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Chapter One
“You should be ashamed of yourself, Captain—Getting drunk with the crew!”
Firl pushed his face just far enough from under the covers to squint at Veta, standing opposite his bed, watching him with a prim expression on her pretty face. Assigned Chief Health Authority to the ferry convoy, she was a stickler for rules; and in his and the crew’s opinion, in need of some special male attention.
“What are you doing here?” Clearing his throat and running a thick tongue around his teeth, he sat up, making no effort to cover his body. He pressed his hands to his throbbing temples, grimacing with pain.
“I am making sure personally that I interpreted your readings correctly. They indicate you are in pain. Do you have a headache, Captain?”
Firl squinted at her between his hands. “Go away, Veta,” he said, rising unsteadily and waving a waiting servbo aside, he headed to the bathroom. The squat servbo skimmed after him, settling near the bathroom entrance, ready when needed.
Confused at the sudden feelings the sight of his body caused, Veta quickly left the room without further comment, wishing the doors were conventional. She felt like slamming something.
The convoy of four freighters carried supplies and equipment, and delivered merchandise between Federation Settlements and the outer colonies. Garry Hablock, the Federation-appointed inspector, contracted to investigate the routine renewal of Seven Belts and Halem Company’s mining license, accompanied the fleet to C-3. The inspector often travelled the route with Firl’s convoy and was well known to Firl.
Firl grabbed a chance to have some coffee, before meeting Veta and the inspector near a shuttle bay.
A jovial and fleshy man, Garry sought out whatever entertainment he could on the normally monotonous trip. Discovering Veta, a recent addition to the crew, provided all the distraction he needed on this trip. He stood a few steps away from Veta, openly admiring her figure. Seeing Firl, he winked, angling his head in Veta’s direction.
Any other time, Firl would have found his candid appraisal of Veta amusing. Right then, however, he was too hungover to care. He strolled past and the two of them trailed him into the waiting shuttle.
Veta strapped in near Firl, pushing her harness clips into place with unnecessary force. Irritably, she waved away a servbo gliding over to check on her. The inspector strapped in next to Veta, still gawking at her, oblivious to her frustration.
“Captain, you will be suspended if you continue this behavior,” she said, energetically readjusting her straps. She turned to glare at the man seated beside her. “Inspector, if you don’t mind, stop staring at my breasts.”
Smiling pleasantly, the inspector looked up into her face. “I’m sorry, my dear, I didn’t mean to offend you. It’s just they are hard to avoid.”
Veta’s head snapped around to Firl, who was snorting, then said, “You must admit that was funny.”
“I am sorry you find it amusing, Captain.”
“You take yourself too seriously, Doctor.”
“The health and safety of the crew are my responsibility. You’re endangering both.”
Officially, Firl’s was the higher title, but he couldn’t pull rank over Veta. She reported directly to the company and the Federation authorities.
“Lighten up, Doc. We had a little fun last night. That’s all.” He turned his head carefully toward her and, seeing her tight lips, he could not help but add, “You should have been there. You know how much we all appreciate you.”
He heard a snigger from the inspector that stopped suddenly when Veta’s head snapped back in his direction. Personally, he was thankful for the ensuing silence; and a short time later they settled at the port on C-3.
“Here we are.” Firl unstrapped himself. “I’ll meet you back here in a few days, Doc,” he said to Veta. “Inspector, follow me please.”
Veta scowled at him and then at the inspector, who was again ogling her breasts.
Firl mentally shrugged. The inspector was a pig, but Veta’s curvaceous body invited attention. Her physical appearance was totally at odds with her prudish attitude—but he didn’t want to think about her now. His head still throbbed.
“Inspector, this way,” he called, leading him to a waiting dock-cab and stating the destination as the Department of Company and the Federation Relations. He held the door open. “They will look after you, as usual. We will see you again at departure.” And since the man seemed reluctant, he gave him a light shove, shutting the vehicle door almost on his heel.
Finally alone, Firl looked around. The artificial sun glared down from the sky of the dome of C-3; the traffic appeared thinner than normal. The darkened glass panels of empty offices surrounded the building of Port Administration. When he stepped into Marten’s office, the other man interrupted a consultation to greet him. Firl flinched when Marten stepped up to him and slapped him on the back affectionately.
“Good to see you, Firl,” he said.
“It’s good to see you, too.” Firl sank into one of the seats in the room.
Marten signalled a servbo to bring some refreshments, offering Firl a glass of clear, yellow liquid.
“Sit and relax for a while. I won’t be long. Some assholes just don’t understand deadlines,” he muttered, turning back to his desk.
Grateful, Firl sat, idly listening to Marten. They had been friends since Marten took him under his wing during the younger man’s maiden journey. Both Firl and Lara worked under Marten’s Captaincy at the time, but after Marten and Lara partnered, they took a position on C-3, just opened for mining. That was twelve years ago.
By the time they set out for lunch, Firl felt nearly normal, his headache almost gone. “What’s the story here? People moving away from the port?”
“The Northern mines are closing. They are running at a loss. The Western mines are slowing down as well. The company is moving workers to the new colonies opening up for mining, and the businesses are following them.” Marten pulled into his driveway, which ran between lines of tall, green bushes.
“What about you? What are you going to do?”
“I’m not sure yet.”
Firl had no time to question him further; they heard the delighted screaming of children and soon two girls came pelting full-speed toward them. Firl braced himself. Marten laughed and, stepping up beside Firl, scooped up one of the girls.
“Uncle Firl,” they chorused. “What have you got in your bag?”
“Girls, don’t be rude.” Lara called out behind them. “Let Uncle Firl get in the house.”
Lara hung back, waiting for Firl to be free. She kissed him warmly on the lips. As always, he felt a spark of attraction flash between them. When he pulled away, dazed, he heard Marten laugh good-naturedly.
Although tall and handsome himself, Marten had none of Firl’s striking dark looks. His sandy hair and boyish features combined with the easy disposition of a strong, kind person had attracted Lara to him. She was a beautiful woman, devoted to her family; if she occasionally wanted to test her charm, Marten seemed to see no harm in it.
“So if mining stops on C-3 what are you going to do?” Firl asked, leaning back with his coffee after lunch.
“The company is contemplating keeping C-3 operational and converting it to a tourist destination,” Lara said.
“Tourists?” Firl laughed. Redundant mining colonies were stripped of anything useful and left for their natural course of life. He couldn’t envision anybody wanting to visit C-3 as a tourist.
“Yes. This is a new initiative by the company. They believe some people would pay to see the scenery. It’s become a popular idea all through the Federation. Anyway, Lara has been invited to head the investigations.”
“But tourists? Here?”
“Other colonies make a nice profit out of it. Why shouldn’t we?” Lara tossed her head.
“As a matter of fact, I’ve been asked to stay as well, to investigate a possibility of ocret mining.”
“Ocret!” Firl said.
“A few of the samples collected by the northern miners contained traces of ocret.”
Ocret, a rare, gem-like substance, found only in very small amounts on some of the peripheral colonies, was much sought after for its beautiful luminous, white surface.
“This is perfect. I could be with my tourists and you would still be involved with mining,” Lara said.
“But wouldn’t you like to have a change of location?” Marten asked, leaning toward Lara. “I also had a very good offer to survey a newly opened colony. Or we could move back to one of the Settlements.”
“How would a new mining colony be different from C-3? It feels like home here . . . well, at least this is where the girls were born, and I’m not ready to shift to one of the Settlements yet.”
“Well, I’ve been asked to take a few days and make an explorative trip to Teardrop Lake. The northern shore has shown promising deposits,” Marten said. “You’re welcome to join me, Firl. You can’t leave C-3 until you get your permit to unload your freighters, anyway. Lara, you could check out the sights.”
“But what are we going to do with the girls?” Lara asked.
“The girls could stay with Amber and Reiki. It would be a holiday for them. What do you think?”
“Let me ask Amber first,” Lara said.
Marten was right. Firl had nothing to do until he received the authorization to unload, so he agreed. Lara did, too, after receiving the laughing assurances of her friend and neighbor, Amber.
They set out the following morning, the dome glowing behind them, seemingly suspended in space. Reaching Teardrop Lake, a shallow expanse stretching over a wide area, they parked the trailer near a group of rocky formations at the narrow end.
Accompanied by a servbo, Marten headed to check out some of the deposits suggested by the miners. Lara wanted to map out suitable campsites and attractions, and Firl decided to go with her. Using a series of large boulders as a natural step-way, they hiked to the overhang jutting out above their campsite. Their helmet lights cut into the terrain, casting forbidding shadows. At their back, the outline of the rocky shapes hugged a crevasse, connecting with the spreading lake. Before them and beyond the lake’s basin, an open span of land swept upward, meeting the distant base of the dome. Looking down, they saw Marten walking toward the trailer with a servbo in tow.
“Marten, look up.” Lara waved energetically.
Marten stopped and turned to look. Firl could almost see the quiet amusement on his face. Lifting an arm to return the wave, he stepped back for better balance and quite suddenly, sank out of sight.
“What a . . . hey, Marten!” Firl cried, leaning dangerously over the ledge. He directed the servbo to stop, marking the place.
“What happened?” Bewildered, Lara edged beside Firl.
“I don’t know. Lara, can you get down alone? I want to go ahead.”
“Yes. Go.”
Firl climbed and jumped down the rock face, breaking into a run as soon as he was on flat ground, only slowing near the servbo. The ground around it cracked into net-like segments, vanishing abruptly around the darker patch at the center of the network. Too far from it to see deeper, Firl directed his light toward it, relieved when an answering beam shot up from the depths.
“Marten, are you okay?”
“Yeah, just shaken, and I’ve hurt my ankle.”
“Marten, honey, are you hurt?” Lara caught up with Firl, treading softly when she saw the broken ground.
“I am okay, Lara. Don’t worry.”
“Just sit tight. We are going to get you out,” Firl said, although not sure how to start.
“What can you see from up there?”
“The ground is cracked. It doesn’t look solid enough to walk on.”
“We brought enough building material for a shelter. You could try using that to make a framework across the ground. I’d like you both to come down here.”
“I would prefer to get you out of there as soon as possible,” Lara said.
“It’s all right, honey. There is nothing here to harm me. You might consider this a tourist attraction.”
“Tourist attraction? What else?” Lara muttered, hurrying after Firl, anxious to get the work under way.
With the help of the servbos, they assembled a scaffold and lowered it over the broken ground, where the fissures spread out in all directions from the hole Marten had fallen into. Lara and Firl climbed down beside him, pleased finally to be together again. The cavity resembled a large room with whitish, dense walls. Apart from the collapsed roof, there was no other opening.
“I thought C-3 was strictly off limits before Seven Belts and Halem Co received their license,” Lara said, shining her torch around. “This looks like some kind of a shelter.”
Mining licenses were issued to colonies only when no biological life was detected, or when investigations by Life Line Possibilities found that human activities would not cause harm or negatively impact the evolution of any native life.
“This is not our work,” Marten said.
“Then whose is it?”
“I don’t know. I came to C-3 with the first crew, and I know we have not done any work in this region. In any case, this doesn’t look like our usual exploratory site.” Marten swept the light of his torch over the walls and the broken roof.
“If it wasn’t built as a shelter for miners, what is it? And who built it?” Firl asked, scratching at a wall.
“It could be a natural occurrence. Or not,” Lara added, shining her light on the precisely angled corners.
Firl collected some smaller pieces from the collapsed roof. “This looks like ocret,” he said, turning the pieces in his hands. “This could be the source the miners found.”
With the help of the servbos, Firl and Lara lifted Marten out of the cavity. Back at the trailer, the analysis of the sample proved it not to be of manmade matter.
“I think this is an important enough find to report to the company representative,” Marten said.
“Let’s take another look. Are you sure there was no preliminary exploration here? This doesn’t seem like a random structure,” Firl said.
Fascinated, they probed, knocked and scraped the entire length of the walls; giving up finally—not knowing more, but just as curious. The servbos’ survey revealed a large area of individual cavities spread out in a honeycomb structure with no obvious connection between them.
“I think I definitely need to report this,” Marten said.
Hours after he contacted and reported to the company representative, a small party of officials, including some of the local media and the Federation-appointed mining inspector, arrived to investigate. With Marten and Lara engaged by the officials, Firl had little to do but to go to the trailer and wait for his friends.
News channels, not waiting for an authorized statement, had screened the first few structures uncovered, the journalists openly speculating about their origin. The Drolan system, settled by humans for many centuries, had no records of intelligent life forms to match that of the humans, either during their long migration or their settling in. To find these structures on C-3, combined with no known reports of human activity in the area, caused a sensation. When a hastily-erected corridor around the site barred further access to Marten and Lara, they joined Firl in the trailer; then, rather than hang around, they returned to the dome.
When the permit to unload came through, procedures and preparation for departure left Firl with little time to think about the discovery. Once they were under way again, he found his crew in the mess hall. Veta and the mining inspector sat together, and seeing her expression, Firl suspected the seating arrangement wasn’t Veta’s choice. The inspector leaned toward her and managed to chew, talk, and gawk at her breasts at the same time.
Veta pointedly ignored him, glowering furiously at the crew members sniggering at the nearby tables. Curious about the news of the discovery on C-3, most of the crew gathered around Firl. Sometime later, Veta passed their table with the inspector wheezing behind her. The men turned to follow her progress through the hall, sighing noisily.
“Oh, man. I could do with some doctoring,” someone called out, supported by low whistles and suggestive groans from others.
Firl didn’t stop them. It had been a long journey, and the men had little else to amuse themselves. He kept his face straight, focusing on his drink, but from the corner of his eyes he saw Veta’s shoulders stiffen.
A moment later, the clumsy fall of the inspector, assisted by a stray foot, broke the tension, and even Veta smiled. Watching one of the men make a big show of helping the annoyed man up, Firl thought how the smile transformed that perpetually unhappy face.
After a while, Firl left the hall. Contemplating his present life, he was suddenly sick of the endless travel from port to port, from one lifeless colony to another. He longed for the feel and smell of the wilderness of his native land in Goliath, on Atlantis. On an impulse, he activated his application to leave; hoping arrangements could be made for his replacement at the next port.
In her cabin, Veta, furious with the crew and with herself, peeled off her uniform and stepped into the shower. Trying not to think about the probing eyes of the men, she scrubbed her body; her mother’s words echoed in her mind. ‘Men are all like hungry animals. They’ll use you and leave you, as they wish. You’ll never be happy among them.’
Her mother became a citizen of Mahor after a series of unsuccessful partnerings. Only women lived in Mahor, and only female children were allowed to be born there. Veta and her sisters had all been born there. As tradition dictated, at the age of thirteen, all girls of Mahor received additional education about life in the rest of the Federation, and men in particular. At eighteen, the young women were given a choice of staying and becoming full citizens, or leaving to pursue their lives elsewhere in the Federation. Girls who decided to leave Mahor were counseled and financially supported in their efforts to relocate. While Mahor might choose not to grant citizenship to males, they would not detain any girls against their will, either.
Veta had matured into an extraordinarily beautiful woman. Wavy, auburn hair, large dark eyes and full red lips crowned her voluptuous, tall body. In spite of her mother’s cautions, Veta left Mahor. However, her assimilation, even after years, wasn’t as successful as she hoped. Lately, she had begun to yearn for what she remembered as an uncomplicated life. She thought of her mother and sisters, wondering how her siblings looked now and if they had chosen to stay in Mahor.
Standing in front of the mirror in her cabin, she dried herself; her eyes followed her hands over her body, feeling the familiar reserve at the sight of her firm breasts, flat tummy, small waist and long shapely legs. She could not understand the embarrassing display of desire men showed around her. Turning to view herself from the side, she compared her body with Firl’s. She had studied the anatomical differences between a man and a woman, but for her, these differences remained purely a result of developmental and physiological processes. Remembering the men’s hungry stares as they ogled her body, she felt heat rising from her stomach and yet she also shivered, her nipples hardening in response. The memory, in a curious way, excited and repelled her at the same time.
Disconcerted by her emotions, she dressed quickly. While on C-3, she’d been offered the head position on the medical team assigned to the anticipated stream of tourists to the colony. She didn’t need any more time to think. Suddenly sick of her current position, she activated the codes for her new employment agreement and arranged for her transport back to C-3.
~ * ~
Sana stared up into the face smiling down at her.
“Come on, Sana, give me your hand.” Firl squatted down, lowering his hand as far as he could for the young woman.
The frothy waters below sprayed her, flattening her hair to her head. Sana clung to the single jutting ridge on the flat rock. The weather-worn ridge was just wide enough for her to put her arms around. Waves washed over the rock periodically, making it treacherous to stand up on the slippery surface.
Firl had a good view of the bay, with large, worn boulders rising out of the water, creating a natural bridge that connected the two landlines bordering it. The lush vegetation so typical of Goliath grew down to meet the water. Rather than walk around the bay and make their journey even longer—they were already behind schedule for their pick up—they’d decided to cut across the bay, using a couple of thick fallen branches as planks to bridge the gaps between rocks. The rest of the group had managed surprisingly well, and they gained time despite the problems with Sana. She lay on the last of the boulders separating her from the land, too afraid to stand up and reach for Firl’s hand. Trust Sana to get stuck where none of the other travellers had difficulties, Firl thought.
“Sana, my girl. What’s the matter?” Shilee’s head popped up over her, grinning up at Firl.
Jerking at the sound, Sana dropped her head and gripped the ridge harder.
“Don’t be afraid, Sana. I’ll catch you if you fall.”
The girl didn’t seem to be comforted by Shilee’s words. She closed her eyes, and her lips began to move.
“Shut up, Shilee,” Firl said sharply to the man. This was his first—and his last—time to work with Shilee, if he had anything to say about it. What was wrong with the man? He seemed to set out to reduce every female traveller to a quivering mess. The prettier the girl, the worse he acted.
“Sana, look at me.” The girl lifted red-rimmed eyes. “That’s it. Now, let go with one hand and take my hand.”
She shifted slightly, attempted to let go and then, unable to get a firm hold with her feet, decided it was too risky and hung on. Firl watched her for a moment and then again smiled encouragingly into her upturned anxious face.
“It’s all right, Sana. I’ll lower a rope to you. Shilee will help to tie it to your safety belt and get you up here.” She moved her head the slightest bit, letting him know she understood, although her jaw remained clenched tight. “Now, I’ll go and grab a rope. I’ll only be a minute. Just hold on.”
She didn’t need any encouragement to do that. Firl wondered if Shilee would have to cut her off that rock.”
“What’s the matter?” Lanka, the female guide, came over to him. She had the rest of the group settled, drinking tea, waiting for them to catch up.
“Sana is stuck.”
Lanka, with her back to the people around the fire, rolled her eyes grimacing. She was disgusted; she had no patience for Sana. Sana had held them up from the beginning of the trip. As soon as the airbus dropped them off at their starting point, Sana had dissolved to a mess. Were there no servbos coming along? she had asked in a shaky voice, staring into their bemused faces.
Shilee just laughed and before Sana could say anything else, told her to turn around. He had lifted the standard pack with the provisions onto her back so roughly she stumbled to regain her balance. Within the first hour, it was obvious she would not cope with the weight. Eventually, Firl had distributed her backpack between the three of them and demanded one of them stay with her the entire time of the tour.
Sana had cried when they arrived at the first camp. She’d expected a hotel, and tears had rolled down her cheeks when Firl demonstrated how to crawl into the mesh netting for the night. Shilee, thinking the whole affair hilarious, went out of his way to describe some of the difficulties awaiting her. He took pleasure telling her about the tapath and its eating habits and what it would do to any flesh uncovered by the mesh netting. Firl had not stopped him, and Lanka guessed it was better to have the girl frightened than to be eaten alive by a tapath. They have spent too much time with her already, Lanka thought.
Firl returned to the rock-face with a coil of rope. Where the hell was Shilee?
“Shilee,” he called. No answer. He glanced down at Sana. Her mouth moved, but no sound reached him.
“Shilee,” he called louder. The man chose the most inappropriate times to play games. A moan from Sana made him look back to her. “It’s okay, Sana. Not long now,” he said. The woman looked petrified, her eyes darting to the water and back to him.
“Shilee!” Firl shouted. Frowning, he scanned the waters. Dark grey waves rolled around heavily, hitting the rock, spraying the air. Just near Sana, a smoother patch of water caught his attention.
“Lanka.” He half-turned his head and called out, “Lanka!” He looked for a place to tie the rope, shouting again for Lanka. When he looked down again, the smooth patch of water shifted nearer to Sana’s right leg.
“What’s the matter, Firl?” Lanka came up next to him.
“There is a shifter down there, near Sana,” he said quietly. “I’m going down to her.”
“Where is Shilee?”
“I don’t know. He’s not answering my call.”
“You don’t think—?”
“I don’t know. Just stay here and keep your weapon ready. It’s near Sana’s right leg. Can you see it?”
Lanka looked down at the water where Firl indicated. “I don’t see anything,” she said, shaking her head. “Are you sure?”
“It’s there.” Using the rope, he climbed down next to Sana, working his way around the slippery surface to secure the rope to her safety belt. “Do you know where Shilee is?”
Without a sound, she turned her head toward the water.
“Did he fall into the water?”
She didn’t, or couldn’t speak. Clinging to the ridge, she shook her head.
“Lanka, get ready.” He called up.
“Let go, Sana,” he said to the young woman. Placing a hand over hers, he gently eased her grip.
“Pull, Lanka.”
Sana let go when she felt the pull of the rope. Firl glanced over his right shoulder; the smooth patch had drifted closer. Finally realising she was getting close to safety, Sana began to scramble upward. Firl gave her a final push and carefully holding onto the ridge, moved to the left of the rock to look farther along the bridge. Looking up, he saw Lanka grabbing Sana’s belt, pulling her to safety.
“Shilee,” he called again.
Firl could not see him anywhere. Suddenly, he sensed rather than saw the shifter pushing out of the water. The creature twisted in the air, hurling its flat body toward Firl. The cuplike suckers on its belly smacked against the rock surface near him with a wet sound. Its snout, covered with rows of bony plates, opened and shut, tasting the air. Firl waited until he saw a ripple starting at the creature’s back, to disengage the cups, then seized his chance, scrambling around the ridge, just as the shifter jumped. A moment later, looking back, he saw it occupying his former position.
Lanka reached down to help him up. The shifter dropped back into the water. “Shit, Firl. How do you do react so quickly?” She’d had no time to get her weapon ready. “This one was too close.” Her hands shook as she pulled up the rope.
Firl had no idea how he did it. His senses just seemed sharper than the other tour guides he worked with. At first, he’d thought it odd, but after a while he accepted it without question.
“Lanka, call the agency. Get the pick-up out here. I’m going to talk to Sana.”
He saw Sana sitting crying, encircled by the arms of one of the older women. Firl squatted down near them. “Sana, I need to ask you about Shilee. Did you see what happened to him?”
“No. I didn’t see anything.” She looked up at him. “I just heard. It was . . .”
Firl missed the rest. Sana fell back into the woman’s arms, her sobbing intensified.
“What did you hear, Sana?”
“Can’t you just leave her alone?” The woman pulled Sana closer to her, looking cross.
“Sorry, Piri. I need to know.”
Sana pulled away from the woman, hiccupped, wiped her nose on the scarf Piri handed her with a, here, honey, and then took a long breath. Piri alternately rubbed or patted the younger woman’s back the whole time.
“He was horrible,” Sana finally said, glancing sideways at Firl. “When you left to get the rope, he said awful things to me. I kept wishing he would just shut up, and then I heard him say, ‘Shit.’ Then he groaned, and I heard a horrible, wet, sucking noise. There was a splash and then everything went quiet. I called, but there was no answer, and I thought he just wanted to frighten me again. I kept calling. He was such a horrible man. I kept calling.” Tears were running down her cheeks, and once again Piri hugged her close.
“It’s all right, Sana. It’s all right.” Piri lifted her chin to glare at Firl. Go away; you have done enough, her eyes and face said.
Firl waited a moment longer, but the women ignored him. Rising, he glanced over the rest of the group. Lanka had kept them calm enough, but they looked fidgety, aware that something wasn’t right.
“I’m going to look for Shilee,” he said to Lanka.
“Are you sure? The airbus should be here soon.”
“I don’t know how long that shifter will hang around. The airbus may scare it away.”
“Do you think . . . ?”
“I have to look.”
“Should I come with you?”
She made no attempt to move, and Firl raised an eyebrow, a small smile lifting the corner of his lip. “No, I think you should stay here with the party,” he said, choosing a knife and a coil of rope from the tour kit.
Climbing down onto the boulder, he held onto the ridge and faced the water, settling down to wait. After a while, he noticed the flat patch of water drifting closer to him. He watched, gathering his legs, and when the shifter jumped, he was ready. Before it could attach itself to the rock surface, Firl drove the knife into its body, with one end of the rope fixed around the handle. Keeping well away from the thrashing head and hoping the makeshift hook would hold, he pushed the knife deeper into the shifter, slicing down into the exposed bulging belly of the creature. With a wet splat, Shilee’s mangled body fell out onto the rock. Firl let go of the rope and the shifter dropped back into the water, taking the knife and the rope with it. He pulled Shilee’s body up against the ridge and stooped to rinse his hands off.
With Lanka’s help, they lifted Shilee’s body up to the ledge and covered it with a mesh-net, before curious people could see. The airbus arrived shortly afterward and the crew loaded the mesh-net bundle in the storage bay. They hadn’t asked any questions; it wasn’t the first time they had picked up a party with someone injured, or worse. When people complained for the tour ending so abruptly, Firl eventually quietened them with the promise of refund. They returned to base without further trouble.
Segment from Lanka’s report:
The group was no different from the others. We had a few luggers and a few show-offs. Just like always. You have to watch out for the males. They don’t like to listen, especially to the female guides. You have to watch out for the females, too. They’re either jealous, or act like simpering princesses.
I’ve worked with both Shilee and Firl before. What did I think of Shilee? He was crazy. Not just crazy, but nasty. We did get along, though. What about Firl? I’ve always felt something was different with him. How can somebody hear and see things that no other person can? I mean Shilee was nasty, but at least I knew what was going on with him. Firl is just a freak from a rich family, playing at being a tour guide. I can’t say I like him much.
Segment from Sana’s report:
He is dead now. I hated him. It was a horrible trip. I will never come to Goliath again. The agency said it was a trip of a lifetime. It’s all lies, you know. They had no beds! And that horrible man! I shouldn’t say anything bad about him now. But he was always saying horrible things to me. He just wouldn’t leave me alone. And that woman guide often sided with him.
The other man, I think his name was Firl, was good. He was helpful. If he hadn’t been there, I think I would have gone mad. I think I would be dead. The other two didn’t seem to know as much as he did. He saw things I think the others didn’t. I tried to stay close to him. It could have been worse, but for him.
Segment from Piri’s report:
Shilee was just a man. I don’t think he liked the pretty girls with their airs. He was all right with me. I told him on the first day to mind his business and his tongue, and he never gave me any more trouble. He died because he was looking after Sana, one of the young women. She was so hopeless. She held us all up, but Shilee should’ve been nicer to her. We paid a lot of money for this trip. Well, I guess he did what he was paid for. He died in the line of duty, so to speak.
The other man? You mean Firl? He didn’t say much to us, just went about his business. I must say, I felt safer with him around. He just seemed to know the jungle better. Several times during the trip, he stopped us because he sensed danger, and I must admit he was always right. One time there was a . . .
Segment from the Federation Law Enforcement Investigation report:
...so we conclude that the death of Shilee Bon-Shileer was unintentional and a result of natural causes while on duty with the Life Time Opportunities tour guide agency. The investigations could not establish negligence or other liability by the agency.
Segment from the Director of Life Time Opportunities tour guide agency’s report:
Shilee was a problem. We’d have probably let him go after this trip. I’m glad Firl was there. Who knows what trouble the agency would be in now if he hadn’t killed the shifter and brought the body back? At least one of the clients could be dead now, as well. I hope he’ll stay with the agency. He’s got an edge. Some of the others don’t like him, he seems to be stepping on their toes, but I wish we had more like him.
Chapter Two
Firl curled deeper into a huge lapu leaf, its thinner edges cupping his form. Even in sleep, part of his brain remained active; and he was aware of the sharp, bitter odor the leaf released from the cuts he’d made and the rank scent of the tapath’s breath carried to him by the breeze. Large, rodent-like creatures, the tapaths ran nightly cleaning forays in Goliath’s jungle floors; useful creatures that unfortunately did not discriminate between living and dead matter. Sleeping on the jungle floors could mean painful injury, even death, without the mesh-net sleeping bags or servbos acting as guards. After returning to Goliath, he’d spent a year tramping across the continent, studying its wildlife. He’d discovered the tapaths’ aversion to the lapu plant with its umbrella-like leaves. Injury to the leaves released the sharp odor disliked by many creatures in Goliath.
He’d worked for other tour guide agencies before starting one of his own. Taking small groups only, he offered what he called a real Goliath experience. He did not rely on the mesh-net sleeping bags, servbos or gadgets commonly used by other agencies. Somehow, he’d developed an amazing ability to find the rarest creatures and always took his clients safely into the unknown wilderness and back. In fact, his was known to be the only agency with no history of accidents or deaths. He no longer questioned his own heightened senses of eyesight and hearing.
A tapath wandered closer, drawn by the scent of flesh, grunting and snorting as the sharp odor of the lapu drifted to it. Firl slept, dreaming of nameless creatures and places he has never seen or heard of outside his dreams. He slept and dreamt of Veta; of holding her against him, aching with emotions. Veta? He opened his eyes suddenly. The pale light of the day began spreading. He had not seen or heard of Veta in the five years since he returned to Goliath. Why would he be dreaming of her now?
The young couple near him slept on, covered by lapu leaves, snuggled deep against the awareness the first rays of the sun penetrating through the canopy of trees brought. Firl stretched and rose to start a fire. The tapath disappeared into the woods as soon as the man stirred. He was cooking breakfast when the couple finally awoke. Soon after their morning meal, they broke camp.
“Keep quiet,” Firl warned the couple following him.
The thicket parted, and the head of a large bird was clearly visible above them. The bird sniffed the air. Firl waved the brown-leafed lapu branch in his hands. The exquisitely feathered animal kept a wary eye on the couple standing behind Firl as it moved forward cautiously. The smell of the lapu, so familiar, hung around the humans. Firl motioned the couple to stand as close to it as they dared, fixing a holo for them. When the man reached out to touch the golden plumage, the bird danced away, soon disappearing into the thick vegetation.
“That’s it, folks. It’s time to head back to base,” Firl said.
This trip had lasted longer than usual, and he was ready to return to civilization. His agency base was centered at the nearest Settlement on the Eastern coast. He dropped the couple back at their hotel, no doubt grateful for the facilities available, and took care of their gear. After enjoying a well-cooked meal, he caught up with the latest news within the Federation and sat up when he saw a familiar face. Looking more beautiful than ever, Veta was being interviewed by a well-known reporter.
“We have definitively identified C-3 as the source of the alien influence,” Veta said.
Behind her the background changed, showing C-3.
“The diggings were discovered five years ago, and hundreds of thousands of people have visited the site since. Are they all in danger of being infected by the virus?” The news-commenter asked Veta.
“I’d like to say that to refer to the alien influence as a virus is misleading. We’ve not been able to identify how this influence is produced. The unknown influence doesn’t seem to affect everybody. Only a small percentage of the visitors have become affected. The being seems to be benign. The only symptoms are the enhanced abilities of the person affected.” Veta smiled, flashing a white row of teeth.
“But we still don’t know what the long term effects are. Should the site be closed?” The holo zoomed in on the alien diggings.
Firl saw a small dome near the site, probably constructed for the maintenance workers, security staff and servbos. The Federation law enforcement trailers and cordons were visible all around.
“The site is closed for the time being, while further research is conducted.” Veta spoke with a small shrug of her shoulders, suggesting the restrictions were only a temporary setback. “Right now, we are calling on people who have visited C-3 and may have developed some uncharacteristic changes, to call in to the testing centers set up throughout the Federation. This is a special test; we know what to look for. But please, let me stress that due to limited capacity of the centers, we ask that only people who actually visited the site request the test.”
“Is the virus contagious?”
“Please, I would prefer you describe it as an unknown being. And no, we know of several people with changes, whose family members or friends have not been affected.”
“We are interviewing Dr. Veta Mahor Reine, Chief Health Authority on C-3. Dr. Reine is also the newly appointed head of investigations into a possible alien influence on humans.” The holo focused on the reporter before turning back to Veta, the diggings in the background. “Is it true that you are carrying the virus?”
“Please. It is not a virus,” Veta insisted patiently.
“But could it be called a virus?”
“I don’t know, yet. Until then, we should refer to it as unknown being.”
“And are you affected?” the reporter asked again.
“Yes, I am. Yet I’m perfectly fine and healthy.”
“But do you have any symptoms?”
“As a matter of fact, I do.” She smiled at the millions of viewers, and Firl was sure the breath was knocked out of everyone watching. “But we may talk about it another time.”
“Thank you, Dr. Reine.”
“Thank you.” Veta bowed her head slightly, her auburn hair framing her smiling face.
The reporter continued speaking for a while, summing up again the latest news from C-3. She repeated Veta’s pleas for only the people who have noticed genuine changes within themselves after visiting C-3, to request a test. She listed some of the possible differences people might experience, such as unusual strength, hearing and so on. But, she said, there could be other symptoms, not yet well-known. Aside from the individuals already affected, she announced temporary restrictions to visiting C-3, and after a final greeting to the viewers, the channel switched to a sport show.
Firl sat for a while, eventually putting a call through to Marten. He left a message for Marten to call back, and then finalized the last details of the tour with his clients, including the shipping of their collection of souvenirs and their transport off Goliath. Not knowing when he would return, he cancelled the remainder of his tours and arranged for his own transport. Marten called him back shortly on the visual comlink.
“You must be calling about that interview on University Wave,” he said, brandishing a piece of toast.
“Good to see you, too, Marten.”
“Hello, Firl.” Lara appeared, smiling and sitting close to Marten. He pulled her to him, kissing her noisily.
Firl rolled his eyes, but smiled at the display of affection between them. “Actually, I thought I would come and visit with you. Can you organize a pass for me?”
“I’ve already arranged it. You can pick up your ticket for your ferry transport to C-3 at the Port. Tourists are still pouring in and getting caught on Port, so expect some crowds.” Marten did a good job of eating and talking at the same time.
“I can hardly wait for you to see the girls. See you soon, Firl,” Lara said.
“Thanks. I’ll see you all later.” Firl terminated the connection just as Marten reached for Lara again.
He reached Port, a stopover between the Federation Settlements and some of the outer colonies, and increasingly busy since the discovery of the diggings on C-3. Self-sustaining, with shopping malls, hotels, gardens and parks, as well as whole sections to house workers, Port could easily be considered a colony on its own.
Seven Belts and Halem Company is cashing in big time, Firl thought, as he dodged people and servbos. He stopped to purchase gifts for Lara’s girls and, in the end, accepted the recommendation of a shop assistant. After collecting his ticket, he joined the color-coded queue reserved for the people with invitations. Several other lines stretched into the corridors. Many people sat on their bags, their faces set, patiently waiting for C-3 to reopen for tourists. The news of a possible alien influence mobilized thousands of people. Strange, Firl thought, how eagerly some people are drawn to change, not caring for the consequences.
Slowly his line advanced. He took the opportunity to look around, picking up on the latest fashion, hairstyles and so on. Abruptly, he noticed a man walking along one of the columns, here and there stopping to talk to people, his hands moving rapidly in and out of pockets and open handbags. Incredibly, most people seemed totally unaware and in fact, smiled and talked to him while he was busy robbing them. Puzzled, Firl watched to see if anyone else caught the act and noted a few people obviously aware, following the progress of the man. Firl quickly checked his pockets and saw many others who were also able to perceive the actions of the thief looking through their own pockets and bags. What does this mean? he wondered. How can the people being robbed not notice? Can the man be one of those affected by the alien being?
Lara waited for him on C-3, and Firl felt the familiar pull of attraction when he spotted her.
“Marten was called in to assist the medical team,” she said with a laugh. “Half the universe discovered they are affected and possess some enhanced abilities. I mean there are people here just about claiming that crossing their eyes or moving their ears is a result of alien influence.” She glanced appreciatively at Firl. “What about you? You look good.”
“Thanks, Lara,” he said, preoccupied and still thinking of what he saw earlier. “What about you and the girls?”
“We are fine.”
“So what’s happening here?”
“You must have been buried in that jungle of yours. It all started about four weeks ago. Dr. Reine made an announcement in the local news about the alien being. She’d noticed certain changes within herself after visiting the site some years ago; and listening to other people, she’d realized others were having similar experiences. All those people started noticing changes some time after visiting the site.”
“What kind of changes?”
“Oh, she doesn’t say much about herself, but a servbo engineer on staff, Yuron, is the strongest man on C-3. He’s been nominated to compete in the next Olympics. Can you imagine? He’d be the first competitor ever from C-3.”
“A strong man?”
“Yes, and if you didn’t know he was a human, you’d think his power was a result of some sort of illegal technology, like an android. As it is, there is a new craze on C-3 . . . men and women are challenging each other in and out of gyms. The company is shipping in more athletic equipment.”
“What about you and Marten? Have you noticed any changes?”
Lara laughed, peering at him from under long lashes. “We are normal, as always, although Marten claims the women of his house are unnaturally beautiful.”
“I have to agree with him,” Firl said, smiling at her.
The passage of time had not touched the small estate; the bushes enclosing the driveway were exactly the same height as during his visit five years earlier. He followed Lara into the house, wondering where the girls were.
“Girls,” Lara called. “Look who is here!”
Her daughters filed shyly into the entrance hall. Almost equal in height, with flaming red and hair green eyes, they were so much like their mother they could have been her younger sisters.
“You didn’t tell me you have a couple of beauty queens staying with you, Lara.” Firl dropped his bag, smiling as he watched the girls. “Where are your daughters?” he demanded, turning to her.
Lara laughed, proud and happy for his appreciation. “Oh come on girls, greet your Uncle Firl.” She walked over to them, lacing her arms around their waist, pulling them toward him.
Firl embraced them, thinking how grown up they seemed.
“Uncle Firl, you are crushing me,” one of them protested, but the ice broke.
“Did you bring us something?” the other girl asked
“Don’t be rude,” Lara warned.
“Well, let’s see—” Firl reached for his bag. He rummaged just long enough for the girls to start looking at each other, eyebrows raised. “Here they are.” He pulled out a couple of small black boxes.
The girls pounced on them, exclaiming, “Oh, Uncle Firl! Mum! Mum! Look at this!”
“What are they? What have you done?” she asked Firl, laughing.
“Uncle Firl. Thank you.” The girls chorused, hugging and kissing him in their excitement.
“But what are they?” Lara asked.
“Mum, it’s the latest! And Saline is the only one at the school with one already.”
“Then it must be something expensive. Firl, you shouldn’t have.”
“Mum, it’s Slimgear,” the girls explained, continuing their penchant to speak almost as one.
Slimgear was the current fad with the Federation teenagers. The small boxes contained a substance which expanded when exposed to air. Each box held five of the latest designer outfits. With color and style variations, no two were ever the same.
One of the girls activated her box and a holo sprang up in front of them. A young model strutted her way back and forth on a catwalk suspended in mid-air, demonstrating the contents of the box. The girls were quiet with wonder.
“This is the greatest, Uncle Firl. Can we go and show Amber?” they asked Lara.
“Yes, but don’t stay too long, and don’t be too loud,” she said to their retreating backs. “Amber has a toddler now. He is a good boy, but she gets very tired, with Reiki often away from home and not being able to help her much,” she explained. “You’ve made the girls very happy, although I don’t know if we have enough social occasions for them to wear all the designs.”
“Girls always find a reason to dress up.”
“Too right.” Lara smiled. “Now, can I offer you something?”
“Yes, I’ll have a coffee, please.”
Lara watched him thoughtfully after serving him. She finally broke the silence, “What’s the matter, Firl? Is it something to do with the diggings?”
“What makes you say that?”
“Well, you’ve an absent air about you. I’ve only seen you do that when there’s something important on your mind. But I don’t want to intrude.”
“No, you’re not intruding, Lara. We’re friends.”
“So, is it?” Lara prompted, after another silence.
“I am not sure. At first, I thought it was just Goliath. Everything on Goliath is different, so entirely in excess from what is here . . . the jungle, the wildlife. I trained in tracking and then started my own agency. I have become an extremely good tracker. I see and hear in a way that amazes me and the tourists, but I stopped thinking about it after a while. It’s all very useful, and it fit right in with Goliath’s extreme environment.”
“I don’t see anything strange about that.”
“Maybe you are right, but I’ve lived most of my life in Goliath and haven’t noticed any special sensitivity until after visiting the ruins on C-3. I figured I’d developed a unique awareness in response to my work, and accepted it as that.”
“It is common to mature into some of our abilities with time,” Lara agreed.
“I did feel somehow relieved when I heard Veta’s announcement. Although I’ve accepted my skills, I’ve not known any other hunters to develop them. Not in Goliath, anyway. I don’t want to sound ungrateful, but it’s good to know I am not a freak.”
“Well, don’t be so sure. I heard the Pureists are already screaming for the elimination of all affected. If an alien is responsible for the changes you and others are experiencing, the Pureists will make very harsh demands.”
When Firl shrugged his shoulders, Lara drew her brows together and wrinkled her nose, as if smelling something distasteful. “Don’t underestimate their power. This could be the start of disturbances within the Federation. In fact, there is already a small group here on C-3 protesting.”
“Well, I don’t feel less human, and Veta certainly didn’t appear to be.”
“I would say she actually appears to be more human.” Lara winked cheekily at him.
“She does have a nice row of white teeth I’d not been aware of in the past.”
“She has more than just a white row of teeth. Members of the High Council and Life Line Possibilities are eating out of her hands. They came here to quarantine C-3 and look what’s happening,” Lara complained. “Our orderly life has been turned upside down in the last few weeks.”
“She’s certainly changed from that introverted, prudish young woman I used to know. It’s a case of a butterfly emerging from its pupae,” Firl said.
“Do you think it’s due to the alien being?”
Whatever it is, it suits her, Firl thought.
“Are you going to register?”
“I’d like to talk to Veta first, although I’m not sure about her response. We didn’t exactly part as friends.”
“I’m sure it’ll be all right. Lots of things have changed since you last saw each other.” Lara stood, and a servbo cleared the coffee cups. “I better call over to Amber. The girls have been gone for a while.”
But before she could contact Amber, Marten called. “Hi, honey. I’ve been called to Port. It sounds like security there ran into some trouble, letting through too many people.”
Firl moved up behind Lara.
“Good to see you, Firl,” Marten said, catching sight of him. “Take care of my girls. I should be back in a couple of days.” He looked behind him for a moment. “I’d better go. Kiss the girls for me,” he said when he turned back.
“Let’s call the girls back.” Lara turned to Firl when Marten signed off.
The comlink showed Amber sitting with her young son sleeping peacefully in her lap, flanked by Lara’s girls. “They’re all right, Lara”. She saw Firl. “Is that you, Firl?” She shifted her son and tugged at her hair self-consciously.
“Hello, Amber,” Firl smiled, looking at the boy in her arms. “Is that your baby boy?”
“Yes. This is Lotar. He is nearly two.” She kissed her son lightly. “I haven’t seen you for a long time. Where have you been, Firl?”
“Tramping through the jungles of Goliath, where else?” Lara answered for him. “Listen, Amber. Why don’t you come over and stay with us for a day or so? Marten is off to Port, and I doubt you’ll see much of Reiki either.”
“Yes, he did call earlier. The Northern ocret mines are too close to the diggings, and they worry about security.”
“Come and stay with us. The girls would love having Lotar, and Firl can entertain us with some barbaric tales from Goliath,” Lara urged.
“Thank you, Lara,” Amber said. “I’m grateful for the invitation. I love being a mother, but as you know, I’m often lonely, with Reiki so caught up in his work.”
Chapter Three
His request to see Veta was politely denied, so Firl joined the queue waiting near the Health Centre. Looking around, he saw nothing had changed since his last visit. As most artificially set-up ecology, the dome on C-3 followed a standard order, with well-planned buildings placed among the green vegetation. Groups of people stood around– some journalists, but most likely miners or workers in other positions, having their day off and there to observe the ones claiming to be affected. A marked company vehicle pulled up in front of the building, attracting some media attention.
“Dr. Reine.” Firl heard somebody calling out. “When will the diggings be reopened?”
“You will have to ask the members of High Council and the Life Line Possibilities representatives. I am sure it won’t be long though,” she responded.
The crowd shifted around her; and Firl saw her, Veta Reine, looking self-assured, answering several more questions. She wore the one-piece company uniform, with some added features. After a while, she signaled the end of the quick gathering. Turning back toward the building, she caught sight of Firl standing nearby.
“Hello, Doc,” he said tentatively, when their eyes met.
Frowning, she put her head to one side, an amused smile appearing on her lips. “Firl? Captain Firl?”
“Yes. That’s right,” he said, not sure of her response.
“What brings you here, Captain?”
“The same as everyone else.” Firl gestured toward the line of people in front of the Health Centre.
“It’s nice to see a familiar face from the past. Come with me, Captain. Let’s catch up.”
Not entirely certain what to think about the easy way she sidestepped their past history, he followed her into the building.
“Have you come to register, or are you just a spectator?” she asked, when they reached her office.
“I’m here to register, but glad to talk to you first.”
“Let’s sit down.” Veta motioned toward some armchairs. “You haven’t changed at all, Firl.”
“On the other hand, you have. Remarkably.”
“I’ll take that as a compliment. Now, do you want to talk about your registration?”
“First, can I ask if you were affected?”
Laughing, Veta threw her head back, and he was amazed at the transformation he saw. Her auburn hair draped over her back and her slender neck and stretched invitingly above firm, shapely breasts. Her skin radiated heat; and her eyes, two dark pools, seemed to have grown larger.
Firl felt a pull, a strong reaction, blood surging to his head. Momentarily, he struggled for control, regaining his composure quickly. Veta wasn’t laughing anymore; she was watching him.
“Yes, ironic, isn’t it?” she said dryly. “I find that men, and even some women, struggle to resist my feminine gift or powers. The unknown being affected me by enhancing my sexuality. Sometimes I don’t know whether to laugh or cry.”
“What do you mean?”
“You knew me before I became affected. I was in denial of my sexuality. It used to repel me to find men craving my body. Not long after I’d visited the diggings, I found I had a sudden understanding of how men and women viewed me and realized I enjoy their reactions.” She paused to reflect. “There is a constant internal struggle within me. Part of me takes pleasure in seeing how people react to me, while another part of me disapproves of my sexuality and the way I use it. Mostly, I ignore that part.” She flashed a quick smile at Firl. “I do like it too much. But enough about me. What about you?”
Firl told her about his experiences. “How did you establish infection?” he asked finally.
“Well, it’s not truly an infection. Not in a true sense, anyway. One day, our new strong man Yuron came to the Health Centre, he said he didn’t feel right. He complained of developing unusual strength, finding he was able to lift or push objects, things he’d never have thought of trying before. We tested him and he is really strong. He’ll win the Olympics for us. More importantly, the tests also revealed DNA mutation. It seems what we call the unknown being integrated with his human DNA. The alien element doesn’t appear to affect physical form, or basic physiological processes. It is within my DNA and probably yours, too.” She smiled. “It took some time to reassure Yuron. He’d read an old story in which the hero discovered he’d unexpected talents just before he died a horrible death.
“After we’d tested him, we knew what to look for and when I realized how I’ve felt, I tested myself and found the same mutation. It affects each of us differently. Some people develop advanced insight into technology, others like you and I, are gifted with some biological improvement: your extra perception, my excessive femininity and Yuron’s strength beyond a normal human’s. At this stage, we don’t know how or why the process occurs. What makes some people more susceptible than others? Children have been born with the mutated DNA, but only when both parents are affected. Those children appear to be perfectly normal—no different from non-affected children in appearance or general development. We don’t know at what age they would start showing their special abilities, if ever.”
Firl’s Paging Unit (PU) chimed, calling him for testing. “I’d better go.”
“I’ll take you there.” She guided Firl to the temporary privacy booths, where medical servbos took tissue samples for analysis. Firl’s positive test confirmed what he suspected. He was advised to join a growing group in an adjoining room.
A servbo appeared at her side. “Dr. Reine, the latest tested group is ready for you. Are you ready to begin?”
“Thank you.” She turned to Firl. “I am going to speak to some of those already tested. Come along, you may be interested.”
Firl followed her into a Conference room full of people. Veta introduced herself, answered questions, talked about the possibilities their gifts could help them achieve, but mostly she encouraged them to discover more of their abilities and to use them. The servbos handed out information for free counseling services to be made available on each Settlement of the Federation, and the meeting broke up.
“I have similar engagements all day,” Veta said to Firl, once the room was empty. “But you’re welcome to catch up with me any time you want,” she said, seeing his reluctance to part from her.
With her new gift, Veta understood she’d always been attracted to Firl. Being able to talk to him without her former hang-ups helped her to see Firl as a friendlier individual. She was actually looking forward to getting to know him. “See you later, Captain.”
Strangely energized, Firl decided to hang around for a while before going back to Lara. He noticed a group dressed in blood-red outfits among the crowd gathered in front of the Health Centre. The Pureists. The uniformed people chanted and marched up and down, within the corridor set up for them, undeterred by the disapproval of those around them. He was just about to catch a transport back to Lara’s estate, when his PU buzzed.
“Have you registered yet?” Marten greeted him. “Lara told me where you went,” he said when he noticed Firl’s surprised expression. “What are your plans now?”
“I have none at the moment. I’ll catch up with Veta before I leave C-3.”
“She is something.” Marten grinned. “How about coming back to Port to do some work for the company?”
“What’s up?”
“People have reported losing their passes and other valuables. The security cameras seem to break down right where the action was supposed to be. Lara said you mentioned seeing something on Port.”
Firl thought about the pickpocket he had seen. “You know, I think I’d be able to help.”
“Good. I am reactivating your status with the company. There will be a ferry waiting for you. Go to your nearest outlet to collect your authorization. Did I say something funny?”
Firl shook his head.
“All right. See you soon.”
Firl contacted Lara after collecting his new permit. “I’m going over to Port, to help Marten. We shouldn’t be long.”
“How did your meeting go with Veta?”
“Better than I hoped.”
Firl found Port even busier than when he departed. Marten waited for him at the dock. “You sounded somewhat mysterious earlier,” Firl said.
“I think I can help you find the trouble maker.” And he told Marten what he’d seen the previous day. “I think the pickpocket is one of those affected. I’m not sure why people didn’t seem to notice what he was doing, though.”
“Well, let’s see what you can do. The Chief of Security is at loss.”
Marten introduced Firl to the director of the dock area. He showed him a holo map of the terminal. “I can’t spare more than a few men and servbos. I need the rest for crowd control. Here is the outlay of the area.” He waved his hand toward the map. “If you need anything else, just let me know.”
“I’d like to view the holo recordings of the last few days.” Firl requested.
“Unfortunately we’ve had some tech trouble. The security recordings are scrambled. We’re still trying to figure out what happened,” the director said.
“That’s too bad.”
Studying the map, Firl compared it with the busy terminal behind the window, and instructed the men and the servbos assigned to him to take positions. He requested the code for emergency shutdown of all exits. He had to wait for a while, but eventually he spotted some commotion near a credit outlet. From where Firl stood, he saw people gesturing, obviously frustrated with a maintenance servbo, which was sent there to attempt to fix whatever the problem was. Right at that time, security surveillance in that area went down. Firl saw a man in maintenance uniform walking briskly toward the outlet, talking and smiling to the people, obviously trying to calm and reassure them. After dispatching the servbo, he turned his attention to the unit and soon indicated it to be operational.
Firl recognized the man as the pickpocket he has seen a day earlier. Clearly, he was a man of many talents. Ordering the men assigned to him to detain the man, Firl wished he could have an opportunity to talk to him. He was sure the man must be one of the affected, and it troubled him to think of the man using his newfound abilities in a negative way.
“It seems you helped to bust a criminal group working on Port,” Marten said, when they met again later. “Now that C-3 has reopened and people with previous records of visiting are allowed to go back, passes sell for a good price for those who want to get there while the alien influence might be active. They’ve used a technique, described as recomposing information particles, to create new passes. They’ve also configured some of the Port outlets to deposit credit to their own accounts.” He clasped Firl around his shoulder, laughing. “You’ve become a local hero. Wait until I tell Lara.”
“Recomposing information particles? What does that mean?”
“I don’t know how it is done. The man says it is like changing some of the notes in a piece of music. It’s the same melody, with minor alterations. It’s recomposed,” Marten said. “By the way, we tested him. He is affected.”
“I thought he would be. Are you finished here?”
“I’m nearly done, just need to tie up a few ends.”
“Mr. Natt?” A man in company police uniform approached Firl. “The Chief of Security would like to see you,” he said politely.
Marten winked at Firl. “Go on. When you finish I’ll meet you at my rooms.” He gave Firl his keycard.
Firl followed the man into a large office, where the Chief greeted him.
“We appreciate your help with such a short notice. You were extremely efficient,” he said, offering Firl a seat and refreshments. “May I ask how you knew what to look for?”
Firl told him.
“I see. We have no available records. I’m glad you’ve been able to assist with the investigations. In the past, difficult cases forced us to invite the Federation assistance. The company prefers to deal with its own internal affairs.”
To Firl, this sounded more like a personal preference. The Federation would have to be involved, Firl thought, this was hardly a problem restricted to Port or the outer colonies. The Chief pressed his fingers together in front of his face, contemplating Firl.
“Considering your—shall we say—condition, the company would like to offer you a position with us.”
“And you disagree.” Firl stated.
“I do what is best for the company, Mr. Natt.”
“What exactly would you like me to do?”
“The company would like to employ you as an independent investigator. Seven Belts and Halem is a constantly expanding business. We believe your special abilities could assist in solving particular problems, especially since we are faced with such talented offenders. I’ve checked your records and your previous employment with us, and I’m satisfied you would be able to assist us.” He paused, waiting for Firl to comment and continued when there was no response. “In addition, we would like you to work closely with Dr. Reine to determine and select the best possible people with special abilities and to assist them to sign up to work with the company.”
Firl smiled at the Chief. “It would be my pleasure to work with Dr. Reine.”
“Yes. Dr. Reine is—uhm, very talented.” The chief nodded stiffly. “I assume you agree to return to our employment?”
Firl sat a while, thinking. He gave a moment’s consideration to his tour guide agency on Atlantis, believing he could always return and rekindle the business, should he choose. In the meantime, he appointed his manager to oversee things and carry on in his absence, if only on a lesser level than when he had been there. Working with Veta and keeping an eye on any new progress regarding the alien influence was of personal interest to him. At the same time, he could satisfy his wandering spirit.
“I accept.”
“Seven Belts and Halem appreciates good work. My assistant will upgrade your temporary authorization. He’d also be able to give you all the information you need regarding your work. We’ve arranged very generous terms for you, but of course, you are welcome to negotiate any further requirements.”
Not waiting for a response this time, the Chief stood up abruptly. “Welcome to Seven Belts and Halem. You may prioritize as you think best. Your authorization code ensures the cooperation of all company workers.” He called in his assistant. “Tom will help you with any other questions or enquires. Thank you, Mr. Natt.”
Firl rejoined Marten and they left Port. At C-3, Firl moved into an apartment near the Health Centre. Veta and he campaigned among the affected to sign up with Seven Belts and Halem, offering favorable terms and conditions. Most of the affected were more than willing to sign up, especially since they were to work with people like themselves. Under close scrutiny from the Federation Workers Union, they also helped to develop special policies for the protection of the non-affected workers. Integrating the affected with the non-affected individual within such a large company would become a precedent for future work relationships between affected and non-affected workers.
Veta and Firl grew very close during these weeks. Their interest in one another sparked some attention from the media, for they made a handsome couple, both being in a position of some authority and Able Humans, as the affected began to call themselves
This peaceful interlude ended when Firl and his team were called away to investigate the first of the many internal problems resulting from the hiring of such a specialized workforce.
“I’ll be right here when you get back,” Veta said as she kissed him.
The waiting team behind Firl called out, joking and laughing at the pair’s obvious affection.
“Shut up,” he said, smiling, motioning them into the waiting shuttle. “Get on board.”
He followed them after one last lingering kiss from Veta.
Chapter Four
Stepping away from the shuttle, Councilor Nemo Price inhaled deeply, turning his face up to the dawning sky. It had been over a year since his last visit to Geo; he had almost forgotten how sweet the air smelled.
“Mr. Price,” a port attendant said, appearing next to him. “Your transport is waiting. Please follow me.”
Reluctantly Nemo turned and followed the man. The waiting airbus flew over the wide valley sheltering the Geo Settlement Council building. The first rays of the sun lit up one side of the valley below, in sharp contrast to the other side, which was still enveloped in shadows.
The Councilors gathered in one of the old-fashioned boardrooms. The polished wood table in the center mirrored the crystal ware on top of it. Glancing around, Nemo saw the red uniforms of several Pureist party representatives huddled together around their party head, Reno Conroy.
Nemo greeted the people already seated and settled down to wait, using the time to file his recently gathered data and to skim through the outline of the meeting. As a regular assembly, the Councilors addressed some of the topics covered: agricultural matters; environmental and cultural conservation, nominated by the Pureists; trade requests between Geo Settlements and outer colonies; and the upcoming Federation Olympics. Nemo found his report attached to the application, which had been compiled by the Geo Trade Organization.
Servbos began to circulate as the room filled up, taking orders for refreshments. When the last of the representatives for the various ministries finally took their seats, the meeting began. By lunch time, the Council attained unanimous decisions about most of the matters at hand and adjourned until late afternoon.
Nemo made plans to fly to his sister’s estate to spend some time with his family. On his way out, he waved to some people and managed to avoid others, navigating successfully through the confusion of servbos going about their duties. He was close to the exit when he felt an arm wrap around his shoulder.
“Nemo, my friend!” Ian Sledge, a member of Agricultural Ministry laid his hand on Nemo’s shoulder. “It’s good to see you.”
Nemo rolled his eyes, but smiled at his old friend. “Ian, it’s good to see you, too,” he said, attempting to pull away.
Ian squeezed his arm and pulled Nemo closer to him. “Where are you heading?”
“Actually, I am flying over to the East.”
Ian drew him closer still, saying, “Let me take you. No, no. It’s not a problem.” Ian pushed against him enthusiastically when Nemo tried to protest. “My bus is ready and waiting,” he said, at the same time propelling Nemo toward the exit.
“Ian, let go of me.” Nemo laughed with some irritation. “I have my own transport, but thanks for the offer.”
“Cancel it. We need to talk,” Ian said, smiling and nodding as they passed people.
During his career, Nemo had learned not to ask unnecessary questions. Although the smile remained on his friend’s face, the eyes above it grew serious. Rubbing his own shoulder gingerly, Nemo went with Ian to his transport, which took off as soon as they strapped into their seats.
Ian poured a drink for both of them, waving a servbo aside. “I have seen your memorandum about the alien influence and the people affected. Many people, especially the Pureists, won’t like it.”
“I was sent to gather as much intelligence about the affected as possible.” Nemo shrugged.
“The Pureists have always had a strong influence in Geo’s government. Now, more than ever, they are fanning resentment against the Federation and its authority over Settlement politics. You know the old song; we are the beginning. This is where it all began.”
“Geo is a nice place. I’m always glad to come back.”
“Yes. The Pureists have done a good job at conservation.”
“I can’t see any reason to complain,” Nemo said.
“And neither can I. Neither can I,” Ian repeated absently. “The Pureists began,” he said, focused again, “mostly as conservationists. Now they’re a power to reckon with. And from what I learned, they are trying to push into other Settlements and the outer colonies as well.”
Nemo finished his drink and shifted in his seat. Whatever Ian was leading up to, he was taking his time. “It has been so, for a long time. Why are you concerned now?”
Ian leaned forward. “I’ve been offered an appointment to become part of the executive management team for Geo Trade Organization.”
“Well, that’s good news. Congratulations! But how will you coordinate that with your role in the Ministry?”
“I won’t. I am submitting my resignation at the end of today’s meeting,” Ian said dryly. “It is an impressive offer.”
GTO pushed for increased trade outside of Geo. In the name of conservation, the Pureist party had been opposing trade with other Settlements and colonies. Nemo could see why Ian would feel uneasy about increased Pureists’ activities.
“So what is it you want from me?”
Ian poured another drink for both of them, easing back into his seat with his. “I’m interested in the intelligence you have gathered about the alien influence and its effect on people.”
“I’ve submitted all the information available. In fact, I noticed my report in the attachment to GTO.”
“I’m most interested in Dr. Reine and her partner.”
Nemo narrowed his eyes. “A lot of people are interested in Dr. Reine.”
“Oh. I’m only interested in what she knows.” Ian laughed a little self-consciously.
“A lot people are interested in that, too.” Nemo dropped his eyes to his drink.
“Dr. Reine seems committed to Seven Belts and Halem. Do you think with the right encouragement she and her partner could be enticed to work for GTO?”
“I can’t answer that. You’re asking the wrong person.”
“You’ve met her. What was your impression?”
“I’ve met her only once. She is a beautiful and intelligent woman. Beyond that I wouldn’t like to guess. Why the fascination with her?”
“Dr. Reine seems to have gathered extensive knowledge about the alien influence. As you know, she herself is one of those affected, which gives her a personal understanding about the impact of the alien influence on people. Geo Trade Organization would like to have access to this knowledge.”
“Periodically, Dr. Reine and other scientists interested publish their findings. You should pursue those specific sources.”
“Yes, there is a lot of scientific information about the affected.” Ian dismissed Nemo’s suggestion. “One of my first assignments is to try and secure Dr. Reine and her partner for Geo Trade Organization. I was hoping you would assist me.”
“I don’t see how I could help you. I’ve no influence with Dr. Reine.”
Ian cleared his throat. “I believe you have family connections on Atlantis.”
“Strictly speaking, it is a very loose connection. The brother of my sister’s partner is partnered in Goliath.”
“In fact, he is the partner of a High Council member.” Ian prompted.
“That’s right.”
“A Senator, who represents Atlantis and Goliath within the High Council.”
“That’s right.”
“And he and your relative have been partnered successfully for many years.”
Ian waited for Nemo to comment, but continued when Nemo didn’t offer response.
“Your sister has visited Goliath?” he asked.
“I’ve visited Goliath with her and her family, yes. We’d a limited pass given to us as family members. Goliath is an amazing place.”
“Yes, I know. However, a free pass is a privilege, even for family members.”
“What are you trying to say, Ian? This is a ridiculous conversation,” Nemo said, irritated.
“Not as ridiculous as you think. The current partner of Dr. Reine is from Atlantis, from Goliath to be more precise. He was born there. Firl Natt and Dr. Reine have been together for a while, and their relationship appears to be successful. They may even choose to formally partner. The Senator is a friend of Firl Natt’s family, and I believe he could assist our cause. From what I’ve heard, he’s very sympathetic to the affected. He could influence Dr. Reine and her partner to work for us.”
Nemo laughed, but stopped when he saw Ian’s face. “You are serious.”
“Yes. Yes, I am.”
“You want my sister’s partner to intervene for you.”
“That’s the idea.”
“But why don’t you just go to her? And what do you want with Dr. Reine?”
“Reine and her partner have become leader figures for the affected. A large percentage of these people are working for Seven Belts and Halem, and the company is growing rapidly. The affected are dedicated to Seven Belts and Halem. Can’t blame them,” he said with a wry smile. “They supported these people, from the beginning. However, with help, we think we can engage the doctor and her partner as consultants to Geo Trade Organization. We want them, so they could bring people with their special abilities to work for us.”
“We are flying over our current destination, Mr. Sledge.” The pilot interrupted their conversation.
“Engaging Dr. Reine is just one of the problems.” Ian continued, acknowledging the pilot with a nod. “The other, more serious one is the Pureists. Without some kind of intervention, the Pureists will never let the affected come to Geo. They are lobbying to pass a decree that requires people returning from C-3 to be tested for the alien DNA. They are suggesting people testing positive should no longer be considered Geo citizens.” Ian said slowly.
“I’ve not heard of this before.” Nemo frowned.
“No doubt you will.” Ian stared moodily at Nemo and drained the last of his drink.
“Gentlemen, we have arrived,” the pilot announced.
“Thank you for the lift, Ian. Would you like to have lunch with us?” Nemo invited his friend, fully expecting him to refuse, just as he had for many years. Ian never spoke about what actually caused the rift between him and Lea.
“Perhaps another day, thanks. Don’t go yet, Nemo.” Ian also stood. “The Senator started a campaign against the Pureists. He is supported by the Life Line Possibilities and most of the High Council. They’ve the ability to stop the spread of Pureists’ influence, at least outside of Geo. Even some of the former party members offered their support. Geo Trade Organization intends to support the Senator in his efforts. We are hoping to secure an affected workforce to Geo, and lessen Pureist control here as well. I’ve been authorized to ask you to accept a new ambassadorial role between Geo and the Federation. We have the necessary documents ready to be delivered to the Senator in Goliath. With your new appointment, and perhaps the use of your family ties, you could arrange a meeting with him as well.”
“Uncle Nemo!” Pere, Nemo’s youngest nephew, ran through the entrance of the bus. “Oh.” He pulled back when he saw Ian. His soft black hair, damp with sweat, was flattened against his head.
Ian smiled at the excited boy.
“Pere.” Nemo walked to the exit, placing a hand on the boy’s shoulder. “I’d better go now, Ian. I’ll talk to you later today.”
Ian nodded, and Nemo, led by his eager nephew, stepped down onto the grass. For a moment, they all stood looking after the departing transport.
“Uncle Nemo!” Sor, Pere’s older brother called to him from near the cottage.
Nemo set Ian’s proposal aside to focus on his family. His sister’s partner ran a small reprocessing business. It did not afford them a lavish lifestyle, but the setting of their cottage could be envied throughout the Federation. The wild beauty of the mountains in the background added a touch of menace to the scenery. Nemo walked toward Sor with Pere holding his hand. He smiled down into the boy’s face as Pere hurriedly tried to update him about recent events.
“Mum is in the garden.” Sor informed him when they had finally caught up to him. “Dad is on his way home. Come on in, Uncle Nemo.”
Inside the house, Nemo took a deep breath, sniffing the air appreciatively.
“Mum is baking a cake. Would you like a drink while we are waiting?”
Nemo looked at the boy as Sor waited, rather self-conscious. The family couldn’t afford a servbo and refused Nemo’s offer to purchase one for them.
“Yes please,” he said. “What can I have?”
“I can make you a cocktail. Dad taught me how to do it.”
“All right then, I’ll have a cocktail,” Nemo said smiling.
He watched the boy pouring and stirring various liquids into a glass. Eventually he filled a glass and balancing it carefully, he brought it to Nemo. Taking a sip, Nemo clicked his tongue approvingly. “It’s very nice, thank you Sor.”
Sor stuck his chest out.
“Dad said I can learn to make cocktails when I’m as old as Sor,” Pere said wistfully. “Will you let me make you one too, Uncle Nemo?”
“Of course I will,” Nemo assured him.
Lea strolled in humming, holding a bunch of flowers, stopping suddenly when she saw Nemo. “Oh I didn’t know you’d arrived” She said, casting a quick reproachful glance at Sor. She walked over to Nemo to hug him. “Where is your transport?”
“Hello, Lea.” Nemo returned her hug. “Ian dropped me off. It’s smells so nice here. What are you baking?”
“I am making an apricot sponge, your favorite,” she said, smiling at him warmly. “Pere, run along and bring me the blue vase. Aral will be home soon. He had to make a delivery. That’s it, darling.” She took the vase from Pere. “The garden is so beautiful this time of the year. I set a table in there. I hope you don’t mind.” She prattled on happily, having her family altogether.
“I do what I’m told,” Nemo said, winking at the boys.
The boys grinned back at him. Lea snorted. “Well what are you waiting for? I can hear your father’s transport. Go wash your hands.” She hurried them on. The boys ran out of the room and she smiled after them affectionately.
“You look happy.”
“We’re all healthy. The boys are doing well at school, and business is good. Why shouldn’t I be happy?”
Before Nemo could answer, Aral walked in. He kissed Lea, greeted Nemo, and drew in an appreciative whiff. “I smell apricot sponge. You should visit more often, Nemo,” he said, turning to Nemo. “I have forgotten how it tastes.”
“Come now, Aral. Just look at you.” Lea scolded.
Aral laughed, patting his abdomen. Lea picked up the vase full of flowers and marched out of the room. “When you are ready we can eat,” she called back.
“Go ahead, Aral. I just want to organize a pick up transport. I’ll be there in a minute.”
Nemo waited until Aral was out of the room and called Ian. “Ian, why don’t you pick me up when I finish here? We can have a chat before the afternoon session.”
Chapter Five
“Mr. Sealy, we are ready.” A young woman addressed the man waiting in the private area. “The group is waiting for you. Please follow me,” she said, walking ahead, leading the way to a viewing room. “Simulation starts in a few minutes.”
“Thank you.” The man said pleasantly, settling into one of the seats.
Stevan Sealy represented a well-known paramedics company, aptly named Rescue. The company operated between Settlements and the outer colonies, not interfering with local Settlement and colonial services. A regular client of Best of the Best, the agency knew the company’s requirements so well; normally there would have been no need for a representative to be present when choosing a working group.
The largest job network agency within the Federation, the Best of the Best offered a setting where potential employers could browse for the best possible individual, or crew. Many religious groups, charities and human rights organizations likened the work of the agency to a slave market, lobbying for its closure. Recently, the agency agreed to represent the affected. Most businesses, aside from Seven Belts and Halem, hesitated to employ more than the occasional affected. Differences between the affected and non-affected had become the source of unrest, undermining productivity. It was generally accepted though, the affected with their special abilities worked more efficiently, and in many cases requiring fewer resources.
Stevan Sealy had read all available information about the affected. Personally, he thought some of the records too farfetched. The affected appeared to be able to adapt to almost any environment; they were known to exist underwater without access to oxygen; allegedly the longest period recorded lasted over eight hours on Atlantis. Some of them had been acclaimed to have developed sensory and other processing capacities almost machine-like, and reports alleged the affected were capable of operating beyond all human known technology.
Law enforcement establishments began to express interest. The social, cultural and economical impacts of the affected within the Federation were beginning to show. Encouraged by data released by Seven Belts and Halem, the only business employing large groups of affected, Rescue wanted to be the first paramedics business ever to put together an operational team of affected.
The young woman introduced the group on trial, a carefully selected party, chosen for some of their specific abilities. The five included two technos, a name adopted for all affected having technical or mechanical affinity. There was a woman from Atlantis, known to have the ability to survive underwater for long periods at a time. Two other women completed the group with enhanced sensory processing. These people had not seen each other before and had no knowledge of their upcoming assignment.
The simulation concerned a crew of an intercolonial ferry, drifting helplessly, due to unknown system malfunction. To make the situation more difficult, the paramedic vehicle assigned to the affected team had been stripped, with only the basic life support and operations functioning. The five didn’t waste time; after greeting each other, they quickly confirmed their own abilities. Henry, one of the techno, took over and with the help of the others, began a complicated restructuring of the command system.
“How do they expect us to operate without a functional system?” One of the women complained.
“I suspect that’s the whole idea,” the older woman said.
“I don’t see how we could offer any help, stranded as we are.”
“If we could call up some flight maps, we may be able to signal another ship for help. Nobody said we have to actually be there.”
“It’s a good idea. This is pretty much a standard system, so it shouldn’t take long . . . couple of hours; maybe less. Hey, Nora can you help Perry push back those panels? That’s it.”
Finally, Henry confirmed they had done enough. At least, they were able to recall some of the holo maps and locate the injured ferry. Studying the flight maps of the region, they discovered a security transport in the vicinity, with enough resources to take on the extra people. All they had to do was to let the patrol ship know.
“This is no good. The outside receivers are also damaged.”
There were no servbos or life suits on board to attempt repair.
“I can’t believe this! We haven’t got much to work with.”
“I can help.” Nora offered. “I don’t need a suit to get out.”
“What do you mean?”
“I’m from Atlantis.”
With most of the Settlement under water, many of the habitats of Atlantis had been built on, or underwater, and the affected there tended to develop special abilities to help them stay underwater without protective gear or need for oxygen.
“Are you sure? Conditions in space are very different from underwater. Once you’re out there, we won’t be able to help you.”
“Yes, I know I can do it. You will have to tell me what to do, though.”
“Don’t go unless you’re sure,” Henry finally agreed. “Take this.” He gave Nora a small holo visual he’d salvaged. “I’ll be able to see what’s wrong and guide you through the process.”
At this point, Stevan was warned that simulation might have to end. So far, aside from the more than normal recovery of the ship’s system he had not seen anything remarkable. He instructed the exercise to be continued, but to be prepared for emergency.
Nora stepped into the airlock, shocking all watching when she took her clothes off. Naked, with only the safety harness around her body, she stood waiting while the air recycled and the temperature cooled. Her skin, at first purple with cold quickly, developed a whitish sheen covering her whole body; her ears, mouth, nose, the white of her eyes and her pupils. Her chest didn’t seem to move, but she appeared not to be distressed. When the outer hatch opened, she moved away from the ship, the harness floating behind her.
“That’s freaky.” Tom exhaled.
Stevan gulped air into his lungs and relaxed his body. His fingers hurt from squashing them into tight fists.
“Where does the extra skin come from?”
“It’s beautiful.”
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