, go inside, please.”
“Why? Who is he?”
“You don’t know who I am?” He opened the gate and came in as his friends stood by, watching. “My father is Evan Petrason, the Company head on Shikhari, and you have to do what I say.”
“He is not head, he is the supervisor of the incoming bulk cargo surface transports.” Rigi stepped sideways and rested one hand on Martinus. “Sara, go inside, please. Benin and his friends are not nice.”
“You saying that I’m lying?” Benin’s face darkened under his skin and he clenched his fists. “You calling me a liar?”
Rigi didn’t trust her voice not to shake. Instead she leaned harder on Martinus as Sara fled into the house.
Benin took two more steps. “Martinus, guard,” Rigi whispered.
“What’s wrong with that bot? His eyes broken, can’t stay the right color?”
“No Benin. He’s a lot better put together than you are,” Tomás called, returning from looking for the stick. “Here,” he tossed it to Rigi. “Someone knocked it under a bush.”
“Probably me. Thanks.” She tried to act cool. “Leave, Benin. You are not welcome.”
“Neither are you, you nasty little git. I’ve had enough of your trash.” He lurched forward, reaching for her.
Before she could shout a command to Martinus, Tomás lunged into motion, grabbed Benin’s jacket and pulled him over sideways. “Oh no you don’t. You heard her, Petrason. Go.”
“You’re bullying me! You can’t touch me, you’re older, you mean bully!” Benin smiled as he yelled, twisting out of Tomás’s grip. Oh no, Rigi moaned, Tomás would be barred from school!
Except Tomás smiled too, a toothy, predator-like expression on his face and fire in his eyes. He shifted into a crouch. “Fool. We’re not in school and you’re trespassing. Go. Last warning.”
“No, stop hitting me!” Benin swung and the fight was on. Tomás surged forward, grabbing Benin and knocking him to the ground. They rolled, grappling and pounding on each other. Rigi heard fabric tearing and part of someone’s shirt fluttered up and then down.
For a moment it looked as if Benin was winning, then Tomás grabbed his arm and rolled, twisting and getting on top of Benin. The younger boy swung but the blow was wild. Tomás’s punch hit right where he wanted it, judging by the thump and yelp. “Get off! Help me!” Tomás got up—just enough to flip Benin onto his stomach and twist his arm behind his back while pushing his head into the grass.
“Give over,” Tomás ordered.
“No! Guys, get him!”
“Get him!” Rigi heard Tarkio’s answering shout and nudged Martinus. Together they eased around the combatants, getting between them and Benin’s crew.
“No. Stay off the property. This is not your fight.” Where was her father? Surely Sara had told the adults what was going on.
“Or what?” he sneered. “You against three?”
“Martinus and I against three.”
One of the boys, Pahl, tugged on Tarkio’s sleeve. “Tark, the m-dog’s eyes. It’s in defensive mode. We go in, it’ll launch.”
Tarkio spat a really rude word. “He’s killing Benin. I don’t care what teeny girl says.” He started toward the open gate.
Should she? It wasn’t life-or-death, was it? But if they helped Benin, Tomás could get really badly hurt, and then they’d come after her, and maybe Sara. She wanted to look behind her but didn’t dare. It only took two words and Martinus would stop them, only two words.
“Ow, you—!” from behind her.
“Yield, I said.”
Tarkio took another step.
No, she begged, don’t make me do this. He kept sneering. Her mouth felt so dry and her throat too tight to speak. Rigi willed water into her mouth tried to make a sound. Nothing happened. Tarkio took another step. She managed enough to kick her lips, and started, “Lo—”
“And stay out!” Tomás came up beside her, dragging Benin. He tossed Benin ahead of him. Benin sprawled flat in the grass. Then he rolled over and groaned.
“Benin!” Tarkio yelped.
Benin flopped onto his stomach again, staggered to his feet, and took a step toward Tomás and Rigi.
“What is this?” her father called from behind them.
Rigi’s knees went weak. “Martinus, stand down,” she whispered. Louder she said, “Thank you, Tomás.”
“You’re welcome.” He wiped his face on the remains of his sleeve. “Nasty bastard.”
Another adult male voice repeated, “What is going on?”
Tomás straightened up but didn’t turn around. Rigi thought he looked horrible, shirt ripped, grass and dirt all over him. He answered in a clear, adult voice, “Trespasser tried to attack Miss Auriga, sir. Threatened her and Miss Sara both.”
Major Prananda and Mr. Bernardi rushed from the front porch to where Rigi and Tomás stood, facing Benin, Tarkio, and Griff. Pahl had run away already. “Do you have a recording, Bernardi?” the major demanded.
“Yes, sir, both in Martinus and the fenceline monitor,” Rigi said, trying to be adult even as she shook. “Benin came in after being warned several times.”
“Petrason.” Major Prananda’s voice chilled Rigi. Tomás stepped to the side, clearing the way.
Rigi’s father got there first. “Benin, my wife and daughter both told you to leave and not return.”
Tears ran down Benin’s face. “He started it!” He pointed at Tomás. “I didn’t do anything. He’s older than I am, he can’t hurt me like this, it’s not faaaiiirrr,” Benin wailed, lower lip sticking out.
“What a load of wombow dung,” Mr. Bernadi snorted. “Won’t work here, Benin Shang Petrason.”
“No indeed,” Major Prananda added. “We have recordings, audio and visual, and Sara told us that you charged my son.” He turned to Tomás. “You shouldn’t be that badly thumped.”
“Sorry, sir. I didn’t want to hurt him, but he got a few stinging licks in and that was that.”
Rigi’s father looked from Tomás to Benin and back, then nodded a little. “Actually, Major, a black eye and that nose and all are proof positive that young Petrason was not simply defending himself.”
“He was too.” Tarkio called. He’d backed up a little, and didn’t sound as convinced as before.
“Those boys are?”
“Benin’s friends, sir.” Rigi pointed. “Tarkio wanted to come in and join the fight, and I told him to stay out.”
“Trespassing, threats, and inciting an attack on my daughter. As well as everything at school. Benin Petrason, you have a lot of explaining to do.”
Rigi decided that she needed to be gone. “Sir, may I go inside and check on Sara? Martinus will stay, for your convenience. If you will excuse me, please, Tomás?”
Her father nodded and Major Prananda said, “Excellent thought, Miss Auriga. Guest needs before our own. Go.”
Tomás echoed his father. “I quite understand, Miss Rigi. I’ll finish with this minor mess.” Rigi bowed a little and hurried inside.
Her mother and Sara met her. Her mother demanded, “Auriga, what happened?”
Rigi’s knees gave out and she thudded to the floor. “Benin came in after I told him to go away. He threatened Sara and me, Tomás told him to go, and Benin came after me! Tomás stopped him. Then Benin’s friends wanted to hurt Tomás.” She shook. Sara took a step backwards, fingertips on her lips, eyes wide. “I apologize, Sara,” Rigi began, trying to be proper.
“Hush, child.” Her mother crouched down beside her. “Are you hurt?”
Rigi shook her head. She wanted to cry, but not in front of company. “No, ma’am. I’m sorry—”
“Hush. Sara, there’s tea in the visiting room if you would like some.” Whatever Sara said, it disappeared in the folds of Rigi’s mother’s clothes and her embrace. She held Rigi, half-rocking her, and Rigi quit trying to hold back her tears. “The Petrasons owe Sara an apology, not you, Auriga. I’m sorry. I should have sent your father out the instant Sara came through the door.”
The door opened. “Is she alright?”
“Yes, just badly shaken.”
“Well, security will be here in a minute or so. Benin’s under age, but trespassing and assault are serious offenses.” She felt a warm hand on her back and her mother shifted a little, making room. “Auriga, you did the right thing.”
Had she? Tarkio walking toward her, and her almost commanding Martinus to attack… She gulped. They had to know. She hadn’t done the right thing. “F—Father, Mother, I, I almost I started to order Martinus to attack. Tarkio kept coming and if he and the others attacked Tomás, and I didn’t know what to do, and I started to give the attack command, the full command, not just guard, and—”
“But you didn’t.”
She sniffed. “No, I didn’t want to, I told him four times to stop, to go away, but he kept coming, and I didn’t know what else to do to protect Tomás. I’m sorry. You told me not to do it, and I almost did.”
Her parents hugged her. “Shh,” her mother soothed. “Shh, Rigi, it’s alright. You didn’t do it.”
“And you didn’t want to do it, and you tried to get him to leave. That’s the important part, Rigi, little one.” Her father patted her again, then stood. “I need you to come outside again, so you can give a statement to the security men and identify the boys for them. Then it will be all over, Rigi, I promise you.”
Her father never promised without it being true. He helped her stand, then helped her mother to her feet as well. He kept his hand on Rigi’s back as they walked out to where Tomás, Martinus, and Major Prananda had the boys cornered.
The security men arrived, and Rigi kept one hand on Martinus as they asked for permission to come in the still-open gate. Her father replied, “Yes, please, Sergeant. Thank you for coming so quickly.”
“What happened, sir, sir?” The Sergeant nodded to Mr. Bernardi and Major Prananda in turn.
“He hit me!” Benin wailed. “I was just walking past with my friends and her bot attacked me, dragged me in here, and he started beating on me! He’s a fourteen year and I’m just a twelve year,” Benin started blubbering.
“Is that what happened?”
Rigi gulped and before any of the adults or Tomás spoke, she said, “No, sir. I was playing in the yard with Martinus and my friend Sara. Tomás had gone to the back to find Martinus’s stick when Benin Petrason and his friends called me a rude name and came into the yard, Benin did. I told him not to, told him to leave, and he kept coming. Tomás also told him to leave and Benin tried to hit me. Tomás stopped him. Then his friends, Benin’s friends, sir, started to come in and I told them to stay out. That’s when my father, Mr. Bernardi, and Major Prananda, Tomás’s father, came outside.” Rigi stopped to breathe. “My m-dog has footage and the yard monitor was recording as well, sir, from the time the gate latch opened.”
“You do? That’s helpful, Miss.”
“She’s lying. My father’s Evan Petrason, and my mother’s Bonnie Chin-Petrason, and her bot attacked me.”
Tomás cocked his head to the side. “Where are the bite marks?”
The sergeant and other officer looked at Tomás. “Sir?”
“If her m-dog pulled Mr. Petrason through the gate and into the yard, where are the bite marks and tears in his clothes, sir?”
Major Prananda had his hand over his mouth, as if he was hiding a smile or a cough. Benin looked down at himself. His shirt wasn’t too badly damaged, aside from the missing collar, and his jacket and trousers seemed intact.
The sergeant looked from Rigi to Tomás, to Benin, and back. He frowned and pulled a data pad out of a pouch on his heavy belt. “Right. Statements first. Custer, get the data from the m-dog and the house system. May I see some identification, please?”
It only took a few minutes for the security men to start acting impatient with Benin’s whimpers and whining. They’d interviewed Rigi, Benin, Tarkio, and were finishing with Tomás when Custer’s com-box chirped. He listened to it and Rigi saw his eyebrows lift until they levitated into the bottom of his helmet brim. He looked at Benin, looked to the side, studied Benin again, and pursed his lips. “Roger. This is Unit eighty-bravo. Be advised that the missing youth is in the yard at Yellow Block, house two-two-November-five.” He lowered his hand and nodded to Benin. “Your parents just filed a missing child search request, Mr. Petrason.”
Rigi didn’t understand exactly how Benin’s face could turn from dark ruddy tan to sun-bleached white so fast.
“Interesting,” Major Prananda observed.
“Sergeant, could you please dismiss my daughter? She does have a guest inside, another young lady, and Auriga has already collapsed once today.”
The sergeant nodded. “Quite so. You are dismissed, Miss Bernardi. Please take the m-dog with you. Because of its recorder, we will not need to interview your guest.”
Rigi curtsied. “Thank you, sir. Martinus, come.”
Her mother let her wait until after Sara left to clean the muddy m-dog prints out of the front hall.
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PEACE AT LAST?
Rigi wiped her hands on her skirt again. She’d wear the fabric into thin stripes at this rate! But her stomach fluttered and she kept perspiring from nerves. They were announcing the grades for the art projects as well as recognizing those deserving special commendation, and several students had whispered that she might be on the list. Oh, she wanted the day to be over.
“We have a special commendation for best technical drawing. Auriga Bernardi, please come forward.”
Shaking, Rigi managed to get to her feet on the second try and walked up the three steps to where Mr. Ten Boom and an official-looking woman stood. “Miss Bernardi’s avian and botanical drawings get a first mark for the term. They have also been selected to illustrate a new book about the wildlife of Shikhari, along with works by artists including Kay Trent and Go N’klawi. Congratulations, Miss Bernardi.”
Reeling, confused, Rigi struggled to get her hands and tongue to work properly. She accepted the certificate and a packet that felt like it held a document file disk. “Thank you, ma’am, sir. I am honored.”
“I also feel it is important to inform you that a scientific paper illustrated in part by Miss Bernardi, has recently been published in the Royal Journal of Xenoarchaeology. The article concerns discoveries made by Mister Tomás Prananda, Miss Bernardi, and others.” Rigi wanted to hide behind the royal banner at the side of the stage. “Thank you, Miss Bernardi. You may be seated.” She curtsied and fled to the safety of her herd of year-mates.
“Wait, you weren’t dating Tomás?” Clara-Marie hissed.
“Of course not. He’s a fourteen-year. And he’s dating, um,” she couldn’t recall.
Lorna whispered, “Geena, at least that’s who he’s taking to the dinner tonight.”
Lyria and Tomás walked home with Rigi. Mar had gone shopping with Mrs. deStella-Bernardi. “That means Mother’s getting lots of stuff,” Lyria sighed. “Stuff we have to take to Keralita next week.”
Rigi and Tomás exchanged happy smiles. Weather permitting, they’d be doing a little more looking in the woods.
“Have you heard anything about,” Tomás cleared his throat. “You know who?”
Rigi and Lyria both shook their heads, then peered left and right for traffic. The day before a personal transport going the wrong way had added mild excitement to the walk home. Only after they’d crossed the road did Lyria say, “The latest rumor is that his mother play-fainted to try and get sympathy, except she caught herself as she fell, and now has her own disrespect for the court warning.”
“If he’d just quit when Mother told him to quit the first time, he wouldn’t be in such trouble.”
“If his father hadn’t lied about his position to the teachers and school administrators, they might have stopped it sooner, too,” Tomás grumbled. “Why didn’t someone just check with the Company’s planetary supervisor?”
Lyria bounced on her toes and turned around to look at them. “Oh, oh, I heard that when they started looking, they, the investigators, discovered that Mr. Petrason had threatened to tell the royal authorities that two of the import/export supervisors were skimming funds and not paying the Staré in their divisions what they were owed. So they used their codes to change his surface records, the ones open to public access. And there’s other things as well, things that might cause people from Home to come and look into. But I heard that through two other people, so it may not be true.” She turned the right way round and they walked on, Rigi and Tomás thinking as they went.
Rigi spoke first. “So, if what you heard is true, Mr. Petrason was right. He said that Uncle Eb’s paper would bring investigators from Home, from the Royal side, to Shikhari and they would meddle and people in the Company would lose their jobs. Except he’s the one who may lose his job.”
“Not just his job,” Tomás said. “Abusing his position like that is a crime, not just something people get job termination over. And if the people were underpaying Staré and he threatened to expose them, then there will be charges of abuse of natives in addition to everything else. The Crown takes that very seriously.” Tomás had a grim expression and stared straight ahead. “For a soldier to abuse a Staré is at best time in cells and a demotion and loss of pay. At worst it can be grounds for flogging, separation, and life imprisonment. And if the abuse was physical and the Staré dies?”
“Murder,” Rigi and Lyria chorused.
The trio remained quiet until they got to the edge of the neighborhood. Lyria bounced on her toes again. “Oh, I see someone. Meet you at home,” and she ran ahead calling, “Lars! Lars, wait, please.”
Rigi stopped and blinked. She thought Lyria was still courting Owen. Had that changed? “Oh well.”
“Problem?” Tomás was watching as well.
“I don’t understand my sister and boys.”
Tomás chuckled. “I don’t understand her and boys either, so we’re even. And Father is getting mapping and sensor upgrades for my m-mule.”
“Really? Mapping? So he’s given his permission?”
“Why would he pay for them if he didn’t want me to use them?’ Tomás’s smile almost touched his ears. Rigi felt her face stretching to match it. “So between that, and Martinus, I think we’re good for almost anything.”
“Almost. Martinus doesn’t need another tail.” She shivered. She still had nightmares of the attack.
Her hand felt warm, and she looked down to see that Tomás was holding it. Eyes serious, he asked, “Are you alright?”
She managed a smile. “Yes. Uncle Eb was right about the thing popping up now and then and scaring me again.”
He nodded, still holding her hand. “I asked Master Sergeant about it, sideways. He says that normal people have things like that, but they come less and less often. If you have a life-and-death scare and aren’t bothered by it, you should be worried and talk to someone, unless you’ve been trained in the military.” He squeezed her hand and then let go. “So you are normal.”
It would be easier if she were normal in normal ways. But then she wouldn’t be Rigi. A transport went past and Rigi glanced at it, then gulped. “Mother’s home.”
“And I need to get home and change before my mother has a fit.” He sighed. “She thinks I’m rough on clothes.”
“One shirt.”
He shook his head. “And the trousers I tore when I fell off the wall, the third time we went to the Stela Site.”
Now she remembered. “Oh. Um, I suppose I can carry a mending kit with us. Put it in a little bag around Martinus’s neck?”
“Why not? See you.” He hurried off toward the military neighborhood.
Rigi hitched her bag higher on her shoulder. Winning the art award meant that she did not have to carry her project home today. Poor Andreas—he’d done a large sculpture!
As soon as she opened the door to the coat-and-shoe room, she heard, “Wooeef, wooeef!” followed by, “Mother, Rigi’s home.”
“Auriga? You need to put away your new things and give me your packing list.”
She sighed. Some things never changed.
But a lot of other things did. Rigi smiled and went to do as told.
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