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  Chapter One

  Callum’s Cove

  September 15, 2304


  All happy families resemble each other; all unhappy families are unhappy in their own way. Otto Krugg sat on a bollard picking at the paint with a grubby nail and thinking how unhappy he was with his particular family.


  “Otto.”


  He looked up in time to see the thrown line snaking through the pale green, autumn sky. He slipped from his seat on the heavy metal plug and caught it deftly, lashing it over and under in a neat figure-eight almost without thinking. He turned to wave at the smiling fisherman on the bridge of the boat alongside. The boat’s engines rumbled as the skipper backed down against the line to snug his vessel in against the dock. In two ticks, the heavy fishing boat lay moored securely and an overhead crane began lifting the fish boxes out of the hold.


  “Thanks, Otto.” Red Green hopped off the side of the boat and onto the dock, his face caught in a perpetual grin. Pale creases marked the wrinkles at the corners of his eyes where the sun seldom reached even while burnishing his face in a mahogany glow.


  Otto smiled back in spite of himself. It was impossible to not smile back at Red, no matter what your father had done to you earlier in the day. “You’re most welcome, of course, Red. Any chance I can go out with you next trip?”


  Red pushed his cap back and grinned even more while shaking his head. “Now, laddie-buck, you know your daddy would skin my hide...” he began with a chuckle. He lowered his voice and gave a fair approximation of Otto’s father’s intonation when he finished with, “Shaman’s son needs to tend to shaman’s business.”


  Otto grimaced. “Bad enough from him all the time.”


  Red’s face relaxed into a smile and he reached out to ruffle the boy’s hair. “Aye, laddie, but he does have the right of it. Shaman is too valuable to be riskin’ his skin on Old Briney, here.” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder at the harbor mouth.


  “It’s not that dangerous.” Otto knew the argument was futile, especially since the Esmerelda had been lost in August. Nobody died, but Frank Knowles still hobbled around the village on crutches.


  “Otto,” Red said, his face still creased with a smile. “You know better.”


  Otto sighed the belly deep sigh of frustrated youth and nodded. “Yeah, but I had to ask.”


  “Well, here,” Red said as he reached back aboard and pulled a fish tray from the gunwales of the boat. “Take this to your good mother and give her my regards. And be sure to thank your father for me. His guidance helped us find this batch and it’s the least I can do to repay him.”


  Otto’s eyes raked the tray of silvery shapes packed neatly in water ice. He smiled and took the tray from the larger man’s hands and, sighing once more, began the long trudge along the quay to where the shaman’s cottage nestled up against the headland.


  The seabirds creaked above his head and the smell of the rock weed exposed by the falling tide tickled the inside of his nose with an iodine and ammonia bite. Native stone paved the way, cut and smoothed by company crews decades before when they established the village. The walking was easy, but the flat tray of fish grew heavier as he walked. By the time he made it to the cottage, his funk had returned in full measure and even the king’s ransom of bellfish he carried home couldn’t cheer him up.


  “Stupid fish. Always fish.”


  He elbowed the kitchen door open and slipped the flat onto the counter beside the sink.


  His mother looked up from her terminal in the cozy corner of the kitchen. “Hey, hon.” She flashed him a quick smile. “What cha got?”


  “Whole tray of bellfish.” His thirteen stanyers weighed heavily on him at times, but the bright afternoon in his mother’s kitchen dispelled some of the gloom. “Red sent ’em over with his regards and thanks for Father’s guidance.”


  Rachel Krugg rose from her work and crossed to look in the tray. “Oh, very nice. We’ll have some fresh for dinner and I’ll put the rest in the larder. Winter’s coming, you know.”


  Otto stared at his mother for a moment, wondering if she knew how inane that sounded. “Yes, Mother, I’d heard we’d be having a winter this year. The news is all over the docks.” He laughed in spite of himself and his mother chuckled with him.


  “Don’t be a boor, Otto. You know what I mean.”


  “Yes, Mother, I do. But why dwell on the obvious?”


  She reached out and tweaked the tip of his nose playfully. “Because, dear boy, when you get to be my age, you won’t think of clever things to say like you do now.”


  He sighed. “But more bellfish?”


  “It’s a sign of respect.”


  “Yes, but a nice bit of mutton would be nice, or a chicken.” Otto’s mouth filled with moisture at the thought of a savory chicken stew.


  “Not many sheep at sea, boy.” Richard closed the door behind him.


  “I know, Father,” Otto said, unwilling to give up on a good whine. “But why fish all the time? Can’t you help some of the shepherds once in a while?”


  Richard Krugg smiled, and shook his head. “We do what we can, Otto. You know that.”


  Otto did know. Thirteen stanyers were enough to teach him how land and sea shaped the life of a South Coast shaman. The miracle was that the company let them stay. While technically not an employee of the company, his father was a shaman. Folk along the South Coast took that title very seriously.


  Otto sighed and started to say something more, but his father cut him off.


  “Come, Otto. We need to continue your lessons.” He turned and stepped out into the late afternoon light.


  “You better scoot, Otto,” his mother said. “I’ll have a nice granapple pie for dessert tonight. Study well.”


  Otto trudged to the door and walked alongside the tall man who the village shaman and tried to “listen to the world.”
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  Chapter Two

  Callum’s Cove

  September 15, 2304


  Richard Krugg strode along the wet-packed sand as Otto slouched alongside. Otto periodically glanced up at his father, but his father never looked back. Lessons were never Otto’s favorite time of the day, even when it involved walking along the beach.


  In a matter of moments, they’d crossed over the headland separating the main harbor of Callum’s Cove from the narrow, native beach that the locals called Sandy Long. The vagaries of wind and wave had created the arching length of coastline, stretching westward along the shore from Callum’s Cove for about ten kilometers. The beach ran neither straight, nor deeply curved, but carried a delicate bow-shaped arch upon which the sea deposited a bounty of wood, shell, weed, and wrack. Casual strollers from the village kept the near end picked clear of the more interesting bits, but Otto knew from long experience they’d be seeing much more than the near end of the beach.


  The sea gleamed to the left as the sun slid down the sky in front of them. To the right, the hummocks of gorse rode up the slope to the wind scoured heath above. For hundreds, if not thousands, of kilometers a flat plate of low grasses, sedges, and brush ran north until the Farnsworth Range soared to three thousand meters.


  “Otto,” his father said after some ticks of sauntering along the beach. “What do you feel?”


  Otto dutifully tried to find something to say that would be proper and fitting for a shaman-in-training, but when he didn’t answer right away, his father gave a short laugh. “You feel sand.”


  Otto grinned and nodded in agreement. “I’m sorry, Father, but I feel sand.”


  His father looked down at him with a crooked grin of his own. “It will come, Otto. It will come.”


  Otto sighed and felt sorry, knowing his father would hear it and assume–quite rightly–that his heart just wasn’t in the lesson.


  If he heard, his father didn’t respond, but merely continued his stroll along the beach. Man and boy picked their way along the washed up debris on the sand. Father stooped to pick up small bits of shell and stone, and the occasional bit of weathered wood. Often he’d hold it up to the light and sometimes place the bit carefully in his pocket. Usually he’d just toss it aside.


  Otto watched and brooded. He kicked at the piles of sticks and scuffed his feet, leaving a snaking trail behind him in the sand. Their well established pattern continued for nearly a stan before Otto sighed once more. “Father? What are we doing out here?”


  “What do you mean, Otto?”


  Otto waved his arms and raised his voice a bit against the sound of surf and wind. “All this? We come out here day after day. You pick up stuff, toss most of it away. Ask me what I feel? What am I doing here? You call this my lesson, but what am I supposed to learn?” In the end he shouted his frustration into the wind.


  His father just nodded and pursed his lips in thought before continuing his meandering path down the beach. Recognizing the posture, Otto fell silent and followed along beside.


  Finally, the man squinted up at the sun and out at the sea before speaking. “The title of shaman is passed from father to son. You’ve known that since you were old enough to hear the words. In part, it’s because you need to be trained in the lore. A shaman is the only one who can pass on the lore. Mostly you need to be removed from the world.”


  Otto almost stopped dead in his tracks. In the all stanyers he’d followed his father up and down the beach, his father had never spoken so directly about being a shaman. About being the shaman. What he’d said made Otto’s brain stutter a moment. “Removed?”


  “Yes,” his father said, his gaze turning inward. “The shaman’s road is not a simple one. It’s part religion, part magic, and part psychology.” He turned his head to look at Otto while they walked. “For some shaman, it’s more religion and for others more magic. I’m never sure myself where the boundary lies. I’m not even sure I have the shaman’s gift.”


  Otto gaped like a beached abo-abo. “But–”


  His father snorted. “Don’t be so shocked, Otto. You’re sure you have no gift, but what if you’re wrong. The gift is as much training as anything, and it’s passed from father to son in just the way we are proceeding now. I walked the beach with your grandfather not so terribly long ago and asked many of the same questions.”


  Otto forced his mouth closed and let the knowledge sink in.


  “The shaman isn’t in touch with the same world that–say–Red Green is,” his father said.


  Otto shot a quick glance at his father who appeared not to notice.


  “Your gift will link you to the world spirit and give you insight that you won’t be able to trace back to a source. You’ll know without knowing how you know. Sometimes you’re right,” he continued. With an apologetic grimace, he glanced at his son. “Sometimes you’re not.”


  “That seems a bit haphazard.”


  “Yeah. So we walk the beach and look for materials, inspiration, and remove ourselves from the world of fishing, commerce, and the company.”


  “But what are we doing out here?” Otto asked.


  “Listening,” his father said. “Listening to the world.”


  The two lapsed into an easy silence. Otto felt as if something important had happened, but he wasn’t sure what. They picked their way through another kilometer of beach before Richard leaned over to pick up a gnarled and weathered bit of wood from the sand. He turned and held it up to show his son. “What do you think of this piece?”


  Otto’s glance danced over the bit of wood. He nearly cried out when some trick of light or angle showed him an otter in the wood—its eyes shining and paws folded over its chest as if floating–before it resumed being a gnarled bit of wood in his father’s weathered hand. He looked up and saw his father looking down at him with a small, sad smile.


  “Now you know,” his father said. Tucking the bit of wood into his pouch, he turned and continued the walk up the beach.


  Otto paused, stunned, for a few moments before moving up to take his place beside the older man once more. He had a lot of thinking to do and several kilometers of empty beach to do it on.
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  Chapter Three

  Aram's Inlet

  September 30, 2304


  Jimmy Pirano stood in the executive suite of Pirano Fisheries, staring out over the docks into Aram’s Inlet. “Why me? Why me? Why me?” he murmured.


  “Jimmy, starin’ out that window all day isn’t going to help. We gotta do something.” Antonio Spinelli slouched in the visitor’s chair and eyed his boss over the rim of a steaming coffee cup.


  Jimmy sighed and ran a pudgy hand up his face, across his forehead, and back across his nearly bald skull. “Yeah, yeah, I know. But what?” His reply held no heat—no anger—just a resignation born of years in the field and fighting with his family solicitors back on Dunsany.


  Antonio sucked in a deep breath through his teeth and shrugged. “They got no idea what’s what out here. They’re nice and snug in their offices at corporate and they’re just dictatin’ terms. So? We got two choices. Tell ’em ̒no, it don’t work that way.’ Or tell ’em ̒ok, we’ll kill a few people for you, but we ain’t gonna take the fall.’ I don’t see any other options.”


  Jimmy spun sharply at the phrase “kill a few people.” He stared at Antonio.


  “What?” Tony asked. “You think this isn’t gonna get people killed? You think the families aren’t going to come back at us?”


  “We’re not murderers, Tony,” Jimmy said quietly. “We don’t kill people.”


  Antonio shrugged one shoulder in dismissal. “You know that and I know that, but the rest of the people? Come on, Jimmy. You’re a Pirano. I’m a Spinelli. What are they gonna think when we start telling people they gotta turn in more fish or we take their boats away?”


  “Takin’ their boats away isn’t gonna help anybody, Tony.” Jimmy stomped across the room and threw himself into the flimsy plastic chair behind the desk. “That’s just stupid.”


  “Yeah, but that’s what them bloodsuckers over in Dunsany want ya to do. You can read between the lines as easily as I can. What the hell you think, ‘Replace crews failing to make quota for more than three consecutive weeks’ means? Musical hulls?” Tony spat back.


  Jimmy snorted and crossed that idea off his mental check list. “No, I don’t suppose we can just trade the crews around. But we don’t have enough skippers. What if we do take the bottom ten boats? We’d have to tie ’em up. Who we gonna get to skipper them? Who’s available to crew?”


  There were more boats than people to use them already. The company had brought in the fabricators necessary to make an almost unlimited supply of vessels for the various tasks associated with Pirano Fisheries. From skiff to trawler to tug, every vessel on the deep green ocean got built in a Pirano Yard. Some of them right in Aram’s Inlet. Not just the hulls, but everything from keel to radar, from stern post to prow—engines, winches, nets, lines, even the screws.


  “You don’t have to tell me the problem, Jimmy,” Tony said, his voice barely audible over the wheezing in the ductwork. “We been fighting these bastards for almost five stanyers now. And all they say is, ‘Your production level is not up to quota.’ Like they got a clue. Setting the quota high and punishin’ us for not makin’ it isn’t going to make them any more money.”


  “That’s the problem,” Jimmy said. “They don’t really want more fish. They just want more profits. If they can get better return on a smaller investment, they’ll do it.”


  Antonio just shrugged and dipped his muzzle into his coffee cup.


  “Okay. We have to post the new quotas. That’s too easy to check up on and if we’re not careful the Ole Man will pull me back to Dunsany permanently.” Jimmy sighed.


  Antonio stared silently over the rim of his coffee cup, a sour smile curving his lips.


  Jimmy sighed. “I know. They’re not going to like it.”


  “They’re not going to like it,” Tony repeated. “And they’re going to try like hell to make it anyway which means they’re gonna take more chances and cut more corners and the ocean is going to kill them for their trouble.”


  “They won’t push it that far,” Jimmy argued. “These aren’t stupid people.”


  “Jimmy, think about it. What happens when they lose their berths?”


  It took a heartbeat or two for Jimmy to realize that Tony meant. “They’re no longer employed by the Company.” He’d known that, of course, but the full implication hadn’t really fallen into place.


  “Some of these people are third and fourth generation, Jimmy. They was born here. You’re telling them to get more fish or get deported to Dunsany.”


  Jimmy nodded slowly and closed his eyes against Tony’s tirade.


  “Kicked out of their homes, sent to a foreign planet against their wills. No friends, no mon—”


  “I know, Tony,” Jimmy cut him off, a little more sharply than he intended.


  Tony took a deep breath and a sip of his coffee before continuing. “What do you think they’ll do when they hear this? Just go out and catch more fish? You think they’re not doing the best they can? They’re just goin’ out there and sayin’, ̒Oh, I’ll leave this ton of fish swimming along ’cause I don’t feel like catchin’ it today’?”


  Jimmy smiled at the notion and shook his head as he took a deep breath and let it out before speaking. “No, course not.”


  “No, they don’t,” Tony continued. “They already go out there and drag back every fin, skin, scale, and shell they possibly can. Some of them are already pared so close to the bone that we’re loosing boats–and crews.”


  Reminded by that, Jimmy asked, “Any news out of Callum’s Cove?”


  Tony accepted the conversational tangent without a blink. “Abernathy’s report came in yesterday. We were lucky. Knowles will be ready to go back out as soon as the new boat’s delivered.”


  “And the skipper? Sandra Jamison? How’s she doing?”


  Tony shrugged. “How’d you be doing if you almost killed yourself and your crew by staying out too long and taking too many risks?”


  “But she’s always been one of the better skippers.”


  “How do you think she gets the results, Jimmy? Between the sonic imagers, and the satellite deep scans, this isn’t a guess-work business anymore.”


  “I know, Tony, I know,” Jimmy said, resignation heavy in his voice.


  “She does it by taking chances, cutting costs, and staying out longer than other skippers. Even when she shouldn’t.”


  The implications were not lost on Jimmy. “And when we post these quotas, there’s going to be a lot more people taking a lot more risks.”


  “Damn right. Still think we’re not killin’ people here?”


  Jimmy knew only too well. Faced with the choice of—perhaps—getting into trouble they couldn’t get out of or the certainty of exile to the sector capital they’d take the chance. They’d be angry and resentful in the process which would only increase the probability that something would go wrong. Even with all the technology, information, and communications that they had, it still came down to men and women in frail boats doing hard, dirty work over long hours in an environment that would kill them if they weren’t both careful and lucky. Almost involuntarily, his eyes glanced at the sign on the wall.


  Number of fisherman lost this year: 215.


  Safety is no accident!


  



  “So? What do we do?” Jimmy asked again.


  “We get more fish, we get more efficient, or we get new jobs,” Tony said with a shrug of one shoulder.


  Jimmy chuckled without much humor. “Yeah, I got that part. What do we do here?”


  “Well, the instructions are more fish, right?”


  “Yeah,” Jimmy said. “They’re saying the stockholders aren’t happy.”


  Tony grimaced and shook his head. “They’re never happy, but are they happy because of the metric kilotons leaving the planet or because the bottom line isn’t yielding the eighty percent they always want?”


  Jimmy snickered. “True, don’t matter what kind of return we give ’em. They always want more.”


  “We’re still out performing Umber with an eighteen percent return on investment here, Jimmy,” Tony pointed out.


  “I know and I can’t image what they’ve told Angela to do,” Jimmy said, thinking of his older sister, his counterpart in the Umber system.


  “I can,” Tony said lugubriously. “The Ole Man won’t lean on His Little Girl the same way he leans on you.”


  “So you think this is coming from him and not just from the lawyers?” Jimmy asked.


  Tony shrugged and sipped his coffee once more before answering. “I don’t know where it’s coming from, Jimmy, but you know how the Ole Man is. You know that the lawyers know that they lean on His Little Girl at their peril. Would you risk losing such a lucrative contract by alienating the Ole Man?”


  Jimmy snorted. “Not on your life.” He paused for a couple heartbeats. “It’s just that this doesn’t really sound like the Ole Man.”


  “He’s made these kinds of demands before,” Tony said.


  “Yeah, but he’s also been out here. Hell, he was fishing on St. Cloud before I was born. He knows how this works.”


  Tony’s brow furrowed. “Yanno, we got a half dozen boats ready to go down in the yards, if we only had crews. Can we scrounge up skippers? Promote a few mates up to take ’em out?”


  Jimmy sat very still while his mind raced through the possibilities. “Get HR to look at the records. We haven’t done a major fleet expansion in three stanyers. Maybe it’s time.”


  “Six boats ain’t exactly a major fleet expansion, boss,” Tony pointed out. “We got something like eighty thousand boats working almost non-stop. Landings from six boats will disappear in the rounding error."


  “Yeah,” Jimmy said. “But it’s something.” A wolfish grin spread across his jowly face. “What you think, Tony? Fancy a season at sea?”


  Tony almost spit his coffee on the desk in surprise. “Us? You’re not seriously considerin' taking out a boat.”


  “You said it yourself. We have to do something. If we’re asking these people to put their lives on the line for us, the least we can do is pitch in.”


  “Boss? One boat ain’t gonna make that much difference in quota.”


  “I’m not talking about quota, Tony. I’m talking perception.”


  “People gonna perceive you’ve lost your mind, Jimmy.”


  “Think, Tony. Think. What’s gonna happen when we post these quota numbers? People gonna be pissed, frustrated, and very, very uncooperative.”


  “No? Really?” Tony said, irony dripping from his voice in solid ingots.


  Jimmy ignored the outburst and continued. “The real danger here is letting that get outta control and turning into an us-against-them situation–meaning you and me, compadre. If that happens, we got much bigger problems than lawyers.”


  Tony snorted. “Are there any bigger problems?”


  “You ever see these guys and gals fillet an abo-abo?” Jimmy asked.


  “Well, yeah. They’re damn fast with those knives.”


  Jimmy just stared at Tony for a long moment.


  “You don’t think ...?” Tony began.


  “Angry, desperate people do angry, desperate things, my friend.”


  Tony sighed. “So, how’s it gonna help to have us out there flailing about on the grounds?”


  “It’ll be much harder for them to get mad at us if we’re out there working beside them, don’t cha think?” he asked in reply.


  “But, boss, we ain’t young guys any more. You haven’t been out there in twenty stanyers.”


  “My license is still valid,” Jimmy said, “and with another decent crewman, we could take one of the side trawlers out to the Pumpkin, or even Ole Man’s Bank.”


  “You want me to be your crew?” Tony asked.


  “Why not?” Jimmy asked. “You’ve never been out there, have ya?”


  Tony shook his head. “You know I haven’t. My ole man was an accountant. I learned to balance the books.”


  “Time you see how the other half lives then,” Jimmy’s grin got even more wolfish. “We need a seasoned hand to round out the crew and show ya the ropes, but we can do this.”


  Tony looked at his boss with growing horror. “You can’t be serious, Jimmy.”


  Jimmy Pirano’s grin turned to steel. “I’m deadly serious, Tony. I’m not going to ask the men and women to risk their lives all on their own to chase down fish to make a buncha corporate bean counters back in Dunsany happy. If they have to, we have to.”


  “Damn it, Jimmy, I’m an accountant—not a fishermen.”


  Jimmy snorted. “Maybe you’re not, but I sure as hell am. And it’s time you learned what’s behind those columns of numbers you’ve been balancing for the last twenty stanyers. A little work won’t kill ya.”


  Tony sighed. “I’m too old for this cark.”


  “Look, we only got a month or so before the weather turns and everybody’s going to be ashore for the winter. A couple months will let us get you trained up, see us build a crew, and send a message along the whole South Coast. We’ll have the winter to work with everybody and make sure they know that–whatever we may have to say in the formal memos–nobody is gonna lose a job. I’m not sending these people into exile. The Ole Man can come out here and relieve me if he thinks I’m gonna do that.”


  “But, Jimmy, fishing? Us? Out there?”


  Jimmy looked at his friend for a long moment before replying. “One thing the Ole Man drilled into me, Tony. Never ask your people to do something you can’t do yourself. If we’re gonna ask them to shoot at those quotas, then by the gods and little fishes, we’re gonna ask them from the deck of a boat heading out to the banks.”


  “But, Jimmy.”


  “Tony? Weren’t you the one that insisted we had to do something?”


  “Yes, boss, but this?”


  “Unless you’ve got a better idea, I suggest you get your butt down to HR and find us a good, experienced crewman. I’m calling the yard and snagging that new side trawler for myself. We’re going out. Any questions?”


  Tony stared hard into his cup for a minute before looking up at his boss with a rueful grin. “Only one."


  "What's that?"


  "When we leaving?”


  Jimmy grinned back with real amusement this time. “Soon as we can get the boat ready and the crew aboard. How long you think that’ll take?”


  Tony snorted. “After the yard gang gets done rolling on the floor laughing when you tell ’em, I’m guessin’ not long. Bein’ the son of the CEO carries some weight, even with these goons.”


  Jimmy considered that for a moment. “Good point.” He stood up and headed for the door. “Maybe I should deliver this bit of news in person.” He stopped at the door and looked back to where his long-time accountant and second on command still sat in his chair. “Don’t you have something to do other than clutterin’ up my office?” he asked with a laugh as he strode off down the hall, letting the flimsy door of the executive suite flap shut behind him.


  Anthony Spinelli sat there for a moment longer before he rose, chuckling to himself, and followed his boss down the hall at a more sedate pace. The coffee cup went with him. He one-handed his peeda from his shirt pocket and started reviewing personnel records as he sauntered down to HR to see what Carruthers could do to help.
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  Chapter Four

  Callum’s Cove

  October 5, 2304


  The mood at The Gurry Butt was ugly. Red Green lay back against the bolsters in his favorite corner booth and nursed a lager. Some of the other guys nursed grudges that were nearly as bitter. Jace pulled pints. Mary poured the shots and kept an eye on the general tenor. Neither of them looked too happy with the way things were going even before Hank Marston started mouthing off at the bar.


  “What they expect, huh? That’s what I wanna know,” Hank said not very quietly and to nobody in particular.


  “Now, Hank—” Jace said, but Hank was having none of it.


  “Don’t ya be ̒Now-Hank’ing me, Jace Murray. This new quota is insane. Where do they think we’re gonna get these levels of landed tonnage? Huh? Pull ’em out our hairy—”


  “Hank.” Mary snapped. “Be civil or be gone.” She shot him a poisonous look.


  “Sorry, Mary,” Hank said not quite contritely, but years of experience had taught all of them not to cross Mary Murray in matters of propriety in her establishment. She ran a taut ship, did Mary Murray. Long habit, firm tradition, and a shotgun loaded with rock salt under the bar near Mary’s right hand kept things pretty well under control. It didn’t hurt that this was the only public establishment in Callum’s Cove and being locked out meant a long dry spell for people who gathered there for the company as much as the beer.


  More than a couple of them lifted a pint to hide a smirk.


  His tirade de-railed, Hank covered his embarrassment with a long pull on his stout.


  Jane McGill picked up the thread, if in a more reasonable tone. “They can’t be serious about takin’ our boats now, can they.” From anybody else it would have been a question. “I mean how will puttin’ us ashore help anything?”


  Hank said, “Who knows what that son of a—” A sharp look from Mary changed his course to “—sea cook Pirano has in mind.”


  Mary nodded and went back to pouring shots.


  Red tossed his oar in the swirling argument at that point. “Now, let’s not be getting’ too carried away here. I’ve known Jimmy Pirano for goin’ on ten stanyers. Almost all of us have. This ain’t somethin’ that sounds like the Jimmy, we know.”


  After a general mutter of agreement, the tide of argument began to ebb a bit.


  Hank mumbled something dark into his stout, but nobody asked him to repeat it.


  “Well, we’re getting some new boats in the fleet here,” Frank Knowles said to the room at large. “That’s more than just replacement for Esmerelda.”


  “You’re the second person I’ve heard say that, Frank. You got anything more than rumor?” Aaron Pye asked from across the room.


  “Rachel Jameson got the skinny direct from Spinelli himself yesterday,” Frank said. “The new boats are coming up in a pod. They was supposed to leave the Inlet today. Esmerelda II and three more.”


  The gathered fishermen buzzed about this for a few minutes before the door opened and a squat, balding man waddled in. The buzz didn’t fade out. It just stopped. Alan Thomas grinned into the face of the squall of silence. “What? Was it something I said?”


  Jace smiled and pulled a pint of wheat beer for the Pirano Fisheries rep. “Evenin’, Alan.” He slid the pint down the bar to stop neatly in front of Alan’s customary stool.


  When Alan got settled, he lifted the pint and took a deep pull. He sighed and smacked appreciatively, toasting Jace silently before turning to the assembled fishers. “So we’re talking about the new quotas?


  Red grinned at Alan from his spot in the corner, “Naw. Just discussin’ the weather. Think we’ll have snow?”


  Alan made a big show of consideration as he took another pull on his beer. “Yes. Yes, I do. I just don’t know when or how much.”


  Hank Marston turned on the man and started another tirade. “Oh, yeah, big damn joke to you. You sit here ashore and make jokes while the rest of us are out there riskin’ life and limb to try to make these ridiculous quotas or lose our boats.”


  “Civil, Hank,” Mary said. “Civil.” She didn’t stop polishing the glassware, or even look up, but the rest of the room went totally still.


  Alan sighed. “Hank’s got a point, Mary. Jace, may I buy the man a beer?”


  Jace nodded and pulled a stout and slid it down the counter to stop in front of Hank’s place.


  “I didn’t mean to be flippant, Hank,” Alan went on. “Please accept my apologies.” He turned to the room and raised his voice. “He’s right, I am staying ashore and you’re going out, but you’re never gonna believe what I just heard from the Inlet.” He let the suspense build while he took another slow pull from his beer, not paying any attention to the looks ping-ponging around the room.


  Jane McGill laughed when it became obvious that Alan wasn’t about to say anything until somebody took the bait. “What’s that Alan? The Ole Man coming back to St. Cloud?”


  The rest of the room guffawed at this but quieted quickly to hear what Alan had to say.


  “Well,” Alan began, hitching himself up on his elbows on the bar and lowering his voice. “Jake Samson up at the yard called to give me the specs on the new boats coming in?” He paused to take another sip. “In addition to the ones they’re sending here, they’re gearing up to send three of the new trawlers up to Cheapskate and provision three more there in the Inlet.”


  The assembled fishermen looked at each other, wondering if that could be the startling news, but Red took the cue. “That’s not so hard to believe, Alan. What’s in the other boot? Besides your foot?”


  “Jimmy Pirano and Tony Spinelli are taking one of the new trawlers themselves. They’re gonna go fishin’,” Alan said into the mouth of his mug.


  After about three heartbeats of stunned silence and disbelief, the room erupted in laughter.


  Hank Marsten guffawed. “They gonna make up the quota on their own? I feel so much better knowing the pencil pusher is gonna be out huntin’ abo-abo.”


  “I dunno,” Alan admitted. “Jake was agog when I talked to him. Jimmy himself went down to the Yard to make sure he got his pick of the new hulls. You know how Jimmy is.”


  Everyone in the room smiled and laughed, the tension broken. Each table had a conversation going about how Jimmy and Tony would soon learn how hard it was. All except Red Green who stared down into his lager. Alan slipped off the stool, took up his stein, and slid into the booth across from Red with a smile and a nod.


  “You don’t seem to think this is funny much, do ya, Red?” he asked by way of opening.


  Red sipped his beer once and sucked his teeth a little before replying. “Nope. I known Jimmy as long as you have, and if Jimmy’s taking a boat out, there’s a lot running under the surface here that we ain’t seein’, I think.”


  Alan flicked his eyebrows up and down in acknowledgment and leaned onto the table with his forearms. “You caught that, too, eh?”


  “What else did Jake say?” Red asked quietly.


  “Spinelli ain’t happy, but Jimmy was actin’ like it was some kinda lark.”


  Red grunted, and sipped, but didn’t reply.


  After a few minutes of companionable silence, Alan asked, “So, who’s ready to take a boat here?”


  Red never looked up and spoke without pause. “Frank’s ready. He’s gettin’ over the close call with the Esmerelda, but he was ready last year. Just wasn’t a boat for him. He’s ready to skipper and it would be good for Sandra not to have him aboard. Janie McGill’s got Aaron Stewart ready to move up, and I’d have to ask Richard Krugg on the third, but I think we’ve got one or two more ready to take the helm.”


  Alan raised an eyebrow at the mention of the village shaman. “Where we gonna get crews? We got enough young’uns to bring along?”


  Red snorted. “Sandra’s eldest been supercargo on the Windsong since he could walk. Move him over with Frank. They get along right well. Hank’s kid has been ready to go for a year, but Hank’s such a hothead. What’s her name–Sally?”


  “Susan,” Alan supplied.


  “Yeah, put Susan with Sandra and move the Salmons kid to mate. That’ll take care of Sandra’s new boat.”


  “That still leaves a lot of open berths,” Alan said. “Boat’s no good without the hands to fish her.”


  “Jimmy knows that, too.”


  Alan gave a kind of sideways nod in agreement. “But he’s going back out after–what? Twenty stanyers?”


  Red bobbed his head once, idly tracing a finger through the wet ring on the table. “Jimmy grew up with it. He’s forgotten more than some of the skippers know. I’m not worried about Jimmy,” Red said.


  “What are you worried about, Red?”


  “Honestly?” Red responded, looking at the other man out of the corner of his eye.


  Alan shrugged and gestured with his beer.


  “I’m worried about what in the name of all the watery gods is going on that’s so serious that Jimmy Pirano is taking a boat out himself.”


  “I talked to Carruthers up in Personnel, too,” Alan said. “It’s the lawyers. They’ve got something going about the tons landed. They weren’t interested in profit, just on landings.”


  Red stared at Alan. “That makes no sense.”


  “It does if they’re trying to get control of the planet away from The Ole Man. If they can get enough people deported, it’ll be a black eye to the company because it’ll be that much harder to make those ridiculous quotas with fewer and fewer boats fishing.”


  Red stared at Alan without moving for a few heartbeats. “What does that gain them?”


  “Dunno. But somebody up there in Dunsany has to know that these numbers are ridiculous. Quotas are one thing, we’ve had landing quotas since the first year on planet.”


  Red nodded his agreement.


  “These aren’t quotas. These are impossible.”


  “So they want our boats,” Red said.


  “They want us gone,” Alan said.


  Red shielded his look of surprise behind his mug, but Alan saw it.


  “What else can it be?” Alan asked. “The quota increase is foolishly large. We’ve never had a policy of ‘meet the quota or else’ before and most people are overlooking that little detail. There has to be something they want here that the fishery is in the way of.”


  “Could be some high level finance scheme to drive the price of Pirano down by ruining the production capacity,” Red said. “Maybe they’re trying to make us look bad for some reason.”


  “If they’re getting ready to sell it, you’d think they’d wanna make it look good.”


  Red shrugged. “Yeah. That’s why this makes no sense.”


  Mary rang the ship’s bell mounted on the bar. “Last call, ladies and gents, last call.”


  Alan nodded at Red’s glass. “You want another?”


  Red shook his head. “Nope. I’m done. I need to grab a nap before we get underway. I should be going, but thanks for the skinny.”


  Alan shrugged. “We’re not on different sides here.”


  Red drained his glass and nodded. “I know, Alan. I know.” With that, he stood up and took his empty back to the bar and, with some nods and waves to various and sundry, slipped out into the darkness.
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  Chapter Five

  Callum’s Cove

  October 7, 2304


  When Otto came out for breakfast, he found his mother already working on PlanetNet. She looked up and smiled.


  “Good morning, hon. How’d you sleep?” She pushed back from the terminal to favor him with her full attention.


  “Good." He grabbed a glass of granapple juice and a muffin and sat at the table where he could talk. He started to say something, then stopped, suddenly not sure what he wanted to talk about.


  His mother just sat and waited.


  “Where is he?” Otto asked.


  “I think he’s gone into the village to check in with Sandra Jamison. What’s on your mind, Otto?”


  “What if I don’t wanna be the shaman?”


  His mother smiled back. “Then don’t be the shaman.”


  “But father...he’s...that’s not an option with him.” Otto struggled around the words.


  His mother sighed. “I know, Otto, but it is the tradition. The shaman’s son becomes the shaman. I know it’s frustrating, but being shaman is really an honor. You become the spiritual center of the community in a lot of ways. You can do things that no other person can do and help people in ways that nobody else can.”


  “I know, mother, but–I suppose it sounds selfish–what if I don’t wanna help them?”


  His mother cocked her head a little to the left. “Why wouldn’t you want to help people?” she asked. “Is there somebody in particular you don’t like?”


  Otto flushed red at that. “No, no, that’s not what I mean at all,” he rushed on, becoming more flustered as he went. “It’s just–what if I wanna be a fisherman?” he blurted out.


  His mother shrugged her shoulders. “Then fish. What has that to do with being shaman?”


  “But father says I need to learn to be a shaman and that I need to listen to the world.”


  Rachel smiled at him and let her arms collapse into her lap. “Your father is a good man, Otto. He wants what’s best for all of us and sometimes he thinks he knows what it is, but just between you and me? I think–just sometimes–he doesn’t. There’s nothing that says the shaman can’t fish. There’s nothing that says he must either. It’s one of those odd company rules about the spiritual leaders in the community. They’re only required to be recognized as tending to the spiritual needs of some group of people and the company has to let them stay under the terms set up in their original charter.”


  Otto stared at his mother, unmoving except for the rather piscine oscillation of his lower jaw.


  His mother waited for his brain to catch up.


  “Why doesn’t Father fish?” Otto asked. It wasn’t the question he wanted to ask, but only the first one to surface through the turbulence.


  “Your grandfather was a sheep herder, Otto. When he came into his gift, he moved here to Callum’s Cove from the Eastern Reaches and brought your father with him. He’s been here most of his life, but he’s never been asked to join a crew. He didn’t grow up on the water like most of the kids in the village.”


  “But didn’t he want to?” Otto asked, his mind not tracking clearly in the wake of the ideas being cast across the table so early in the morning.


  His mother just smiled and shrugged. “I don’t know. Perhaps you should ask him.”


  “Why won’t he let me fish?”


  “Who says he won’t? And how can he stop you from fishing?”


  “But I’ve asked him. Lotsa times. And he always says no.” Otto said.


  “You’ve asked him if you can go out on the boats,” his mother said . “Not if you can fish. Of course he said no.”


  “But—” and there Otto ran out of steam and closed his mouth with not quite a snap.


  Taking pity on him, his mother rose from her seat and crossed to the junk cupboard just inside the back door. It was the place in the house where things got tossed and sometimes resurfaced. She rummaged in the back and pulled out a battered utility carrier just about twice as big as a lunch box. “Here it is. I knew it was still here.”


  She placed it on the table. “There you are. Go fish.”


  “What is it?” Otto asked, eyeing the rather shabby looking carrier.


  “Open it and see.”


  Otto looked from his mother to the carrier a couple of times before stuffing the rest of his muffin in his mouth and reaching for the clasp. When he flicked the release, the utility clam-shelled open revealing a collection of small boxes, pigeonholed on one side and a strange oblong wooden frame wrapped in cord on the other. It took him a tick to figure out what he was looking at. “It’s a hand-line!”


  His mother made a little moue with her mouth.“Oh? Is it now?”


  “Whose is it?”


  “Well, it was mine. But you can use it if you like.” She grinned like a cat with a whole mouta to itself. “You know how it works?”


  “Mother. Of course, I know how. But don’t I have to go out in a boat to use this?”


  “I think as long as you get the hook baited correctly and put it in the ocean, you’re pretty much fishing. The boat part is largely optional.”


  “But where...?”


  “Hm. When I used to fish, I went out on the lee side of Bentley’s Head and cast out off one of those big square rocks out there into the channel where it’s deep. You know the place?”


  Otto blinked in astonishment, but nodded.


  “That’s where I’d go. If I didn’t have to stay here and work.”


  He looked into the utility once more and spotted hooks, weights, even a small gutting knife cleverly slotted into the case. “You used to fish?”


  “Honey, everyone here fishes,” his mother said with a smile. “Even your father. It’s just some of us catch different things. Now, scoot! Go fishing!”


  Otto drained his glass in a single go, closed the utility carefully, and grabbing a hat, headed for the door.


  “Otto!” his mother called just before he disappeared.


  He stopped and turned, fearful of being called back for some chore he’d forgotten.


  “Rockweed grows pretty thick between the rocks. Rummage around in there and look for the little white periwinkles with purple spots. Smash about five or six of them with a rock and use them for bait. The mouta love ’em.” She winked at him and settled back into her chair, making a little shooing motion with her hand.


  In a twinkling, he was gone. As Rachel turned back to her work in the soft morning light of the kitchen, she murmured to herself, “Ah, Rachel-my-girl, what have ye done? What have ye done?” She sighed and went back to work.


  Outside, Otto raced down the point and out onto Bentley’s Head. The morning was not yet very old and with his father tied up in the village, he hoped to be free for the day. Free to fish. It didn’t take long for him to get to the end of the point and find the squared off plates of rock along the lee side. They were a local landmark after all. He and Petie Hoskins had spent many an afternoon pretending they were pirates, each sailing his rock-ship in search of buried treasure. Back before Petie started going out fishing with his mother’s crew.


  He stood atop the farthest rock, savoring the moment. A fresh breeze flew across the top of the headland and just whispered about his head, ruffling his hair and blowing in his ears with a soft roar. There were no whitecaps in the cove, but the rollers blew in from the southeast. He could hear them collide mightily on the far side of the head. He cast his eyes across the sound and noted where the color changes marked the depths and thought he saw a likely place to drop his hook.


  As soon as he found bait. He placed the utility carefully on the rock and scrambled down into the rock weed, poking about with a stick until he’d collected a dozen or so of the small whelks hidden among the rocks. He clambered back up on to the flat and, with a handy flake of stone, smashed the shells to reveal the soft bodies within. In that instant, he felt a pang.


  He’d killed them, and while they were just snails, he still felt a stab of remorse. He promised them he wouldn’t waste them and proceeded to string the battered snail bodies onto the hook. With the grisly mess accomplished he stood once more and wiped his hands on the seat of his pants before unwinding some line and trying to figure out how to get the line out into the channel. Ultimately, he unwrapped about half the line from the square-ish spindle and coiled it loosely on the stone. He picked up the hook and weight end of the line and, giving it an experimental spin, launched it toward the open water.


  The line sailed out, arching against the sky, and stopped suddenly, falling disappointingly short. The momentum tugged the reel around and it started skittering off toward the edge of the rock. Otto threw himself on it to keep it from falling off the rock and into the water. His heart hammered in his chest at the near disaster and he winced at the scrape on his forearm where the rock had rasped the skin down to blood. He levered himself back onto his knees, holding the blocky frame carefully, and took a deep breath to calm himself.


  “Now what?” he said aloud, and settled in to wait.


  The sun glittered off the surface, dazzling him with the sharp diamond edges. He pulled his hat brim down to shield his eyes a bit more and settled in to wait. He sighed in satisfaction. Whatever else happened, he was fishing.


  The soft breeze, warm rock, and lapping waves conspired against the growing boy and he soon fell into a kind of drowsy wakefulness, sitting there on the hard rock. He wasn’t so far out of it that he didn’t feel the rock under his bony behind, but not so aware that he wasn’t startled when the four boats came around the headland. He’d heard the engines before he saw the boats, even over the sound of the waves on the rocks and the wind in his ears. The low rumble of hydrazine powered diesels was unmistakable. The sound had floated on the background noise of wind and wave. It hadn’t been enough to rouse him as it slowly gained in volume. When they burst around the headland and throttled back for the run into the channel, he came to full wakefulness and jumped to his feet. He shaded his eyes against the glare to get a good look at the boats running straight up the middle of the channel–two side trawlers and two stern. The sunlight glinted off the paint and bright-work in a way that marked them as new boats. A season at sea would help them blend in, but for the moment, Callum’s Cove had four fresh faces in the fleet.
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  Chapter Six

  Aram’s Inlet

  October 8, 2304


  “Are you sure?” Jimmy asked. He pitched his voice low to keep it from carrying.


  “Carruthers says she’s the best mate on the Inlet,” Tony said, misgiving clear in his tone.


  They watched as the startlingly young looking woman wrestled a utility tote down the pier. She handled it with panache and grace, but the relative size and awkwardness made it look like the tote might win at any moment. Her legs were stuffed into a well-worn pair of black rubber boots folded down at the top. She wore stained jeans and a couple layers of knitwear, making her look just slightly bulgy. Her hair hugged her head like a scarlet cap. It took Jimmy a couple of ticks to realize it wasn’t.


  “Who are we stealing her from?”


  “She’s between berths at the moment,” Tony said.


  Jimmy was about to follow up on that, but the woman was too close and waved happily. “Hey, there. You Jimmy and Tony?” she shouted. Her nose was crooked just slightly, giving her a striking, almost androgynous appearance to what would have otherwise been a classically beautiful heart-shaped face. Her time on the water was evident in the rich color of her skin and the slightly chapped look around the eyes and lips. Her smile infected them and they found themselves grinning back.


  Tony waved, nodding in agreement.


  She trundled up to the side of the boat and stopped with her hands on her hips, looking along the lines of the vessel and not quite surreptitiously examining the two guys looking at her. “Well, I’m Casey Keefe. Carruthers said you might have a berth for a mate?” Her eyes flickered back and forth between Tony and Jimmy, and curiosity animated her face.


  “Yeah,” Jimmy said, sticking his hand out over the gunwale. “I’m Jimmy and he’s Tony. I need a mate who can teach Tony the ropes. And frankly, I’m a little rusty myself. Been awhile since I been out.”


  She shook the hand that Jimmy offered, then offered her own small, calloused hand to Tony. “Twenty stanyers piloting a desk will do that do ya. Carruthers told me who ya are, like I wouldn’t a reck-a-nized ya. Not like Pirano and Spinelli are unknown names–or faces–on the waterfront, yanno.”


  She reached down and flipped her tote up onto the rail with an expert and effortless heave. She stood balancing it on the rail for a heartbeat or two. “Gimme a hand will ya, Tony? Let’s get this boat underway and go catch some fish.”


  Tony shook himself and hefted the tote down from the rail with a grunt of surprise at the heft of it while Casey swung lightly aboard.


  “Just like that?” Jimmy asked.


  She blinked up at him. “What? You interviewing or you fishing? I heard the quotas are up and we got some huge landings to make. You wanna stand around talkin’ or you wanna go lay some twine?”


  Jimmy felt a bubbling laugh building in his chest. “Lemme get the engines started and we’ll go see if we can do any damage. Single up and get ready to cast off. I need a couple minutes to get ’em warmed up


  Casey started working on the lines while Tony stowed the tote in the deckhouse.


  In less time than Jimmy would have thought possible, they were backing down against the spring line and the bow swung away from the dock. Jimmy shifted to slow-speed ahead as the bow cleared and Casey released the spring line with a flip of her wrist, pulling the trailing end aboard and stowing it securely.


  Jimmy nudged the throttle up a tad and they pulled out into the channel, headed toward the sea. The sun had not yet begun to light the eastern horizon and the murky pre-dawn sky took on a darker-than-dark texture. Ahead of him, Jimmy saw other vessels leaving the harbor. He glanced aft around the side of the wheelhouse and saw he wasn’t the last to leave the dock either. The smell of the ocean mixed with the tangy hydrazine exhaust and the faint smell of new paint and lubricant filled wheelhouse. He and Tony had been breaking in the boat—and themselves—running up and down the Inlet for a couple of days. This was their first trip out into open ocean. Jake Samson said the boat was ready and up to spec. Jimmy himself had checked the nets, lines, cables, engines, winches, and electronics as he and Tony took turns piloting around the harbor.


  Jimmy felt the years behind a desk begin to melt away as he fell into old, well-learned skills. He grew up on a boat, not unlike this one. He learned the business from the bottom up under the watchful eyes of his father and a collection of mates and deck hands. If he was a little heavier, a bit slower, and a lot out of practice, well, so what? He sighed happily and nudged the throttle up a bit more as they cleared the inner marker and headed down the channel toward open ocean.


  Half a stan later, Casey came up from the forecastle bringing two heavy mugs of steaming coffee and a bright smile. “Tony’s taking a nap,” she said with a grin, handing him one of the cups.


  “A nap?”


  “He took some pills for seasickness. He’ll need to sleep for a bit.”


  “He’s seasick?” Jimmy laughed.


  “Not yet, but he’s got the makings of a good barf-storm coming. A little sleep and he’ll be fine.” After a pause she asked, “Where we headed this morning, skipper?”


  “I thought we’d just run out the Pumpkin and try out the new toys. This is the first real shakedown cruise for this hull.”


  She sipped her coffee and nodded. “Good idea. It’s kinda late in the season for starting a new boat, isn’t it?” she asked, her eyes scanning the horizon.


  Jimmy grimaced. “Yeah, but I need to give Tony a feel for what it’s really like out here. And the other fishermen need to see I’m not sitting on my ass in the office while they’re out here trying to make those ridiculous quotas.”


  If Casey were surprised by his answer, she didn’t show it. Instead she nodded at the navplotter unit. “May I?”


  Jimmy shrugged and nodded. “Be my guest.”


  She crossed the wheelhouse and fired up the unit with a couple of stabs of her finger. Reaching up to the overhead, she started the repeater display unit and stepped back as the electronics merged radar, satellite, side scan sonar, and historical imagery into a single display. “It’s too early to find any fish, but where you thinking of looking?”


  Jimmy gazed up at the display, then pointed to an area on the western end of the fishing grounds. “Let’s just run up onto the grounds about there and see what we see when it’s closer to sunrise. We’re still almost two stans from full light, and we’ll be out of everybody’s way out there on the end.”


  Casey sipped her coffee. “Yup. Not much on that end of the bank this time of year. It’s fished hard all season, but good place to try out the gear.” She tapped the spot on the screen with her fingertip and a glowing dot appeared in green. She punched two more buttons on the base unit and the electronic compass beeped in response showing a course adjustment and the direction to turn. “Oh, shut up,” she muttered. Squinting at the display, she tapped three more times and set way points, adjusting the straight line course to a dogleg around two small islands and a coastal reef. “That should do it, Skip.”


  Jimmy looked up at the glowing display, with the course plot in green, the amber dot that was their vessel, and the read-out of position, speed, course, and estimated time of arrival, running in the lower right corner. “Thanks, Casey.” He punched the autopilot reset before pulling his hand back from the wheel. The electronics bipped once and the boat settled down to drive itself on the long run out to the grounds. If any other vessel got within half a kilometer, the proximity alarms would make sure somebody knew it before anything nasty happened. With the broad expanse of ocean around them as they pulled out of the immediate coastal waters, and out into open sea, the probability of chance encounter grew smaller and smaller.


  For the moment, there was nothing to do but ride it out. Casey settled onto one of the padded stools bolted to the deck and rested her elbows on the arms, gazing out over the gleaming darkness as the coastal chop gave way to the long rollers of open sea and the boat took on a gentle fore-and-aft rhythm, riding up the face of one wave and down the back into the shallow trough behind it before climbing the next one.


  Out here, the air was much colder than ashore. Winter was just around the corner, and the chill wind was a harbinger of the change. Jimmy stuck his head out of the wheelhouse door and pulled a deep lungful of the cold air through his nose. The chill drove him back and he slammed the door, capturing the heat of the engine rising from the deck beneath their feet. “Gonna be a good day.”


  Casey gave a little nod. “Met Office said so, too, and they’re getting better at predictin’.”


  Weather forecasting was one of those arcane arts that suffered from its own successes. Most of the time, the forecasts were pretty good. Once in a while, though, the complex planetary systems that drove the weather reminded the forecasters that weather was not completely predictable. Humans had been on St. Cloud for close to a hundred stanyears, but localized conditions that produced the proverbial hundred stanyear storms were not well understood. The various science types kept sending out warnings about climatological conditions that were as yet undocumented. Jimmy snorted to himself in amusement every time he read one of their warnings. Lawyers covered their butts.


  Thinking of lawyers reminded him of the quota problem. He sighed and his mind kept chasing its tail around and around worrying the problem even though he knew he couldn’t solve it.


  “So why are you doin’ it?” Casey asked suddenly, her voice pitched to carry over the diesel rumble.


  The sudden imposition of her question into his thought stream startled him before he realized what she meant. “You mean taking a boat and going back to sea?”


  “Yup. You’re the Pirano man-on-the-spot for the whole system. Why are you settin’ yourself up for all this work?”


  “I started out here. Me and the Ole Man opened up the Pumpkin and the Ole Man’s Bank.”


  “Yeah, but you paid your dues, Skipper. Nobody on the waterfront would say different. Why take it on again?”


  “Something’s not right. Those quotas are way out of line with what we can reasonably be expected to land. Every boat, every crew, it’s all in the production model. We know pretty well, after half a century, what any given boat can produce within some narrow range of factors. Weather, salinity, light, it all plays a part in the model, and we know roughly how many fish are here to catch. We know about how many boats it’ll take to catch ’em. We know approximately how long it will take any given boat to do it.”


  “But?”


  “These quotas throw that model out. We’d need about half again as many boats as we have working now to make that level of catch.”


  Casey gave a low whistle. “I knew it was a big increase, but I didn’t realize it was that big.”


  “It’s because of diminishing returns. The schools are only so big. Once you scrape through the bigger schools, you need to work a lot harder to find and catch the smaller ones. The raw numbers aren’t that much bigger, but the operations here on planet are geared for a level of efficiency as much as production. Making those quotas would be ruinously expensive, even assuming we could.”


  “You mean we can’t?”


  Jimmy shook his head. “We can make enough boats. Even equip them. That’s not the problem.”


  Understanding lit Casey’s face. “No crews.”


  “We got about eighty thousand boats working on the planet right now. In raw body counts we could probably find enough people to crew another four hundred across the whole South Coast. It would be expensive. Prices would be crazy. Fishing would be almost impossible after the first few weeks of the season because the increased pressure on the grounds would be extreme and four hundred more boats wouldn’t be enough to reach the landing quotas. We’d need closer to two thousand more. The fleet would have to be very close to half again bigger.”


  Casey whistled again. “Are there that many fish?”


  Jimmy nodded. “That’s the hell of it. The fishing stocks could take that for a few years. I had the Fisheries Management people run projections. If we could catch them, the current stocks are resilient enough to survive it for a decade before the gene pool started being hurt.”


  Casey looked startled. “Just a decade?”


  Jimmy nodded. “Economically, it would be ruinous. More and more boats chasing smaller and smaller stocks. The costs of landing a kilogram of fish would approach the cost of diamonds.”


  “What are they thinking?” Casey asked her forehead furrowed in a scowl.


  Jimmy shrugged. “That’s the question, and we don’t have any answers.”


  Casey looked out across the glassy ocean’s surface. “Well, that takes us back to my original question.”


  “Why am I doing it?” he asked.


  She nodded without looking at him. “Yup.”


  “Because, nobody’s gonna lose a boat over landing quotas unless I lose mine first.”


  Casey looked startled. “But who’d take your boat away? You’re the Pirano man!”


  “That’s why.”


  Casey cast an appraising eye on him as the logic of it worked out in her head. “You’re a sneaky, bastid, ain’t cha.”


  Jimmy chuckled and nodded. “I’ve been called worse.”


  Casey laughed out loud at that and they lapsed back into a comfortable silence, riding across water toward the brightening sky.
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  Chapter Seven

  Callum’s Cove

  October 8, 2304


  Otto woke slowly. The previous day’s sitting on the rock had given him aches he hadn’t realized until he left Bentley’s Head and came back to the house at the end of the day. He hadn’t even gone into the village to see the new boats. He smiled in satisfaction knowing he’d been the first to see them as they rounded the head. That was as close as he’d have been able to get in the village and they did look very fine.


  As he dragged himself up into consciousness, he became aware of the voices coming from the kitchen. Father and Mother were having a discussion in hushed tones, but given the intensity, he was pretty sure it wasn’t about the price of eggs. In spots, he could make out his mother’s voice, but his father’s responses were just too muffled. He lay very still to try to hear what they were talking about.


  “Richard, I know how you feel about this, but you’re being pigheaded. Think!”


  “Mumble, mum, mumble when he’s mumble mum!” his father said.


  “You’re the shaman. He’s your son. He’ll be a shaman if he wants to, when he wants to. You know how this works better than most!”


  “Mumbly mumble mum!”


  “Don’t be an ass, Richard.”


  “Mum mumbly mum mum mum!”


  “It’s a fishing village. Everybody fishes—”


  “Mum mum!”


  “Yes, I know, but you could if you wanted to. That’s not the point and you know it. This is a fishing village. Everybody fishes. It’s only natural that Otto wants to fish, too. Every other kid his age in the village is out on one boat or another. How do you think that makes him feel? How did it make you feel?”


  His father didn’t answer, at least not that Otto heard.


  His mother changed the subject. “Who’s going to crew on the new boats? Have they picked skippers?”


  “Mumbly mumble mum.”


  “True, but there’s a definite pecking order down there. I’d bet Red and Alan have it all sorted out between them, you wait and see.”


  “Mumble, um, mumble mumbly mumble mum.”


  Otto heard the chairs scraping as they both got up from the table and door latch clicking his father left the house. When the footsteps crunching on the walk had faded, his mother spoke again. “You can come out now. He’s gone.”


  Otto started, but he clambered out of bed and into his dirty clothes from the day before. Pajamas went under the pillow as he straightened the covers. Not exactly a “made” bed, but it would pass initial muster.


  “How could you tell?” he asked as he padded barefoot into the kitchen.


  “Your bed stopped squeaking.”


  He looked at her quizzically, as he poured some granapple juice.


  “You toss something dreadful when you sleep, Otto. Your bed squeaks all the time. I knew you woke up because the bed stopped squeaking.”


  He felt his face heat, but there wasn’t much he could do about it.


  “How much did you hear?” she asked, taking her seat at the table once more.


  “I could hear you, but only got mumbles from Father. What’s his problem with fishing?”


  “He doesn’t understand it, and it’s a dangerous business. He wants to protect you from it, is all. As a shaman-in-training, you’re gonna be a shaman one day, unless you decide not to be. But if you renounce it, you’re governed under the same rules as everybody else. You have to have a company job or you have to leave.”


  Otto leaned his lanky frame against the counter as he sipped the chilled juice and considered both breakfast and what his mother had just said. “So he’s trying to make sure that I don’t fish so that I don’t get deported?”


  His mother gave a soft chuckle. “Not exactly, but that’s certainly part of it.” She looked at him seriously for a few heartbeats. “Fishing is a dangerous business. Yes, I know the boats are safe and all that, but accidents happen, and when the sea is concerned, they happen a lot. People get killed out there, Otto. Good, careful, responsible people get killed all the time.”


  “We all die eventually.”


  “Yes, Otto, we do, but the idea is to avoid doing it until you absolutely have to. And with fishermen, even in this day and age, there are a lot of possibilities for accidents.”


  Otto nodded, but he wasn’t convinced. “So was he mad that I went fishing yesterday?” he asked, going back to the original question. He was dying to know what they’d been not-quite-arguing about, but he couldn’t very well ask.


  “A bit.”


  “Is it going to be a problem if I go again today?” he asked shifting his weight from one foot to the other.


  His mother shrugged. “We live in a fishing village and those three harbor dace you caught yesterday were very tasty. A nice change.” She looked up at the ceiling as if considering what to say next. “You might do a little fence mending today, and go be the good son for a bit. When the weather turns, nobody will be fishing and your father will be carving. If you want to get on his good side, start talking to him about whelkies.”


  Otto looked a little startled at that and his hand went, involuntarily, to the small carved seabird hanging from a thong around his neck. His grandfather had carved it and it had come down to him on his tenth birthday. Whelkies were the symbolic representation of the shaman’s gift all along the South Coast. They carried goodly amount of tradition and folklore–not to mention mystery–about them. He was a bit nonplussed by the sudden notion that he, Otto Krugg, might carve a whelkie.


  “Ah, you hadn’t thought about that now, had you?”


  Otto shook his head but didn’t speak. He had too many conflicting ideas running through his head. How could he carve a whelkie? He’d seen the figures take shape in his father’s hands, but they hadn’t really seemed like something he might do. There was a kind of magic about them. He hadn’t considered that when he thought about what it meant to be the shaman’s son and, someday, shaman.


  His mother sighed. “Otto, my boy, sometimes I wonder whatever you are thinkin’ and other times, I’m pretty sure you’re not thinkin’ at all. You’re turnin’ into a fine young man, but it’s time for you to stop woolgatherin’ and start really thinkin’ about what it means to be a shaman’s son on the South Coast of St. Cloud.”


  “I have been, Mother. Ever since I was old enough to be told I’m to be a shaman.”


  She shook her head. “No, Otto, I don’t think you really have. Up until today, had you ever really thought about carving whelkies? About the needs of the people in the village? About who’s in trouble and who’s the troublemaker? Did it occur to you that at some point, you’d have to deal with it?”


  Otto stopped and thought, for perhaps the first time in his life. In all honesty, he’d never really thought about it at all, other than as a burden he would be saddled with against his will. He didn’t even know what his father did as shaman, beyond talk to people, walk the beach, and gather bits of wood and shell that he carved into whelkies. The realization must have shown on his face.


  “I thought not,” his mother said. “Maybe it’s time you took a walk with your father and stopped worrying about how unfair it is to you and started seeing what it is he does.”


  Otto sighed, but recognized the wisdom of her advice. He felt as if somebody had turned on a light in the attic. All the shadowy objects he’d been bumping into, stepping over, and walking around all his life took on color, texture, and shape.


  “He’s gone to the village?” he asked.


  She nodded, “Yes. Alan wanted to talk to him about something. He’s probably at the Pirano office.”


  Otto glanced at the chrono over the sink, nodded to himself, and headed for the door.


  “Breakfast, young man! Breakfast!” his mother stopped him. “You can’t be charging all over town on an empty stomach.”


  “I won’t be, Mother. Alan Thomas has breakfast at Rosie’s about now. If Father is meeting him now, that’s where they are. I can get something there.”


  Her eyebrows arched upward in surprise. “Well, see that you get something proper. Your father will be busy today and you’ll want to be able to keep up and make a good impression. Do a good job today and you can go fishing tomorrow.” She winked at him.


  He grinned at that and headed for the door. His long legs scissored him into the village in a matter of minutes. He arrowed straight for Rosie’s Diner and Coffee Shop, just a block up from the head of the main docks. The Pirano offices were around the corner and Otto's guess had proven accurate. He walked through the door and spotted Alan Thomas sitting with his father in a booth on the far side of the small dining room.


  There were few people left from the breakfast rush, but the air was still thick with the smell of rich coffee, savory bacon, and warm bread. Rosie opened early to give the outgoing fishermen a hot breakfast, and she’d close just after lunch. At 0900, it was too late for fishermen and too early for anybody else, except the few people who were off work, or who had enough flexibility in their schedules to be eating breakfast at the odd time. Like Alan Thomas.


  Rosie looked up when the little bell over the door rang, signaling his entry, and she smiled and waved him over to the counter where she was just wiping it down with a clean cloth. “Hello, Otto,” she greeted him warmly. “You’re just in time to try some of this pastry.”


  He crossed to the counter but looked over to where his father was sitting.


  Rosie caught his glance. “Why don’t you sit here until they’re done, hon? I’ll give you a nice cuppa hot chocolate and you can tell me about your fishing yesterday.”


  “How’d you know about that?” he asked.


  She laughed and wiped her hands on her apron. “Hon, nothin’ happens around the village that Rosie don’t hear! You should know that.”


  He nodded. “Well, mother said I need a good breakfast, so if I could have some bacon and eggs?” He took a seat where he could keep an inconspicuous eye on his father. Something didn’t look right there, but he couldn’t say what.


  Rosie nodded and asked, “How’d you like them cooked?”


  “Scrambled, please.” He sipped the hot chocolate she’d already put in front of him.


  She stuck her head into the kitchen. “Three on a rack, pig on the side, Fred.”


  “You got it, Rosie.”


  In a few moments, Rosie slid a warm plate piled with eggs, bacon, potatoes, and toast in front of him, and he gave it his full attention. When he looked up again, Alan was sliding out of the booth and Otto heard him say, “Just think about it, Richard. It would be a big help to all of us, and it’s only temporary.”


  His father gave a noncommittal nod and murmured something that Otto couldn’t hear.


  Alan smiled at Rosie, waved at Otto, and headed out of the diner, the door-bell tinkling brightly as he left.


  Otto watched him leave then turned to see his father sitting in the booth, his hands cupped around the heavy china coffee mug. He had an expression that Otto couldn’t quite place. It looked like either amusement or amazement. Otto scraped the last of his breakfast off the plate, drained the last of the sweet chocolate from the mug, and reached his thumb toward the tab to pay for it.


  Rosie stopped him with a look and a short shake of her head. “Lemme give ya a warm up on that cocoa, Otto. On the house.”


  With a glance at his father, who hadn’t stirred or changed his expression, he settled back on the stool and pushed his cup over for Rosie to fill. “Yeah. Sure. Thanks, Rosie.”


  She winked at him and poured some cocoa out of the warming pot in her hand. “You betcha, sweetie. You just hang in there for a few ticks, hon. Give ’im a chance to come back.” She winked again and bustled off to rattle glassware.
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  Chapter Eight

  Pumpkin Grounds

  October 8, 2304


  Jimmy marveled at the image on the bottom finder. When he was a boy, he would always try to be in the wheelhouse when the boat made the transition onto the fishing grounds. Watching the sonar, he could see the bottom coming up as they steamed up onto the bank. After they’d cleared the coast, the bottom was between four hundred and eight hundred meters down. As they came up on the bank, the water shallowed to a scant eighty meters. It was almost magical.


  The sun broke over the horizon as they pulled up on the waypoint marker. Jimmy yanked the throttles back to idle, disengaged the autopilot, and nodded to Casey. “Let’s get it over the side here and see how it works.”


  “There’s not much down there in the way of fish. A few small schools.”


  Jimmy nodded. “Yeah, it’s okay. I just wanna see how she drags. Get you some time to work Tony through the rigging before we deal with a full bag of fish sloshing on the deck.”


  Casey grinned. “He’s that green?”


  “This, as far as I know, is his first trip,” Jimmy grinned back.


  “You kiddin’?”


  He shook his head. “He’s an accountant.”


  “What’d he do to you?” she asked with an evil chuckle.


  “Told me we had to do something about the quotas. Wouldn’t lemme rest until I came up with something.”


  “And you came up with this?” Casey waved her arm at the boat.


  “Yeah. Brilliant, huh?”


  Casey threw back her head and laughed out loud as she stepped out of the wheelhouse into the chill dawn. “Hey, Tony! All hands on deck! Getcher butt up here!”


  Jimmy thought Tony looked a little green as he clambered up through the forecastle hatch and out onto the deck. He wore a brand new pair of hip boots and had put on a windbreaker. Other than the tag hanging off the back of one boot heel, he looked like any other new hand. Casey walked him through the operation of the winch and cables, showed him how the big doors were clipped to the gantries, and pointed out the key pieces of running gear. Together they got the big net ready to go over the side and Casey gave Jimmy the high sign. He nudged the throttle up a bit and set the boat on a broad curving course while they wrestled the net over the side and into the water. In a few ticks, the cables paid out through the pulleys and guides. The net streamed out in their wake and sank under the combined weight of the doors and rollers.


  As it sank, the water pressure created by the forward motion of the boat would pull the doors out in opposite directions. The heavy rollers along the bottom edge of the net would hold the bottom of the net mouth down, while plastic floats along the top edge kept the top of the net up. The long funnel shaped net scooped up the fish and collected them all in a bag at the end. The technology was old, very old. It was relatively low tech, robustly reliably, and needed only locally available replacement parts, which made it perfect for the company operations on St. Cloud. The only modification in three centuries was a reliable mid-water trawl control that let the skipper run the net at any arbitrary depth desired, rather than just bumping along the bottom.


  When Casey secured the winches and locked the safeties down, Jimmy straightened out the course and checked the fish finders for a likely school somewhere ahead of him. He steered a smooth lazy course with the engines lugged down, towing the heavy trawl behind. He settled down for the duration. Casey and Tony came back to the wheelhouse, both smiling.


  “He catches on fast for a flat lander,” Casey said with a grin.


  “It’s not as complicated as net present value forecasting, but a bit harder on my hands,” Tony said.


  “I told ya! Those lines will burn the hell out of ya,” Casey said. “Well, how long you wanna drag it, Skip?”


  “I’ve got about three small schools right on the bottom out ahead right now. Give it three hours and we’ll haul back and see what they are.”


  “White-fish,” Casey predicted, naming a low value, high volume catch.


  Jimmy nodded. “Probably. Good enough for a shake down. Would one of you bring me a coffee?” he asked, holding out his empty mug.


  “Comin’ up, Boss. I’ll make a fresh pot.” Tony took the cup and headed down to the forecastle, stepping carefully across the moving deck.


  “So, how’d he really do?” Jimmy asked when Tony had disappeared through the hatch.


  Casey shrugged. “Well enough. He is a fast learner, but getting the gear over the side is the easiest part of the day. We’ll see how he does with the haul back.”


  “Yeah, true enough,” Jimmy said. “Be gentle with him,” he added with a grin.


  Casey snorted. “He’ll hold up. I’m gonna grab a nap. Give a hoot when you’re ready to start hauling back.” She waved and wandered forward to the forecastle, gracefully swaying across the deck as it rolled under her feet.


  Jimmy checked the fish finder and adjusted his course a point to starboard. He stuck his head out of the wheelhouse and looked back over his wake, just checking. When he turned back, Tony was bringing a couple mugs across the deck, one in each hand, and trying hard to balance without spilling either one. Of course, he failed and Jimmy saw him wince as hot coffee sloshed over the rim and over the back of his left hand. When Tony got to the wheelhouse, Jimmy took one of the cups from him before he even stepped through the door.


  “Ya wanna tip?” he asked as Tony stepped into the shelter of the wheelhouse and settled on the stool that Casey had been using on the ride out. “Carry them in one hand so you have a hand free to grab on with.”


  “What?” Tony asked, not quite getting it.


  “Gimme your cup a sec.”


  Tony handed the mug to Jimmy who threaded one pudgy finger thru both handles and lifted both mugs together in demonstration. “Like that. Carry both in one hand so you have a hand free.” He set the cups back down and gave Tony back his coffee.


  “Will that help with my balance?”


  “No,” Jimmy said, “but you’ll relax and walk normally. Your problem is that your brain says both hands are full and you can’t hold on. You’re walking like you’re afraid you’re gonna fall overboard.”


  “I am afraid I’m gonna fall overboard.” Tony laughed.


  “Yeah, good, but if you relax a little and just accept that the boat’s gonna move under you, it’ll be a lot easier to walk around. And you won’t waste coffee by spillin’ it on the deck.” Jimmy grinned.


  The two old friends rode along not talking together for almost a half a stan before Jimmy asked, “So? What’d she do?”


  “Who?”


  “Casey. What’d she do?”


  Tony stared into his coffee mug as if something might be floating in there. “What makes you think she did anything?”


  Jimmy stared at his friend.


  “She quit her last berth. Creative differences,” Tony said.


  Jimmy just arched an eyebrow and waited.


  Tony sighed. “Okay, she was mate on a side-trawler over in Cheapskate. The skipper didn’t know enough to keep his hands to himself.”


  “Oh, you gotta be kiddin’ me!” Jimmy said.


  “Over estimated his personal charm and under estimated her skill with a fillet knife.”


  Jimmy just sighed. “So, she quit? Why didn’t we replace the skipper?”


  “We did. He’s cutting chum now while his fingers grow back,” Tony continued. “She got tired of the attention from all the chowder-wits who thought that, since she didn’t like him, she might take to them.”


  “Is there stupid in the water down there?”


  “I don’t know, Boss,” Tony sighed. “Seems like you get ’em in a pod and they get the collected intelligence of a dead flounder.”


  “So, Carruthers brought her up here?” Jimmy filled in.


  “Yeah. He’d just signed the transfer when I came down looking for a good mate. She was up for a boat, but Carruthers gave her to us. I think he figgers we’ll stop fishing when winter closes us down and he’ll give the boat to her.”


  Jimmy pursed his lips in consideration. “Good plan, ’cept for one thing.”


  “You’re not quitting?”


  “That would be the one thing.”


  “I was afraid of that,” Tony said. “She deserves her own boat.”


  “We’ll take care of her. I know the owners.”


  They chuckled, and lapsed back into silence.


  The sun climbed inexorably up the sky as they rumbled and rolled across the surface of the ocean. Every so often Jimmy adjusted course a point or two one way or the other to get a better angle on the smudges that showed as fish near the bottom. The low rumble and regular movement was relaxing in an odd way. After about a stan, Tony stood up and headed for the little plotting room behind the wheelhouse. “May as well get a little work done.” He jacked into the satellite feed with the portable terminal mounted on the bulkhead.


  Jimmy chuckled, and went back to piloting the boat. He didn’t really need to steer, but he felt better having a hand on the wheel with all that gear trailing out behind him. If it should fetch up on a rock or catch in the propellers, they could find themselves in really deep water really fast without a lot of help handy. While his body was busy with the task, his mind was free to wander. He spent a lot of that time thinking about the quotas.


  “Tony? Can you do me a favor?”


  “Sure, Boss. You need more coffee?”


  “Yeah, but that’s not the favor. Would you grab a screen plot of our track, and send it to the Ole Man using the family address?”


  “Sure thing.” The curiosity was in his tone, but he didn’t ask. “Any message with it?”


  “Yeah. Tell him, ‘Having a wonderful time. Wish you were here.’”


  A few ticks later, Tony said, “It’s sent.”


  “Thanks, Tony,”


  At midmorning, Jimmy stirred once more. “Time, Tony. Go stick your head down in the forecastle and wake up, Miss Sleepy Head. Bring me back a coffee, please?”


  Tony slapped a couple more keys and stood from where he was working. “You bet.”


  In a few ticks, Casey was back with his coffee, looking fresh and relaxed. “We ready to try to bring it up?”


  “We may as well see if the winches work. Lemme know when you’re ready to hoist.”


  She nodded and went to clear the winch safeties and explain to Tony what he needed to do. After a bit of jawing and some handwavery, she took up her station at the winch control and nodded back to Jimmy. He cut the wheel around a bit to starboard to put a little slack in the line as Casey put tension on the cables. He pulled the throttles back a bit to reduce the pressure on the doors while Casey kept the tension constant with the winches. It took almost a quarter stan, but eventually the doors broke the surface. Jimmy knocked the throttles back to idle and let Casey pull the heavy gear up to the side of the boat. Tony slipped the locks on the doors like he’d been doing it all his life. Together they gathered the loose net at the mouth and lashed a lift line around it, and hooked in to the hoist. Tony stood well back while Casey lifted the heavy bag up out of the water and swung it over the deck.


  “Now, Tony,” Casey shouted.


  Tony darted in and pulled the release line that opened the end of the net. He got a good grip on the slick line and put his weight behind a sharp tug. The knot released and a mound of silver fish splashed knee deep across the deck as Casey lifted the net to empty it. Tony gaped, but Casey organized the net, retied the release line, and got Tony moving to get the gear re-deployed. It took about half a stan, working around the flippery mound of fish, but they got the net back over the side and the cables paid out.


  With the furious flurry of activity over, Tony just stood there looking back and forth from the fish to Jimmy to the fish to Casey and back again. Casey grinned and tossed him a pair of work gloves. “Don’t just stand there, man. Start sorting!”


  Tony blinked and Casey laughed out loud. She reached down and pulled open one of the small hatches that opened on to the fish bunkers amidships. She bent down and started sliding the slivery fish through the hatch in demonstration. The mixed species–the odd ling, bellfish, and mouta–she slid across the deck to form piles of their own. The occasional rock, stick, or bit of weed went back over the side. Tony stuck his hands firmly into the gloves and waded in. He followed Casey’s example and asked the occasional question about whatever it was he found on the deck. Jimmy went back into his trance-like state, watching the fish finder, feeling the water under the hull, and occasionally adjusting course, while the crew worked to sort the first catch for the new boat.
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  Chapter Nine

  Callum’s Cove

  October 8, 2304


  Otto missed the moment when his father stood up from the booth. He was too busy with his hot chocolate until movement caught the corner of his eye and he saw is father walking toward him.


  “Hello, Otto. Good breakfast?” Whatever had been on his mind was gone from his face.


  “Yeah, very good. Thanks, Rosie.”


  “You’re welcome, Otto.”


  He slipped from the tall stool and followed his father out on to the cobbled street. The elder Krugg seemed a bit uncertain as to which way to turn, a most uncharacteristic behavior. “You all right, Dad?”


  “Yeah, I’m fine, Otto. Just a bit dazed.”


  “What happened?”


  “We have to go talk to your mother.” His father strode off toward the cottage.


  Otto worked hard to keep up with his father and there wasn’t a lot of breath left over for conversation, even if he’d been so inclined. The walk back was brief and energetic.


  Richard burst through the kitchen door and Rachel looked up at the sudden arrival. “What’s wrong?”


  Richard continued on into the kitchen and sat at his customary spot at the table.


  Rachel looked to Otto who trailed behind, but all he could do was shrug and shake his head. “Richard? Are you alright?”


  Richard blinked at her a couple of times before saying, “Yes, I just had the most astonishing conversation with Alan. He said he wanted to talk with me about the new crews.”


  Rachel nodded. “And...?”


  “Well, I thought he wanted to know who I thought was ready to go.”


  The statement startled Otto. He had no idea his father was involved even that much in the fishing.


  “Oh? And you weren’t expecting that he’d ask you to go out?”


  Both Otto and Richard snapped instant attention to Rachel’s offhand question.


  “How’d you know?” Richard asked.


  “Do the math, Richard.” She settled back down to her terminal. “We have three new boats, over and above the replacement for Sandra Jamison’s Esmerelda. That’s three skippers and six crewmen. How many people do you think we have just laying around the village to take those berths?”


  Otto began to see where this was going and tried not to get hopeful.


  “When you get done sorting out the mates who could move to skipper and the crew that could move to mates, there are only about four of the kids who are ready to move up to crew. Some of them will be tapped to go to mate, I suspect.” She turned her gaze back to her husband. “You’re a great strappin’ broth of a man, Richard. A little weak in the head at times, but a willing worker. Why wouldn’t they ask you?”


  “But I’m the shaman! I’ve never fished in my life!”


  “Your point is what exactly?” Being crew is mostly hard work and stay out of the way. As for bein’ shaman, well, maybe it’s time you did a little of your listenin’ to the world out there where the wild wind blows and the sea is more than something that gets your boots wet.” She said it kindly, but there was an edge of steel under her tone.


  Richard’s eyes all but bugged out and his mouth opened and closed a couple of times before he spoke. “You think I should do it?”


  Rachel shrugged one shoulder and went back to her terminal. “What do I know? It’s up to you to decide.”


  Otto felt dismissed. He wasn’t sure what his father felt. Judging from the look on his face, dumbfounded.


  After a few ticks, his mother looked up as if surprised to see them both still here. “Otto? Why don’t you take the hand-line and go see if you can catch us something fresh for supper?”


  “Oh. Yeah. Sure.” Otto grabbed the tote from where he’d put it in the closet the day before, and escaped what was sure to be an interesting discussion. While part of him wanted to be a fly on the wall, he was fairly sure it wasn’t going to be pretty.


  All the way out to the point, he kept wondering which way it would go. Of course, it would be up to his father as to whether or not he’d go, but Otto had a sense that his father would view it as an obligation. After all, the company man had asked the shaman to help the village out in a time of emergency. While most people thought that Richard could say no, the reality was far different. As he settled on the rock, he began to do the math himself, sorting through all the boats and faces in the fleet and village.


  His mother was right. There wasn’t a lot of alternative and, of all the men in the village, Richard’s work would be the least affected. But who else? The possibilities kept his head spinning for three stans. Even catching two large harbor bass didn’t jiggle his train of thought. No matter how he figured, they were three people short. Even with his father turning crew.


  The sun rode high in the sky, and a squall line built in from the south. Otto decided that two big bass were enough for dinner and headed for home. He thought the discussions would have been over, but he stepped into the kitchen to find not only his mother and father, but Red Green sitting at the table.


  “Nice fish, Otto,” his mother said. “You might put them in the sink so they don’t keep dripping on the floor while you stare.” She was grinning.


  Looking at his father’s face, he thought the storm from the south wasn’t the only one for the afternoon, but he didn’t say anything. Otto slapped the two fish into the sink and started to scrub them down. His father just stared at Red Green.


  Red, for his part, was paying careful attention to his coffee mug, spinning it slowly around on the table with his fingertips without looking at anybody.


  Curiosity was burning in him, but Otto bit back any questions he might have in favor of, “There’s a squall line coming up from the south.”


  Red nodded. “Yup, we saw it coming on satellite. That’s why we didn’t go out today.”


  Rachel got up from her seat. ”My goodness, look at the time. Anybody want some lunch? Got some nice cheese and fresh bread. Chowder is warm already.”


  Red started as if poked with a stick and stood, scraping his chair backwards across the floorboards. “Oh, no, thanks, Rachel. I need to get down and make sure the boat’s secured before the squall blows in.” He grabbed his windbreaker from the back of the chair and was shrugging into it as he made a beeline for the door.


  “I’ll let you know tomorrow, Red,” his mother said.


  His father glowered even more, but said nothing.


  Red ducked his head and scooted out the door.


  Otto finished rinsing the fish and rolled them in some keep-wrap before slipping them into the chiller. He paid careful attention to what he was doing. The room was thick with the gathered angst and it was difficult to stay focused. His mother pulled down bowls from the cupboard and ladled rich chowder into each. She slapped down a cutting board and stacked cheese and bread on it. In a few ticks they were all seated at the table, chowder steaming and nobody eating.


  His mother picked up her spoon. “It seems that your father isn’t the only one on the short list of available crew, Otto.”


  For one soaring, ecstasy filled moment he thought his mother was referring to him, but Otto’s jubilation foundered on the shoals of reality as the inescapable logic of the tableau asserted itself. “You?”


  His mother nodded with a reserved, but very satisfied smile.


  His father heaved a great sigh and something within him seemed to resolve itself. “Yes, you’re going to have to take the berth, I suppose. But do me one favor?”


  The movement and statement were obviously a surprise to her because she was braced for something completely different. “What’s that, dear?”


  “We can’t go on the same boat.”


  “Well, of course not,” Otto said. “There’s only one crew on a boat–skipper, mate, and crew.” He said it without thinking. As soon as he did, something clicked in his. “You’re going out as mate?” he asked.


  She nodded. “I’ve kept my papers up all this time.”


  For Otto it was one of those swirly-room-what-is-happening moments, then it all locked down. Of course. She was a fisherman. She grew up here. Meemaw had talked about the old days when Grandfather was with them. He and the young woman who would become his mother one day went fishing on the Lady Day. He remembered the stories as if through gauzy haze–not so much the stories themselves as much as sitting with Meemaw on the sunny veranda of her house on the other side of the village. They basked in the afternoon sun, talking, and sipping lemonade. Back before Meemaw went up to the Orbital to live and work.


  “Why different boats, hon? You don’t wanna work for me?”


  His father looked stricken. “No, that’s not it. It might be kind of fun to work side by side. I don’t want us both on the same boat in case something happens.”


  “In case something happens?” Otto asked.


  “Yes,” his father said, staring into his chowder as if afraid to look at Otto or Rachel. “If the boat sinks, I don’t want you left an orphan because both of us are killed at the same time.”


  The way he said it made the hair on the back of Otto’s neck stand up, but his mother laughed.


  “Oh, is that all?” She shook her head. “The probabilities are higher that we’d be struck by the same lorry and squashed walking into town together.”


  Her amusement didn’t shake him from his demanding stare.


  “Okay, okay, not the same boat,” she said.


  Richard picked up a spoon and started eating his chowder. “And, you, young man, we’ll need to see about what to do about you while we’re both out at sea.”


  Otto said a meek, “Yessir,” and took up his spoon in defense. The possibilities swirled through his head. Normally, kids went out with their parents, especially when both parents fished. All the kids his age in the village spent their days aboard fishing boats–and had from the time they’d been big enough to heft a mouta. He concentrated on keeping his expression neutral as he carved off a hunk of cheese and took a thick slab of bread to sop up the loose chowder left in his bowl.
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  Chapter Ten

  Pumpkin Grounds

  October 8, 2304


  Jimmy kept one eye on the deck and the other on the fish finder. Tony was doing a good job, but sorting the catch was a tedious, and seemingly unending, task. Every so often, Casey pointed out one of the finer points of the trade. Eventually they finished sorting out the catch, with the white-fish down in the bunkers below, a few selected fish in trays on the deck, and the rest tossed back over the side. Casey set Tony to hosing down the deck and fixtures while she dressed the few larger fish. When it was over, they came back and stood outside the wheelhouse door.


  Tony had a tired, but satisfied grin on his face. “That wasn’t so bad.”


  Casey grinned. “Wait’ll we get a big bag, then say that.”


  “A big bag?” Tony asked.


  ”That was just an appetizer. When the net comes up full, you’ll see,” Casey said.


  Jimmy did his best to control his smile at the look of forlorn despair on Tony’s face. “It’ll be okay, Tony. You’ll be broke in good before we have to deal with that. Season’s almost over.”


  Tony sighed. “You’re bound and determined, aren’t ya?”


  Jimmy shrugged and glanced across the instruments. “You guys should grab something to eat. I wanna haul back in about an hour and head back in.”


  “Trouble, skip?” Casey asked.


  Jimmy shook his head. “Nope. There’s a front off to the west’ard about two hundred kilometers. It’s moving north and should go by us, but the end’s gonna brush over a bit. Might get a bit of a breeze, maybe a rain drop or two. Two hauls is enough for the first day. I wanna break Tony in, not down.”


  Tony laughed. “I’ll get the coffee on.” He headed for the forecastle with a wave. He was already moving more comfortably across the deck.


  Jimmy glanced at Casey. “It looked like he did okay from here.”


  She shrugged. “He’s willin’ enough, Skip. Catches on fast. I’ve shipped with a whole lot worse, and that’s a fact.”


  “He’s gonna be sore tomorrow.”


  Casey grinned. “Yeah. Well. He’ll limber up fast. He’s pretty wiry for an old guy.”


  “Hey, he’s only three stanyers older than me!” Jimmy objected in jest.


  “Oh, you don’t look that old. I wouldn’t have pegged ya at more than sixty.” She laughed.


  Jimmy was reminded of another girl a long time ago and a long way from there. Not so much the way she looked, but the laugh. “Go on with ya. Get somethin’ to eat. Save some of that snarkiness for the fish!”


  She chuckled again. “Okay, Skip. You want anything?”


  “Cuppa coffee and a sammich? Some of that sharp cheese and ham with mustard?”


  “You got it.” She headed back across the deck.


  Jimmy’s eyes watched her go, but in his mind, it was another woman he saw. Sighing, he turned his attention back to his business and spotted a particularly dark splotch spread across the bottom a few points to port. Grinning, he twisted the wheel and adjusted the course. “Tony’s gonna see what a big bag is yet.”


  A stan later, when the heavy bag slipped over the rail and onto the deck, it didn’t look that different from the one earlier. The bulk of the net and the associated gear masked the size of the catch. When Tony pulled the release line, the silvery mass started spilling on the deck, and kept spilling, overflowing the bunker boards and sloshing back along the deck as far as the wheelhouse. Casey whooped in jubilation. Tony just stared, his eyes big as saucers and his eyebrows crawling up under his hat.


  Jimmy stuck his head out of the wheelhouse door. “Now that’s a good sized bag, Tony.”


  Tony laughed and made a rude hand gesture.


  They turned to and started securing the net, cables, and doors for the run back to the Inlet.


  Jimmy smiled in satisfaction as he brought the boat around on a course heading homeward. The craft had settled into the water with the load that was aboard. Jimmy laid on a heading where they wouldn’t slosh too much while the weight of fish was still up on deck. He punched up the autopilot and plotted a course to the outer marker. He reached into the cubby behind his chair and pulled out his own boots. Like Tony’s, they were brand new. His old boots had long since dried out, cracked, and been added to some plasti-steel sludge pot.


  Tony looked up in surprise when Jimmy stepped out of the wheelhouse and shuffled through the pile of fish, pulling on a pair of work gloves of his own.


  Jimmy grinned back at him. “Can’t let you have all the fun.”


  Casey chuckled evilly, but moved over to make room for him.


  He leaned down to open a bunker hole on the starboard side, and settled down to sort and stow the catch. The old, old habits surfaced in his hands, in the way he leaned on the rail with one hip as he scooted the slippery fish across the deck and down into the hold without lifting each one up.


  Together, the three of them spent close to two stans clearing away the catch. When they finished, Jimmy stood and stretched his back. “Tony isn’t the only one needs breakin’ in.”


  Casey grinned. “He’s not the only one gonna be sore tomorrow either.”


  Jimmy laughed and went back to the wheelhouse. While Casey and Tony finished washing down the deck and securing the running gear, Jimmy adjusted course and speed, pushing the throttles forward, now that the cargo was secure below decks, and the engine under his feet took on a new tone as it pressed them toward home.


  After a few ticks, Casey and Tony came up out of the forecastle and brought coffee back to the wheelhouse. Casey brought the whole pot this time and Tony had three empty mugs strung onto an index finger. They all wedged into the wheelhouse, Casey taking the stool by the navplot and Tony propped in the chart room door.


  The engines hammered under their feet, pushing them across the water as if anxious to be home. The accumulated effort was already binding them together as crew. Jimmy couldn’t help but see the ghosts of boats and crews long gone by the way, remembering the stanyears he and the Ole Man spent fishing and ending each day with the quiet–and sometimes not so quiet–run back to port at the end of a long day at sea. That, of course, made him think of getting home at the end of the day and seeing her again. He didn’t sigh, but he still missed her.


  They drank their coffee and didn’t talk much, not so much lost in their own thoughts as just decompressing from the previous ten stans.


  “So, what’s her name?” Casey asked, not quite shouting to be heard over the engines’ racket.


  Jimmy, still half bemused by his memories of another time, was startled, but Tony just asked, “Who?”


  “The boat, shippie! The boat. We can’t keep callin’ her the boat. It ain’t polite!”


  Jimmy shrugged “I been so tied up in getting ready to go, I haven’t really thought about it.”


  Like every vessel in the Pirano fleet, the boat had a hull designator painted on the top of the wheelhouse roof and on either side of the deckhouse. By long tradition, all the boats had names as well. Nobody ever called their boat by the designator.


  “How about Lizzie B?” Tony said.


  “That was my mother’s name,” Jimmy said.


  “I know.”


  “No,” Jimmy said.


  Casey laughed. “Sea Sprite?”


  Tony wrinkled his nose. “Too fru-fru.”


  “Fru-fru?” Casey asked with a laugh in her voice. “What the hell is fru-fru?”


  Tony fidgeted and looked out over the bow. “Fussy, prissy ...”


  “You’re not trying to say ‘girlie’ are ya, Tony?” Casey asked.


  “No, I think he’s trying not to say ‘girlie,’ Casey,” Jimmy said.


  Tony’s ears turned red. “How about Lady Day?”


  “How about Mermaid?” Casey said with a grin.


  “Taken,” Tony said. “There’s a Mermaid over in Cheapskate. How about Jimmy’s Dream?” he asked with a nudge at Jimmy’s shoulder.


  Jimmy snickered. “More like Jimmy’s Nightmare.”


  “Nightmare’s too scary,” Casey said, “but I kinda like the play on words with mare.”


  They lapsed into silence for a while, savoring the coffee and thinking about names.


  “Sea Horse,” Casey said. “Two words. She’s a work horse alright and a sweet ride, too.” She patted the rail in front of her as if really patting the flank of a horse.


  “Sea Horse,” Tony said. “I kinda like it.”


  “Sea Horse,” Jimmy said, trying the name for himself. He smiled at the sound of it. “Is that the one you want, Casey? Sea Horse?”


  “You’re the skipper, Skipper.”


  “I’m askin’ you.”


  She looked at him with a quizzical frown on her brow then looked out over the deck, out to the horizon. She considered the inside of the wheelhouse and looked back at Tony who watched her thinking about it with an amused smile. She looked back at Jimmy. “Yes, I like Sea Horse.”


  “Sea Horse, it is, then,” Jimmy said.


  The boat shouldered through a larger than normal roller and gave a little buck as it slid down the back side of the wave.


  Casey grabbed the rail. “I think she likes it.”


  They all laughed and the Sea Horse surged through the afternoon sea toward port.
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  Chapter Eleven

  Callum’s Cove

  October 10, 2304


  The silence woke Otto. He lay in bed for a moment before he remembered that his father and mother had gone out fishing. He was on his own. A flash of exultation coursed through him. Alone at last. He jumped out of bed. It lasted until his feet hit the floor and he remembered his father’s warning the night before.


  “There’s a lot of eyes in the village, Otto. They’ll all be watching you,” he’d said.


  He hadn’t threatened. He hadn’t needed to. Otto still had hopes that this would lead to his being able to go out fishing with one or the other of his parents. The last thing he wanted to do was mess it up.


  That left him with the problem of what to do with the day. The answer waited on the kitchen table in the form of a note from his father. “Collect driftwood for whelkies,” was scrawled large and neat on the pad. Under it was a hurried, “And catch something nice for dinner,” in his mother’s hand. Otto smiled, and decided that was enough to fill the day–at least until mid afternoon when the fleet would return.


  He poured himself a mug of granapple juice and grabbed a muffin from the larder. He ate the muffin over the sink so he wouldn’t have to clean the crumbs off the table, and washed it down with the cold juice. The first tasted so good, he decided to have a second, but in less time that he thought possible, he stepped out of the kitchen door and headed for the workshop. “Driftwood, first, then I can fish until the boats come in.” He got a thrill from the idea of watching for his folks to return from the vantage of Bentley’s Head.


  The workshop was where his father kept “the shaman stuff.” It was a combination woodworking shop, herb shop, and den. It always smelled of the dried plants hung on the overhead–a kind of spicy, musty smell–and something else that he came to believe was his father’s smell. It was similar to the scent on the inside of his father’s winter jackets, but not something Otto was really aware of, even when his father was in the room, unless he stepped into the workshop. It was a curiosity to him, at times, that something so distinct could have such a localized presence.


  An old canvas shoulder bag hung on a peg just inside the door. Stained and ratty looking, his father used it to collect driftwood for carving the whelkies. Whelkies were small animal carvings inlaid with shell or bone. The tradition held that the whelkies were the spirit guides for people who needed help, strength, or guidance. Otto wore a seabird on a leather thong around his neck that his grandfather had carved before Otto had been born. He’d replaced the leather a multitude of times. The wood had taken on a rich sheen from being against Otto’s skin for year upon year. The wood and shell came from the beach somewhere on the South Coast. Otto’s gaze strayed to the workbench where several of his father’s completed figures rested, waiting to find their owners, if tradition was correct. More were in various states of carving and inlay, waiting for his father to free them.


  When much younger, Otto had watched his father working with wood and shell, but was never able to discern how the shapes were “hidden” nor really what “freed” meant. The resulting work was pleasing to look at, and they all felt good in his hand, but the whole concept of a “spirit guide” was one that even a young man of thirteen stanyers had trouble grasping. Guardian angel became his most reasonable ideal, but it still left him unsatisfied.


  Still, he was the shaman’s son and would be shaman himself one day, if all the plans laid out for him came to fruition. He shouldered the bag, and closed the door behind him as he left. His father’s many passages had worn an easily followed trail from the workshop to Sandy Long. As he followed, literally, in his father’s footsteps, Otto let his mind drift back along all the times he’d walked with his father on this very errand. He realized with a certain horror that he’d never contributed a single bit of wood or shell to the process before. Now he needed to collect a bag full–and still leave time to fish.


  He fought down a moment of panic. “Not a bag full. Just a few pieces. Just like Father would.”


  In his mind’s eye, he saw his father striding along the beach, stooping to pick up a bit of this or that, rolling it around in his fingers, holding it up to the light. Sometimes he’d toss it aside. Other times he reached down and slipped it into the bag. That very bag flapped on Otto’s own back.


  Long ago Otto had asked, “What makes you keep some and throw others away?”


  His father had shrugged. “I don’t know really. Sometimes I can see how the whelkie is in the wood. Other times, it’s just a nice piece of shell. And sometimes,” he said with a sort of embarrassed grin. “Sometimes I just need a piece of wood and it’s the right size and shape.”


  Otto picked his way down from the headland and started along the beach, his feet carrying him where they would along the strand. “Here, whelkie, whelkie. Come out, come out, where ever you are.”


  He stooped to pick up a long straight piece of driftwood with an interesting knot on the end. He brushed the loose sand off it and started to use it as a walking staff. The butt end was useful for stirring through the piles of dry weed and upending the odd pile of twigs. Almost immediately, his eye was caught by a bit of rich purple shell in the sand. When he picked it up, the sunlight glinted off it. A moistened thumb polished the smooth inner surface, revealing a pleasing pattern to the layers of calcium carbonate. He tucked the shell into the bag and kept walking.


  Every so often he’d pick up a small bit of wood. He looked for those that were smaller than his hand, something with a shape, or a knot in it—maybe a weathered hole or a twisted bit of wrack. Anything that would make it more than just a piece of weathered wood. He was surprised at how much there was to see when he really took the time to look. He picked up several likely-looking bits of wood and, undecided, thrust them into the bag. He wasn’t really sure what he was supposed to be looking for. Worst case, they’d make nice kindling in the small wood stove in the workshop.


  He was completely engrossed in the task of looking at wood and was startled when he looked down to see a tiny dolphin swimming across the sand. He jumped back and blinked. It was just a bit of curved stick. He pulled it out of the sand and brushed it off. He held it up to the light but couldn’t see the dolphin in it. Somebody with a blade and some sandpaper could take a bit of wood off here and there to make a realistic dolphin shape. The thought made him smile. He tucked the bit of wood safely into the bag with the rest.


  Several more times over the course of the next two stans, Otto spotted something out of the corner of his eye, or just beside a piece of wood that he was reaching for, or–in one instance–clunked with the heel of the walking stick. He was never sure what he saw, but impressions of seals, deer, fish, and birds all swam in his mind. Some he didn’t know what they were. Was that a cat? Or some kind of odd shaped fox? Was it a wolf? A dog? A hyena? He didn’t always know, but he collected those pieces, along with a lot of other pieces as he walked. After a couple of stans of walking along the beach, he stopped and looked back at his meandering foot prints. The bag on his back wasn’t flapping any more, and he’d collected much more in the line of wood and shell than he’d expected to.


  He’d come to a place on Sandy Long where a series of large flat rocks formed a crescent. Each roughly rectangular rock stood about a meter across. They looked like some kind of blunt teeth in the jaw of sand. Normally, he and his father stopped there for a break before heading back, so he knew he’d come far enough. It would take another stan to get back to the house, but he was in no hurry. He knew it would eat into his fishing time, but the pull of the relatively unexplored beach drew him on.


  As he continued to walk, he found more and more pieces that looked like animals to him. And many bits of shell and even some bone. At one point, he found a seabird’s primary feather and stuck it into a crack in the wood at the head of his walking stick. As the sun got up higher in the sky, he began to regret having left the house without a hat. He turned back toward the house, and discovered still more bits of this and that retracing his path down the beach. Some pieces went into the bag. Some found its way as decoration for the staff—a colorful feather, some large scales, and a bit of colored twine. Otto felt almost disappointed when he came to the end of the beach and the trail back to the cottage.


  In a few ticks, he was back at his father’s workshop. He placed the bag carefully on the end of the work bench. He was almost startled to discover that he still had the walking stick. He’d become so used to having it in his hand. Shrugging, he took it with him to the house and stood it beside the kitchen door before entering. He washed up a bit, and made himself a couple of sandwiches of cold meat and too much mayonnaise. He washed it down with more juice then filled a travel bottle with fresh cold water to take with him. He rummaged around until he found a broad-brimmed hat. Grabbing the hand-line tote, he jammed the hat on his head, and left the cottage. As he walked down the lane, he couldn’t remember retrieving his walking stick from beside the door. He stopped in his tracks and looked at it, then back over his shoulder at the cottage. With a shrug, he kept it as he strode down the lane, out onto the point, and settled down for an afternoon of fishing.


  As he stepped onto what he’d come to think of as “his rock,” he eyed the water. The tide was well out and there was a lot less water right where he normally would fish. He leaned on his staff and scanned the water close in to the rocks, having a much more realistic idea of how far he could throw a line than he had in his first few attempts. “Something nice for dinner, huh?” he said to himself, recalling his mother’s note. “What would be nice for dinner?”


  As his eyes skipped across the wavelets, a flash of silver deep in the water caught his eye. As he tried to focus on it, it disappeared, but he could see that the water in that spot, just in front of the next rock over, was a bit different, deeper perhaps. He cocked his head and saw that there was a hole there under the water. Shrugging, he climbed down between the rocks, found some bait in the rock weed, then clambered up onto the next rock. He wedged his staff into a crack so it stood up in the breeze, feathers flapping, and proceeded to bait up the hand-line. Without getting too close to the edge, he tossed the baited hook over the rim and let it fall until it struck bottom.


  He didn’t have long to wait before the line started jumping, and he burned his fingers trying to keep it from spooling all away. He managed to get his hands off the twine and onto the frame without dropping both of them and proceeded to wrestle with what felt like a large dog pulling on the other end. Before too long, he realized that getting the fish, whatever it was, up out of the water, and onto the rock might be problematic. His arms grew tired and he wasn’t sure that the line would hold. He slipped down between the two rocks where the weed disappeared under the waves and, on that slippery footing, proceeded to wrestle his catch ashore.


  In the end, it didn’t look like that much, laying there on the weed. Otto gave thanks, though, because he’d landed a small abo. It wasn’t more than 5 kilos, but compared to the half kilo dace he’d managed in his prior expeditions, this was a real catch. He killed the fish quickly and dressed it there on the weed. His knife nicked his thumb and he stood and shook his hand in reflex before he realized what he’d done. It was a minor cut, so he ignored it and went back to work, preparing his fish to take home. He was reminded of it, somewhat forcefully, when he knelt to rinse the gore from his hands and knife, as the salty water flushed through the small wound and stung him. Wincing, he shook his hands dry and reckoned it a small price to pay for so fine a catch.


  Carefully, he packed up the tote, retrieved his staff from the crack in the rock, and hefting the fish by the gill plate, headed back to the house, satisfied that he’d accomplished his chores for the first day alone.


  



  ~ ~ ~


  



  Rachel felt tired but satisfied as she trudged back to the house after her first day at sea in almost fifteen stanyers. The muscles she seldom used while working the PlanetNet were complaining about the abuse, but the feeling of a good day’s work behind her made the pain a minor inconvenience–even a badge of honor. It had been a shakedown cruise for the Tiggy Anne, as well as her new skipper, mate, and crew. One of the three new side trawlers from the Inlet, the Tiggy Anne performed well. George Able was a steady skipper, having been a mate with Jane Gill for stanyers. Milly Malone moved over from the Neriad to make room for Susan Marsten. Milly and Rachel had gotten along famously all day.


  With the new boat and new crew, George had called it an early day and hauled back after only a two stan second trawl. Luck had been in their favor in spite of that, and the short haul netted a very nice catch.


  As she approached the house, she noticed the stick leaning against the wall beside the door, but didn’t think much of it until she noted the rusty stains on the wood near where a hand might have held it.


  “Otto?” she called as she entered the house through the kitchen door.


  Otto looked up from the sink where he’d been rinsing his catch and smiled. “Hi, Mom. Welcome home. Look what I caught!” He stepped back to reveal the large fish in the sink.


  “Are you all right?”


  “Yeah. What’s up?”


  “It looks like blood on the stick out there. Did you hurt yourself?”


  “Oh, yeah. I got nicked cleaning the fish.” He held up his thumb. “It bled like anything. When I got back, I put antibiotic on it and wrapped it. It’s nothing, really.”


  His mother looked at the bandage job then looked in the sink. Her jaw dropped. “Where’d you get an abo?”


  “Out on Bentley Head. Off one of the rocks. You said to catch something nice for dinner.”


  “Well, you certainly did that. Abo steaks tonight!”


  Otto grinned, pleased.


  “Did you get wood for whelkies?” she asked, almost as an afterthought.


  “Oh, yeah. I did that first. Got a big bag of stuff. It’s out in Father’s shop,” he said.


  “Well, you may as well learn how to fix dinner. It’ll be a big help and if you’re gonna keep bringing in fish like this beauty, you may as well learn how to prepare ’em.”


  For the next half a stan, he and his mother worked through the finer points of finny anatomy, carving the dense abo flesh into steaks of a uniform size and thickness. She showed him how to make a simple seasoning mix to sprinkle on the surfaces, and they set the steaks aside to rest. Afterwards, she took him out to the small garden in the back. They dug some new potatoes from one of the hills and pulled a sweet onion for seasoning. Last, they picked a mess of greens to go with the steaks.


  They spotted Richard trudging up the road from the village as they turned to re-enter the kitchen. His face practically glowed from fresh sunburn. His clothes looked like he’d slept the day away in a pile of fish guts, but he had an uncharacteristically broad–if tired–smile as he trudged along. Rachel and Otto waved to him and took their bounty into the kitchen, so they missed the curious look Richard gave the stick that stood beside the back door.


  Otto scrubbed the potatoes while Rachel greeted her husband warmly with a long hug and lingering kiss. He smiled to himself at the display of affection and it occurred to him that he hadn’t really observed it for some time. His smile reached his mouth.


  “Otto caught an abo at the point today, hon. We’ve got abo steaks for dinner.”


  He grinned. “Excellent, Otto! I’m hungry enough to eat a whole one myself. I hope it was big enough.” He whistled in appreciation at the stack of abo steaks prepared on the sideboard and nodded his approval. “Okay, that looks like plenty, even for me.”


  “So, how was it, Father?” Otto asked.


  “How was what?” his father asked. “Fishing?” He gestured to his filthy and smelly clothing. “How do you think? Long, boring waits between backbreaking labor.” The broad grin belied his true feelings.


  “Oh, so you’re gonna stay home tomorrow?” Rachel asked.


  He laughed, a deep, joyful sound.“Not on your life.” When they’d all had a good laugh, he asked, “Did you get the wood I asked for, Otto?”


  “Yes, Father. I almost filled your collection bag. It’s beside the bench in your shop.”


  “Impressive. All good whelkies?”


  Otto finished washing the potatoes, turned to rest his backside against the counter while he dried his hands on a towel. “I don’t know. Some are, I think. Some is just firewood, probably”


  “You’re serious? You filled my bag?”


  “Not entirely, but I got a lot.”


  “Well, very good then. I really only expected you to bring back a few bits, but if you managed to find that many, I’m impressed.”


  The praise from his father felt good. Otto smiled. “Well, I think we better cook some fish! You’re not the only one who’s hungry.”


  Richard lit the small grill on the back porch while Rachel and Otto prepared the potatoes and greens. His mother even whipped up a batch of biscuits and slipped a gooseberry cobbler into the oven to bake while they ate.
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  Chapter Twelve

  Aram’s Inlet

  November 22, 2304


  Jimmy tilted his chair back and stuck his feet up on a scarred corner of his desk. Casey raised an eyebrow, but Tony settled down in the chair. Outside, the wind whistled through the eaves of the office building and rattled the glazing. Periodically, the sleet would patter over the roof above them like somebody was throwing gravel.


  “So, what do we know?” Jimmy asked nobody at large.


  Casey said, “The Horse is up and buttoned down. Ferd has the tanks trained and the seal-case on it. She’ll be good until we’re ready to put her back over the side in March.”


  Tony said, “Landings for the last few weeks of the season were good, but nowhere near where they’d need to be to make quota.”


  “Who’d lose their boats?” Jimmy asked, already knowing the answer.


  “If the projections are correct, everybody,” Tony said.


  Casey frowned. “But that makes no sense. If everybody loses their boat then nobody’s left fishing. Where’s the profit in that?”


  Tony looked over at her. “Yup. You put your finger right on it. And when you’re fired by the company, you’re eligible for deportation.”


  Casey hadn’t made that connection. Jimmy saw it register behind her eyes. The shock of it was like a blow.


  “They can’t do that,” Casey said.


  “They who?” Jimmy asked.


  “The company. Those bastard Pirano–” Casey’s mouth snapped closed.


  Tony snickered and even Jimmy chuckled. “My parents were married to each other when I was born, but your point is taken.”


  Casey blushed scarlet. “Um. I didn’t mean...” her voice trailed off.


  “Yeah,” Jimmy said, “you did, but it’s okay. I feel the same way.”


  “The problem is the management company that the Ole Man has coordinating the businesses,” Tony pointed out. “Pirano has too many deals, too many planets, too many people to be able to function under the control of just one man.”


  “They speak with my father’s voice,” Jimmy said. “What they say, goes.”


  “So, why is your father trying to shut down fishing on St. Cloud?” Casey asked.


  “That’s an easy one. So they can get all of us off the planet,” Tony said. “The interestin’ question is why do they want the South Coast cleared of people?”


  Jimmy shook his head. “That’d be easy to do,” Jimmy said. “Under our charter, the Company has the right to terminate operations here at the discretion of the Board of Directors. That gets a little dicey because it’s a joint board set up here with the Allied Agriculture people who have the big farms and sheep herds, so it’s not directly controlled by Pirano.”


  “But the board could vote to terminate their partnership and Pirano would be forced off the planet,” Tony finished. “It would be expensive. There’s penalty clauses built in to make it a kind of poison pill so neither board can boot the other company out.”


  A particularly violent blast of wind rasped sleet across the windows and conversation lapsed until Casey asked, “But why?”


  “Why, indeed?” Jimmy said.


  The terminal on Jimmy’s desk bleeped once, and Jimmy blinked when he saw the origination tag. He slapped the receive button and looked into the pickup lens.


  “Violet! What a surprise!”


  A middle aged woman in a classic business suit looked out of the screen. “Hello, Jimmy! Satellite says you’re getting a bit of weather down that way.”


  The wind died down at that point making the absence of noise a punctuation in what had become a comfortable background rumble. “Just a bit of sleet. And some wind. How’re things down on the farm?”


  “We got the fall crops in just in time, and the flocks over on the Eastern Reaches are going to set records for production of fleece and mutton. Thanks for asking.”


  Jimmy noted that the smile on her mouth didn’t reach her eyes. In a sudden burst of intuition, he asked, “You’re going to make your quotas?”


  Violet raised her eyebrows a bit and curled the tip of her tongue around her incisor. “Funny you should mention that.”


  “A bit higher than might be expected?”


  Violet nodded into the pickup. “They’re going to be a challenge, for certain, but we’re doing the best we can. And you?”


  Jimmy nodded back. “You know fishing. It’s an iffy business when you’re out on the water, but all the accountants know about is the landings.”


  “Oh, yeah. The accountants.” Violet gave a short laugh.


  Tony, as one of the accountants in question was about to say something, but Jimmy held up a hand out of sight of the pickup and Tony subsided.


  Casey just looked confused.


  “Listen, Jimmy, the reason I’m calling is that we’re having a little get together here to celebrate the harvest this weekend and we’d really like to have you and some of your people up to celebrate with us. Any chance you can flit up? We’re having a party on Saturday night, nothing fancy. Just a few of the office staff and some of the producers.”


  “And you’d like me to bring the fish?” he asked


  “I’ll give you some lamb chops to take back if you like.”


  “Throw in some sweet potatoes and you’re on.”


  “Deal. We’re gathering at Fairfax. The Hotel has rented us the ballroom and we’ve secured a room block, so you can just flit up on Saturday and plan to spend the night.”


  “Sounds like a plan, Violet. That’ll give us a chance to catch up.”


  “Oh, yes. It should be great fun.”


  “How many people should I plan to bring with me?”


  “Bring as many as you like. I think we can cope with anything up to twenty, but be sure to bring Tony Spinelli and maybe some of the captains.”


  “Let ’em see how the other half lives?”


  Violet winked. “Something like that.”


  “Okay, Violet, I’ll put together a manifest of goods and have it sent to your office so your people can coordinate with the hotel staff on the fish.”


  “Perfect. Use my address and I’ll make sure it gets where it needs to be. Let me send you a schedule for the weekend and a list of available rooms and confirmation codes for your people to use at the Fairfax. We’re planning on feeding about a hundred people here and we’ll be having a dance afterwards.”


  “Sounds like quite a shindig. Go ahead and send that list to me. I’ll make sure Tony and a few of the gang are in Fairfax on Saturday. Be good to get away for a few days.”


  There was about a two heart beat pause before she asked, “Did you really take a boat out for the last of the season, Jim?”


  “What? You think I forgot how?”


  She shook her head. “Not in the least. Just surprised when I heard. I thought you’d given that up.”


  “I’ll tell ya about it this weekend.”


  “Good. I’ll look forward to it. Thanks, Jim.”


  “My pleasure, Violet. See ya.”


  She cut the connection from the other end and the window closed.


  Jimmy looked at Tony. “You doin’ anything this weekend?”


  “Well, I’d have to check my social calendar, but I think I can make it.”


  “Casey?” Jimmy asked, “Want to pay a visit to our country cousins?”


  “That was Violet Austin?” she asked. “The St. Cloud coordinator for Allied Agriculture?”


  Jimmy nodded. “Yep, that’s Violet.”


  “And you’re asking a wharf rat to go to a dinner party with a hundred of her people?”


  Jimmy shrugged. “Tony and me, we’re wharf rats, too. And they’re just farmers. What’s the problem?”


  Casey blinked several times. “There’s something else going on.”


  “Something wrong with friends getting together to celebrate the end of season?”


  “She didn’t call you up to talk about the weather, did she?” Casey asked, pressing her point.


  “No,” Jimmy said. “She called to invite me to dinner.” His inbox chimed as a new message dropped into it and when he saw it was from Violet, he opened it. The first page of the spreadsheet was the schedule, and the second was a list of rooms and confirmation numbers, just as she’d promised. The third was the quota assessment for Allied Agriculture for the coming year.


  As his eyes ran down the columns, he began to shake his head.


  “What is it?” Tony asked.


  “Looks like we’re not the only ones with quota problems.”


  Tony came around the desk to look at the report, over Jimmy’s shoulder. He whistled.


  “Tony, would you have Georgie and Angela put together a nice pack of tasties for us to take to Fairfax this weekend?”


  Tony never took his eyes off the screen, but nodded slowly. “Yeah. I’d be happy to. And should I send that list to Violet?”


  “Yeah, if you wouldn’t mind lettin’ her know...” Jimmy nodded at the screen and Tony nodded back.


  Casey looked back and forth between the two men. “What the hell is going on?”


  “Let’s just say that we’re going to go compare notes with the other half of the planet,” Jimmy said.


  “About quotas? But I thought you said ours are impossible.”


  “They are.”


  “Then what are you going to talk about?”


  “Theirs are, too,” Tony said.


  The lull in the storm outside passed and the wind rattled the wall while sleety pebbles bounced off the glazing.


  “That makes no sense,” Casey said.


  Jimmy shook his head. “No, it makes perfect sense to somebody. Our problem is that we don’t know how it makes perfect sense or to whom. Once we do, we’ll have a better idea of what we’re up against.”
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  Chapter Thirteen

  Callum’s Cove

  November 23, 2304


  The satellite showed the storm finally beginning to push past and out to the east. After two hours of sitting in the warm kitchen with his mother working quietly on the ’Net, Otto had had about enough of listening to the wind whistling around the corners of their snug cottage. He stood up from the kitchen table where he’d been working a word puzzle on his peeda. “I think I’ll go see what Father’s up to out there.”


  His mother looked at the clock. “He probably wants a cuppa. Why don’t you brew some and take a pot out to him?”


  The kettle was warm on the back of the stove so it was only a matter of a tick or two. While the herb tea steeped, his mother helped him set up a tray with cups, honey, and some scones that she’d just baked that morning. He smiled his thanks as he slipped into his heavy coat for the short walk out to the shop. His mother clipped a lid over the tray and rested the warm pot of tea on top for extra weight, and when he was ready, opened the door for him so he could scoot out into the storm.


  The icy pellets stung his cheeks and hands although his shock of dark hair protected his scalp, for the most part. He walked briskly, balancing the tray against the buffeting of the wind that tried to catch the tray like a sail. Gratefully, he stepped into the lee of the shop and slipped in quickly, shouldering the door closed behind him.


  “Cuppa tea, Father?” he asked.


  His father had looked up when the door opened from where he was sitting beside the stove. Small flakes of wood were scattered across his lap and onto the floor. The small room was filled with the smell of fresh cut wood, wood smoke, and that aroma Otto associated with his father. Richard smiled when he saw Otto and laid his work on the side table. “Just what the doctor ordered!” he exclaimed, clapping his palms together once and rubbing them together comically. “How’d you know?”


  Otto laughed. “Just a hunch. Actually, it was Mother’s idea to send the tray. I was just going to come out and pester you myself.”


  Richard smiled. “Well, as long as you brought the refreshments, I can’t say ‘no’ to a bit of pestering, now can I?”


  Otto eased the tray down on the workbench and slipped the hot pot of tea off the top of the pile. A little of it had slopped, but not enough to matter, and the few drips disappeared readily in the stained wood of the workbench. He poured hot tea for both of them, handing the mug to his father who turned down honey, but took a scone.


  Otto added a goodly dollop of honey to his own mug, and helped himself to a scone as well. He snaked one foot around the leg of the bench stool and pulled it out where he could sit on it. He settled down to an easy silence while he drank tea, ate scones, and listened to the wind howl outside. In the lulls between gusts Otto heard the faint crackling in the small woodstove in the corner. It provided more than enough warmth to take the bite out of the cold seeping in from outside.


  The wall beside the door was stacked high with firewood, split and cut to length. All the small bits of wood and shell had been sorted and put into buckets, some of which were hung from pegs in the rafters and others were stacked back in the corners. The dampest bits had been dried in mesh bags. Some of those still hung over head, here and there, like some woody hams hung up to smoke.


  Richard finished his scone, set the mug of tea on the table, and took up his knife and wood again. He looked up at his son and smiled his approval. “You did really well with this collection, Otto.”


  “Glad to help.” Otto felt pleased that he seemed to be getting the hang of “The Shaman Thing.” He thought back over the final weeks of the season, before the weather had turned and beached all the fishing boats. His daily routine of walking the beach and fishing from the point had turned from necessary chore to anticipated pleasure. The tide told him when to fish and when to walk. The air carried the scents of imminent winter where ever he went, and the long stroll down the beach each day almost always showed him something interesting. One day, it was a group of crabs dancing on the beach–scuttling back and forth, waiving pincers and bobbing their bodies. Sometimes flocks of seabirds dived and wheeled over schools of fish just offshore. In spite of his initial misgivings, he almost always filled his bag with interesting bits of wood and shell.


  Each day, he’d catch something for dinner. Sometimes a simple bottom fish or two, and other times the area would have schools of dancers, jack, or ocean bream. One day, his mother suggested that he visit Mary Murray and ask her about crabs. He’d spent the better part of a week learning about the coastal shellfish, mobile and otherwise, from her. They’d even teamed up on a couple of occasions to harvest bivalves from the weedy rocks west of town, and she’d shown him how to cook them with a bit of water in a pot full of rockweed. Even his mother had been impressed with the homemade crab nets he’d made to catch the tasty coastal crabs. They’d eaten well, and the fall bounty filled their deep freeze. Some of that bounty came home from the boats, and more of it Otto had harvested and prepared himself.


  Eventually, the weather became too harsh, the winds too heavy, and the air too cold to be worth fishing. The risks to life and property dictated that the fleet be hauled ashore, winterized, and wrapped against the elements. The twenty three vessels that made up the Callum’s Cove fleet were all cocooned in neat rows behind the jetty crane that handled the craft. Each fall, it lifted them gently from the water and placed them in antigrav cradles. The yard tractors towed them to assigned storage areas, and the yard workers locked them down. After seeing to the fluids and electronics, maintenance crews shrink-wrapped the hulls against the weather and let them sleep through the harshest season. Come spring, the process would be reversed and the boats would, one-by-one, be plucked from their cradles and re-floated, re-fueled, and begin their work again.


  “So, how was it–out on the boat, I mean?” Otto asked.


  His father snorted a little laugh. “It was okay. It was a lot of work, but also rather satisfying. The extra money will certainly come in handy, too.”


  Otto hadn’t really thought of the money. Of course, the crews got paid—both in salary and shares of the catch. Otto knew that, but hadn’t really realized what it meant. It hadn’t changed the way they lived, really. His mother had gotten a new PlanetNet terminal, and with it a new level of access that gave them more news, information, and entertainment from off planet. They’d also made a new weekly ritual of dining out once a week when the boats took holiday. He supposed most of the money was being invested against future uncertainty.


  “Do you think the company is going to kick everybody off the planet?” Otto asked, his train of thought going from money, to job, to quotas, to the probability of catastrophe.


  His father stopped his carving and looked up with a shake of his head. “Dunno, Otto. It doesn’t seem possible, but everybody on the water thinks the quotas are unreasonable.”


  “If you don’t make quota, you can’t keep your job?”


  “Well, it’s a little more complicated than that. Each boat is given a share of the total landings requirement. If the skipper doesn’t make quota, there’s a range of responses. If you only miss by a little, nothing much happens. If you miss it by a lot, the skipper can lose his boat. With these quotas? Everybody is going to miss it by a lot.”


  “But why?” Otto asked. “That makes no sense.”


  His father shrugged. “That’s the question everybody is asking. Nobody has any answers.” He took a sip of his tea and went back to his careful application of knife to wood.


  “And if you lose your job, you get deported.”


  Richard sighed. “Well, yes. Although I’m not sure what that means for us. I’m not a normal company employee. As the shaman, I’m not subject to the same rules as the fishermen.”


  “But Mother is a company employee.”


  Richard nodded. “True. She’d be able to stay with me. So would you, but seriously, if all the fishermen lose their boats and get deported, then I have no job and your mother has no market to analyze. The company can’t make us leave, but we can’t stay here alone either.”


  In the ensuing silence, the wind rattled outside and drew the fire up the chimney, momentarily brightening the glow from the stove. Otto stood and pulled a couple of sticks from the pile, carefully stoking the firebox. He topped his cup with the cooling tea and provided the same service for his father.


  “Do you think I might try my hand at carving?” he asked, trying not to look too interested, but dying to get his hands on a knife. All through the fall, he’d thought about the idea of carving the wood he was so diligently retrieving from Sandy Long. Something stopped him from even trying it then. Now, watching the chips and shavings falling from his father’s hands, seeing the fresh carvings lined up on the bench, and smelling the new cut wood, he was nearly overcome with the desire to have wood and steel in his hands.


  His father raised one eyebrow and looked long and hard at his son. “Don’t expect to be carving whelkies, but there’s no reason you shouldn’t learn a few of the basics. There’s a knife in that drawer that you can use,” he pointed to a drawer in the workbench with the tip of his blade. “You’ll have to sharpen it first.”


  Otto went to the indicated drawer and pulled out a folding knife. It had a short, sturdy blade that hinged and folded into the handle so that, when folded, no points or edges were exposed. The handle itself was some kind of composite material that warmed to his touch quickly, and fairly glowed with a patina of age.


  “Your Grandfather Krugg used that to carve his whelkies.”


  “Why aren’t you using it?” Otto asked.


  “I’d already started carving with my own knife when he died,” he said. “Didn’t want to change knives just for the sake of changing.” He pointed to the whetstone mounted to the bench. “Get that a little wet and sharpen the blade on it.”


  Otto looked at the stone and spit on it, leaving a small blob of saliva on the smooth rock.


  His father laughed. “Usually, I just spill a little water on it, but that works, too.” He pointed to a bottle of water that Otto hadn’t noticed. “Just cut the knife across the stone an equal number of strokes on each side.”


  Otto had seen his father do it before and did his best to mimic what he remembered. He cut three strokes on each side of the blade, then three more. He held the blade up to the light to see the silvery new metal in a bright line down the edge of the blade. His father looked at it over his shoulder. “Good. Now grab a bit of kindling and see what you can do with it. Remember, little bits at a time. You can always take a little more out, but you can’t put it back.” Richard settled back into his chair.


  Otto spent the next stan shaving the edges off a piece of kindling. He carved just to get the feel of the knife biting into the wood. In the end he tucked into the stove with a grin. “It’s not as easy as it looks.”


  His father smiled up at him. “Practice, Otto. Just practice.” Glancing at the chrono, he said, “Shall we go get some lunch?”


  His father nudged the damper on the stove and they collected the tea cups and pot, splitting the load between them. Otto folded the knife and slipped it into his pocket before shrugging into his jacket. When they were ready, his father opened the door, and they ducked their heads against the storm and they walked as quickly as they could back to the cottage. A hot stew simmered on the stove and the aroma of fresh biscuits greeted them.


  Rachel looked up from where she sat at the terminal with a smile. “There you are. I was just about to send out the hounds to find you.”


  Richard grinned. “We were carving. Didn’t notice the time. You could have yelled from the back door.”


  She shrugged. “It was kinda pleasant having the house to myself.” She winked at Otto, who knew exactly how she felt. “What do you mean ‘we were carving?’”


  “Otto’s trying his hand.”


  When his mother looked at him, he said, “It’s not as easy as it looks.”


  “What did you carve?”


  “Kindling,” he said as they gathered around the table for lunch.


  “And what you been up to, besides this excellent stew?” his father asked.


  “Oh, the normal stuff. The new ’Net access gives me a lot better look at the overall financial picture. And I’m really enjoying seeing the news from Dunsany. It’s so easy to get suckered into believing that the only thing in the world is St. Cloud.”


  ”For us, that’s pretty much true.”


  “We’d be a lot harder pressed to make ends meet if not for the parts and such that the Company ships in from Dunsany.”


  His father nodded agreement at her point and tucked into the stew.


  “Anything new from the company?” Otto asked. The idea that they’d soon be forced to leave St. Cloud seemed–by turns–impossible, inevitable, and terrifying. His mind kept rolling idea over and over.


  She shook her head. “Allied is having a party this weekend. They’ve invited Jimmy Pirano and some of his people to go up and celebrate the harvest with them in Fairfax. The ’Net is abuzz with it.”


  Richard frowned. “That’s unusual. I don’t remember they’ve ever done that before.”


  “Neither did Alan. He’s been invited to go along.”


  Richard shot a look across the table, but she only shrugged in response.


  “Curiouser and curiouser,” he said, but went back to his stew. “Anything else in the news?”


  She shrugged. “There’s talk out of Margary that there’s a lot of jobs for deep-space construction workers. That came in on one of the clippers yesterday.”


  Richard snorted. “Well, we know where to go if we’re deported, I guess.”


  Rachel shuddered. “I can’t imagine living in a hollowed out rock in outer space.”


  Otto was still considering the idea when a particularly violent gust shook the house.


  Richard said, “Well, look at it this way. No storms.”


  She looked like she was considering it for a moment as she cocked her head to one side. “No sun, no sea, no sky?” She shook her head. “Not worth it.”


  They ate quietly for a time before Richard asked, “What are they thinking?”


  Rachel just shrugged. “I have no idea, but the price of our shares just went down for the first time in stanyers on the Dunsany Exchange.”


  Richard’s eyebrows went up. “They went down?”


  She shrugged and nodded. “Seems like the market thinks the quotas are unreasonable, too.”
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  Chapter Fourteen

  Fairfax

  November 25, 2304


  Jimmy and Tony stood up politely when Violet Austin walked up to their table in Dribbles, the bar at the Hotel Fairfax. They were comfortable enough in tweed and wool, and Violet, of course, wore a smartly tailored suit.


  “Gentlemen, please let me introduce my associate, Andrew Gordan. Andrew is one of the best market analysts in the business. Andy, this unlikely looking pair are Jimmy Pirano and Tony Spinelli.”


  Everybody shook hands all around and they settled into the comfortable chairs around the low table.


  “Very generous for you to host us, Violet,” Jimmy said.


  “If Simon, Stevens, and Sylvester have their way, it may be the last time, so why not?”


  Tony glanced at Jimmy before speaking. “So, if we read your quota report correctly...?”


  Andrew nodded. “Yeah, if it were possible to meet the quota, the planet would be stripped of practically every domestic animal in a single season, to say nothing of the insanity of the crop yield requirements.”


  Violet said. “Our take on the fisheries quota is that they’re similarly asinine.”


  Jimmy nodded.


  “So, what are they up to?” Violet asked.


  Both Tony and Jimmy shook their heads.


  “The quotas by themselves, that’s just some kinda grandstanding, I think,” Jimmy said. “We’ve had really high quotas before. This rider that anybody who doesn’t make quota gets fired? That’s new.”


  Andrew and Violet shared a glance. “We’ve got the same issue. Any farmer or herder that fails to make quota is supposed to get the axe.”


  Tony sighed and shook his head. “We don’t have enough transportation to get that many people off the planet if it comes to deporting unemployed workers.”


  Andrew grimaced. “We’ve got close to a million direct employees on St. Cloud, between the two companies. Add the support staff and indirect service vendors, that’s another million. Families and corollaries, and we’re talking more than five million. How are we supposed to even look at something like that? Are they planning on sending in the Marines?”


  “It might come to that,” Violet said. “Some of our crofters over on the Eastern Reaches have been on planet for four generations. It would take a force of Marines to get them off the mountains.”


  “That would be an expensive eviction,” Jimmy said. “And not just in cash.”


  “Are they interested in the production? Or just trying to clear the planet?” Violet asked.


  Jimmy said, “I don’t know. It’s like they’re trying to clear the planet. Is there something here we don’t know about? Something more valuable than the food?”


  Andrew shook his head. “That seems unlikely. There are no precious metals to speak of. Gems wouldn’t require us to vacate. If they want the planet for some other purpose, or for some other group to live on, that might make sense. It’s a nice, relatively temperate climate. It’s next door to the Confederation Sector Authority on the one side, and the mining operations over in Margary on the other. It can’t be ore or any kind of raw materials that I can think of. “Bulk ore is just too expensive to lift and refined metals are cheaper to get from the rocks already outside the gravity wells.”


  “Water?” Tony asked.


  Violet shook her head. “Plenty of water in the gas giants. Refining it takes a little doing, but it’s considerably cheaper per metric kiloton to do that up there than to drag it off the planet.”


  “It comes back to money,” Jimmy said.


  “It always does,” Violet said.


  “But where’s the money in this deal?” he asked.


  Andrew shook his head. “That’s the thing. I can’t find any.”


  “What do you mean, you can’t find any?” Tony asked.


  Andrew shrugged. “Just that I’d expect to see some way for the Company to make money on the deal. I’ve looked at the market. The price of product is up a bit on rumor of shortage. The word is already out that we’re behind on meeting our quotas. Of course, people are looking at the quotas and not at production, which is up slightly.”


  Jimmy frowned. “So, people have the idea that there’s a shortage of food because we’re not going to meet our quotas?”


  Violet sighed. “Something like that. It’s a numbers game, Jimmy. The way the financial press is reporting production is in percentage of quota. They usually report current year against previous as a percentage. So last year at this time, we’d covered about a quarter of our quotas. That’s normal, given the season and all.”


  Tony nodded his comprehension. “But increase the quota by–say–twenty-five or thirty points and the same production levels are now substantially reduced.”


  Andrew said, “Stated as a percentage of quota, we’re definitely behind.”


  “It’s early yet,” Jimmy said. “They could be making money on that scare by selling futures.”


  “Or selling short on the basis of no production at all the year after,” Violet said.


  Tony asked, “Anything unusual in the sector? Any coups? Buy outs? Hostile take overs?”


  Both Andrew and Violet shook their heads. “We’ve been looking for that. Nothing. The only thing that’s even remotely out of the ordinary is that Margary Mining Authority is trying to hire a few thousand deep space construction workers.”


  “Are they building new facilities?” Jimmy asked.


  Violet shrugged. “They’re collecting the mined out hulls of the asteroids and turning them into habitat for their workers. The recruiting offer is for work on a new multilevel residential platform.”


  “In addition to the orbital?” Tony asked.


  “Apparently. They claim it’s part of their long term planning and the next step in exploiting the mineral resources there.”


  “Well, at least we know where to look for jobs,” Tony said.


  Violet asked, “What’s the Ole Man say, Jimmy?”


  He shook his head. “Nothing yet.”


  “But he knows?”


  “Yeah, he knows.”


  Tony shot him a look as if to say, “When’d you talk to him?”


  Jimmy pretended not to see it, keeping his eyes on Violet. “Your home office have any guidance?”


  Andrew and Violet exchanged looks again. “I’m not sure our reports are getting through,” Violet said.


  Tony’s eyebrows shot up.


  Jimmy just nodded. “All communications go through Dunsany, huh?”


  Andrew nodded.


  “Allied Ag has over fifty planets in twenty-eight sectors,” Violet said. “It’s a long way to home office from any of them and the chain of command is somewhat rigid.”


  They all sat dumbly for a few ticks, lost in their own thoughts before Jimmy tapped his glass on the table in thought. “So the only money the company is picking up is a slight increase in profitability on existing products.”


  “That’s all I’ve seen,” Andrew said.


  “They’re not selling the company?” he asked.


  “Maybe, but they’re going about it oddly. Typically, you’d want to sell a successful venture, not one that’s crippled,” Violet said.


  “Are they trying to buy it?” Tony asked.


  Andrew looked quizzical. “Buy it? They’re a management company. They all but own it already. Where’s the percentage in owning it?”


  Violet said, “Especially with no production capacity. If this follows through to the logical conclusion, there won’t be any production here by this time next year.”


  “Salvage?” Jimmy asked.


  Violet shook her head. “We looked at that, actually. We’re registered with the Sector Authority, and both Pirano and Allied are too large to just disappear. No, we’re firmly identified with St. Cloud. It’s not like anybody is going to be able to do anything like a claim jump on the whole planet.”


  The conversation died out as another idea got taken down.


  “Do you really think your office is bugged, Violet?” Jimmy asked.


  “We found one,” she said. “There’s probably more. Why do you ask?”


  Jimmy waved his hands to indicate the whole bar. “I like the ambiance here, but this isn’t where I’d expect us to be having this conversation. I’m pretty sure including that spreadsheet of quotas was no more mistake than mine was back to you. You’d hardly need to throw a party in our honor as an excuse to get us here if you didn’t think somebody was watching or listening.”


  “Let’s hope we’re not as transparent to them as we are to you, Jim,” Violet said with a wry smile.


  “I’ve known ya longer.”


  Andrew rose. “We should be getting back to the ballroom before somebody notices we’re all gone at the same time.”


  Violet finished her drink and rose. “Good point. Give us about five minutes to get back in before you follow, Jim?”


  Jimmy nodded. “Sure. Nice to meet you, Andrew.”


  “And you, Jimmy. Thanks for coming.”


  They turned and strode out of the bar. Violet nodded to the bartender on the way out.


  After they left, Tony said, “She’s still something, Jimmy.”


  Jimmy grimaced and drained his glass. “She’s still my ex-wife, Tony.”


  “True, but she’s still something.”


  Jimmy sighed. “Yeah, she is.”


  They drained their glasses and left them on the table, and the bartender waved them off. “It’s already been taken care of, gentlemen.”


  They left the bar and went around to the main ballroom. They could hear the music and loud talking from well down the hall. They went into the cavernous room to find the party in full swing. Farmers, fishermen, admins, and clerical staff crowded the dance floor. More stood around in cocktail party groups with bottles, glasses, mugs, and even the occasional pewter stein. A particularly vivacious redhead in a low-cut blue gown caught Jimmy’s eye and she turned to wink at him, as if she could feel his eyes on her. With a shock, he realized it was Casey.


  Tony murmured, “Well, she cleans up nice, now, don’t she?”


  Jimmy grunted, a bit flustered by his own reaction. “Come on. I need another drink.”


  They found the bar. Alan Thomas propped it up and chatted with a couple of women. They looked as uncomfortable in their dresses as Alan did in a suit. His eyes lit up when he saw Jimmy and Tony approaching. It only took a moment for Tony and Jimmy to get drinks, and Alan waved them over.


  “Joan? Genevieve? This is Jimmy and Tony. Jimmy and Tony? That one’s Joan and this one is Genevieve.”


  The one labeled Joan offered a slender hand to Jimmy saying, “Hello, Mr. Pirano. Thanks for coming. I’m Joan Armstrong. I work a few thousand square kilometers off to the east of town, here. Genevieve is my number one overseer.”


  Jimmy smiled. “Thank you, Joan. Call me, Jimmy. Tony’s my lead accountant.”


  Introductions over, Alan said, “These ladies have been telling me that they’ve got some quota issues, too.”


  Jimmy said, “Yes, I’ve heard something of it, but this is a party, yes?”


  Tony took the cue. “Why, yes, it is, Jimmy. Genevieve, would you care to dance?”


  Genevieve smiled, and nodded her agreement. Tony squired her onto the dance floor.


  Alan stood there dumbfounded. Before he could recover, Joan winked at Jimmy. “If you’d like to dance, Alan? I’d love to.”


  Jimmy hid a grin in his drink as Alan looked to Joan then to Jimmy and back to Joan.


  She grinned back at Jimmy, took Alan by the hand, and dragged him out onto the floor.


  “You gotta admire a woman who knows what she wants.”


  Jimmy turned to see Andrew getting drinks at the bar, smiling a sympathetic smile.


  Jimmy raised his glass in toast. “I certainly do. I most certainly do.”


  Andrew took a pair of glasses and strolled back to where Violet waited, talking to some accountant types with serious looks. He gave her one of the drinks before taking up station on her left. When she glanced at Andrew to thank him, she saw Jimmy looking in her direction and smiled briefly before returning to the conversation.


  “I certainly do,” Jimmy muttered, and wandered off to mix and mingle.
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  Chapter Fifteen

  Callum’s Cove

  December 8, 2304


  The storm of the day before had blown itself out overnight, leaving a crusty glaze of roughened snow everywhere. Otto looked out the window and admired the way everything outside had a whitened coat on its south side where the winds had driven the snow, sleet, and ice against it. As the rising sun glinted through the trees, the crust took on a jewel-like quality.


  Rachel came to look out over his shoulder, leaning forward to kiss the back of his head.


  “I looked away for a moment and you’ve gotten so tall.”


  Otto smiled at her. “Kinda pretty out there, isn’t it?”


  “Yes, but cold!” Their breath not only condensed on the inside of the glass, but crystallized on it in fractal flowers.


  She returned to the stove and dished out heavy bowls of oatmeal laced with granapples and raisins. The spicy scent was what had awakened Otto to begin with.


  “Father’s gone to the village?”


  “Yes, just you and I today.”


  “Again. What does he do down there so often?”


  “Well, hon, with the days getting short and everybody cooped up inside, people start to get a bit crazed.”


  “Cabin fever?” he asked, settling at the table and taking up spoon against the mountain of steel cut oats.


  His mother smiled. “When you’re used to unlimited horizons, being bound by four walls, day in and day out? That gets hard to take.”


  Otto nodded and plowed into the hot cereal. “But why does he go for breakfast?”


  “Because that’s when most people are there. He’s most likely to find out if there’s a problem in the village then.” She settled across the table from him and focused on her own breakfast for a time. She watched him with short glimpses.


  “You’ve grown a lot in the last few months,” she said after awhile. “How was it here by yourself for those weeks?”


  He swallowed the mouthful of oatmeal before responding. “It was kinda nice. I wasn’t really alone, after all.”


  “Oh?”


  “With the whole village watching me, it was hardly like I was alone, now was it, Mother?”


  She smiled into her bowl at his carefully gentle tone. “No, I suppose not. Still. You spent a lot of time on Sandy Long.”


  Otto’s mind cast back without his volition at the reminder. “Yeah,” he said after a few heartbeats. “It was pleasant. Odd, but pleasant.”


  “Odd, how?”


  He shrugged. “How many times had I gone down that beach with Father? Hundreds?”


  She smiled. “Probably.”


  “Well, that first day on my own, I guess I got a chance to really see it. We were always picking up stuff and looking it over. He’d throw stuff in his bag. I always tried to get him to tell me what we were looking for and he never really did. And I never really saw anything.” Otto’s voice trailed off, remembering his first morning alone on the beach. “Once I saw an otter in the wood he held up. That was the only time I ever had any idea of what he was doing, and I was never able to see anything else.”


  “In the wood?”


  “Yeah, it was a trick of the light or something, but when he held it up, it was like I could see the little otter in there, floating on its back. Sounds silly now.” He felt the heat rise in his face.


  His mother smiled. “Not at all, hon. All the great sculptors in the universe have said, at one point or another, that they could see the sculpture trapped in the medium. Why should you be any different?”


  “I’m no good with the knife, though.”


  “Who says?”


  “I do. I’ve carved and whittled and cut and everything. It’s always the same. I get a raggedy piece of wood that’s just kindling!”


  “Maybe you had the wrong piece of wood. What were you trying to carve?”


  He paused. “I don’t know.”


  “That might have been a problem. Maybe you got kindling because that’s what you were carving. Try carving something else.”


  “Like what?”


  She shrugged. “Whatever’s in the wood. You have to find a piece that looks like something, I should think, and that’ll be what you should try to carve.”


  Her reasonable suggestions and tone calmed him. “Okay, I can try that.”


  “Get your father to help. He’s an excellent carver.”


  Otto had to agree with that. His father carved very smooth and realistic renditions of the various animals. His inlay work looked like the purple shell had grown there on its own.


  “It’s not like he hasn’t been trying to help,” Otto said. “It’s just—sometimes his suggestions don’t give me much to go on. ‘Feel the grain with the knife’ doesn’t exactly help.”


  “Yes, I can see where that might be. Just keep practicing. It takes a lot of practice to fine tune a skill like carving. Any skill, really. Even financial analysis. And I better get back to my practice.” She collected her dishes and stacked them in the sink before taking her place at the terminal.


  “What is it you do exactly, Mother?”


  “I deal with markets and prices, trying to find the patterns that will let us get the best deal for our products.”


  “How do you do that from here?”


  “It’s all on the ’Net. I can watch the commodities exchange here and see what’s available for sale and at what price. I make recommendations on what to put for sale and how much to charge. I tell Alan Thomas’s office and they handle the transactions in the name of Pirano Fisheries.”


  He finished his breakfast and went to look over her shoulder as he’d done dozens of times before, but he took a moment to try to understand what he saw–as if it were some odd electronic beach. Various windows, lists, icons, and scrolling data cluttered the screen. “How do you make sense of all that?”


  She laughed. “Well, it took a lot of practice. Just like carving. This area here,” she pointed to a block on the screen, “holds the goods we have for sale. If I click on one of the shipments, like this cargo of frozen mouta fillets,” she clicked and a little pop-up window showed who provided the cargo, what the cost was, and an expiration date. “We need to move this before that date and ask more than it’s costing us. If we ask too much, nobody will want it. If we ask too little, they’ll think there’s something wrong with it.”


  “Why doesn’t Pirano just set a price? You can’t tell me that they don’t know how much it costs to catch a kilogram of fish.”


  “They do set a base price and almost all our product is covered by big contracts. These shipments are extras and we can’t go below the base price, but they also recognize that some catches cost more, and depending on seasonal influences, may be worth more on the market. We can sell our stuff to the commodities exchange for the going price, or we can try to make the best deal we can by going directly to the brokers up in the orbital. That’s what Meemaw does these days. Acts as a broker. She handles mostly grains and beans in bulk, but she knows what to look for. I get messages all the time from her to look at this or that.”


  “What’s this other stuff?”


  “Over here, we have the shipping schedule for the ships on inbound courses to the orbital, along with their next two ports of call. After here, they almost always go to Dunsany Roads or Margary. Occasionally, an indie will jump in out of the Deep Dark and collect a cargo of foods and take a long jump back out, cutting across the main shipping lines by doing double or even triple jumps.”


  Otto felt eyes starting to glaze.


  “Here’s where I have a feed of the news from around the sector. Most of it’s financial, and much higher level than anything we really need to concern ourselves with, but occasionally, it points to some business opportunity, or economic condition that we can either protect ourselves from, or take advantage of.”


  Otto read the current story about how food prices were rising on Dunsany Roads because of the failures of fishermen and farmers to make their production quotas on St. Cloud. The story said that other sources of food were available and that the market was waiting to see how the season played out, but that performance of Pirano Fisheries and Allied Agriculture stock prices was “soft,” whatever that meant.


  “Feels odd, reading about yourself like that.”


  “Yes, it does, but not all of it is about us.” She scrolled through stories about the call for deep space construction workers over in Margary, a change in tax reporting regulations from the Sector Authority on Dunsany Roads, and the projected demand for new clipper construction based on population expansion within the Confederation.


  “How do you know where to look?” he asked, feeling overwhelmed by the flow.


  “You don’t, always. Mostly it’s a matter of paying attention to detail and seeing what bigger shapes the details reveal. Kinda like seeing the carving in the wood.”


  He laughed and returned to the table to clear his dishes away. Outside, the sunlight reflected from the new snow on the frozen ground. He sighed. “I miss fishing and my walks on the beach.”


  “Well, you could still fish, but the water is so cold. It would be brutal, just collecting bait from the rockweed. If you bundle up, there’s no reason you couldn’t take a walk down Sandy Long on a nice day like today. Just don’t stay out forever, and keep an eye on the weather. It changes fast.”


  Otto considered it briefly and decided he’d rather take a frozen stroll down the beach than sit alone in the shop fighting with the carving. He felt the need to get out and stretch his legs as a kind of pain. He went back to his room, added a few layers of clothing to his garb, and slipped on his heavy boots. He checked to make sure his grandfather’s knife was safe in an inner pocket, and took up his walking stick before leaving the room. Over the course of the autumn, he’d picked up more bits and pieces to decorate his staff, including some natural beads in the form of broken and wave-worn shells. They made a soft chiming, tinkling sound as he walked.


  As he came back to the kitchen, his mother nodded to an insulated bottle on the counter. “Hot tea with honey, honey,” she said. “Slide that in your inner pocket and it’ll keep warm for a couple stans, even out there.”


  “Thanks, Mother.” He was surprised and grateful for the small kindness. He wouldn’t have thought of doing it for himself, let alone for another. He shrugged into his heavy coat, pulling a woolen cap and heavy mittens out of the sleeve as he did so. The hat had a long tail down the back, ear flaps, and a leather outer shell. The dense wool provided insulation, and the leather cut the wind so it couldn’t steal the warmth. Likewise soft wool lined his mittens which had a supple leather outer shell. He felt like he weighed an extra ten kilos as he reached for the door, his extra clothes making him waddle. He made his way to the shop and stopped for the collection bag before heading up the trail. By the time he reached the far side of the headland, his heavy clothes had settled and he was moving easily.


  The winter sun—low in the sky and casting little heat—reflected from sand, snow and water, stabbing diamonds into Otto’s eyes. He squinted against the glare, tears flowing from the combined assault from sun and wind. He lowered his head and turned it against the wind as he picked his way down the path to the beach proper. It felt like weeks since he’d been out. The sand was surprisingly clean. High winds and higher waves combined to sweep the larger bits clear. High on the beach, a narrow band of flotsam and the half frozen sand gave fairly good footing. Lower on the beach, the wind was still strong, but he was able to protect his face by keeping his head down. Looking down at the sand kept the stabbing rays of the sun from dazzling him as well. His gaze scanned the beach, but he knew there were more bits of wood than his father would be able to carve all winter already stored in the shop. He felt no compulsion to collect more, even though he had the bag, just in case. He struck off down the beach, gaze downcast and scanning the storm wrack scattered here and there across the sand.


  He walked quickly. The exercise soon warmed him, if not thoroughly, then at least at his core. The cold stung his face, but it wasn’t terrible. The day became bracing instead of freezing. As he walked, he thought about his mother cruising through the depths of the ’Net, looking for deals, watching the news. She’d been a fisherman before he was born. Before she married. What must she have felt to have given that up for his father? Was it the same? Hunting for deals instead of fish?


  The heel of his staff clunked on a bit of wood. Otto stopped to look at it, and it looked back at him. He blinked and saw it was just a bit of wood, but the sense of something in it made him slip one mitten off and lean down to pick it up. It had a kind of sinuous shape, like a swimming shark. He could see where the dorsal fin and tail would be. The thought pleased him, so he tucked the bit of wood into the gather bag and, slipping his mitten back on, continued down the beach.
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  Chapter Sixteen

  Aram’s Inlet

  December 8, 2304


  “Do you suppose it’s something on the Southern Reaches?” Tony asked in the latest round of guesswork.


  “Why would they want us off the planet for that?” Jimmy asked. “There’s nobody down there, and half the year it’s a frozen wasteland! They could have a huge facility spewing waste carbon into the atmosphere and we’d never know.”


  “So it has to be something here on the Western Reaches.” Tony started down the well-worn speculation path once again. “Something they want to do with the continent that’s not consistent with having us all here.”


  Jimmy shook his head. “It doesn’t seem possible that it’s something on the planet. It has to be outside of here.”


  “Why?” Tony asked.


  “Well, call it a failure of imagination, but I can’t think of anything they could want down here, except the food. The initial asset surveys were pretty clear. Ore’s out, and even if it weren’t, they wouldn’t need to close down the fisheries and the farms,” Jimmy said.


  “Something toxic?”


  Jimmy shrugged. “Maybe. And maybe it’s something they’re gonna bring down, but we’re talking about a management company that handles–what? Five corporate planets just in the Dunsany Sector? Gods know how many in the Western Annex. They’re really only interested in one thing.”


  “Money,” Tony said.


  “Exactly.” Jimmy slapped his desk in emphasis. “So where’s the money?”


  “Not in product. Not in manpower. They’re not getting enough incremental value from rising food prices to offset the nose dive in stock value,” Tony ticked them off on his fingers.


  “What’s important enough to bug Violet’s office?”


  “Crime, or really big money,” Tony said. “And do we know they’re not bugging us?”


  Jimmy shook his head. “I’m assuming they have, but it’s just not worth looking for.”


  Tony’s eyebrows shot up. “Should we be talking about this here, then?”


  Jimmy laughed. “What? And hide the fact that we’re totally clueless? I think they figured that out already.”


  Tony shrugged. “Good point. But it’s a nice day out, let’s go get an early lunch and maybe drink ourselves into a stupor for the afternoon.”


  Jimmy laughed. “Okay, good idea.”


  The two men got their parkas and left the rather shabby building that served as Pirano Fisheries World Headquarters on St. Cloud. Nothing more than a prefab three-story utili-build, the sun and wind had taken a toll on the exterior finish. After almost a century, it still looked passable, if a bit scrubbed up around the edges. Most of the business support staff was scattered across the South Coast and linked by the ’Net, so there wasn’t any real need for a large central office and nobody to impress with an imposing edifice.


  As they made their way down Quayside, the sun glinted off the small crusts of snow blown into the corners, and the smell of cold ocean washed over them. They turned the corner and headed along East Birch for Barney’s Beanery. Jimmy liked Barney’s because of the combination of coffee and soups that Barney offered up during the winter. Barney’s wife, Gizelle, was crew on one of the boats during the season, but when the fleet was in for the winter, she became the chief soup chef and bread baker. Barney made most of his money over the winter months, largely because everybody knew about the fresh soups, stews, chowders, and breads.


  The sparkling cold day gained little heat from the brilliant sunshine. Icy wind funneled between the low buildings on either side. They huddled in their jackets, hiking briskly along, trying to move fast enough to keep warm against the bite of the wind.


  Tony said, “So? Anything from Andrew?”


  Jimmy shook his head. “He’s pretty sure the point is to drive the price of the stock down so somebody can buy up the St. Cloud combine. There’s nothing in any of the other Allied holdings that’s even similar, and certainly nothing like this in Umber.”


  “Do we know for sure?”


  Jimmy shrugged. “As nearly as anybody can know without a face-to-face meeting, I guess, but it’s hard to say. I got a flash from Angela last night on the private, family address,” Jimmy said. “Unless they’re a lot more insinuated than we think, that should be secure.”


  “If they’ve compromised the ’Net...” Tony suggested.


  “Oh, I’m assuming they’ve compromised the ’Net. But they’d have to have broken the family codes, too.”


  “You encrypt your family messages?” Tony asked.


  “Don’t you?” Jimmy shot back with a grin. The tip of his nose was getting numb and the wind seemed to be cutting right through his jacket and washing across his bare back.


  Tony shrugged. “All my family is on planet. We don’t talk much.”


  Jimmy grinned.


  They walked in silence for another tick.


  “So, who’s trying to buy the planet?” Tony asked. “And why are Shyster, Shyster, and Sue Me driving the price down if all they want is money?”


  “It makes no sense,” Jimmy said, “but it has to be rational. There’s a logical reason here we just can’t see.”


  Tony stopped dead in his tracks and Jimmy took two more steps before he realized it.


  “It’s too obvious,” Tony said.


  “What’s too obvious?”


  “Who’s buying the planet.”


  Jimmy looked at his friend. “Who’s buying the planet is too obvious?”


  Tony grinned. “It’s so stupidly simple, we just never saw it.”


  Jimmy blinked. “I still don’t see it.”


  “We have a group of money grubbing lawyers running a management outfit,” Tony said.


  “Yup.” Jimmy nodded, and they started walking again.


  “They seem hell-bent on either destroying a cash-cow or driving the planetary coop out of business.”


  “Yup,” Jimmy said again.


  “They’re going to lose money if they keep it up.”


  “Yup,” Jimmy said.


  “But they haven’t lost very much, if any yet.”


  That startled Jimmy, but his gaze turned inward as he considered the situation. “A little minor fluctuation in the stock price. That’s not real money, is it.”


  “Nope,” Tony agreed. “We’re assuming they want to sell the company and make the money on the deal, but it doesn’t make sense. In the first place, they’d want to make the most money, which means increasing the value of the shares.”


  “Yeah,” Jimmy agreed. “But they don’t own that many shares. The family still has controlling interest.”


  Tony nodded. “They only have a few percent of the stock. So how are they going to make money by selling the company?”


  Jimmy blinked as he caught up with the logic. “They’d get a commission on the sale, but it has to be approved by the board.”


  “What if the board doesn’t approve?”


  “Then they’re left with an empty planet, assuming they follow through with this quota thing,” Jimmy said.


  “Right. So, they have to make the planet look like a bad investment so the board is willing to sell it, but they can’t make it so bad that the board gets suspicious. Whoever buys this place has to be buying it for the food.”


  Jimmy was so deep in thought he almost walked past Barney’s. “So they’re driving the price down so the board will be forced to sell?”


  “I don’t see any other reason,” Tony said. “And we’ve been pondering this for weeks.”


  Jimmy had to agree with that, and as soon as he did, another obvious fact crashed into his head. The dawning comprehension must have showed on his face.


  Tony saw it and nodded. “It has to be. It’s the only reason to drive the price down.”


  “The bastards!” Jimmy said.


  “They’re not going to kick us off, Jimmy, but it’s going to be close.”


  Jimmy nodded. “They’re going to have to take it to the brink to get the best price.”


  Tony nodded his agreement. “It’s gonna get ugly, and how do we stop ’em?”


  Jimmy got a predatory smile on his face. “We beat them to it. Let’s get out of this cold and get something to eat.”


  Tony held the door for his boss and they found a booth amid the savory aromas of fresh ground coffee, yeasty bread, and spicy soup. The place hadn’t filled up with the lunch crowd yet. It was still early, so they had a hearty lunch, and took a couple of coffees to go. While they were eating, Jimmy sent a message to Violet. “Clambake this weekend. You and Andrew wanna come down?”


  The acceptance was almost immediate.


  Tony smirked. “And the condemned ate a hearty meal.”


  After lunch, they went back to the office and took up their conversation where it left off.


  “Maybe they’re after the manpower,” Tony said. “Do you think they want us all to go to Margary as construction workers? They’re still advertising for people like crazy over there.”


  Jimmy shook his head. “Unlikely. Deep space construction is a specialized field, and we don’t have the skills. You can’t put fishermen in hard-suits and expect them to build in zero-gee vacuum. It just doesn’t make any sense. Why are they driving us out of business?”


  Tony sighed. “I don’t know, Boss. I just don’t know.”


  “We got business to attend to if we’re gonna get these boats repaired and back over the side in just eight more weeks.” Jimmy brought up a list of the required repairs and scheduled maintenance on the Aram’s Inlet fleet. “Where are we on the new construction?”


  “Jake’ll have twelve new boats ready to go when the weather breaks. Half and half, stern trawler and side.”


  “We got crews?” Jimmy scanned the report on his computer while he talked.


  Tony shrugged. “We don’t here, but these are going down the coast to Larbic and Blossom. They’ve both got enough to crew them up.”


  “Any problems with the winterization?”


  Tony shook his head. “One boat needs a whole new set of running gear, but she was due for a refit. Next year we’ll have a lot of refitting to do, but we’re in good shape for spring.”


  “Any of the ports reporting any problems?”


  “Nope, but this time of year, all the problems are people problems, not equipment.”


  They spent the rest of the afternoon on the routine management of their little piece of the operation.
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  Chapter Seventeen

  Callum’s Cove

  December 12, 2304


  Richard trudged back from town in time for lunch. As he came into the kitchen, Rachel smiled up from her terminal then frowned at the look on his face. “What’s the matter?”


  “Eloise Sperber. She’s missing.”


  “What happened?”


  “Brian says she’s been moping about. I went to see her this morning to see if she wanted to talk. She’s not there.”


  “How could she disappear?” Rachel asked.


  Richard shrugged. “Brian was at the diner this morning and took me aside for a chat. When he finally got around to the issue, I left him there and went around to his cottage to talk to Eloise and there was nobody home. I went back to the diner, but nobody had seen her.”


  “Where could she have gone?”


  “I hate to think.”


  “Were any of her clothes missing?”


  “Yeah. Brian says her coat was gone, but he didn’t see anything else. Alan’s checking the transportation records. Felicia McMasters was taking a shipment up to Fairfax this morning. Felicia and Eloise are friends, so she might have gone up for a day’s shopping.”


  “Without saying anything?” Rachel asked.


  “Seems unlikely, but who’s to say. People get a little–scattered–this time of year.” He shrugged out of the heavy coat.


  “It’s a little early for that, isn’t it?”


  “It’s the darkest part of the year. If she was already close to the edge because of the quota situation, who knows.” He hung his coat on a peg by the door, and settled wearily into a chair at the table. “Where’s Otto?”


  “He went out to Sandy Long about two stans ago. He should be back soon. He’ll be hungry.”


  Richard chuckled. “I couldn’t take the cold, but it’s hunger that’ll bring him back inside. Go figure.”


  “He’s a growing boy, Richard.”


  “So am I.” Richard patted his stomach. “But I’m growing out, not up.”


  They were still chuckling when Otto stamped into the kitchen. “Hi! What’s for lunch?” He looked back and forth between them when they launched into another round of laughter.


  After lunch, Richard put his coat on and headed toward the village. He didn’t say anything, but a nod to Rachel told her what she needed to know. By unspoken agreement, they hadn’t mentioned it to Otto.


  As he left, Otto looked out the window after him. “Where’s he going? Back to the village?”


  “Yeah. He has to help out the Sperber’s this afternoon,” she said. “This might be a good time for you to go practice carving. Your father will be home later. I suspect he’d like a nice warm shop to come back to.”


  Otto took the opportunity to shrug quickly into his coat and made a dash for the shop. Inside it was still and cold. His breath fogged in front of his face and the little puffs hung in the still air before dissipating. He crouched in front of the small stove and soon had a fire going with shavings and chips, and he slowly built it up with larger sticks. He knelt before the fire and was soon mesmerized by the flickering light inside. The warmth on his face was a welcome contrast to the icy caress of the still air in the shop.


  He closed his eyes and thought about his father’s going back to the village. Something was wrong. They had been just too careful over lunch, and obviously his mother knew what was happening.


  He opened his eyes and slipped another bit of kindling off the stack. A splinter stabbed his palm and he winced as he pulled it out. He tossed the blood stained splinter into the stove after the kindling and watched it catch and burn instantly. Again, the dancing flames caught his eye and he gazed deep into the small blaze, his mind elsewhere.


  “Do you think Brian would like me in this?” a woman’s voice asked with a throaty giggle.


  Otto started and looked around, but there was nobody in the shop. He shook himself, feeling as if he were just waking up. The episode passed, and he found himself strangely calm. He looked into the stove once more, selected a larger stick of wood from the stack and placed it in the firebox before closing the door.


  “Time to get to work,” he said to himself and slung his coat on the hook by the door, rubbing his arms in the chill, and opened the drawer where he’d been keeping his carving.


  The wood he’d found with the shark in it was in there, along with a bit he thought held a fox. There were other pieces he wasn’t sure about, but they were all bits he’d found over the winter and had brought home to add to his own collection of materials. There were also some shells and bits of bone as well.


  He pulled the folding knife from his pocket and opened it, running it carefully across the sharpening stone to give it an edge. He pulled the curved stick with the shark in it out of the drawer. He saw the shark clearly now. He fed the stove a few middle-sized sticks to keep it happy, before settling into what he came to think of as “his” chair. It was really only a padded crate backed against the wall. It was close enough to the stove that he could feel the warming metal, but not so close that he got too hot when it had a good fire going in it.


  As he settled himself carefully in the pad, he noticed that the splinter wound had bled some and he’d smeared blood on the wood. He was alarmed, thinking he’d ruined the piece before he started, but soon realized that he’d be carving that bit off anyway. So he began scraping away the pieces of wood that weren’t the shark. His fingers soon took the task away from his mind. The practice with the knife and wood paid off. He let his mind drift a bit while he scraped. The knife made soft scratching noises that he could barely hear over the crackling of the stove, and the warmth began to build in the small space.


  His thoughts went to his mother and her work on the ’Net. He remembered the day she showed him how she patrolled the network looking for deals and news. Searching for anything that would help turn a profit or increase the probability of one. It was the same day he’d found the shark on the beach. He liked the image of his mother as a shark. He thought about her as a fisherman and giving that up to be married. He knew, without being told, that it was his father’s wish that she not fish and that only the emergency of the quotas would permit her to go back to the work that she must have loved.


  Otto’s fingers worked the wood and the knife as he thought about how that must have been. He couldn’t imagine how anyone could give up the sea, but he didn’t know how the whole marriage thing worked. He knew what men and women did, of course. And he’d read his share of what his mother called trashy romances. He had an idea of love. And he knew the effect that Susan Wasser had on his body whenever he saw her in her tight jeans and tighter shirts in mid summer. He swallowed hard, momentarily distracted from his carving by the image in his head–bright sun, warm day, lush body.


  He sighed and looked back to his work and was shocked to find that the shark was free in his hand.


  He held it up to the light, turning it this way and that. It was a rough shape, almost primitive. It had nothing in common with the smoothly finished carvings of fish, birds, and animals that his father had lined up. It looked crude but still alive, except for the bit of shell that marked its heart.


  He rummaged in his drawer until he found a bit of shell with a rich purple coloring. He used a bit of abrasive to smooth the shell the way he’d seen his father do. Working carefully, he cut a small indentation into the chest of the shark without breaking off any of the fins. He fit the shell to the hole—chipping, scraping, and cutting wood and shell until the piece fit more or less into the space he’d prepared for it. He put a dab of mastic on the back of the shell and he heard a small snap as he pressed the shell firmly down into the indent, allowing it to seat properly for the first time. At first he thought it had broken from the pressure of his thumb, but looking at it, he realized that it had merely seated itself. It wasn’t perfectly flush with the surface, the way his father’s were, but Otto found himself staring in a kind of awed satisfaction.


  He held it up to the light again, looking at the way the watery, winter sun stroked the rough edges. He admired his handiwork for a moment, before he realized that more than a couple stans had passed. The stove needed tending. He tucked the shark in his shirt pocket, folded the knife and stashed it in his pants pocket. He stoked up the stove until he had a cheery blaze going. When the wood was well caught, he slipped the dampers closed to slow the fire, shrugged into his coat, and dashed back to the house.


  His mother didn’t look right. Distracted, perhaps. Sad, certainly. She looked up as if expecting somebody, but Otto saw the look that said he wasn’t who she expected. “Father’s not back yet,” Otto said, “but look what I made you.” He reached inside the coat and pulled the shark out of his pocket. The fins tangled a bit in the fabric, but eventually it came free and he handed it to his mother.


  She reached out by reflex to take what her son offered, but when he placed the figure in her hand she almost dropped it. “A whelkie?” She looked from him to the shark and back again.


  He shrugged. “Well, I carved it. It kinda looks like a whelkie, but who knows.”


  Her thumb stroked the rough carving with one thumb, then rolled it over to see the purple shell underneath. “Nice color on the heart.”


  “It’s rough, but it’s yours.”


  She looked at him with a small frown. “Do you think I need a whelkie?”


  “I dunno. It just seems like my first one should go to you and I kind like the idea of you as a shark, swimming through the ’Net, looking for prey.”


  Her hand closed around the shark’s body even as she started to put it down. “Thank you. It means so much to me knowing you carved it.”


  She looked at Otto in a way that made him feel a little uncomfortable. Like she’d never seen him before. “Would you like a cuppa?”


  “Yes, that would be lovely.” She shook herself and smiled. “Thanks.”


  It took almost no time to brew a two of cups of tea. He snagged a pair of cookies from the jar as he slipped his coat back on. “I better go tend the stove”


  “Okay, hon,” she said. “Be careful out there.”


  There was something in her tone that made Otto stop in the door and turn back to her, one hand on the latch. “She’s okay, you know. She went shopping for something nice to wear for Brian.”


  His mother looked at him as if she’d been slapped .


  He smiled and waved as he slipped out into the cold afternoon and headed back to the little shop where the shaman did his work.
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  Chapter Eighteen

  Aram’s Inlet

  February 22, 2305


  “Are we gonna put the boats back over the side or what?” Tony shouted.


  Jake Samson looked down from the cab of the crane and shook his head before killing the engine. He clambered down to where Tony stood, shivering in the wind. “Sorry, Tony. It’s just too windy. Trust me. You do not want these boats swingin’ in the breeze when you’re trying to put them in the water.”


  Tony sighed in frustration. “Sorry, Jake. Not your fault.” He clapped the burly dock manager’s shoulder. “Maybe tomorrow.”


  “The wind should die down around sunset, Tony. If it does, I’ll slip a couple over the side. The front should go through tonight. We’ll be in fine shape in the morning.”


  “Thanks, Jake.” Tony headed off to brief Jimmy.


  He didn’t have far to go because as he headed back, to Quayside, he met Jimmy coming to find him. “No luck in the wind?”


  Tony shook his head. “Jake says he doesn’t dare risk it.”


  “Good. Another day isn’t gonna matter, and we can’t afford to bang up a boat trying to hurry.” He grimaced and ran a hand over his mouth. “We need to stem this tide of people leaving.”


  “It’s hardly a tide, Jimmy. Onesy-twosey. Most are company clerical people and low level service support.”


  “We’ll need those people, Tony, if we’re gonna be able to even meet last year’s landings, let alone this new target. The market’s been stable all winter, but they’re just waiting to see what we do. If we don’t have something reasonable in landings, the price is gonna free fall and the board will have no choice but to cut us loose. Some of them we can work around. The landings are what’s reported, but we need crews for these boats or we’re screwed.”


  “Yeah, I know, but so far none of the crews have left.”


  “No, but we lose many more support people and we’ll have to bring some of the crews ashore, just to keep the lights on.”


  “Why keep the lights on? Louise can answer the phone. What else is there if we’re all out fishing?”


  Jimmy ran his hand over his skull as he thought about it. “You’re right. It doesn’t matter. I just hope the media doesn’t pick up the people leaving and blow it out of proportion.”


  “Come on, let’s get in out of the wind at least. I’m freezing and we can think at Barney’s better than we can freezing our butt-cheeks off out here.” He turned and headed for Barney’s without waiting to see if his boss would follow.


  He did. There just wasn’t that much else to do until the boats got in the water.


  “How sure are we they’re not going to fire us all at the end of the season?” Jimmy asked as they walked.


  Tony shot him a startled look. “That would make no sense.”


  “What if it does make sense and we just can’t see how?”


  “Boss, you been chasing that school of fish for weeks now.”


  “Yeah, I know, but I keep coming back to it.”


  “I noticed, but what else is there? It’s a good, solid operation. Or would be if they’d stop screwing with us. We all know that.”


  “But perception is reality, Tony. You know that, too. The rate on our loans this last quarter went up a half point. That’s not because they don’t like us. We’ve always paid back the season seed money.”


  Tony sighed, and they fought the wind all the way down East Birch to get to the Beanery. “Any word from Andrew?”


  “He’s still looking, but he hasn’t been able to spot it,” Jimmy said through a jaw held rigid to keep it from chattering. “It can’t be Shyster, Shyster, and Sue Me directly. If word got out that they were selling clients down the river, they’d be out of business so fast it would make your noggin nobble.”


  Tony sighed. Until they found out who was behind the manipulation, it was all just speculation.


  “I did get one bit of interesting news.” Jimmy shouldered through the entrance to Barney’s and into the warm, aromatic interior.


  “What’s that?”


  “The Ole Man’s coming.”


  “What? When?”


  “Middle of March.”


  “He’s in system?”


  “He’d almost have to be.”


  “How could you not know?”


  “Why would I? He doesn’t answer to me. I got a message from home office, routed through Dunsany. It arrived this morning.”


  “What did he say?”


  “‘Beware the Ides of March.’”


  Tony stopped and stared.


  Jimmy laughed, sliding into a booth. “Siddown. I’ll buy ya coffee.”


  The Beanery was quiet in mid afternoon. Too late for the lunch rush and too early for the after work crowd. Not that evenings were terribly busy. Coffee shops being what they are, Barney’s tended to an earlier crowd. Barney, himself, drew the steaming mugs and put them on the table before disappearing back to where he was doing something behind the counter.


  “What the hell does that mean?” Tony finally asked. “‘Beware the Ides of March?’”


  “It’s Shakespeare. The Ole Man loves that stuff. It’s the fifteenth of the month. That’s when he’s due.”


  “But how do you know he’s coming? That could be just anything, couldn’t it?”


  Jimmy smiled and shook his head. “Nope. Family code.”


  “Yanno, I thought you were kiddin’ me about the family encryption thing.”


  Jimmy shook his head. “We’re scattered across three sectors. We have to be careful.”


  Tony marveled at the paranoia that caused these people to set up a family code. “You’re something, Jimmy.”


  “It’s the Ole Man. He takes his Shakespeare seriously.”


  Tony raised an eyebrow in response, but Jimmy waved it off.


  “So, he’ll be here in about three weeks. What do we have?”


  “Not a lot. We think we know what they’re doing. We don’t have a clue how they think they’re gonna get away with it. Not once the Ole Man sees the quotas.”


  “You think that’s gonna matter?” Jimmy asked.


  Tony froze in his seat. “But the quotas are impossible. Nobody can make them.”


  Jimmy nodded in agreement. “But it’s not the Ole Man’s call.”


  The reality smacked into Tony. “The board of directors of the Combine?”


  “Yup. He’s on the board, but he’s not the chairman of it.”


  “Surely he can tell them what’s going on?”


  “Sure he can. He probably will. But the next meeting is in November.”


  “But that’s too late.”


  “Unless he can convince a quorum of the board to meet under special circumstances, there’s nothing that he can do to change the landings quota.”


  “Then why is he coming?”


  “I don’t really know.” Jimmy sipped the strong coffee for a few ticks. “Maybe he wants to go fishing.”


  Tony slumped in his seat, clearly not happy.


  “Cheer up. We still got jobs til October anyway. A lot can happen between now and then.”


  “Well, let’s hope the Ole Man can pull a rabbit out of his hat here because I haven’t a clue.”


  “How’s the boat coming? Jake say anything?”


  “Yeah, He gave you top priority on refit.”


  “It’s good to be the king.”


  “Actually, what he said was, ‘That was a brand new boat and that bastard better not have messed it up too badly.’”


  Jimmy chuckled. “Well, that works. So long as we can get out there as soon as the weather breaks. Meteorology says we should be clear for the season by the first of March, barring some late storms.”


  “It’s gonna be cold out there.”


  “Yeah, it is, but the sooner we start, the less behind we’ll be, and the more time we get before they pull the trigger on whatever deal they got cooking.”


  “You think they’re waiting for a price point on the stock?”


  “I dunno. Could be. Could be a date. Could be something we don’t know about. Something in their business.” He sipped his coffee. “It has to be before the end of the season, though.”


  Tony grimaced. “True. Once we’re all fired, there’s no production. They won’t want that to happen.”


  “I’m guessing it’ll come, whatever it is, midsummer. Far enough into the season that the markets will be turning themselves inside out. Not so late that too many people bail out.”


  “What’ll happen to you if the Combine gets bought up?”


  “I haven’t really thought about it. I suppose Angela has room for another skipper over on Umber. Maybe I’ll move up to Home Office.”


  Tony snorted. “In a pig’s eye. You love it out here, too much.”


  “I dunno, Tony. That’s what they used to say about the Ole Man, too.”


  “That’ll be the day when Jimmy Pirano moves off the ocean.”


  “Maybe I’ll just move the office. Angela says Umber is nice.”


  Tony almost took it at face value, but spotted the glint in Jimmy’s eye. He snorted. “How far down do you think the Combine’s shares will go?”


  “Dunno. Depends on how it’s played in the media. Once the markets get the downward spiral going, it’s going to be hard to reverse.”


  Tony nodded before draining his mug. “How many shares you got?”


  Jimmy shrugged. “They’re in a blind trust to avoid conflict of interest. It wasn’t much. A few thousand.”


  “Who’s managing the trust?”


  “Not them. The Ole Man has a separate set of lawyers that handle that for the company officers, like me.”


  “Do you trust them?”


  “Only as long as I pay them. They make a good living from keeping us out of court. I can’t see them messing that up.”


  “That’s what we thought about Shyster, Shyster, and Sue Me, too.”


  Jimmy sighed and drained his mug. “True. I just can’t help thinkin’ we’re on the wrong track here. This makes no sense. Whatever else may be true, the money-grubbing bastards are rational to the eye-teeth. There’s something we’re missing. When we find it, I’m afraid we’re gonna get hammered by it.”
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  Chapter Nineteen

  Callum’s Cove

  February 24, 2305


  The village seemed like it had awakened all at once. One day, the place was boarded up, locked down, apparently abandoned, unless you knew where to look. The next day was a squall of activity as people began preparations for the long fishing season.


  When the word had come from the Inlet that the season would be getting underway as soon as the Met Office gave its blessing, the village erupted. The fishermen checked hulls, and looked for winter damage. The resilient ferro-ceramic hulls didn’t damage easily, but it paid to examine them while they were out of the water. Marine growth tended not to latch onto the smooth material, so there was little to look at or repair. Some of the older vessels needed some fittings replaced and several needed the shaft housings re-packed so that water wouldn’t leak in around the heavy drive shafts that turned the propellers.


  Both his father and mother had been working for two weeks on their respective boats in preparation for the launch today, and Otto had wandered into the village to watch as, one by one, the boats shed their winter cocoons and the grav cradles were towed to the crane. Gently, Sally Wilson lifted each one from the cradle, and lowered it alongside the pier. Waiting crews walked the boats down the quay, drawing them along by their mooring lines and tied them off along the piers and jetties. Most of the twenty odd vessels were moored side-by-side, two and three deep, alongside the piers. It wasn’t clear to him who got to be near the outer edge and who was close in.


  “In the long run, it doesn’t matter, I suppose,” he said to himself.


  The watery sun was still low in the sky, even at noon, and a shallow cloud layer made the light even weaker, but the back of winter was broken. According to the company forecasters, the last of the big winter storms were largely gone. While the temperatures were still relatively cold, it was warm enough that boatmen could get their boats over the side and start the process of setting them up for another season of fishing.


  “Otto!” his mother called, as he stood looking over the fleet assembling by bits and pieces before him. He turned to see her stepping off one of the boats and onto the pier. “Your father should be about ready for lunch, too. Shall we treat ourselves to one of Rosie’s chowders?” she asked with a windblown smile.


  “Are you okay, hon?” his mother asked as she walked up almost to him. Otto knew she looked at him differently now. He thought it had to do with his deepening voice. It only cracked occasionally now.


  “Oh, yeah. Just a little dazed by all this. Every year it seems more frantic.”


  She chuckled. “Actually, every year it’s about the same. You’re just more aware of it this year because of your father and me.”


  “Probably so. Actually, would it be okay if I went back to the cottage and had lunch?” he asked.


  “Are you sure you’re all right?”


  “Yes, Mother. It’s just all this hustle and bustle. Everybody’s going to want to eat and get back to work and none of you needs a kid underfoot.”


  Rachel looked at her son. He’d always seemed a bit strange, but she wasn’t sure how a shaman’s son was supposed to behave. The shark he’d carved was frightening in spite of its crudeness in execution, or perhaps because of it. She knew he’d carved several more figures, each in the same style, and kept them in a drawer in the shop. The walking stick he always had with him was like something out of a tale. He took it everywhere, and it rattled and clinked with every step. She wondered how he could stand it sometimes, but he never gave any indication that he heard it. Every day he grew a little stranger, a little more different.


  He’d been correct, of course, the day he’d mentioned Eloise. She’d gone shopping for something nice to wear for her husband. She was a little embarrassed that the whole town was looking for her when she returned with new lingerie. The note she’d left on the kitchen table had blown onto the floor where it was overlooked by all the people who were trying to find her and assuming the worst.


  Still. How had he known?


  “Of course, hon. You won’t be underfoot, but if you want to go home, that’s fine.”


  He nodded several times and turned to look out over the assembled boats. “Yes. Thank you. You be careful and I’ll see you at supper. Would you like some mouta?”


  “Oh, that would be lovely.” She still wasn’t sure who this stranger was living in her son’s body, but she tried not to scare him—or herself—too badly.“Good.” He said it in a tone that meant agreement, and not a judgment. Without speaking again, he turned and, with his rattling staff in hand, walked sedately down the lane and out toward their cottage.


  Rachel watched him go and was so absorbed she didn’t even notice when Richard came up behind her until he spoke. “Where’s Otto going?”


  “Home. He seemed a bit overwhelmed by all the activity.”


  “I can’t say as I blame him. After a whole winter of being quiet, this is a lot to take in.”


  Rachel took his arm. “Okay, big fella. Buy a lady some lunch?”


  Richard smiled at her “I’d be delighted.” They both chuckled a little, but neither said much. They trailed in Otto’s wake by a few meters. While they waited for seats at the diner, they watching Otto make his deliberate way along the cobbles toward home.


  For his part, Otto was aware of his parents trailing him and felt the pressure of their gaze on his back. He was growing used to the odd looks as he moved about the village. On the one hand, he felt normal. He felt like he’d always felt, except when he thought back to the time when–for example–he took the flat of bellfish from Red Green and walked them home along this very track the previous fall. When he thought of that day, memory showed him a different Otto–one he could scarcely believe was himself, but yet, inevitably, was. Back then, he’d thought being a shaman was optional. Back then, the bits of stick and shell were just things lying on the beach. Back then, he didn’t carve things that made his own hair stand on end, or hear voices tantalizingly out of reach in the wind.


  He sighed and listened to the wind and movement jingle the shells on his walking stick as he continued on the path to the cottage.


  Once home, he fixed himself a sandwich and cup of tea, which he took out to the shop. These days, he felt most at home in the shop. What had once been his father’s exclusive lair was now a place where he was expected to be. He sighed again, and looked at the work that his father had him doing.


  “Otto,” his father had said. “You need to control your knife better if you’re going to carve whelkies. It’s just a matter of practice, time, and a few simple techniques.” With that, his father had proceeded to instruct him in the proper way to carve.


  Otto had been delighted at first. His father, the master carver, was going to show him how to find the animals in the blocks of wood. The reality soon set in as he was set to carving linked chains, balls in cages, and other kinds of exercises. They took a lot of time and produced nothing with the sense of power or majesty or awe or reality or unreality or–whatever that quality was–of even his crudely carved shark.


  He had learned to control his blade over the long weeks of winter. He could shave, slice, and notch. His inlay work was improving as his father had him practice by setting dark woods into light, and vice versa. The result of these long hours of practice lay strewn across the top of the bench. Each showed progress in the techniques that his father taught him. Each was smoothly formed, cleanly executed, and dead as the wood from which it was carved. He sighed again and opened the drawer where he kept the work he cared about.


  In it were a half dozen pieces, each as darkly primitive as the shark he’d done for his mother. Each carried that ineffable something that gave it its life. None of them had his father’s smooth lines, clean carving, or likely approval. Otto was confused by this disconnect. He could carve like his father, and had a bench full of dead things to prove it. But something else happened when he carved these, when he freed the animals from the wood and gave them their bits of shell as heart.


  He sighed once more and, taking a large bite from his sandwich, laid it on the bench and turned to light the stove. He’d built the fire so many times the process had become automatic. A few shavings and some small sticks. A flick of the electronic match, and the shavings almost always caught. He gave them a few moments to breathe and catch well, before adding a few more sticks. His father kept a small log-end and a sharp hatchet for slivering off some lighter bits of kindling for this delicate part of task, so there was never any lack of fuel. He smelled the smoke and smiled in satisfaction as the small flames grew into a real fire. He added some of the light sticks and put a larger one on the top of the pile to catch.


  He stood up from his crouch and closed the fire door carefully. As he did so, he caught a glimpse of the carving that his father had started the night before. Otto didn’t really pay that much attention to what his father was carving. He was too intent on seeing what he was carving to pay attention to somebody else’s work. In the cold light of the chilly afternoon, though, Otto saw that his father had a smoothly shaped dolphin emerging from a nicely knotted bit of wood. He also saw that his father was carving the dolphin across the body of some other animal–a bear, or a dog, perhaps–that was caught in the wood, and that in carving the head and front part of the dolphin out, he’d carved the head off the other creature. He felt his gorge rise at the sight, and managed to get outside before throwing up what little lunch he’d had on the ground behind the woodpile.
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  Chapter Twenty

  Aram’s Inlet

  February 24, 2305


  Jimmy was calmer than he thought he might be. The winds had died and Jake worked methodically through the long line of boats, lifting each in turn and placing them delicately into the harbor. It seemed like such a slow process, but Jake and his crew made steady progress down the line of craft.


  “You anxious to get out again, Jimmy?” Tony asked.


  Jimmy stuck his hands deeper into his jacket pockets and just grunted.


  From his other side, Casey laughed. “Well, I am. It’s been a long winter slinging drinks and I’m ready to get out of the smell of stale beer.”


  Jimmy looked sideways at her. “I thought you liked workin’ at the bar.”


  “Oh, yeah. Great fun. Long hours, low pay, drunks who paw you, forget to tip you, and all seem to think I look like their sadistic ex.”


  “Then why do it?” Tony asked.


  “You got salary to cover your rent, Tony?”


  Tony mumbled an affirmative.


  “Besides, it’s something to do.”


  They all three chuckled.


  “So, where are we on the quota thing?” she asked quietly.


  Tony sighed. “Nowhere. We’re still trying to figure out what we’re supposed to do.”


  Jimmy said, “We’ve sent the word out to the regional reps that we know the landings are unreasonable and that we’re working to make sure people know they won’t lose their boats, but it’s hard when the official line is ‘put up or shut up.’”


  “We lost a lot of people at the bar, anyway,” Casey said.


  Tony said, “Yeah, it’s a steady trickle of people getting out before the collapse. Either being smart or being dumb. At this point, it’s hard to tell.”


  Jimmy snorted. “I know how they feel. What would this sector be like with that many unemployed people descending on Dunsany?”


  “That’s not even possible,” Tony said.


  “How many people can even leave in a month?” Casey asked.


  “Just under two thousand,” Jimmy said.


  Casey’s eyes got wide. “That was a rhetorical question, Jimmy,” Casey said. “I didn’t really expect you’d know the answer.”


  Jimmy rubbed a hand across the back of his neck. “Yeah. Well, I thought I should know.”


  “In that light, maybe we should book passage now for a November seat,” Tony said.


  Jake settled another boat into the water as if it were no more than a child’s model in a wading pool.


  “Sea Horse is next,” Casey said. The three of them ambled over to where the yard gang handed them the lines..


  Jimmy hunched down into his coat as a gust blew in off the ocean. Pulling on his heavy gloves, he muckled onto the mooring line and helped drag the Sea Horse along the quay. It was always a shock to him when he watched three people man-handle a vessel like the Sea Horse, using nothing more than human strength. Sure, you didn’t do anything fast, but it was amazing what a solid body leaning against a hawser could accomplish if you just kept the tension up. Murcheson’s fuel boat waited at the end of the quay. All they needed to do was get a bit of fuel. By long tradition, Murch would give every new launched boat the first hundred liters free. Launch day was always a kind of celebration as boats and crews thronged the bay. The first hundred liters was enough to get the boats started and moving off to the various moorings around the Inlet, and it might seem to be an unexpected largess.


  Of course, the reality was that it was all company money. Murcheson’s operation was part of Pirano Fisheries. Ultimately, at some higher level, having the boats pay for fuel was really just transferring credit from one ledger page to another. But it was also a good way to keep track of who was fishing and whether or not any given boat and crew was profitable. When each vessel was, for all intents and purposes, an independent profit center, it tended to give the skippers a yardstick for measuring performance that they otherwise wouldn’t have had.


  Jimmy pondered that situation as he was considering how the Combine’s rules were written, and how Pirano Fisheries fit into it. Was there leverage there? Ultimately the boats, the yards, the fuel, and even the moorings were Pirano assets on one ledger or another. Everybody on the planet was either a Pirano or Allied employee, or direct relation to one. As he was tugging the heavy boat along the pier, he thought of Barney and the contributions that those direct relations made. The Beanery was one of the local businesses that was not a Pirano asset. Barney was the spouse of an employee, so he was eligible to live and work on planet under the corporate charter. The paperwork that everybody had to sign as part of their employment contracts held a lot of legal non-competition clauses. Spouses, contract-partners, and significant others had to sign those agreements to get a business license. Enforcement fell to local control and market forces were as effective as any to manage it.


  The Sea Horse finally made it to the fuel barge and Murch was there with a big smile and a fuel line.


  “Gonna hit ’em big this season, Jimmy?” he asked with a grin. It was his standard seasonal greeting.


  “We’re gonna give it a helluva a shot, Murch,” he said, as he looped the line around a cleat on the pier. He swung neatly over the side, following Murch aboard and getting ready to fire up the engines as soon as the hydrazine fuel got pumped aboard. The wheelhouse felt cold and stale, and smelled faintly of the plastic that had cocooned it for months. He dropped the windows and latched the door open, preferring the fresh cold breezes to the stale, plastic frost. It only took a few ticks for Murch to pump in a hundred liters. He jumped clear, waving Jimmy off.


  “I’ll send the gang around to top you off tomorrow, Jimmy,” Murch shouted, as he dragged his fueling hose back onto the pier in preparation for the next vessel.


  Jimmy hit the igniters and the engine groaned once, twice, then caught with a low rumble. He watched the temperature gauge until it started to shift up out of the ‘stone cold’ range at the bottom of the dial, then waved to Casey and Tony. Backing down against the spring line, the bow slid smoothly out and, in a few ticks, they were motoring across the Inlet to a mooring near the Pirano offices. Tony, Casey, and Jimmy crowded into the wheelhouse as the boat skipped across the bay.


  Jimmy looked out of the corner of his eye and saw Casey had her head stuck out the window on the far side of the wheelhouse grinning like an idiot into the wind stream. Her hat was pulled back and wisps of brunette hair were fluttering in the breeze. Glancing back at Tony, even he had a big grin as the infectious optimism of the fresh new season overflowed the grinding worry that they’d been fighting for the dark months.


  “Casey? Can you and Tony check out the running tackle? Make sure the nets are ready and the deck bearings are all greased up?” Jimmy asked, raising his voice to be heard over the thrumming of the engine.


  She nodded. “No problem, Skip.”


  There was surprisingly little to do to prepare the boat for the new season. It had been a new boat and barely got a good shake-down in the fall before it was time to wrap it for the winter. Jake and his crew knew their stuff when it came to winterizing a fleet. They’ed stowed the running tackle and secured it against the weather before the boat was even lifted from the water and placed in the cradle. The crews all washed out the holds and cleaned out the small galleys. The heavy winter cocoons were nothing more than heavy shrink wrap and sealed the topside against drying winds, snow, and dirt. While it seemed a bit silly to outsiders to cover a boat from something as innocuous as snow and wind, the practice had drastically cut down on startup time. The boats were built to operate for months out of the year in the caustic salt water environment, but not to sit idly for months while slow accretions of crud gunked up the running tackle. It was amazing how much damage sitting idle and unprotected could do to a working fishing boat.


  Within a stan of launch, the Sea Horse lay snuggly moored just off Quayside, less than a block from Pirano’s main offices. Tony and Casey set to on the deck fittings with lubricants that wouldn’t gum up in the cold conditions, while Jimmy ran through the diagnostics on the newly warmed engine. He sighed when he saw that he had a voltage leak somewhere and, pulling out his toolkit from under the bunk, walked around to the engine room hatch to start tracking it down.


  It took the rest of the day, and most of the next to get the boat ready for the rigors of fishing, but at the end of the day, the three of them–dirty, tired, and jubilant–pronounced the vessel ready.


  “Okay,” Jimmy said. “Depending on the weather, we’ll take tomorrow off and wrap up stuff ashore. Day after?”


  “All right!” Casey said, a huge smile pasted across her face to keep the smudges of grease company.


  Tony grinned, nodding, and Jimmy thought he looked more like a kid–and dirtier–than Casey. The “you aren’t really going to make me go fishing” Tony from the previous fall had been replaced by this grinning stranger.


  Jimmy chuckled and went to secure the wheelhouse for the night.
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  Chapter Twenty-One

  Callum’s Cove

  February 28, 2305


  Alan Thomas sat across the table from Richard and frowned into his coffee. “But it’s traditional, Richard. You’re the village shaman. You have to bless the fleet.”


  The irony of having the company man putting the arm on one of the few people in the village who didn’t work for the company–at least in capacity as shaman–wasn’t lost on either of the men.


  “I know Alan, but doesn’t it seem odd? I’m part of the fleet now.”


  “Not at all. You’d say a prayer at dinner in your own house, wouldn’t ya?” Alan asked.


  “You think it’s the same thing?”


  “What’s the difference?”


  Richard stopped arguing. “I don’t know,” he said after a few moments.


  “So, you’ll do it?” Alan asked, relief heavy in his voice.


  Richard sighed. “Yes. I’ll do it.”


  “Great! I’ll pass the word for the parade of boats tomorrow morning.”


  Richard finished is coffee and slid out of the booth. “Okay, Alan. Okay.”


  When he stepped out of the diner, he glanced down to the harbor and saw his son standing at the end of the pier, looking down at something in the water. Curious, he walked down to the length of the dock to see what was going on.


  As he approached the end of the pier, Otto turned and smiled, somewhat distantly. “Hello, Father.”


  “Hey, Otto. What’re you doing?”


  Otto looked back down into the water at the end of the pier. “Looking at the water. You know, it’s different from the water out at the point?”


  “Different? How?”


  “Less salty.”


  “I see,” his father said. “Are you feeling okay, Otto?”


  In the short pause that followed, a stray breeze jingled the shells on Otto’s walking stick. “Yes, Father. I’m fine. I’m glad you’re going to bless the fleet tomorrow.”


  “I feel funny doing it but it is one of the duties of the shaman.”


  “It will be fine. And the day after, the fishing can begin for a new season.”


  They stood there, looking out over the harbor and the boats gathered there for a few ticks. The wind rattled the shells and bits tied to Otto’s stick. The sound irritated Richard for some reason, but Otto cocked his head as if listening each time they clattered.


  After a time, Otto said, “Well, I suppose we should go home and have some lunch.” He looked up at his father. He didn’t have to look up very far, the growth spurt over the winter had added almost two centimeters to his gangly frame. On a human scale, suddenly noticing the two centimeters in your son felt like a lot.


  Richard turned, and headed back up the pier as if his Otto’s comment had carried the weight of command. Otto followed along beside, his staff thunking and rattling as he walked.


  “Doesn’t racket bother you, Otto?” his father asked after they’d walked a few meters.


  “Sometimes, but mostly, when I’m out on the beach or the point, there’s so much wind rushing by my ears, I don’t really hear much, except my own heartbeat.” He paused and glanced at his father before continuing. “Sometimes when I stand and listen, though, it’s as if there’s a voice trying to talk to me.”


  “That sounds a little spooky.”


  “Yes.”


  When he didn’t add anything more, Richard asked, “Are there any other spooky things you’d like to share?”


  They walked a few more paces before Otto answered. “No. I don’t think so. Becoming a shaman is very odd.”


  Richard smiled. “You’re becoming a shaman then? I thought you didn’t want to be a shaman.”


  “I don’t seem to be able to help it.”


  “You don’t have to be the shaman if you don’t want to.”


  “Really?” Otto asked. He looked up at his father. “Can I decide not to breathe?”


  “Yes.” After a couple of steps, Richard ruffled his son’s hair. “But only for very short periods of time.”


  Otto smiled at the joke, and they rounded the last bend to the cottage.


  Lunch wasn’t ready when they entered the kitchen. Rachel was still chopping carrots for a lamb stew they’d be having for dinner, but there was fresh bread and cheese along with some dried winter-fruit. Otto smiled at his mother and readied tea for all of them. By the time the tea was done, they were all able to sit together while Richard talked about the blessing of the fleet.


  “Will you do anything different this season?” his mother asked.


  “People seem to expect the same thing,” Richard said. “Alan’s going to have a podium set at the end of the pier and there’ll be a parade of boats. I’m to bless each as they sail by. Afterwards, they’ll all tie up again and everybody will probably party at The Gurry Butt until it’s time to get underway.”


  His mother laughed. “Well, wear your long unders. Last year you almost caught your death standing out there in the wind. And don’t get any ideas. We’ll be coming home after the ceremony. And you know the Murray’s will be closing early tomorrow, too!”


  Otto smiled at the banter, as the image of flocking birds flew through his mind. He ate his bread and cheese quietly, thinking about the ritual blessing of the boats. It had been a special day in the household for his whole life. He’d been shocked to learn that his father thought that it might be inappropriate to do since he was now crew. It wasn’t like the boats had crews for the parade. Usually it was the skipper and one other person driving the boat around. Some families made it into a kind of picnic with the whole crew and their families all dressed in their finest, the boats wrapped in colorful bunting and ribbons. Every boat that could float took part in the parade. As one grizzled old fisherman that Otto once met had said, “Sonny boy, I doesn’t know if there’s anything to this shaman business, but I doesn’t see the harm, and I doesn’t care to take the chance that I mights be wrong.” He’d winked and laughed as if he’d made some big joke.


  “Will you be taking Otto with you to bless the fleet?” his mother asked, bringing Otto’s attention back to the table.


  Richard appeared to think about it, but Otto knew the answer, and only waited to hear how his father would say it.


  “I don’t think we need to freeze him out on the pier. Maybe next year.”


  Rachel shot a look at Otto. “Did you want to bless the fleet with your father, hon?” she asked with just a tinge of concern mixed with fear in her voice. It was as if she were afraid of what he might answer.


  “Father is the village shaman. He’s the one who has to do it.”


  Neither of them seemed to realize that he didn’t answer the question, but it solved the immediate problem. Otto followed up with, “Any more news out on the ’Net?” to further distract them.


  “Jimmy Pirano has put out the word quietly that people aren’t gonna lose their boats. They all know the landings are ridiculous and they’re trying to get it cleared up in Dunsany,” his mother said. “Apparently, they’ve got a similar problem with the Allied Ag’s quotas. They’re impossible, but the Combine is threatening to fire and deport anybody who doesn’t meet them.”


  Richard asked, “And nobody knows why?”


  Rachel shook her head. “Nobody who’s saying. The best guess is that it’s some kind of stock manipulation scheme. Nobody on St. Cloud is falling for it, other than those who are packing up and leaving.”


  Richard grimaced. “Holly and Harve Bennet left over the weekend. You’ll have to find somebody else to cut your hair.”


  Rachel just nodded. “Yeah, I saw the transit order. Holly filed a replacement request with the Combine. They should be able to get a new barber and hairdresser before too long. In the meantime, I guess we get a little shaggy or cut it ourselves.”


  Otto and Richard both smiled at the small joke—Otto, because his hair was already rather long, even by the standards of the village while Richard was bald as a billiard ball.


  After lunch, Rachel went back to her work on the ’Net, and Richard slipped his jacket on for the short walk out to the shop. Otto put the kettle on to brew some after-lunch tea.


  “Will you be joining me, Otto?” his father asked.


  Otto shook his head. “Not today, Father. I need to walk on Sandy Long for a time this afternoon.”


  “Oh,” Richard said, obviously surprised, but willing to work around it. “All right. Well, have fun.” He shot a glance at Rachel when Otto turned back to the stove. She shrugged silently and Richard left the cottage.


  “You didn’t want to go carve with your father, Otto?” his mother asked after the door closed.


  “No, mother, I can’t.” He turned to face her. “I can’t carve like he does. He gets very upset when I don’t, and I get very upset when I do. It’s better if we don’t carve together.”


  Rachel saw the conflict in her son’s eyes, but didn’t know what to do about it. “That’s okay, hon. I don’t think you have to carve like he does.” Her gaze flicked to the shark sitting on top of her monitor and back to Otto. “Your work is yours. Don’t let anybody tell you how to do it. Not even your father, all right?”


  “Thank you, Mother. It can’t be easy having a shaman in the house.”


  She gave an uncertain laugh as he said it, and released him from the hug. “No, honey. It’s not.” She wasn’t sure who she was talking about at that moment, but the sentiment was heartfelt.


  He smiled once more, collected her cup of tea from the sideboard and placed it next to her terminal on the stained piece of rubber that served her as a coaster. “You’ll be going out with the fleet?” he asked her, although it was more statement than question.


  “Oh, yes. You’ll have the house and shop to yourself again in a few more days.”


  Nodding, he slipped his heavy coat from the peg by the door and shrugged into it. “Well, I’m happy you’re going fishing. You should be at sea. That’s where you belong.”


  She didn’t know how to respond to his quiet statements. It was as if he were speaking aloud so he’d hear what he thought. Each statement had a quality of discovery to them, as if he hadn’t really known what he would say until he heard it.


  “I’ll be on Sandy Long and back for supper,” he said as he headed for the door. “Send up a flare if you need me.”


  The comment was so unexpected that she coughed a laugh from surprise as much as humor.


  Next morning, after a breakfast and careful preparation, his father left to bless the fleet. He had to go a bit early to deal with the skippers and Alan Thomas on the final preparations for the parade of boats. At mid morning, Otto and Rachel followed. They could hear the engines before they even turned onto the waterfront. That many boats in that small an area made rather a loud racket. Alan used the flag pole on the Pirano building to signal the start. The milling boats in the harbor formed up behind Daniel Starling’s Louise B. Daniel had been fishing out of Callum’s Cove for nearly half a century and was, hands down, the most senior of the skippers in the fleet. He got the position of honor, as he did every stanyear since his father retired.


  Rachel watched the boats cruise slowly past the end of the pier in a spaced out line. It was quite a sight with the twenty odd vessels in the fleet all moving at once and with purpose. Richard stood on the raised podium at the end of the pier and, with each passing vessel, shouted the ritual phrase: “Good hunting, and safe return.”


  Stanyears before, Otto had asked his father about that. “Shouldn’t it be ‘good fishing and safe return’?”


  “Well, Otto, they have to find the fish first.” He’d smiled. “Besides, it’s what my father used to say and people value the familiar rituals.”


  This time, Otto didn’t say anything, standing still beside his mother and observing the parade of boats, as the long snake of vessels uncoiled across the end of the pier, ending with the newest boat in the fleet, Esmerelda II. Even his staff remained silent as the boats rumbled around in the harbor’s basin. It took the better part of a stan, but eventually, all the boats re-moored. The party began in earnest with a barbecue on the beach paid for by Pirano and an audio player blaring dance tunes from somewhere.


  Rachel, Richard, and Otto stayed for a time. Richard needed to be there to accept the accolades and thanks from all the skippers whose boats he’d blessed. Otto stayed back out of the way, while one after another, the skippers came and shook Richard’s hand, thanking him. When they’d eaten a bit of the chicken, and the last of the skippers had thanked Richard, the three of them headed back to the cottage.


  When they arrived, Otto said, “I’m going to take a walk on Sandy Long, if that’s okay?”


  Rachel said, “Of course, hon. Be home in time for supper. Don’t forget. Tomorrow you’ll be fixing dinner for us.”


  “I won’t forget.” He smiled and headed for the trail across the headland.


  Richard and Rachel stood and watched him go.


  “Is he going to be all right?” Rachel asked.


  “I think so.”


  “Does he have the gift?”


  “I don’t know if it’s the gift or just puberty, but he’s certainly getting to be a strange one.”


  “Are we doing the wrong thing to leave him here alone while we fish?”


  “We can’t know except in hindsight, and by then, it’s too late.” His mouth was twisted in a wry smile as he said it.


  She smiled back at him and took him by the hand. “We’ve got the house to ourselves for at least two hours. I think I know what we should do.” She towed him into the house.


  Afterwards, she lay cradling her husband’s head on her chest, and stroking his smooth scalp, but thinking about the eldritch creature that her son was becoming. “Were you that weird?” she asked.


  “Wha—?”


  She chuckled briefly and patted his head. “Never mind. Sleep.”


  He did, although she lay there for quite some time before extracting herself from his embrace and, dressing warmly, went out to the kitchen to put on tea, start dinner, and review what the ’Net might have caught for her. Richard rose shortly after and, kissing her once on the top of the head, shrugged into his jacket to go to work in the shop.


  Otto returned before the meal was ready, and came directly to the house to help set the table and serve the simple meal of fish, potatoes, onions, and carrots. After an uneventful meal, they spent a quiet evening, clearing up the kitchen and preparing for an early departure.


  Richard and Rachel rose quietly in the morning and, after a brief breakfast of tea and muffins, left for the village to get their boats underway. It was still dark and very cold, and they walked close together, bound by the glow of the previous afternoon and their shared body heat. They never noticed that Otto rose as well. They were far enough from the cottage when he left the kitchen, taking his staff and walking down to the end of Bentley’s Head by the light of the stars. In his pocket he had twenty three stones and the pocket knife that had belonged to his grandfather.


  The sea slapped the edges of the stones as he stepped out onto the end of the point. His staff tapped the rock and gave a hollow thunk sound while the icy wind rattled the shells and scales. He jammed the butt of it into a crack in the rock and stood there, seemingly unaffected by cold, waiting, listening. Before long, he heard the sound of the first boat chugging up the channel. He took the knife out of his pocket, opened the blade, and held it up to glint in the starlight. It flashed once, and the fleshy part of his left hand dripped blood. He folded the knife and slipped it carefully back into his pocket while the boat continued down the channel toward his position.


  As the boat passed in front of him, he slipped a pebble from his pocket, smeared it with the hot blood from his hand, and accompanied by the wind-driven chime of shells and scales, cast it into the dark ocean as a prayer for safe and successful return. Twenty-two more times, as each boat churned the sea in front of him, each heading out to harvest the bounty of the sea, he slipped a pebble from his pocket, smeared it with blood and cast it into the water. When the last boat had gone, he reached out with his hand, and making a fist, squeezed a few drops of his blood directly into the sea. Sighing with satisfaction, he pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and wrapped his hand, knotting it awkwardly with one hand and teeth. He pulled his staff from the crack in the rock and walked slowly back to the cottage.
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  Chapter Twenty-Two

  Aram’s Inlet

  March 4, 2305


  Casey was waiting for him aboard when Jimmy managed to drag himself down to the dock. They’d been fishing a week and the accumulated exhaustion had not yet been supplanted by the automatic systems in his brain. The stresses of trying to figure out what was going on with the company, what he was going to do about it, and how he might stop it, on top of fishing twelve and fourteen hour days, were beginning to stack up on him.


  Casey grinned at him. “We keepin’ you up?”


  No, just grumpy ’cause I haven’t had my coffee.”


  She reached down behind the rail and pulled a hot cup of coffee as if from a top hat, complete with cutesy curtsey and free-hand flourish. “Ta-da!”


  Tired and groggy as he was, Jimmy chuckled. “How we doin’?” He stepped aboard and took the cup with a nod of thanks. He settled his haunches on the gunwale to listen to her answer.


  “Good, The landings have been good for early in the season, that last bag yesterday was a monster.”


  He nodded and snorted in appreciation. “That was a lot of fish.”


  “Overall, it was close to the landing quota for the day,” Casey said.


  “You’re kidding.”


  “It’s early in the season and the stocks are higher in the spring. The schools haven’t been broken up by fishing yet.”


  “True, and in raw numbers, the landing quotas aren’t that much higher than last year.”


  “But in most years we get landings in the bank. Above average early, and tapering off as the season goes on. We’re still short by three percent on the day and five on the week.”


  Jimmy sighed. “With the end of the quarter coming at the end of the month and only one month’s landings in, it’s gonna be hell on the financial markets.”


  Out along the pier, boats started firing up their engines. A few of them already chugged down the bay. The stench of burned hydrazine floated on the predawn breeze. Jimmy heaved himself up from the gunwale. “I suppose we should at least get her warmed up While we wait for Tony.” He headed back to the wheelhouse and Casey followed.


  Reaching in, he checked the telegraph and made sure the boat wasn’t in gear before he pressed the igniters, and the engine coughed into life. They spluttered a couple times then fell into an easy idle. “If Tony would get here, we could get this underway.”


  Movement up on Quayside caught Jimmy’s attention, and he looked in time to see Tony come shambling up pier.


  “Is he drunk?” Casey asked.


  Jimmy shrugged and went out to help his friend aboard.


  “No, damn you, ’m not drunk, I’m exhausted. I was up almost all night tracking through financials. Coffee?”


  Jimmy caught Tony’s arm to keep him from falling between the dock and the boat. He took a good whiff, but as nearly as he could tell, Tony was telling the truth. He looked a lot worse than exhausted but Jimmy just shrugged. “Go lay down, Tony. We got a few hours before we need you on deck.”


  Tony nodded. “Figgered. Thanks.” He shambled off to the forecastle and practically fell down the ladder.


  Casey looked at Jimmy.


  Jimmy shrugged. “Beats me. I’m exhausted, too, but I haven’t been staying up nights trying to unravel this.” He sighed. “Let’s get underway. I’ve a mind to try the eastern end of the Ole Man’s Bank today.”


  She smiled. “That’ll give him a little extra sleep.”


  “This end doesn’t get fished much early in the season, and it sometimes pays to make three shorter haul-backs out there.”


  “We’ll be late getting back.”


  “You got a hot date?”


  She snickered. “Nothing a fresh set of batteries can’t fix. Let’s go fishing.”


  He chuckled all the way back to the wheelhouse while she singled up and prepared to cast off. In just a couple of ticks, the Sea Horse cruised past the inner harbor markers and into the main channel. Casey took their cups down and refilled them in the galley while he was getting lined up.


  “How’s he doing?” Jimmy asked when she came back.


  “Never twitched. He’s drugged, drunk, or just totally played.”


  “I’ve seen him drunk. He’s not drunk. He could be exhausted if he hasn’t been sleeping.”


  “You didn’t rule out drugged,” Casey said, settling on her stool and sipping her coffee.


  “No, I didn’t. It’s not like him, and I’ve known him for stanyers,”


  “Looks like stim crash to me.”


  “Yeah, me, too.”


  Stim was a readily available drug that some people took to keep going. It worked fine, with relatively few damaging side effects, until it wore off. Stim users tend to crash hard.


  The wheelhouse was warm, and they slipped gently through the icy cold water of the channel. Casey fired up the electronics and left them on standby for a few ticks before bringing them fully online. About the time they cleared the outer marker, they were ready for the course plot, and Jimmy leaned into the navplotter to point out a particular point on the display.


  “There?” Casey asked.


  “You been there?”


  She shook her head. “No, but that’s just a spike. Can we get onto the top of that?”


  “It’s bigger than it looks, and the deep water all around it is in the Nanking Upwelling.”


  She blinked.


  “Yup. It brings up all the nutrients from deep down, which nourishes all the little fish, which feeds all the bigger fish.”


  “How’d you learn that?”


  “It’s the Ole Man’s Bank.”


  “Yeah, I know the name, but you say that like it’s significant.”


  “It’s named after the Ole Man.”


  “Your Ole Man?”


  “Well, yeah. He opened up this whole area here. Collected the first soundings and used the satellites to find and map the fishing grounds from down by Cheapskate all the way past Callum’s Cove.”


  “I just thought it was some generic ole man. I didn’t realize that it was a particular one.”


  “He was quite a character in his day. I’m surprised he doesn’t have more named for him.”


  “How long has he been gone?” She punched in the course and corrections.


  “Oh, gods, I think, it’s been close to twenty stanyers now. But he’s coming back.”


  “Coming back? How can you say that?”


  “I got a message from him.”


  Casey stopped and looked long and hard at Jimmy.


  “You got a message from him?”


  Jimmy shrugged. “Yeah, why not? Don’t you get messages from your father?”


  She shook her head. “Uh uh. You’re joking right?”


  “No, why? I get messages from my father three or four times a year.”


  “Not me,” Casey said.


  “Why not? Don’t you get along?”


  “Jimmy? My father’s dead.”


  “Oh! I’m so sorry, Casey. I didn’t know.”


  “It’s okay,” she said. “He’s been gone awhile now. Not as long as yours, but long enough.”


  Jimmy finally realized why the conversation was going a little off course. “Casey? My father’s not dead.”


  She burst out laughing. “Oh, thank the gods.”


  Jimmy started laughing, too. “When I said ‘gone’ it was since he left St. Cloud.”


  “The way you were talkin’ about him, I thought he’d passed away, and they’d named the bank after him. You have no idea how glad I am to hear that he’s still with us.”


  “I can imagine that’s a lot better than me getting messages from the great beyond.”


  She rolled her eyes. “You have no idea.”


  They rode along through the cold dark night. Every so often, one or the other would chuckle.


  Finally Jimmy said. “He is coming back.”


  “The Ole Man?” Casey asked


  “Yeah,” Jimmy said.


  Her laugh was infectious and Jimmy laughed along with her.


  They approached the spike just after sunrise. It wasn’t really a spike. In comparison to the other submarine mounts, it was much smaller and on the large scale views, it looked like nothing but a point on the screen. In actuality it was close to five kilometers long and three wide. At the dead slow speed of the trawl, there was plenty of room for a boat or two to work the top of the underwater peak.


  “You wanna wake up Tony?” Jimmy asked.


  Casey wrinkled her nose while she thought about it. “No, let him sleep. I can get the net over the side by myself, I think.”


  Jimmy nodded and Casey went out to release the safeties and tie downs. Jimmy stepped out of the wheelhouse to unlatch the aft gantry himself then notched the throttles up to get a little steerage way on the boat. Casey’s delicate touch on the winch soon had the heavy net up and over the side and Jimmy picked up the throttle a bit more while she let the cable spool out.


  “How much?” she asked.


  He checked the bottom finder. “Three hundred.”


  She waved her understanding and went back to reading her cable gauge, keeping the lines snug, but still paying out smoothly. Jimmy kept the boat curling on a wide turn at a steady pace, until finally she slapped the cable locks closed to stop the big drum from spinning, and locked down the safeties before hooking the forward cable over the aft gantry so both lines rode high and clear of the heavy prop spinning under the stern. The heavy cables disappeared under the water about twenty meters back from the stern.


  Jimmy straightened out his course and began dragging the net along the top of the plateau underneath them. He was careful to turn in large arcs to keep the net over the relative shallow of the sea mount, even when the boat itself was out over much deeper water.


  Casey came back to the wheelhouse, dusting her work gloves together and stepped in out of the cold wind.


  “Nicely done,” Jimmy said.


  “Piece of cake.”


  “You want some coffee, Skip? After that I could use a hot drink.”


  “Yeah. Thanks.”


  “Be right back, then.” She practically danced across the deck and disappeared into the forecastle.


  Five ticks later she was back with steaming mugs and they settled down to drag. Outside, the wind was calm enough and the sun was out, but the air was still very cold, barely above freezing. They dragged quietly and sipped coffee. Every so often, Jimmy looked over and saw Casey swaying on the chair, the sun beating in on her, warming her and making her very drowsy with the steady drone of the engine beneath their feet.


  “Why don’t you take a nap, Casey?”


  “Oh, I’d like to, but I don’t want to disturb Tony. He’s sprawled everywhere down there.”


  Nodding at the unspoken message, Jimmy nodded back over his shoulder to the chartroom behind the wheelhouse. “There’s bunk in there. Go lay down for a bit. Close the door, if you like.”


  A yawn caught her sideways and she laughed at herself. “You talked me into it.”


  She slipped back into the chartroom, slid her boots off and curled up on the bunk in her parka. In moments, she was asleep, and Jimmy felt a peacefulness settle across the boat. He turned to the fish finder and adjusted his course. They were running through some very big schools and he figured they’d do well with three short hauls. He checked the chrono and marked the time he wanted to haul back, then settled into his own chair and slipped into his own fishing trance–watching the water, listening to the engine, and keeping an eye on the fish finder and satellite scans.


  He woke Casey about ten ticks before he wanted to start his haul back. That gave her time to wake up, get her boots back on, and use the head before waking Tony for the work that was to come. From then on, the day was going to get a lot harder for everybody.


  When Tony clambered on deck, he looked like the normal Tony and gave Jimmy a smile and a wave as he made his way to his station by the forward gantry. Casey gave the high-sign and Jimmy knocked the throttles back as she took up the slack with the winches. Slowly and steadily the heavy net surged up from the deep until it was alongside the boat, and Jimmy took the engine out of gear so it wouldn’t spin the propeller and suck the loose net back under the boat.


  Casey and Tony locked the doors to the gantries and began to hoist the heavy net up, but the net didn’t lift right away, and the boat began to heal over as the winches tightened up the lines running up and over the hoist boom. Tony got an alarmed look on his face, but Casey had a fierce grin and spoke some calming words that Jimmy couldn’t catch. Tony stepped back a bit just as the delicate balance between net and boat shifted to the boat’s side and the bag of fish swung ponderously up, over the side, and onto the deck. Casey didn’t try to get a lot of finesse in the crane work, just released the bag to flop a bit and shouted for Tony to release the binding line at the bottom of the bag. When he did, he was nearly knocked down by the wave of fish that slathered across the deck, some of them still flipping and slapping. Even in the wheelhouse, and over the engines, Jimmy heard Casey’s whoop of celebration as she lifted the bag up with the hoist to make sure all the fish fell out. She shuffled through the catch to help Tony secure the release line once more. When it was set, they tossed the empty net back over the side. In moments, it was trailing out, the heavy doors splashing into the sea, and the whole thing sinking behind the boat once more.


  It took them a while to find the bunker covers under all the fish. They had to be careful to push enough of the catch back to be able to open the covers without having everything drain into the hold willy-nilly. Eventually, they did and the silvery mass started flowing into the darkness of the hold. The catch was so large that Jimmy figured they’d just about get it sorted and stowed by the time it was ready to haul back again. He grinned and was looking back over his shoulder when he heard Casey shout and a kind of yip that had to have been Tony. He snapped his head back around in time to see Tony falling backwards into the fish with something purplish attached to the back of his glove. Casey dove across the catch, her own gloved hand outstretched, and batted the purple thing away. Jimmy’s heart stopped beating. Or maybe it was time that stopped as the innocuous looking purple fish flipped end over end through the air and over the side.


  Jimmy was half out of the wheelhouse before he realized that he had no boots on and that his deck shoes were no match for the catch that still sloshed on the deck. “Did it get him?” he yelled.


  Casey had Tony’s glove off and was examing his hand carefully, holding it this way and that.


  Tony looked very scared and very confused. He kept trying to speak but all he could get out was “Wha? Wha? Wha?”


  Satisfied, Casey picked the glove up carefully between thumb and fore finger and cast it over the side. “He’s all right, I think.”


  Jimmy released the breath he didn’t know he was holding. Through the windscreen he saw Casey running her eyes across the surface of the catch while she explained that the innocuous little purple fish was a box fish–so called because even the smallest bite from it and you went home in a box. It didn’t have to be much. The fish produced a neurotoxin on its skin which caused a near immediate shut down of most autonomic nerve functions in humans if it were introduced into the blood stream. Even skin contact could cause a cascade of nerve function failure. The few people who survived it said it felt like they were being burned alive from the inside out.


  Everybody knew of the little fish. They were rare, but they did turn up occasionally. Kids from a very early age were taught to look for them as they sorted the catch. A quick scoop with a plastic bucket and the box fish was back over the side where it inevitably swam back to the deeps. But Tony had never been told, because Tony hadn’t ever been a kid on a boat. He’d never heard of a box fish. They really were quite easily spotted in the catch, and nobody had died from a box fish bite in over ten stanyers. There were a few more instances of neurotoxin poisoning, but even those were rare.


  Tony’s face paled as Casey explained how near he’d come to death, and swayed uncertainly before Casey put out a hand to steady him. She asked him a question and he nodded, a bit tentatively, but proceeded to get back to sorting the catch. Casey looked up to nod to Jimmy who was standing helplessly in the wheelhouse watching it all unfold on his deck.


  By the time the catch was carefully sorted and stowed, nearly three stans had passed and it was time to haul back again. Jimmy had Tony and Casey grab a quick sandwich and coffee before they started the next haul back. Judging from the way the boat was handling with the one large bag of fish aboard, Jimmy thought he’d be calling it an early day and returning to port with his fish bunkers full. When they got the net up and saw it was even bigger than the first, he just set the autopilot and had the boat run back toward the Inlet while he helped sort the catch. It was a huge load and the Sea Horse rode low in the water. Her massive bows shouldered the seas aside as the chugged slowly back toward port.


  When the last fish slid into the hold, Jimmy went back to the wheelhouse and knocked the throttles up. She wasn’t going to win any speed records riding so low in the water, but they were ahead of the schedule that Jimmy had set for the day and had a full load of fish to show for their efforts. Tony and Casey joined him in the wheelhouse for the ride home. Tony still looked a little pale. Casey kept watching him out of the corner of her eye, as if she expected him to keel over at any moment.


  They rode that way, keeping an uneasy silence, all the way back to the Inlet.
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  Chapter Twenty-Three

  Callum’s Cove

  March 8, 2305


  Rachel sat in the warm kitchen with a nice pot of chicken soup burbling on the stove and the spring sun shining in the window. The winds were too high for the boats to fish, so she enjoyed an unexpected holiday. Her mug of tea sat by her left hand, forgotten, and the screen in front of her scrolled unseen.


  Fishing was good for being in the moment. There were hours to sit, sure. The long ride out, waiting out the first set. Often those hours were filled with sleep, or quiet conversation with shipmates, and not really conducive to introspection. Most of the hours at sea were filled with being at sea. The water, the wind, the boat, the fish. It was consuming. The land was far away, often only a smudge on the horizon. Distant in more than just geography.


  Sitting in her kitchen, with the warm sun, the comfortable smells, and her face against the screen was usually as immersive as being underway, but her mind kept straying to her husband and her son and the odd facility known as the shaman’s gift. When she’d first met Richard, it was his eyes that captivated her. It didn’t hurt that he was easy to look at as well, but his beautiful green eyes tangled her heart. It was a bit of a shock when she realized–really understood–that he would be a shaman. The son of the shaman became a shaman.


  She smiled to herself remembering Benjamin Krugg. He had seemed older than his years, and perhaps he had been. His face was wrinkled from smiling into the winds and sun. His eyes were dark, a brown or deep blue; Rachel was never sure, but they had a twinkle of amusement that danced there regardless of what he was doing. He had a way about him that set you immediately at ease, and at the same time made you want to be–for lack of a better term–better. His deep voice rang out when he blessed the fleet, even heard out on the boats as they passed in parade. The joke was they could hear him all the way to the Inlet. His quiet confidence in you could urge you to find things inside yourself when he sat you down to talk about your future.


  Ben Krugg had been a fixture in the village as long as Rachel could remember, and Richard was often tagging along at his side. Richard was a handsome lad, and several of the village girls had set their caps in his direction. Rachel remembered him as being so serious. The son of the shaman would become a shaman. He took the role and responsibilities seriously.


  The season she broke her arm Richard had caught her with his eyes. She’d been twenty stanyers old and new mate on the Lady of the Bay. It was a freak accident at the end of the season. She’d stepped wrong on the pier—of all the foolish things—and the heel of her rubber boot had skidded just enough that she fell. She tried to save herself from slamming into the stone pier, and only succeeded in snapping her ulna against a dock cleat. The local med-clinic took care of it, but she was out of commission and missed the last two weeks of the season.


  The quik-knit took care of the break, and after a couple of days of feeling like an idiot, she had come to grips with both the incessant itching of the knitting bone and feeling like an idiot. She took to having breakfast at the diner–back when it was Cathy’s Cafe, she remembered–and visiting with the regulars. That was when she got caught by Richard and came to know his father as more than the village shaman.


  Ben came into the coffee shop while she was there and talked to her. At first it was about her broken arm, but later about her fishing. The conversations were, by themselves, nothing special. It was a small town, after all, and the coffee shop was the normal morning gather–much as the pub was in the evening. It was during one of those morning chats when Richard was with him, that she first noticed the deep green of Richard’s eyes and the soft smile when he looked at her. It wasn’t exactly love at first sight. She’d known Richard all her life. It was the first time that she’d really seen him as something other than the shaman’s son.


  She flushed remembering the feeling. It wasn’t like she was some wall flower virgin at the time. Living in a small town with a healthy population of growing males and females provided plenty of opportunities. Transient staffers provided exotic enticements, and even Bobby Rigg had learned that being sweet yielded better rewards than being a bossy pants. She giggled a little at that particular memory. It wasn’t Sin City, but few places with so many adults watching after so few children were. Still, when Richard smiled, she got all clichéd and overwhelmed with what she had thought of as “the gushy stuff” from the endless stream of what her mother called “trashy novels.” Her mother would know they were trashy, of course, because Rachel got them after her mother was done with them.


  They started walking about the village–she and Richard–and soon the gossip had them linked, even before they admitted it to themselves. By the time her arm was fully healed, the winter had closed in, and Richard and Rachel were a couple. That was about the time she got invited to the shaman’s cottage for the first time.


  She looked up from her screen and cast her gaze across the sturdy kitchen. It hadn’t changed that much from the first time she’d seen it. There were a few more splashes of color. The data terminal moved in with her, when she came. The appliances and fixtures had been replaced with identical units from the Combine’s catalog. They fit the space and they worked very well. Benjamin had always worn an embroidered red poncho. It was a heavy woolen thing with a hood. It was unspeakably old and something he’d brought from the Eastern Reaches when he became the village shaman for Callum’s Cove. It used to hang on the peg behind the door.


  He’d sat with her in this very kitchen, Richard occupied elsewhere, and they’d had the very conversation that echoed in her mind.


  “The son of the shaman is a shaman,” he’d said. He said it like it was something she needed to be aware of, and of course she was. Everybody knew it. “The title is usually passed down from father to son, but the fever that took Richard’s mother, gave me the gift. So, sometimes the gift comes to those who don’t expect it. When it does, their sons become shamans as well. This is important for you to know. To understand.” His dark eyes had peered at her from beneath his shaggy brows, still with their twinkle of amusement, as if he were telling her a very funny, but subtle story.


  “I understand,” she’d said. “If I have a son with Richard, he’ll become a shaman, too.”


  “And are you prepared to be the mother of a shaman?” he’d asked.


  She’d flushed at his implication and it echoed forward to where she sat at the terminal. “Well, we haven’t gotten that far, but yes, I suppose if we marry and have children, I’ll have to be prepared, won’t I?” she asked with a little grin of her own.


  He’d chuckled. “Yes, parenthood does appear to be one of the one-way doors. Nobody really understands what’s on the other side until they pass through it. Once you go through, you can’t come back.”


  Whatever he’d been looking for, he apparently found it because they ended their conversation soon after. She hadn’t thought of it again until the day of the wedding. After the ceremony, Benjamin had taken Rachel aside and slipped the delicately carved seabird into her hand. “Give this to your son, the shaman,” he’d said. “May he use his gift wisely and find peace.”


  By the end of that winter, Benjamin had gone through that other one-way door to explore what might be waiting for him there. He’d been working in his shop on a crisp January morning, and they found him resting peacefully in his chair beside the stove when he didn’t come in for lunch. The shop was in order, and the fire banked. His twinkling eyes finally closed. From that day forward, Richard had been the village shaman and in the fall, Otto Benjamin Krugg had been born.


  But the transition from fisherman to shaman’s wife hadn’t been smooth. She looked at the terminal in front of her and remembered the hateful conversation.


  “Me or fishing,” Richard had said. “I understand if you choose fishing,”


  The floor had fallen from under her and the ceiling crashed in at that one horrid moment. “How can you ask me that? Ask me to choose between breathing and eating instead!”


  His beautiful green eyes had a deep sadness in them, but he stuck to his position. “Fishing is dangerous. I’d rather lose you now, for sure, than have to face every day not knowing if you’ll come back.”


  “Don’t you think you’re being rather melodramatic?”


  He shrugged. “Perhaps. And I know it’s unreasonable of me to ask it, but there it is.”


  Unreasonable was hardly the word. She’d bitten back the ugly retorts then, and there were times even now–especially now–that she’d wished she hadn’t. “How can you ask this?”


  “I have to think of the future, Rachel. I don’t want our children to have to grow up without a mother.”


  She always considered that to be rather an unfair blow, but it had been the one that kept her from smashing his face and throwing the ring at his feet. In the end, she’d given in and her innate skills got her a job working the ’Net.


  Rachel blinked the kitchen back into focus. The stanyers melted away like frost on the window. Her eye strayed to the roughly carved shark. “Oh, Benjamin. I was an idiot, wasn’t I?”
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  Chapter Twenty-Four

  Aram’s Inlet

  March 15, 2305


  He stepped off the flitter and back into Jimmy’s life after being only a distant shadow for all that time. Twenty stanyers had changed the Ole Man. To begin with, he looked a lot better. The shabby work pants, shirt, and jacket that he’d left in had been replaced by a tasteful business suit, topped with a trench coat knotted at the waist. The rubber boots were now polished leather. His hair, well, that was fake. It was a good fake, but it was fake. Jimmy wondered where that had come from as he ran a hand across his own sparsely populated scalp. Mostly, he was pale.


  The picture that Jimmy had carried in his mind all these stanyers was of a deeply tanned older man, weather beaten and serious. The man who stepped from the flitter in his carefully polished boots and elegantly coiffed hair was not. The face seemed unchanged, except he looked like he hadn’t been in the sun a day since he left St. Cloud. For all Jimmy knew, he hadn’t. The smile on his face when he saw his son waiting was genuine, as were the outstretched arms ready to wrap him. In an instant, Jimmy was a kid again. Papa was here. Everything was going to be okay.


  She stepped off the flitter behind him. Tall, slender, stacked, starched, and perfect. The nose didn’t quite twitch at the smell of fish, fuel, and water that washed the tarmac on the cold wind, but Jimmy caught the flinch. He heard Tony cough once in surprise.


  Jimmy stepped into his father’s bear hug and gave him the traditional kiss on both cheeks. “Welcome back to St. Cloud, Papa. I’m glad to see you haven’t lost your touch.”


  Angelino Pirano, chairman of the board of Pirano Fisheries, grinned at his boy and patted him familiarly on the cheek with one manicured hand. “The Ole Man cleans up good, you mean,” he said in his familiar graveled voice. “You’re looking good, Jimmy. I’m proud. Spinelli? Tony Spinelli?” he asked, looking over Jimmy’s shoulder.


  “Hey, hey, Angelo, you old bastard! How you doin’?” Tony said, and hugged the elder Pirano.


  “You’re lookin’ pretty tan for a bean counter, Tony! You been vacationing? My boy not workin’ ya hard enough?”


  Tony chuckled. “He’s had me out fishin’! Me! A fisherman! Can you believe it?”


  “You got him out on the boats? How’d you do that? I tried for stanyers to get this highland bastard to go out and find out what he was counting.”


  “Well, I needed a crew and he was the only one in the office that day,” Jimmy said.


  Angelo laughed. “Yes, we need to talk about that, but first I’d like you to meet Stephanie Daniels.” He held out his hand to indicate Ms. Iceberg of 2305. “She’s my executive assistant and keeps all my appointments straight. I manage the business and she manages me, eh, Steph?”


  She smiled a well-practiced self-deprecating smile, and held out her slender and carefully manicured hand to Jimmy. “Nice to meet you, James. You’ve done some great work here on St. Cloud.”


  “Thank you, Stephanie. I try to find ways to keep busy and off the streets. My lead analyst and crewman, Tony Spinelli.”


  A chilly wind kicked across the tarmac and they headed into the terminal building out of the wind. Spring was in the air, but it still fought to win dominance over winter, especially when the wind came cutting off the bay. As they entered the building, Stephanie leaned forward to murmur, “Hotel,” in Angelo’s ear.


  “Jimmy? Would you and Tony be good enough to come with us to the hotel while we get settled?” Angelo asked.


  From anybody but the Ole Man, it wouldn’t have been a command. “Of course, Papa. We’re at your disposal for today.”


  Tony said, “Why don’t you two go ahead. Jimmy and I will collect the luggage, and meet you at the Aram House in, say, half a stan?”


  Jimmy kept his face carefully neutral as his father raised one eyebrow fractionally, then shrugged. “Thanks, Tony. Good idea. We’ll see you there in a few.” He turned to Stephanie. “Ground car, please. You don’t wanna walk that far in the cold.”


  Stephanie swept ahead of Angelo, heals snapping on the hard floor. She squired him out of the terminal, into a waiting ground car, and in less than a tick was gone.


  “She’s...efficient,” Jimmy said.


  “She’s not exactly what you had in mind as a step-mother, eh, Jimmy?” Tony asked with a chuckle as they headed off to the hanger to help unload the flitter.


  Jimmy snorted. “She seems competent enough. And if you’re gonna have a bodyguard, it might as well be one who looks like she’s not.”


  “That’s true. I wonder where she keeps her gun.”


  “Small of her back in the waistband of her skirt,” Jimmy said without missing a beat. “Knife in her left sleeve, and she doesn’t need either of them if she can get in arm’s reach, so stay well back.”


  Tony blinked.


  Jimmy shrugged. “He can hire anybody he wants. He hires the best. Remember, this is the man who encrypts family greetings.”


  “Yeah, but how’d you spot that much that fast.”


  “I’m his son.”


  They gathered the luggage, a great deal of it, and loaded it into another ground car for transport over to Aram house.


  “So, what did you wanna talk to me about?” Jimmy asked as they rolled smoothly through the narrow lanes of Aram’s Inlet.


  “Latest word from Andrew is that there’s something big moving into Margary. The construction plans are under review at the Sector Authority. They’re sealed, of course, but rumored to be very much not the ‘Five Stanyer Plan’ that Margary is claiming.”


  “How does he know, if they’re sealed?”


  “Five year plans don’t require Joint Committee on Transportation review.”


  “Yeah, they do,” Jimmy argued.


  “Margary Mining Authority filed their plan three stanyers ago and it was approved. It’s not due for re-review by the full committee until next stanyer when they file the next stage plan.”


  Jimmy blinked as his brain unraveled the news. “It’s not Margary Mining that’s doing the construction?”


  Tony shrugged. “Unless they’ve got something brand new that’s come up in the last stanyer or two, they’ve no reason to modify their plan now. It’s due for a rubber stamp review in the next couple of stanyers. If they wanted to do anything big, the smart money would do it then. They still have work to do on the plan that’s already in play.”


  “What has that to do with us?”


  “I don’t know, but it’s the only piece of anomalous information we got that has anything to do with this end of the universe. Andrew doesn’t know either, but Violet wanted you to know what they know.”


  The car rolled up to the delivery entrance of Aram House and they got out, gave the bellman instructions and a twenty cred tip, before walking into the hotel lobby.


  The desk clerk recognized Jimmy and Tony on sight and smiled. “Mr. Pirano, your father is up on The Roof. He’s waiting for you there. The suite is clear.”


  “Thanks, William,” Jimmy said, and they headed for the elevator.


  The Roof was not literally the roof, although it was added after the hotel was initially built. It was added to the roof. It was, for all intents and purposes, the local equivalent of the presidential suite, although it was really more an independent residence. Aram House was the tallest building in Aram’s Inlet at ten stories. In the olden days, The Roof was the Pirano’s home and the place where Jimmy grew up. He had fond memories of the place from his early childhood. Later, of course, he spent more time on the boat with his father than on The Roof with his mother. When she died, Angelo found a place for them closer to the quay and turned The Roof over to the hotel to maintain, and rent out as they saw fit with the proviso that any Pirano could use it as they needed. Jimmy had used it for visiting Combine officers over the stanyers. The view from The Roof, panoramic and sweeping across the shipyard, fish wharves, moorings, and over the headlands to the sea to the east never failed to impress visitors.


  The elevator up to The Roof was around the corner from the regular elevators. You had to walk around a blind corner to find it and it didn’t work unless you had the key card. Unless your thumb print was on file with the concierge system. Jimmy–like Angelo–was on permanent record as part of the hotel’s charter for the space. Tony and Jimmy rode up and stepped out into the foyer. The outer doors were open and Angelo called from inside. “Come in! Come in!”


  He’d taken his tailored jacket off and was sitting on the sofa with a bottle of wine already open on the table in front of him. “Ah, boys. Good. Come in! Have a glass of wine! We need to catch up on old times.” He waved them in and indicated chairs, pouring wine.


  Jimmy and Tony settled into the heavy chairs opposite the Ole Man. Jimmy took a sip of the wine before replying. “Good to see you, too, Pop.”


  Stephanie returned and nodded. “We’re clear, sir.”


  The Ole Man nodded to her. “Pull up a chair, my dear. Let’s talk a little shop. What the hell is going on here, Jimmy?”


  “The management company sent quotas that are impossible, and they’re using that to drive down the price of the Combine’s shares.”


  The elder Pirano looked at his son for several long ticks. “Impossible? Aren’t they just twenty points more than last year’s?”


  Jimmy nodded. “Yes, but the models are already maxed. We’d need twice as many boats to catch that many fish on the current grounds.”


  Angelo sipped his wine before replying. “Tony? You’re usually a good problem solver. What’s your take?”


  “Insane, Angelo,” Tony said. “We can build more boats, but we don’t have crews. We can open new grounds, but you know better than anybody that’s more like a three year development than a single season’s effort. We’ve got every person we can find already on the boats. We even have spare boats that we can’t use without the manpower to fish them.”


  Angelo focused back on his son. “So, that’s why you sent me that message from the Pumpkin?”


  Jimmy nodded. “I couldn’t imagine that you’d stand for deporting everybody from St. Cloud for failing to make quota.”


  “That’s stupid. Of course not,” Angelo said. “But it is the rule in the Combine’s charter. Fail to meet quota by a given amount and you lose your boat.”


  “No boat, no job. No job, no permit. No permit, off you go,” Jimmy said.


  “Just put ’em on a different boat, Jimmy,” Angelo said.


  “I’m not making this clear, Pop. The quotas are so high there is no way anybody is going to make quota. Every boat will be tied up for lack of skipper, because all the skippers will be pulled ashore and stripped of working credentials.”


  “That can’t happen, Jimmy,” his father said.


  “I know that, Pop, but that’s what we’re looking at.”


  “The Combine board didn’t authorize shutting down the planet, Jimmy. You’re reading too much into the directive.”


  “It’s not just me. Violet’s got the same problem.”


  “Violet? I thought you divorced her.”


  “She’s the head of Allied. They have the same problem with production quotas. There isn’t enough land in production to meet the quotas.”


  “Put more land in production.”


  “Takes too long to come up to speed,” Tony said.


  Angelo sat there for several long ticks, his eyes flickered back and forth as if he were reading something on the inside of his head. “Show me the directives.”


  Tony slid a display out of his pocket and pulled up the relevant documents.


  “Send it to me, too, if you would, Mr. Spinelli,” Stephanie asked..


  Together they looked at the document and Angelo frowned. “This isn’t right. Stephanie, how did this get through?”


  Stephanie frowned at her screen. “I don’t know, sir, but the changes between this and the documents we authorized are subtle. I’m running validations now.”


  “What’s the situation on the waterfront here, Jimmy?” his father asked.


  Jimmy ran through the problems with people leaving the planet out of fear that they’ll be caught in a mass exodus at the end of the season. He outlined the steps he’d take to reassure them, but didn’t get too deeply into the collaboration between Allied and Pirano on trying to piece together what was going on.


  “You think this is just a stock manipulation scheme intended to drop the price of the Combine’s share value to make way for a takeover bid,” Angelo said.


  “Yes, Pop, I do.”


  Stephanie spoke into the pause. “The documents we have on file and home office match the documents that were sent to the planet. They are very slightly different than the documents that were approved by the board, but the differences are extremely small. An extra word here, a deleted word there, and a different word in a few other places. The management group was authorized to make these kinds of small scale edits to the contract, but the changes don’t add up to a substantially different document. The board of the Combine authorized these quotas on the basis of increased production capacity on the planet,” Stephanie said.


  “But we don’t have that kind of increased production, and we can’t get it in such a short time.”


  “What’s the biggest obstacle?” Angelo asked.


  “Trained people and productive fishing grounds. We can make more boats, but we don’t have crews.”


  “There’s lots of water out there, Jimmy.”


  “Yes, I know, Pop, but the satellite imagery doesn’t show a lot of possible sites. Without the people, there’s no reason to build the boats. Without the boats, finding new grounds doesn’t help.”


  Stephanie said, “Current landings are not far out from the new quotas this year.”


  “Yes, but it’s always like that in the beginning of the season. We’ll get the biggest landings early on and as the fishing pressure builds, the catches will drop off drastically. We can’t maintain that level of production,” Jimmy said.


  “Why not?”


  “You’ve been out there, Pop. You know what happens when the boats hit the grounds, day after day.”


  The Ole Man sighed. “Yes, I do, Jimmy. Now, I’m tired and need some sleep. I’ll see you tomorrow. Stephanie will let you know when. When you come back, stop telling me what I know. Start telling me something I don’t.”
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  Chapter Twenty-Five

  Callum’s Cove

  March 16, 2305


  Rachel stepped into the kitchen just in time to hear, “Otto, this has to stop.”


  Richard stood glowering across the table at his son. A collection of carvings lay strewn across the surface between them. The similarity to the shark on the terminal left no doubt in Rachel’s mind what was going on. Otto stood at the kitchen sink.


  “Hello, Mother. Welcome home.”


  “Otto!” His father raised his voice, stopping just short of a shout. “I’m trying to talk to you about these carvings.”


  Rachel was tired from the long day at sea and didn’t need the drama playing out in her kitchen. “Richard, stop being an ass. Sit down. Let Otto pour the tea and we’ll eat dinner.”


  Richard turned to confront Rachel. “Look at these–these–these—”


  “Whelkies, Richard, whelkies.” She took a deep breath. “Those are real whelkies, Richard. Stop pretending you don’t know.”


  “These aren’t whelkies. They’re crude approximations. They’re barely recognizable.”


  “Whelkies are carved by shamans.”


  Having it laid out so baldly took him halted his tirade momentarily. “This is not how I taught him to carve. What will people say when they see these?”


  Rachel hung her heavy coat on the hook behind the door and kicked off her boots. She padded to the sideboard in her socks and collected a cup of tea. “Thank you, Otto,” she said before settling at the kitchen table. She took time to sip a bit of tea and gather herself before returning Richard’s belligerent gaze with a calm one of her own.


  “I don’t know, Richard. What will people say?” There was a warning hint of steel in her words.


  “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe something like, ‘Aww, what a pity is father didn’t teach him better,’ or perhaps, ‘How can he call himself a shaman when he can’t carve any better than that?’”


  “But he can,” Rachel said.


  “I know he can. I’ve seen him do it.” He reached into a side pocket and pulled out a couple of the smoothly carved exercise pieces–a ball in a cage and a series of linked rings–tossing them onto the table so hard they nearly slid off the far side. “He can carve as well as anybody. Better than most.”


  Rachel cradled her mug in one hand and picked up the linked rings in the other. “So, what’s your problem?”


  “These things. He’s been carving them secretly and storing them in a drawer!” He rounded on Otto. “Did you think I wouldn’t find them?”


  “No, Father. I expected you would.”


  “Then why did you hide them? Why are you carving them in secret?”


  Otto observed is father for a few heartbeats. “I hardly call keeping my work stored in a drawer ‘hiding it’ nor does the fact that I carve while you’re busy fishing classify as ‘in secret’.”


  Rachel closed her eyes and lowered her face into her mug. She didn’t know whether she should slap him for his insolence or cheer him for his spine. She had to stifle a nerve-driven giggle.


  “You arrogant whelp,” Richard took a deep breath.


  “Richard,” Rachel said before he could get started again. “Why don’t you get your tea, sit, and we’ll all discuss this like a family, shall we?”


  Otto brought two mugs of tea from the sideboard, placed one at his father’s place at the table, and took his own seat, leaving Richard the only one standing.


  Richard sat, somewhat heavily, resting his elbows on the table and massaging his forehead and temples with outstretched hands as if trying to rub away the tension. He sighed deeply before dropping his hands, picking up his tea, and taking a careful sip.


  “All right, then,” Rachel said. “Thank you.” She turned to Otto. “Please explain, if you can. You carve these so beautifully.” She held up the linked rings hooked over a single finger so the chain dangled and swung. “Why do you carve those so crudely?”


  “I don’t know,” Otto said.


  “That’s stupid. You have to know.” Richard said.


  Rachel quelled him with a look. “Try to explain it, hon.”


  Otto stared at his mug, spinning it in his fingertips on the heavy wooden table. “Yeah, I suppose it is stupid, but I don’t really know why.“He nodded at the rings still swinging on his mother’s finger, “Except those are dead. It doesn’t matter how they look. They’re supposed to be smooth. I can carve them smooth. It doesn’t matter.” His voice had taken on a dream like quality, an airy-ness. He whispered across the table top.


  “If you can do that, why can’t you carve these that well?” his father asked, his face wrinkled in an ugly scowl.


  “Because they’re not dead.”


  Richard gaped.


  “Otto?” Rachel asked. “Would you mind going out to the shop for a half a stan or so, so your father and I can talk?


  “You mean, so you can talk about me behind my back?”


  “Yes, dear.”


  His head came up with a snap and he stared at her.


  She smiled. “Sometimes parents need to talk about their kids without the kids hearing that conversation. That’s not a bad thing, really, although I hated it when my parents did it to me, too.”


  Otto sighed. “Okay, sure. The timer will ding when the fish is ready to come out of the oven.” He shrugged into his jacket, took up his tea, and headed for the shop.


  Rachel didn’t speak until the faint slam of the shop door reached them. “What are you thinking, Richard?”


  “This is unacceptable work.” He swept the pile of whelkies together in the middle of the table.


  “Why? Because you say so?”


  “Of course.”


  “And who are you, exactly, to be passing judgment?”


  “I’m his father and the shaman. If I can’t pass judgment, who can?”


  “Who says anybody needs to? Or even should?”


  “Just look at these.” He pointed to the collection once more.


  “I’ve seen them, Richard. I have one. I look at it every time I sit at my terminal. It was the first one he carved. It was the first expression of his own sense of what a whelkie is.”


  “I know that! But how long ago was that? Weeks? Months? His technique hasn’t improved one iota over that pathetic attempt at a shark!”


  “Or maybe it was because he got it right the first time. Maybe his work isn’t the one that’s missing the mark.” She winced inwardly at the slap she’d just delivered to the man she loved.


  He sat there, very still, his breathing slowing. “Is that what you think?”


  “I don’t know what to think, Richard. But everything you’ve said about these is based on how they reflect on you. Have you even considered that this has nothing to do with you? That this is Otto finding his own style of carving? His own voice as shaman?”


  “But what will people think?” Richard asked again, turning his head to stare at her with pain in his eyes.


  “What will people think about what, Richard? About the carving? About Otto? Or about you?”


  He sat there, staring. “I can’t believe you’re going to take his side in this.”


  Rachel sighed. “It’s not about sides, Richard. It’s about a kid who needs love and support while he’s trying to cope with what has to be the strangest, most frightening experience of his life. This time last spring, the only thing he cared about was catching a fish. You and I sat here at this very table and talked about how he wasn’t showing any interest in becoming a shaman. Now? He’s not only showing interest, he’s giving every indication of being one of the most gifted shamans on the South Coast and you’re complaining?”


  “Oh, come on!” Richard said. “Gifted? Look at these!”


  “I am looking, Richard. You look!” She picked up a bird and waved it in his face. “What is this?”


  “A curlew.”


  She picked up another. “And this?”


  “Fox.”


  “Not a dog? Not a wolf? Maybe a dingo? Could be a cat?”


  “No,” Richard shook his head. “It’s a fox.”


  “How do you know?”


  “Well, just look at it. It’s obviously a fox! The way it’s sitting, you can tell.”


  “So this thing, this crude, horribly executed carving is without a doubt or question in your mind, a fox?”


  He closed his mouth with a snap and turned his gaze back to the figures on the table.


  She picked up the first one again. “This is a curlew. Not ‘some kind of wading bird’ but a curlew, a specific kind of long legged shore bird. Hacked up, primitive, rough as it is. It’s a curlew.”


  Richard’s eyes tightened as he prepared a response, but she forestalled him by throwing his own words back. “Look at them, Richard. Really look at them. That one? A wolf. That one? Dolphin. That one? Robin. That one?”


  “Snowshoe hare,” Richard said. His gaze skittered across the table top, stopping on each figure in turn. When he looked back at Rachel, the fear and uncertainty in his eyes stabbed at her.


  “Richard? He’s the son of a shaman.” She smiled at him and lowered herself back into her chair.


  A lifetime of doubt, fear, and uncertainty resolved itself in his face as she watched. His eyes turned bleak and he blinked rapidly. “So am I,” he said, his voice barely a whisper. “So am I.”


  With a cry, she stepped to him and wrapped her arms around his head, cradling him against her chest and holding him, protecting him, rocking him gently while his shoulders shook and his arms circled her hips, anchoring him to the only rock he could find.
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  Chapter Twenty-Six

  Aram’s Inlet

  March 16, 2305


  The summons came just after breakfast. Jimmy and Tony were still at the Beanery trying to figure out where the conversation had taken the sudden turn to starboard the day before.


  “Well, it wasn’t exactly the response I expected,” Jimmy said.


  Tony snickered. “Wish we’d booked passage now?”


  “It’s too late. There isn’t an empty berth out of the system until sometime late in 2310.”


  “Well, now what do we do?” Tony asked.


  “We see what’s got the Ole Man in a twitch, and go from there.”


  They were settling up with Barney when the calls came, one for each, and summoned them to Aram House. When they got off the elevator, Stephanie waited at the door to let them in.


  “Good morning, gentlemen. He’s in the lounge.”


  They left their jackets on the hall tree and went through to the lounge. It was a small conference room, complete with projectors, extra data terminals, and a large coffee table that could lift hydraulically to become a conference table, should the need arise. Jimmy wasn’t terribly surprised to see Violet, Andrew, and a few of the other Allied people already waiting, along with some of Jimmy’s own office staff.


  Violet smiled a wan greeting at Jimmy. “Morning, Jim. Hello, Tony.”


  A coffee and pastry service ran along one wall. They helped themselves before getting comfortable.


  “Interesting times.” Jimmy toasted the room at large.


  Recognizing the curse, Tony snickered and raised a cup in return.


  Stephanie entered, closed the door behind her, and took a seat just inside. She wore a navy pantsuit with a cream colored blouse with shockingly white pearls. She looked to the other door as the Ole Man walked in, examining a tablet in one hand and holding a mug of coffee in the other. He wore a business suit–sans jacket–and seemed engrossed in the information. He sat, slid the tablet onto the table, and looked around the room, nodding to each person in turn.


  “Thanks for coming,” he growled. He seemed to think there’d been a choice.


  Violet hid a smile in her coffee cup, but Jimmy caught the look that Andrew shot in her direction.


  “You’ve all been laboring under a serious misconception and I’m sorry for that. It didn’t occur to the board that our actions would be misconstrued. In hindsight, we should have expected it, but there it is” The Ole Man took a sip from his mug. “The problem, of course, is that none of us is out of our minds. Not the board. Not you. Not the management company. The problem is you just don’t have the information you need to make an informed decision, and the board didn’t think they needed to spell it out.” He paused and looked around the room.


  “When we passed the resolution for the new landings and production quotas, we expected that you’d do your damnedest to do what you were told. We didn’t anticipate you’d throw up your hands and plan on how to close the planet.”


  “Those quotas are impossible,” Jimmy said. “You know that.”


  “They may well be, Jimmy,” the Ole Man said, “but what are you doing to meet them anyway? You took out a boat? One extra boat gonna make that quota, Jimmy?”


  “Of course not!”


  “Violet?” the Ole Man turned to the Allied side of the room. “What have you done?”


  She shot a fast sideways glance at Jimmy. “Well, we can’t do much about the lamb and mutton production in the short run, but we’ve put about ten percent more land into production, and put some of the planned fallows into alternative crops. They’ll produce this year, maybe not as high as we’d like, and the soil won’t be as productive as we’d like, but it’s a lot of fallow ground.”


  “Are you going to make the quota on production?” the Ole Man asked.


  “No, sir. But our projections indicate that we’re going to be close.”


  “Anybody gonna lose the farm over it?”


  “A few will. The crofters aren’t happy, but we’ve sent them new breeding stocks and assigned more range for them to use, and we’re working with some swine to augment the meat production. We’re going to fall short, but I think the worst case is we’ll send a lot of ‘oops letters’ to the board and move a few people around.”


  The Ole Man swiveled his gaze back to Jimmy. “Initiative. I like initiative. The company likes initiative. You took out a boat.”


  “What was I supposed to do?” Jimmy asked. He realized he was being set up, but he didn’t know what to do about it.


  “Well, Jimmy-my-boy, that’s why you’re the Pirano planetary coordinator. My suggestion is come up with a way to catch more fish.”


  Jimmy knew better than to ask the question that was on the tip of his tongue and he swallowed it while his father watched and nodded.


  The Ole Man looked to Stephanie and sat back in his chair.


  She spoke clearly and crisply. “Ladies and gentlemen, the missing piece of information is that the Combine has won a new contract for supplying foodstuffs. As you know, approximately half the production from St. Cloud goes to satisfy long-term contracts with the Sector Authority on Dunsany Roads, and another thirty-five to forty percent goes to Margary Mining. What you don’t know is that last year we were given another contract to supply Manchester Shipyards. The amount of the contract is just under twenty percent of our current production, and that represents the amount by which the landings and production quotas were raised.”


  Violet and Jimmy exchanged glances as the traffic manager for Allied spoke. “But Manchester Yards is way over in the Gretna sector. How are we going to ship that far and keep it cost effective?”


  “Manchester is building a new yard,” Stephanie said.


  “That’s what’s going into Margary.” Tony said.


  The Ole Man smiled. “Yes, Tony. It’s going to be a major branch on this end of the Western Annex. Politically and financially, it’s going to be very important.”


  Jimmy got a cold chill down the back of his neck as he realized what, exactly, was at stake. The Ole Man looked him in the eye, and he realized the error he’d made. He had to make the quota, or the Combine would fold under what would undoubtedly prove to be ruinous penalty clauses. He’d taken the boat on the assumption that nobody was going to take a Pirano’s boat away. That if they couldn’t take his, everybody else was safe.


  Now he realized that his boat would be the first to go.


  “Are there any questions?” the Ole Man asked the room in general. When there were none, he nodded to Stephanie.


  “The information you’ve learned today, specifically about the Manchester Yard expansion and the new contract with Manchester, are covered by your non-disclosure agreements. The building plans are still under consideration at Dunsany and are expected to be approved later this summer. No word must leave St. Cloud until Manchester has made the matter public in accordance with Joint Committee on Trade regulations. Thank you all for coming. This meeting is adjourned.”


  She stood and opened the doors.


  Numbly, Jimmy stood and shuffled out with the rest. He didn’t follow them to the elevator, but instead walked to the front of The Roof, where the gardens provided a clear view out to the ocean. Tony trailed along behind him. The place where his mother had stepped out into air was just around the corner.


  “I’m not going to jump,” Jimmy said, looking out to sea.


  Tony smiled. “I’m glad to hear that. What are you going to do?”


  Jimmy shook his head. “I don’t know” The onshore breeze seemed to swallow his words. “I just don’t know.”


  The Ole Man stepped out into the garden and walked over to Jimmy. “Sorry to be so rough on you.”


  Jimmy turned his head to stare at his father. “You could have told me. You could have let me know that the quotas were being driven by the Manchester contracts.”


  “Jimmy? What would that have changed?”


  Jimmy blew out a breath. “I don’t know.” He turned his gaze back out to sea.


  “You work for Simon, Stevens, and Sylvester. The orders came from them. You had to know that the board directed them. What were you thinking?”


  “I was thinking that we couldn’t decimate the fish stocks that badly. That it had to be some kind of mistake.”


  “It’s no mistake, Jimmy. Now, what are you going to do about it?”


  “Find a way to catch more fish.”


  “That’s my boy,” the Ole Man said, clapping Jimmy on the shoulder.


  “Thanks, Pop.”


  “We’re on the shuttle back up to the Orbital this afternoon. You can reach me there for the next few days then we’re heading back to Dunsany. Ask before I leave if you need anything.”


  Jimmy didn’t turn to watch his father walk away.
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  Chapter Twenty-Seven

  Callum’s Cove

  March 16, 2305


  Otto wasn’t sure if his father was avoiding him, or if he was avoiding his father. Whatever the cause, he hadn’t seen his father since he’d been excused while the adults talked about him. His mother hadn’t been terribly forthcoming, either, but there was no more talk of changing his style of carving, and his work was replaced in the drawer without comment. He sighed.


  The morning had dawned clear and cold, and the fleet had gone out to fish. Otto prowled the docks and talked to the workers. Landings were up. The early season landings were high, but there were still tight eyes and pinched mouths as they discussed the expected fall-off as the season wore on.


  At midmorning he found himself standing on the end of the pier staring out to sea. A flight of Behringer’s gulls arrowed in over the headland and settled into the shelter of the outer bay, their heavy bodies making long splashes as they slid along the water’s surface before slowing enough to land. They were migratory birds that went out into the open ocean to feed over the winter and flew back each spring to breed, nest, and raise their young. He stood there in breeze, thinking about what it must be like to be out in the middle of the ocean for months at a time. No land for hundreds–even thousands of kilometers.


  That’s how he happened to be standing in the village when the alarm sounded and the air-rescue flitter streaked out of the ready hanger and screamed out to sea. A sinking feeling filled him. Whatever it was, it was serious, and it had happened to somebody he knew. He closed his eyes and leaned on his staff, willing the silence to engulf him, until he heard only his heartbeats. He couldn’t control it and anxiety refused to let him concentrate. Cursing his weakness, he turned and walked to the rescue center.


  His staff announced him as he walked up to the hanger door and the stricken looks on the technician’s faces told him all he needed to know. “It’s my father,” he said.


  Ferg Grishom nodded. “Yeah, Otto. It’s your dad. We don’t know how bad it is now, but we’ll have him back in—” he looked at the chrono, “—eight ticks. He’ll be going directly to the clinic for stabilization.”


  “What is it?” he asked.


  Ferg looked to Nancy van Danke who was sitting at the terminal. “Box fish.”


  “He’s still alive, Otto!” Ferg said. “We’ve got a chance.”


  Otto knew of box fish. Everybody in the village knew of them. It had been a while, but even during his lifetime, the box fish had earned its name more than once. The wind rattled the shells on his staff as he stood there in the open door and it brought him back from the edge. “Does my mother know?”


  Ferg and Nancy shared a look again, and Ferg nodded. “Yeah, we’ll send the bird back out to pick her up as soon as it drops off your father at the clinic.”


  Nancy glanced at something on her terminal. “ETA seven ticks, Otto. You might want to wait...”


  Otto had already turned and was walking toward the clinic’s pad. It was only a few meters away from the hanger. Already he could see the trauma team gathering just inside the big plexi-steel door, watching for the air ambulance. As he walked up to the door, the head trauma tech started to wave him off, but Sally Mayers shook her head. She pointed to a place out of the direct line of fire and offered a tentative smile.


  Otto put his hand in his pocket and a bit of wood nestled against his fingers. He wrapped his hand around it, and turned, leaning on his staff, squinting into the breeze and the glare. His staff tinkled gently in the breeze and his heart beat loudly in his ears. He pulled a piece of wood from his pocket and looked down to see the thick-bodied and tapered shape of a polar bear. He wrapped his fingers around it, thinking of how much strength his father would need to deal with toxins racing through his system.


  The air-rescue flitter streaked over the headland on a direct path for the clinic’s pad, slipping its nose up in a controlled stall and dropping delicately onto the composite decking. Doors opened and people ran. Otto stood as if in the center of a maelstrom and let it wash around, over, and through him. His heart had time to beat eight times, completely and gloriously, before the gurney carrying the twitching shape that was his father started back towards him.


  “Father.” Otto spoke, before the gurney even reached him.


  Richard’s open eyes stared at the sky as his body twitched. He raised a hand, awkward under the binding that kept him from falling off, as if to touch his son.


  Otto stepped forward, slipped the bear into outstretched hand which closed on it even as the medtechs raced past him. Even as the air-rescue lifted off again. Even as the plexi-steel doors sighed closed with a clack.


  Otto stood alone in the aftermath. He turned to face the clinic and spoke into the sudden void. “I love you, Father. Be strong.”


  There was no one left to hear him. He stood there, waiting, letting the wind tell him stories. The technicians needed room to work and the ambulance would be returning with his mother soon. He waited for her.


  It seemed like only heartbeats before the heavy flitter landed again and his mother jumped down from the door, her deck boots still wet with fish slime and her jacket open. She spotted Otto and took his arm wordlessly, as they both walked into the clinic.


  They stepped into a tornado of information. “Rachel, he’s alive. We’ve sedated him, and dosed him with acetylcholine inhibitors to try to slow the neural collapse. We got him very quickly.”


  “Thank you, can I see him?”


  A medtech ushered them to the treatment cube where Richard was already encased in a diagnostic and treatment pod. The red warning lights were strobing on five of the six tell-tales and a half dozen medical people buzzed around like angry hornets. Otto stepped back out of the way. He focused on remembering his father, cool and strong, walking the tide line on Sandy Long.


  His mother made a small sound in her throat and stood with her hands thrust deep into her pockets, but standing so close to Otto, he could feel the vibrations from her pounding heart. Together they stood, mute witness to the event unfolding, caught in the moment like images in a strobe. One by one, the red strobes turned to amber, until only one remained an angry, frightening red.


  The medical staff came and pulled the drapes around the cube and, with solicitous noises, escorted Rachel and Otto to a small room with a couch and several chairs. Alan Thomas was there waiting, and he held out his hands to Rachel who squeezed them and took a long quivering breath.


  One of the medical people followed them in and briefed them. Words like “stable,” and “resting,” and “time,” were used a lot. Otto could sense the woman’s unease, even as she tried to be comforting. Eventually, she ran out of words and looked to Alan.


  “Come on, you two. He needs to sleep now. There’s nothing you can do here. Let’s go to the cottage and take it easy, huh?”


  “Richard is under sedation and we will not wake him until at least tomorrow,” the medtech said. “The medications we’ve developed in the last ten stanyers are really quite effective, but they need time to work.”


  Otto tasted the comforting lie in the air like smoke, but he didn’t press the woman. He nodded to Alan, and started out of the building, his staff thunking on the floor and rattling as he walked. His mother—head up, dry eyed, and scared—walked with him. Alan walked on her other side, but she took Otto’s arm and walked slowly and steadily all the way back to the cottage without speaking.


  At the kitchen door, Rachel turned to Alan. “Thank you, Alan. We’ll be fine here.”


  Alan looked from one to the other. “I can have somebody stay with you.”


  “That’s not necessary, but thank you. Otto and I can cope for now.”


  Otto released the latch on the kitchen door and opened it for her, providing the escape path into the house. He stood his staff beside the door. “They’ll let us know. And we’ll go back in the morning.”


  Alan, recognizing the dismissal, nodded. “Call me. Anytime.”


  Otto nodded and stepped into the kitchen. His mother was going through her normal tea making ritual, taking comfort in the familiar and solace from the routine that let her focus on making the tea. She still wore her fish boots and parka. Otto helped her slip off the heavy coat then hung it on the peg behind the door with his own.


  When the tea was ready, they sat together at the table and sipped without speaking. There were no words needed. It wasn’t as if they were waiting, either, more like keeping each other company. .


  Finally, Rachel looked up at him. “I’m going to go lay down, Otto.” She stood and left the kitchen. He heard her bedroom door latch, and the bed squeak as she crawled into it.


  Otto poured a little hot tea into his cup, shrugged into his jacket, and went out to the shop, carrying his tea with him. Nothing was going to happen for several hours. He lit the fire in the stove and built up a comforting blaze. He looked into the bucket of what he thought of as “whelkie wood” and pulled out several bits. One held a Behringer’s gull, wings outstretched. Nodding to himself, he dropped the other bits back into the pail for later. He tossed some more scraps into the stove and adjusted the dampers once more. Slipping the knife from his pocket, he settled his coat over his shoulders like a cape and leaned back in his chair to carve.
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  Chapter Twenty-Eight

  Aram’s Inlet

  March 16, 2304


  “Get Casey,” Jimmy said, “and I wanna see Jake, Carruthers, and any of the other skippers we can find.”


  “Okay, Jimmy,” Tony said.


  “My office, 10:30.”


  “It’s already 9:30, Jimmy,” Tony said. The meeting with the Ole Man had lasted less than half a stan.


  “Just tell ’em soon as they can.”


  “You got it, Skipper,” Tony said.


  “Who we got can run the fisheries models?”


  “Jake’s kid, Billy, is probably the best we got,” Tony said as the elevator reached the lobby.


  Jimmy raised an eyebrow in Tony’s direction but shrugged. “Ask Jake if we can borrow him for a few days.”


  “Anything else?”


  “Yeah,” Jimmy stepped out of the elevator and put a hand on his friend’s arm to swing him around to look him in the face. “No stim. We do it on coffee and danish, just like the old days, but no stim. I don’t know when we’ll crack this problem, but when we do, I don’t wanna have to wait for you to wake up.”


  Tony flushed a bit, but didn’t look away. “You got it, Jimmy.”


  “Okay, then call Barney. Have him open a tab for Pirano Fisheries and send over ten liters of his finest and a dozen of those cheese danishes.


  Tony grinned and headed off to find a quiet corner to make some calls.


  Jimmy headed for the office, but instead of going up, he went down to archives.


  Janie Pritchard was there, as always, and looked up from her terminal with a big smile. “Hiya, Mr. Pirano! What brings you down here?”


  “Hi, Janie. Call me Jimmy. I need survey charts.”


  “Specific location?” she asked.


  “Coastline, Western Reaches.”


  “Scale?”


  “Whatever you got. Satellite imagery for the same areas in the last ninety days, high-rez, false color, true color, and infrared.”


  “Anything else?”


  Jimmy thought for a minute. “You got anything that shows fish in the sea?”


  “What kind of fish?”


  “Anything we can sell.”


  “That’s doubtful, but I’ll look.”


  “Okay, thanks.”


  “When do you need these?” she asked.


  “Right now. I’ll wait.”


  She shot a look at him, but decided he wasn’t joking. “You want them printed or forwarded to your terminal?”


  He thought about it for three heartbeats. “Gimme one print, true color, Inlet on the north edge, two hundred kilometers out, and two thousand wide for now. Send the rest to my terminal.”


  He could almost see her eyes click over as she digested his directions. Her fingers slapped keys in a sharp staccato and the plotter printer across the room started spraying ink on chart paper. “Five ticks and you’ll have the maps. Now let me find your other stuff. Fish, you say.” A small smile curled her right cheek and the tip of her tongue just stuck out a tiny bit as she stared, read, keyed, and searched her terminal.


  Jimmy snagged the first map off the plotter as soon as it was ready and started looking it over. It told him what he already knew. He sighed in frustration, but kept looking, his eyes scanning back and forth looking for anything that might give him a clue. The plotter tinged and signaled the end of the job, so Jimmy gathered the sheets and thanked Janie.


  “All I got will be in your inbox within the next ten ticks, Jimmy. I’ll keep looking if you can tell me what you need.”


  “Fishing grounds, Janie. Shoals with deep water around them.”


  “Okay, Jimmy.” Her gaze stayed riveted to her terminal.


  Jimmy took the maps up to his office and taped them to the wall. He was studying them when Tony came in with Carruthers in tow.


  “Casey’s on her way. Jake’s collecting his boy. Barney’s sending a runner with an urn and the pastries. He wants to know if you want sandwiches delivered at noon.”


  Jimmy shook his head. “No, but tell him we’ll bring six for lunch.”


  Tony tapped a message out and put his peeda away. “Whatcha lookin’ at, Jimmy?”


  “Coastal maps. Here’s the inlet. We need more places to fish.”


  “How can I help, Jimmy?” Carruthers asked.


  “Manpower. Where are we? Anyplace have more than they can use?” He didn’t look up from his scan.


  “Nobody extra here and they’re short over at Callum’s Cove now. Cheapskate may have a few spare hands loitering about. I’d have to get into the database to see if there are any more. What skills you looking for?”


  “Anything. Skippers, or mates we can promote. Need mates, and hands. Warm bodies to sort fish. Anybody up on the Orbital we can bring down? Can we borrow people from Allied for the summer? Anything. Everything. I need to know what we got available.”


  “Okay, Jimmy. Lemme go look.”


  Jimmy grunted and Carruthers scooted out the door as Casey came in.


  “Hey, Skip. What’s the word?”


  “The word is we need to meet the quotas.”


  “But you said...”


  “I know what I said. I need to find a way to be wrong.”


  “Okay, but how?”


  She looked at Tony who just shrugged and opened the door for the Barney’s delivery guy. He pointed to the work table at the side of the office. “Just set it up there. We’ll deal with it.” He thumbed the bill and closed the door behind the departing runner.


  “We need more grounds,” Jimmy said. “At the moment, we only have so many places to fish. We need more places. That will reduce the pressure on the banks, keep them from getting over fished over the summer, and let us tap into new stocks at the same time.”


  “How are you gonna find new grounds by looking at the walls, Skipper?”


  He tossed her a pen. “Follow the hundred meter contours. We need a relatively flat plateau between fifty and a hundred meters deep. That’s the most productive.” He set action to words and traced a sea mount he spotted on the map in front of him. “Pick a map. Find the banks.”


  Jake and his boy stepped through the door. Billy’s eyes widened as he scanned the room room and he had neck problems trying not to stare at Casey. “Hi, Jimmy. What’s up?” Jake asked.


  “Boats,” Jimmy said. “How many we got? How many can you build and outfit in the next little while?”


  “Depends on the boat. Simple boat, small one, I can stamp them out one a day.”


  Jimmy froze and turned to stare at Jake. “One a day?”


  “Simple boat hull, Jimmy. I got a nice ten meter hull template. We use them for launches and utility boats around the Inlet. Another day for a motor.”


  “How long for a trawler? Like the Sea Horse?”


  “Depends. Maybe two weeks.”


  “Depends on what?”


  “Parts mostly. The running gear takes the longest. If I didn’t need to put nets and winches and all that on it, maybe two a week.”


  “What other kinds of boats you got templates for?” Tony asked. “Anything I could make a nice yacht out of?”


  Everybody chuckled at that.


  “Almost anything. Can’t build anything over forty meters in this yard, but we got the templates for hundred meter tankers and freighters. We’d never find engines for ’em, but we got the templates.”


  “Okay, Jake, build me some sisters to the Sea Horse,” Jimmy said.


  “How many?”


  “Until I tell you to stop.”


  Jake looked at him as if smacked with a wet mackerel. “You’re serious?”


  “Deadly, and contact all the other yards. Get them building, too.”


  “You want all twenty-fives?”


  Casey said, “No, build some of the twenty meter stern trawlers.”


  Jimmy looked at her.


  “They use different running tackle. You’re gonna run out of nets, gantries, and engines really fast if you only build that one design. This way you can build longer with the parts we have here. That’ll give you time to buy, build, or steal more.”


  Jimmy nodded to Jake. “You heard the lady. Split ’em up.”


  “We don’t have crews for that many boats, Jimmy,” Tony said.


  “I know and I don’t have fish either. Billy?”


  The younger Samson was about nineteen stanyers, still gangly, and burning with curiosity. “Yessir?”


  “Rumor is you know your way around the fisheries model. That true?”


  “Yessir.”


  “Okay, I need a projection out of the model. Feel like working for me for a couple of days?”


  “Working on the model?” his eyes lit up and he looked to his father.


  “Yeah, working on the model. I need some projections on the various banks and I don’t have the time, inclination, or skill set.” Jimmy grinned at the young man. “You up to the challenge?”


  “Sure. Which banks you need projections for?”


  “All of ’em.”


  Billy’s eyes snapped from Jimmy to his father and back to Jimmy, before making the rounds of Tony and Casey. “All of them? There’s over two thousand of them.”


  “Something like that,” Jimmy said.


  “You need a projection on all the banks within two days?”


  “I pay well,” Jimmy said. “And I need it today.”


  Tony snickered, but Jake just shrugged when his son looked at him for confirmation.


  “When do I start?” Billy asked. “What kind of projection are you looking for?”


  “Right now,” Jimmy said. “There’s coffee and pastry there on the table, help yourself while I log you in.”


  Jimmy walked over to his own terminal and logged into the fisheries model with his Pirano corporate credentials. “Don’t delete anything,” he said as Billy settled at the terminal.


  “Delete anything?” Billy looked at the display. He stammered, “N-N-N-o, sir! I won’t!”


  “I need to know how many boats can I fish on any bank without summer slump kicking in,” Jimmy said. “I want full loads all season. How many boats is the maximum number for any of the grounds. Start with Pumpkin Grounds, Ole Man’s Bank, and Kelp Bank.”


  Billy settled into his work and started trying to answer the question.


  Jake said, “Good luck, Jimmy. If anybody can solve this, you can. Lemme head back down to the yard and check on stores so we can get this thing going.”


  Jimmy waved and everybody went back to work.


  “Twenty.” Billy Samson announced about a stan later.


  Jimmy had finished the first map and was onto his second. Tony and Casey were still on their first.


  “Twenty what, Billy?” Tony asked.


  “Twenty standard boats,” Billy said. “That’s how many can fish the Pumpkin without summer slump. You can do twenty-five and only get a five percent reduction in projected catches by October.”


  Jimmy frowned. “What’re you calling a standard boat?”


  “Fifty metric tons a day,” Billy said.


  Tony stopped and stared. “What?”


  “According to the model, a standard boat collects fifty metric tons a day. You can fish the Pumpkin grounds with twenty to twenty-five boats, which between a thousand and twelve-fifty metric tons a day before fall off gets above five percent.”


  Jimmy and Casey both frowned.


  “The Sea Horse is more than a standard boat,” Jimmy said.


  Billy blinked back into reality. “Oh, yeah. That design is rated at eighty metric tons.”


  Tony said, “And the stern trawlers are rated at seventy-five.” He looked at Jimmy.


  “So, about twelve boats on the Pumpkin?” Casey jumped ahead.


  “Yeah,” Billy said. “Whatever combination adds up to a thousand tons a day.”


  “And we don’t know how many are there now, do we?” Jimmy said.


  Both Casey and Tony shook their heads. “Forty-boats here, thirty-five over in Cheapskate. There’s twenty-three in Callum’s Cove, but they generally fish the Kelp and Ole Man,” Tony said.


  “Well, Arnold’s Bank and the Sandy Grounds are off to the east’ard of Cheapskate, so they have more choices, but assuming any kind of even distribution, that’s still thirty boats on the Pumpkin all season.”


  Casey said, “Yeah, it’s no wonder the catches taper off so fast.”


  Jimmy sighed. “Okay, then. There’s probably some simple algebra that’d tell us how many boats it would take to maintain our current landings and my brain has a cramp. There’s something I’m missing here, I can feel it.”


  Tony, Casey, and Jimmy looked at each other.


  Jimmy turned to Billy. “Confirm the model for us. What happens when we run thirty boats on the Pumpkin all season?”


  Billy slapped keys for a couple of ticks. “Looks like landings fall off to about a quarter around the halfway mark and stay there.”


  “That’s about what we see. Would that be the same for all the banks?” Casey asked.


  “The model says so,” Billy said, “but I think it’s wrong.”


  “Why?” Jimmy asked.


  “Because it assumes that every bank has the same elasticity,” Billy said.


  “Elasticity?” Casey asked.


  “The ability to replace the fish that are taken. I think some places are more resilient to fishing pressure because of localized conditions.”


  “Like the Nanking Upwelling,” Casey said.


  “Exactly.”


  Jimmy asked, “How do you know so much about this model?”


  Billy looked down at his hands on the keyboard. “Well, I, um, built a game. A fishing simulator game.”


  “A game?” Jimmy asked.


  “Yeah. A ’Net game, but I couldn’t publish it because it was based on the Pirano model.”


  “You used the company model to build a fishing game?” Jimmy laughed.


  Billy’s ears turned red. “I didn’t publish it. I just tested it on the PlanetNet.”


  Casey blinked. “You’re the one who built ‘Fish Finder’?”


  “You’ve heard of it?” Billy asked, looking up with wide eyes.


  “I’ve played it. It’s very cool.”


  Grinning, Jimmy shook his head. “Focus, people! Assuming a standard resiliency, we still need to know the capacity of every bank.” He looked at Billy. “How long will that take?”


  Billy shrugged. “Stan or two. It’s pretty formulaic, but I need to know the approximate areas for each bank. They’re all in the model, it’s just a question of listing them out and there’s a lot of them.”


  “Okay, that’s fine. Go to it.”
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  Chapter Twenty-Nine

  Callum’s Cove

  March 17, 2305


  Otto and Rachel arrived at the clinic mid-morning and were greeted by medical staff wearing professional expressions. In moments, they stood in the medical bay. One of the amber lights from the day before had gone green. The one continued to flash red, while the remaining lights stayed amber.


  “Here’s the situation. He’s going to survive this,” the ranking medtech said with detached professional calm.


  Otto could smell the tension in her. “But there’s a catch. What is it?”


  “We don’t know how far the neurotoxin collapse ate into him. We got him in the acetylcholine inhibitors as soon as he came in and he’s shown some good response to the MEK treatments to try to foster dendrite regeneration already. That’s the good news. The bad news is, it looks like it got as far as some brain stem functioning.”


  Rachel looked at her. “You’re telling me he can survive brain stem damage?”


  “His autonomic systems seem to be intact. His heart beats on its own and his lungs work. Beyond that, it’ll take a lot of testing to determine exactly what, if anything, is wrong with him. I’d suspect some rehabilitation will be required as well.”


  The tone rang subtly wrong in Otto’s ears.


  Rachel nodded. “When can he come home?”


  “We need to keep him in the pod for another day or two to make sure we’ve got the toxin stopped. The only way we can control the damage is to keep the acetylcholine inhibitors blocking new damage while we flush the toxin out of his system, one molecule at a time.”


  “Can we speak to him? Let him know what’s happening?” Rachel asked.


  The medtech shook her head. “We’d have to open the pod, which means we’d have to interrupt the inhibitors and that means potential for new damage. As long as that tell-tale is red, we shouldn’t interrupt the treatment.”


  Otto looked at his mother then back to the medtech. “Can she sit with him?”


  Rachel looked at Otto, eyes wide in surprise. “Yes, can I sit with him?”


  The medtech shrugged. “Certainly, but there’s no need to, really. He won’t wake up until we wake him. We’d certainly call you first.”


  “I’d like to sit here, if I wouldn’t be in the way.”


  The medtech shrugged again. “Of course. Pick a chair. We’ll tell you if we need it” She smiled. “I’d be going crazy if this were my husband. You’re doing very well.”


  “I am going crazy. You just can’t see it.” She took the chair nearest the pod and rolled it over so she could sit with her hand on the smooth case. She looked up at Otto and smiled.


  “Can I bring you anything? Tea? Something to eat?” he asked.


  She shook her head. “Not just now, Otto. Thank you. I’ll just rest here for a bit. You go on, though.”


  “I’ll be back around lunch time,” he told the medtech, before walking back to the cottage.


  He didn’t enter the cottage proper, but went directly to the shop. He lit the stove and stoked it up to a small blaze. He wouldn’t be there long, but wanted to take the chill off. His half-carved gull rested on the bench. He settled down with it and worked on freeing it from the stick. He smiled at it, thinking of the broad reaches of open ocean to the south, and the long journey the gulls made twice each year. In less than a stan, he had freed the gull and found a lovely bit of purple shell for the inlay work. He worked it carefully into the wood, then tucked the gull into his pocket for later.


  He checked the sun and found that there was still time before he would meet his mother. It was a sunny day, and the tide was right for a short gather. Banking the fire and closing the dampers, he left the shop and headed for Sandy Long.


  The breeze from the ocean carried a freshness, a sense of greenness that it hadn’t had in the depths of winter. The summer was not far away and the short spring season was racing by. The morning frosts had burned off long ago and the beach stretched out before him. He struck out at a leisurely pace, letting his path swerve from stick to shell, from rock to wood. Several small pieces of wood and shell went into his bag. As he walked, his thoughts went to his father. He was almost amused to notice that he thought of him, not as he was–locked helplessly in the pod at the clinic–but rather as he must have been, walking alongside Grandfather Benjamin on this very beach.


  Otto had seen pictures of his grandfather, so he could almost envision the rangy youth that his father had been. There was a photo of the two of them hanging on the wall in his parent’s bed room. His father wore a broad brimmed hat pushed way back off his face and a leather jacket. He smiled from under a full head of hair. Grandfather Benjamin was the color of oiled wood with an ivory smile, and shockingly white hair down to his shoulders. He was smiling and his eyes crinkled in a way that made Otto feel good whenever he saw it. They did look alike. Grandfather’s mouth and chin echoed in the youthful Father.


  He could almost see their echoes walking ahead of him down the beach, almost hear their conversations still riding the ocean’s breeze.


  “How do you know which one to take?”


  “You just pick up the pieces that speak to you and leave the rest.”


  “But how do you know?”


  “You have to listen to the world, Richard. It’s what a shaman does.”


  Otto imagined the residual frustration was almost palpable on the wind, even decades later. Or maybe he only confused it with his own experience.


  An oddly shaped bit of wood caught his eye and he picked it up, holding it to the light and turning it. At first he didn’t know why it had attracted his attention, then he saw the figure in it and grinned broadly. “There you are.” He brushed the loose sand from its surface, and smiling, slipped it into his pocket. He looked out to sea at a line of gulls fishing along the shore, then turned back to the cottage.


  He got back to the clinic just before noon. His mother was where he’d left her, her head down on the pod, and her eyes closed as if sleeping. As he walked up to the entrance to the cubicle, she spoke without opening her eyes. “I can almost hear him.”


  “Who? Father?” Otto asked.


  “No. Benjamin.”


  The medtech came over. “You really don’t need to sit there,” she said again. “That can’t be comfortable.”


  Rachel smiled, stroking her hand down the side of the smooth autodoc pod. “No, it isn’t, but it is comforting.”


  The medtech smiled. “You can go home. We’ll call you. He’s making progress but we’re not going to open the pod until tomorrow at the earliest.”


  Otto noticed that another amber light had turned green. “He’s getting stronger.”


  The medtech looked over the instrumentation one more time. “Yes, his vitals are good. The brain functions are well within parameters. We’re still picking bits of toxin out of his tissues, but the dendrite regeneration is going very well.”


  “Come on, Mother, I’m hungry and I saw the special at Rosie’s is shepherd’s pie today.”


  “Oh, your father loves her shepherd’s pie! He’ll be so jealous to find out what he missed.” Her stomach growled loudly and she gave a real laugh. “I suppose I better eat. Some of Rosie’s shepherd’s pie sounds lovely.”


  Otto held out his arm. She used it to pull herself to her feet.


  Otto faced the pod. “We’ll be back, Father. Don’t go away.”


  The medtech laughed and even his mother chuckled a bit.


  As they walked to the diner, Otto asked, “What does he say?”


  Rachel looked at him blankly. “Who?”


  “Grandfather Benjamin.”


  She shook her head. “I don’t know. I can’t really hear him.” After a moment she added, “He was a tremendously patient and wise man, Otto. I wish you could have met him.”


  “I do, too, Mother. I think it would have helped.”


  The mood at the diner, felt subdued. Everybody felt the effect of having one of their own small community in the pod. Rachel found it comforting, in a way, to have the community around them. The atmosphere of shared pain removing the onus of having to mouth the platitudes, “I’m sorry,” and “Be strong,” and “I’m sure it’ll be fine.” They all knew about box fish. They all knew the fear, the pain, the anxiety. They shared it like the air, filled with the scents of herb, spice, meat, and wool. They didn’t need to speak of it. Many of their friends stopped to say hello and to wish them well—quietly, respectfully, genuinely. Everyone knew that the next one could be them, or a loved one. The village was a large, perhaps slightly dysfunctional, family after all. Richard was no less one of them for being Rachel’s husband and Otto’s father. For being their shaman. They all felt it.


  After lunch, standing in the lane outside, Rachel and Otto had to decide whether to return to the clinic or go back to the cottage.


  The chill sun beat down, casting more warmth here, out of the wind. They didn’t speak. Didn’t discuss it. They could go back to the clinic, but the buffers of pod, people, and medicine did little to provide comfort. Without a word, Rachel turned for the cottage, pulling Otto in her wake, his staff rattling and thumping as they paced off the distance.
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  Chapter Thirty

  Aram’s Inlet

  March 18, 2305


  Jimmy walked back into the office just after 8am to find Tony already there. The four hour nap had helped, as had fresh clothes and a shower. Tony was there already. He nodded to Jimmy, grunting his good morning. He poured coffee from a fresh Beanery container on the worktable and nodded at the box of pastries.


  “Barney sent this over for us. Figgered we’d need it.”


  “He was right.” Jimmy poured hot coffee into a mug and took a bite out of a granapple danish. He stood in the middle of the room and surveyed the charts, maps, and photos all around the walls. He chewed methodically through the danish and the information. He sipped his coffee and tried to let the whole thing just sort of percolate.


  “Did we find anything?” Casey asked as she came through the door, looking devastatingly awake in a fresh blouse, jeans, and a pullover fleece. Her hair was still damp from her shower and she had a wide eyed alertness that left Jimmy envying and admiring in equal measures.


  “Fresh coffee and danish,” Tony said. “But fishing grounds, no.”


  “Oh, we found some new banks, yesterday, I thought!” Casey said, filling her cup while trying to look at the walls and not overflow.


  “There’s a bit there,” Jimmy said, “but on the grand scheme of things, not enough to matter.”


  “Well, Billy had good data from the fisheries model, at least,” she said.


  Jimmy snorted. “Yeah, we can only fish twelve boats a day on the Pumpkin. That gives us a dozen or more we could use somewhere, if we had somewhere to use them.”


  Tony slumped in a chair, cradling a cup between his hands and inhaling the warm steam rising out of it. “It’s right in front of us, Jimmy. We can’t see it.”


  Jimmy sighed. “Yeah, I got that feeling, too.”


  Casey said, “Can we get him back here?”


  “Who? The Ole Man?” Jimmy asked.


  She shook her head. “No. Billy.”


  “He ran all the numbers last night,” Jimmy said. “We could redirect about half the fleet to fresh grounds if we had someplace to send them. He left the list for how many boats can fish every one of the banks and grounds in the database.” Jimmy sipped his coffee and shook his head slightly. “He’s a clever kid.”


  “He figured all this out from writing a game?” Tony asked.


  Casey grinned. “Yeah. It was pretty cool, too. That’s why you should get him back here. We might be able to use his game to fill in the fisheries model with the boat characteristics and figure out how many boats we need to make the quota based on his new projections.”


  Jimmy blinked a few times trying to wake up. “We sent him home around ten o’clock last night. If he’s smart, he’s sleeping in.”


  Carruthers burst through the door. “Box fish poisoning in Callum’s Cove day before yesterday. I just got the report.”


  Tony blanched and Casey cursed in a most ladylike and delicate fashion, if the lady in question were an offshore fisherman, which she was.


  Jimmy asked, “Who?”


  “Alan said it’s the village shaman.”


  “What?” Jimmy asked. “Krugg? I didn’t know he was a fisherman.”


  Carruthers glanced at Tony. “He wasn’t until this quota thing came up. He was one of the few people they could put up as crew for the new boats we sent last fall. They were out on the Kelp Bank and he got tagged on the arm, just above his glove.”


  Jimmy sighed. “Poor bastard. Does his wife need anything? We’ll cover the funeral, of course, but anything she needs? Is she an employee?”


  “No, he’s alive. It just brushed the skin and the air-rescue flitter got him ashore in time for treatment,” Carruthers said.


  “You’re kidding,” Jimmy said. “That’s the first bit of good news I’ve heard for a while.”


  “He gonna be all right?” Casey asked.


  “Don’t know,” Carruthers said. “Alan says they’ll probably let him out of the autodoc tomorrow. The medtechs are being cagey about it.”


  Tony snorted. “Medtechs are always cagey. If they don’t tell ya anything, they can’t be wrong later.”


  “Thanks, Carruthers. Keep us posted, okay?” Jimmy said.


  Carruthers nodded and backed out of the office.


  “Well, that’s a kick in the pants,” Casey said into the awkward quiet. “A shaman, too.”


  Jimmy shrugged. “People with nerves, just like anybody else.”


  “Jimmy, there aren’t any more grounds,” Tony said after several long ticks. “Where the hell are we going to get the fish?”


  Jimmy sighed. “I don’t know, Tony. I just don’t know. Call Jake and have him send Billy up, again. Let’s see if his game can help.”


  Casey grinned. “I bet it will.”


  While they waited, Jimmy called up all the satellite scans that he’d asked Janie Pritchard for. He dimmed the lights and projected them on the wall to see if the larger scale would give them any better insight. Halfway through the second one, Billy walked through the door.


  “You wanted to see me, Jimmy?”


  Tony brought the lights back up and they all sat down with fresh coffee and pastry.


  “Here’s my problem, Bill,” Jimmy said. “I need more grounds for the boats to fish on if I’m gonna make the quota. I can’t find any more grounds. You studied the database to make your game, right?”


  Billy shrugged. “It was just a game.”


  “What kinda fish can we catch that aren’t on the grounds?” Jimmy asked. “Are there any fish stocks in the database that are commercially viable, but we’re not going for because we’re too busy draggin’?”


  Billy pondered for a few ticks. “Well, I never understood why we weren’t harvesting the shellfish.”


  “We do,” Tony said.


  “Only for local consumption,” Billy said. “You can get clams, mussels, crabs, even a kind of shrimp and lobster here. We don’t take them in commercial quantities because, well, they take specialized gear.”


  Jimmy nodded. “Yeah, clams are impossible. They’re just not thick enough, but mussels, we could cultivate them. Why aren’t we?”


  Tony said, “Transportation. We take the fish we can transport.”


  “Mussels can be shipped,” Billy said. “Even frozen. Might take a little more processing, but there are ways to do it. Shrimp would be a lot easier.”


  “Are there viable shrimp stocks?” Jimmy asked. “Why aren’t we catching shrimp?”


  “Mostly it’s gear changes,” Billy said. “Different net, different rigging, and it’s a limited season. You have to get them when they’re schooling up in soft shells. They shed in the early spring so you really only have a short season, but it’s in December and January, when most of the boats are wrapped in storage.”


  “Nobody wants to be out in the open ocean during those blows, Billy,” Casey said.


  “True, but these are coastal fisheries. We’re talking within five kilometers of shore, not out in the open. I bet there’s commercial populations right here in the Inlet. Sardines and pilchards, too. Those are everywhere and school up in the shallows here in the late summer. You can see them from the headlands, roiling the water for square kilometers.”


  “Why aren’t we fishing these stocks? Is there no market?” Jimmy turned to Tony.


  “Oh, there’s market for shrimp and sardines, no problem,” Tony said. “We just have been deep water trawlers since the Combine started developing the planet. We’ve always specialized in the bottom fish we get on the grounds.”


  “And you learned all this from making a game, Bill?” Jimmy asked.


  He looked a little uncomfortable, and mumbled down into his coffee cup. “Well, yeah. In order to make it more like real fishing, I got the fish population data from the Combine, along with the fisheries development model. I started looking around and realized we have all these other fish that nobody’s fishing for. I added them into the game, but they weren’t very popular.”


  Casey spoke up. “Yeah, the variety was amazing. There’s kinds of fishing I never even heard of in that game.”


  Jimmy looked to Tony who only shrugged in return.


  “Okay, Bill. Here’s my problem,” Jimmy said. “I gotta meet an impossible quota.”


  “I heard about that,” Billy said with a grin.


  “We’ve been running up toward seven hundred fifty metric megatons with the current fleet. Some years a little more, some years a little less.”


  Billy whistled. “That’s a lot of fish.”


  “Yeah, well, this year we need twenty percent more.”


  Billy blinked. “Nine hundred metric megatons?”


  Jimmy sighed. “About that. We feed a lot of people. It takes a lot of fish. That’s why we spent the day and most of the night looking over the maps. We’re looking for new fisheries that we can exploit immediately if not sooner.”


  Billy shrugged. “Well, not this year for shrimp and sardines, but they might add fifty to the mix based on the estimated stocks in the database.”


  It was Jimmy’s turn to blink. “Fifty what?”


  “Metric megatons,” Billy said. “Maybe more, maybe less. We’ve never really gotten a confirmation on the populations.”


  Jimmy sat back in his chair, and squeezed his head between his palms while he looked at the ceiling and counted to ten. “Tony? Would you take Bill down to Carruthers and get him on the payroll. Director of Fisheries Development. When we’re done here.”


  Billy looked startled. Tony grinned, but Casey whooped.


  “I’m a waterman, Billy, but you know more about the big picture of fishin’ on this whole planet than any eight fishermen I can think of, and that includes the Ole Man. We need ya, and we’ll make it worth your while, but we have to fill that quota by the end of October, and we really only have the draggers to do it with right now.”


  Billy looked dazed by the whole turn of events, but as Jimmy spoke, he focused on what he was saying. “Okay, Jimmy. How do we do that?”


  “I don’t know yet, Bill,” Jimmy said. “I’m still trying to ask the right questions and get some meaningful answers.”


  “Basics,” Tony said. “Given the new production projections you worked out yesterday, how many boats do we need to work to make nine hundred metric megatons?”


  “Standard boat?” Billy asked.


  “No, use the real number for a stern trawler, seventy-five metric tons,” Jimmy said. “I need to know how many more boats your father needs to make me.”


  “Can I borrow your terminal again?” Billy asked.


  Jimmy jumped up from the desk and ushered Billy into the chair. “Please be my guest.”


  Billy sat down and started slapping keys.


  “How long do you think it’ll take to figure out?” Tony asked.


  Billy looked up at him. “Forty-two thousand.”


  “What?” Tony asked.


  “Forty-two thousand boats,” Billy said. “That’ll give you about nine hundred metric megatons by the end of the season.”


  “That can’t be right,” Jimmy said.


  Casey was looking confused, and even Tony was startled.


  “Bill,” Jimmy said, “can you double check that? See if you lost a decimal place somewhere?”


  He shrugged and went through the calculation a little slower. They could see him double checking and moving deliberately through the calculations. He sighed. “No. No mistake. Forty-two thousand boats.”


  “But, Jimmy,” Casey said, “Didn’t you tell me we’ve got something like eighty-thousand boats in the fleet?”


  Tony and Jimmy just stared at each other in disbelief.


  “How?” Jimmy barked.


  Billy just looked bewildered. “Well, it’s simple division. You need nine hundred metric megatons, a boat can catch a little over twenty-two thousand metric tons in a season. Divide it out with the real numbers and it works out to forty-two thousand. What with rounding and the actual landings capacities, it’s not quite as many.”


  Jimmy slumped into the side chair and just shook his head.


  “But how?” Tony asked. “We’ve got eighty thousand boats. They’re barely bringing in seven-fifty now.”


  “Well, yeah,” Billy said. “But you had me calculate the yields without the summer slump and how many boats it would take to fish all season without the yield falling off. We did the calculations for the Pumpkin yesterday. Fifteen boats a day on the Pumpkin instead of thirty?”


  “Something like that,” Tony said.


  “Okay, with the summer slump, a boat brings in about six thousand metric tons a season. Without it, they bring in ten thousand. If you fish thirty boats on the Pumpkin, you wind up with two hundred and seventy metric tons at the end of the season. If you fish twenty boats, at the end of the season you have four hundred and thirty metric tons.” He shrugged. “The hard part is in the model. Assuming it’s right, the rest is just figuring out how much you want and how many boats it’ll take to catch ’em.”


  “There has to be some theoretical limit,” Tony said.


  “Oh, yeah. Eighty thousand boats works out to be just under two thousand metric megatons,” Billy said.


  “That’s more than double,” Tony said.


  “With the number of boats you have now, that’s what the model says, but you need the grounds to support them. The optimal limit for the existing grounds caps out at about eight hundred metric megatons.”


  “What about the other fisheries, Billy?”


  He shrugged again. “Depends on how accurate the model is. Coastal non-schooling fish like jace, arvol, and pintos have estimated stock populations approaching the mouta, and whitefish. The sardine, pilchard, and other oilfish are maybe ten times that, but you don’t want to over fish them. They’re primary food stock for the larger fish. Crabs and lobsters are probably the next biggest stock. Planet wide there are probably twice as many kilograms of crabs and lobsters as there are mouta and whitefish.”


  Even Jimmy blinked at that. “Why aren’t we harvesting them?” he asked the room at large.


  Casey grinned. “I learned this one in the game. Because they’re too hard to catch,” she said. “Where a dragger like the Sea Horse can take eighty tons of whitefish and mouta a day, crabs and lobster fishermen would be lucky to get two tons.”


  Jimmy blew out his breath. “Looks like we better tell your father to stop building boats, Bill.”


  [image: Chapter Heading]

  Chapter Thirty-One

  Callum’s Cove

  March 18, 2305


  The day dawned cold and crisp with the green promise of spring in the air. Otto was up with the sun, and brewed tea. His mother shuffled out of the bedroom in her night robe and slippers. She smiled and yawned at him.


  “Good morning, hon, You’re up early. Couldn’t you sleep?”


  He shrugged. “I have some things I want to do before we go into the village this morning. Did I wake you, thrashing around out here?”


  She shook her head. “No. I was laying there awake. When I heard the tea water boiling, it sounded like something I wanted some of. Did you leave any?” She smiled at him.


  In answer, he poured hot water into the cup he had prepared for her already. “A little.”


  “Thanks.” She took the cup from his hands and went to her terminal. “I better see what’s been going on. It’s been a distracting couple of days.”


  “Do you think they’ll let him out today?” Otto asked.


  She stared at the monitor’s muddy gray screen as it warmed up. “I don’t know. I had a lot of time to think about it last night. I figure that they’ll let him out when it’s safest and not before. I think that’s what should happen, but it’s so maddeningly frustrating not to know how he is.”


  Otto made a small grunt of agreement. “Well, I’m going out to the shop. I want to finish a carving this morning. I’ll come make breakfast in a bit.”


  “Okay, hon.” The world behind the screen sucked Rachel in. The pull of the familiar and engaging offered a temporary escape from the reality of a disturbing present. She gratefully submerged in the data stream.


  Otto took his tea and went out to the shop. Inside the door, the familiar scents of wood, herb, salt, and smoke drew him. The surroundings felt as if he’d been gone for a long time and just returned home. His eyes scanned the bundled herbs. Idly he plucked a few bits, a sprig here, a branch there. He hadn’t even bothered to put his staff down, and it rattled and clinked melodically with each small tug and bend.


  He opened the firebox, and found some glowing embers. He propped his staff against the bench and blew gently on the embers, hearing the small crackle and smiling at the colors flaring from red to white. The heat built against his cheeks and forehead with each gentle puff. He put in a few scrapes of drift wood, and they burst into flame instantly. The bundle of herbs followed and a few small puffs of aromatic smoke slipped out of the firebox as the buildup momentarily overwhelmed the dampers.


  Otto smiled, thinking of his father, almost painfully aware of him in his epoxy and steel cocoon, not two kilometers that way. His mind knew the direction, even without opening his eyes. “Come home, Father,” he whispered, and the accumulated terror of what had happened nearly overwhelmed him. Tears drooled from his eyes and his nose started to run.


  The chimney’s draw finally won out over the smoke and pulled it out of the firebox. The ashy residues fell into a non-descript pile around the glowing embers. Otto let go of his anger and fear, letting it drift up with the smoke. He rubbed the salty water from his face with the palms of his hands, sniffed valiantly while he adjusted the dampers and loaded the stove with a few bits of aromatic driftwood. Finally, unable to contain the flood any longer, he pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket and blew his nose noisily. The sudden, raucous noise touched something in him and he began to chuckle. A knot he’d been carrying for days loosened and he felt like, suddenly, he could breath.


  He got out his knife and unfinished carving from the night before and, in the light of the firebox, finished releasing the figure in the wood. He took care with the heart, searching through a handful of shells and selecting the richest purple bit, shaping it slightly with a small file, and placing it just so in the heart of the beast. He held it up to the watered light now beginning to flow from the brightening morning sky and smiled.


  Tucking it into the pocket beside the gull, he folded his knife, re-stoked the fire, and adjusted the dampers for a good draw. His eyes skipped across the litter of shavings and chips, the bits of leaf and litter that had come in on his boots. In the light of the new day, he swept and straightened up the shop—replacing the tools, scooping the swept up chips and litter into the stove, and adjusting the hanging bundles in the rafters. It was a small shop, after all, and took less than half a stan, during which his stomach growled more and more insistently.


  He chuckled to himself, banked the fire once more, and took his staff to stand beside the kitchen door as he went in to fix breakfast. At just the thought of fresh tea, crisp toast, and a mound of oatmeal with raisins, his stomach rumbled approval just as he stepped into the kitchen.


  “Bet I know what’s on your mind,” his mother said from her chair on the other side of the kitchen. Faintly, Otto heard an echo from her direction and she looked down in surprise and giggled. “Guess I’m thinking the same thing.”


  Otto just slipped his jacket onto one of the pegs beside the door and set to work making breakfast for them. Rachel went back to her fishing in the data streams while he worked.


  After a large, but relatively quiet breakfast, Rachel helped Otto put the kitchen back in order, each of them wondering when the word would come from the clinic, neither wanting to fret out loud and both of them feeling the tension in the other. At nine, Rachel’s comm beeped. She acknowledged the message. “They’ve started the process. He’ll be surfacing in two stans.”


  Otto could sense the sudden spike in her anxiety. It was answered by a lesser spike of his own. “Go ahead. I need to check the fire and clean up. I’ll be right behind you.”


  She grabbed her coat and boots, and headed for the clinic, still buttoning her jacket against the midmorning chill as she all but trotted down the lane toward the village.


  Otto grinned and headed for the shower. He felt grubby after the morning’s work and wanted a shower before he got too close to people. His mother may have been used to his smell, but he was getting disagreeable whiffs of himself. Never a good sign.


  In moments he was in the shower, luxuriating in the hot stream and letting the accumulated soot, grime, and sweat sluice from his body. When he got out and reached for the towel, he found only a small hand towel, and chuckled to himself. He swiped as much water off as he could with his bare hands and the bit of cloth, but still left drips on the hall floor as he padded naked out into the hall. It felt a bit decadent to be naked in the relative open hallway and the chilly air gave him a bit of a shiver as he opened the linen closet and grabbed the first bath towel he saw. He wrapped it around himself and, as he did, a brightly colored bit of fabric caught his eye on the topmost shelf. It was crushed into a vacuum bag, flattened and protected by the heavy plastic. He looked at it for a few ticks while he dried himself off standing there in the hallway, then smiled as he realized what it was.


  He dressed in fresh clothing, and hung the damp towel on the shower rod to dry. He scampered out to the shop to check the stove once more before running back to the house to fetch the bag from the top of the closet. He released the seal and pulled the heavy wool out of the bag. He shook it out to make sure it was in good shape and the dry wool gave out an oddly comforting smell. He grinned once more, stashed the bag back in the closet, and draped the heavy fabric over his arm.


  When he got to the clinic, his mother stood just outside the cubicle, looking in at the covey of clinicians working on the terminals. Beyond her, he saw that the last red strobe had turned amber and all the previously amber lights had turned green. There was still a stan or so before the medtechs released the lid, but it felt good to be there.


  His mother glanced at him. She held her arms crossed tightly across her stomach, as if holding in some ghastly wound. She started to smile, but her eyes snagged on the fabric draped over his arm and confusion scudded across her eyes for a moment before she recognized it. The smile that burst from her dazzled him and Otto found himself returning it.


  Together they stood and watched as the medtechs slowly and carefully awakened the village shaman.
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  Chapter Thirty-Two

  Aram’s Inlet

  March 18, 2305


  By mid-morning, the first stage of the firestorm was finally winding down. After going over Billy’s numbers for most of the afternoon, Jimmy had sent out new operational orders to the nearly three thousand fishing operations along the South Coast. It always shocked him when he stopped to consider the actual numbers, but there were tens of thousands of kilometers along the South Coast, just on the Western Reaches. By longstanding tradition, no fishing operations were on the Eastern Reaches, but perhaps that was due for a change.


  “Tradition has bitten me in the butt once or twice too often in the last week,” he muttered to himself as he sent out yet another calming message to a panicky company rep.


  Billy Samson had done his work well and, when Jimmy finally accepted that what he needed was fewer boats fishing the banks on any given day, he moved quickly to create a schedule for the remaining days of the season, and a scheme for identifying which day a boat would be tied up. Since each boat had a hull number, even numbered hulls fished on even numbered days. Odd numbered boats fished on odd numbered days. The simple expedient effectively cut the number of fishermen on the banks in half on any given day and completely removed the need for additional construction.


  That part had been easy, simple, and logical. It was the implementation that created the firestorm. The processing units along the South Coast were the first to blow gaskets. Billy had overlooked one important reality that put a serious crimp in the plan when it met reality. The processing units were on a six day schedule, not seven. They probably heard the screams from plant operators about additional management requirements, overtime costs, and maintenance issues all the way over on the Eastern Reaches.


  Billy asked, “What? They’d rather forfeit the quota and lose their jobs?”


  Tony and Jimmy chuckled.


  “They haven’t really thought it through, Bill,” Jimmy said.


  “How are you going to deal with that?” Billy asked.


  Jimmy sighed. “We’ll have to make an omelet.”


  Jimmy accepted the resignations of the first ten plant superintendents who complained, promoting their assistants, and announcing the promotions on the PlanetNet. The squeaking from that set of wheels died down quickly after that. There’s something terribly sobering about realizing that, whatever your own opinion, your boss didn’t think you were irreplaceable.


  “Isn’t that kinda hard on the plants?” Billy asked.


  Tony shrugged. “If the number two person wasn’t up to managing the task, he’d probably not be there. And it’s not like these folks are going to have black marks on their records. They only resigned. Assuming they get jobs again in the next ninety days, shouldn’t be a major burden. They’re mostly good people and the plants will trade them around like sports stars, I’m betting.”


  The next bit of grit came in the form of the skippers complaining that they wouldn’t be able to make quota if they couldn’t fish. Jimmy was a bit more understanding toward them. It had taken a lot of persuasion to convince him and he’d been there in the room when they’d figured it out. Having the skippers set off was only to be expected, given the high levels of anxiety over the quotas to begin with.


  Between Casey, Tony, and Billy, they’d crafted an explanation–without mentioning Billy’s game–that showed how fishing fewer days resulted in more landings because it avoided the summer slump. There was a lot of skepticism drifting through the ’Net, but after the example made of the plant superintendents, the skippers were a bit more willing to give Jimmy the benefit of the doubt. The season was almost four weeks in, and the slumps were already beginning to show in the landings numbers. Small, but there. A week or two of trying the plan would give them confirmation, or disprove the scheme, so the noise from the skippers subsided.


  The last firestorm had come in overnight when the distant villages had finally caught up on the news from Aram’s Inlet. It was inevitable that at least a few villages have a preponderance of boats in one category or another. New Armagh had sixteen of their eighteen boats with even hull numbers. Statistically, it wasn’t even a blip on the line, but politically, it was important to resolve it.


  Jimmy got on the horn with New Armagh. It was late in the day there, even though it was early at the Inlet, and he caught the company supervisor just before turning in for the night.


  The red haired woman on the line looked surprised to be facing Jimmy Pirano himself, but she composed herself well enough.


  “Catherine. Thanks for taking my call so late.”


  “Hello, Jimmy. I’m guessing you got the note about the hull numbers?”


  “How did you get so many even numbered ones?”


  “Aberdrony was turning out two boats at a time when we started setting up here. We got the even ones and New Hebrie got the odd. One went east, one went west.”


  “Why doesn’t New Hebrie have the same problem but with odd numbered boats?”


  “They grew a lot faster than we did. They got a lot of new boats and that’s set them up pretty well.”


  “I see. Well, as I see it, you got two options. One, you start trading even boats for odd ones around the area.” Jimmy paused to see how she’d take it.


  “That’s a mess. What’s the other?”


  “Draw lots for who goes. I don’t really care whether or not it’s an even or odd numbered boat, Catherine. The key point is to pull half the boats back each day to relieve the pressure on the banks. According to the model, we can stay ahead of the summer slump and everybody makes quota.”


  “I saw your proposal. I’m willing to give it a shot. I’ll ask them to draw lots in the morning.”


  “Thanks, Catherine. I don’t know if we can really get this increase in landings, but we’re working hard here to try to get ahead of it.”


  “Okay, Jimmy. You’re the boss. Keep us posted.”


  Jimmy broke the connection.


  Billy asked, “Why didn’t you just tell ’em to draw lots to begin with?”


  Tony grinned. “He did. He just made it look like they had a choice.”


  Billy looked confused.


  Casey explained while Jimmy grinned. “Would you wanna be the one to tell your spouse that you have to move down the coast leaving all your friends and family behind?”


  “Not a chance,” Billy said, quickly thinking of all the people he’d have to leave behind if he were transferred to Cheapskate or Callum’s Cove.


  Tony shrugged as if to say, “There’s your answer.”


  By mid-morning, the objections tapered off and Jimmy began to hope that it might work.


  Casey asked, “So? What’s the upper limit on landings?”


  “Upper limit?” Jimmy asked. “I’m having enough trouble trying to reach the lower.”


  “Yeah, but we’ve already talked about some new fisheries and we’ve got extra boats and crews already. When the new contracts are announced, there’s going to be more interest in working here and I can see us getting a lot more applications than we have been.”


  The logical conclusion of where she was going smacked Jimmy in the face.


  Tony filleted the obvious and laid it on the table. “If we had fisheries they could exploit without digging into the quotas and overfishing the banks, that’s all extra.”


  Carruthers stuck his head in the door. “They’re decanting Richard Krugg today. He’ll be in clinic for a few more days probably, but they’re bringing him out of the pod. Alan just messaged.”


  “Good. Lemme know how it goes, okay?” Jimmy said. “Oh, and Carruthers? Can you take Bill here and get him an office here on this floor? Maybe the empty one at the end of the hall? He needs a place to work that’s not my office.”


  “You bet, boss.”


  Billy blushed furiously, but started to follow Carruthers out, when Jimmy called after him. “I need a proposal from you, in writing, outlining what we need to do to bring up shrimp, sardine, and mussel fisheries. Boats, equipment, processing, transportation, and market analysis. The works. Get Tony to help you.”


  Tony looked up at that. “We’re not going fishing any more?”


  “We got too many boats, Tony. You and I are needed here.” Jimmy . “I’m giving you the Sea Horse. Go find yourself some crew while you can. You’re due for a boat of your own and I’d take it as a personal favor if you got your butt out there and caught some fish.”


  The smile wasn’t quite as dazzling as he’d expected, but still very nice.


  “You got it, Skip–err–Jimmy. But I’m gonna miss working with you two reprobates.”


  Tony smiled and Jimmy cleared his throat.


  “To answer your question, Casey,” Jimmy said, “there’s no upper limit on landings. Anything we produce, over and above the contractual demands, is gravy and money in the bank for us.”


  “What happens to the share price when it becomes obvious that we’re going to make the quotas?” Tony asked with a knowing grin.


  Jimmy grinned back and sent a note up to his father on the orbital. “Buy Combine stock.”


  The response was practically immediate. “Congrats.”
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  Chapter Thirty-Three

  Callum’s Cove

  March 18, 2305


  Richard swam up from the dark deeps, his lungs burning, arms burning, legs burning. He burst into the light all at once and was in the medical pod. He blinked at the sudden brightness. Unable to raise his hand, he tried to turn his head, but couldn’t do that either and settled for squinting.


  “Richard, it’s Robin McMaster. You’re in the medical station at Callum’s Cove.” The voice sounded urgent but distant. It sounded like something he thought might be pertinent.


  “Move,” he started to say, but had trouble with his tongue.


  “No, don’t move. You’re in the autodoc, you can’t move just yet.” The voice was just as urgent and distant.


  He got his tongue back under control and finished, “The damn light.”


  A familiar voice, Rachel’s voice, said, “The light’s in his eyes. Please move it so it’s not blinding him.”


  Richard felt his heart beat twice before the light slipped off to the side.


  “Sorry. Is that better?” the urgent voice, Robin, asked.


  “Yes, thank you. Rachel?”


  Her face—beloved, welcome, thank you—slid into his view.


  “We’re ashore, Richard. Relax while the medtechs check you over. You’ve been in the pod for two days.”


  He closed his eyes. “Okay. Yes.”


  He floated on the surface of the dark deeps. His mind lingered on the fish that burned. In the distance, he could hear the tinkle of shells and smiled. In his hand, he felt the wooden bear, cold bear, filled with pain and covered with sharp edges. He curled his hand around it, letting the bear bite into his hand a bit then relaxing his grip, floating gently on the surface of the dark, dark deeps.


  “He’s asleep now. It’s the best thing for him,” the voice, Robin, said, not so urgent now.


  “Yes, fine,” Rachel’s voice said. “I’ll just sit with him.”


  Richard felt her near, safe, and drifted for a time, floating on the dark and listening to the world.


  After some time, or no time, he couldn’t be sure, he woke. “Hi.”


  Rachel looked up from where she sat beside the pod and smiled the smile.


  He grinned back. He needed no words so long as there was the smile.


  “Are you in there, Richard?” she asked.


  “Yes.”


  “How do you feel?” she asked, as if afraid of what he might say.


  “I feel drugged.”


  She giggled. “You are.”


  “Otto?”


  “Here, Father.” The voice came from the doorway.


  “Thank you, Otto. It was a good bear.”


  “You’re welcome, Father.”


  The medtech came over. She checked a series of displays. “Are you ready to get out of there?”


  “Can I?”


  Rachel started to chuckle.


  “I don’t know. Would you like to try?”


  Until she said something, it hadn’t occurred to him that it might be possible, “Yes.”


  She released the restraints and he lifted his hands. She opened the bottom of the pod and tilted it upright. “You just take it very easy, Richard. You’re still sedated and you’ve been laying down for a couple of days.”


  “Thank you, Robin.”


  He felt a bit wobbly, but with Rachel on one side, and Robin on the other, he managed to step out and sit in the wheel chair. Sitting up was much easier than standing, and they wheeled him down the hall to a cubicle with a bed in it. Rachel and Otto followed along, the sound of Otto’s staff loud in the quiet corridor. In a tick, he was settled in the bed, and felt the darkness calling to him. He struggled against it, turning to Rachel, searching her face.


  “I’ll be here,” she said.


  He sighed, nodding. He turned to Otto who unfolded a familiar piece of cloth. With a flourish, Otto flung the heavy woolen fabric over the bed, neatly covering Richard’s upper torso. The weight of it pressed down, warming instantly, comforting. The heavy embroidery traced patterns against the weave. Richard recognized his father’s poncho from the faint smell of wool and man. The extra weight and warmth pressed Richard toward the darkness. His eyes closed. He drifted.


  Sometime later he woke. The sun beamed through the window in a late afternoon slant.


  Rachel sat in the chair beside him, smiling at him. “Have a nice nap?”


  He blinked and considered it. “Yes, I’m feeling quite rested.”


  The medtech breezed in at that point and grinned at the pair of them. “Well? You ready to go home?”


  Rachel looked up at her in surprise. “Just like that?”


  “Yeah, just like that.” She turned to Richard. “You’re feeling okay?”


  “Surprisingly well, given how strange I was earlier.”


  “The pod’s medications just take a couple of stans to play out. Your vitals are all good. We’ll want you to come back in a couple of days to see how the dendritic regeneration has taken. You may have a numb spot in your arm for a time, but you won’t even notice it in a couple of weeks.”


  “That’s it?” Rachel asked. “A numb spot?” She didn’t know whether to be relieved or scream.


  The medtech sighed. “Well, truthfully, we don’t know. The neurotoxins were up into his brainstem, but we can’t find any damage. The only thing I’m sure about is that the nerve receptors in the patch of skin that took the direct contact are fried.” She reached for Richard’s left arm, held it in one hand and brushed a fingertip across a patch of skin that had a very slightly different texture. “Did you feel that?” she asked.


  “Yes. Well, no, I lost the feeling when you passed over that spot, but could feel it on both sides.”


  “That’s what I mean. Over time, you might regain feeling to some degree. It’ll never be as sensitive as the skin around it, but you’ll be aware of it less and less. As far as other neurological damage, the scans aren’t showing any. Your EEG is within normal ranges. Without a baseline to compare it to, we don’t know if it’s changed, but there’s nothing there that indicates any kind of damage. Medically, there’s not a lot more we can do for ya, Richard. Just keep an eye on things and let us know if you get any other symptoms. Come back and see us next week for a follow-up. In the meantime, no fishing. After your checkup, if you’re doing okay, you can go back to work.”


  Richard smiled and looked to Rachel. “Let’s go home.”


  The medtech left them, pulling the drape to provide a bit of privacy while Richard dressed. Rachel stood ready to help, but there wasn’t much for her to do. He did, indeed, seem perfectly fine. Even his balance, while a little off, wasn’t as far off as Rachel’s at that moment.


  He slipped on his shoes and looked around the cube. His father’s poncho was still spread across the bed. He picked it up and slipped it over his head. It settled heavily on his shoulders, but the warmth of it was like sinking into a hot bath. With the poncho off the bed, Richard caught sight of the bear. He must have released it in his sleep and let it fall among the linens.


  He looked at it lying on the sheet—roughly carved, primitive, and powerful. It was unorthodox but–he had to admit–effective. Rachel saw what he was looking at and he felt her tense up. He reached for the bear, lifting it gently and holding it up for her to see. “He gave me this. I don’t remember how.”


  Rachel reached out a finger to stroke across its back. “It’s a polar bear.”


  “Yes. Amazing, isn’t it?”


  Rachel looked up into his eyes and saw him smiling down at her. “Yes, it is.”


  “Where is he, anyway?” Richard slipped the bear into his pocket.


  “He said he had to go tend the fire.”


  “Yes. Good.” His head turned almost involuntarily in the direction of the shop. It was as if he could feel the location of the fire in the stove and his face turned to bask in the warmth even though it was kilometers away. His eyes caught on another bit of wood, this one standing on the bedside table. He picked it up and held it in the afternoon light, turning it this way and that in delight.


  “He left that for you when you woke,” Rachel said.


  “A merino ram. We used to have these back on the stead. I haven’t seen one in decades. How does he get such life into these? The carving is so crude. But it works.”


  Rachel laughed. “Yeah, I’ve noticed that myself.”


  Richard wrapped his hand around the ram, feeling it against his skin, and smiled. “He really is the son of a shaman, isn’t he?”


  She looked up into his warm, smiling eyes. Standing there in his father’s poncho, he looked more like his father than at any time she could remember. He even had that same amused glint in his eye that she remembered in Benjamin’s. “So are you,” she said.
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  Chapter Thirty-Four

  Aram’s Inlet

  April 10, 2305


  Jimmy stared hard at the numbers. “What are your projections, Bill?”


  Billy sighed. “The landings are declining very, very slowly. The model and reality just don’t match exactly.”


  “So, we’re not gonna make quota?”


  “If we continue sliding at this rate, we’re gonna miss it by maybe twelve percent. Of course, it’s only been three weeks or so. They could stabilize, even increase.”


  “Or it could continue dropping,” Jimmy said.


  “Could drop faster, too.”


  Jimmy grimaced. “That’s a chance we have to take. We’re a lot closer than we would have been if we’d kept fishing the full fleet every day. How do we pick up another hundred megatons?”


  “Crabs,” Billy said. “It requires specialized equipment, but it’s easy to fabricate, works good, and can be done along the coastal waters using small craft boat molds. Processing is another issue, but that’s probably the best bet. The stocks are huge, the investment is low, and the market demand is high.”


  “But Casey said the landings per day were really small.”


  “Yeah, well, a ton a day is a lot more than nothing. With two hundred days left in the season, a crabber might get two hundred tons by the end of October. Five boats would be a metric kiloton, five thousand is only a little more than one per village, and that’s a metric megaton.” He shrugged. “You’ve got forty thousand boats sitting idle on any given day.”


  “Well, it’s better than nothing, and something we should look into while we see whether or not the summer slump deepens.” He looked at the boy shifting uneasily in his chair. “You done good, Bill. We’re a lot closer than we would have been if we’d kept going the way we were.”


  “But the model ...”


  “The model is the model. It breaks down. It’s better than nothing, but I never count on the model until I’ve tested it in the world. Crabbing may not get us to the quota, but it’s going to be more than nothing, which is what we got now. I’m kicking myself for not diversifyin’ before this.”


  “There’s another fishery that you should look at for long term, and a possible for short term as well.”


  Jimmy arched an eyebrow. “Yeah?”


  “Long lining for coastal fish for short term, and mussel cultivation for long. Mussels freeze well after processing, and cultivation can be done in relatively large scale without a lot of investment in time,” Billy said. “It’s definitely a longer term proposition, but when we can grow the product and know where it is, makes it a lot easier to sell.”


  “True enough. We have to survive this year, first. Tell me about long lining.”


  “Well, a long line is just a big fishing line with hooks along it. You bait, lay it out, and leave it. Come back later and pull it up. Take the fish, re-bait the hooks, and put it back over the side.”


  “I’m familiar with the technique,” Jimmy said.


  Billy blushed. “Of course. Anyway, there’s coastal species in sufficient quantities that could be harvested. Jace, mullian, arvol, and pintos. They’re good fish, solid flesh, good flavor, and could be a specialty market because nobody’s harvesting them in commercial quantities.”


  “Population stocks?”


  “Equal to whitefish and mouta. Same problem as crabbing. Not as easy to get a boat full as with the deepwater schools. They’re roamers and loners. That’s why long lines work well.”


  “Recommendations?”


  Billy paused for a few moments. “I’d work on crabbing and long lining in parallel. I have a couple of buddies that know a thing or two about laying a line. I could run up a prototype and we can see what damage a single boat can do.”


  “You gonna use one of the draggers?”


  Billy shook his head. “Pop’s got small boats down at the yard. One of the ten meter utility boats would make a good test boat. Cheap to build, cheap to run, and they’ll take a five metric ton cargo without blinking. They’d make good crabbing platforms, too, come to think of it.”


  “Who knows crabbing?” Jimmy asked.


  Billy shook his head again. “Dunno. Nobody I know here in the inlet.”


  Jimmy thought about it for about three ticks. “Okay, set up the long line prototype. Fish it for a week. See what you get.” He consulted his computer. “We got just over two hundred days to make quota. If we’re gonna make a difference, we need something we can roll out fast. Long lining sounds likely. If we divert some of the extra people we got out dragging, that could pay off.”


  Billy said, “Just leave the lines two days. Drag one day, long line the next. The yards can spit out those utility boats about three a day. We could use the draggers to service the lines if they’re scaled up enough to make it worthwhile.”


  “Good idea. Keep thinking, Bill.”


  Billy got up and headed back to his office. “Lemme get a simulation running and I’ll let ya know what I find out.”


  Jimmy pinged Carruthers. “If you wanted twenty kilos of crab, who’d you call?”


  “Mary Murray over at Callum’s Cove,” he said without missing a beat.


  “Thanks, Carruthers.” Jimmy rang off and placed a call to Alan Thomas. It was time to make a road trip.


  Three stans later, Jimmy settled his private flitter down on the Pirano pad in Callum’s Cove. Alan waited for him as he stepped out of the vehicle.


  “Jimmy, good to see you,” he said, shaking Jimmy’s hand in both of his.


  Jimmy grinned. “Good to see you, too, Alan. Last time was up in Fairfax. How’d you make out with that farmer woman?”


  “Joan? Joan Armstrong?” he asked, the color rising on the back of his neck.


  “Yeah, that was her name.” Jimmy grinned.


  “She’s a good dancer,” Alan said with a small smile. “Mary’s at the pub this time of day. She said to come on over and we can talk there, if that’s okay.”


  “I don’t wanna big crowd, Alan.”


  “There won’t be one. You wanna talk to her about crabbing?”


  “Yeah, seems she’s the resident expert.”


  Alan looked quizzical, but didn’t ask any more questions, just led the way to The Gurry Butt.


  When Jimmy stepped in out of the early afternoon sun dazzle, it took him a tick to adjust to the light. He blinked as he moved slowly into the room. The aroma of good beer filled the place, along with the smell of leather and wood polish, and the unmistakable tang that marked the place as a fisherman’s hang out. It wasn’t a bad smell, just distinctive. Part sweat, part fish, and part something else that Jimmy knew only too well, but couldn’t name.


  A man and a woman, both with the sun-stained skin of people who work on the water, had their heads together over a pair of pints in the corner. The man raised his glass in salute to Alan who waved back on his way to the bar.


  “I thought there’d be more people here with half the boats in,” Jimmy said.


  Alan shook his head. “Always something to do.”


  Alan levered a leg over the second stool from the end of the bar and Jimmy settled next to him. The woman behind the counter had a ready smile and graying hair. She looked Jimmy in the eye, but neither challenged nor bowed. Her expression left him no doubt that she knew who he was, but it didn’t seem to faze her, one way or another.


  “Good afternoon, gentlemen,” she said with a half smile. “Can I get you something to drink while we chat?”


  Alan said, “Why, thank you, Mary, I’d like a pint of the porter. And pour yourself a dram, on me, if you’d like.”


  She looked to Jimmy and raised one eyebrow, waiting without speaking.


  “Do you have a medium lager? Or maybe a wheat beer?”


  “Both, Mr. P. I’d recommend the wheat. Jace’s latest batch is very good.”


  “Wheat it is, then, Mary, and please, call me Jimmy.”


  “Comin’ right up and I thank ya, Alan, but I’ll just stick to tea for now. It’ll be a long afternoon and evening, I’m thinkin’.”


  “Add it to the tab, and treat yourself tonight when you finally can enjoy it,” Alan said with a grin.


  She grinned back, and Jimmy found himself liking this no-nonsense woman. She pulled the two beers and brought them down the bar. Placing them carefully, she waited for them to take their first appreciative sips before speaking. “So, how can I help you, Jimmy?”


  “I want to know about crabbing. You seem to be the expert on the matter on this part of the South Coast, so I thought I’d come to the source.”


  “Flattery can only help your cause. Don’t stop now. What do you wanna know? Catching them isn’t any great difficulty or secret.”


  “We’re exploring potential new products. We want to try to diversify the landings so we’re not just reliant on one kind of fishery for our quota.”


  She lifted a thick china mug from the bar and took a couple of sips before speaking. “Okay, there’s three kinds of crabs here...”


  A short stan, and another long beer, later, Mary ran out of things to tell them about crabs. Jimmy felt like he’d just had the graduate degree program in crab fishery. She’d covered the life cycle, relative population densities, and offered advice on where to take each kind.


  “I use a flat crab net here,” she said. “Just a scrap of net in a ring of metal, a small float to keep the lines clear, but for an untended pot, you’ll want to have a box. Easy to make. The directions are on the PlanetNet actually.”


  “Okay,” Jimmy said. “I need somebody to work on this full time. Somebody who can work out the details for how to put together a boat and make the traps and try it out for a bit, see how it works. You interested?”


  Mary laughed and shook her head. “I’ve got a job right here, Jimmy. It doesn’t leave a lotta time, and I kinda like workin’ with my Jace. We’re a team.”


  “I can appreciate that. You know anybody here that would be interested?”


  Mary squinted her eyes in thought for a few moments. “Well, the one person here who’s shown any interest in crabbing lately is Otto Krugg. Last fall, we spent a good amount of time playing in the shallows and catching crabs. He even knit himself a net. Keeps up, too. I’ve seen him catching crabs off the pier this spring.”


  “Would he do it?” Jimmy asked.


  Alan leaned in. “Otto’s only fourteen. Might wanna go with somebody a little older and knows about boats.”


  Jimmy got sidetracked, catching on the name. “Krugg? Any relation to the shaman got stung by the box fish?”


  “Otto’s his son.”


  “How’s he doing?” Jimmy asked.


  “He’s good. Made a full recovery as near as we can tell. That was about the time we started the new even-odd schedule, so he didn’t go back out. He’s been staying close to home, walking the beaches and carving a lot of whelkies.”


  “Nothin’ like a little near death experience to make you appreciate not dyin’,” Mary said. “He and Otto are quite a pair these days. Seldom see one without the other.”


  Alan said, “Otto’s been learning the shaman business. He’s a nice kid. He’ll make a good shaman.”


  Mary snorted. “I wouldn’t be too sure who’s teachin’ who with that pair. Richard, bless his heart, got the title from his dad, but there was times, I wondered if that bar stool didn’t have more gift.”


  Alan chuckled. “Well, there is that.”


  “Otto’s the real deal,” Mary said. “Personally, I think his father’s the one doin’ the learning. Since he got out of the pod, he’s been a lot more shamanly, if you know what I mean.”


  Jimmy chewed on that for a bit and considered going for a third pint.


  “Yanno who I’d ask?” Mary said at last.


  Alan said, “Rachel.”


  She nodded. “That’s one shrewd woman, Rachel Krugg. She grew up here, used to be a Pye. Got her mate’s ticket just before she got married. Richard didn’t hold with having her go to sea, so she moved a terminal into the cottage and been doing market analysis for Alan here ever since.”


  “She’s damn good, too,” Alan said. “She finds stuff, I have no idea where. Made us some good money over the stanyers. When we had the big push last fall, she went on as mate, but she hasn’t gone back out since the accident. She stays close to home, but I get the feeling it’s more to keep an eye on Richard.”


  “I thought you said he was okay,” Jimmy said.


  Mary and Alan traded a glance. “Well, he is, but he’s still doing physical therapy and goes to the clinic for evaluation every week. He’s...different now,” Alan said.


  Jimmy let that digest and decided he’d have a third beer after clearing away the first two. By the time he got back from the head, the first of the afternoon’s boats had come in. Mary’s attention was taken up by waiting on the patrons and Jace came out of the back to give a hand as the pub filled up with fishermen. Jimmy lingered over his beer, hunched down and not hiding exactly, but not making a production of showing his face.


  Alan leaned in to speak quietly. “Rachel’d be good. Knows her way around the water. Fished here since she was a girl. Got good roots and her mother went up to the orbital to be a cargo broker when her ole man died.”


  Jimmy raised an eyebrow. “Think that’s where the good deals are coming from?”


  Alan shrugged and took another pull from his beer. “Dunno, but if you’re looking for somebody to develop a market, Rachel’s got the connections that go from waterfront to cargo buyer.”


  “I was thinkin’ the same thing.” Jimmy drained his glass, and slid it across the bar. “Thanks, Mary,” he said above the growing hubbub, and slipped off the stool. “Let’s go talk to Rachel.”


  As Alan slipped from his stool, Mary brought the tab. Jimmy grabbed it, threw a hundred cred tip on it, and thumbed it.


  Mary smiled. “Very generous, Jimmy. Thanks.”


  He waved it off. “I’m on an expense account and I know a guy in the accounting office. He’ll approve it.”


  She laughed. “Well, come back any time. And bring your friend from accounting.”


  Jimmy was still chuckling as he stepped out into the late afternoon sun with Alan behind him.


  Callum’s Cove was a true village. Jimmy admired the stone work and narrow streets. While Aram’s Inlet was no bustling metropolis, like Port St. Cloud or even Fairfax, it was still bigger than Callum’s Cove. Having the Pirano headquarters there helped, as did the yard and processing plants. By comparison Callum’s Cove was a sleepy backwater. The streets were well kept and free from windblown litter. The window boxes were just showing early shoots, and small flower gardens scattered here and there were showing off drifts of daffodils and hyacinths, a bit past prime, but still pretty.


  “I see why you like it here, Alan.” Jimmy said.


  Alan smiled. “Yeah. It gets kinda small sometimes, but it’s home. The Kruggs live out on the edge of the village at the base of the headland.” Alan nodded in that direction.


  “Is it okay to just drop in?” Jimmy asked.


  Alan shrugged. “Lemme check.” He pulled out his peeda and sent a message to Rachel through the office. Jimmy stood and basked in the warming sun, and watched the fleet dribble into port. The harbor looked full already, but Jimmy remembered that only half the fleet went out.


  “She’s putting the kettle on,” Alan said.


  “What’d you tell her?”


  “Just that I wanted to come out to visit her about a business matter and was bringing a colleague.”.


  “You shoulda said it was me.” Jimmy’s voice held a note of reproof.


  Alan grinned. “Yeah. She’s gonna kill me.”


  “That amuses you?” Jimmy asked with a chuckle as they headed down the lane.


  “Oh, she’ll get even. It’s a small town, Jimmy. This is what we do for entertainment.”


  Jimmy laughed and enjoyed the stroll out to the shaman’s cottage.
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  Chapter Thirty-Five

  Callum’s Cove

  April 10, 2305


  Rachel was curious. In the first place, Alan never came to her to talk business. Sure, technically he was her boss, but they communicated on the ’Net, and once a month or so, they’d get together in the office. In the second place, a colleague? Rachel had no idea who he could be bringing, but she put the kettle on and assembled a tray of cookies. Richard and Otto were out on Sandy Long again. She glanced at the chrono and realized she needed to start dinner soon, too. She looked out the window and didn’t see Alan coming so she washed some potatoes, and put them in the oven to bake. She added a couple extra, just in case. There was plenty of fish.


  The kettle came to a boil and she put up a pot of tea to steep. A couple of ticks later, she heard voices outside the door and opened it to welcome her guests.


  “Jimmy Pirano,” she said.


  He chuckled. “Hello. Rachel Krugg, I presume?”


  Her eyes shot daggers at Alan, but she smiled and welcomed them into the cozy cottage. As Jimmy entered, he thought he heard her say, “I’ll get you for this,” but he pretended not to notice.


  Alan, for his part, had a huge grin.


  “We can go into the living room, but you might find the kitchen more comfortable.”


  Alan said, “Kitchen is good, Rachel. We just came to talk. Jimmy, here, has a problem and is looking for some help.”


  She brought the tea things to the table, and they settled into the kitchen chairs. When the preliminaries were over, Rachel asked, “So?”


  “When we get over this quota crisis,” Jimmy said, “I want to diversify our fisheries.”


  She nodded for him to go on.


  “We’ve focused all our efforts on the draggers out on the banks and grounds when there’s lots of fish stock here that we could be developing as marketable product. It’s not going to happen soon. If we don’t make quota, it may not happen ever.”


  “I’ve been watching the landings,” she said. “You’ve got a little slippage.”


  Jimmy grimaced. “Yeah, we need to develop something short term that can give us another fifty megatons by the end of the summer, but that’s not why I’m here.” He paused to gauge her response.


  She held her teacup in front of her face, the fingertips of both hands just cradling the cup so the warm mists wreathed her nose. “You’ve got my attention, Mr. Pirano.”


  “Jimmy,” he said.


  “Jimmy.”


  “One of the fisheries we want to develop is crab.”


  “Good choice,” she said with a small nod. “Premium product and not readily available in this end of the sector. How do I fit into your crabby planning?”


  “We need to know if it’s viable, even possible. We need to develop the equipment, either build it or buy it, whatever we need to do. But short term, I need somebody to start fishing for crab and see what that would look like.”


  “What do you want me to do?”


  “I want you to start fishing for crab.”


  “I don’t know anything about crabs.”


  “You probably know more than I do. Nobody on the South Coast knows whether this will work or not. We came here to talk with Mary Murray. She’s the closest thing we have to a local crab expert.”


  “Oh, yes, Mary’s something with seafood. Otto’s learned a lot from her while Richard and I were out fishing.”


  “How is your husband, by the way?”


  “Making a full recovery. It was scary there for a time, but nothing like nearly losing somebody to make you really appreciate them, eh?”


  “Believe me when I say, I was so relieved to hear he’d survived.”


  Alan said, “We’ve been talking to Mary all afternoon. Mary has forgotten more about crabs than all of us put together ever knew. She knows what we want to do, but can’t take it on herself because of the pub. We asked who she’d recommend and she said you.”


  “Really?”


  Alan ticked off the reasons on his fingers. “You’re a fisherman. You know the local waters. You’re known here in the village. You’re a great market analyst, so you’ll be able to do something with the catch.”


  “My mother’s a cargo broker, you mean.”


  “That, too,” he said with an unabashed grin.


  She looked back at Jimmy. “I don’t know what I need. I know the basics of how to catch a crab or two, but catching tons of crabs?” She shook her head.


  “Nobody on the planet does, unless it’s Mary Murry,” Jimmy said. “That’s why we want somebody here to do it. With Mary right here as a resource, it’s going to be much easier to figure out how this needs to work. Besides, Mary suggested you.”


  “Because of Richard?” she asked.


  Alan chuckled. “Mostly because of Otto. Mary thought he was a pretty talented crabber.”


  “But he’s only fourteen.”


  Alan nodded “But he’d make a great deckhand.”


  She grinned. “He’d like that. If I can get him away from Richard.”


  “Our vision for this,” Jimmy said, “is that we’re looking at some kind of local fishery. Something you can do in an afternoon maybe. We don’t really know the scale of it. That’s what we’d need you to determine. Figure out what you want to try out, tell Alan, he’ll get it, you try it, and we see what we get. At the end of the season, we’ll know a lot more. If it works out, we’ll have all winter to supply other villages along the South Coast. If not, well, we’ll have learned something and it’s a valuable lesson.”


  “We can give you some time to think about it,” Alan said.


  “Yes,” Rachel said.


  “How much time would you like?” Jimmy asked.


  “No, I mean, yes, I’ll do it. I don’t need to think about it.”


  Jimmy said, “I didn’t mean to rush you into it.”


  “You didn’t. It makes perfect sense. It sounds like fun. It needs to be here so Mary can help, and I kinda like the idea of fiddling around in the bay so I can work with Otto, and maybe even Richard.”


  “Excellent,” Jimmy said and started to rise.


  “I have some stipulations,” Rachel said.


  Jimmy sat back down. “Go ahead.”


  “I need a budget to include development expenses, salary and benefits for three people at the skipper, mate, and crew levels. I probably won’t need all three but if I do, I want to be able to call it.”


  Jimmy nodded. “Makes sense.”


  “I’m going to need a boat. When I figure out what kind, I expect it to be delivered here. I’m not going to go get it.”


  Jimmy grinned. “Done. Anything else?”


  Rachel thought for a minute. “No. At the end of the season, we’ll talk again. This is a one season contract, and expires on October 31 of this year. At that point we can renegotiate for the coming year based on what we learn between now and then.”


  “Deal.” Jimmy stood, spit in his hand, and held it out. “Alan, you’re the witness. Give her whatever she wants.”


  Rachel stood, spit in her own hand, and shook Jimmy’s. “I’ll get this written up and send it to your office so we can keep the lawyers happy. Would you like to stay for dinner?”


  He glanced at his chrono. “No, I need to get back to the Inlet tonight. If I leave now, I can get in before it gets too late. I still have things to do there.”


  They all headed for the door. Rachel opened it for them and the two men took their polite departures. “I’m still gonna get you,” she said to Alan as he slipped out the door.


  She heard him chuckling as she closed the door again. Glancing at the chrono herself, she figured she’d have time to do a little crabbing research before dinner. Their visit had been amazingly brief.


  As they moved away from the house, Alan and Jimmy heard the rattling of Otto’s staff before he stepped around the corner of the house. His father, wearing a deep red poncho with elaborate embroidery, was right behind him.


  Alan’s eyes widened when he saw Richard. This was not the same man that Alan had known and dealt with for decades. It was if he were more solid, more there. It wasn’t just the poncho. Alan recognized it as Benjamin’s. It was partly the poncho, but partly something in his eyes. They smiled, and Richard’s eyes had never in his memory smiled.


  “Hello, Alan,” Richard said. “Hello, Mr. Pirano. We’ve never met, but I’m Richard Krugg, the shaman here.” He held out his hand.


  Jimmy took it and smiled. “Call me Jimmy, please. I’m glad to see you up and about.”


  “Instead of in a box? No happier than I am.” Richard said with an easy grin. “Have you met my son, Otto?”


  Otto stepped forward, his walking stick rattling as he moved, and clattering gently even when he wasn’t because of the breezes. “Pleased to meet you, sir. I have something for you.”


  Alan was still looking at Richard so he saw the surprise and pride register on his face. He turned in time to see Jimmy accept a whelkie from Otto’s hand. It was a seabird of some kind, but he didn’t get a good look at it. Jimmy’s hands hid it from view.


  “Thank you,” Jimmy said. “I’ll treasure it.”


  Otto cocked his head a bit to one side. “You need it. You’re welcome.”


  Richard said, “Otto? We should probably let them get back to the village. I’m sure they have more business to discuss.”


  “Of course, Father” Otto said, and stepped back–his staff making a soft, tinkling sound.


  “Good night, Richard, Otto,” Alan said.


  “Nice to meet you both,” Jimmy said, and they headed on down the lane toward the village while Richard and Otto headed into the kitchen.
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  Chapter Thirty-Six

  Aram’s Inlet

  April 12, 2305


  Tony looked down into the boat moored alongside the pier, his mouth twisted into a skeptical grimace. It was one of Jake’s ten meter open utility boats and had a motor mount, a pilot’s station, and lots of open deck space. The two people working in the boat–Tony couldn’t help but think of them as kids–were settling paired crates of gear along the stern and stacks of empty fish boxes in the bow. In one of the crates of each pair was a slimy mess consisting of smelly bits of fish and meters of rope, the rope predominating which made the redolent chunks of fish even that much more disgusting by comparison. The other crate had a pair of buoys and anchors.


  “Talk to me, guys. How does this work?”


  Brendan Bailes, the taller of the two, paused in his stowage and straightened up with a grin. “Easy. We toss one anchor and buoy out to set one end of the line. We run half a kilometer and let that baited line trail out behind us. It’s weighted to sink to the bottom. When the line runs out, the other anchor and buoy go over the side. We mark the locations in our GPS log, and off we go. Next day, we come back, pick up the buoy, and pull in the line to see what we got.”


  His buddy, Charlie something, that Tony never did hear, said, “Yup.”


  Billy Samson stood on the dock with Tony and pointed to the smaller lines tied to the rope. “Those lighter lines are attached so the baited hooks aren’t tied directly to the rope.”


  Charlie said, “Yup.”


  “How long can these be?” Tony asked.


  “Long as we want,” Brendan said. “Half a kilometer is about as long as I’m interested in lifting without hoists so, that’s what we got.”


  “Those tubs of line, and fish parts get heavy,” Jimmy said. He was impressed with the two men and the fact that they were, in fact, going out to retrieve the line they’d placed yesterday. In only a couple of days, Billy had managed to get the fledgling long-line project underway to the point where the first landings would be ashore in a few stans.


  “Yup,” Charlie said with a grin.


  Tony and Jimmy exchanged a glance as the two fishermen finished their stowing and took one last look around.


  “You guys hang out a lot together?” Tony asked.


  Brendan said, “Oh, yeah, me’n Charlie here been fishin’ together for...well...forever, ain’t we, Charlie?”


  “Yup,” Charlie said.


  “Quite the conversationalist, ain’t he?” Tony said.


  “Oh, yeah, always got something to say, Charlie does.”


  Charlie grinned and nodded. “Yup,” he said.


  “What do you guys talk about?” Tony asked.


  Charlie looked up at Tony. “Oh, usually I like talking about the social and ethical implications of the post-Diasporan rise of the corporate planet-state, but Brendan? He talks about girls.”


  “Yeah,” Brendan said. “Now if you nice people will excuse us, I think we got fish to catch.”


  Charlie grinned up at the stunned faces on the pier, flipped the line free. Brendan goosed the motor, sending the light boat dancing across the bay. Charlie waved a jaunty wave and settled down for the ride.


  As they sped off over the water, Tony turned to Billy and asked, “Are they always like that?”


  “Like what?” Billy asked.


  Jimmy made a sound that was suspiciously laugh-like, but ended with a hoarse coughing.


  “Never mind,” Tony said with a grin.


  “Well, they’ll be back in four or five stans. The first trial lines are just outside the harbor. They ran them parallel to the coast about two kilometers out. There’s a shelf there that’s only twenty meters deep.”


  Jimmy nodded. “Sounds like a good plan.”


  Billy said, “Well, it’s a start. I wonder if we can get enough people to do this to make it worth while, though. A hundred megatons is a lot of fish.”


  “Is that what we’re gonna need?” Jimmy asked, still looking out over the harbor to where the small boat was pounding along the surface chop.


  “No, but it’s looking more and more like we’ll need at least twenty five to make up what the grounds aren’t providing. The model is so close that I can’t say we should pull any more boats off, because if we do, we’ll be short on the other side.”


  “So, if we put out enough boats, we reduce the fish. If we reduce the boats, it’s not enough to land what we need.”


  “Yup,” Billy said.


  Tony and Jimmy both looked at him hard, but he seemed totally oblivious.


  “Well,” Billy said, “I need to go talk to Dad about getting some additional electronics put on that boat when they bring it back. Needs radar if it’s going outside the harbor, and a better binnacle.”


  Jimmy said. “I wondered about that.”


  “It was what we had for them to use at the moment,” Billy said, “but we’re gonna have to give them better gear.” He waved and headed back down the pier toward the yard.


  Jimmy thrust his hands in his pockets and hunched his shoulders. The sun was warm, but the wind still had a winter bite as it swept in across the bay. He stared out to sea.


  “Twenty-five megatons?” Tony asked.


  “Yup,” Jimmy said, and they both laughed.


  “That’s really close.” Tony noted.


  “Not close enough for contract compliance,” Jimmy said.


  His hand brushed up against the wooden figure, forgotten in his jacket pocket from two days before. He pulled it out and held it up to see what, exactly, it was. When he flipped it over and saw the purple shell inlaid on the breast, he froze.


  Tony sucked in a sharp breath. “Jimmy? Where’d you get a whelkie?”


  “I went to Callum’s Cove the other day to see Alan about starting the crabbing operation out there. I met the shaman and his son and he gave me this.”


  “Who? The shaman?”


  “No,” Jimmy said, gazing at the primitive gull in his fingers, “the son.”


  Tony screwed up his face in disbelief. “The son?”


  Jimmy nodded. “Yeah. Strange kid. Turns out he’s one of the residential experts in crab collection, too, but this was after.”


  “After what?”


  “After Alan and I got done talking to Rachel Krugg about spearheading the development of the crab fisheries, we ran into Krugg and his boy as were leaving. They seemed nice enough. Krugg doesn’t seem to have suffered any long term issues, but his son gave me this. I didn’t look at it until now. I didn’t realize it was a whelkie.”


  “Son of a shaman,” Tony said.


  “This one is certainly running true to his genes,” Jimmy said as he turned the figure back and forth trying to identify what kind of gull it was. “He said I needed this. The son did.”


  “What kind of gull is that?” Tony asked. “It looks familiar, but I can’t place it.”


  “I got the same problem. I know what it is. I just can’t dredge it up.”


  “Did he say why you needed it?”


  Jimmy shook his head. “Nope. Just handed it to me, said I needed it, and we left. It’s been in my pocket ever since.”


  “Why would he give you a seagull?”


  Jimmy shrugged. “No idea.”


  “You could ask him.”


  Jimmy turned his gaze from the figure to Tony.


  “Yeah, well, maybe not,” Tony said.


  Jimmy slipped it back into his pocket. “It’ll come to me, but right now, I got some projections to work on.”


  “Yeah, and I got quarterlies to do.”


  They both took one last look across the bay, sighed almost in unison, and turned to walk back down the pier.


  “I miss fishing,” Tony said as they walked.


  “Fishing? Or Casey?” Jimmy teased.


  Tony shot him a pained look. “Fishing.”


  The vehemence with which he made his statement made Jimmy’s lips twitch a bit. “Yeah, I miss her, too.” In his pocket his fingers were tracing the edge of one of the wings, fiddling with the shape.


  Four stans later, after a very frustrating morning of trying to deal with routine office work, Jimmy stood on the end of the pier watching a heavily laden boat slop its way into the channel, bulling its way through the light chop. He had to look twice to make sure it was the right boat, because it rode so low in the water. His hand pulled the whelkie out of his pocket and he started flipping it around in his fingers as he watched the boat putter its way along the channel and across the bay.


  Charlie was standing in the bow with a mooring line and waved when he saw Jimmy waiting. Brendan ran the boat up to the dock, Charlie stepped off nimbly and lashed the line around a cleat with no wasted movement.


  Jimmy stared into the boat. There were fish everywhere. All the empty fish boxes had heads and tails hanging out. He saw boxes of jace, arvol, pintos, and even mouta. There were several dozen jacks, gutted and laying on the deck, too big for the small fish boxes the boys had taken out. The crates at the stern of the boat were filled with hooks, line, anchors and buoys. The craft rode so low it barely had a half meter of free board left.


  “Ain’t that something?” Brendan asked Jimmy as he killed the motor.


  “Yup,” Charlie said.


  Jimmy kept staring at the load, unable to believe his own eyes. “You took a chance taking that many fish aboard.”


  “Yeah, well,” Brendan said. “Once you start hauling the line in, ya kinda have to finish. We had two lines out from yesterday. We coulda just pulled the one, but it wasn’t that big a load until we got about halfway through the second line. It was a little too late to back out at that point.”


  “Yup,” Charlie said.


  Jimmy said, “I can see that. Any idea how much that is?”


  Brendan shrugged. “Gotta be close to five kilotons. I think that’s the cargo rating on this boat.”


  Jimmy did fast math in his head, and began to think that there was a chance. While a dragger like the Sea Horse would pull in eighty kilotons a day, this was only a small fraction. The other side of the coin was that a dragger cost a lot more to outfit and make sea worthy. He could put fifty of these boats on the water for what it cost for one dragger.


  “That’s great work, boys,” Jimmy said. “If we can get a handle on how consistently you can pull this kind of catch in, that will go a long way toward relieving the quota crunch.”


  He continued staring, flipping the little gull carving in his fingers, and running the math in his head. If they could average three tons a day, it would take a thousand boats to land three kilotons, and a thousand days to land three megatons. He only had about two hundred days, so he’d need five thousand boats doing long lining. Draggers had winches and he wondered if he could scale the operation up using the idle draggers.


  “What ya got there?” Brendan asked, nodding at the figure that in Jimmy’s fingers.


  “Oh, it’s a whelkie. I got it over in Callum’s Cove the other day.” He held it up so they could see it.


  Brendan whistled through his teeth in admiration. “That’s a beauty. What is it? Behringer’s gull?”


  Charlie said, “Yep.”


  Jimmy smiled. “Of course. I knew I recognized it. That’s what it is alright.” He grinned, an idea forming. “Well, thanks, boys. I need to go see a lady about some charts. You two keep it up. This looks very promising.”


  They waved to him as he turned and strode down the pier. The small gull rode in his hand as he headed for archives to see Janie.
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  Chapter Thirty-Seven

  Callum’s Cove

  April 13, 2305


  Richard held up the carving to the pale morning light. He could see what would become an osprey emerging from the wood as he slowly freed it. It was almost time to go in for breakfast, but since the accident, he found that he woke much earlier and enjoyed the quiet early morning. The half light of dawn felt magical to him. Not night, not day. A good time to listen to the world.


  A knot in the small stove popped. A morning bird chir-chir-chirped somewhere outside. Up, he thought, he turned his face until he was looking at where the bird would be. In the distance, the waves hammered their relentless, slow tattoo on the rocks of Bentley’s Head. Above him, the trees sighed as the wind escaped through their branches. Back at the house, he heard one of the shells on Otto’s staff rattle in the breeze where it leaned against the wall beside the kitchen door.


  He settled back to whittle, thinking about Otto, his strength, his vision, his gift. Richard only needed to look at him to see it glowing in him. It wasn’t yet full. He didn’t know how he knew, but he knew that there was a lot of Otto left to develop. He snorted a soft laugh to himself, wondering how he could have been so blind as to have missed it all these months. He sighed and chuckled, grinning to the osprey slowly slipping from the wood in his hands. “Almost dying makes you appreciate being alive, I guess,” he murmured to it.


  The osprey didn’t answer.


  After a time he put down his carving and went back into the house. The kitchen was still unoccupied, but he could hear the shower running. He put the kettle on for tea, and started a pot of oatmeal with raisins, apples, and cinnamon. One of Rachel’s loaves of bread was wrapped and waiting on the side board, so he sliced off a couple of slabs and slotted them into the toaster, rummaging in the cupboard for a pot of jam that he knew was there. As he was reaching up, her arms snaked around him, pulling his back against her front in a loving good morning hug, and he smiled.


  “You’re feeling frisky this morning,” he said over his shoulder.


  “Just sayin’ good morning.” She giggled that bubbly giggle that hadn’t changed since she’d been a girl and melted him every time he heard it.


  He stirred the oatmeal, measured the tea, and smeared a fresh hot slab of toast with the jam he’d found before being so delightfully interrupted. He poured water over the tea and set the pot on the table to steep, moving the jammy toast over to keep it company, while he put more in the toaster.


  Glancing up, he saw Rachel sitting on the other side of the kitchen table, her elbows on the table and leaning forward, watching him with a faint smile.


  “What?” he asked.


  She just shrugged and smiled coquettishly. “Just admirin’.”


  He wiggled his butt playfully in her direction.


  She giggled again, and when it subsided, said, “I don’t remember the last time you were this playful.”


  He stuck the spurtle into the oatmeal once more and gave it another stir. “I don’t either. I don’t know if I ever felt this playful.”


  Otto came out of the bedroom and grinned when he saw them. “Good morning. Nice day out there, Father?”


  “Spring is upon us, Otto. We should take a walk to the other side of the harbor today. There are some perennials there that I need to gather while they’re young and green.”


  Otto grinned. “Sounds good. I’d like to finish that piece of carving I started yesterday, too.”


  “Yeah,” his father said, “and I’ve got an osprey that’s almost free as well.”


  “Well, I have to go play with Mary this morning,” Rachel said. “We’re gonna build a prototype crab-pot.”


  “That sounds interesting,” Otto said. “The flat nets I made worked pretty well for fishing just one or two.”


  “Yeah,” Rachel said, “Mary had me make a couple of those so I could get familiar with the different crabs. But we need to make something that we can use on the boats.”


  Richard served up the oatmeal and joined them at the table, sliding hot bowls of the spicy mixture in front of each. “That doesn’t seem like it would be too difficult.”


  “Yeah, I know,” Rachel agreed, dipping into breakfast with enthusiasm. “The problem is we need to be thinking ahead to when there’s millions of them scattered across the sea bottom. What happens when we lose one?”


  “Ah,” Richard said. “Losing one, not that big a deal, but it goes on trapping crabs that just die.”


  “Yeah, and with potentially thousands of crabbers, even if they only lose one a season, that’s a lot of dead crabs. I’d like to try to avoid that.”


  “I never would have thought of it,” Otto said.


  “Me, either,” Rachel said, “but Mary has this stuff all in her head. She’s amazing.”


  “Well, she’s also been studying this for decades,” Richard pointed out. “Mr. Pirano did well to find her to advise you.”


  The conversation died out to comfortable silence as they enjoyed the quiet warmth of breakfast. When it was over, the two men shooed Rachel off to play with crabs while they cleaned up before heading for the far side of the harbor to gather herbs.


  Mary had offered the use of her shed behind The Gurry Butt for Rachel to work in. It was handy to both the water and Mary, and already had a lot of the materials. She opened the double doors wide to let the morning light flood the interior and walked over the bench.


  Their latest model crowded everything on the bench. At just over a meter and a half in diameter and a quarter meter tall, the squat cylinder was not much more than a simple frame covered with a large mesh net laced together with a soft twine.


  A shadow moved across the door and Rachel squinted out to see Mary standing there with a cup of tea and an amused smile. “Good morning, Rachel. You’re at it early.”


  “Just wondering how we’re gonna get enough of these to be a valid trial and how do we know this thing will break down when we want it to?”


  Mary shrugged one shoulder as she sipped her tea. “Well, that design is about as old and stable as they come. The twine we used to lash the bits together, will rot after about two months in the water. Crabbers just need to carry a spool of it and keep track. It’ll turn color before it fails. As for making a lot of them fast, we can get cut pieces of netting and framing done at the fabrication shop at the Inlet. Maybe we can get some help around the village to put them together.”


  “Is this the best design?”


  Mary took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. “Well, it’s a compromise between size, cost, and viability. The design is tried and true. We could make them bigger, but then you’re reducing the number you can put on the boat at one time. These don’t work too well in strings, so you need a buoy for every one. But if you lose one, you only lose one. Not the whole string.” She sipped her tea and considered. “Yeah. That’s the best for what we want at the moment.”


  “How many do we ask them to cut out for us? I’m thinking twenty.”


  “Ask for a hundred,” Mary said. “It’s just as easy once the cutters and fab unit is set up. We may want that many before the season’s out. I can’t see us changing the design.”


  Rachel looked at the trap once more and nodded thoughtfully. “I’ll send the specs to Alan.”


  Mary basked in the morning sun a bit before asking. “Any thought to the kind of boat you want?”


  “Yeah, lots of thought. Not a lot of decisions. Not too big. Standard dragger is too heavy, I think. I wonder if we can get one of the utility tens with the pilot console forward so the aft section is open for handling traps.”


  “Talk to Jake Samson up at the Inlet. I bet he has that template,” Mary suggested. “Ask for a winch so you don’t break your back hauling line all day.”


  “Standard electronics package?”


  Mary shook her head. “I’d ask for full satellite nav, a full bottom feeler set, and radar. Remember, the standard utility comes with a binnacle and an instruction manual that says ‘Land is to the North.’”


  Rachel giggled. “True. Didn’t think of that.” After a moment, she asked, “What am I forgetting?”


  “Bait,” Mary said with an evil grin.


  “Why do I think this is going to be nasty?”


  “Because it is. Crab bait should be stinky. The stinkier, the better. They’re scavenging bottom feeders and they’ll mob a carcass.”


  “Hm. I could ask the draggers to save me a box of trash fish.”


  “Run a trot line off the point. Otto can help there. You need to collect about one bait fish for every two traps. Oily is better. Something like small jacks would be ideal, but really anything that’s been dead for a couple of days and steeping in seawater should work.”


  Rachel almost retched as she imagined the stench of a bucket of half rotten fish. “Gah.”


  Mary chuckled. “It’s not as bad as you think. You’ll get used to it. Just keep your bait pails well away from the house.”


  Rachel blinked. “Well away from the village, you mean.”


  “That, too. But some of those twenty liter buckets they use for bulk food packaging work well. They have lids that seal up the stink. Mostly.” She pointed to a tall cylinder of pails stacked in the corner of the shop. “Help yourself to some of those. We get them in with supplies for the pub. Covers are in the crate under the shelf there.”


  Rachel grinned. “You seem to have this pretty well thought out for somebody that just had it sprung on her a few days ago.”


  Mary shrugged one shoulder and grinned back. “You know how it is. Lotsa time standin’ around, polishing glassware. Plenty of time to be thinkin’, and I always thought we should be crabbin’ commercially. Never did understand why we never diversified the fisheries.”


  “Ole Man Pirano was a dragger man. He set the pattern.”


  “True enough,” Mary said. “True enough, and it’s taken a near disaster to get us out of that pattern.”


  “Usually does,” Rachel said, thinking of Richard. “Usually does.”
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  Chapter Thirty-Eight

  Aram’s Inlet

  April 13, 2305


  “You’re kidding, right?” Casey asked.


  Jimmy just sat there with the map projection on the wall. “What you think, Jake? Can our twenty-five meter designs work out there?” he asked, looking at the yard boss.


  Jake shrugged. “Once you get more than ten kilometers out, you may as well be a thousand. The sea conditions don’t change that much. The difficulty is there’s no place to run to when it kicks up.”


  Casey started ticking points off on her fingers. “Fuel, water, food. And what do we do about the catch? Three days out, one day fishing, three days back?”


  “What is that?” Tony asked. “It looks like a smudge.”


  Jimmy zoomed the image in. They were looking at a satellite composite projection of the ocean bottom. Running along, like some submarine serpent, a jagged line ran west to east across the image. With the image zoomed in, it became obvious that it was a submarine ridge. The pattern was un-mistakably tectonic and marked the place where the planetary plate carrying the Western Reaches, butted up against the vast sunken plate that was the main seafloor. That plate extended some nine thousand kilometers south before it bashed into the south polar plate, upon which rested the Southern Reaches. The false color image was largely black and dark blue, except for the graded blue band which shaded to a thin green line.


  “That is the North Mid Ocean Ridge,” Jimmy said. “The paler the green, the shallower the water. Yellow would be sea level and red is anything above.”


  Casey walked right up to the screen and got close to the ridge, following it along. “There’s not one speck of yellow here, Jimmy. There’s no land out there.”


  “Yeah, but where you see the transition between blue and green, that’s the hundred meter mark.” He zoomed in on a likely looking chunk of the serpentine pattern. “That bit right there is two hundred kilometers from top to bottom. That pale green line is wider than the Pumpkin.”


  As they sorted out in their brains what they were looking at, comprehension began dawning around the room, Billy first, then Casey and Tony.


  “My gods,” Casey said, “that’s huge.”


  Where the Pumpkin grounds was about twenty kilometers wide and sixty long, this green band represented twenty kilometers in width and two hundred in length before it slid out of the frame. Jimmy zoomed back until the green band was broken by darker blue on each end. “That bank is a thousand kilometers long and twenty wide.”


  “Yeah, but it’s a thousand kilometers out to sea,” Casey said.


  “Twelve hundred, actually,” Jimmy said.


  The room lapsed into silence as the group eyed the green line.


  “Okay, what do we do if a storm comes up?” Casey asked. “We can deal with the rest, but we need some kind of shelter. Here, in three stans, four at the most, we can duck into harbor. Worse case, slip into one of the coves. What do we do out there?”


  Jimmy shrugged. “Throw out a sea anchor and ride it out.”


  Jake made a strangling noise. “Uh, Jimmy? Ride it out?”


  “Yeah,” Jimmy said. “What’s the worst thing that can happen?”


  “I’m thinking ‘the boat sinks and everybody dies’ would be pretty much the worst,” Casey said.


  “Yeah,” Jimmy said. “Why would the boat sink?”


  “High winds bring high waves. High waves splash into boats. Boats fill with water?” Tony asked.


  Casey’s eyes narrowed. “That’s not what sinks boats.”


  Jimmy started to smile.


  Jake frowned.


  “Once in a very, very great while, something will happen to break a boat up,” Casey said, “but it’s very seldom the wind or waves.”


  Tony looked totally baffled, but Jake’s expression turned more and more thoughtful.


  “It’s something in the water that breaks the hull, like a log, or the boat gets blown onto a rock, or tries to turn across the wind and gets rolled over,” Casey said.


  Jake nodded. “She’s right. The danger is when the wind blows you backwards faster than the engines can drive you forward. If you run out of ocean before you run out of wind, you’re sunk. Literally.”


  They all looked back at the chart on the wall.


  Jimmy said, “It wouldn’t be a fun ride and certainly not something you’d wanna do with a full hold, but the biggest danger out there would be the ridge itself. Any really big seas would have their energy focused by the shallow waters of the ridge, and that might get really ugly. Anything up to a hundred kilometers an hour, maybe a hundred and fifty?” he shrugged. “It’d scare the crap out of me to try to do that near shore, but out there? What am I gonna get blown into? Throw out a sea anchor to keep the bows into the wind and ride up one side and down the other. You could get blown off three hundred kilometers by a big storm, but unless you hit another boat, there’s not a lot out there to break up on.”


  Casey nodded. “You’d have to be really careful about watertight doors and hatches.”


  “Keep the bilge pumps up to spec,” Jake said.


  “It would take a big storm over a long period of time to do a great deal of damage to the boats,” Jimmy said. “Anything that big we’d see coming. Hell, we could probably dodge it. Run half a day north or south and let it blow by.”


  “Showers,” Casey said. “We’re gonna stink.”


  Jimmy chuckled. “Yeah, that’s the one thing we can’t have without overhauling the fleet and we don’t have time to overhaul the fleet, not in the short run. We need to know whether it’s worth doing first.”


  “It’ll be worth it,” Billy spoke. “That’s got to be the richest fishing ground on the planet. Deep water upwelling on either side of that ridge would make the Nanking Upwelling look like a spa tub. And it’s untouched. Nobody’s ever fished it. It’s the only shallow water for thousands of kilometers. It’ll be worth it.”


  “I agree,” Jimmy said. “So we need to mount an expedition out there. I want a fish census, and some up close and personal bottom maps. We got logistical problems that need solving, as Casey pointed out in the beginning. We need to be able to supply the boats with fuel, water, and food. We need to be able to get the fish off them so they can keep fishing. We can’t spend three days out, three days back, and only fish one day. As rich as those grounds are, it’s likely that one set is all we’d get before we’d need to unload.”


  “How do we do that, Jimmy?” Tony asked.


  Jimmy sighed and shook his head. “I don’t know. I wanted to hear some of your suggestions first.”


  Jake spoke first. “We could set up a supply chain. Send out ships with the supplies you’d need.”


  Casey winced as she considered the potential for disaster in ship to boat replenishment. “Can we build a floating platform?” she asked.


  “Like a big floating dock?” Tony asked.


  “Yeah,” she said.


  “Barges,” Jake said. “We’ve got a few for moving bulk goods along the coast. We use ’em all the time for heavy dredging platforms. Takes two weeks to make one, but they’re forty meters log, twenty meters wide, and rated at about a megaton and a half.”


  “What’s the catch?” Jimmy asked.


  “It’d take a week to get out there with a barge,” Jake said.


  “Billy, how much could a single thirty meter dragger grab in a hundred days?” Jimmy asked.


  “Something over eight megatons.”


  “How short are we gonna be on the quota at the end of the season?” he asked.


  “Five percent. Just around forty-five megatons at the current rates of slippage,” Billy said.


  “So ten more draggers for a hundred days would give us eighty megatons more.”


  “If you can fish them full every day, yes.”.


  “Okay, work up the consumables for ten draggers working around the clock,” Jimmy said.


  They all sat up and looked at him like he’d just lost his mind.


  “Around the clock?” Casey asked.


  “Any reason not to drag in the dark?” Jimmy asked.


  “You mean other than the crew needs to sleep some time?”


  “Yeah, other than that.”


  That stopped her and she actually took a tick to think about it. “No, not really. We’ve got deck lights for sorting fish by. If you can keep from keeling over from lack of sleep, then yeah, no problem.”


  Jimmy nodded. “Okay, Jake. Here’s what I need. Support for ten draggers. Fuel, food, freshwater, and dormitory space for a hundred and twenty people. I want you to spec out a portable processing plant that can freeze whatever comes in up to a two metric megatons a day.”


  “Never happen on a barge, Jimmy,” Jake said. “The barge can only handle one and a half. Add the processing equipment and you’re down to half a ton. What are you going to do with it after that? If the processing time is more than six hours, you got a flow problem with more fish going in than coming out.”


  “Two barges?” he asked.


  “Maybe,” Jake said, “but you still need to get that product out of there fast and frozen.”


  Jimmy sighed. “So close.” He looked at the wall for another tick. “Okay, work up the logistics. How much fuel, food, water, and bunk space do we need for a hundred and twenty people per day.”


  Tony, Jake, and Billy all looked at each other, nodded, and headed off to their assigned tasks.


  Casey asked, “So, you wanna take the Sea Horse out for a look around?” After all her objections, she sounded almost eager.


  He grinned. “Not exactly. Wanna go for a walk?”


  A quarter stan later, Jimmy and Casey stood in the flitter park. Casey looked at it, but she didn’t really recognize it. “It’s a flitter, right?” she asked.


  Jimmy grinned. “Yeah. It’s on loan from Allied.”


  The normal flitter was a bit like an aerodynamic brick, roughly oblong, longer than it was wide, with a cockpit near the front and antigrav nacelles bulging smoothly around the edges. This thing looked like a frog with wings and about twice the size of a normal flitter. Behind the bulbous cockpit that was sitting much further forward, the “back” arched up about a meter higher than the cockpit’s roof and tapered down to far end giving the overall impression of a bullfrog crouched. There were stubby wings protruding from the sides that were studded with various pods and spikes. None of them made any sense to Casey’s eye.


  “Okay,” she said, after a few ticks of dubious examination. “What is it?”


  “It’s a survey flitter,” said a female voice behind them.


  They turned to see a slender woman in a jumpsuit smiling at them.


  “Hello, Sonya,” Jimmy said.


  “Hi, Jimmy.”


  “Sonya is going to help us make a survey of the ridge,” he said.


  “Us?” Casey said, her voice rising a couple of octaves.


  “Yeah. I want you to come out with us tomorrow and take a look.”


  “Tomorrow? Jimmy, that’s twelve hundred kilometers out there,” Casey said.


  Sonya said, “At our cruising speed, that’s about three hours. It gives us about two hours on station before we have to come back. Should be a nice little jaunt.”


  “Don’t bother to pack a lunch,” Jimmy said. “Barney’s catering.”


  “What?”


  “Just be here at six. Dress casual,” he said.
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  Chapter Thirty-Nine

  Callum’s Cove

  April 14, 2305


  Rachel grinned at Otto over the toast and oatmeal. “You think you can help me?”


  Otto looked back and forth between his father and mother. Richard was smiling, too.


  “You want me to help you fish?” he asked as if to confirm what he’d heard.


  “Yes, hon.” She glanced at Richard. “If your father can spare you from your lessons.”


  Richard made a big show of careful. “I think we can spare him for a bit.”


  Otto grinned. “So what is it you want me to do?”


  “Crab bait. We need some bait to put in the crab pots. Mary gave me a couple of plastic buckets and I need somebody to fill them with dead fish.”


  Understanding blinked onto Otto’s face. “Of course. Bait’s going to be a big part of this.”


  “Yes, it is. I didn’t think of that. I wonder how many crabbers the Cove can support.” Rachel spread a bit of jam on her toast and nodded as she sunk her teeth into it.


  “There’s plenty of room in the harbor. We can always put in another pier,” Richard said.


  Rachel smiled. “Well, I was thinking more in terms of how many crabs there are. We don’t want to make the same mistakes with crab that we have with the banks.”


  Richard grinned. “I think we’ll know soon enough.”


  “Something you’re not telling me?” she asked.


  “No,” Richard said, “just seems like after this, Pirano’s gonna want to know what else they’ve missed. Jimmy Pirano didn’t strike me as the kinda guy that would let that mistake happen again.”


  As they cleared away breakfast, Otto asked, “Now that we’re done eating, how much bait do you want and when do you want it?”


  “Well, if you could fill one of Mary’s buckets for me, that would be a big help,” Rachel said.


  “Just one?” Richard asked with a wise-guy smirk.


  “It’ll probably be like one a day when we get rolling, but I just want to get some bait set aside. I need to do some survey work myself around the harbor.”


  “Survey work?” Otto asked.


  “Yeah, I need to know where the crabs are. Mary says there are three kinds of crab in the area. The small rock crabs we probably won’t be taking, but there’s a harbor crab with some commercial potential and a larger cousin out around the point, and presumably along the outer shore.”


  Richard looked askance. “You think you can get a commercially viable product out of just Callum’s Cove?”


  Rachel laughed. “No, but it may come as a shock to you, land lubber, that the whole South Coast is riddled with coves, bays, and inlets. The harbor crabs would be in every one of them.”


  “I bet you can take a ton of harbor crabs,” Otto said.


  “Well, that would be about a thousand crabs,” Rachel said. “I don’t think I’m going to catch that many by myself.”


  “I’ll help,” Otto said.


  “Me, too.”


  Rachel looked at her husband with an expression that ran between amused and concerned. “You sure?”


  His lips curved up in a warm smile. “Yeah.”


  “But you’ve always said fishing isn’t something a shaman should do. Too dangerous. After the box fish...” her voice trailed off.


  “Yeah, well.” Richard glanced at his son. “There’s danger and there’s danger. And I’m seeing things differently these days.”


  “Well, I’m grateful for the help, if you’re sure.”


  Richard’s gaze turned inward. “Sometimes you have to be really quiet to listen to the world.”


  “Can we go get the buckets now?” Otto asked.


  They all slipped on their jackets and headed out the back door. “So, tell me, Otto. How are we going to catch a bucket of fish?” his father asked.


  “One at a time, Father. One at a time.”


  It was still early in the day when they got to Mary’s workshop, but she was already out there, dressed in work clothes and supervising three people as they arranged bundles and boxes around the tidy back lot between the pub and the workshop. Mary grinned when the three of them came walking up the lane and waved happily.


  “Your parts are back from the Inlet already,” she said.


  Rachel wandered in, her eyes skating across the various bundles and bales. “What is all this?”


  “Well, that pile of stuff is the netting you wanted cut. This pile of boxes here are the frame parts. That pile back there are cases of line floats and buoys, and these reels are the rope you need. There’s some other stuff around, too.” Mary grinned like a kid in a candy store.


  Jane McGill stood there with a box marked ‘toggles.’ “Where do you want this, Mary? Hi, Rachel,” she said.


  “Back there with the rest of the floats, Jane, thanks.”


  Rachel looked around and realized that Jane had brought her crew–Aaron Steward and Susan Marston–to help. “Thanks, Jane,” Rachel echoed a bit belatedly.


  Jane flashed a smile. “No problem. We were talking about it on the way in last night and figured it would be fun to see how this all worked.”


  Susan walked by with a bundle of netting and grinned at Otto as she passed. Rachel had to stifle a grin when she saw the devastating effect it had on him. When she noticed the way Susan’s walk changed slightly as she walked away toward the pile of netting, her thoughts took a more speculative–even motherly–turn.


  Mary laughed. “If I had a swing like that in my back yard, I’d never leave the house.”


  Richard, oblivious to the whole thing, said, “What?”


  Rachel coughed out a laugh. “Buckets? Mary? I’ve asked Otto to get a bucket of bait for us to use on the survey traps.”


  “Still there in the corner,” she pointed them out to Otto by first stepping into his line of sight to get his attention back from where Susan was bending over to put down her load of net parts. “Just take half a dozen. The lids are under the counter there.”


  “Half a dozen?” Rachel asked.


  “You’ll want them before you’re done and it’ll save time if you have them handy. You’re gonna go through an amazing amount of bait. You best get these great, strong men out there catching it for you soon.” Mary’s voice was mirthfully stern as she teased Otto and Richard.


  The two “great, strong men” set about untangling some of the buckets from the stack, which proved to be a much more difficult task than it might otherwise have seemed. The periodic distraction caused when Susan sashayed past the open doorway didn’t help.


  Mary said, “Sometimes you do better with little more subtlety on presentin’ the bait.”


  Rachel chuckled. “Oh, I don’t know. She seems to be doing fine with the presentation she’s using.”


  A large lorry growled to a stop the end of the alley. Mary’s eyes took on a pinched look as the driver jumped down and strolled up to the back of the pub. He was a pleasantly tall man with big arms and shoulders. He his lips curved in a smile that showed his teeth, but Rachel didn’t think he looked particularly happy.


  “Hello, Pete. A little early this week, aren’t ya?” Mary said.


  He looked around at all the goods stacked about. “Little bit.”


  “I didn’t expect ya til tomorrow.”


  “Yeah. Well. I’m here today, so you want this shipment or what?”


  “Oh, we have to have it. Can you gimme a couple minutes to clear a path?”


  Pete nodded to the back door of the pub. “Jace pullin’?”


  “We’re not open yet, Pete. You know that. Jace is still abed.”


  “Well.” Pete drew the word out. “I suppose I could wait a few minutes, but I got a schedule to keep.” He turned, ambled back down the alley, and climbed into the cab of his truck.


  “Jane? Aaron? Susan? We need to clear a path so the truck can back up to the door,” Mary went over to the nearest pile of gear and started shoving it along the ground.


  “Otto? Richard? If you’d leave those buckets for a moment?” Rachel said. “We could use some extra effort here.”


  They came out of the shed and soon had the gear shoved back out of the way against the wall.


  Mary motioned for Pete to back in, and they all stood back to watch. For all his attitude, Pete knew his business when it came to moving a large truck in a small space. It was soon filled the space between shop and pub.


  Rachel turned to Mary. “I’ll be right back. I need to talk to Alan.”


  Less than half a stan later, Rachel returned with Alan in tow. The truck still blocked the alley. Pete was taking his time moving the goods from the lorry, through the door and into the pub. Off to the side, the Pirano cargo tote sat half full of supplies for the crab pots. Richard and Otto had apparently taken off with their buckets, but Jane, Aaron, and Susan kept Mary company in the door of the shed.


  Alan nodded at Rachel. “Yeah. I see what you mean. Lemme go check to see what we have.” He turned and hurried away.


  Rachel joined the quartet at the shop door.


  Mary asked, “What’s that about, then?” She nodded in the direction that Alan had taken.


  “We can’t do this here, Mary. It’s not fair to you and Jace. You got a pub to run. These are gonna take up a lot of space when we get them going and you don’t have it.”


  She looked around, measuring the space and the bundles with her eyes. She sighed. “Yeah, you’re right. What’s Alan looking for?”


  “A building we can work in. Warehouse, maybe.”


  “The old boat house is empty,” Mary said. “Has been for stanyers.”


  Rachel grinned. “I asked for that one first. He has to see if it’s available or if he has anything better.”


  Mary grinned back and they stepped out of the shop, walked down beside the wall and stepped into the backside of the lot behind the pub. The ramshackle metal building hunkered at the front of the large lot. The back of the lot was just scrubbly dirt and the odd bit of rotting timber on the ground. Before Pirano had built the new hoist and wintering facility down on the harbor side, this place had been the wintering yard for the fleet—all twelve boats of it. Rachel’s eye went to the spot where her father’s boat had wintered for so many stanyers. It looked no different than any other, but the ghosts of the twelve huge boats floated there in her mind’s eye, the chocks and cradles locking the hulls into their winter embrace, winter wind sizzling across the surface of the boat-wrap. She used to think they looked like huge cocoons. She’d always fancied they’d emerge in the spring as gigantic butterflies.


  “Plenty of room back here to stack traps,” Mary said.


  They picked their way across the uneven ground until they got to the front of the building. A chain and padlock through the hoops of the door handles held the sliding doors closed, but the window beside the door was missing entirely, allowing the wind and weather–along with the two women–clear access into the building. The cavernous building was five meters up, fifteen meters wide, and ten deep. The big work benches still hung against the west wall. The big overhead gantry crane was gone, of course, but the heavy rail on which it had run was still there. The roof looked mostly intact. There were only a couple of places where a missing rivet allowed a narrow beam of sun to shine in. The floor was, of course, a wreck.


  Mary stood there in the middle of the leaf litter and bits of brick-a-brack on the floor, put her hands on her hips, and surveyed the ruin. “This is a mess.”


  Rachel turned in place beside her, looking around and around, beaming a huge smile. “This is perfect.”


  Alan stuck his head in the broken window. “Good, because it’s about the only thing we have on the asset list that’s available today.” He eyed the broken out window then used the keys dangling from his fingers to unlock the padlock, and open the double front doors wide. The additional light showed off the water stains, rust, and corrosion to good effect. The windows, where they survived, were fogged with grime and small spots best not investigated too closely. He shook his head as he stepped gingerly across the littered floor. “I don’t know, Rachel. Are you sure?”


  “Yes. It’s perfect. Lots of room under cover to work. Plenty of space in the back for stacking pots. Can we get the back doors open?”


  She walked over to the middle of the back wall and found the catches, pulling down on the chain to release the top bolt and pulling up on the lever to slip the bottom. She put her weight behind the handle and shoved the huge door sideways along its track. It squealed along the track for a couple of meters before fetching up on the loose trash on the floor. Alan and Mary had freed the other door and it rolled back to its stops, flooding the interior with light for the first time in more than a decade.


  “Yup,” Rachel said. “Perfect.”
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  Chapter Forty

  Aram’s Inlet

  April 15, 2305


  Sitting that close to nothing and eight kilometers in the air was too much for Casey. She sat in the back seat and let Jimmy have the cockpit view. It didn’t seem to bother him. They’d taken off just before the sun peeked over the eastern horizon and Sonya took them almost straight up until they’d reached cruising altitude. She turned the flitter so that the clear golden sun on the horizon was straight out the port side window and pushed the throttles to the stops. Other than a faint keening as the wind screamed over the outside surfaces, the inside was relatively quiet.


  Casey settled back into the seat, watching the flat panel of water below. They flew over the headland and out over the ocean so quickly, that Casey only got a quick glimpse of the boats working the Ole Man’s Bank off to starboard before they were alone, pale green sky above, dark green sea below. It was easy for her to think they were just they were hung there, not moving. The warmth of the flitter and the low murmurs from the front as they discussed positions, scans, and the state of the art in remote sensing soon lulled her into a light doze.


  Some subtle shift in the flitter woke her to see Sonya and Jimmy both looking straight down and Casey saw the horizon shifting upwards just slightly as they began their hover down to the water. Without a boat or something to give scale, it was difficult to deal with what her eyes were telling her. Suddenly, they were low enough and the sense of it snapped into focus. Low, smooth waves rolled across the water only a few meters below them. There was a stippling on the surface that she recognized as wind ripple.


  Sonya said, “Local wind speed twelve kilometers per hour from the south-west. Ambient air temperature twenty-six cee. A nice day for a fly-by.”


  On the console between the two front seats, Sonya brought up a map grid with satellite false color imagery overlays. “Okay, we’re right in the middle of the ridge.” On another screen she brought up a bottom scan. “That’s a five kilometer ring around us. We’ll record a strip at a time as we go.” She pointed the flitter west and began the survey.


  Jimmy looked at Casey over his shoulder and pointed to the bottom finder. “It’s not flat, but it’s flat enough for trawling,” he said.


  The screen was a uniform color with subtle shadings indicating slight variations in depth. Casey couldn’t be sure reading the unfamiliar instruments, but it looked like it might be much flatter than even Pumpkin Grounds. The bottom ran slightly up and down but stayed right around eighty-five meters. They didn’t seem to be moving too fast, but in a matter of a few ticks, Sonya said, “Okay, first twenty kilometer scan, turning ninety degrees north for seven.” The horizon spun as the sun’s direction through the canopy changed. They flew north for only a very short time before Sonya said, “Turning ninety degrees east, beginning second twenty kilometer scan.” In just a few ticks, they’d completed the back track and Sonya turned south, running a parallel track seven kilometers south of the original track. They made three more of these boxed passes when they found the mount.


  Up until that point, Casey wondered what she was there for. When the false color image showed a nearly sudden break in color edging in from the north east, she almost squeaked. The bottom had been so uniformly colored that the change was that much more startling. “Is that up or down?” she asked.


  “Up, and a long way up,” Sonya said.


  The scan revealed the southern edge of an underwater plateau sitting on the ridge. The edge disappeared back off the edge of the screen after a couple of kilometers, but it prompted a hurried consultation between Jimmy and Sonya.


  They finished their eastward pass, but instead of turning south, they turned north and made another pass on the same side of the box. The plateau cut all the way across their path. Casey could make out the reverse look of the edge they’d passed on the way east because of the two kilometer overlap. As they passed slowly over the top of it, it became apparent that it was roughly ovoid, three kilometers across on the north-south axis and five kilometers east-west. Casey looked out the windows and almost expected to see it under them. The top of the plateau was only twenty-three meters below the surface.


  Sonya said, “It’s probably the basalt plug from some really old volcano. Volcanoes are not uncommon on the plate fault lines and the convergent plate boundaries here just lifted it up a little closer to the surface.”


  “Why does it have such steep sides?” Jimmy asked.


  “The rock around it is much softer. It wore away quicker, leaving just that plug of basalt sticking up out of the bottom. I’ll bet there are more of them along the ridge,” Sonya said.


  “Will they be a problem for fishing around?” Casey asked her.


  Sonya shrugged. “They’re too deep to worry a hull, and not all that common that you won’t have them all identified on charts in a matter of days once you set up out here.”


  They were coming to the end of their leg and Sonya said, “Okay, Jimmy, we’re down to about half a stan before we have to go back. We’ve got time for a quick peek at the fish stocks before we leave, or we can go back and look that plateau over a little more.”


  “Fish stocks,” Jimmy said without an iota of hesitation. “We got bottoms, we got a potential anchorage, and now we need to know if we have fish.”


  Sonya grinned and reached down to pull a release lever that caused a thunk under the belly of the flitter. There was a whining sound that reverberated through the frame, and when it stopped, the bottom screen changed image from the solid colored picture showing the bottom contours to a more familiar sonar fish finder view.


  “How are you getting that?” Casey asked.


  “Just lowered the sonar transponder into the water,” Sonya said. “We’ll tow for a few ticks so you and Jimmy can see what’s there in terms of sea life.”


  She turned the flitter on a south easterly direction to cut diagonally across the bottoms that that they’d just surveyed. Jimmy and Casey stared at the graphs unreeling on the screen. Every once in a while some particularly dense school would show up on the bottom and Jimmy would point it out to Casey in his excitement.


  After just a few ticks, Jimmy said, “Okay, I’ve seen enough. How about you, Casey?”


  “Yeah, that’s amazing. Nothing like pristine fishing grounds to make you realize how close to the edge ours are.”


  Sonya slowed the forward velocity and reeled in the sonar probe until it cla-clunked into its compartment under the flitter. In a tick, the doors were closed and the flitter turned northward, beginning its climb up to cruising altitude for the long run back to The Inlet.


  All the way back, Jimmy and Casey discussed the logistics of how to get ten draggers working in the area immediately around that undersea plateau. They had very good charts of a fifteen by twenty kilometer region of the undersea ridge top. They replayed the recording of the sonar run several times on the way back, each time noticing something different. The stumbling block was always how to get the fish back to shore in a timely manner.


  The trip back took exactly the same amount of time as the trip out, but somehow it didn’t seem as long to Casey. As they slid in over the coastline and began their descent into the flitter park at Aram’s Inlet, Sonya got pulled into the conversation, too. After they landed and finally stepped down out of the flitter, stretching and wincing in some cases, Sonya asked, “So the problem is what to do with the fish?”


  “Yeah,” Jimmy said. “It’s pretty clear that we’ll be able to catch them. We can even process them, but then what? We need to get them out of there really fast because otherwise they’ll start backing up on us.”


  “Well, why don’t you just build a shuttle pad and take them straight up to orbit?” she asked.


  Casey and Jimmy stared at each other in slack jawed amazement.
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  Chapter Forty-One

  Callum’s Cove

  April 20, 2305


  Rachel grinned as she walked up to the front of the building. Some wag had put up a rough sign proclaiming “Krugg’s Krabs!” and “Open for Business.”


  “Not exactly,” she said to herself. She swung open the double doors and looked at the stacks of crab pots. “Soon, though.”


  She crossed the floor, released the catches, and put her shoulder to one of the large back doors. The morning light flooded the dim interior and showed just how much a few people could do in a short period of time. The floor had been washed, not just swept but power-hosed clean after the worst of the detritus had been picked up and tossed into a rubbish container. The bundles and cases of crab pot parts were largely gone now, but the assembly line they’d created had turned the pile of pieces into a hundred crab pots in a matter of hours. The keg of beer from The Gurry Butt had something to do with the onslaught of volunteers. With half the fleet tied up on any given day, there were a lot of people around to help and the project was the talk of the town, supplanting even landing quotas as a source of speculation and amusement.


  Rachel grabbed the front stack of pots and started to drag it toward the big doors. For their first survey, she’d decided on dropping ten of the pots in various locations around the harbor. Alan had provided the company utility launch as fishing platform while the yard at the Inlet finished building her the custom designed boat. She and Mary had spent a giddy afternoon sketching out their specifications on a standard ten meter utility boat design template. The giddiness was partly excitement and partly the bottle of single malt, but it had been fun. Alan forwarded the design to Jake and they expected the new boat any day.


  Alan pulled up in a Pirano cargo wagon about the time Rachel finished dragging out the second stack of pots. The little cargo wagons were small electric tractors that towed a single antigrav pallet. The company used them for moving smaller parts and bulky supplies around the village. “Mornin’, Rachel,” Alan called as he swing the wagon around so the pallet was handy. There was something in his voice that made Rachel wonder what he was up to.


  “Good morning, Alan. You seem in good spirits this morning.”


  He grinned. “Oh, I am. New ventures always make me cheerful.”


  Rachel still thought he sounded a little too cheerful, but he bent to the task of restacking the pots onto the pallet with a will so she couldn’t complain. A small, well-sealed, bucket of bait went on the pallet as well. Even with the cover on it, there was still a definite whiffy-ness that clipped the nose a bit.


  Stepping back a pace or two, Alan asked, “Anything else?”


  Rachel checked the load again and shook her head. “Just lemme close the doors.”


  Alan tossed a cargo harness across the load and clipped it down while Rachel closed up shop. In a tick they were humming down the lane toward the pier. Alan was humming a little himself and tapping on the steering wheel as he drove. He acted like a canary-filled-cat.


  “What’s going on, Alan?” she asked.


  “What?” Alan tried to play the confused innocent, but not very effectively.


  “You’re way too cheerful. You’re up to something,” she accused him.


  “Me? What could I be up to?” he protested.


  They rounded the last corner and headed out onto the pier toward the small boat dock. Rachel was so busy watching Alan’s face, it wasn’t until she stepped off the wagon that she spared a glance for the boat that most decidedly was not the Pirano utility launch.


  “How?” she asked. It was all she could get out of her mouth as her eyes dealt with the conflict between what she expected to see and what was really there.


  “Jake had it flown out last night,” Alan said. “I got the word around dinner time last night and the yard gang delivered it just before sunset.”


  Rachel’s eyes swept the craft from stem to stern, stuttering on the features that she’d asked for and even more on the ones that Jake had added from his own experience. The pilot’s station was perfectly placed forward and close to the rail. The bow had a non-skid decking across it and cubby spaces underneath, judging from the small doors she could see. The whole aft three quarters of the boat was open except for a wide rail on the starboard side that looked like a line of pots would sit on perfectly. There was the winch she’d asked for, and there the electronics array, cleverly tucked under the cover of a simple flying canopy roof over the pilot’s station. There was also a sorting table and clips, cleats, and tie down points everywhere.


  “You gonna look at it all day or you gonna take it out?” Mary asked.


  She swung around to see Mary, Jane McGill, and a couple of the other people who’d helped over the last week walking up the pier.


  “Flown?” Rachel finally focused. “It flies?”


  Alan laughed. “No, they’ve got a cargo lifter at the yard. Jake just had them fly it over as soon as he got it ready to go. He knows Jimmy’s serious about this.”


  “Come on, lady,” Mary said as she started unclipping the cargo harness from the pallet. “You can admire it later. We got crabs to catch.” She grabbed the bait bucket and stepped lightly aboard the boat herself to direct the stowage.


  Alan took Rachel through the various controls and functions at the pilot station while Mary and her crew stacked the empty pots in the stern. It took almost half a stan for them to get it sorted out and by that time Richard and Otto had joined the party on the dock. Otto’s staff clattered in the breeze that fluttered the edges of Richard’s poncho.


  Looking up from the deck of the boat, Rachel grinned. “What do you think?”


  Otto grinned right back, his boyish features emerging in his joy. “She’s beautiful. She’s perfect.”


  “What are you going to call her?” Richard asked.


  It was one of those questions that drop into a lull and draw the attention of anyone around. Rachel felt it as everybody paused to hear what she’d say.


  She looked around at the faces. She looked at the boat. She looked to Otto who smiled, and she looked up into her husband’s face. “You’re the shaman, Richard. You tell me. What’s her name?”All eyes turned to Richard. All of them waiting to see what he’d say, what he’d do. He smiled back at Rachel and caught her in his eyes as his gaze focused elsewhere. Not inwardly, exactly, and not outward. Just elsewhere for one moment that might have been measured in heartbeats.


  He released her from his gaze. With a mischievous grin and a twinkle in his eye that reminded Rachel so much of his father, he said, “Crabby Patty.”


  There was a moment of stunned silence then Mary started giggling. “I love it.” She hugged Rachel. The rest of the crew laughed and Rachel found herself smiling back at Richard.


  “Crabby Patty, it is,” she said. “We’ll get it painted on the stern later. Right now, we gotta get some pots in the water or we’ll have to name her Crabless Patty’.”


  Everybody but Rachel and Mary scrambled out of the boat. Rachel looked at Mary with a question in her eye.


  “Well, you don’t expect I’m gonna stay ashore on the first run do you?”


  Rachel laughed. “No, of course not. Silly me.”


  “We’ll be back in plenty of time to help with lunch,” Mary said. “Just get that boy aboard and we’ll get underway.”


  Rachel looked at Richard who nodded and Otto clambered aboard, staff and all. She fired up the engines as Mary showed Otto the finer points of line handling. In a matter of a tick or two, the Crabby Patty pushed away from the pier to the cheers of the onlookers.


  “Where we gonna place these, Mary?” Rachel said over the sound of the engine.


  Mary came up to stand beside the podium as Otto leaned on the bows. “If it were me? I’d run this first line of ten from about there—” she pointed to a spot in the bay that was out of the way of the main channel but still close to the end of the piers “— out to about there. Put the last one right where the ledge drops down.” She pointed across the harbor to where the rocky ledge marking the outer arm of the cove angled down into the water. “About one every hundred meters or so.”


  Rachel squinted, measuring the distances with her eyes. “Okay, sounds good. Let’s get the traps baited and ready.”


  Mary helped Otto pry off the lid of the bait bucket and even standing upwind of it, it was a bit smelly. Mary stood well back herself and gave Otto a pair of long rubber gloves.


  Otto for his part, didn’t appear to notice the smell, just slipped on the gloves and proceeded to put a chunk of fish into the bait pouch of each of the ten traps. He worked smoothly and, with Mary’s help in holding the traps open and putting the baited traps on the trap rail, he had most of them baited by the time Mary pushed the first trap into the water. The weighted cylinder of netting sank quickly, leaving the orange and blue buoy bobbing jauntily on the surface. Rachel picked her course to run outside the channel but across the widest part of the bay as much as possible. Every few ticks, Mary slid another trap off the stern. Rachel just kept the boat moving slowly forward. In less than half a stan, the first traps were in the water and neat trail of orange and blue points ran in a line across the harbor.


  Rachel threw the boat into neutral as the last trap went over the side and they stood there looking back across the harbor. Rachel could make out Richard’s red poncho at the end of the dock, but only as a small point of color. “Now what?” she asked.


  Mary grinned. “Now you take me back to the pier, and think about how and where you want to put out the next ten. And talk to Alan about processing the crabs you bring back.”


  “Already talked to him. Rosie’s gonna take some of them and have a crab boil tonight at the diner to celebrate. I don’t know how many we’re gonna catch in this first run, but I’m sure we’ll be able to get rid of them.”


  “Ten pots worth? One day? Probably,” Mary said. “But you should put out at least fifty pots, and scatter them across the bay to see how the different areas produce. I’m betting there’s not a lot of difference anywhere in here, but it would be good to know for sure.”


  Rachel pushed the throttles forward and spun the wheel to take them back to the dock while she thought about it. “You’re right. I better talk to Alan.”
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  Chapter Forty-Two

  Aram’s Inlet

  April 20, 2305


  Jimmy was ready to scream. “We got a place. We got a plan. What we don’t have is time.”


  Jake sat across the table from him and shook his head. “We can build the barges for the barracks, the fuel, and the water. We can even get enough to put up a processing plant to get the fish ready to go up. What we can’t do is make enough to build a breakwater out of them. We can get every yard on the South Coast working on ’em, but by the time they get built and dragged out there, it’ll be too late to fish.”


  “Okay,” Jimmy said. “What other ideas? We need to build a platform twelve hundred meters out at sea on a foundation that’s twenty-five meters underwater. It has to be strong enough to hold an orbital shuttle and all the cargo and it has to be no smaller than a hundred by a hundred meters.”


  Tony threw down his stylus and leaned back in his chair. “We’ve been fighting this for days. What have we thought of?”


  “Barges as building blocks,” Jake said.


  “Barges as pontoons,” Jimmy said.


  “Barges full of rocks,” Tony said.


  “Shuttles full of rocks,” Jimmy said.


  “I still say that would work,” Tony said. “If we could find enough shuttles.”


  “Steel towers,” Jake said.


  “Concrete towers,” Tony said.


  “That will work,” Jimmy said. “But it’ll take longer than we have.”


  “Grav pallets,” Jake said. “They’d be okay until we needed to recharge ’em.”


  They ran out of steam and just sat there looking at each other.


  “We need a different idea,” Jimmy said at last.


  Everybody nodded glumly.


  Jake stood up. “We’ll have the dormitory barge completed in another week. The prefab housing units only need to be bolted down. It’s an established design, so no problems. The Alluette yard is making the three fish processing barges. They’ll mount the equipment and it’ll be ready to tow in three weeks. That gives us time to build another barge here for potable water. The fuel barge, we’re just trading a new one later for one of Murch’s old ones now. He can cope with one less if we build him a new one before the summer’s over.”


  Jimmy grinned. “Thanks, Jake. I’m glad you’re on the case.”


  Jake shuffled out, scratching his head and mumbling.


  “Where we gonna get different ideas, Jimmy?” Tony asked.


  “I thought I’d call Violet and ask how she makes those grain elevators.”


  Tony stood and stretched his back. “Can’t hurt. I still say, if we could figure out a way to get the concrete pylons out there, that’s the way to go.”


  “Yeah, I’m with ya.”


  Jimmy took a deep breath and placed the call to Violet.


  “Jim,” she said with a warm smile.


  He tried not to melt, but it was difficult. “Hey, Vi. How’s the season shaping up?”


  She gave a little sideways head nod, and a shrug. “We’re gonna be ahead on grains and produce, but behind on mutton and lamb. I don’t really know how that will affect the contract, but I suppose it will depend on how you do with the fish. If you go long on the protein, we’ll be able to substitute here.”


  “True. I saw that in the contracts the Ole Man sent down, too.”


  “How’s it going?” she asked. “I’ve been watching the landings as they come into the PlanetNet.” Her forehead furrowed.


  “Yeah. Well, I know where to get the fish. The problem is getting to them.”


  “Tell me. Maybe I can help.”


  “I was hoping you’d say that.” He fought back the memories of the old days when they’d first been married and how much pleasure they’d taken from solving the unsolvable together. “The fish are twelve hundred kilometers out.”


  “Yeah, Sonya said you’d found a new fishing bank. She also said you found a sea mount to work off.”


  “Sounds so simple till you try to do something out there. It’s three days by boat each way. Ten draggers out there will pull in over a megaton a day. We need to find a way to get all that fish ashore before it goes bad, or find a way to process it out there and move about a megaton a day of processed fish.”


  “How do you normally move that cargo?”


  “Cargo lifters take it to the marshaling yards where the shuttles pick it up and boost it up to orbit,” he said.


  “Well?”


  “They have a range of five hundred kilometers. They’re built for muscle, not duration.”


  “Hm. I see.”


  “We need to have a base out there that can support ten draggers, twenty crews, a small processing plant, and a shuttle pad.”


  Violet didn’t even flinch at the mention of the shuttle pad.


  “So? What’s the problem?”


  “It’s twelve hundred kilometers out. We’re trying to think of some reasonably stable engineering project that will get us through this season so we can plan for next. Building it would be child’s play with a couple of years to work on it. We only have a couple of months before we begin running out of time.”


  “Barges?” she asked.


  “Can’t get enough of them fast enough.”


  “How many you need?” she asked incredulously.


  “Almost a hundred.”


  She whistled in appreciation.


  “By the time we get enough yards working to complete the task, we can’t get them out there in time.”


  “You sure?” she asked.


  “There’s only a dozen yards within a five hundred kilometer radius of us here. Even if we send them directly out rather than coming here first, that means we all need to get moving in about six weeks. That’s less than forty barges.”


  “What’s the cargo capacity of the barges?” she asked.


  “About two megatons. It’ll take them almost a week to get out there.”


  “Okay, break it down for a simple farmer, Jim?”


  “If I can.”


  “How are you going to get the supplies out there to the crews?”


  “The shuttles will drop off supplies and pick up fish,” he said.


  “You’re planning on a megaton a day of processed fish?”


  “Right.”


  “Okay, the problem is you can’t figure out how to build a platform at sea that’ll let a shuttle land?”


  “Oh, no. I know how to do that. It just takes more time than we have.”


  “How’d your sister do it on Umber?”


  “They went in with special gear. We could do it the same way, but it’ll take ten weeks to get the gear from Dunsany and at least four months to build the platforms.”


  “You’re making it too complicated, Jim.”


  “Okay, break it down for a simple fisherman,” he said with a grin.


  “You’re over-engineering it. The sea mount lets you have some anchorage and you said yourself you can have forty barges in time.”


  “Yeah. Okay, so far.”


  “So it takes a week to get a barge out from the Inlet?”


  “About that, yeah.”


  Violet said, “It’ll take the boats a couple days to fill a barge. Will the product keep aboard the barge once it’s processed?”


  “Oh, yeah. That’s not the issue.”


  Violet shrugged. “So? Send a barge every two days. Load the outgoing ones with supplies and fill the incoming ones with fish.”


  “But that would take—” Jimmy froze.


  “Yes?”


  “Only seven barges,” he finished.


  “Seems like it would be cheaper to get the fish in by barge than try to arrange special shuttle pickups and all the rest that goes with that. If it works out, you can spend the time working on the seamount. Load up some of the barges with rock or blocks or something. The boats won’t use a megaton of supplies a day and a new barge will be hitting their location every other day. Over the course of the summer, you can probably build that seamount up quite a bit, just a barge load at a time, if that’s what you want to do.”


  He sighed and would have laughed if he hadn’t felt so stupid. “Thanks, and to think I called to ask you how you build those grain elevators.”


  “They’re poured in place with a plasti-crete mix on a form.”


  “How tall are they?”


  “Forty meters, mostly.”


  “I wonder what it would take to have four of them poured on the seamount.”


  “I can have my guy call you, if you want.”


  “Later, Vi. I think you’ve just given me the answer I need. You’re right. I’m thinking way too permanent for an exploratory effort.”


  “Just let me know, Jim.”


  “Thanks, Vi. I will. I better go talk to Jake about getting those yards making barges.”


  “Stay in touch, Jim,” she said and cut the connection.


  He sat there for a tick, shaking his head. “We thought of everything but barges as barges,” he muttered then got Jake on the line and started giving orders.
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  Chapter Forty-Three

  Callum’s Cove

  April 20, 2305


  For their first trial, Mary had convinced Rachel to leave the pots out just a few stans. In part because she wanted to see what the catch would be like and partly because she wanted them to get practiced in putting the traps in and pulling them up before they got full of crabs. Nobody really knew how it would work out.


  Rachel and Otto took off in the Crabby Patty around 16:00 to check the first traps. It had been about eight stans and they thought it might tell them something about the utility of the traps. Normally, they figured to check the traps once a day, or even once every other day, depending on the take. Rachel powered the boat over to the first buoy and showed Otto how to use the gaff to catch the rope under the buoy, rather than trying to hook the ring on the top, or worse, stab it. He soon mastered the technique of flipping a couple loops of line around the winch head and pulling on the line to give it bite. The powered assistance of the machine didn’t mean he didn’t have to pull at all, only that he didn’t need to pull as much. Rachel kept the boat swung away from the line as the first trap came up from the bottom of the bay. In a tick or so, they saw the small float that kept the last two meters of line off the bottom and Otto got the winch slowed in time that he didn’t crush it, stopping just short of pulling the float through the mechanism.


  They could see the pot just under the surface and Rachel said, “Just grab the rope there below the toggle and pull it up the rest of the way by hand.”


  Otto reached over and heaved on the line. The heavy crab pot felt like it was made of lead without the help of the winch. He got it up close enough to grab the frame and slide the whole thing up, over the rail and into the boat in one smooth, if not particularly graceful movement. It thumped to the deck. Salt water drained from the soggy pot and flowed aft to toward the scuppers.


  They stared at the writhing mass of crabs, claws, pincers, and legs that were caught in the trap.


  “I don’t think we brought enough boxes,” Rachel said.


  It took a while, but they managed to empty the pot, and re-bait it, dropping it back over the side more or less where it had started.


  Otto watched it sink as Rachel headed for the next buoy. The second trap went more smoothly but it was just as full. By the time they’d pulled the fifth trap, they’d filled the three fish boxes they’d brought.


  Rather than go on, Rachel spun the wheel over and headed back to the pier for more boxes.


  By the time they got there, Mary was standing on the pier in her apron, obviously just having come from The Gurry Butt. “What’s the matter? I saw you pull that number five trap from the pub and come back. Is there a problem?”


  Rachel grinned. “Yeah. I don’t want loose crabs runnin’ all over my boat. I need some more fish boxes.” She dropped the throttles briefly into reverse to slow their forward momentum and Otto stepped onto the dock with a short line.


  “Be right back.” Otto galumphed up the dock in his fish boots, heading for the shed where the empty boxes were stashed. He grabbed five more empty ones and was halfway back before Mary recovered.


  “You got all those in just the first five pots?” she finally managed to ask.


  “Yes. And if your theory is right about the ledges, we’re gonna get a lot more before we’re done.” Seeing Otto clamber back aboard with the boxes, she asked, “Are five enough?”


  He chuckled. “I hope so, but we’d better take a lot more when we go out in the morning.”


  “See you in a bit,” Mary said as she waved.


  Otto flipped the line off the cleat and Rachel eased away from the dock, turned into the channel and skipped across the bay to the number six pot. It took them almost a full stan to finish pulling, emptying and resetting the pots, but in the end, the five boxes were just enough. Rachel kept looking over her shoulder at the stacked boxes in the back of the boat.


  When they got back to the dock, they found a crowd waiting. It was late enough in the day that the fleet was all in, so there were plenty of curious fishermen. Some of The Gurry Butt patrons had brought their beer glasses down to the pier to see what Mary was looking at. Alan Thomas stood right in front with a big grin plastered across his face.


  Rachel eased into the dock and Otto did a pretty good deckhand imitation as he ran the lines out fore and aft with a spring line to hold them close to the dock. The two of them hefted the heavy boxes of wriggling crabs out onto the dock until all eight were lined up there.


  The gathered throng admired the haul and Alan never stopped beaming. Mary just tsk’ed and kept shaking her head walking from box to box to box, looking them over. In the end, the onlookers all volunteered to take the flats up to the weigh-station to find out how many crabs it was, exactly. When the tallies were all done and the fish box tare weights subtracted, the haul came in at just under a hundred kilograms.


  “I wonder if Rosie’s ready for that many crabs,” Alan said to the gathered group.


  A woman’s voice came from the back of the crowd somewhere. “Darn right, I am. You people bring ’em over and we’ll have a party.”


  The boxes of crabs and the crowd evaporated off in the direction of Rosie’s Diner, disappearing like fog in a windstorm. Alan, Rachel, and Otto were left. Otto had a bemused expression on his face, but looked a bit out of place without his staff. Rachel was still in a state of euphoria but Alan looked at once pleased and puzzled.


  “We need to work out how to pay you for this. We don’t have rates on crabs.”


  “That’s easy enough to deal with,” Rachel said. “You just keep paying me skipper’s pay and credit me with the landing weight. This season is a trial. We’ll have a fully developed crab fishery here in another stanyer or two. You gave me a boat and the gear, just like any other skipper. We’ll get this up and running so you can figure the rates then you can pay everybody.”


  “That seems fair enough. Jimmy’s main goal is to get a handle on what kind of fishery we got with these things. It’ll take a lot of pots to land a megaton, but crab is also a premium product that we really haven’t had before.”


  “You can do one thing that’ll help in the long run,” Rachel said. “Order a crab processing unit. We can pick out a few by hand easily enough, but when we start landing a kiloton or more a day, you’re not gonna want that to be a manual process. And when others get wind of this, I can see where there may be a problem with simply freezing them.”


  “Good idea. Now let’s go eat some crab.”


  The party was in full bore with beer from The Gurry Butt, crabs on a big impromptu fire-pit on the shore, and even music and dancing. As the sun slipped behind the headland to the west, the crabs were pulled out, dissected, and consumed in record numbers. They were, everyone agreed, delicious.


  When the party wound down, the trash picked up, and the fire-pit doused, Richard, Rachel, and Otto headed back to the cottage. Rachel thought Richard was a tad withdrawn, but smiled readily enough and had joined in the dancing. It was like he had something on his mind, but wasn’t sure how to deal with it. She hugged his arm and walked with him, holding tight to him and enjoying his presence.


  When they got to the cottage, Otto led the way inside followed by Rachel, but Richard hung back.


  Seeing him linger, Rachel stopped at the door and pulled it closed again, giving them a modicum of privacy. She walked back, hugged him around the waist, and looked up into this twinkling eyes. “Is everything okay, dear one?”


  Richard smiled down to her. “Yeah, I think so. I just need to listen to the world a bit more. I seem to have a lot of catching up to do.”


  “You’re changed since the accident. Do you know?”


  “Yes, I know.” After a moment he asked, “Is it difficult for you?”


  She snorted a soft laugh. “Not in the least. You’re more the you I thought you were now than at any time in your life.” She blinked as she tried to understand what it was she’d said.


  He chuckled deep in his chest and hugged her tight. “I think so, too.” After a few heartbeats, he asked, “Would you mind if I went back to sea this season?”


  She pulled back and looked up at him. “Back to sea? No, of course not, but what are you thinking of doing? With half the fleet tied up at any given time, you’ll be hard pressed to find a slot. Other than on the Crabby Patty. I’ll always have a berth for you.”


  He got a faraway look in his eyes and cocked his head as if listening to the trees sighing in the wind above their heads. “I don’t know. Exactly,” he said in a tone that had a kind of dreamy feel to it. “Jimmy is doing something. I think I’d like to help him for the season.”


  “You’re going to the Inlet? For the rest of the season? Are you leaving me?” she asked, suddenly scared. Had he gotten so changed that he—


  “No. I mean, yes, to the Inlet. No, probably not for the whole rest of the season. Maybe only for a couple of weeks. And I’m certainly not leaving you.” He got that ‘listening to something else’ look again. “I’m not ready to go yet. I just wanted to talk to you before it becomes a problem.”


  Rachel felt troubled, but also oddly comforted, by his words. “Of course, dear,” She hugged him tightly once more. “Thank you for talking to me, and while I might not understand it, you do what you need to do. Just try to keep me in the loop as to where you are.”


  “Where I am,” he said in that dreaming voice that was, quite frankly, beginning to weird Rachel out just a bit. He snapped back from wherever he was. “I’m not leaving you. It’s just that Jimmy has a big project going on and there’s no shaman at the Inlet.”


  “Oh, shaman business? You shoulda just said so. All I care is that you come home to me. Sooner rather than later.” She leaned back so she could look up into his face.


  He grinned. “Okay, I can do that.”


  She pulled out of his hug and headed for the door. “You gonna go carve a little before bed?”


  “Yes, I have a seal that I want to finish up.”


  She smiled from the stoop as she opened the door. “Don’t stay up too late. Even shamans need sleep.”


  He grinned, waved, and headed off into the dimness that was the shaman’s workshop.
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  Chapter Forty-Four

  Aram’s Inlet

  June 1, 2305


  Jimmy walked across the brow and onto the big dorm barge. Forty meters long, twenty wide, and five meters from the keel to the top of the rail, it looked like nothing if not the huge houseboat, which it was. Jake had brought down some of the Orbital expertise to build what was in effect a very compact berthing area for up to ninety people. With two crews for each dragger, and the staff of the processing plant, plus a few extras, it was going to be snug, but with half the dragger crews off the barge at a time, there wouldn’t be that often when everybody was on the barge itself.


  He stepped into the huge mess deck that ran almost the full width of the front of the barge. They’d talked about dividing the dormitories into two areas with the mess deck between, but the Orbital engineers had stock units that fit the space perfectly so they went with what was fastest. They’d have the whole winter to rebuild it, if need be. Everything looked very comfortable, cheerful, and new. That wouldn’t survive very long in the onslaught of rubber, scuffing, and horseplay that would inevitably ensue when the barge was moored. For the people out on the sea mount, this would be their living room, not that most of them would see much of it, but the panoramic view forward out across the harbor, and just above sea level was spectacular. The “glass” running across the front and wrapping around the sides were the same material that was used on the Orbital windows. It was shock mounted, water sealed, and rated to survive a direct assault with a ten-kilogram sledge.


  It was also a shock when Jimmy turned to look out of them and saw Richard Krugg, complete with red poncho, standing at the bow and looking out over the bay. “What the–?” he said to himself and hurried back out onto the deck and around to where the shaman was standing.


  “Hello, Jimmy. I’m Richard Krugg? I don’t know if you remember me. Please pardon my trespassing, but I wanted to bless the barge. I asked Mr. Samson if it would be alright.”


  Jimmy shrugged. “No problem. It just startled me to look out and see you standing there. Am I interrupting?” The whole shaman thing always made Jimmy a bit uneasy. He was never sure how to deal with them and there’d never been one in Aram’s Inlet as far as he know.


  Richard shook his head. “No, I’m done, but thank you for asking.” He turned to look back out over the harbor. After a moment he asked, “Do you have anybody to manage the dormitory while it’s out there?”


  Jimmy blinked. “Manage the dormitory?”


  Richard turned to look at him. “Yes. Somebody who’ll be in charge of making sure the meals are made and the maintenance is done? Make sure the trash is picked up? You know. Be in charge of keeping things running smoothly.”


  Jimmy shook his head. “No, actually. We don’t. We’ve been too busy just putting it together to think about who’d run it.” They’d been so busy getting it built that he hadn’t even thought of how it would work once it was out on the mount.


  “May I have the position?”


  “You’d be out there for months.”


  “I know,” Richard said.


  “Why do you want to do it?”


  Richard thought about it for a moment, his gaze focused somewhere else. “Because I want to listen to the world and that seems like a good place to listen from.”


  “Listen for what?”


  Richard’s eyes focused on him suddenly, just like that, one second not seeing and next second staring. Jimmy was a bit unnerved.


  Richard grinned. “If I knew that, I wouldn’t have to listen, would I?”


  He said it like it might have been a joke. He even chuckled a bit. Jimmy found himself chuckling along but he wasn’t sure it was a joke at all.


  “Okay. Why not? It does need a manager and you’re here. That works for me. Let’s go see Jake and work out the details. We’re getting underway in a week so you’ll have a chance to get acquainted with it.”


  “Good.” Richard started back toward the brow that lead down onto the dock.


  As Jimmy turned to follow him, he noticed a wet spot on the rail where Richard’s hand had been. He touched it with his fingertip and when he looked, saw his finger had blood on it. He looked at the blood on the rail, and turned to look at Richard who was just stepping onto the dock.


  “Now what have I done?” he asked himself quietly, but wiped his finger on his handkerchief and followed Richard off the barge.


  They found Jake in the yard office. He smiled when Jimmy lead Richard in.


  “Richard here wants to manage the dormitory while it’s out on the mount. I’ve hired him. You didn’t have anybody else in mind did you?” Jimmy said.


  Jake shook his head. “No, I never even thought of it, tell ya the truth.”


  That made Jimmy feel a little better. “I brought him down so you two can hash out the details of what has to happen and such.”


  Jake nodded and held out his hand. “Welcome aboard, Richard.”


  Richard took the offered hand and smiled. “Thanks. I think it’s going to be interesting.”


  “Won’t ya wife be upset if you’re gone for a few months?” Jake asked.


  Richard shrugged. “She knows I have my work. She’s busy catching all the crabs in Callum’s Cove at the moment and having fun. She’ll miss me, I hope, but she won’t be upset.”


  Jake chuckled. “Well, mine would probably be happy to be rid of me for a few months, too, truth be told.” He looked Richard in the eye. “So? What do you know about running an operation like this?”


  “Nothing, really. Seems like it’s mostly a question of a clear head, logical instructions, and a schedule that we keep. Knowing who to call for help when things go wrong.”


  Jake grinned. “Well, recognizing when things are going wrong is a help, but I think we can work with ya on that. This is such an odd lash-up, I’m not sure anybody would know any better than you.”


  “We have a week to get the kinks ironed out and for me to figure out which is the pointy end. Not like there’s much pointy end on a barge, but you know what I mean.”


  Jake chuckled. “Yup, I do, indeed.”


  “I’d like to move aboard now, if that’s possible? Nothing will turn up a problem faster than a tenant. And it’ll give me that much more time to find my way around.”


  Jake looked at Jimmy who shrugged in return. “Any mechanical reason why not?” Jimmy asked.


  Jake shook his head. “It’s all supposed to be working. Some of it isn’t turned on, but we can go deal with that now, if you like.”


  “Yes, please,” Richard said. “I don’t have anything else to do in town. I’d like to start right away.”


  Jake grabbed a windbreaker and led the way back down the dock, Richard striding along beside. Jimmy was left at the office door, forgotten, as the two got their heads together over hiring staff, stocking the linens, and dealing with laundry. Jimmy grinned and left them happily discussing the barge, the requirements for keeping it going, and sundry other housekeeping tasks involving keeping the people on it happy, healthy, and working. As he watched them walk down the pier, Jimmy thought that having a shaman out there wasn’t necessarily going to be a bad thing. He left them to it and headed back to his office to check up on the progress of the other barges and to coordinate departures with the other yards.
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  Chapter Forty-Five

  Callum’s Cove

  September 27, 2305


  Rachel smiled as Otto straightened up and arched his back to stretch out the muscles. A summer’s worth of teen age growth spurt had left him hanging out of his clothes in odd places and months of hefting heavy crab pots had added bulk to what would otherwise have been a gangly frame. A trick of the angle and the light made him look, for just a tick, like Richard, and she sighed.


  “He’ll be home soon,” Otto said with a smile.


  The uncanny empathy had only gotten more pronounced as the summer wore on. Of course, she thought to herself, it probably doesn’t take a mind reader to see I miss him.


  “I know. Just been a long summer.”


  He nodded, checked the pot once more, and flipped it off the stern. While he straightened out the filled boxes, Rachel slipped the boat into gear and headed for the next–and last–buoy for the day.


  Mary had been insistent that Rachel fish all the traps. She’d held out until the middle of June, fishing only fifty–twenty five in the harbor and twenty five outside in the open water. The catches were generally pretty astonishing. They kept careful records on each day’s landings and had been consistently averaging twelve to fifteen kilograms per trap–bringing in over half a ton a day with fifty traps and well over a ton a day with a hundred. It took them about three hours to fish the hundred traps, so theoretically they could probably manage two or even three hundred traps a day. She giggled a little considering how much of a load the boat would have with three hundred traps. It was rated at five tons, and it would probably need all of it.


  She got the boat lined up on the last buoy and cut the engines back as Otto snagged it with the gaff. As he worked to haul up the heavy crab pot, she thought that two hundred traps would be quite enough load for one boat in a day. As the toggle cleared the water, she reached back to help him heave the streaming catch over the side. It was a good haul, and she stepped back to the podium to give Otto room to work and to adjust helm and engines to keep the boat on station against wind and wave.


  “Okay,” Otto said, as he finished with the trap.


  She popped the boat in to gear to give it a little more steerageway and he dropped the pot over the side once more.


  Otto slipped his gloves off and rubbed sweat off his forehead with his wrist, trying to keep the salt water and bait juice out of his eyes while he did it. “I don’t know about you, but I’m ready for lunch.”


  She grinned. “You’re always ready for lunch.”


  “Not always. There’s dinner, and breakfast, too.”


  “And evening snack.”


  “And afternoon snack.”


  They had a good chuckle as the boat got up to speed and began planing across the water. The loud engines and the roar of the wind in their ears made it hard to talk, so they lapsed into a comfortable silence, Rachel at the helm and Otto leaning on the bows, his back to the wind and looking over the stern at their spreading wake.


  Rachel’s eyes strayed to the forty-odd boxes of crabs stacked neatly along the far rail. The weight on that side gave the Crabby Patty a bit of a list, but nothing serious. On the grand scheme of things, a metric kiloton of fish–even specialized fish like crabs–wasn’t going to make that much difference. Alan was even complaining that it wasn’t really enough to process efficiently.


  She smiled. About half this lot would be getting on the shuttle and going up to the Orbital to be used fresh in one of the trendier restaurants there. The rest would be going to the Fairfax House. She suspected that once it caught on, there’d be a lot of local restaurants wanting a share of the catch.


  She started doing the math in her head. Two tons a day times five boats would be ten tons a day. Over the course of a two hundred and fifty day fishing season, that’d be two and a half kilotons. Multiplied over the four thousand fishing villages along the South Coast that would be ten megatons. Compared to the thousand megaton quotas they’d be facing next year, it didn’t seem like more than a teaspoon against the tide, but every ton of crab fetched ten times the price of even prime mouta.


  Rachel made the turn back into the bay, following the channel markers back to the dock. The processing crew waited for her with a grav pallet. She and Otto hefted the boxes up to waiting hands. A quick turn with a bucket and mop got the boat ready for the next run. In a matter of a few ticks, they were walking back to the cottage and lunch.


  “So? What do you fancy for lunch?” she asked. “Crab cakes?”


  He laughed, voice cracking a little, before saying, “I think a little soup, some of that nice sourdough bread, and a nap for dessert.”


  She grinned and didn’t argue. It sounded very good indeed. Especially the nap.


  It was only a matter of a few ticks to warm a pot of soup and slice a couple of hunks of bread from the loaf. They settled down to eat.


  “What do you think of this crabbing business, Otto?”


  “That’s a lot of crabs, but can it really make a dent in the landings?”


  She smiled at his thoughts echoing her own. “Well, not just one boat, of course.”


  “Yeah, I get that, but look at all the tons that come in on the draggers every day. How many boats would it take to match that?”


  “A lot, but we’re only fishing a half day with a hundred traps. If we set our minds to it, we could probably fish two hundred.”


  “True. Maybe as many as three hundred. That’d be pushing the limits of the boat, if we keep getting that many crabs consistently.”


  “Start on the far end and work toward port?”


  “That could work. The more load in the boat, the closer we’d be to the dock.”


  “Okay, well, assume ten kilograms for three hundred traps. That’s three kilotons a day.”


  “A dragger brings in what? Eighty a day?” he asked.


  “True, but we make more money.”


  “Really?”


  “Not really, but on a price per kilogram, we make ten times more money. It’s just they can bring in so many. Keep in mind, though, that we have a much smaller, cheaper boat and gear, and it’s only two of us, not three.”


  “Yanno, what else?” Otto asked.


  His mother nodded for him to go on.


  “This is safer.”


  She thought back to the box fish which made her think of Richard.


  That line of conversation petered out for a few heartbeats.


  Rachel said, “I got a message from your father last night. They’re doing well out there. The crew rotations are working and all that.”


  “He’s probably having a ball.”


  “Actually, I thought he sounded a little homesick,” Rachel said, but didn’t add that it was probably just her wishful thinking.


  They finished lunch and headed to their respective bedrooms to make good on the nap idea, but sleep eluded Otto. Perhaps he slept a bit, but after a time, he rose and slipped out to the shed. As he crossed the back yard, he stopped, sniffed the air, and found something in it that made him frown a bit. He continued on and lit the fire in the stove. He gathered some herbs, wintergreen, penny royal, and foxglove among them, and wrapped them round with a strip of hawthorn bark. A quick slice freed blood from his thumb and he pattered a few drops like rain on the bark. He pictured his father and watched as the bundle caught fire in the stove, the redolent smoke sucked up the chimney and blown south on the offshore breeze.


  When the bundle reduced to ash, he stirred it with a bit of driftwood, and tossed that on the small pyre, stoking the stove until a cheery blaze burned. Smiling to himself, he settled down with a bit of wood to carve. His eye caught the line of a storm petrel in the wood and he thought it an auspicious find. He blotted the blood from his thumb with a bit of tissue and started to free the petrel from the stick. His hands worked by themselves as his mind was busy elsewhere.
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  Chapter Forty-Six

  Pirano’s Seamount

  September 27, 2305


  Jimmy looked at the clouds. They piled across the western horizon. As the sun passed the zenith and sank into them, the afternoon took on an ominous cast. “Well, I guess we’ll find out how good our planning was.” After the frantic early morning work–unloading fish, loading food, and topping off the fuel and water tanks–the day had oozed along like honey.


  Richard, standing beside him in the mess deck, nodded but smiled. “Looks like I’m going to have a lot to hear today,” After a couple of ticks he asked, “Are you sure you want to ride this out with me, Jimmy?”


  “No, but I’m here. Seems only right that I be the one with my butt on the line. They’re my ideas. And it’s kinda late to leave now.” He glanced at Richard. “Are you sure you won’t leave?”


  Richard shook his head. “Harve and I got things to do. When the boats come back after the storm, the crews’ll need showers, food, and fuel.”


  The draggers had all run off to the south that morning when the weather satellites had started showing the atmospheric instability which had spawned the storm bearing down on them. They took all the crews and staff with them when they went. It was a little crowded in some of the forecastles, but better safe than sorry. Richard and Harve had volunteered to stay with the barges.


  The barges were all buttoned up as tightly as they could be. They’d disconnected the big cables that provided power for the processing plant, rolled them up, and stored them in the lockers on the power barge. The engineers had powered the heavy fusactor down to standby so that it would be ready to come back online at a moment’s notice. Over on the processing barges, the crew had shut down all the equipment, locked it down, and generally stowed anything that might blow away. The fuel barge rode a bit high in the water, with all the extra fuel they’d pumped out of it but it had the least deck obstruction and was the least likely to have a problem in a heavy blow. The dormitory had its own power and water supplies and could operate for weeks without replenishment, except for perishable foodstuffs.


  All the barges rode with double anchors splayed ninety degrees apart off the bows with the dormitory barge farthest west. That wasn’t anything new. They set the anchorage up that way on the first day on the mount. Heavy weather was most likely to come from the west, and indeed, the prevailing winds came from the west the majority of the time, so they’d oriented their small fleet to take advantage of the prevailing winds.


  The exception to the double anchored mooring was a string of five empty barges linked together in a train on the easternmost edge of the anchorage. They were the barges that had brought out supplies, and were waiting for fish to take back in. Another one would join them in a day or so. The tug captain hove to about a day north, just down over the horizon from where Jimmy and Richard stood. He’d put out his sea anchor and was battened down for a blow. He didn’t want to be too close to the seamount when the ocean started heaving.


  “Well,” Richard said so suddenly that Jimmy flinched, “who’d like a nice cup of tea?”


  Jimmy blinked at him but Harve Godwin, the barge’s maintenance mechanic, stepped onto the mess deck at that moment. “Oh, I think that sounds lovely. Shall I put the kettle on?”


  “No, sit, Harve,” Richard said. “I’ll do it. Did you get that door seal repaired?


  “Oh, yeah,” Harve said, flopping bonelessly into one of the settees. “Should be good now. It was just crimped over a bit. A little loving persuasion and my glue gun took care of it.”


  “You didn’t glue the door closed, did you?” Richard asked.


  Jimmy chuckled in spite of himself and Harve chuckled right along with him. By the time they’d gotten tea brewed and scavenged a few cookies from the larder, the storm clouds had swept across the sky above them. Off to the west about a half a kilometer, the artificial reef was already paying dividends.


  Over the course of the summer, every other barge came out loaded with concrete blocks as ballast. Those blocks got dumped in a line west of the anchorage and built up until they formed low wall about two hundred meters long, fifty meters wide at the base and almost twenty meters above the seamount. There was still five meters of water over the top, enough that a fully laden barge or fishing boat could scoot over the top of it. What it did was catch the rollers that came in from the west, and forced them to break early, splashing harmlessly over the pile of rocks and dissipating their energy. The resulting lagoon effect was noticeable even in good weather. With the storm driven waves beginning to hit, a lot of splashing whitewater glowed in the gathering dark.


  The first pattering of rain struck the glass as the wind began building in earnest and the barge began to take on a significant fore-and-aft pitching. Richard and Harve settled down on a couple of the couches facing the glass, and sipped their tea, each lost in their own thoughts. Jimmy stood at the windows for another tick or two, but soon joined them, trying to relax onto the cushions even as the sound of the wind got louder as it whistled across the glass and around the deck house.


  There wasn’t much to say and each of them didn’t say it. Harve looked totally unperturbed by the rising wind and sea. The rain picked up and began sheeting sideways across the glass as the wind blowing across the glass overcame the gravity pulling the droplets down. Inside the mess deck, it got darker as the combination of the sinking sun and rising storm wrapped them in dimness. A light in the galley splashed across the floor and provided enough illumination for them to see each other, but storm drew Jimmy’s gaze out into the murk.


  “How strong do you suppose the wind will get?” Harve asked Richard.


  “As strong as it needs to, I suppose.”


  Jimmy thought that was rather an odd answer, but it satisfied Harve.


  Richard reached down and put his mug of tea on the low table in front of him. Jimmy noted that the table was in a lot better shape than he’d expected. He had a sudden flashback of the day he’d hired Richard and remembered thinking that the furniture and fixtures on the barge would take a beating with all the fishermen using it over time. He also remembered the blood on the rail and hoped that whatever blessing Richard had placed on the barge was still in effect.


  Outside the wind started ripping the tops off the choppy waves and adding the salty water to the fresh rain as it was driven into the front of the deck house. Jimmy had to squint to see the foaming breakwater but it was obviously doing what it was intended to do. The pitching kept building but was still not enough to do more than tilt the tea a bit in the mug that Richard had placed on the table. Jimmy took some comfort in that. So long as they weren’t going to be pitched so far forward that the waves were blown over the bow, they were probably in pretty good shape.


  They sat there in the gloom, eyes adjusting to a dimness relieved only by the light of the galley behind them and the foaming surge outside. The rain blew in horizontal sheets that would periodically obscure even the gleaming breakwater. Every tick that went by, the wind’s howl rose in pitch until what had started out as a growl was transformed into a banshee’s wail in the dark night. Jimmy looked at his chrono and surprised to see that he’d been there for over three stans, just sitting silently watching the storm. With an awareness of time, came an awareness of his body and how much he needed to use the head.


  When he moved, the other two looked at him and he smiled at them in the dimness. He pointed in the direction of the facilities, not even trying to speak over the water pounding against the glass, and the shrieking wind. The deck was remarkably stable, given the weather outside. The breakwater continued to stop large waves from rolling across the seamount’s surface. He re-zipped and was just beginning to feel more than physical relief when the deck pitched up under him.


  It wasn’t a lot of pitch, but it was a lot more all at once and that made him nervous. He hurried back to find Richard catching his mug before it slid off the table. He found walking to be much more difficult with the deck tossing beneath is feet. The wind appeared to have abated a bit, or at least, the screaming went down a notch in pitch. He staggered back to the couch. Cleats held the furniture to the deck and Jimmy was grateful for the support as the fore-and-aft pitching became more pronounced.


  Jimmy glanced at Harve and saw him curled up on the sofa, apparently asleep. When he looked back, Richard grinned at him. His eyes and teeth glowed in the reflected light from the galley. Jimmy jerked a thumb in Harve’s direction as if to say, “What’s with him?”


  Richard just grinned wider and the barge began to pitch more and more.


  Jimmy squinted out of the forward glass and could no longer see the white foam of the breakwater. The relentless pounding had shifted enough of the blocks that it was no longer blocking the waves as effectively as it used to. They weren’t breaking over the blocks anymore and the energy of the huge rollers was getting amplified as the rolled onto the relatively shallow sea mount. As the up and down movement became more and more violent, Jimmy began to wonder if they might not actually crack the hull against the only rock around–the one twenty-five meters under them.


  As soon as the thought came to him, he knew it was foolish. While twenty-five meters wasn’t a lot, on the scale of the sea, it was still a huge amount when measuring waves. He wondered what else he should be concerned about instead when he saw something large and dark moved on the water outside the port side glass.


  No, it wasn’t moving. They were being blown backwards past the power barge, dragging the massive blocks along the bottom as the wind caught on the deck house and under the bows each time the barge pitched up. Jimmy glanced over at Richard who looked to be considering something.


  Jimmy moved over to the couch to sit next to Richard. “We’re dragging anchor.” he shouted to be heard over the racketing storm.


  Richard nodded. “Waves broke the wall. Each swell tugs the anchors a bit more,” he yelled back. “They’re sliding on the mud.”


  Jimmy kicked himself for overlooking one last obvious problem. On the smooth surface of the basalt plug, slime and mud build up would provide an effective lubricant for the large block anchors they’d set down to moor the barges to. “If we slide far enough, the blocks will fall off the mount and we’ll be floating free in the wind,” he shouted.


  Richard appeared to consider that. So did Jimmy. Worst case, the anchors would be too heavy for the barge to support and would pull the bows down far enough to ship water straight up the length of the barge. Best a case, they’d be blown westward until the storm blew itself out, leaving them who knew where. They had a couple of kilometers before either one happened, but the storm pushed them pretty fast. Jimmy saw Richard’s gaze flick out to the dark shape to port then swing to starboard where Jimmy could make out the low slung fuel barge riding securely at anchor.


  Richard frowned at that and reached into his shirt to pull out the small figure hung around his neck on a leather thong. He lifted it to his lips and gave it a kiss before dropping it to his chest. Jimmy thought it looked like some kind of sheep, but he wasn’t familiar enough to identify what kind Richard stood and walked to the front of the mess deck, stopping just before he got to the glass. He stood there for a long moment, not moving. Jimmy noticed that his arms were locked straight down by his sides with his hands balled into fists. Richard’s head bowed and he looked rooted to the pitching deck. Up and down he rode, as stable as if he were part of the barge, bolted down like the furniture.


  The wind picked up to a high pitched scree and still Richard stood there, arms locked to his sides, hands in fists as if he were holding on for dear life. Jimmy had no idea what he thought he was doing, and the pitching didn’t seem to be letting up. Richard just stood there, and Jimmy got more and more worried with every tick. It wasn’t until almost a half stan later that Jimmy focused enough to realize that the power barge was still in the same relative position out the port side glass.


  Either the anchors had fetched up on something on the bottom, or the power barge was being blown back at the same rate. Jimmy leaned forward to see that the fuel barge was also still where it had been when Richard went up to the bow and started his “I’m bolted down” act.


  Except, Jimmy knew, it wasn’t an act. He thought he caught a faint scent of wood smoke. It was gone as soon as he was aware of it, a wisp in the breeze. The hairs on his arms stood up


  For the next stan, Jimmy clung to the couch. The sound of the wind rose in pitch even more and kept blowing. Jimmy marveled at Harve’s ability to sleep through it, and glanced over at where he lay curled up on the other sofa. Even as the barge lifted, tilting back against each wave front, hovered at the crest for a breathless heartbeat, and tilted forward again, sliding down to splash into the trough at the bottom, and digging into the foot of the next one, the wave breaking on the blunt prow and slamming the glass only a meter in front of Richard’s face, before rising with a shudder to repeat the cycle again. Harve just lay there, rolling back against the cushions as they pitched up and shifting only slightly forward as they pitched forward, his curled legs keeping him from rolling off the couch.


  Jimmy tried to peer out of the windows, but it was very dark outside. The waves looked like dim mountains sliding by in the night, when they weren’t breaking against the glass. As the hammering continued, Jimmy began to wonder if the framework would hold. He was pretty sure the glass was solid, but he couldn’t help thinking about what would happen if one of the huge panes slammed through the frame under the weight of the heavy green water that battered the bow each time they bottomed in the trough of the wave.


  For a stan, nothing else happened. Wave after wave. The screaming wind. Harve sleeping soundly on the other couch. Richard rooted to the deck, unmoving. Not even lifting his head to look at the waves as they crashed at him. Jimmy’s fear slowly melted as the stan wore on. The barge appeared to be holding together against the pounding. He couldn’t be sure if the barge was still drifting backwards or not because he couldn’t see anything beyond the dark glass anymore, except for an occasional flash of swirling green water as it sluiced off the bows and around the sides of the deck house. Harve slept on.


  Two tense, exhausting stans later, the storm blew over, almost as suddenly as it came. Jimmy noticed the change in the sounds first. The wind’s scream sounded a little less intense. Even as they continued the roller coaster ride up one side and smashing down on the other, the screech reduced in pitch until after only a few dozen waves, it fell to a moan. The waves, without the wind behind them, lost some of their urgency. It took another stan before the cloud deck broke enough to let Jimmy see the night sky through the glass. The bow of the barge stopped digging into the following waves and the violence of the up and down movement began to subside.


  Harve woke and sat up, yawning and stretching, scratching behind his ear and blinking blearily at Jimmy and Richard, and finally out at the heaving sea beyond. He nodded as if to himself and rose, a bit unsteadily on the pitching deck, and went into the galley. Jimmy felt suddenly like he was in some odd play, a kind of movie where he was the only one who could see the danger all around, and everybody else was walking in some other reality.


  The wind had died enough that Jimmy could hear the sharp metal clinking of the kettle going onto the burner and a few ticks later, the sound of a spoon against the heavy china mugs. The high, clinking cutting through the moaning of the wind in a way that voices probably wouldn’t. In a few more moments Harve returned with three mugs of tea, the pungent aroma of the leaf smelling of land, cut by a bit of sweet honey. Wordlessly, Harve handed a mug to Jimmy. Jimmy had to uncramp his fists from where he’d been clutching the cushions under him and it took a moment or two for him to get enough feeling back in them to be able to reliably take the mug. Harve waited patiently, a faint grin on his face, swaying on the deck to keep his balance against the pitch.


  Jimmy got his hands wrapped around the mug and the shocking warmth of the mug made him realize how cold it was in the mess deck. The temperature had dropped but in the literal heat of his terror he hadn’t noticed.


  With only two mugs to balance, Harve made his way to where Richard stood and held out a mug to him. As Jimmy watched, Richard returned from where ever he he’d been. It was if he’d been some kind of statue–a fitting on the deck like a cleat or bollard–and no more alive. In the next heartbeat, he was there and reaching for the hot mug, suddenly not merely there and alive but somehow more than there. Richard took the mug with a grateful smile to Harve and sipped the hot, sweet tea, warming his hands on the glass and his face in the steam. Jimmy watched Richard look up and out across the sea, scanning from left to right slowly then back again. Harve stood with him, not speaking, although the howl of the wind had reduced enough that they might be able to hear each other speak. Richard looked satisfied with whatever his survey had revealed to him. He turned and walked back to the couch, Harve trailing like a collie at heel.


  Richard plopped down on the couch next to Jimmy and Harve returned to his station across from them. Jimmy could see the exhaustion written large across the shaman’s frame in the way he leaned over his tea. Outside, the wind’s racketing continued to die down and the up and down pitching had smoothed to something more like large rollers. Jimmy wasn’t sure when the rain had stopped but he noted it only as a hole in the cacophony as it all faded down to sometime akin to normal. Glancing at Richard out of the corner of his eye, Jimmy wondered what normal might really consist of.


  Richard sipped his tea, and smiled. “I think we’re okay now.” His voice louder and hoarser than Jimmy expected against the background of the fading storm.


  Jimmy sipped his own tea and didn’t answer. After that, he wasn’t sure what he could answer.


  Harve suggested, “Mr. Krugg? You look like you could use some sleep. The boats’ll be back in the morning and you’ll wanna be ready for them.”


  Richard blinked, settling himself a bit more in reality, and nodded into his mug. “That’s a good idea, Harve. I think I’ll get some sleep.” He stood and walked down the passageway toward the bunk room, stopping at the galley to drop off his cup.


  Jimmy just watched him, still too drained to move. Still too stunned by the experience. He noticed Harve observing him. “How could you sleep through that?”


  “Why not? It was just a little storm.”


  “We coulda died.”


  “Yeah? How would my bein’ awake have helped?” Harve asked, his grin not fading.


  Jimmy chuckled at that. “I guess it wouldn’t have, but between the noise and the thrashing around, I couldn’t have done it.”


  “Mr. Krugg was on the job,” he said, as if that answered everything.


  The more Jimmy thought about it, maybe it did.


  “Why don’t you get some sleep, too, Mr. P,” Harve said. “I’ll keep watch.” His eyes gleamed in the faint light from the galley.


  Jimmy looked out across the calming ocean. The starlight was enough to illuminate the rolling surface. The power barge was missing from the view to port and he wondered idly, almost numbly, where it could be. He hoped it wasn’t on the seamount. The fuel barge was still where he’d seen it last, more or less. He couldn’t be sure. His eyes burned and the adrenalin slowly leeched out of his blood stream, leaving him a bit sick to his stomach. He nodded at Harve. “I think I will.”


  “Sleep well, Mr. P. Sleep well.”


  Jimmy crawled into a bunk and dreamed an odd dream of fleecy storm clouds been butted by some kind of ram with black horns and huge shoulders. The ram stood, guarding something... One of those nebulous dream somethings that you know are there, but can’t quite see. The fleecy cloud would come to close and the ram would lunge once and butt it with his curved black horns. It didn’t disappear, exactly, but was broken up, it’s power diffused. But storm clouds weren’t fleecy, they were black or gray as iron, and these clouds didn’t seem to mind being fleecy white. The clouds kept coming and the ram kept butting, until a bang on the hull woke him with a start.


  The sun streamed in. He heard voices down the passage and smelled bacon and coffee. He clambered out of the tangled sheets, stopped at the head to do the needful and rinse his face, slicking back his bed-tossed hair with wet hands.


  A couple of the boats lay moored alongside the dormitory barge and their crews were enjoying a hot meal, courtesy of Harve’s talent in the galley. When Harve saw Jimmy emerge, he waved a spatula in friendly salute and offered a plate.


  Jimmy shook his head. “Not just yet, Harve. Thanks. I need to wake up a bit.” He pulled a mug from the rack and helped himself to a cup of coffee from the big urn bolted to the counter.


  The dragger crews were comparing notes on the long voyage to the south and back in boisterous voices. He wasn’t tracking too well yet, but they were in high spirits and anxious to get back to work.


  Jimmy’s peeda vibrated and he pulled it out of his pocket. It was a message from Tony.


  He grunted. “Good news, crews. We’re on track to make quota with next week’s landings. And we got a month left to go.”


  They stopped briefly to listen and then cheer.


  “That’s good news, Mr. P,” Harve said from the galley. “Will we be packing up here?”


  Jimmy considered that. He still didn’t know what happened to the other barges in the fleet, nor the fates of the other draggers. “Depends, Harve. I need to see what we got left.”


  He stepped up to the glass on the port side and looked to the south. He could see more of the boats heading in out on the horizon, but there was nothing where he’d last seen the power barge.


  He stepped out of the door on the port side and found Richard standing there looking aft. Jimmy went to join him and looked back to where he was staring. Off in the distance to the east, he saw the power barge and beyond it, a couple of shapes that he didn’t quite recognize until his eyes adjusted to the morning light. Apparently the empty barges had taken on enough water to almost submerge. They would be salvageable with a little pump work. The processing plant barges were missing, though and Jimmy walked aft to stand at the after rail to get a full view of the eastern horizon.


  “They’re gone,” Richard said behind him.


  “Sunk?” Jimmy asked before he could stop himself.


  “I don’t think so. I think they got blown off the mount. We need to check the radar but I suspect you’ll find them a couple hundred kilometers off in that direction somewhere.” He pointed off to the east. “A couple of the draggers should be able to bring ’em back. We’ll be back online in a day or so.”


  They stood there, looking at the open ocean, not talking. The protection of the breakwater was gone, and the rollers rocked the barge more than before, but it wasn’t problematic.


  “We’re gonna make the landings quotas,” Jimmy said.


  Richard nodded. “Yes. I’ve been following them on the ’Net. We’ll be in bonus territory by the time we pack up and tow this all in.”


  Jimmy sipped his coffee and smelled the fresh morning air.


  In the end, he had to ask. “What did you do last night?”


  Richard turned and looked at Jimmy. A smile, tired but filled with amusement and even wonder, slowly grew across his face. “I listened to the world.”


  [image: Chapter Heading]

  Chapter Forty-Seven

  Callum’s Cove

  December 4, 2305


  Otto leaned down and picked up the bit of shell. He held it up to the light then showed it to his father. “Look at how purple that is.”


  Richard leaned over to look. “They don’t get much richer colored than that.”


  Otto slipped it into his gather bag and pulled his mitten back on. He straightened up and they continued their stroll down the half frozen, wind-swept sand.


  “Father?” he asked. “When did you realize you were a shaman?”


  They walked along a while in silence. Otto knew it wasn’t a simple question and waited patiently for the answer.


  They walked a good ten meters down the beach before he answered. “When your grandfather died, I was automatically the shaman.”


  “Son of the shaman is the shaman,” Otto said, stooping to pick up a bit of wood that proved to be just a bit of wood.


  “Yes.” Richard’s poncho flapped in the wind as he kicked at pile of driftwood to see if there were any smaller pieces in it that were interesting.


  They walked a bit further. Richard glanced at Otto. “When did you realize I was a shaman?”


  Otto examined a gnarled stick with a knot on one end. “When they were flying you in from the boat. The box fish did something to you.”


  Richard laughed. “Yes, well, it almost killed me.”


  “Yes, but it didn’t.”


  They walked on down the beach, the morning sun climbing higher in the sky, a bitter southwest wind blowing in off the water.


  Richard asked, “So, when did you realize you were a shaman?”


  Otto thought back, tracing the thread of time like a scent of smoke on the wind, back through the fall. Before the Crabby Patty. “I think it was when I saw one of your carvings and threw up.”


  Richard’s laugh disappeared into the wind. “Yes, well, I haven’t carved the head off anything lately, have I?”


  Otto chuckled and reached down to pick up a nice bit of driftwood that looked like it had something in it, but he couldn’t quite see it. He brushed it off, held it up, shook his head and slipped it into his bag anyway. “No, Father, not in a long time.”


  After a few more meters Otto asked, “Were you scared?”


  Richard stopped and thought. “No. I should have been, but ... no.”


  Otto digested that for a time before asking, “But you could have died out there. They say you saved the dorm barge with magic, you know.”


  Pausing to pry a chunk of driftwood up out of the sand, brush it off, and slip it into his own bag, Richard said, “Yes, they say that.” He walked a few steps on down the beach before adding. “And I could have died, but it didn’t matter.”


  “Why did you go?” Otto asked a while later.


  “It was where I was supposed to be. I don’t know how I know that, but ...” he shrugged.


  “Did you save the barge through magic?”


  Richard paused in his walking to consider that seriously. “I don’t know. I went out there to listen to the world. We were out there almost all summer long, right through the end of the fall season. I got a lot of chances to listen out there.”


  “Yeah,” Otto said. “I keep listening, but I’m not sure what I’m hearing.”


  Richard chuckled. “Yanno, your grandfather and I used to walk this beach and he’d try to tell me what it meant to be a shaman. I always got so frustrated when he’d never say what it is that shamans do.”


  Otto laughed. “I think I can relate to that.”


  They’d reached the arc of stones and each sat on a rock to rest a bit and decide whether they wanted to keep going or turn back. “So, what did you do out there that night?”


  Richard looked out to sea, his focused all the way to the horizon, as if he could see over it and even back in time. “I just listened to the world,” he said at last.


  Otto nodded as if that were enough explanation.


  They stood up and stretched a little, each looking down the beach, but coming to the unspoken agreement that walking toward a cup of hot tea was a better idea than walking away from it.


  “Something else happened that night, though, didn’t it?” Otto asked as they started the long trudge back to the cottage, and Rachel, and hot tea.


  Richard’s face took on an unexpected light as he remembered back. He looked over at his son, striding the beach with his staff, plucking shell and wood from the beach. He looked beyond him and out to where the sea slapped onto the smooth sand shore, and beyond it still to the crystalline horizon, a-shimmer in the frozen sunlight. “Yes,” he said, and looked down to where Otto looked up at him expectedly. “I heard it.”


  Otto grinned broadly.


  Together they turned to continue the hike back home. Otto’s staff rattled in the wind off the water and Richard’s embroidered red poncho flapped a counterpoint. Occasionally, one or the other would stoop and pick up a bit of something from the sand. Sometimes one would show the other. Sometimes they’d just slip it into a bag, or toss it aside to wait for the next tide. They were in no hurry, with nothing more important to do than listen to the world.
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