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Foreword to‘Warp Resonance’
There is occasionally – all too rarely – a moment that comes when reading something new, a sort of mental frisson, when one realizes that one’s reading something special. This isn’t just another run-of-the-mill book or story, but something that is reaching out of the page and grabbing one by the throat and dragging one into its world and storyline, absorbing, entertaining, sometimes even enthralling.  That’s what happened to me the first time I read Cedar Sanderson’s work.  It was her novel, “Vulcan’s Kittens”, and I’ve never looked back from there. She’s one of the few authors whose work I’ll buy sight unseen, knowing that it’ll intrigue and challenge me and make me think.
Cedar does it again in this collection of short stories.  She writes them from… not so much a feminine as a womanly perspective (I submit there’s a big difference between the two; the first is merely gender-oriented, while the second is life-oriented). She makes readers such as myself see life, the universe and everything through the opposite sex’s eyes, making us think about the other side to the coin of life that we frequently, blithely ignore. The opening tale, about a young woman who’s been sexually abused and dominated by a predatory spaceman, chilled me, because as a pastor and chaplain I’ve worked with the victims of similar abuse. The impact upon their psyches is at least as bad – and frequently much worse – than she portrays. Still, it’s not something the average man can comprehend, precisely because we don’t think that way. I think her story is a public service from that perspective, offering a mirror in which men can look at their reactions and begin to realize how blind they can be. (Yes, me too. Mea culpa.)
The other stories in this collection are less traumatic to read, but equally penetrating in their insight. An encounter with ruthless space pirates, separated lovers-to-be, a pioneer mother on a virgin planet, and an alien encounter with a young girl… all bring a woman’s perspective and Cedar’s extensive experience of life to the often testosterone-dominated world of science fiction, and enrich it in doing so. I enjoyed them all, and I think you will too.
Thank you, Cedar, for making me think… again.
 
Peter Grant
Nashville, Tennessee, USA
The Christmas season, 2015
 



Warp Resonance
 
The cooling ship sang its song to her, the ticks and pings of weary journeys and long cold warps through space. Tamashira Connelly swore in four languages under her breath as she twisted the last pipe back into place. Without coolant, the drive would blow, and without the drive, the ship was a derelict, slowly freezing in space. Her partner chuckled from below the cramped access port. 
"I can see your ass twitching from here." he called up. "Getting mad, are we?"
She snapped back. "I swear to God, when we hit planet, I'm getting off this floating junkheap and never getting back in!"
He passed up a clamp, tapping her backside with it to let her know where it was. She let go with one hand, keeping both knees locked around the pipe, and grabbed it. Almost done. Quickly, now, before the coolant started to freeze. Her hands were already stiff. This close to the skin of the ship it was cold and getting colder. She was both the only person who fit easily into the access hatch and the only person who lacked the body fat to keep her warm. 
There, done. The clamp tight around the patched pipe, she called down. 
"Try it now." She held her breath, waiting.
Below her, she could hear as he walked to the other side of the compartment and entered commands. Then she could both feel and hear the gurgle of the released coolant as it swept through the pipe. There was no leak visible, and she felt with her hands along the patch for a moment before she was satisfied that there was no dampness there. With a sigh, she unlocked her knees and let her cramped body down through the hatch until she felt Marc's arms around her waist. She let go and dropped into his embrace.
"Wow, you are cold!" He held her tightly for a moment, then released her with a pat.
"Go get warm in the cabin. Wrap up in a blanket and I'll let you know when there's hot water and then you can get a bath. I've got to check Charlie."
"Ok." Tama knew she sounded weary. She certainly felt that way. Only three hours since the pipe had failed, but it felt like forever. She staggered off to her bunk, the adrenaline leaving her system as fast as it had come in. 
She awakened to the familiar vibration of a warp resonance. She lifted a sore arm to peer at her wrist. Six hours she had slept. Well, the ship must still be holding together if they were entering a warp. Charlie and Marc had it well in hand, no doubt. She felt warm again, but she decided that a shower would still be nice. 
She luxuriated in the shower for a whole ten minutes. Although the aging freighter allowed for much more crewspace and amenities than, say, a military craft, water was still limited. As she prepared to step out, she heard the door open and Marc came in. She suppressed a sigh.
"I'm really not in the mood."
"Ok," he agreed cheerfully. "Want a backrub?"
That would lead to the same end, and they both knew it, but her aching muscles won through. 
"Oh, all right," she gave in ungraciously.
Afterward, rolling away from the now sleeping man, she reflected again that it was time to find a different berth. He wasn't as bad as some she’d heard stories about, but he was so overbearing that she felt suffocated. Dressing, she decided that the New Hebrides would be a good place to pursue her Celtic ancestry, and maybe a better ship. One with no unattached males. 
In the control room, Charlie rolled his eyes at her. She patted him on the shoulder and sat down in the pilot's chair. As navigator, he knew where they were, but it was her job to land them. 
"Caught you again, did he?"  He asked quietly as she determined the best course to avoid the three moons on their way in. Without looking up, she nodded. 
"Sorry, tried to delay him here, but he was determined." She took a deep breath and lowered her voice without thinking about it. "Charlie..." 
"Yeah?"
"I'm staying on the planet this time. I need a change." She resisted the urge to look over her shoulder and see if he was standing there. 
He nodded, thoughtfully. "Guess you do, at that. I think the very last minute, don't you?"
"Thanks, Charlie."
He turned back to his plat and Tama regarded the back of his head for a moment longer with affection. The little humanoid AI was more human than most people she knew. Granted, she mostly knew the dregs of spacegoing humanity, men who spent too much time alone and not enough with fellow human beings. But still, Charlie was a sweetheart. In a way, he reminded her of her late father. Caring, but in a detached sort of way, and always ready with a good piece of advice when she needed it. 
"I'll miss you, Charlie."
"I will miss, you, too." He replied gravely without turning. 
She turned back to her screens. They showed the various obstacles to a path to clear orbit, but not in real-time. All the objects were still too small for her to see with the naked eye, and she settled comfortably into the check and re-check routine of piloting a path through moving pieces of rock and ice that could easily smash her ship. 
She was tense and sore again as they neared the first moon and slowly swung around it and into the orbit they needed. Rolling her shoulders and grimacing, she called Space Control and announced their arrival. 
A pleasant soprano greeted her and told her the welcome news that there was no-one on the strip and they could come right on in, honey. 
Tamashira felt a little nostalgia as she landed the ship and listened again to the sounds the old bucket of bolts made as it settled in. It had been home to her for over two Standard years, the longest she had been with a ship since her father's death six years ago. It might not be exciting work, most of the time, but it was steady, and it was what she knew. One of these days, she thought to herself, she was going to grow a root or two somewhere. That would be different.
She could see out, now, the viewscreens set on a real-time window. Hurrying across the field were the Customs officer in his distinctive uniform and three others in what were probably military uniforms. Her brows drew together in a deep frown. 
"Charlie, why are they in such a hurry to see us, I wonder?"
He stood creakily and looked out the window. "I don't know. Will you greet them, or should I?"
"No, you go wake Marc. I'll see what's up."
Tama grumbled to herself as she made her way to the hatch. Usually this was Marc's job. He was a lot more impressive figure to greet officials than she was. A tiny, very young woman rarely got the respect that Marc would from men like these. She knew what they would see in her, a girl's face and figure that made her look years younger than her actual age, dressed in the soft skinsuit that made her look like she was wearing child's pajamas. 
They were banging on the hatch already when she got there, and she cursed the high pitch of her voice as she called, "Just a minute already!" while undogging the hatch. 
They did indeed look taken aback at the first sight of her, she realized with dismay. Finally, the Customs man cleared his throat and asked, "Um, is your father aboard, miss?"
She looked coldly at him and raised an eyebrow in her best impression of supercilious amusement. "I am the Pilot of this freighter."
"Oh. Ah, we..." he stumbled to a halt and one of the military men interrupted impatiently.
"We are going to commandeer this vessel. It is needed to evacuate the colonists back through the warp hole."
As Tama's jaw dropped, her mind whirled through possible explanations, and then she suddenly remembered something she had barely noticed at the time. 
"The warp node is out of resonance, isn't it? How long do we have?"
The men all exchanged relieved glances, and the Customs official replied, "Twenty-eight Standard hours, miss. Conservative estimate."
"I - there are some repairs that will need to be made. We had a problem with the coolant system on the way in."
He nodded. "There are a couple of derelicts on the field that we have been scavenging for parts. If you would care to come with me I can show you the most likely place?"
She smiled. This one had recovered very well, and that was a nice change to the usual attitude she got from men. "Hang on and let me grab clothes and boots suitable. Ah, here are the rest of the crew."
She had heard their footsteps behind her, and now she turned out of their way and waved her hand at them. 
"Marc, Engineer, and Charlie AI, Navigator. Marc, these man are going to use the freighter for rescuing colonists, as the wormhole is about to collapse."
Now Marc was gaping like a landed fish, she noted with a little malicious enjoyment. 
"But, but..." he spluttered, “What about our cargo?"
"It will have to be unloaded here." One of the military men spoke firmly. "There will be men here momentarily to begin the unloading. How many can this ship carry?"
Tama slipped away to her cabin, where she threw her few personal belongings into a duffel as she dressed quickly. She brought the duffel with her to the hatch, where only the Customs man was still waiting. He smiled at her, and she smiled back. 
"They went to inspect the cargo holds. And we are going to see if we can get another life-support unit out of the derelict."
She nodded. "Makes sense to me, redundancy is our friend."
He laughed and gave her a hand out of the hatch. "I'm Pat Reilly."
She shook his hand. "And I am Tamashira Connelly."
"Aha!"
"What?" she asked as they trotted briskly across the field toward the other ships. 
"Your name. I am Black Irish descent myself, and I thought I recognized those blue eyes, but the shape of them is... lovely."
She blushed. Men rarely complimented her. She frightened them away mostly with her childlike appearance or by proving herself tougher than she looked. She changed the subject. 
"Is everyone on the planet being evacuated?"
He shook his head, sorrow flickering across his face. "The only thing the specialists can agree on is that the warp is going away. They don't know how long it will last, or even if it will ever open up again. I thought we might be able to make it on our own, but the general consensus was that we were not ready to be cut off, and all who could be taken off would be. But evidently no-one heard our distress beacon, and. we are going to be a thousand short or so."
They arrived at the ancient freighter, listing in its weedy grave at the edge of the field. She looked at the other derelicts. Three, maybe four freighters. One of them collapsed in on itself. A couple of shuttles, and one... She squinted against the bright sun.
"Is that?" she pointed.
He looked. "Yes, it is. A genuine Z-delta fighter. It was taken from some pirates and left here when we realized that it was too damaged to be of use."
"Nice." she commented briefly, swinging up into the hatch. He followed more slowly as she headed for the engine room. The layout was much the same as the aging freighter she had just brought in, and he found her standing under the hatch, pulling wrenches out of her pockets and glancing at the fastening bolts over her head. 
"Give me a boost, won't you?" she asked, looking up at him. He smiled at the intensity of her concentration. 
He cupped his hands for her to step into and hoisted her until she could reach the access hatch. Tama knew she was heavier than she looked, but she had the hatch open before his arms could begin to quiver and then was swarming up into the narrow passage with the agility of a monkey. Inside the musty, dark place she put on a headlamp and looked around her. The ship was silent as a tomb. She could hear him below her, walking about the room. Probably looking for the life-support equipment they needed. 
She found the pipe she needed and began to loosen it. It wasn't rusty, thank goodness. Now, how were they going to get all this junk back to her ship? She loosened the other end and slid the thing toward the hatch. 
"Look out below!" she called, and felt his hands close around it. He slid it out from under her, and she squirmed around and poked her head out of the hatch. "Hey, how're we going to haul this stuff...? Oh."
Two men were down there now, one in the military's fatigues. He waved up at her. "Hiya. I brought some guys and a truck, will that do it?"
"Sure." She grabbed the edge of the hatch and flipped out. At least her hands weren't numb with cold this time. She could get used to this planet thing. Fresh air, sunshine, solid ground under her feet... "So where's life support?"
The next few hours were a blur. Later, she supposed she had spent most of them under some dusty piece of machinery or another as she hastily disassembled the system to send over to Marc to install in the other ship. She felt filthy, and her eyes burned, but it was satisfying work. Planets had gone out of resonance and never come back. It didn't happen often - she could only think of ten, and some of those so long ago as to be legends rather than real history, but it was considered a bad thing. Very few colonies were ready, out here on the warp lines, to be cut off from their parent worlds. The Inner Systems were stable, and none of them could be thrown out of resonance. She wondered what happened on those unfortunate worlds, cut off from humanity. 
More often, she knew, it was only a matter of years, and sometimes as long as decades, before a friendly Leviathan could be found to set the warp node back up and relieve the planet in question. The conditions of the rescued colonists had been dire on some of those worlds, hence the panic on this one. 
Someone tugged on her boot. She automatically handed out the part she had just pulled off and then scooted out stiffly. Laying on the floor, she muttered hoarsely "I think that's it."
Pat knelt next to her. "You ok?"
She sat up. "Yeah, just tired and thirsty."
He handed her a bottle of fruit juice. She couldn't identify the flavor, but it was tart and very good. He made her finish it, and then helped her all the way up. "Let's find you someplace to rest. We've started loading on your freighter. We are going to fit in a couple hundred more than we thought at first, thanks to the extra life support."
She nodded. "I'd like to stay." she announced in a much clearer voice.
He stopped and looked down at her. She just leaned on his arm. She was exhausted, and just standing took an effort right now. "Are you sure?"
"Yeah. I'd planned on staying anyway, before we got here. We weren't getting on well as a crew anymore."
"Oh. Um, well, I don't know..."
"I know, no telling what will happen with the warp node. But I'd rather risk that than go back on that ship."
He blinked, then nodded in understanding. "That bad, huh." 
He hoisted her into the truck and she lay down. He went up to the front and she heard him telling the driver to head for Space Control before she fell asleep. When she woke up she was in a bed. Her boots had been taken off, but she was still dressed. And thirsty again, she realized.
She rolled out of bed and stretched, slowly at first, and then more vigorously. It hurt, but it was better to get everything moving again. When she felt like she could move again without falling over, she went in search of a bathroom. At the end of a long hall, she could see light and hear voices, but she found the bathroom first, and then headed for them.
A group of men was standing around a holotank inspecting what looked like the route for the freighter. Marc was with them, and Charlie. She sighed and stepped into the light. 
"Ah, there you are, Tama!" The big man moved to hug her and she took his embrace stolidly, not meeting Pat's eyes across the table, but seeing the look on his face anyway. Marc went on cheerfully "They've reimbursed us for the cargo and gave us something for transporting the refugees. We lift at first light. They're headed for Hunter's World, so it's only two jumps. Good thing, with that old tub packed so full."
"I'm not going with you." She stepped away from him and turned to face him, every movement under control, keeping her face a mask and her voice calm.
He just gaped at her for a moment. The second time in a day she had managed to make him do that, she realized with detachment. Then his face twisted and he reached for her arm.
"What do you mean? Of course you are!"
He had her upper arm in a painful grip now, and she fought the impulse to give in before his power and go limp. So many times before she had... but not now. She was going to do this right this time. 
"Oho!" he laughed, "This is like the time on Taurus Prime, isn't it? Want a little raise, a few more pretties for your wardrobe."
Her jaw clenched despite herself, and she felt the tears rising. She had paid for those cheap baubles with blood and he had never followed through on the raise.
"No. I wish to stay here." Her voice remained calm, but she didn't know how much longer she could keep herself in this control. She must not lose her temper. She closed her eyes and inhaled deliberately.
When she opened them she knew what to do. "I am going to walk away, now, and that will be the end. I do not want to see your face again."
He shook her, hard enough that she saw stars. "No, you will go and get on the ship." 
"Marc," she commented in a deep, calm voice. "You have an audience. Shall I give them the details of our history? Or will you walk away from this?"
He looked around at the hostile faces of the military men and the Customs man. Tama knew that he feared publicity above all things, and she was counting on the fact that she was almost too old to interest him any longer. Only her tiny frame had kept him interested this long. He dropped her arm and she backed away from him rapidly, almost panting now as her fear overtook her. She stumbled and would have fallen if Ben, the guy who had been driving the truck, had not caught her. She clung to his arm, still not looking away from Marc.
He flicked a glance over her head at the man holding her up. "Slut." He hissed. "You are mine. Now get out to the ship!" he barked, in a voice he had trained her for three years to obey without conscious thought. Her body twitched but she held herself together, every breath and thought coming only through enormous control and effort on her part.
He started toward her, but two men intercepted him. One of them was Pat, she noticed, vaguely wondering how he had gotten around the big table so quickly. 
"We do not have slaves here, whatever the customs elsewhere might be." Pat told Marc firmly. "She has made her decision, and you may not interfere."
Marc growled incoherently, looked around the room at the grim faces, and then spun on his heel and walked out the door. As it closed behind him Tama felt her knees give way, and then her vision faded into a tunnel bordered by gray sparkles. 
"Hey!" she heard faintly...
The first things she saw when she opened her eyes were Pat and Ben's faces, hovering over her. "How did I get on the floor?" she asked.
They laughed, but it was strained. "You fainted," Ben explained. As she started to get up, he put a hand on her shoulder. "Stay put, someone's coming to check on you. Ah!" He looked over his shoulder. "Here she is. Mom, this is Tamashira. Tama, this is Thea Carter, our remaining doctor."
The big woman snorted as she lowered herself next to Tama and took her hand. "As if I'd run off on these fools and leave them with no doctor. Despite what some rascals had to say about it." She punctuated this with a glare at her son.
She had a scanner on Tama's finger, and now she looked at the readout on her handscreen. With a grunt, she started to stand and hoisted Tama up with her. She might look big, but that was pure power Tama felt in the arm supporting her. 
"Nothing physically wrong with you, anyway. From what I've been told you've been under a lot of stress. That would do it."
Tama stood, feeling a bit dizzy, and overwhelmed by the help surrounding her. "Thank you." She managed, fighting back tears. It was over, now, and safe to feel again. 
"Tsk. You need some rest. Come on now..." And Thea led her off, back to the room where she had woken up. 
When they got there Tama asked "Could I have a shower? I have been rolling around on dirty floors since I got here and I feel icky."
"Of course, dear. Hang on a sec while I find a clean towel..." Thea bustled about and Tama followed her back down the hall to the bathrooms and showers. Thea apologized, explaining that the Space Control doubled as a military training area and these were barracks, not designed to be comfortable. Tama didn't care. A real, hot shower with as much water as she could use. Ah, bliss!
Tama could never remember the segue from shower to bed afterward, but she woke up in the bed the next morning, bright sunlight streaming in through the open window. She turned her face toward it and luxuriated in the warmth and sweet air. As she lay there sniffing deeply she became aware of another odor, a rich, sweet, food odor. When had she last eaten, and what? She couldn't remember. She sat up and saw that there were clothes on a chair in the corner. She had slept undressed this time, and she was wearing only a light pair of briefs. 
Dressed and feeling human again for the first time in days, she ventured down the long hall again, following her nose. Led by that and the cheerful voices she began to hear, she found the dining hall, empty. She stood still and looked around for a moment, and then Pat stepped through the swinging doors that led to the kitchen. 
"Hey, sleepyhead!" his face lit up at the sight of her, and he came to her side quickly, and hugged her. She startled, and he drew back with an apology. "Sorry - we tend to be a much more affectionate culture here..."
"No, its okay," she reassured him. "Just... bad memories." she smiled wryly up at him.
"Ready for breakfast?" he changed the subject deftly.
"Yes, what is that lovely smell?"
"Auntie Thea's cinnamon rolls. She usually only makes them for Christmas, but she declared today a celebration day, as the freighter will be passing through the warp point in about an hour, four hours ahead of the projected collapse. They may have a rough ride, but they won't get caught in it."
"Good."
They entered the kitchen now, and Tama saw why there were no people in the dining room. They had set up a couple of tables in here, and were helping Thea with breakfast, and all talking at once. She blinked at the bedlam and almost turned to leave. She couldn't remember the last time she had been near so many people.
Ben detached himself from the crowd and came to greet them, beaming. His shock of red hair glowed in the morning sunlight, and Tama realized she hadn't seen him without a hat on before. 
"How did you sleep? Feeling better?" he inquired when he was close enough to be heard. 
"Yes, thank you. I feel... free." Tama felt surprisingly shy. She had always used a brash exterior to bluff her way through the tough spacers she had worked with. 
Ben's eyes softened, and Pat put his hand on her shoulder and gave it a little squeeze. "Good." Ben beckoned them to an empty spot at a table. "If you ever want to talk about it..."
They sat down and she shook her head. He was very nice, but probably the last person she’d want to talk to about… that. "Not yet, but thank you."
Across the kitchen, someone opened an oven and Thea bellowed over the din, "Breakfast time!"
Later, their bellies full of the warm, rich sweets, Tama leaned back with Pat and Ben and talked about the departing ship. Pat checked his watch. 
"They should be gone by now. Want to go take a look?"
"Sure." Tama got up. This was her chance to watch Marc leave her life forever. Pat led the way to the Control room. Ben stayed behind in the kitchen, still filling a hollow leg as far as Tama could tell. She'd never seen someone eat so much and not be fat. In the same room where she had faced down Marc the night before, Pat fired up the holo and pointed out the tiny dot of light that was the freighter, approaching the green disk of the warp node. She leaned into the holotank until her nose was almost touching the projection. 
"Why are there two?"
"What?" Startled, he leaned forward, then exclaimed wordlessly and zoomed in on the warp node. There were two lights. One was obviously the freighter. As they watched it reached the disk that indicated the warp point and winked out. The other, tiny in comparison, was moving quickly back toward the planet.
"Damn. We won't get the last messages from them for about forty minutes. What is that? Did something come in through the node?"
Tama shook her head. "Not with the warp so out of resonance. The only reason we came through is that I was asleep at the time, and Charlie doesn't have the feel for it that I do. No, that is - the only thing it can be - the lifeboat off the freighter." she finished miserably. She wasn't done with Marc yet, it seemed.
Pat looked sharply at her, and then back at the holo. He sighed, "Well, we won't know anything for at least forty minutes. I don't know about you, but I could use another cup of coffee."
They went back to the kitchen, and shared the news about the safe departure of the freighter, but kept the other to themselves. Pat cornered Ben, whom Tama realized must be in charge of what military had stayed on planet, and told him. Ben came and patted her awkwardly on the shoulder.
"Probably someone had cold feet." He offered, and she smiled at his attempt. "Hey, want to came and meet the rest of my family?"
While Tama was meeting a parade of people she learned that most of Ben's family had stayed, and that there were a little over six hundred still on the planet. 
"A lot of people decided this was home, and they'd stick it out. Most of the outlying homesteaders chose to stay. I needed to stay. Couldn't leave this lot without a doctor." Thea explained comfortably, cuddling a grandchild in her arms. 
Tama smiled. She looked around for Pat, but he and Ben were gone. She excused herself and found the Control room on her own this time. They were in there, leaning over the space radio. 
"So what's on the s'radio?" she asked, making both of them jump and look guiltily at one another. 
"You'd better sit down." Pat said finally. He started a recording, and Tama leaned forward to hear the scratchy transmission.
"Urgent, Space Control!" a man's voice called. Even as bad as the sound was, Tama could hear the strain in his voice. "The ship's engineer has kidnapped Allyrica McInnis and taken the lifeboat. The Navigator assures us it is not warp capable, so they have to be heading your way. Please..." His voice broke, and Tama realized she was crying, silent tears streaming down her cheeks. She hadn't cried in almost three years. The man went on. "Please get her back and keep her safe for me."
Tama spoke in a voice she did not recognize as her own, harsh and overly controlled. "Have you been tracking the lifeboat?"
They looked at one another again. "Yes." Ben answered her. "He isn't headed for the planet, precisely. He seems to be matching orbits for the colony ship."
She felt the knot in her stomach tighten. "Has it been stripped?" She asked, already knowing the answer.
"No. All the systems are still operational, in theory. She hasn't been touched in close to a century, though."
"But she's open to vacuum. So everything is preserved."
"I suppose so..." Pat said doubtfully. "What do you know?"
She turned and looked down the length of the dim room. The holo table was still on, and she stared at its ghostly lights as she responded. "I have been with this ship's crew for three years. Mostly we hauled cargo - pretty straightforward work. But twice we have taken on salvage jobs. Both time it was to strip out colony ships. Left stored as they are, they can easily be pressurized in the control areas - Bridge, Engineering, sometimes even Life Support. Marc knows just how to do that."
Now the two of them were staring at her. She could see them out of the corner of her eye. Ben was white-faced. He whispered. "Allyrica is fourteen."
Pat gripped his shoulder as Tama turned to face them. "It's ok, she's a tough, canny little bird."
Tama shook her head. "I wasn't much older. I was desperate, after my father died. I had to find a place on a ship, or be taken to an orphanage."
"She wanted to stay on planet. It wouldn't have taken him much to persuade her into the lifeboat. Little idiot!" Ben turned away from them no, his jaw working.
"I think he'll be sweet to her for a while. He didn't make a move on me for four months. I just don't know how she'll react to landing on the colony ship instead of the planet." She addressed Pat now, feeling rather as though she were falling down a dark tunnel. This was her fault. If only she had given in and gone with him...
"We have nothing space capable." Ben turned around now, his face terrible. "He's safe up there."
Pat and Tama had the same thought simultaneously. She could see it bloom on his face. 
"The fighter... How badly is it damaged? How long has it been down?" she demanded.
"Since spring. When we brought it down, we didn't have any earthly use for it, and I had it sealed and pumped out to try and preserve the electronics suite." Pat was as intent as she was, and smiling fiercely now. "The main damage is in the wing. One panel is pretty ripped up, but I think..."
He turned away and sat at the console, typing furiously.
"You can fly that thing?" Ben asked Tama. She nodded, thinking. 
"It's a two seater. It'll be me and one other. If he really can fab a panel and there isn't too much internal damage I can get it up tomorrow. I'm sorry it has to be that long."
"Tama,” He took a step closer, until he was standing over her looking into her eyes. He bent slightly, and she could feel his breath on her cheek. "How old are you?"
She flinched. She couldn't help it. They had been respecting her, working with her, and now this. Then she realized that he was asking because of Allyrica. She sighed.
"I'm nineteen... barely." She admitted reluctantly.
"Ah..." the big man let out his breath in a long sigh, and his eyes changed to a darker shade, as they looked over her shoulder into nothingness. She suddenly remembered that he was very powerful and very well trained, no doubt. “So this is a pattern with him."
"Um, I don't know. I think so, but I was unaware of his history when I signed on. He told me he was fulfilling an old favor to my father. Later I thought maybe it was an old grudge he really meant." She looked at the floor and whispered. "I'm sorry. If I had gone when he asked..."
"Tama,” He gathered her into his arms and held her gently. She found herself crying on his shoulder and tried to stop, sniffing. "You did the right thing to run. I am to blame too, I didn't warn anyone. I thought it was over."
She shook her head wordlessly in his shoulder, hiding her face. She felt Pat join the hug from the other side. 
"Tam sandwich," he quipped, giving her a little squeeze. She managed a watery giggle. He went on, quietly. "I can get the panel fabbed. It'd usually take eighteen hours, but he thinks he can have it done in twelve if he really pushes it."
Tama wiggled and they let go of her. She sniffed and Ben handed her a large handkerchief. She cleaned up with it, and looked forlornly at the damp patch on his shoulder. He looked at it and chuckled. 
"M'sister has done worse." He assured her, a rare hint of brogue showing in his voice.
She took a deep breath and went on with it. "I think I can install the panel in a couple of hours, but I need to take a look at what other damage is there. I'll let you pick my passenger, and I'll need a weapon."
They nodded, and Ben threw her a mock salute as he left the room. Tama felt a warm glow at that. She’d earned his respect, even if she was broken. She straightened her back and headed for the outer door. Pat grabbed a toolbox and headed out to the field with her. It was still a beautiful day outside, she saw with surprise. It seemed so long since she had awakened to warm sunshine. She looked up at the blue sky and saw through the veil of the atmosphere to cold, black space, and shivered.
When they reached the ship Pat accessed the seal and entered his code. They climbed up on the wing while air rushed into the cockpit again, and she looked into the hole.
"This looks like micrometeorite damage." She frowned deeply. It wasn't a good sign. "What happened to the shields?"
Pat shrugged. "Well, that could be why the pirates had it. I don't know enough about this craft to tell you. I was busy and never got back around to looking at it."
She blew out her breath and gingerly probed the holes with her hands. "Looks like a nice, neat through and through. Did you observe any leaking graphite?"
He blinked. "Um, no?"
"You'd have noticed it. Fine black powder. You can't use fluids to control the wing hydraulics in space, so they used graphite." She stuck her face close to the biggest hole and peered inside. "Anyway," she continued absently. "I'm more worried about the lack of a shield. Flying in atmosphere with this kind of damage would be... tricky."
She opened the canopy all the way. Pat perched on the wing with his legs dangling and asked curiously "How did you learn to fly one of these?"
"Before my father died I was racing a Z-alpha." She responded quietly. "We got it surplus and fixed it up together. The Delta is pretty similar. It's been a while, but I don't think I have forgotten."
She looked up. "I am going to need a flight suit, and so will my passenger."
He nodded, "I can provide those. We have a good store of them. I might have trouble fitting you, and I don't think I have the... um, correct plumbing."
She laughed a little. "I have that in my gear... What did happen to my duffel, anyway?"
"It's at Space Control." He assured her. 
Tama knew she’d been out of her head with worry, but that she’d lost track of her only possessions was… she shook her head and put it out of her mind. Other fish to fry, right now. Keeping busy was good. She wriggled into the pilot’s seat and started checking systems. 
Tama powered up the drive plant and Pat, who had draped himself over the wing with his head in the cockpit to watch what she was doing, looked a little startled at the vibration. Whistling softly to herself, she ran through the checklist, pausing at one point. When she came to the end of it she upended herself in the pilot's chair and looked under the panels. She came up swearing.
"Bad news?"
"Yes! The whole board is gone! How could those idiots..." she trailed off and made a face. "I guess piracy does not require brains."
"So, no shield?" he hazarded.
She shook her head. "No, and I can't even scavenge one from one of these junkheaps. It'd be way too old and big. I'll just have to fly careful."
He looked at her seriously for a moment. "You're sure?"
"Yes. But I'll make sure my passenger knows before he comes along."
"Speaking of passengers... Why don't we go find Ben?"
"Ok." She hopped off the wing and waited for him. He landed lightly, she noticed. He wasn't bulky like Ben, but he was still in good shape.
Back at the building, they found it almost deserted. Ben was in the dining hall, lining up weapons on a table. 
"Hey, what happened to everyone?" Pat asked.
"I sent them home again. There isn't anything they can do at this point, Tama and I are the only ones going up there, and you'll be manning the radio." He shrugged. "I figured the less distraction, the better. This evening, when the panel is finished, can you get it on?"
Tama answered him, as the question was addressed to her. "Yes, it won't take too long if I can get some help, mainly to hold it up while I reseal joints. The whole shell is designed to be as lightweight as possible. The new polymers and alloys that made the fighters feasible also make them easy to maintain."
"The problem is,” Pat interrupted. "That we won't be in a decent place to send you up until morning."
"The fighter has limited legs, coming out of the gravity well like this," Tama explained to Ben. "We need to be as close to the colony ship as possible when we hit orbit, and one other thing."
"Huh." he was looking down at the equipment. Tama knew he was frustrated, but she couldn't help that. 
"Look at me." He looked up, startled at her tone of voice. This wasn’t the little-lost-girl who had collapsed last night. She had her confidence back, and she needed his full attention. "The shield is gone. That means that anything we hit, or that hits us, is going to go right on through. I think the cockpit will be ok, it has backup shielding, but the rest..." She shrugged. 
He blinked in thought. "That means that it will... What?"
"Who knows. If it hits hydraulics, we're in for a rough landing."
He nodded. "We are still going up, right."
"Yes," she replied serenely, and for some reason both men looked away and shuddered a little.
Tama staggered out of the shower again that night. It had been a long and wearisome evening. Even with three men holding the lightweight panel in place, her arms and back ached from hauling the sealer from joint to joint. The only one available was obviously not meant to be used by petite women. She made her way down the hall, passing Pat with a foggy wave, finally falling into bed.
She must have slept soundly for the better part of the night, but a nightmare jolted her awake in the wee hours and she rubbed her eyes, trying to erase the image of Marc leering at her and telling her that no-one would want her when he was done with her. She hiccuped, and then gave in, putting a pillow over her head to muffle the sound of her sobs.
Tama was curled up on the bed with her head buried in the pillow when she heard the door open and footsteps coming toward her. She jerked upright, staring wildly at the intruder.
"Hey, it's just me." Ben whispered.
She nodded, dragging a hand across her eyes. "It's ok." She muttered hoarsely. She must have disturbed him with her crying. 
He shook his head. "No, it's not." He walked across the room and sat down next to her, pulling her close to him. She stifled a sob, and then curled into his lap and wept into his shoulder for the second time that day. He rocked her silently for a long moment, until she stopped shaking. She took a deep breath, and then without thinking began to thank him in the only way she knew. He had been turning his head to look at her but now he jerked and froze.
She had just, very softly, licked the tears off his neck. She took a shaky breath at his reaction and continued.
She kissed softly up the column of his neck, while he sat very still, his pulse throbbing beneath her lips. She pulled back a little and looked at him with heavy eyes. He looked back and she could see his eyes dark and wide with fear.
"Tam..." He choked out. "I can't..." he put her down and strode out of the room and leaned against the wall, closing his eyes and trying to control his breathing. She followed him out, feeling as though the bottom had dropped out of her stomach. He didn't want her.
He realized she was next to him and he turned his head, tears in his eyes. Tama faced him in the doorway and saw the look of sorrow on his face. She was naked, and she saw his eyes travel up and down her body before he looked back at her face.
"I understand." She whispered. "I'm spoiled goods. I am sorry." And she turned to go back in the room. He caught her before she had gone two steps. He picked her up and looked her in the eye, holding her by the waist. She stared back at him, nostrils flaring in a fear response. She wiggled a little, wanting down, but he held her tight.
"Did you mean that? You aren't playing a game to get me in your bed?"
She shook her head, speechless. He took a deep breath and closed his eyes, his jaw working as though he were searching for words. 
"Oh, god." He finally managed. "Oh, god."
He pulled her tight and kissed her fervently. She was stiff for just a moment, and then she wrapped her arms and legs around him. She returned his kisses with interest, joy blooming in her once again. He broke contact. 
"Tam. I can't..." He fumbled for words, frustrated. "I can't take advantage of you. You are walking wounded and you'll regret this in the morning."
She shook her head, fresh tears spilling down her cheeks. He leaned his forehead against hers and whispered. "Let me do this right. I want to do it right for you, and that means waiting a little."
"What if we die tomorrow?" She whispered back, her legs still locked around his waist. 
"Then you'll have this..." And he kissed her deeply, until her entire body was shuddering. "To have as your last memory of me." 
He set her down on the bed and she noted that he tried very hard not to look at her as he pulled the blanket back over her and tucked her in. He bent and kissed her forehead and whispered "Sweet dreams. Get some sleep."
In the morning she felt much better. Marc was a hollow horror now, banished by a sweeter knowledge. She withstood the fitting of the flightsuit with equanimity. Once kitted out, Pat helped her outdoors and stood with her while they waited for the truck. 
"Are you ready for this?" He asked. 
"Yes. I need to finish it. I can't live under his shadow anymore." She smiled at him.
He smiled back. "You must have had a good night's sleep. You look much more peaceful today."
"I had a nightmare," she confessed, feeling like he was an older brother, not someone she barely knew. "But then Ben came in and we - I kissed him. It helped a lot."
"Oh."
"Marc told me often." she continued calmly, looking out over the green fields, "That no-one would want me after he was through with me. Ben showed me otherwise last night."
"I see.”
“No, you don’t. You’re thinking we did more than that, and we didn’t.” Tama didn’t look at him. She’d taken a while to realize why Ben had done the right thing, but she didn’t want Pat to think less of either of them. 
Pat took a deep breath, and then let it out slowly. “I don’t think I understand that at all. You’re… You aren’t afraid of men, I’d already figured that out. But why?”
“I thought it was what I was supposed to do. And he’s too much of a gentleman to hurt me.” Tama turned and looked at Pat now. She wasn’t surprised to find him looking at her, frowning a little. “It’s complicated.” 
“You’re complicated.” He told her, shaking his head a little. “I…” He stopped. Just
Take care of my best friend up there, won't you?"
"Yes, of course!" and she pulled his head down and kissed him on the cheek. "Keep in touch, ok?"
He laughed. "See you soon, young lady!"
He helped lift her into the truck. The flightsuits were not very flexible, so they would have to wiggle out of them themselves to go after Marc, but for now they had help. Ben was already in the back of the truck, and he hooked an arm around her waist to steady her as they rattled toward the fighter. Tama leaned on his shoulder with a quiet sigh.
As they were helping him into the fighter, with her running through the checklists, she got her first good look at him.
"Ben, is that..." she exclaimed.
"Unpowered armor? Yes, indeedy." He patted his torso with a grin. "It'll be a pain to fly in, but it might come in handy."
"Why exactly..."
He interrupted her again, his natural exuberance showing now that he was on his way to do something. "Space Marines training on Earth, of course. What do you think the military did around here?"
She switched on the intercom and gestured for the canopy to be closed and the craft cleared. With the whine of the drive powering up beneath them, she shouted back "Pretty much what most planets do... Play a lot of games!"
"Nope. We are much in demand for quite a radius in the warp to fight pirates and train people to do it." She could hear the pride in his voice. 
She powered up to full and they began to move. She heard him gasp as the vibration increased. She chuckled deep in her throat, and called over the intercom, "nothing like that fission rocket between your legs, is there, marine?"
She engaged flight controls and caroled back to him. "Hold onto your balls, lover, here - we  - go!"
By the end of her sentence they had leapt to a thousand feet above the field and were climbing like a cat up a tree with a dog on her tail. Tama whooped with joy at the almost forgotten sensations. 
Ben yelled, "Do you know what you are doing!?"
"Two minutes to black sky!" She almost screamed over the roar of the rocket. 
The colony ship was actually visible to the naked eye when they broke free of the atmosphere. It was a tiny gleam of silver, almost like a floating drop of mercury. Tama switched smoothly to vacuum controls and swooped toward it, using all the power she could spare.
"You know," she asked Ben when she had time to think again, "it only now occurs to me to wonder why you didn't use this ship to get everyone off-planet."
"The drive is inoperable. They barely made it through warp. Scared Mawmaw to death. She never would leave planetside again. It was slated for deconstruction in another five years or so." He sounded a little out of breath, but otherwise unruffled. Tama grinned, unseen by him. He went on, "We seem to be in an awful hurry."
"Yes, we are. I want to get there quick in case he's actually watching his screens, and also, the less time we spend out here where all the little rocks are flying around, the better!"
She could see the boat bays now, as the massive ship loomed in front of them, and she slid through the nothingness of space with an expert touch on the thrusters. 
"I have missed this." she whispered. She didn't know if Ben heard, but he didn't reply. She lined them up with the bay where the lifeboat was docked, and perched the tiny fighter next to it. Fumbling with her helmet, she checked in with her passenger.
"Ready?"
"Yes, ma'am."
"Popping canopy." She had trained for this, but never done it, as most of her racing had been done to shielded boat bays with an atmosphere inside the shield. There was a hiss, but fortunately not from the helmet. 
She started to pull herself out, careful in the lack of gravity not to become entangled with her controls, and felt Ben's hands under her arms, assisting. They did not talk, maintaining radio silence in case Marc had seen them come in.
There was no movement by the airlocks. Ben carried the satchel with weapons in it as they propelled themselves toward the nearest one. Peering in, they saw that the lights were on. She touched her helmet to his. 
"He has power, then. I'll check engineering and life support."
"And I'll take the bridge and cabins."
She shed her flightsuit as soon as the pressure in the lock equalized, and gravely accepted the plasma lance he handed her. It was a bit big for her to use, but it would do the trick without puncturing anything vital like the outer skin of the ship.
"Right." he said absently, his eyes already scanning the corridors. She nodded back and began to run soundlessly in her skinsuit and bare feet. The light atmosphere of the ship beat at her ears, and she felt a chill that had nothing to do with the temperature. 
He wasn't in the Engineering compartment. She crept cautiously through it for several minutes, growing tenser and tenser with every place she checked. The ship was almost silent. At least that meant Ben hadn't found him yet, either.
Next, Life Support. A warren of scrubbers and fans. She let her breath puff out in a soundless sigh. Onward. Her mind was working overtime, wondering if he had seen them coming and was setting an ambush. Would he have armed himself? She forced herself back into concentration on the task at hand.
She found him there, in the main room, bent over the console typing commands into it. He'd never even known they were coming, she realized. There was a problem with something, and he had hyper focused on fixing it. Tama stood still, scanning the compartment for the girl, but she must be elsewhere. She swung the lance up and cleared her throat.
He jumped violently, almost falling in the light gravity. As he spun around to face her, she was gratified to see the look of fear on his face at the sight of her. Or at least, her and the large bore of the weapon she had pointed at him.
"Hey, Tama! What are you doing here and what is that thing?"
"Back up." Tama hardly recognized her own voice. It came out harsh and grating to her ears. She was afraid to listen to him. So many, many times he had persuaded her to keep on doing just what he wanted, until she felt like an extension of him, her own self washed away in the flood of his personality. He paled still further.
"Hey, Tama! I came back for you, honey." He fluttered his hands at his sides. 
"No." She continued towards him, one slow step at a time, and he continued to back up. He hit the wall, and pressed himself flat against it. She wondered why he wasn't talking more.
"What are you going to do?" He asked.
"Take you down with us to the planet. There are some people down there who'd like to talk to you." her voice still sounded rusty to her ears.
"Ok, you know the girl wasn't my idea. I was coming for you, baby. She just wanted to come home..." he shrugged, and Tama stared at him, open mouthed. He thought he could talk his way out of it, she realized. One of the things she’d discovered was that if she listened to him long enough, she started to wonder if she was crazy. Was she imagining things? She shivered. The worst part was when you stopped trusting yourself. 
"Have you always liked them young?" she asked conversationally. Her voice sounded normal again, she noted.
He blinked in surprise at her, then sneered. "You're the one to talk, obsessed with older men. You couldn't lay your dad, so you picked me up."
Tama felt like vomiting. She hadn't been the one who had held her down... She shut off the train of thought, vowing she wouldn't remember that, panting slightly. She wasn't going to let him walk away from this, she realized. She gestured to one side with the lance and told him to move. He crabwalked along the wall, alternating between terror and sneers. She stopped him when he had his back to the airlock.
He glanced over his shoulder at it, and then at her. “You won’t shoot me. And you’re not going to space me.” Marc snapped forward, off the wall, coming at her faster than she could anticipate. 
He almost got her. Even a hand on the barrel of the lance would have been enough. But Tama, who had spent years crawling under machines and into tight spaces, had learned how to take a tumble. She threw herself to one side, tucking the lance close while she rolled on her shoulders and bounced back to her feet, firing as she came up. 
She wasn’t aiming, and it didn’t come close to him. But the eye-searing blast convinced him she wasn’t playing a game. He leapt back, losing the ground he’d gained in his rush at her. 
"In." she commanded. It was a strain to hold the big lance one-handed while she slammed her palm against the airlock's emergency button, but she managed. 
Babbling wordlessly now, no more sneers, he balked at first, but as she took a step toward him he backed all the way in. 
"It's cold in here!" he called in a high, whining voice. She had never heard that tone from him before. He seemed to deflate before her eyes, and she realized she should have backed him down long ago, before he could destroy her honor, her soul.
She smiled for the first time. "Not as cold as it will be." As she spoke she dropped the muzzle and hit the button again. 
The doors slid shut on his scream, but she could hear the thuds of his fists on the door for a moment, until the lock cycled.
Tama dropped to her knees, shaking, leaning on the lance. Ben cleared his throat behind her and she startled. Turning, she saw the gentle smile on his lips, and the sleeping girl cradled in his arms.
"How is she?" Tama whispered.
"Fine. He hadn't touched her, just frightened her. She fell asleep as soon as I started to carry her to the boat bay, and then I heard you in here."
She nodded. Her shakes seemed to be stopping.  She cleared her throat.
"How - how long have you been there?
"Long enough. Tama..." he bit his lip. "There are some things no one needs to see, or know about, and I think you have seen too many things."
She nodded jerkily, feeling the darkness sucking at her mind. She would not remember...
"Can you get up?" he asked.
"Yes."
She staggered to her feet, feeling incredibly ancient suddenly. The last hour and especially the last few minutes had taken years off her life, she was sure. She followed Ben down the long corridor to the tube for the lifeboat. 
He strapped the sleeping child into a couch and turned to the silent Tama. She looked up at him, feeling numb inside. He still had that smile on his face, and suddenly she wondered why.
Ben wrapped his arms around her and held her as she started to cry.
"I'm proud of you." he told her. "Both for doing it, and for regretting doing it."
"Thanks." she managed. "Give me a minute... all I seem to do is cry on you. I'm sorry."
He grinned. "You have a long time to make up for it. Ready to fly?"
"You bet." She felt her heart starting to lift. Life in a world where people loved her again was going to be good. "Let's go home." 
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Voyageur’s Cap
Duty was neither to be entered upon lightly, nor to be worn as a badge of honor. Yet even in her short life, Liatris had seen both. Had done the first, as a matter of fact. Which was arguably what had led her to this forgotten backwater. She liked backwaters. Had grown up in one, chosen another to spend most of her adult life in. But this one... this one gave her the shudders. She squared her shoulders yet again, heaven forbid a Voyageur of the Hudson’s Bay Company show ought less than a bold countenance. Lifting a clenched fist, she prepared to knock at the door, only to be surprised as it swung open. 
Liatris put a hand on the holster at her hip, fingering the worn leather, but not yet pulling her weapon. "Hello?" she called, pitching her voice to carry without too great a volume.
"Anyone home?"
No answer came from within, and from the scents swirling about her on the air from the house, she thought no-one had lived her for quite some time. Duty bound, she stepped into the tenement hall.  The stillness in the air was almost complete, although Lia thought she saw and felt the ghostly movement of rodents feeling in each room as she wound her way through the rooms in a circle ending back at the door. 
None within. Dusty furniture and littered floors spoke of residents at some lost date. Duty had not driven Lia to inspect the food chiller. She was unwilling to inflict that on her nose. She hesitated at the threshold weighing duty. Was her long journey balanced by this empty place where her quarry ought to have been? She sighed and pulled the door closed behind her. Overhead, rain drummed on the dome and green lightning tore through the mineral-laced atmosphere that had brought humans to this planet. A whole planet, and all the men on it packed into this squalid place. Her nose wrinkled as she looked around. Narrow streets dominated with towering tenements, each floor an apartment unto itself, accessed by grav elevators. Many of them, she had been told, could only be accessed by the previous owner's DNA, a design flaw that had left landlords gnashing their teeth when renters refused to leave or to pay rent. 
Lia pulled her toque back onto her head, affixing that badge of her status and livelihood firmly. Even in this misbegotten place, the voyageur's cap would be recognized and respected. She set out for the nearest bar. She knew it wouldn't be far. Every settlement on every planet in the known galaxy had at least one bar, and her rule of thumb was that the more poor and miserable the place, the more bars there would be. Her only criteria was, where would the widow of a spaceman hang out? 
It took her three bars and a few quiet questions of bouncers and barmaids to find the place. It took her longer to find the woman slouched at a table, half lying on the bench. The woman's face was blotched and purpled with her drinking, and Lia almost didn't recognize her from the photo feed Daz had always been streaming. Lia stood at the foot of the table for a few moments, frowning down sternly at the sodden female. 
"Angel? Angel R'driz?" she finally asked loud enough to cut through the truly awful sounds that the sound system was projecting in the guise of music. 
"Yeah? Who wanna know?" The woman levered herself upright and peered blearily at the slender apparition who had spoken to her. She saw a petite female dressed in soft trousers and a blousy white shirt that partially hid the round breasts. But what made her eyes widen and then narrow in speculation was the red hat the girl wore. 
"You're a v'ger. Voy-ager." she tried again. 
"Yes, ma'am." Lia replied politely. 
"M'husband was a v'ger."
"Yes, I know." Lia sighed inwardly. The woman wasn't belligerent, but she wasn't all there, either. "I served with him on his last ship."
"You see him die?" the harridan demanded. 
Lia shook her head slightly. "No. I helped bury him after..." she decided not to give the details to the drunken woman. 
Angel stared down at the table, seemingly lost in thought. Lia waited patiently. Soon enough, the bloodshot eyes swung back to her. "Why 're you here?"
"Daz had left something with me."
The eyes brightened. "Money?"
Lia shook her head again. "No, a voucher." She held it out now, pulled seemingly from thin air, but in reality it had been strapped to her forearm along with another of her weapons. Angel snatched it and held it close to her face, puzzling over the words. 
"This's for the girl." She finally announced, handing it back to Lia. Nonplussed, Lia took it. 
"Yes, it is for his daughter."
"She's not here."
"Where is she?"
"Work, hopefully." Angel sniffed suddenly. "Damn Daz, dying like that."
She put her head down on the table and began to sob noisily. Lia backed away from this display of emotion and turned to the bartender who had pointed her in Angel's direction not that long before. 
"Do you know where her daughter works?" she asked. He shrugged and swiped at the bar. She grunted and slid a coin to him. 
He grinned briefly, a flash of white teeth through the smoke and dim lighting. "Happen to be in the kitchen. She helps out, pays for Mam's beer." He jerked a shoulder in the direction of a hidden door. 
Lia opened the door cautiously, unsure what she would find. The crowded room beyond was typical of many commercial kitchens. More brightly lit than the bar, it was surprisingly clean and gleamed of stainless steel and white tile. There was little room between the counters, but the floor didn't stick to Lia's boots as she walked across it. She found the girl, one of only three in the kitchen, around the corner bent over a cutting board. Lia stopped short and stared. 
She knew the child had to be Daz's daughter, the other cooks were small, swarthy men who spared her a brief glance before continuing their frenetic work. But the girl was wearing a dushabi, the enveloping head cover of the militant H'lallah and she was very sure that Daz had not belonged to that violent religious persuasion. Lia had had unpleasant encounters with them, herself. Suddenly duty was very heavy on her shoulders. The child wore the head cover pulled up to her nose, even here in the sweltering kitchen. The dark blue fabric draped down her back, covering her hair completely. Oddly, she wore ordinary street clothes for the rest of her costume.
Lia cleared her throat. The girl looked around, and then stood up straight and faced her. "You were with Da."
Lia nodded. All she could see was a pair of emerald green eyes. "He asked me to find you, should anything happen to him, and to give you this."
She held out the voucher. Unlike Angel, the girl hesitated before slowly taking the card and reading it. She looked up at Lia. "My name is Serene. I suppose we will be getting to know one another."
One of the men appeared at Lia's elbow. "You ok, meija?" he asked Serene with a sideways glare at the older woman. 
"Yes, of course. This lady served with my father in the Voyageurs."
"Ah! and now?"
Serene sighed. "I need to go with her, Ruez. My father has left me an education. I am sorry I will not be able to help you."
"No, no..." he waved her concerns away and hugged her incongruously. "Child, you are not meant for the kitchen. Go with God and be blessed." he finished with making the sign of the cross over her face, something Lia found highly ironic considering what Serene was wearing. 
She turned to Lia. "We can go now."
Lia arched her eyebrows in surprise. "You don't need to gather your things? Go to your home, say good bye to your mother?"
Serene shook her head. "Ma will only scream and cry at me. She spends most of my pay. I have a bag here. I thought this was coming, and I'm ready."
"Daz spoke to you about it."
"He told me that he wanted me to get an education. That was why he joined the Voyageurs. When I received notice of his death, with his personal message, I know someone would be coming."
They were headed in the opposite direction of the bar, into a crowded restaurant. The kitchen must serve both, Lia realized. Serene carried her sack over her shoulder, and Lia carried the small bag Ruez had pressed into her hands as they left. From the smell, it was to be dinner for her and her charge. 
Once on the street, Serene faltered. "Where do we go now?" she started.
Lia pointed to the side of the dome where the spaceport connected to the wild atmosphere outside. You couldn't see the towering space tower through the smog and darkness of the oncoming night. "Do you want to linger, or shall we fly?"
Serene's eyes lit up. "We can leave tonight?"
Lia grinned. "You want to stay here?"
"No. No, I don't!"
As they walked to a monorail stop, Lia contemplated the enigma of the child walking beside her. Why the head covering? She didn't have the name, or the background, that would ordinarily accompany such garb. Was the girl infected with spore? She shuddered a little. The nasty disease started with the parasitic spore of a certain plant that attached to skin, and started to eat away at it. It was contagious as hell, and had spread to most of the known worlds. It could be cured, usually by cutting away enough flesh to remove the spore, but Lia had seen people too poor or too far from civilization to have been treated. They evoked the ancient disease of leprosy. 
Lia herself was wearing an electronic mesh in all her clothing that warded off the spores, which were attracted to the electrical impulses of the human nervous system. The mesh damped out the signal and simultaneously emitted a low-level impulse that destroyed the spore. The voyageur's cap, an ancient symbol of the bold adventurer, had come back into fashion a half millennia ago as part of the head-to-toe system. 
They boarded the train in silence, Lia paying their fare. Her expenses in this mission of duty were covered by the Company. She doubted Serene had been able to squirrel away much from her mother's grasping hands. She broke the silence. 
"You speak well."
"I didn't want to be marked by my speech as being from Copper. Or from anywhere. I wanted to be able to leave this behind and never come back."
Lia looked across at her all but invisible companion. It was hard to read the child under the coverings. With only a pair of green eyes to go on, Lia wasn't sure of the mettle of Serene. All she knew was that the girl was sixteen standards old, and had apparently never been off Copper. By the time Lia was sixteen she had seen as many worlds, but then again, both of her parents had been HBC. Lia had never lived in one place longer than four years in a stretch. It made finding a place to call "home" difficult. Serene seemed eager enough to leave this place, and Lia didn't blame her, but she did wonder how the girl would deal with new worlds and new people if she had chosen to hide herself so well even on this, her home.
The train jerked to a halt and Lia stood easily while the girl struggled with her bag and the motion of the still swaying train. Lia led the way still in silence. She had a lot of questions, but this was not the time to ask them. They stepped out into the port, a separate bubble from the enormous dome where Serene had grown up, the only enclave of humans on this desolate world. Lia looked at it through her companion's eyes and saw that the tone of life was different here. People moved about them with purpose, enormous crawler loads of ore dwarfed the humans that guided them to the even larger cargo shuttles resting awkwardly on the tarmac. Here there was a sense of urgency and drive that was utterly lacking in the city. 
"Come along," she told the girl, turning and heading toward the customs building. "We need to get you your papers."
"I have my papers." the girl told her in a bewildered voice. 
"No, you don't. You need to be certified fit to travel, you know. And I won't have your Ma coming after me on a charge of kidnapping." 
They entered the low building - a rarity on Copper, Lia realized now. The lobby was relatively empty, but behind the glass window of reception perched a wizened old lady. She looked up sharply at them and inquired in a gravelly voice, "What have you found, Voyageur?"
"My charge is Serene R'duez, child of Daz R'duez, late of the Company."
"Ah, so you did find her. Good, good." She came around the glass to scrutinize Serene. "Don't flinch, child, I shan't bite. Hard to see much of you, anyway. Come along." she commanded, echoing Lia earlier. 
Left alone, Lia settled onto one of the uncomfortable waiting room chairs and closed her eyes. She had long learned the trick of seeming asleep while remaining aware of her surroundings. She knew Jane would take good care of the child, the old lady had been a clerk with the Company for fifty Standards before retiring here, of all places. Lia shrugged. People were strange. 
She heard them coming down the hall and was standing waiting for them when they entered the lobby. 
"All well?" she asked Jane. 
"Just peachy. Nothing wrong with her that getting off this mudball won't cure." She handed Lia the card that was now encoded with Serene's traveling permissions. "Go on now, you too, before things catch up with you."
"Nothing's chasing us." Serene protested.
"Something is always after a voyageur." The old lady replied firmly with her depth of experience. 
"We do need to go. I'm guessing Ruez will stall your mother to the end of your shift, but after that?" Lia shrugged. 
"I'm ready."
Back out into the metallic scented air of the port, Lia guided them around to the left of the building to where the smaller shuttles where docked. Her ship was there. A Scout needed no shuttle, being perfectly capable of landing and lifting off a planet under it's own power. It also wasn't much larger than the shuttles it was next to. "There we are." Lia pointed with pride.
Serene's eyes widened. "That little thing?"
"Yep, and I'm glad there aren't two of you."
The door swung open, and Lia jumped easily into the lock. Serene followed more slowly, and Lia waited until she was all in before triggering the door to close again. She faced the girl, still in the hallway by the lock. "Off with it, now."
"Wh-what?"
Impatiently, Lia flicked her fingers. "Off. The headdress. I know you aren't H'llalah. Jane would have let me know if it were Spore. So why do you wear that disgusting thing?"
Reluctantly, Serene started to unwrap the cloths. "Da told me to wear it last time I was home."
Lia snorted. "Well, I know he wasn't part of that dishonorable group."
"No," muffled still in the clinging garment, Serene finally pulled it completely off. "It was to protect me."
Lia sighed. Her charge was stunningly beautiful. The perfect emerald eyes set off a creamy complexion that was a shade darker, perhaps, than the milky white skin most redheads had. Serene's long red hair was braided and wrapped in a crown on her head. Her oval face was flawless, and now that Lia could see all of her, she understood Daz's concern. On Copper, Serene's beauty would have led to her mother treating it as a commodity. 
"So how long have you been hiding under that thing?" she flicked her fingers toward the now shapeless cloth. 
"About four years. Haven't had my face uncovered even to eat. I'd sleep with it partially on and my door locked. Times I felt like I couldn't breathe, but I didn't dare take it off, or Ma would see me..." The words came pouring out of her and she dropped the cloth on the floor. "Do I have to wear it again?"
Lia shook her head emphatically. "Never."
Serene sighed. "Thank you."
Lia eyed her critically. She could see the stress on that too lovely face now. 
"I think you should get some sleep."
"Aren't we lifting?"
"Yes, but no reason you can't get some rest."
"It's my first lift..." Serene looked the twelve she would have been when her father sent her into purdah. 
Lia sighed again, then chuckled. She had a feeling she would be sighing a lot on this journey. "Come along."
She got Serene strapped in and sat at the pilot's station herself. On a populated planet, lift was as easy as pressing a few buttons and letting the computers do the work, but her training left her uncomfortable with utterly relying on this method. She was a scout pilot, trained to land unaided on worlds men had never set foot on before. 
She watched the displays until they were well into orbit, and then looked over at Serene. 
The girl's face was glowing with joy. 
Lia grinned. "Whee!" she laughed. "I suppose I get too used to it."
"That was amazing."
Lia chuckled again. "You'll get used to it, but for now, bed."
She showed Serene to the tiny bunk-room with its folding bed and pull out desk.
 "We share a 'fresher. But these ships are designed to carry two without them driving each other crazy."
The girl put her sacks into the cubbies and stretched out on to the bed. Lia thought she was asleep before her eyes closed fully. The older woman pulled a blanket over her and went out quietly. 
 
########
 
Serene awoke to a peculiar vibration and lay for a moment wondering what it could be before she remembered where she was. She ran her hands over her bare face. It felt...odd, not to have her covering. She sat up and tried to remember how to put the bed back. Failing that, she folded her blanket neatly. In the controlled environment of the ship, she didn't need it, but it felt strange to sleep without it. Which the Scout must have known. Serene smiled. She had finally met a scout. 
Her childhood had been full of stories about those adventurous personages. First on a planet, called on in emergencies, trained to survive and even thrive in any situation. Her father hadn't been one, and when she had asked him why not, he'd laughed a ruffled her hair. 
"Too old, too slow. I get out there with the Company and that's enough for this man. I don't need to be on the pointy end of the stick."
“But what are they like, Da?”
“Fast, sometimes, when things need doing. Other times it’s like watching a tortoise move when caution is needed. Always smartest folk around. You meet one, you can trust ‘em, Sera.”
Sera sighed. She hadn’t known her Da all that well, considering, but he loomed largest in her life with her mother what she was. Her Da was gone... Sera cried a little for the first time since she’d gotten the news. This was what she had always wanted, to leave Copper, but it was supposed to have been with him. He’d promised to come get her on her emancipation day, but instead a year early had come the death notice. And just a few weeks later, this remarkable scout. 
Serene pulled open the door and heard voices. Frowning, she went to the piloting room. Lia was sitting at her board talking to a disembodied male voice. 
"I know you are on a retrieval run." the man said evenly. "But you are the closest Scout we have to Belandir."
"I have a child aboard, Gerry."
"She's sixteen Standard and bound for Hudson Bay. A little experience will be good for her."
During the seconds long lags in their speech - even faster than light took a little time - Serene considered that they were talking about her, and they needed Lia to investigate something. She stepped all the way into the room and cleared her throat. Lia looked over her shoulder, doing the brow-raising thing again.
"I'll be good and stay out of your way." Serene offered. 
Lia sighed. She turned back to the screens. "Gerry, we'll do it. It'll give her a story to tell at the Academy, if nothing else."
"That's my girl,” the voice boomed out into the cabin a moment later. "Belandir with all speed if you please. I have the details beamed into your computer already. Report in a week. Gerrivale out."
"Liatris out."
She swiveled to look at the girl. "Nothing heroic, Sera. Just checking on a derelict."
Serene beamed. Lia calling her by a nickname must be a good sign. "I would rather not have anything heroic. What is the Academy like? And Hudson Bay? How many students are there? Do you think I could become a Scout?"
Lia raised both eyebrows at the onslaught of questions. "Let's go to the breakfast nook and I'll fill you in."
On their way down the hall Lia told her that it was also the lunch nook and the dinner nook. "Not a lot of room on this ship. We'll be a week in transit to Belandir, and in each other's hair the whole time."
Reminded, Sera put her hands to her head, grimacing at the fuzzy mess she could feel there. "I wish I could keep my hair like yours." she gave Lia's wavy crop an envious glance. 
 
#######
 
"Why not?" Lia eyed the redhead. Her braids were loose and soft strands curled around her face. Even disheveled she was lovely. This girl was going to be walking dynamite at the Academy. 
"Da asked me not to cut it."
"Ah. Perhaps in time." Lia thought she knew what Sera was feeling - that her hair was a last connection to her dead father. "But for now, I can help you put it to rights if you need."
"No, I will. I've always done it myself."
"Of course. After breakfast."
They had scrambled eggs and toast. "The computer can't mess these up too badly."
"The computer?"
"Yep. Everything on board is made up by the computer, drawing on the raw materials we load at port, and by regenerating some waste materials, although most of that we sell at port for agricultural purposes." 
Sera puzzled over that for a moment and then wrinkled her nose. "Ew. I didn't know that. On Copper, we grew all the food in the Aquaculture area."
Lia nodded. "Not many planets are that limited, though. Wait until you get to Hudson Bay and taste real beef and ground-grown vegetables. Hydroponics grow a great lettuce or strawberry, but they fail miserably at carrots or beets."
"It should be...interesting to try."
"Many things will be that. You'll do all right. School is hard, as it should be. But the students will become friends and later colleagues and that will be a joy."
"Do you still keep in touch with your classmates?"
"Yes, I'm a scout and often alone and I like that, but I also like getting together with friends when I can, and sometimes I work a mission with them." Like the one your father died on, she thought but didn't say aloud to Sera. 
"What does a scout do?"
Lia laughed. "A little bit of everything, really. You know the history of the Company, right?"
"Sera nodded. "It used to be on Old Earth, and it was explorers and traders who went out into the unknown and brought back new things along with known commodities."
"That's the company line, all right. The planet Hudson Bay was founded by a group of people that idealized the original Hudson’s Bay Company, and now we are explorers, traders, Xenobiologists, something like the legendary Mounties, ambassadors of humanity, and pretty much whatever our mission requires of us. When the Spore shut down trade a millenia ago, it was the HBC that first figured out how to ward it off, so we had the head start in restarting space exploration. In outlying galactic reaches, a Voyageur is usually the first on-scene when bad things happen. Hence our current mission. Which I am going to study now, while you brush out that rat's nest on your head." 
Sera left for her hairbrush, and Lia pulled up the download Gerry had sent her. Frowning, she read that a large capacity cargo carrier had been discovered in orbit around Belandir, its distress signal bleating, but no one at all onboard. There were no signals emitting from the planet below, although a grainy image of what Lia thought was a shuttle in a clearing was included with the file. Cautiously, the local Navy ship (six men in a corvette, she guessed with amusement) had declined to descend to the planetary surface and had instead put out the call to the HBC, which in its wisdom had fallen upon her as the closest Scout to the planet nicknamed the "Blender.” She (and her charge, she thought with yet another sigh) was to proceed to Gavan and interview the crew of the Naval vessel, and then to Belandir for a full assessment and report. 
It took two days to arrive in Port at Gavan. Sera sucked Lia dry of stories about her father. Lia hadn’t known him well, either, they had only served on two missions together, but she filled in details of a Voyageur’s daily life. When she ran out of those, she started in on the people Sera would meet at school. Copper was not the most... diverse planet. Sera was spellbound at the thumbnail sketches of different cultures. 
 Lia hid her amusement well at the discovery that it had been four men, a woman, and a cat aboard a corvette. The captain, very young by any Navy's standards, had stammered and blushed at her questions. 
"We didn't have the equipment to run any tests, you see." He started to apologize for not landing on Belandir. 
Lia waved that away. "You did the right thing. Protecting your crew was a wise decision, as there were no emissions to lead you to believe anyone is even still alive down there. I'm surprised you even boarded the cargo ship."
"Well, we could tell there were no life signs."
"There could have been lingering pathogens."
He blanched. He obviously hadn't thought of that. "There weren't any bodies."
She nodded. She'd known that from his report, but she wanted him to think next time. "No, and none of you have gotten sick. There would have been at least a dozen people on that ship. Did you find any clues?"
He shook his head. "No, ma'am. No records even of why they were at Blender, let alone where they had gone."
"Thank you, Captain." she dismissed him gracefully. 
While Lia was on the space station, Sera stayed aboard their ship. She was very glad to not have to be seen. Until they had docked at Gavan, she hadn't thought about what it would be like to appear with a naked face in public. Lia had just raised her eyebrow in a silent query when she opened the hatch, and Sera had backed up into the nook, hastily saying she needed to study. Lia had given her a reading list to help get her ready for the Academy. 
 
##########
 
She sighed after Lia left. "Sera, you are a coward."
She pulled up the screen to study - Astrogation for beginners - and stared blankly at it. If she couldn't even go into the space station with Lia, how was she going to manage all alone at the Academy? 
Lia found her still at the screen when she came back aboard. "Buckle up, Sera!" she called laughingly as she swung through the hatch.
"Coming, Lia." 
Sera folded into the acceleration chair and fastened herself in. Lia, she was learning, liked to do things fast. Lia was already at the piloting board, fingers flying as she set course. 
"Off to the Blender. Didn't learn much here, except that the corvette crew is still alive, and now I'm as mystified as they are. Seems that there aren't any log entries for a week before they actually reached Blender. The computer shows navigational changes. Someone manually set course for the Blender, but they didn't enter why."
Sera didn't comment until they had lifted. She still felt breathless during lift, although Lia could and would keep right on talking through the pressures. "What are we going to do on Blender, then, if there was nothing to find aboard the ship?"
"Well, I have instrumentation they didn't have. And we will be taking a much closer look at the shuttle that landed. It would have had to take at least two trips to land all the crew, if indeed they were all taken down to the surface in it."
"But there were no bodies aboard?"
"No, not on the ship."
Sera shivered. The thought of being dropped into space scared her. Even if they had been dead, it was still a shuddery thought. She changed the subject. 
"Lia, I'm not sure about, when I go to school..." she stumbled awkwardly to a stop.
"It won't be easy for you, it isn't easy for most cadets."
"But I'm not used to my face."
"Ah. You liked having a shield to hide behind."
"I never thought of it that way, but yes."
"Well, practice in front of a mirror. Use your expressions to shield your thoughts."
"I'll try." Sera said dubiously. 
 
############
 
Lia changed tacks with Sera during the trip to the Blender. She ran tests to see what the child knew and had her poking through the guts of the ship until Sera could troubleshoot most common problems... in short, she kept the girl too busy to worry about what they would find aboard the abandoned ship, or how her arrival at school would go. 
Lia herself researched the known ghost ships in the last hundred years or so. Centuries before Terra had sprung off planet into the starry void, a sailing ship named the Mary Celeste had been found abandoned. Legends of ghost ships had sprung up here and there ever since. 
Late one night she leaned back and yawned. Then she frowned ferociously at the computer as it graphed out the results of her research. There was a sharp spike in the number and frequency of ghosts in this sector of the galaxy in the last ten years. Yes, that meant... she checked, nine ships found drifting near a planet, lifeless. Not a lot, no, compared to the millions that plied the spaceways trading with far-flung settlements, but enough to be a concern. 
She yawned again and sent the report to Gerry. Pirates, or insurance fraud, or something more suspicious, they would raise the Blender in the morning, and that meant hard physical evidence, something she felt better about. 
The morning brought the final short jump through foldspace into the system as close to Belandir as Lia cared to emerge in an unknown planetary system.  It took them six hours to crawl close enough to the planet to begin looking for the other ship. Once they had the emitter locked in, finding it wasn’t difficult as the computer triangulated and guided them. 
“What if the locater stopped working?” Sera asked. 
“We’d probably never find it. As large as that ship is, it’s tiny in space. It would just circle that planet until the stars went cold.”
Sera shuddered. “I don’t know if I’d want to travel alone out here.”
“It’s something many people don’t want to do. You create your own little universe aboard a ship, with friends and family with you. One person alone can’t do that, quite. I like the feeling of being a part of the universe, coming around corners and seeing things no one else may ever have seen. My ancestors back on Earth were like that. They took off from Society and rambled into a world they were the only ones got to see, until Settlers followed them.”
Lia lapsed into silence as she studied their quarry. The bulky cargo container glittered ahead in the starlight, to Lia’s eye evident that the ship was abandoned, as it orbited with an awkward spiral motion. A live captain would never have kept that course. Humanity lived to exert order on its surroundings, and few captains allowed eccentric orbits. 
They docked with the ship after a leisurely lunch. Sera made them a salad with some fresh fruit Lia had picked up while on Gavan. Sera was jittery, and Lia calm. Lia hoped that calm would keep the girl from worrying too much while Lia was aboard the ghost ship. 
Lia donned her form-fitting space suit before entering the airlock. An almost tearful Sera seized her in a hug. “Be safe.” she begged. 
“I’ll be fine, child. Nothing can get through this suit.” Short a weapon, she thought but did not vocalize. 
The ship itself was almost an anticlimax. No dust could settle here, in a place where the only atmosphere was measured in cubic feet, not miles. The corridors were worn, but clean. The ship’s bridge was dim and quiet. She accessed the log and listened to a quiet, bored monotone as the captain recited the days. There had been ten aboard, not a dozen as she’d originally speculated. The captain and his wife and child, and seven crew members. Nothing out of the ordinary was mentioned in the first ten days of the trip. On the eleventh entry, the day after they had departed Gavan, she thought the voice seemed more animated than it had been, although the captain simply reported three successful micro jumps. 
“All is well and well good enough!” the captain babbled. Lia looked at the video image of his face. Young enough, with a full, neatly trimmed beard that bespoke a colonial planet origin. “Headed for Princeton, planet named for a college or university or some such thing. Mary, what is the difference between those?” He looked towards someone offscreen. Lia guessed his wife. She also thought he must be high. She enhanced the image until she could see his eyes, and the dilated tell-tale pupils. 
Checking the course computer, then the log entry, she sat back in the Captain’s chair with a long sigh. The kids from Gavan, spooked, hadn’t caught this. The log said one thing, the computer another. While the Captain, drugged off his head from the sounds of it, cheerfully thought they were traveling to Princeton, the computer reported the course change toward Belandir. 
She listened to the next two days. The cheerful tone and inaccurate reports didn’t change. The computer told a different tale as they made orbit around the Blender while the captain blithered about another jump taken well. He fell silent as though it were only done for the day, and there was no more, although the computer reported another 36 hours before the shuttle left, returned, and left again never to return. That had been three weeks ago. 
Lia burned a record of both the log and the computer to a chip and stood up slowly, feeling decades older than when she had sat down. She made her way to the living quarters. Nothing obvious was missing, she found. Clothes and toiletries still hung on hooks and lay on shelves. She found the ship’s cat curled up on the first mate’s bunk, stiff and cold. She touched it gingerly with her gloved fingers. It was skin and bones, starved after the crew disappeared. 
Saddened, she went into one more compartment before returning to the scout ship. The object she was looking for was exactly where it should be, the crew either hadn’t known to look there. Perhaps, mercifully, they had never known anything was wrong. 
She started back to her ship, evidence bags sealed and stowed. The decontamination procedure seemed to take a year.  Sera was waiting in the outer lock for her. Lia tried to smile reassuringly, but from the stricken look on the girl’s face she knew she’d failed. 
“I am fine. No, no...” she stopped the girl from trying to help her with her suit. “I’m tired. That was... stressful.”
“What did you find?”
“Evidence.” Lia responded grimly.
She went to the bridge and inserted the chip into the console. Without bringing it up, she sent the entire contents to Gerry and the base. The log, the computer records, the suitcam recordings. She didn’t send commentary, she knew he’d see and hear what she had, and the inquiry would no doubt reach the same conclusion. Analysis of the cat’s tissues would show exactly what drugs had caused the crew to lose track of their surrounding reality. The canister from the ship had been limpeted to the air supply, and had to have been placed there at one of the ports of call. 
Lia sighed. The person who had placed the canister would have been a customs official. No-one else would have been able to access the ship without an escort. It was the age-old dilemma. Who watches the watchers? She had no doubt that the intent was to incapacitate the ship within range of the pirate base, board, loot, and dispose of the crew. The ship would turn up a few systems away, serial numbers figuratively filed off. 
Duty led her to one more task, and Sera would have to accompany her on that one.
“Sera. Ready to become my sidekick?”
“You want me to help?”
“I need your help.” Lia corrected. “I want to do a comprehensive video survey as quickly as possible. There may be a bio-component to whatever they did to the crew, and I don’t want us to be exposed to it.”
Sera thought for a moment and then squared her shoulders. “I want to help however I can.”
“Good girl.” Lia squeezed her shoulder.   She programmed the route to the planetary surface, to the plateau where the shuttle was grounded. There were no active transmissions, but she was duty-bound to go and look. She thought of the cat and shuddered a little. She added commands to their route that were rarely necessary. The ship would launch itself if they were affected and return them to Hudson’s Bay on autopilot even if Lia didn’t know where she was or where she was going. 
Once the descent was underway and Sera was strapped securely next to her, she asked her “Have you ever worn a space suit?”
“No. We never even had evacuation drills that I can remember, although Ma talks about them happening when she was little. They would have to pull on suits and hide under their desks at school, she said.”
“Copper is a domed planet, most planets don’t have air loss drills.”
“I know, it just seems... weird, to think about being out in open air.”
Lia nodded. “We aren’t going to do that today, either. Space suits double nicely as hazmat suits.” 
“Do... do you think that’s necessary?” Sera asked doubtfully.
“Time for you to learn the unofficial Scout’s motto. ‘Shit happens... Be prepared.’”
Lia helped Sera into her suit when they were landed neatly next to the shuttle. She had taken a long look out at it once they were landed. The vegetation seared by their landing was already greening back up. There were no signs that people were in the area. 
“Once we are outside, stay with me. I could leave you in the ship, if you would prefer.”
Sera shook her head emphatically. “I’m going to help you cover more area with the suit cams.”
Lia nodded. “Yes, it will help me and take less time.”
“So I’m going.”
“Yes.” Lia squeezed her shoulder and flipped her helmet on.
Sera smiled wanly and fastened it properly as Lia watched closely. Lia gave her a thumb’s up. Without a mastoid implant, she couldn’t talk to Sera via radio. Sera would get her implant at the Academy. In the meantime, they could shout, or use hand gestures. Thermal scans showed no large lifeforms in the area, but that information Lia trusted about as far as she could throw the ship. She’d look for sign once they were out. 
The hatch slid open slowly, and Lia missed the usual cacophony of noises, smells, and warmth of the sun on her face. The climate controlled suit kept all that at bay. The chances of infection were slim to none out here in the open, but Sera’s reaction to sky was something she wasn’t ready to rush. Therapy at the academy would help her through that without Lia throwing her into the deep end. 
She walked down the ramp onto the ground, looking around. Grass-like vegetation carpeted the small prairie they had landed on. They were a few hundred feet from a brushy area she thought hid a creek or other body of water. 
She scanned the area slowly, allowing the camera to catch tiny details she would check for later. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Sera doing the same thing in her blind areas. Slowly they proceeded to the shuttle hatch. Lia saw no signs of human habitation in the area. No smoke arose in the visible horizon. Her heart sank. 
“Stay here.” She yelled and pushed her hand at Sera, palm out. Sera looked at her blankly. Lia hoped she had understood. 
Lia walked alone up the still-extended ramp. The hatch was closed, but it had probably been set to cycle automatically. She pushed the handle. Obligingly, the hatch cycled open and Lia stepped in reluctantly. She set the hatch to stay open. The thought of it closing behind her made her spine creep. 
There was nothing aboard. No food, no people, nothing. There wasn’t a lot of space aboard the small shuttle, which could only carry four, and it didn’t take her long. Sera was poised at the bottom of the ramp when she emerged. Lia guessed she would have come up had she been inside much longer. 
Tired beyond words, she flapped her hand at the girl and trudged down the ramp. “Back to the ship.” she yelled and pointed. 
Together, they silently crossed back to the scout ship. Lia looked up and the greenish sky, so different than Old Earth and Hudson Bay’s blue skies. There were no answers there, either. 
They patiently endured the decontamination of the suits together. One at a time might have been more comfortable in the small lock, but Lia guessed the girl needed her company as much as Lia needed her. 
Helmets off, finally, Sera just looked at Lia. “Nothing. No sign of them, inside or outside. No radio transmissions, no distress beacon activated. It was still intact in it’s case. I have no idea where the crew went after they landed on planet.”
“Now do we go look for them?”
“Yes,” she shook her head sadly, looking at the girl. “But we won’t find them. We don’t know where they went. This is an entire planet, with no human settlements on this continent. We could spend the rest of our lives looking.”
They lifted to an altitude high enough to clear trees and terrain and Lia began to circle, spiraling out slowly from the shuttle. The computer processed the video and thermal feed. Lia and Sera took turns using Mark One eyeball through the cameras. Sera would have continued straight through if Lia hadn’t forbidden her to watch longer than three hours at once. Lia guessed that the girl didn’t sleep for the three days they searched. ‘Finally Lia stroked Sera’s hair, startling the girl, who was poised over the camera feed like a kingfisher about to dive. “Child. We must go. There have been no signs of them.”
“So we just go off and leave them?” Sera’s voice rose to a shrill.
“Duty. We must go back to base and make our report. I think this goes far beyond this one ship.”
“But the people. There is a child out there!”
“Yes. And there are more on other ships in this sector.”
Sera gulped. That sounded like a sob. Time to distract the child. “I think you can download the suitcams and send it off to base, now.”
“You want me to do that?”
“Yep, you know how to do it. I showed you and it’s not that different from a personal comm.”
“Sure.” Sera’s eyes were dull with grief over the people she had never met. Lia suppressed her sigh this time. It was going to be a long two weeks until they got back to present at the inquiry. 
She stripped off her helmet and handed it to Sera. As the girl disappeared into the bridge Lia leaned against the wall. Chances are they were all dead, the young captain, his wife, the child, and unknown crew members. Whatever the pirates had used had affected the cerebral cortex permanently. Who knows what they had though they were doing as they embarked on the shuttle. Going home, perhaps. She didn’t want to think about the planet and what happened there. 
Lia sat heavily into the captain’s chair and toggled open a transmission to Gerry and the Hudson Bay Company Base. “There were no signs of life at the shuttle on Belandir. The emergency beacon had not been triggered. Based on the evidence, this Scout must report that the crew of the Brigitte Aster perished to the last hand.”
Sera was looking at her in horror, Lia saw. Lia also knew it was best she know now, not at the inquiry weeks in the future. “The chromatographic analysis shows that the canister I found contained an agent that causes permanent and deep delusions and hallucinations. I don’t know what caused them to leave the ship, but their chances of survival in an unpopulated area were negligible, and zero once they left the shuttle with the survival gear untouched.”
Lia clicked off the transmission. She would talk to Gerry later. Now, she needed to talk to Sera, take a shower, and sleep once they were on course off the planet. 
“Buckle up, we’re lifting.”
“They’re dead?” she asked in a small voice.
“Almost certainly.” 
“How?”
“Pirates, I think. I hope.”
“Why didn’t they take anything?”
“The captain was delusional. He set a course that took him somewhere they hadn’t planned. Who knows what he was thinking.”
“What happens next?”
“Well, there will be an inquiry. A proper investigative team will follow up on the last few stops the Birgitte made. But for now, we go home.”
“Home?”
Lia grinned suddenly. “Not Copper. Home - where every voyageur comes back to, in the end. Hudson Bay. I can’t wait to take you to the lake and teach you how to swim.”
“I can swim.”
“In a pool. Not in real, raw water that fish have been peeing in.”
“Um, Eww?”
 
Sera was moping again after the first day, and in the silence that her chatter left behind, Lia thought. She was still thinking when she overrode their course and headed the little ship back toward Gavan. Sera didn’t realize they had changed course until Lia went into orbit around Gavan. 
“Sera, you have a choice.” Lia looked at her across the clutter of papers on the galley table. Sera blinked owlishly at her. She had been studying for her entrance exams non-stop since they left the Blender. 
“What?”
“We’ve just orbited Gavan. I have a plan to catch the pirates that wanted the Birgitte Aster. Your choice is to stay with me, which could be dangerous, or to land on Gavan until another Voyageur can get you to school.” 
“You’re going after the space pirates?”
“It’s not like a vid, child. We might not find them, we are a tiny ship against who knows what they have.”
“But those people who died.”
“This won’t bring them back.”
“What can I do if I’m with you?”
“Perhaps nothing. No duty binds you to my side, Sera.”
“I want to see this through.” the teenager whispered. 
Lia nodded. “I thought so.”
Sera came with her this time onto Gavan. She hovered by Lia’s elbow, mostly, just slightly behind her where she could watch and hide behind her elfin mentor. Lia put up with it silently, knowing that Sera was pushing her comfort levels to come onto the space station with her face bare. 
Gavan’s navy wasn’t anything to write home about. A battleship, a half-dozen corvettes and a few privateers. Lia hoped it was enough. She laid out her plan to the ranking officer, Gavan’s only admiral. His nearly non-existent grey hair and neat goatee framed a face burned bronze by solar radiation and creased with experience. 
“Always a humbling experience to talk to a Scout.” He said cheerfully.
“Sir?” Lia replied in bemusement.
“Here on Gavan I report only to the President and Prime Minister, but then you come along, a slip of a girl, and I dance to your tune.”
“If you would prefer...” Lia began diffidently. It would never do to antagonize him either in the short or long run. 
He waved her to a stop. “No, I think it’s a good plan, but it does leave you a little vulnerable. Are you sure we shouldn’t go in guns blazing?”
“If we knew where their base was, yes.”
He leaned back in his chair and contemplated the ceiling for a moment. Lia watched him think in silence. She had a feeling this gallant old man was going along with her hare-brained scheme. She wasn’t going to tell Gerry about it until after. Her boss was liable to quash it, and her standing orders gave her the latitude to carry this out on her own. 
He sat back down with a snap. “So you will be the staked goat to my big game hunter. I can live with that, Scout. You have more teeth than a goat.”
He looked at the silent Sera. “Child, will you be partaking of our hospitality during this exercise?”
“No, sir.” The girl’s voice was almost inaudible. “I will stay with Lia.”
He nodded. “Foolish, but commendable. Right, shall we be about it?”
A day later, at the jump point to Princeton and three jumps beyond Gavan, Lia activated the transponder she had taken from the Birgitte. She had used the medcomp aboard her ship to scrub it thoroughly clean of the toxins, and to do something else while the samples were relatively fresh. 
She leaned back in her chair.
“Now, we wait.” she told Sera almost cheerfully. 
“What do we do?”
“Well, I think you’ve studied enough for now. Much more and your brain will fry. How about some music?”
Sera learned that a Scout’s ship - or at least this one - had a huge music library. Lia’s mood seemed to lean toward heavy drums and stirring lyrics at the moment, and Sera was treated to the sight of the Scout headbanging and dancing in the Galley with the table folded up. 
“C’mon!” Lia grabbed Sera who was leaning on the bulkhead. 
“I can’t dance!” 
“You don’t have to. Just let the music move you!”
 
########
 
Sera giggled. Lia moved so gracefully most of the time, watching her switch to a gyrating teenybopper was surprising. Sera tried to mimic her movements, then gave up and listened to the music, trying to keep up with the driving rythym. The song changed to a wild lament with pipes, and Lia moved with the music in a flashing dance that had Sera gaping at the other woman. Lia grabbed her and shouted “computer, alt rock song!”
Pulsing music filled the little ship. “Here. Shake your hips. Put your hands up and groove with it, chickie!” Lia demonstrated and gave Sera a little nudge every so often. Sera finally felt what she was trying to do. Lia nodded. “You got it!”
Later, Sera collapsed into a chair. “Whew. Was that dancing?”
Lia shrugged. “Well, some of it was. Some of it is just moving to the song. I think I need to teach you some moves. You won’t have much time to party at the Academy, but there will be a few events.”
Sera blinked and tried to imagine herself doing that in a room full of people. “Er. Yeah, I think you should teach me.”
“Exercise is good, too.”
Sera mopped her forehead. “True.”
Sera appreciated the change of pace. Lia seemed determined to lighten the mood and not let her worry while they waited for the pirates to come find them. They danced, played games, and watched vids. Lia’s taste was very different, but Sera enjoyed getting to see the lighter side of the Scout. Three days in she was beginning to wonder if the pirates would ever come. She laughed out loud at herself. 
“What’s funny?” Lia looked up from her board, where Sera though she was reading a book.
“I’m bored enough to be wishing to be captured by space pirates.”
Lia shook her head. “That is bored. Here and I thought I was doing a good job of entertaining you.”
“What would you do if you were alone?”
Lia shrugged. “Read a lot. Listen to music. Study and exercise.”
“So, pretty much what we’ve been doing.”
“Yep.”
Sera sighed and went back to her book, trying to pay attention to the plot. She had a feeling it wouldn’t be much longer. 
She was right. The other ship came in radiating loud and clear, obviously expecting the Brigitte, dead in space. Sera almost fell out of her chair when they tractored on. Lia buckled her in without a word. Sera could see the Scout switch from waiting-mode to action-mode in an instant. 
Lia, her frame radiating tension, bent over her board. She punched codes in, and then ran down the short corridor to her suit and the airlock. Sera envied her the graceful movement and ability to act while the ship was jerkily being drawn to the pirate vessel. She almost regretted her decision to stay with Lia. There was nothing she could really do at this point. 
Lia was in her suit and waiting in the outer airlock, Sera thought when the clunks of the hatches echoed through the ship. 
“Hey! who are you?” blatted throughout the scout ship. 
Sera jumped at the harsh male voice. She realized the pirate whip was attempting to contact them.
Quickly, she unbuckled and went to the pilot board. Pressing in the short codes, she called back to the pirates. “This is the Birgitte Aster, who are you?”
She decided the quaver in her voice was quite artistic even if she hadn’t done it on purpose. 
“The Birgitte?! Hey, Cap...” His voice trailed off and Sera realized he had left the channel open while talking to someone else. She felt the airlock  open and close as Lia crossed to the other ship. 
“Who are you?” Sera repeated a little with a little hysteria in her voice. She wanted to distract them from their boarder as long as she could. 
“Who the hells do you think we are chickie?”
“Well, I was hoping... I mean, my drive gave out... “ Sera trailed off. 
He laughed and she shuddered. That was not a nice sound. “Hey, Cap, she thinks we’ve come to rescue her.”
Sera could hear the rumble of another voice, but not what they were saying. 
“Well, chickie, how about I come on over there and rescue you.” He said with an audible leer. 
Sera took a deep breath and toggled the transmission to full visual. She wanted to hold their attention a little longer... 
“Oh, sir...” she began. 
“Holy shit.” He exclaimed, staring at her. He looked over his shoulder. “Cap, come see this.”
The other man resolved into an ugly face over the communicator’s shoulder. “Well, I’ll be.”
Sera was crying now, the tears she had started to fake them out becoming real at the expressions on their faces. Would all men look at her this way?
“Don’t cry, pretty, we’ll take good care of you.”  The first man soothed. 
Sera saw Lia behind them, and her eyes widened in spite of herself. 
They both spun around to see what she had. Lia, standing in the door to the bridge, hip cocked insouciantly. Her grin took in both men, found them wanting, and mocked them dismissively. Red voyageur’s cap at a jaunty angle, she positively glowed. 
“What the HELLS!” the captain roared. He lunged toward her and she flicked a handful of powder into the air. He batted at it, coughing. 
Lia sauntered into the bridge and Sera realized that she really was glowing. Or at least a bit of the air around her was. Sera remembered that Lia had said something about the Spore defenses having some more esoteric properties. “Not something I’m cleared to tell you about yet, duckling.” She had gone onto another topic, then, and Sera had put it out of her mind. 
“Whooh,” the communications man put a hand to his head. “What was I doing?”
“You have the Birgitte.”
“I have the Birgitte.” The captain and communications echoed in unison in wooden voices. Sera’s neck prickled. 
“You will return to base with her.”
“We will return to base.” The captain bent to his boards. 
“You will emit transponder signals enroute.”
“We will emit transponder signals.” 
“You did not see me. I am not the person you were looking for.”
“We do not see you.”
Now the communications man entered codes into his board, and Sera saw the name of their ship, the Dire Star, sparkle into life on her board. Looking up, she saw Lia leaving the bridge, but neither man seemed to notice, busy already preparing to jump. 
Sera leaped up and ran to the airlock. 
 
####
 
“What did you DO to them?” Sera demanded as soon as Lia stepped back onboard, decontamination finished. 
“Gave them a dose of their own medicine.” Lia replied serenely. 
“What?”
“I had the medcomp make up a batch of the drug they used to take over the Birgitte. It affects a certain area of the brain that makes it virtually impossible to disobey a command. The Birgitte would have come here, and stopped, I’m sure that is what the captain was told to do, but something went wrong.” she shook her head. “He kept jumping, mostly at random, until they hit Blender. Who knows?”
“So what now?”
“We go along for the ride.”
“Surely someone will notice that we aren’t the Birgitte.”
“Eventually. What gave you the idea to talk to them?”
“Well, I thought it would give you time to do whatever it was you were planning.”
“If I had known it would work that well I could have worn my suit.”
“About that...” 
“Feel free to speculate, I still can’t tell you all about it.”
Lia folded into her pilot chair, exhausted. That could have gone... much worse. She looked over at the girl. 
“Good thinking. Now get some sleep. Tricky bit is still coming.”
Lia closed her eyes herself, still in the chair, reclined as far as it went. It wasn’t the first time she had slept here, and doubtless wouldn’t be the last. Now, if the Gavan Navy was on time and on target, it was all over but the shooting. If not... well, she was very good at talking, and Sera’s face was a weapon unto itself. 
The pirate base was unimpressive, viewed from long distance. An old cargo hauler, surrounded by clutter that winked in the light of the gas giant it orbited. Lia snorted. “Time for us to make ourselves scarce. I think the Admiral can take it from here.” 
Sera, still rubbing the sleep from her eyes and looking much younger than she actually was, asked muzzily, “How do we leave?”
“Tractor beams are weak forces. If we move fast enough we can slip out of the inertial influence and into free space. They can’t be used on a ship under power, which is why we played dead when the pirates came for us.”
“Oh. And now we run away?”
“I’d rather not have to go in there.” Lia replied drily, pointing at the cobbled-up space station looming in the viewscreen now. 
“Me, neither. But what if they shoot at us?”
“I have a some surprises in this ship.”
Lia opened the channel to the Dire Star bridge, watching to see if the drug was still influencing the men aboard. They sat at their boards like automatons. The pirate base was hailing, but neither seemed to hear it. She flinched. Even knowing that this was what the Birgitte had undergone, it was horrible to see men whose consciousness was utterly destroyed. She closed the channel and triggered the drive. 
Rolling the little ship away from the bigger pirate, she used the body of that ship to block the space station’s view of her retreat. As she maneuvered, Sera opened the frequency they had agreed on with the Admiral and began hailing the Gavan fleet. Lia ignored her, concentrating on piloting. The further away they could get, the less likely they were to be intercepted. 
She didn’t expect to get all the way out of the system before being detected. Although the Gavan fleet was only a jump behind them, following her bread-crumb trail of active buoys, that might mean hours. She and Sera didn’t have hours, they had minutes, and that only because the pirates hadn’t bothered with a proper sensor array. 
Relying on the enemy’s stupidity wasn’t a great way to win a battle, but this wasn’t a war. All she had to do was to be faster than they, and that much she could do. 
“Sera, strap in!”
Lia punched the little ship for the outer depths of this solar system, leaping like a gazelle for the safety of the jump limit. A ship had launched from the pirate’s base toward them, but it was in no hurry. She had known that it would pick them up, and seconds counted out here. She could imagine their confusion, and hurried commands. It picked up speed, but too little, too late. 
Pressed back into the acceleration chairs, she and Sera waited silently as the ship drove onward to the limit. Talking was an effort at this acceleration, so Lia kept silent and watched the board. A sudden sparkling of icons at the jump limit forced a whoop from her lungs. 
“Gavan! Welcome and thanks!” She transmitted, as the little ship tore through their formation and out to the limit. 
“Get home safe, Scout. Good work.” the gruff voice of the Admiral came back. “All over but the shooting.”
“Good luck and good hunting, Sir.”
They reached the limit and Lia jumped back to safety and the last system they had passed through as a passive captive of the pirates. 
“Homeward bound.” Lia whispered as the ship slipped through the blackness of space. “Time for you to go to school.” She told Sera, who was matching her grin of relief in the other chair. “At least you can write stimulating essays on what you did for vacation.”
Sera laughed then, and Lia laughed with her. 
 



Little Lost Bird
He first saw her when she jumped out of the old oak tree and landed awkwardly. He could tell even from halfway across the field that she had hurt herself - she remained down, in a half crouch, her head bent in a posture that he recognized as bracing herself against the pain. He dropped the reins and took off running toward her, thinking that he really should put up no trespassing signs, and wondering in irritation if she would sue him for having a ‘dangerous tree’. When he reached her, though, and she looked up at him, he forgot his irritation. She had the prettiest face. She was pale, but her wide brown eyes looked straight back at him, and she smiled.
“Do you think you could call for help? I’m afraid that I have done the silliest thing...”
He smiled back. The courage she was showing warmed his heart. “I don’t have a cell phone.” he admitted. “But I could take you to the farmhouse and call from there.”
“Thank you, yes.”
“Just a minute.” He made her comfortable, and went back to his team to unhitch them. With a slap of his hand, he sent them ambling back toward the barn. They were not averse to a little afternoon break. His horses taken care of, he returned to the girl - no, he thought, she is a woman, a lady - and scooped her up.
“Oh, no, I am much too heavy.” she protested.
“No, you aren’t. In fact, you are too light. What have they been feeding you?” he teased. She felt like skin and bones to him. And now that he thought of it, that pallor could be the result of a long hospitalization. She did not answer him, though, but rested her head on his shoulder and closed her eyes. Only then did he recognize her. He had carried her like this once a lifetime ago, when she was only seven years old, and had fallen into the stream and broken her arm, then fainted trying to walk home. He had been thirteen, and big for his age, but that mile had seemed like forever. He had refused to put her down and leave her all alone, though. She would never have admitted it, but the woods frightened her then. She was Lissia Baxcomb, once his next-door neighbor and playmate, now heroine to an entire grateful world.
She had been the one to brave the unknown of  space in an untested suit, only hours after one of her colleagues died trying to repair a hole in the space station’s oxygen tanks. She had retrieved the body when she was done with her patch job. He had often thought what a long, lonely walk that must have been, bringing a body back around the curve of the station, step by arduous step, in the cold vastness of space. After this exploit, she had returned to Earth to a hero’s welcome, but it was what she did next that turned the world on it’s ear. She had been the first, and so far, only, pilot to fly a faster than light vehicle. She had gone beyond Mars, to the Asteroids, on her first trip, surveying to find if it was worth mining those forsaken rocks for materials desperately needed on an energy hungry  Earth. Another trip was planned in a month. She was to go to another star. He couldn’t remember which one off the top of his head, but he knew it was going to be a long trip.
When they reached the house, she was sound asleep. She did not even stir when he laid her down on the couch in the screened porch. He covered her with a throw and went inside the house to call his sister. She said she would come right away, and he went back out to Lissia, and watched her sleep for a long time. When she finally awake, she blushed and tried to sit up. 
“I have imposed on you. I am sorry.”
“Lissia, just rest. Tara is on her way, and if you will give me the number I will make that call for you.”
She grinned. “I had given up on you recognizing me.”
He laughed. “I might not have, if I hadn’t had to carry you. You have changed so much. It has been almost twenty years.”
She nodded. “When Dad died and we moved into the city I was a terrible correspondent. Poor Tara. We parted promising to write every day, and I think I must have written her a letter every year after I saw her in the summer vacation, and then by high school I wasn’t visiting anymore...” she raised her eyes to his. “I am ashamed of that, you know. It wasn’t fair to you guys to put you out of sight, out of mind.”
“How is your mother?”
“She died two years ago. Cancer. The vaccine came out just before she died, but it was too late.”
“I am sorry.” He reached for her hand and held it for a minute, and they sat in companionable silence, the warm sunlight streaming in on their bowed heads. 
The slamming of a car door disturbed their thoughts. “That must be Tara. I’ll go help her.”
“David?” he turned, at the door, and looked at her. “Thank you. I had forgotten how much it hurt, losing you.”
He knew he must look confused, as he certainly felt that way, but he could hear Tara, so he just shrugged and went to give his sister a hand. Tara already had the baby out, and has balancing him on her hip while she collected the diaper bag. 
“Here, let me.” Dave offered, collecting his chubby nephew. The little boy bounced and chortled with glee when he saw his favorite relative.
“Thanks.” Tara brushed a lock of damp black hair out of her eye. “Whew, it’s hot. How is she?”
Dave filled her in as they walked through the house, and then stood back and let the two women, who had been best friends until they were ten, embrace and cry a little, quietly, on one another’s shoulders. Lissia looked more than ever to him like she had been under some severe emotional strain. He thought Tara would be good for her, though. He took little Joe into the other room with him, and made some lemonade. When he came back with it, they were talking, Tara animatedly telling Lissia about her baby, and husband, and new home... all at once, as usual. Dave met Lissia’s eyes over his sister’s head and they smiled at one another.
“Did you look at her ankle?” he asked Tara.
“Oh, gosh!” She jumped up. “I never made it to doctor,” she told Lissia, “but I did become a medic like your dad was.”
She gently probed at Lissia’s ankle. Shaking her head, she said, “does this hurt?”
“No. I’m sure it is healing nicely and very quickly, though, or my nanobots aren’t worth what the government paid for them.” Lissia commented drily.
“Nanobots?” Tara asked disbelievingly.
Dave answered. “Yes, tiny organic particles that are programmed and released into the bloodstream. Theoretically, they can be programmed to heal an injury.”
Lissia shook her head. “Not theoretically. They do. I would have died if it weren’t for my friendly little bots. It isn’t widely known that my arrival back on Earth was more of a crash landing than anything, and it took the rescue crew a while to cut me out of the wreckage.”
“Is that why you are so pale?” Tara asked.
“Yes. The bots use my own resources to repair, and basically starve my system.”
“Do you need to eat now?” Dave asked, concerned.
“Yes, please!” she looked up. “I could eat a horse.”
“Oh! I forgot the team! Tara, can you make her something to eat while I put them away?” he was out the door almost before he was finished talking.
When he returned the house was redolent of frying eggs, and his sister was preparing a salad in the kitchen. He passed her, and she looked over her shoulder and told him “I left Joe on the porch with Lissia and they seem to be entertaining one another nicely.”
“Good. I am going to shower and get this horse smell off me. Are you going to eat with us?” he sniffed appreciatively at the pan of welsh rarebit she had simmering.
“Yes, I called and let Hubs know where I am. He won’t be home early enough to join us. He says hi.”
“’K” Dave headed out of the kitchen with his mouth full of cherry tomato.
They ate out on the porch, Lissia sitting up in the comfortable chair that had been Mrs. Holter’s favorite, and Joe in his highchair across the round table from her. Tara was mostly occupied with him, and Dave talked to Lissia.
“I’ve missed this. It has been lonely since Mom died, and we lived such a sterile life after we left the farm. That, and I have been so tied up in the process of becoming an astronaut for the last twelve years. I haven’t had the time for a family.”
“You aren’t married?” Tara asked.
“No, I dated a couple of times, but my heart wasn’t in it. I just never met a man who was more interesting than flying.” Lissia confessed.
“Here and I thought you were still carrying the torch for my brother.” 
Lissia blushed at this teasing, and Dave wondered why. Then he decided to follow this very interesting line of inquiry. “Still?”
“Oh, yes...”
“Tara! hush!” Lissia laughed. “You’re embarrassing me!”
Laughing herself, Tara continued. “She has had a dreadful crush on you, dear brother, since she was nine.”
“I wish I had known this before.” Dave grinned. “I never would have let you leave the farm.”
“Oh, really?” Lissia raised an eyebrow. “As I recall, your most frequent reference to me was ‘the pest’.”
They all laughed at this, and Tara, who was wiping Joe’s face, said cheerfully, “Where are you going to stay tonight?”
“Oh, I thought I’d go into town and find a hotel room.”
Tara looked shocked. “You aren’t going to drive on that ankle yet.” She stated. “Dave, is Mom and Dad’s room in presentable shape?” 
“Yes, of course she can stay here.”
“Where is you car, anyway?” The ever practical Tara asked Lissia.
“Parked in the lane by the field.”
“I’ll get it for you,” Dave offered.
“Better do it soon, Davey, I need to get Joe home to bed.”
He nodded. “I’ll go now.”
He took her bag up to his parent’s room when he came back, and opened the windows. He had the room set up as a guest room now that his parents had moved to Virginia, and it was ready for Lissia, but he thought she would like the scent of the lilacs that grew up to the second story windows on this side of the house. The night was cool, with a little breeze that filled the room with the flowers’ heavy perfume. Then he went back downstairs and carried her up to the bed, setting her down on the edge of it. Lissia reassured Tara that she could manage the bathroom, but Dave slipped into the bathroom and drew a bath. As he knelt by the tub he remembered his father doing this for his mother almost every night. Dave poured bath salts that his mother had left behind into the hot water, and shut the water off.
Tara gave him a quick hug as he walked her out to the car. “She should be fine, but keep an ear open for her in the bathroom, won’t you?”
“Yes. I am glad to see her, you know.”
She met his eyes. “I know. I know how lonely you get out here, whatever you may say.”
He shook his head. “She doesn’t belong here anymore. She is her own person, Tara. I couldn’t presume to ask her to stay.”
“You never know.”
Dave walked back into the house slowly, looking up at the bright stars overhead. They seemed so distant.
Lissia’s stay lengthened into a week. Tara came over almost every day, even though Lissia was walking quite comfortably after the third day, and they talked and played with Joe on the smooth lawn that overlooked the fields. Dave finished plowing his cornfield with the team, and did the other fields with the tractor. As he explained to Lissia, he really ought to just retire the team, but it made him feel closer to the soil, somehow, to use them and his own power to work the earth. Lissia bloomed in the warm sun and plentiful home cooking, and began to have plump cheeks and a ready smile. She did not talk about her work unless prompted, and pumped Dave for farming anecdotes, and Tara for baby talk. 
The last day when Dave came up from the fields for his lunch she was sitting on the step, holding the fat gray cat in her lap. He could hear the purring from all the way across the lawn, but Lissia looked disturbed.
“What is wrong?”
“There is a bird in the porch. The poor little thing, it is fluttering at the windows and I am afraid it will break a wing, or its neck.” She stood up and followed him inside. “I tried to get it outside, but it just flies away from me and to the next window.”
He nodded. They went into the porch after shutting the cat into the parlor, and he saw the hummingbird at the window next to the door, battering frantically at the glass. Moving slowly, he closed the blinds one by one, working his way around to the bird. It hovered, confused, in the middle of the room for an instant, then as Dave opened the door it saw the sunlight and made a beeline for freedom. They stood there in the dim room for a minute in silence, the man and woman, the blinding sunlight outlining him as he looked out the door. She walked to his side. “Dave?”
“Lissia.” He choked out, feeling the tears coming into his eyes. “Lissia, I can’t marry you and give you babies. I want to. God knows how I want you.” He was holding her hands now, tears streaming down his face. She was staring speechlessly up at him. “But if I tie you to the farm, to the earth, you will be like that little lost bird, trapped until all the fight goes out of you, and I can’t do that to you.”
She stared at him for so long he began to think he had made a mistake. “I’m sorry. Maybe I shouldn’t have said anything.” He began.
“Damn.” she said unemotionally. She let go of his hands and walked out the door. She stopped on the front step, looking up into the sky. “They say,” she began quietly, conversationally, “that after years of marriage a couple begins to be able to read one another’s minds. We have managed to accomplish it in just a week.” Now he could hear the pain, the tight control in her voice that made it so icy. “You are right, you know. I was going to call and tell them tonight that I couldn’t do it. There would be a big hullaballoo, but they would have found someone else, eventually.”
“Lissia.”
She turned to him, and he could see it in her face. “Ten years - maybe as many as thirteen” she grated out. “Just me. There isn’t room for anyone else. And I will be under most of the time. That is the real reason for the nanobots. They can keep my body whole while I am in a drug-induced coma. But I know it will be lonely. And I also know I will be a pioneer. It is what I have dreamed of all my life. I knew there wasn’t anywhere on earth I could make great discoveries, so I trained to be an astronaut. That looked like it was going nowhere, but I was determined. I brought a couple of friends in propulsion and particle research together, and the FTL drive was born. I was ruthless in my competition to be the pilot. I pushed myself to the limit, and beyond.”
“Lissia.” He cradled her cheeks in his hands. “I know. I know that drive at the core of you is not for me. I can’t take it away, whether by asking you to give it up, or by passive means, such as marrying you and making you pregnant. Yes, I thought of it.” he said to her raised eyebrow. “I haven’t slept much the past two nights. I just found you, and I must let you go again.”
“Dave.” She leaned into his arms. “I’m sorry. I didn’t want to say anything.”
“I know.”
She sighed after a moment, and then stood away from him. They went inside, and he opened the blinds and let the sunshine back in. She went into the kitchen, and brought out a tray with lunch on it. They ate quietly, talking only of his work that morning in the gardens, and when he was finished he apologized, but had to go back out to work. She took the tray and dishes back into the kitchen and washed up, listening to the quiet of the house around her. When she was done with the homey task she went to the phone and looked at it for a long moment. Then she firmed her chin and picked it up.
At dinner that night, she told them that she would be picked up that evening. “I just can’t stay longer.” she told Tara. “I have to start Simulations day after tomorrow. It has been blissful, but I’ve already stayed too long.”
When she went upstairs to pack, Dave came up and leaned in the doorway, watching her. When she looked up at him quizzically, he blushed. “I’m making a mental picture.” he smiled. “I mean to think of you often, you know.”
“I know. I mean to think of you, too. Thank you.”
He didn’t need to ask for what. He just crossed the room and held her in his arms for a long moment. They heard the crunch of tires on the gravel driveway, and he felt her heart leap. Resolutely, he released her, and she picked up her bag.
“I don’t have anyone else,” she said quietly. “May I write to you?”
“Yes, of course. More than once a year, I hope.” 
She laughed. “Yes, I’ll send you a message every time they wake me up - at least twice a year!”
They went downstairs and outside, where a solemn man in Air Force blue was waiting for her. He opened the trunk for her, and Dave opened the car door for Lissia. She stood next to it for a minute, one hand on his where it lay on top of the door. Then she leaned forward and kissed him, gently, on the lips. 
“May I come home to you?”
“Yes.”
He stood in the dark for a long time, watching the red lights dwindle down the long driveway. Then he looked up into the night sky. The stars seemed closer tonight, close enough to touch. He lifted up a wondering hand, fingers outstretched.
 
End
 



Girl Talk 
Christie had her hand in hot, soapy dishwater when the s'radio squelched loudly. She jumped and shrieked, splashing water on her husband.
"Hey! honey, you need to relax!" he chided her over his shoulder as he headed to the radio. "CQ, CQ, Martin Homestead here." he called into the handset.
After he called, he set the handset down and rejoined her at the sink, drying for her. The space radio was their contact with the universe, literally, but it was likely that the ship calling in was far enough out to have a significant delay in response. There was plenty of time to finish the dishes. In fact, Christie was in the other room, tucking the children into bed, when the response came back. 
"Martin Homestead, this is the U-triple-S Conestoga, military tasked, passing through with your mail. We will be in LO in about ten T-hours."
Tom looked at the wall clock. That meant that it would be the middle of the night local time. The day on their new planet had taken a lot of adjusting to, a third longer than an earth day. The children, born to the rhythms of a new world, didn't seem to notice, but he and Christie did. Their mail, and the rest of the planet's, no doubt, would be coming down in a shielded capsule to his homestead because it was the most visibly marked from space. He sighed, and picked up the handset.
"Martin Homestead to Conestoga, thank you and talk to you closer to time. I need a couple hours warning so I can get the light aircraft up to intercept the capsule."
The idea was to capture the drogue of the capsule with a special hook on his lightcraft, and thus slow it and bring it down where he could find it. He had done it three times in the last six years, and he had a lot of preparation to do. Christie came into the room. She was carrying a basket of laundry to be folded. 
"Hi, sweetie," he greeted her absently, pulling up the remote weather sats on the computer desk.
"Hey, who is it?"
"The Conestoga. Military, but nice enough to swing by and drop off the mail. I'll have to take out the lightcraft tonight to pick it up, are you ok here?"
She leaned over to kiss the top of his head. "Of course. Does this mean we'll be getting visitors soon?"
He looked up at her. Her deep blue eyes showed her tentative eagerness at the idea. "Maybe. But Julie can't come, you know that."
She nodded. "I know, but it would be nice to have company, no matter who it is."
She set the basket down and headed into the kitchen, no doubt to pack him some snacks. He turned back to the screen. Plotting raw weather data was tricky - more of an art than a science, even with the satellites.
In the kitchen, Christie deftly wrapped the flat bread around sandwich fillings, trying not to cry into the food. She knew Julie couldn't fly right now. She was either too pregnant or had just had the baby by this time. But she was the only other woman in this hemisphere, and Christie's best friend. Christie straightened her back and tried to convince herself for the umpteenth time that Tom was all the adult company she needed. She failed utterly, and wiped her face on the towel over the sink before she left the room. Tom had enough to worry about without her adding to his burdens.
Night was falling outside when Tom finished caring for the stock and tramped back in to get ready to go get the mail. Christie had finished the laundry and was up to her elbows in flour and dough, preparing for their potential guests. He kissed her, and picked up the knapsack she had waiting for him, calling as he stepped out the door "See you in the morning!"
Christie cried into the bread, hoping the extra salt wouldn't retard the yeast. 
When all her work was done, she unbraided her hair and brushed it out, then braided it up again. She changed into nightclothes and sat on their bed for awhile, but did not feel like sleeping. Finally, in the middle of the night, she crept over the the s'radio and picked up the handset. 
"Martin homestead to Conestoga." she called.
"Conestoga here, drop will be in one T-hour." a male voice came back, noncommittal, mere seconds later. They must be in very close now... 
"Thank you, Conestoga. Is... is there a woman aboard I could talk to?"
In the courier hurtling through space far over her head, the communications officer sat back a moment and thought. That must be the homesteader's wife. He'd be out in his little lightcraft, waiting for his package, so she must be feeling lonely. He shrugged. No harm in indulging her wish for gossip. 
"Hold on, Martin Homestead."
He stood up in his niche and looked out into the bridge, trying to catch the XO's eye. She saw him and moseyed over, a curious look on her face. "What's up?"
"Got the lady of the house down below on the radio, wanting a little gossip. Care to chat?"
"Good Lord."  Geri Strow thought about it for a minute. "I suppose it couldn't hurt."
He handed a set of headphones to her. "It's the Martin Homestead."
"Conestoga to the Martin Homestead."
Christie, in the dimly lit room, had almost given up hope of reply. She stared for a moment, then picked up the handset and squeaked "Martin Homestead, Christie Martin here."
"Hello, my name is Geri. How are you?"
"I'm well, just lonely," she confessed to the unseen contralto. "I rarely get to talk to anyone besides my husband."
"Really? I thought you had satellites?"
"Yes, but the majority of the colony is on the other side of the world, and the reception is spotty. We all get together twice a year, but there were unseasonable floods last year, so it has been a year without Gathering."
"Wow. I don't think I could live that way." Geri looked around her at the crowded bridge room. There were only five people in there right now, but there were two hundred aboard the ship, and she knew and saw almost all of them on a daily basis. The isolation of the other woman was mindboggling. "Do you have children?"
"Yes, three. Twin boys, aged four T-years, and a baby girl, about a T-year and a half. They keep me busy, but aren't much for conversation."
"I can imagine. And your husband?"
"Oh," Christie hastened to assure her, "He's wonderful, and takes great care of me, but... sometimes a woman's voice..." she trailed off.
Geri sat quietly, listening to the other woman and wondered what it would be like to hear only one other voice for a year. "What is life like down there? I've never visited a newly colonized planet."
"Oh, it isn't bad. This was the first planet to be terraformed, you know, and we are introducing the first animals to it again, so there are no big beasts to be afraid of, and no biting insects, but it is hard work. I do without most of the amenities most civilized worlds take for granted - I wash my clothes and dishes by hand, we have no running water in the way you would think of it... we don't have an indoors bathroom."
"Now I know I couldn't live that way!" Geri laughed. 
"It isn't that bad." Christie giggled back. "It find it very satisfying to make all our food, and clothes, and to have no outside worries beyond keeping house."
"Did you have a career before you came there?"
"Not really. Tom and I married right after university. I went for English, but switched to agronomics after I met him and knew I was going to marry him. What do you do?"
"I am the executive officer. I basically keep the Captain from drowning in paperwork and stand watches so he can get some sleep." Geri oversimplified, knowing the minutiae of her life didn't matter. "Missions last about three years, usually, so the people aboard become very close - like a family."
"How nice. I sometimes feel like my world has closed down to four walls and my brain is atrophying from lack of use. It must be wonderful to have discussions with your peers everyday. I remember in university that I sometimes felt like I learned more just talking after hours with classmates."
"Yeah... but at least when you need a breath of fresh air you can step outdoors. Nothing but vacuum around me." Geri sighed, putting into words feeling she never acknowledged.
"And no civilian clothes, I'll bet."
Geri laughed. "No, no nightlife aboard ship. I am single, but you don't get involved with crewmates if you can help it."
Christie, in her cozy room with its foundation in good dirt, thought about that. She had Tom's comforting solidity every night, and his support when she needed help. "It must be hard, to be all on your own like that."
"Not really. I like my independence. I can't imagine living dirtside for long. Up here, I am going somewhere and doing something. A husband would no doubt want me at home to keep the place clean and cozy."
"Not the right one, I am sure," Christie replied, thinking of her marriage. Tom had been willing to give up his dream to allow her to stay on Earth, near her friends and family, but she had wanted to be his helpmate in truth, not just words.
"Ok, maybe not, but I haven't met Mr. Right yet."
The lag was growing longer, a couple of moments now. They were slipping through the void and away from her new friend. Geri knew she should let Christie go, but she sat and waited for the reply.
Christie's laugh pealed out, echoing in her ears. "Oh, you will! Don't give up! And Thank You! I needed to be reminded how blessed I am. You have your friends and family with you, and I have my frontier to conquer. I think we can both do it. Send me a letter when you catch him!"
"Sure thing! You keep on with what you are doing. Pioneer mothers are something special - always have been. Conestoga signing off."
Geri slipped the headphones off and handed them back to the comm officer, who was playing a game on his console, bored. She stretched her back out and headed back to the Captain's chair, scanning the quiet room as she went. No commotion anywhere - Deep space is a lonely, quiet place, and rarely was her routine interrupted.
Christie, far behind and below her now, hung the handset up and went into the kitchen to make a snack for Tom, a smile on her lips. The house seemed more like a home suddenly, wrapping about her like a warm shawl. 
 



Girl-Bug-Cat
Susan stared at the alien... thing, and was suddenly glad she lacked the ento-phobia so many of her cohort seemed to share, Or whatever the word for fear of insects was. Granted, she’d always thought it exceedingly silly for them to run screaming from a harmless beetle, and whatever this was... she stared into the mouth full of chitinous teeth arranged in a diminishing cone, rather like looking down a lethal funnel. If you were going to run screaming from a bug, this was it. 
She couldn’t move. Her mouth was dry and her knees trembled. The bulging iridescent eyes glowed with some inner light, and never left her face. Susan tried to swallow, but there was nothing there. Two little appendages on one side of the monstrosity moved, and when they rubbed together, a questioning chitter sound happened. Definitely questioning, it rose to the interrogative note she associated with... Two larger limbs moved, and she startled, almost jumping out of her skin. 
The creature pulled a bag she hadn’t noticed, slung around the nodes of its body, forward and reached into it. Now, Susan was curious and lost the need to run. It would have killed her already, had it been going to, while she stupidly stood frozen in fear in front of it. But taking a notebook out of a canvas messenger bag with a familiar human logo was... not scary. 
Her legs, perversely, started to tremble more as the insecto-alien thing... she really wished she had a better classification for it... started to write on the notebook page. It wasn’t using a pen, she didn’t think it could hold a pen in that pincer-claw, but instead a dark substance flowed from one tip of the appendage. It wrote very quickly, then held out the notebook toward her, so she could see the words. 
Susan reached for the book, but it pulled it slightly back, and she got the idea she wasn’t to touch. She didn’t need to hold it, anyway, the alien wrote in large, neat block print. 
“My name is Prrittica.” She read aloud, then looked at the glowing eyes. The creature nodded it’s head-node slightly. Susan looked at the page. “My ink is poison, do not touch. Can you help me?”
The alien-bug chittered again, and she thought she understood where the name had come from. That sounded like Prrittica. 
“You know how to write, ‘cause you can’t talk.” Susan theorized out loud, and Prrittica nodded again. “And you write pretty well, too. So someone taught you to read and write.”
Again, a nod and a chitter. The notebook was again being written in. Susan found it disconcerting to realize that Prrittica didn’t look down while writing, just kept looking at her face. 
“Can you help me?” She read again. “I don’t know,” she answered. “What do you need?”
“To undo a lock.” Prrittica wrote this time. “In a human house.”
Susan blinked and wanted to sit down. She felt rather shaky still from the abrupt appearance of the alien on her path home from school, and now it was asking her to burgle for it. 
“Won’t the owner be unhappy?” She didn’t want to insult the alien, maybe it didn’t understand humans like their privacy.
Now there was a trill of chitters, from both sides of its body. She could see the little appendages unfold and retract into the edges of the vast shell covering the back side of Prrittica. It sounded musical, and in a very minor key, so to Susan, it sounded sad. With the larger pincers, the bug wrote. “She is dead.”
“Oh.” Susan pondered this for a moment longer. “This was your teacher, wasn’t it.”
Prrittica nodded. 
“Is she...” Susan gulped, now she had plenty of spit. “Still in the house?”
Prrittica shook her head. 
“Ok. Lead on.” Susan didn’t think she could deal with a dead body. But an empty house wouldn’t be scary. 
Prrittica went straight off the path through the brush, the branches gliding over its curving back and threatening to smack Susan in the face. She fended them off, and wondered why she had agreed to follow an alien to a dead woman’s house. Curiosity, which, as her father so often assured her, was what had killed the cat. Usually followed by his cupping her cheek and calling her Kitten. 
Most human women Susan knew - and this didn’t include her mother, who had died shortly after Susan’s birth - would have run screaming at the sight of Prrittica. Then their husbands would have shot the big bug. The few women who wouldn’t run, would have shot the alien themselves. So the one who had decided that Prrittica was not only intelligent, but had taken the time to teach reading and writing to an effectively mute being must have been extraordinary, and Susan was curious. 
Of course, she knew what a cat was, and had met one once. It was very soft. Cats hadn’t made it on the colony planet Susan had been born to. Something seemed to have found them delicious in the night, and very few had survived those first years of building. Dogs did better, but even they were uncommon. Pets were a luxury even now, three generations into the settling of her world. Susan was familiar with the concept, through picture books from Old Earth. So her father’s saying made sense to her. She wasn’t as happy with being called cute and fluffy as a kitten, though. She preferred to think of herself as having sharp claws. 
Susan appreciated Prrittica’s slow pace through the woods. They were deep enough and the underbrush had thinned enough to keep her from having to dodge twigs constantly. She wasn’t sure where they were going, except away from the cleared land and fields of the settlement. She was sure that when Prrittica wanted, it could move much more quickly than she possibly could. 
They were further from home than she had ever walked, and her legs were aching a bit, when Prrittica stopped with an agitated chitter. Susan couldn’t see the motion of tiny legs associated with the sound, but she was learning that the sounds meant something. Carefully, she maneuvered through the thicker brush and up to Prrittica’s head. There, she could see they were on the edge of a small clearing. 
In the centre of the break in the woods, stood one of the original buildings of the colony, only Susan had never seen this one. She had thought - been taught in school, actually - that all of them lined the main street in town, twenty-four little houses and the big community building that towered at the end of the street. They were dome-shaped, like this one, and made of shot-crete. The later buildings had mostly reverted to what Susan knew was Old Earth Architecture, squares and rectangles, and Old Man Gurney’s octagonal house. 
The little round house was partly buried in gardens, a riot of flowers pouring over it in a wave of purples and pinks and yellows. Old Earth climbing roses, native prickly paws, and others she couldn't immediately identify. Prrittica, at her side, was rocking back and forth slightly. 
“What’s wrong?” Susan was only guessing that the bug was sad, but the minor chord it was sounding seemed to make it a good guess. Out came the notebook. 
“Memories. I am reluctant to go closer.”
“What am I looking for in her house?” Susan remembered Granny Dellucca’s house. It had been packed floor to ceiling with stuff. The originals had hated to throw anything out, remembering the years of scarcity at the beginning, when no replacements were to be had for the precious Old Earth materials and items. If this little house were that full... 
“I want to know why she died.”
Susan stared into the glowing eyes, wishing she had more cues to read. Was the alien serious, and did it think that just because she was a human, she could do this?
“Prrittica...” She took a breath. “You know I am not an adult, right?”
The big triangular head-node cocked sideways slightly. Susan went on. “I’m still in school. What we call highschool? You know what that is?”
It nodded. Susan kept talking. “I don’t know how to tell why a person died. Not even with a body to look at. There’s not a body here, is there?” It had said there wasn’t, but she had to double-check. 
Prrittica shook its head slowly. Susan had a horrible thought cross her mind, and she blurted it out before she could stop herself. “You didn’t eat her, did you?”
Prrittica shook its head emphatically and wrote on the notebook. 
“No,” Susan read. “Sky-burial is as the custom of my people. Far away, where she will rest in peace.”
Susan wasn’t sure what it meant by a sky-burial, but ‘my people’ resonated with her. “Are there more like you?”
The alien nodded. Susan contemplated this. “Will your people fight with my people?”
Prrittica did that head-tilt thing again, accompanied by the interrogative trill.
Susan sighed. “Um, never mind. Anyway, I can try to get in the house, but I might not find anything. Do you understand?”
Prrittica nodded, and Susan walked into the clearing, toward the house. The sun felt warm on her face after the cool shade of the forest. It had been afternoon when the alien stopped her, and it must be early evening by now. She was beginning to regret her impulsive decision to follow the bug. Depending on how long it took her inside she might not be able to get home by dark. The first thing she would look for was a communicator link, and call her father. 
Which she should have done before. He wouldn’t yell at her, like some of her classmates parents did. He just looked at her, with disappointment. Maybe it would help that she had just rediscovered an alien race, but she doubted it. Anyway, it wasn’t like she had done anything except go skipping off into the forest like a complete dimwit. Susan slowed as she got close to the house. 
How long ago had this person died? There was a bush growing in front of the door, for goodness sake. It had pretty purple flowers, and something smelled sweet, but... how was she supposed to get in? She looked around the garden. There was a worn path off to one side, that looked like it looped around the house, through a batch of low plants, She recognized some of them as herbs, and changed her mind about the keeper of the garden. Maybe it was Prrittica, but someone was weeding. One of her jobs at home, so Susan knew how fast it got out of hand. 
The path led around back of the house, and here Susan found a large lean-to shed that had been built against the house. Against the house wall was a big shelf full of books. She stopped dead and stared at it. It wasn’t that she had never seen books before, but never this many. There must be... she counted a shelf and did a quick estimate in her head based on the twelve shelves. There were at least five hundred books out here! In a shed open to the weather! 
There was also a big bench with no back, worn and stained with something that smelled oddly acrid, and familiar. She had just found Prrittica’s schoolhouse. The bug-alien could stretch out here, and these were the books his teacher had used for her class of one. Susan shook her head. She couldn’t assume it was one. There might be others. 
The door was closed, and the knob, when she tried it, was stubbornly locked. She hadn’t really expected otherwise. Susan didn’t know how to pick a lock, but she had an idea where a woman from Old Earth would keep a spare key, because she had been Granny Dellucca’s favorite. A couple of minutes overturning flowerpots scored her the shiny key. Susan’s house didn’t have a locking door, but her father had explained that the old settlers hadn’t been thinking about isolation when they packed the colony ship full of house parts. 
She stood in front of the door for a long time, a little afraid to open it and see what was inside. Then she turned the key in the lock and stepped inside. There was a strong smell that made her wrinkle her nose and leave the door open behind her to air the house out. The house was nothing like Granny’s. 
It was clean, mostly. There was a little clutter, she found as she peeped into the bedroom. Like someone had been sick, and not washing dishes nor doing much laundry, she realized as she walked quickly through the house. It made her feel weird and twitchy to know the woman who had been sick had died. Even though she was sure she hadn’t died inside or Prrittica wouldn’t have been able to bury her. 
Susan sighed. How was she supposed to know why the woman had died? The curving walls held little art, mostly drawings and paintings on paper that had been tacked up with the curve, nothing in frames. She didn’t even know what the Teacher had looked like. But she could call her the Teacher, Susan decided. She liked things to have names. 
A sudden movement made her jump. The book cases that lined the inner, straight, walls, held a soft stranger high atop one of them. His tail twitching quickly, a large grey cat regarded her with brilliant blue eyes. Susan stared back at him, captivated. 
“How did you get up there?” She asked him softly, and he answered by leaping half way across the room to another book case, and also showing why there was nothing on the top of the packed cases. With no hurry, she followed as he strolled and leaped from shelf to door to another bookcase, leading her to the kitchen. 
Susan took the hint and looked for food, finding a can of potted meat and hoping he would find it acceptable. Reluctantly, with his fur slightly inflated, a phenomenon she found fascinating, he descended to the floor and the bowl. With tail twitching furiously, he ate quickly, and she realized he must have been starving to death slowly. 
“Poor guy. I’m sure she didn’t mean to leave you.” Susan sighed. He was going home with her. And that reminded her to look for the communicator link. 
Part of what Granny had called the living room in her house, and which had been filled mostly with paper that Susan recalled, was a long desk and on it, the communicator link. It looked rather out of place in this room, the only piece of ‘tech besides the doorknob Susan had opened to get in. She pushed the power buttons, wondering if it worked. Maybe that was why the Teacher had died alone. 
While she waited for it to boot up and let her log in, she looked around. The windows that lined the front of the house were curtained from the outside with flowers. This house, unlike Granny’s, had round windows. Granny’s had been square. The front door had a small couch in front of it. Susan wondered why the woman had stopped using it. If she had a round door, she would definitely use it. 
The computer chirped, and she paid attention to it. It was a bare-bones system, like the one she used at school. Susan logged in and sent a message to her father. 
:Are you home?: She typed. 
The answer came a few seconds later. :Yes, where are you?:
She pinged him for a video chat and the window expanded to show her his concerned face. His skin was pale, showing his freckles prominently where they weren’t covered in red beard. 
“Susan, where are you?” He leaned forward to peer past her, and she realized it was getting darker outside and she hadn’t turned any lights on. 
“I’m not sure. Dad...” Susan broke off with a squeak as the big gray cat landed in her lap. He was skin and bones, weighing almost nothing, but she wasn’t used to being jumped on. Her father focused on the animal. 
His eyes widened. “That’s... Waterfall. Are you visiting Tamara?”
“Is that what her name was? I’ve been calling her the Teacher in my head.” Susan felt better knowing her name. It was a pretty name, too, not like her own very old-school moniker. 
The man on the other side of the screen shook his head. “Was? And how did you get all the way out there?”
“We walked. Dad... there’s something you need to know.”
“Can it wait until I get there? I’ll bring the chopper.”
“Can you land it here? There’s not a lot of room?” Susan hadn’t yet learned to fly it, herself, but her father was an expert. 
“Of course, I have before. I’m on my way.”
“Dad, wait!” But she was too late, he’d gone from in front of the screen. She had worried him more than he let on. Susan cuddled Waterfall, who was doing an internal vibration while curled up on her lap. She found it a soothing sensation. 
She was no closer to finding out why Tamara had died, but her father would be a big help there, if Prrittica didn’t object to her having called him. Well, it wasn’t like the alien had kidnapped her. She walked to the back door, holding Waterfall. 
Prrittica was reclined on the bench, staring at the books. Waterfall stiffened in her arms, hissed loudly, and jumped down, running back into the house. Prrittica wrote on the notebook. 
Susan read it aloud as she had become accustomed to doing. “The cat is afraid of me.”
She looked behind her, seeing Waterfall was up on a bookcase again. That was why he liked it up there, above Prrittica’s head height. She looked back at the alien. 
“I called my dad, and he is coming.” She shifted her weight from foot to foot, uncomfortable. “He is worried about me, I’m responsible to him, you know?”
Prrittica nodded, and wrote. “We do not have a childhood as you do, but I know the concept.”
“You’re really smart, you know?” Susan told him, and was rewarded with a little trill from his sides. Maybe that was bug for laughing. He wrote again, and held it for her to read. 
“She wrote, too? You think there’s like a journal?”
The big alien nodded. Susan said, foolishly, “Wait here.”
She didn’t really want to go in Tamara’s bedroom. It felt like an invasion of privacy, but if the old lady had been writing in a journal, this seemed like where she had been sick, and it would be. It was. 
Susan found it on the nightstand, which appeared to have had everything knocked off of it onto the rug by the bed, and the journal, with a piece of paper on it, was the only thing there. She read the shaky letters on the paper. 
“Oh...” Susan looked around the empty room helplessly. She had no idea where to find gloves, to be honest. The only ones she could think of were when she went to the doctor. Which gave her an idea. The one room she had not entered was the bathroom. 
It reeked, because this was where Phantom had overfilled his personal bathroom box, she discovered. But she found what she was looking for under the sink. And they were mostly stiff and old, but she found a pair without holes, finally. Wearing the latex gloves, she returned to the journal. Susan knew she should wait for her father to come, but she was curious, and after all, Prrittica had asked her, not Dad, for help. 
It was getting very dark inside, and Susan picked the book up carefully, leaving the paper with ‘wear gloves’ written on it on the nightstand. She walked outside, and sat on the chair facing Prrittica’s bench. Opening the book carefully, she started reading silently. She wasn’t sure what she would find. It started with a date about a year before. Most entries were in a sort of shorthand, written in ink, with a neat cursive. Susan flipped to the end. Here the entries were in pencil, and the letters printed, shaky, and hard to read. She sniffled and tried not to cry on the paper, surprised by her reaction. 
There were times, she had decided, that being in an adolescent female body was the worst. She knew what was happening, she had asked her Dad after a bad bout of crying one time. Hormone fluctuations, he’d explained, and showed her some of his medical books. Susan had spent some time studying endocrinology after that, but the fact she couldn’t control it was endlessly frustrating. 
Now, she was reacting to the death of a woman she had never met, or even knew existed, although it seemed her father had. All Susan knew was that an alien and a cat were grieving Tamara’s death. Now she was, too. She found the entry where the handwriting started to deteriorate. 
“She thought she had stomach flu, and lamented that her hair was falling out.” Susan told Prrittica. She kept reading, half-listening for her father in the chopper. Maybe Dad knew about the alien, too? He hadn’t told her about Tamara.
A few entries on, Susan realized she was going to have to be careful what she said out loud to Prrittica. Tamara thought she had been poisoned by the big bug. Not on purpose, but the toxins he used as an ink were chemical defenses he naturally produced, and over time the woman who taught him had been exposed over and over... Susan shivered, and was glad she had never touched the alien, or the book. 
“She didn’t know.” Susan closed the book, and told a big white lie. She was afraid the alien would hurt her, if she told the truth, that it had killed its teacher and friend. And she wanted to be kind, not hurt it with the truth. “She wasn’t sure what was killing her, just that she was very sick, and glad you were here to check on her.”
Which explained not at all why Tamara hadn’t called Susan’s father, the settlement doctor. There was no entry in the book saying she had, anyway. Prrittica looked away and up into the sky. Here was Dad, now. 
“My father is coming. Have you met him?” She asked the big bug. 
Prittica looked at her, inscrutable, its eyes glowing more in the falling dark. Beyond him, she could see the landing lights of the chopper coming in. She really wanted more time, to read the journal, and find the others she was certain Tamara had recorded all kinds of secrets in. What she had just read was confusing, and made no sense. Maybe the old woman had been insane, at the end. 
Looking at the lights reflected off the unmoving alien, Susan didn’t think so. Tamara had called him ‘my blessing, my deathbringer. I never thought I would die, when I needed it, and now, in my time of peace and retirement...” The pencil had slipped on the page there, in an untidy scrawl, and Susan was pretty sure that was when the old woman had come out here to die. But why Tamara had thought she was immortal? The alien made anything seem possible. 
Prrittica wrote quickly. Susan read it, leaning very close to make out the words and smelling his acrid scent, like burning oil, most strongly. “We have not met. I will see you again. Will you teach me?”
She blinked. “What could I teach you?” 
“Childhood?” Prrittica stood up, towering over Susan as she sat on the doorstep. It tucked the book into the bag, and the shell on its back flipped open, revealing huge, shimmering wings that the bug spread as it stepped out of the shed. With a harsh burrr of noise, the alien flew in the opposite direction from the approaching chopper. Susan, carefully holding Tamara’s journal, ran out into the garden. 
Prrittica was almost out of sight already, its dark body glinting in the light of the setting sun when it flew over the trees. Susan turned to look as her father settled into a landing. She wondered if he had seen the departing alien, and how she was going to explain all this to him. Quickly, she tucked the journal into her jacket pocket, following it with the gloves. One tore, and she knew she would have to figure out what to use next time she wanted to read it, but it was too good a mystery to give up easily. 
Ready to go home, she walked forward to meet her father, who was running through the garden in the near dark. Susan readied her story, knowing she couldn’t- wouldn’t – lie to him. He’d understand the promise to Prrittica. ‘Dad, there was this gigantic bug... and can I have a cat?’
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War to the Knife by Peter Grant
 
Laredo's defenders were ground down and its people ruthlessly slaughtered when the Bactrians invaded the planet. Overwhelmed, its Army switched to guerrilla warfare and went underground. For three years they've fought like demons to resist the occupiers. They've bled the enemy, but at fearful cost. The survivors are running out of weapons, supplies, and places to hide. 
 
Then a young officer, Dave Carson, uncovers news that may change everything. An opportunity is coming to smash the foe harder than they've ever done before, both on and off the planet. Success may bring the interplanetary community to their aid – but it'll take everything they've got. Win or lose, many of them will die. Failure will mean that Bactria will at last rule unopposed. 
 
That risk won't stop them. When you're fighting a war to the knife, in the end you bet on the blade.
 
An Unproven Concept by James Young
 
There are lots of ways to make history. Sometimes one's purpose in life is to serve as an example of utter folly.
The Confederation of Man has overseen the prosperous expansion of humanity for almost eight centuries, with the Confederation Fleet its shield against all enemies both internal and external. Despite its numerous successes, the Fleet is a shield that is becoming warped by the schism between its Carrier and Line factions. In the year 3050, Fleet Admiral Malinverni has overseen the design and commissioning of a vessel intended to merge the best of both factions: the battlecruiser Constitution. Intended as a harbinger of a better future, the Constitution is considered a flawed concept by all except her crew. If either Fleet faction has its way, neither the Constitution nor her captain, Mackenzie Bolan, will ever get a chance to prove their naysayers incorrect.
The starliner Titanic is considered to be the epitome of her type. With a handpicked crew, the Titanic is expected to see to passengers' every need and whim, be it a rare artifact of opulence to stringent, discreet security. Unfortunately Captain Abraham Herrod, her master, is confronted with the growing likelihood that his vessel may soon be rendered obsolete by the ever pressing march of technology. Pushed by his superiors, Captain Herrod must decide just how far he's willing to go in an attempt to prolong the "Golden Age of Starliners."
 
Vengeance from Ashes by Sam Schall
First, they took away her command. Then they took away her freedom. But they couldn't take away her duty and honor. Now they want her back. 

Captain Ashlyn Shaw has survived two years in a brutal military prison. Now those who betrayed her are offering the chance for freedom. All she has to do is trust them not to betray her and her people again. If she can do that, and if she can survive the war that looms on the horizon, she can reclaim her life and get the vengeance she's dreamed of for so long. 

But only if she can forget the betrayal and do her duty.
 



Leave a Review
If you enjoyed this book, remember to tip your author and leave a review! 
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