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What’s happened so far




The Majestic Draght, the Grosnop cubical spaceship, has left the solar system again. Marchenko has said goodbye to his mortal counterpart on Earth and managed to access a database belonging to the RB Corporation that reveals the destinations of further Messenger probes.

While Marchenko sets off on his search, Adam and Eve remain on Earth. Eve has fallen in love with Takumi Murayama from the Enceladus base, while Adam travels the system alone in search of the meaning of his life.

The Draght reaches the planet GJ 1061 d, where it discovers the enormous trail of a crashed spaceship. It is much larger than the Messenger capsule Marchenko had expected. A team is sent to investigate the site—and encounters not only a fascinating new species, but also another Eve and a new Adam, who are fighting for their lives.

The alien species they encounter is less aggressive than expected. Eve even befriends one of them, whom she names Peech. However, it seems clear that these beings cannot be the creators of the huge ship. They probably just stowed away on it. But who are the intelligent beings who built this spaceship? Is it the same civilization, the so-called Builders, who left the dark matter drive to the Grosnops?

This is of particular interest to the Omniscience, the intelligence that controls the Draght, which now appears in human form as Cosima Liva. For it was abducted from Saturn’s moon Enceladus by the Builders in ancient times and used to control the dark matter drive. So if the Omniscience has progenitors, she will find them among the Builders. The huge spaceship on GJ 1061 d is the first real clue to their whereabouts in a long time, and it is clear that the Omniscience will leave no stone unturned to follow wherever it leads.


The Frozen Planet
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Dark Night 17, 4076


MAJESTIC DRAGHT


The ship was a damn maze, and she didn’t know the way out. Eve halted at a crossroads. To the right, the passage led upward; to the left, downward. She tried to remember the map Marchenko had left her. The canteen, set up especially for the people on board, was about five minutes away from her cabin.

Peech nudged her with her long head. Eve bent down and stroked her through the safety glove she wore. She had to get her bearings. The rotation of the cube-shaped spaceship determined which way was up and which was down. Her cabin was almost at the outer edge, but the kitchen was further inside, so she had to go up, toward the center of rotation. Why the Grosnops had chosen a cube shape was beyond her. It meant that she kept bumping into walls. Wouldn’t a sphere have been more suitable?

Eve shook her head. Peech nudged her again. Of course! She only had to look at the floor, where there was a fine trail of small holes. The aggressive saliva that Peech constantly secreted had etched itself into the metal surface. The trail led to the right.

[image: ]


Someone was waiting for her in the cafeteria. Eve was startled to see a Grosnop. The large, greenish creatures still frightened her, even though Marchenko had assured her several times that they were friends. With its impressive load-bearing hand, the creature standing there could have swept her against the wall with a single blow.

But it didn’t seem to have any hostile intentions.

Eve’s heart calmed down a little. It was still unusual to meet a Grosnop here. As far as she knew, they didn’t like food prepared for humans and didn’t tolerate it very well. So the Grosnop must have come here for her—all the other humans on board were asleep. Eve flinched when he reached into his stomach fold.

This direct access to the digestive system always made her shudder. But the Grosnop did not open his stomach fold, instead pulling an object from behind the fold of skin that served as a kind of pocket for his species. The Grosnop fixed her with his front eye and moved a tactile hand in a gesture that Eve found reassuring.

When her counterpart pressed a button and the object’s screen lit up, she realized it was a tablet.

“I am Ragnor,” it said in large letters.

Eve nodded. Ragnor had been a member of the expedition to the alien spaceship that had encountered her and Adam.

She wouldn’t have recognized him, but she now noticed that he was slightly smaller than most Grosnops.

Ragnor said something. She could tell by the rhythmic movement of his stomach wall, but of course she didn’t understand a word. Eve admired Marchenko for mastering the Grosnop language. But he wasn’t here and couldn’t translate.

“I’d like to talk to you,” appeared on the screen. Eve smiled. Ragnor had thought of a translator! “But first I have something to give you.”

Ragnor waited until she had read the text, then used his other arm to retrieve a second object from the folds of his stomach.

It looked a bit like a clip-on necktie, but was made of a hard material. The Grosnop seemed to be saying something else, which his tablet translated as “May I?” Ragnor pointed at Peech, who pushed out her lower jaw and let saliva spray out. Ragnor quickly withdrew his tactile arm.

However, Eve saw a thin trail of smoke rising from one spot on his forearm. The alien’s corrosive saliva must have struck him. That must be painful.

She turned to Peech, furrowed her eyebrows, and scolded, “Stop that! He’s not going to hurt you.”

Peech raised its head in her direction. For a moment, Eve feared that she might be the target of the next attack, but the alien simply nodded and took up a relaxed stance, folding its hind legs completely.

“I’m sorry, Ragnor,” she said. “Peech is still a little skittish.”

The tablet lit up. Presumably, it was translating her lip movements. A spectral display indicated that sounds were being made. In any case, Ragnor seemed to be listening attentively. His head was tilted slightly.

Then he spoke. “It’s not your fault,” she read on the tablet. “I should have been more careful. My tissue will repair itself in three days.”

He held up the object he had brought with him. “The maintenance technician insists that we put this on her.”

Ragnor pointed to Peech, who didn’t react this time. Eve held out her hands, and he handed her the object. It was a kind of drip guard made of special ceramic, probably designed to catch the alien’s aggressive saliva. Eve turned the object in all directions. It was cleverly designed. It just needed to be put around the alien’s neck, and it would hardly hinder its movements. The saliva constantly dripping from its mouth would be collected in a container.

The only question was whether Peech would accept the object.

“The tech team is concerned that the saliva will damage the ship over time,” appeared on the tablet. “Your friend loses about half a liter of acid per day, which in thirty years of travel...”

“I understand. Yes, that’s not good in the long run.”

Eve took the drip guard in both hands. Then she knelt in front of Peech and nodded to her.

“I’m going to put this thing over your head now,” she said. Peech certainly couldn’t understand her, but she seemed to realize that she meant well.

The alien even nodded briefly. So Eve took the tie-like construction and guided it over her elongated head and around her neck. From there, a tongue extended down to the chin, where it was hollowed out in a U-shape. Attached to the neck was a removable container that could probably hold about a day’s worth of saliva.

“Is that okay?” asked Eve.

Peech tapped her head on the floor, then threw herself onto her side and scratched herself. Finally, she stood up again—still without any attempt to tear off the appendage.

“You’re doing very well,” Eve praised her, stroking Peech’s forehead.

Ragnor held out the tablet to her. “Thank you very much,” it said.

“I’m surprised myself how easily that worked,” replied Eve. Her stomach growled. She left the Grosnop standing and went over to one of the food dispensing machines. Marchenko had explained to her how to use them.

Unfortunately, he hadn’t managed to program in the foods she was used to from GJ 1061 d, so she had to get used to recipes from Earth.

She walked from machine to machine, thinking about what she felt like eating. Suddenly, she felt something tap her from behind. Eve jumped. Ragnor. She had completely forgotten about him. That had been rude.

“I’m sorry, but I was suddenly overcome by hunger.”

Ragnor waited until the tablet had finished translating. “I understand,” appeared on the screen. “Help yourself to some food. I’ll wait at the table. If you don’t mind, I’d like to talk to you a bit more.”
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Eve sat down. So that was a schnitzel? On her plate was something the size of a shoe sole and as thick as a finger, fried golden brown and slightly curled. She had taken some mashed potatoes to go with it. It tasted similar to the mash Chenko used to make from grave tubers when one of them was ill.

Chenko. Eve sighed.

Ragnor pushed the tablet toward her. “Enjoy your meal!”

Eve smiled and nodded. “Help yourself.”

Ragnor shook his head. “Human food contains far too much salt. It dehydrates us.”

She picked up the cutlet with her fingers, but dropped it immediately. The damn thing was hot! Ragnor stared at her intently with his front eye, then got up, went to a cupboard, and brought back a knife and a strange tool with three prongs that resembled the hoe they used to work the soil at home. Ragnor pushed both items toward her.

Eve’s eyes widened. “What am I supposed to do with these?”

Ragnor tilted his head. Then he dictated into the tablet. “Adam and Eve always used these to eat with.”

Eve sighed. Adam and Eve... How many times had she heard that? Her predecessors must have been very popular on this ship. Marchenko had shown them photos. They really looked almost exactly like her and her brother. Genetically, she and the other Eve must be twins. Would she have gotten along with her sister? In any case, she certainly wouldn’t use these strange tools to eat with as long as she had two healthy hands.

She picked up the cutlet again. Now it was cooler. Why had Marchenko programmed the machines to heat things up so much? It was hardly possible to eat food that was warmer than the human body. Chenko would never have served them anything like that.

Ragnor pushed the tablet toward her. Eve hadn’t even noticed him saying anything. “Can I ask you something?” was written on the screen.

She nodded. Ragnor pulled the device back. The eye pointed at her closed almost completely. He seemed to be concentrating very hard on his question. A text flashed on the tablet and disappeared again. Only after the third attempt did he give her the device back.

“I would like to offer you my life.”

Huh? What did he mean by that? And where did get that idea? Was he somehow in love with her? That was hardly possible. Eve was about to push the tablet away and shake her head. But what effect would that have on a Grosnop? The ideals of this species seemed to include a certain chivalry that she recognized from the fairy tales Chenko had read to them. Eve didn’t want to hurt the creature’s feelings.

“What do you mean?” she replied, and the tablet translated her lip movements.

“I will be there for you, even if it costs me my life.”

He really meant what it said on the tablet.

“Why would you do that? Is that common among Grosnops?”

“Eve saved my life. I would have died if she hadn’t taken me in.”

“How so?”

“I wasn’t as strong as the other siblings in my plex. Only the strongest survive the first year.”

“But surely everyone would have helped you.”

“No. Our numbers would grow too large if more of us survived. Over a hundred children hatch from a thousand fertilized eggs.” The tablet seemed to hesitate at this point. Presumably, it didn’t know the exact translation or was unsure. “Children” disappeared and was replaced by “boys,” but then changed back to “children.” “But no more than ten of them can be allowed to survive if the population is not to exceed the capacity of Two Suns. To help a child,” the translation software wavered again, “is taboo.”

“Your Eve broke the taboo.”

“Any Grosnop would have been killed for that. Eve was forgiven because she couldn’t have known our customs.”

How generous—Eve had been allowed to prevent mass murder because she was an outsider. Or was she being unfair? Wouldn’t it also have been mass murder to let too many Grosnops survive? What would be the consequence? Conflict and ultimately war over scarce resources. Chenko had told them about the history of humanity.

Eve pulled the tablet closer so that the camera could perceive her face. “It wasn’t easy for you either.”

Ragnor turned his head around several times. It was a disturbing sight. She wanted to ask him to stop, but surely there were things about her that the Grosnops found difficult to get used to. She had probably lived in paradise for too long. That was how her shared living space with Chenko and Adam sometimes seemed to her now, even though they had spent a lot of time arguing.

“If I had known back then what it meant for me, I would have voluntarily gone to...” The tablet couldn’t decide on a word and finally skipped it, “...gone. I was an outcast for a long time. But Eve was always there for me until I was finally able to prove my worth to the others. I will be forever indebted to her.”

“But she’s not here anymore.”

“No. But you’re here.”

Eve sighed. She shared her genetic makeup with her twin—but would she have dared to save Ragnor? She would have just run to Chenko and asked him to help. Her father would probably have talked her out of the stupid idea. Chenko had been reasonable. She certainly wouldn’t have dared to violate one of her hosts’ taboos.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m not who you think I am. I don’t deserve you sacrificing yourself for me.”

“But you’re like her. You followed your brother when he was hurt and put yourself in danger for him.”

“How do you know that?”

“Marchenko recorded everything. Everyone on board who felt curious knows your story.”

She shook her head. It wasn’t right. Sure, she had taken care of Adam and risked her life for him. But he was her brother. That was normal! Would she have done the same for a baby frog, even risked her life for it? Hardly. That was a different Eve, one she would never be.

“Ragnor, you don’t know me. I would inevitably disappoint you, just as I disappointed Chenko, our father.”

“I can’t imagine that you truly disappointed Chenko. Not if he was, as I assume, a copy of our Marchenko.”

Copy? That sounded strange. Why wasn’t Marchenko a copy of Chenko? But in the end, it didn’t matter.

“Chenko died because of me,” she said. The tablet showed with a spectral curve that it had read her lips.

“We found him in an acid pit in the alien spaceship,” Ragnor explained. “He died because he somehow got in there.”

“Yes, and that happened because I complained about his cooking. I nagged him until he went on an expedition to find new ingredients. He suspected that unknown plants grew on the other side of the fissure.”

Eve swallowed. Her throat burned sourly, as if she had tasted Peech’s saliva. She had never put it like that before. Not even Adam knew. He had only become interested in Chenko’s trip when their father didn’t return that evening. And now she was telling this Grosnop, a stranger, who wanted to serve her. It was ridiculous! Surely he must realize that she wasn’t worth it?

“Chenko must have loved you very much, Eve, to take such a risk to make you happy. If he was anything like Marchenko, he must have had every reason in the world to do so. Thank you for telling me that. Now I am sure that I can devote my life to you as I did to the first Eve.”
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Bright Night 24, 4076


MAJESTIC DRAGHT


The Draght still seemed like a labyrinth to her. Eve paused at a crossroads that looked familiar. She looked down, but the line of acid holes in the floor had disappeared. Either she had lost her way again, or the Grosnops had repaired the floor.

Eve patted Peech on the head.

The alien looked around and then trotted to the right. Eve followed her. Even though she didn’t know how Peech found her way around, she almost always seemed to be going in the right direction. Since she couldn’t understand her, Peech must be able to guess where they were going based on Eve’s habits. This spoke to the creature’s intelligence, as she must have developed some concept of their life together.
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They reached the canteen. Eve was no longer startled to see a Grosnop there. By now, she could recognize Ragnor even from behind by his posture. He spread his load arms wider than his fellow creatures, as if to compensate for his lack of height.

She bumped him on the shoulder.

Of course, he wasn’t surprised. His rear eye had spotted her long ago. Nevertheless, he pretended to be startled, flinched, and turned his head several times. Eve laughed. He was putting on a show for her. If any other Grosnop had seen him, he would probably have been terribly embarrassed.

But they were always alone in the humans’ canteen. Only a skeleton crew was awake anyway, spread out so much across the huge ship that Eve sometimes walked for hours without meeting anyone.

She got a portion of mashed potatoes from one of the dispensing machines. A Grosnop technician had managed to lower the serving temperature so that she could eat with her fingers without any problems. She had tried a few other Earth recipes, but the spices were so unfamiliar that she stuck with the mashed potatoes and imagined she was chewing on turnips while she ate. Even though the texture was different, a little softer and fluffier, the taste was surprisingly similar.

“Don’t you need something like vitamins?” asked Ragnor, pushing the tablet toward her.

Eve shook her head.

“Marchenko was always reminding Adam and Eve about that.”

She could well imagine. He was probably more like Chenko than she cared to admit. Eve swiped the sentence away.

“How are you?” appeared on the screen instead.

“Oh, let’s not talk about that. Let’s talk about you.”

She looked the Grosnop straight in the face as she formulated the two sentences.

“Don’t talk about that. Talk about you,” appeared on the tablet screen, which had transmitted Ragnor’s sentences.

“Hey, very good! You understood me!”

“Well done. Understanding established,” read the tablet.

It was impossible to translate what Eve said word for word. But even so, it was a great achievement. It had only taken Ragnor a few weeks to learn to translate her lip movements into human speech. She would always need the tablet, because a Grosnop’s torso gave her no indication of what they were saying.

That made her a little sad. Adam would have understood her without technical assistance, but her brother was asleep.

She mustn’t think about him. That would only make her sadder. The next time she saw him, she would be twice as old as he was, biologically. Would they still get along as well as they did before?

Ragnor placed his tactile hand on her left hand. “He will remain your brother,” appeared on the tablet. The Grosnop was getting very good at interpreting her facial expressions. Not that it was difficult to determine her state of mind visually. But he was also able to infer the correct context. It wasn’t obvious from her expression that she had been thinking about Adam.

The tactile hand stroked her skin. It didn’t feel as unpleasant as she had always thought it would. Grosnops were cold-blooded, but the air on board was warm enough that their bodies warmed up too. Sometimes Eve found it almost a little too warm.

“If there’s anything I can do for you...”

Ragnor took care of her in a touching way.

He had arranged for the technicians to adjust the dispensing machine. Was he secretly in love with her? The thought had occurred to her a few days ago. How would Grosnops behave in such a case? Gronolf, the only other Grosnop she knew well enough to ask, was unfortunately asleep.

“I’m fine,” she said.

“You seem like you’re missing someone.”

Eve turned to the side, where Peech was waiting, crouched like a dog. Would she protect her like one too? Hopefully she would never find herself in a situation where that would be necessary. Because that would certainly not end well for the attacker.

“I have Peech,” she said.

“Yes, I wanted to talk to you about Peech.”

Peech jumped up as if she had heard her name. But that was impossible. Eve had said it silently, and Ragnor had spoken it in the Grosnop language, which was partly ultrasonic. Or had Peech somehow made the connection?

Could she really learn the Grosnop language—something no human had ever achieved?

“What did you want to discuss?” she asked, placing her left hand reassuringly on Peech’s hard skull until she sat down again.

“The Omniscience has asked to participate in this meeting.”

Eve thought of the not-so-young woman who had also given herself the name Cosima Liva. But hadn’t that body gone to sleep with Marchenko and Adam?

“Isn’t the Omniscience in cold sleep?”

“My body is asleep, but I’m always online, of course,” appeared in a different font on the tablet display. “The dark matter core cannot be controlled without me.”

Eve turned the tablet around. Of course, it looked exactly the same as before. It was a foolish idea. The device was connected to the onboard network, so the Omniscience had access to it. Marchenko had explained that to her when they arrived here. He had also warned her not to trust the Omniscience completely, because she sometimes followed her own agenda.

She held the tablet directly in front of her face. “What do you want with Peech?”

Even as the device translated into the Grosnop language, a reply appeared.

“There is a problem—parts of the structure of the Majestic Draght are being damaged.”

“What does that mean?”

Instead of another reply, images appeared on the screen. They showed massive holes in metal struts.

The camera zoomed out. A Grosnop could be seen. Some of the holes were bigger than he was. The camera moved a little further away. Eve now recognized that the struts belonged to the basic structure of the spaceship. They held the Majestic Draght together. “We can repair the damage,” explained the Omniscience. “But if the attacks continue like this, we will run out of material. We need certain alloys to repair the holes, and we only have limited quantities on board.”

Ragnor’s tactile arm lowered from above onto the tablet. A sentence appeared.

“Show me, please. I haven’t seen it yet either.”

Eve lowered the tablet and placed it on the table in front of her. Ragnor looked at it with all four eyes, one after the other.

“That looks worse than I thought. How long has this been going on, Omniscience?”

The answer—in a different font—took only a second. “It began on Dark Night 15.”

That was only a few days after most of the crew had gone to sleep. It almost looked as if the attacker had waited that long on purpose.

Or had the Omniscience manipulated the data? Why was she only informing them now?

“You’re probably wondering why I’m only telling you this today. Well, we had to collect evidence first. The holes were definitely etched by a strong acid. But to identify the type of acid, we had to find unused traces of it. To do that, we had to catch the perpetrator red-handed, so to speak.”

“You caught the culprit?” Eve asked silently.

“Unfortunately, it got away. But we have traces of the acid. It’s a perfect match for the acid your pet produces.”

“Peech isn’t my pet. She’s a...friend. And she’s been with me the whole time.”

“How can you be so sure? You were asleep every night. Do you know what Peech was doing during that time?”

“Also asleep?”

“No. Look at this.”

A video window opened. It showed her cabin in shades of green. A person was lying on the bed, which must be her. A distinctly darker spot rested on the floor at the sleeper’s feet.

“See, Peech was with me every night.”

“Just wait.” A few characters flashed across the screen. Suddenly, the spot rose. It was easy to see that it was Peech. She ran to the door, opened it, and disappeared through it. The video switched to a camera watching the hallway. Peech appeared there for a moment. But then the blur grew darker and darker until it disappeared into the gray of the night.

Peech, Peech, Peech. What tricks do you have up your sleeve?

“Did you see that, Eve? She can obviously conceal herself from our infrared cameras. This has happened several nights in a row.”

“But that’s not proof that Peech is behind the attacks. Have you calculated how much acid would be needed for that? She produces about half a liter a day.”

“A good question,” said Ragnor, who didn’t seem to trust the Omniscience completely either.

“That’s a good point,” said the Omniscience on the tablet. “I’ve actually calculated the amount of acid needed. It’s at least fifty, if not over a hundred liters a day. But that doesn’t mean Peech isn’t involved.” Eve bent down. Peech seemed to have noticed that she was being talked about, because she had raised her head slightly and opened her mouth, revealing her powerful fangs.

Drops of acid ran down them. Some Grosnop scientists had visited her, wanting to find out what kind of robust material the creature’s teeth and skin were made of, but Peech hadn’t wanted to give them any samples voluntarily. Eve couldn’t blame her, so she had sent the researchers away.

She looked into Peech’s eyes, which sparkled with intelligence. No, it was hard to imagine that Peech had anything to do with the destruction of the Draght.

“It wasn’t her,” she said.

“If you say it wasn’t her, then it wasn’t,” Ragnor confirmed.

Eve looked at him. Did he really believe her, or was he just agreeing because he wanted to serve her?

“Ragnor, you can’t be serious,” contradicted the Omniscience on the screen. “Peech leaves Eve’s cabin night after night, but you believe she’s innocent?”

“Eve is right. That’s no proof of her guilt.”

Eve nodded gratefully and smiled at Grosnop.

“Good, then I’ll prove to you that this little beast has something to do with the attacks on my ship.”

Ragnor reached for the tablet with his right tactile hand. He pressed around the back, then handed it back to Eve.

“Now it’s no longer connected to the ship’s power grid.”

Eve nodded as she saw the sentence on the screen. “We have to find out what Peech does at night.”

“You’re right. If we can’t prove her innocence, the Omniscience will find a way to get rid of her. But I have an idea.”

“Thank you, Ragnor.”

And what if they found out that Peech was somehow responsible for the damage? Eve looked down again. No, that was impossible. She didn’t have enough saliva to make those huge holes in the Draght’s frame.
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Bright Night 25, 4076


MAJESTIC DRAGHT


She was gone. Eve held her breath. It couldn’t be true! Was the Omniscience right—and was Peech behind the damaged support beams? Calm down. They already knew she left the cabin at night. Eve sat up as quietly as possible. She looked at the tablet lying on the table. Before falling asleep, she had turned on the audio recording. The curve was flat until she got out of bed. Peech had actually managed to open and close the door without making a sound. Eve couldn’t do that. The movement of her bare feet on the metal floor left steep spikes on the tablet screen.

Eve slipped into her shoes and pulled a jacket over her pajamas. Trample leather. She could smell it. Chenko had hunted the animal himself and made clothes for her from its skin. She sighed. The tablet recorded that sound too.

“Peech is gone. I’m following her,” she typed.

“Understood. I’ll wait.” Ragnor had probably already seen on the camera feed that the suspect had left the room.

Eve put the tablet into a flat backpack, which she slung onto her back. Then she left the cabin. After closing the door, she got down on her knees. She felt around on the floor. Ha! A new hole. Small, but clearly noticeable. Eve took out the tablet.

“The plan is working,” she wrote.

On all fours, she crawled across the floor of the spaceship. The metal was hard and the fabric of her pajama pants was thin. This part of the plan hadn’t been well thought out—she should have put on her leather expedition pants.

Never mind. The saliva of her friend Peech marked the way. Up at the first intersection, then left, straight ahead... They took this route together several times a day. Eve didn’t dare to stand up. Peech might still have turned somewhere. But she hadn’t. Eve stopped in front of the canteen. She leaned the tablet against the door. The sound recording diagram showed small fluctuations. Someone was obviously at work behind the door.

“She’s in the canteen,” she typed.

“She’s still invisible on the cameras,” Ragnor replied. “But one of the food preparers is warm.”

“She’s cooking something.”

Eve shook her head. Impossible! Or was it? Peech had watched her operate the appliances often enough. Eve had always suspected she had a certain intelligence.

“I guess you’ll have to confront her, Eve.”

Ragnor was right. It was time to get up and surprise Peech.
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When the door swung open, the ceiling light came on. Eve squinted. The brightness had surprised her just as much as Peech. The alien stood on its hind legs with its claws raised. If she didn’t know her so well, she would be frightened. Eve felt for the switch and turned off three of the four ceiling lights. Peech visibly relaxed.

“I’m sorry we had to deceive you, but I had to clear up a suspicion against you,” she said with her lips.

Peech nodded as if she understood her apology. However, Eve suspected that the Omniscience would not be entirely satisfied. She wanted to strengthen herself to be able to destroy my ship better. That’s what the Omniscience would say. And they really couldn’t prove what Peech would have done next.

Eve picked up the tablet. “Which food processor is it?”

“At the back on the left, right at the edge.”

She walked over to the device. It was still running. Eve tapped the screen and looked at the recipes. This machine was capable of producing important vitamins for the human organism. To do this, it was supplied with certain rare raw materials that were not used in other devices.

Eve scrolled to the end of the list. At first glance, she didn’t notice anything. The list ended with Z for zinc, which could be dispensed in tablet form for zinc deficiency. Below that was a blank line. She tapped on it and another entry opened. Someone had saved a new recipe here! And they had been clever enough not to give it a name, so it was easy to overlook. She went through the ingredients—nitrogen, hydrogen, oxygen, nothing unusual so far. There was no carbon, but there was sulfur and phosphorus. What would that make? She tapped the “Make” button, and shortly thereafter, something started dripping from a tube on the side of the device. Eve was about to cup her hand under it to catch the result so it wouldn’t drip on the floor, but at the last second a tactile hand pulled her arm away.

She was about to give Ragnor a dirty look when she noticed smoke rising from the spot where the food processor’s creation had struck the metal.
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“That’s no proof at all,” Eve said into the tablet’s camera. When she was talking to Ragnor and the Omniscience at the same time, it was more efficient to let the device translate. “Peech loses half a liter of saliva every day. She has to replenish it somehow! After all, Grosnops and humans have to drink, too.”

The Omniscience’s counterquestion immediately appeared on the tablet. “Then why is she doing it in secret? Besides, my analysis shows that this food processor has produced significantly more acid than Peech loses.”

“But still not enough to explain the damage, right?”

“No, I have to admit that.”

Ragnor gestured with his tactile hand. She slid the tablet over to him so he could speak into it more easily.

“I’m more concerned about how this recipe got into the machine. There must be someone on board who is secretly helping Peech.”

“Thank you for asking that question,” wrote the Omniscience. “There’s only one person who comes to mind. Or does anyone in the active Grosnop crew know how to operate such a machine?”

Ragnor shook his tactile arms. “If you think I suspect Eve, you’re wrong. Eve would never do anything to harm our ship. I was thinking more of a stowaway we might have picked up on GJ 1061 d.”

Eve shook her head. It was nice of Ragnor to try to divert suspicion from her, but on her home planet, there had been no other sentient beings except Adam, Chenko, and her. Who could have sneaked aboard?

“I’m sorry, but I would rule out a stowaway from my home world,” she typed quickly. “But are you sure you didn’t bring someone from Earth with you? Surely there’s a much larger selection of intelligent beings there.”

“I’ll check,” replied the Omniscience. “It should be possible to find out from the Draght’s departure weight and flight characteristics.”

“But surely also for the departure from GJ 1061 d.”

“Yes, of course.”

“Let me know when you’re done. I really need to get some sleep.”

“I’m done. The analysis shows that no mass came on board from either the solar system or GJ 1061 that cannot be explained in the logbooks and cargo manifests.”

Eve was always amazed at how quickly the Omniscience could perform such analyses. She lived up to her name.

“So no stowaways,” she wrote on her tablet.

“That narrows my suspicion back down to the sentient beings on board.”

The Omniscience had phrased it in general terms, but Eve knew who it meant. At least she could vouch for herself. Surprisingly, that reassured her. She would have to look into Peech more closely. What if her friend was hiding far more from her than she had suspected?
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Eve closed her eyes. She didn’t want to give her friend any subconscious clues.

“Peech, we’re going to the right now,” she said.

She opened her eyes again. Peech had turned to the right. Eve picked up the tablet and ticked the box. Attempt number fifty. Peech had only been wrong once. This proved statistically that she understood some of the meaning of Eve’s lip movements.

It wasn’t the first attempt of this kind. The alien knew directions, could distinguish between walking and running, could tell colors apart better than Eve, and even had a concept of number. She recognized letters by their shapes and could combine several characters into a word and understand its meaning. This put Peech at least at the level of a fourth-grade student.

Next attempt.

Together with Ragnor and the Omniscience, they had developed a whole series of experiments to test her friend’s abilities. What about speech? Peech definitely made noises that Ragnor described as hissing. She seemed to use these vocalizations mainly in certain emotional states. Eve started the tablet’s recording module.

Then she suddenly jumped up from a standing position and waved her arms vigorously. As hoped, Peech was startled. She stretched her head forward and opened her mouth slightly. She seemed to be exhaling. The tablet’s analyzer confirmed this impression. It showed numerous high frequencies, some of which even exceeded the hearing range of the Grosnops. Adam would probably have heard a shrill whistling sound.

Attempt number two. Eve had noticed several times that Peech possessed a certain empathy. She seemed to worry when Eve behaved unusually. Of course, she couldn’t know if it was real concern. She mustn’t humanize the creature. Perhaps it was just uncomfortable when its usual routine was changed. On the other hand, Eve had also observed clumsy movements that could be interpreted as attempts to help. For example, when Eve had injured herself in the bathroom, Peech had tried to apply her saliva to the cut. Perhaps this was how the aliens treated each other.

But she didn’t want to let the experiment go that far. Instead, Eve picked up a heavy stool, lifted it, and dropped it on her foot. She didn’t even have to fake the “ouch” that followed. A new curve appeared on the tablet’s display, with its peak at lower frequencies than when Peech was startled. The alien’s empathy call sounded distinctly different.

Finally, Eve tried a third emotion—contentment. She had taken a piece of cake out of the food processor. It tasted of chocolate and vanilla; Marchenko had got the recipe just right. She showed Peech the cake. The alien knew what food was. It sometimes ate some itself, although it wasn’t picky and enjoyed chewing on metal struts just as much as pillows. Eve put the cake in her mouth, took a bite, chewed, licked her lips, and rubbed her stomach.

Peech reacted. The tablet displayed a curve that sounded like a hum to human ears. It wasn’t entirely clear what emotion lay behind it—it could have been envy or approval. However, since the alien didn’t stiffen as if it were frightened, Eve assumed it was a positive emotion.

But did these utterances have any semantic value beyond emotion? Did they contain information? Was it more of a pleasant sound than the sentence, ‘I’m glad you like it.’?

Eve played back the three recordings for Peech. The alien did not react at all. That was strange. Shouldn’t it at least respond somehow to the frightened hissing? She clapped her hands. Peech took a step back. Eve checked the tablet. It had recorded her clapping. She played it back. Nothing. She turned up the volume. Peech wasn’t interested.

Was Peech deaf? She laughed. That would be a strange coincidence! But how could she have left the cabin silently? She must have a different sense, comparable to hearing. Perhaps she picked up vibrations coming through the solid floor. That was fascinating! Eve could also perceive low vibrations. But then the alien would be able to hear in its own special way even in a vacuum or through walls. To move silently, it just had to avoid creating vibrations.

Eve considered the alien’s three vocalizations. They differed greatly. When they hit a solid surface, they would produce significantly different vibrations. That was the best way to convert acoustic signals into mechanical ones. She had the tablet analyze the vocalizations for internal structures. Negative. The calls had no structure whatsoever and were therefore no more informative than white noise. So Peech couldn’t speak in the true sense of the word.

The fact that she was nevertheless able to read lips was all the more astonishing. She must have acquired an understanding of concepts and units of meaning all by herself through her interactions with Eve.

The door flew open. Peech froze. Eve checked the tablet. It had recorded the sound, but its spectrum looked different. It had two maxima, both in the ultrasonic range. Peech was apparently startled in a different way when she saw a Grosnop. Ragnor opened his eye in agony. Eve took the tablet to read what he was saying.

“There is new damage to the outer hull. Very fresh. The Omniscience suggests that we take a closer look.”
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“All right, come on in.” Eve stood in front of the airlock, sweating from pre-breathing. Peech was behind her. She hadn’t been able to convince her to stay in the cabin, and now she didn’t want to abandon Eve in the airlock where Ragnor was waiting for her.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” said the Grosnop. She read his words from the tablet and nodded.

Ragnor handed her a helmet. Eve put it on. It fit like a glove. At first she was surprised, before she remembered that she wasn’t the first Eve on this ship.

“Before we release the air, send her back out,” appeared on the inside of the helmet. That was handy. It allowed her to communicate with Ragnor almost synchronously.

“Yes, of course,” she said. “I don’t want to kill Peech.”

“Good. Let me check your space suit.”

Ragnor approached her. Eve felt vulnerable in her thermal underwear. She had to remind herself that he wasn’t a giant frog alien, but a friend.

So she let Ragnor’s tactile arms help her climb into the lower part of the suit and pull the upper part over her. She closed the connections herself, but the Grosnop checked everything again.

“It’s time,” appeared on her helmet display.

“You have to get out now, Peech.” She stepped in front of the alien and tried to push her toward the exit. But Peech didn’t obey. Was she so attached to Eve that she didn’t want to leave her side? After all, Eve had been there when she hatched from an egg.

“Wait, let’s let some of the air out. Then she’ll realize that isn’t good for her.”

“All right, Ragnor. But don’t let the pressure drop below 0.7 bar.”

“That’s seven-tenths of normal pressure, right?”

Eve sometimes forgot that the Grosnops didn’t use Earth units. “Correct.”

The airlock door closed. A red light flashed. Marchenko had had it installed; the Grosnops didn’t need such visual warnings, since they could survive in a vacuum for a short time. But Peech didn’t seem to have any problems with the falling pressure either. Eve tried again to shoo her toward the inner airlock door, but the alien skillfully dodged her.

“Okay, let’s try three-tenths.”

The pressure continued to drop. Eve monitored the readings on the helmet display. Peech still didn’t seem to mind.

“How long could a Grosnop survive at this pressure?” she asked.

Ragnor had been wearing a mask covering his entire head since they started pumping out the air.

“In a vacuum, only a few minutes, no more than ten or fifteen. We can reinforce our skin so that it acts as a pressure suit for a while. Only the eyes are damaged in the long run. And of course we have to breathe at some point.”

The Grosnops spent the first year of their cycle in the sea, where they had to dive long and deep to escape their numerous predators. This training certainly helped in vacuum.

Eve sighed. “Peech isn’t going along with my attempts to shoo her out of the airlock. So go to zero.”

“I could take the trip outside on my own.”

“No, Ragnor, it’s too dangerous. But why isn’t the Omniscience here? Is she afraid to come out?”

“I am always with you,” appeared in her helmet. “I don’t need a body for that.”

Presumably, the intelligence was just afraid that something might happen to its body. That was why it was sending its henchmen, Ragnor and Eve.

“I see. Ragnor, let the rest of the air out.”
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The red light went out. Eve breathed heavily, concerned for Peech. What if the creature was simply incapable of imagining the effects of vacuum on its body? It might survive a few minutes unscathed, like a Grosnop, but longer than that? But there was nothing she could do. She couldn’t leave Ragnor alone. He was a friend too.

The outer airlock door opened. Peech pushed off and jumped onto the edge. Only then did Eve realize that she hadn’t put a safety line on her. That didn’t seem to bother the alien. It bit into the doorframe, then skillfully worked its way down the outer wall, using its arms and legs. Within twenty seconds, Peech was gone.

“She’s gone,” said Ragnor.

But Peech wasn’t gone. She was waiting on a ledge just below the airlock, staring into the universe in a thoughtful pose. It was surprisingly bright, even though the star GJ 1061 had disappeared into the background of the starry sky. However, every movement was exhausting. The Omniscience had not stopped the Draght’s rotation. Out here, they were furthest from the center, so the apparent gravity was at its maximum—pulling them outward. To Eve, it felt as if she were constantly clambering across a ceiling above an infinite depth.

This was not how she had imagined the trip. But of course, it was her own fault for thinking about the magic of weightless floating. Watching Peech, however, one could easily get the impression that gravity had no effect here. She moved almost playfully up and down the metal beams of the outer hull. What was her body feeding on now? She must have a secondary respiratory system that could do without oxygen when necessary.

But that must have a biological purpose. This species probably came from a planet where oxygen was not available at least some of the time. She imagined a world with a highly elliptical orbit. If it strayed too far from its sun, the atmosphere would freeze. Then the merciless war of species would probably begin, with those who could make do with minimal resources surviving until the next spring. A little intelligence wouldn’t hurt either.

“We have to go this way,” appeared in her helmet.

Ragnor had a slight head start. Eve closed the airlock door behind her, secured her safety line, and climbed after him.
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It took twenty minutes of climbing to reach their destination. Eve was so exhausted that she wondered if she would be able to make it back. But Ragnor didn’t give her time to think.

“See that down there?”

He pointed downwards with his tactile arm. His skin had turned completely gray. It didn’t look healthy at all. Peech immediately climbed in the direction Ragnor had pointed. This allowed them to estimate the size of the hole—at least twice as big as Peech and leading into the interior of the spaceship. Peech climbed straight in.

“No,” Eve tried to call after her.

“The Omniscience sealed off that room, don’t worry.”

Peech came back right away. But she was holding something in her mouth that looked like some kind of large tool. What had she found? Ragnor climbed over to her and Eve followed him. Peech held up the object like a trophy.

Eve tried to deduce its function from its shape until Peech held her left leg over it. Exactly! The thing looked like a larger version of Peech’s leg.

“Omniscience? Do you see what we’ve found?” asked Eve.

“A database comparison says that it’s the lower leg section of a specimen of the same species as Peech.”

So the Omniscience had also noticed the similarity.

“Then why aren’t you happy to have found the culprit responsible for the destruction?”

“I’m not sure that’s true.”

“Excuse me? You suspected Peech even though she was much too small, but this huge thing can’t be responsible? It could easily have produced the necessary amount of acid.”

“That’s true, Eve. But it seems too simple to me.”

“Wasn’t suspecting Peech too simple?” Eve didn’t understand the Omniscience.

“The remains of the alien are in here,” said Ragnor. She couldn’t see him anymore. He must have climbed into the chamber. “It’s really huge.”

“Can you ascertain the cause of death?”

“I’m no expert, but the head is separated from the rest of the body. Apparently, this species can’t survive under such circumstances.”

Eve had to laugh. “You’re funny.”

“Funny? I don’t understand. On Two Suns, there is a species called the headless mudder that can separate its head from its body. This allows the species to fish more efficiently in the sediment at the bottom of the ocean. The body drives prey out of the protection of the mud, where visibility is low, and the head snatches it. Our ancestors thought they were two cooperating species, but in fact, the head and body hatch together from the father’s abdominal fold.”

“That’s interesting. But our alien is probably not related.”

“That would be unlikely. Didn’t you say Peech hatched from an egg?”

Eve didn’t answer. “Should we salvage the big alien?”

“That’s not necessary,” said the Omniscience. “I’ll have the hole sealed from the outside. Then we can all come look at it from inside.”

“Good idea,” said Ragnor. “I have to get back into the airlock. My tactile hands are freezing.”

Eve looked at him. His skin was no longer gray, but almost white. Peech, on the other hand, seemed unchanged. She carried her trophy proudly in her mouth and, despite its weight, was the first to reach the airlock. Eve watched as she slipped through the open door into the interior.

Wait a minute. Hadn’t she closed the airlock? She remembered doing so. Should she tell the Omniscience about it? She probably wouldn’t believe her. She followed Peech inside. As soon as Ragnor was back, she closed the outer airlock door and let some fresh air in.
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Her tablet buzzed.

“Can you open the door for me, please?” it read.

It must be Ragnor. Eve hadn’t actually locked the door, but she opened it for him anyway. He bowed his head in front of her. His stomach fold was crooked.

“What’s...” she began, but then she realized she had forgotten the tablet.

Ragnor understood her anyway. He showed her his tactile hands. They were wrapped in bandages. Then he pressed his rough, three-fingered load hand on the button of the door, but it kept slipping.

“You poor thing,” said Eve, stroking his head. Did Grosnops like being touched that way? She had never seen them doing it to each other. There must be couples on board, mustn’t there? But it might be unusual to show your emotions. Unfortunately, Eve had no choice in that regard.

“Come in.” She stepped aside and gestured inside. Ragnor bowed briefly and squeezed past her. He grabbed the tablet on the table and said something.

“Actually, I was coming to get you for the autopsy.”

Ragnor flinched. Only now did Eve notice Peech crawling out from under the bed. She had spent the whole night there.

“The discovery seems to have affected her quite a bit,” Eve said.

Ragnor read along on the tablet. Then he closed his eyes briefly.

“I’m talking about Peech.”

“Ah.” Ragnor turned to the alien, who tilted her head. “What makes you think that?”

“She started drinking alcohol.”

“Alcohol? Methanol? Ethanol? Propanol?”

“Humans drink ethanol to relax. I suspect it has the same effect on Peech. In any case, I noticed that she made two liters of it.”

“Maybe she’s trying to treat herself. Ethanol is a disinfectant, isn’t it?”

“Just look at her. Physically, she survived the trip better than you did. It’s her mental state that worries me.”

“You’re right, that was foolish. I wanted to prove to you how strong I am, so I didn’t wear a pressure suit. But if Peech isn’t doing well mentally, she should stay here.”

“Why?”

“The autopsy.”

“I thought the Omniscience had already finished and just wanted to tell us the results.”

“No. It still needs to be done.”

“Who’s going to do it?”

“You are.”

“Me?”

“Under the Omniscience’s supervision, of course.”

Eva sighed from the bottom of her heart. She was supposed to cut open the alien? She was friends with one. It would feel like cutting into Peech, sometime in the future, when she was fully grown.

“Can’t you do it? Please, Ragnor.”

He wanted to serve her! Surely he could make a few incisions.

But Ragnor merely raised his tactile arms. “Under different circumstances, I would be happy to take the burden from you.”
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“You brought Peech with you,” appeared on the tablet.

Eve looked around. Of course, the Omniscience was nowhere to be seen. She was hiding in the data lines that ran through the entire Draght and in the computers that provided its computing power.

The Chenko who had accompanied her to GJ 1061 d would have been able to do the same. He would never have left his protégés alone to go into cold sleep with a biological body.

But she couldn’t hold it against Marchenko. He wasn’t her father, and it had been her own decision to stay awake with Peech. So far, she hadn’t regretted it. She had found out so much about her friend! You never knew when it might come in handy.

“I couldn’t stop her,” Eve said to the tablet camera.

However, the room was equipped with several artificial eyes that followed the autopsy from all angles.

“Does she know what’s going on?”

“I don’t know. She probably senses that it’s important.”

“Then let’s hope she’s smart enough to realize that this isn’t an attack on one of her own kind.”

“I think she knows he’s dead.” At least Eve hoped so. Peech had insisted on bringing the lower leg with her, and as bulky as it was, she had managed to squeeze it through the narrowest corridors.

“Okay, let’s get started.”

“Why couldn’t someone from the crew do it? There must be exobiologists among the Grosnops who know much more about this than I do.”

“I’m the only specialist we need here, no matter what field. I only need you to make the incisions. Besides, I didn’t want word of the discovery to get out and cause unrest.”

“Let me guess—you haven’t told the crew about the damage yet?”

Eve narrowed her eyes. She was starting to find it difficult to communicate via the tablet. Maybe she needed glasses. Chenko had once suggested that her eyesight would start to deteriorate in her mid-twenties.

“Correct. That might raise doubts about my competence, which could harm us in an emergency. I’ve thought it through, of course.”
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“Now open the torso lengthwise.”

They quickly realized that normal tools slid off the alien’s armor like a butter knife on an ice cube. Ragnor had obtained a cutting torch that worked better. It was so heavy that Eve initially thought she wouldn’t be able to operate it. So Ragnor lay down on his back and lifted the device with his feet.

This meant that Eve only had to aim the welding machine without having to lift it. She positioned the device. At first, the welding arc only smelled of ozone, but when it entered the body, a pungent odor spread, a mixture of machine oil and feces.

A liquid flowed into the acid-resistant ceramic tub beneath the body which bubbled as soon as it came into contact with metal. It damaged the first welding device before it had finished its work. But Ragnor had thought ahead and brought a second one with him.

Just as he was about to replace the defective model, the huge alien came apart. All observers could now see its interior. It consisted of a rigid skeleton resembling artificial springs, coils, and struts. They moved in a spiral pattern from bottom to top, which presumably provided enormous strength and flexibility at the same time. The alien might be taken for a machine if its body weren’t filled with so many worm-like tubes. Some had protrusions, branched out and merged with others. There seemed to be no kind of order to them.

But Eve had seen these creatures in the flesh, strutting majestically about. The rules were not apparent, but the body obeyed them nonetheless. Biology had created a creature unique in its own way. Eve looked at Peech. She was sitting against the wall, and it looked as if she was playing with the severed lower leg, completely emotionless. Eve shrugged. She couldn’t judge what she didn’t understand. But someday Peech would be as big as this creature. Hopefully they would still be friends then.

“I think one look at the abdomen is enough,” said the Omniscience on the tablet. “Did you notice that it lays eggs?”

Eve nodded, though she had already seen this in the cave on GJ 1061 d. Nevertheless, the Omniscience insisted on using a laser beam from a camera eye to describe to them which function she believed each part of the alien’s body performed.

Then it was her turn again. The Omniscience feared that using the blowtorch on the alien’s head would cause too much damage. So Eve had to cut off slices of it with a metal saw. She quickly broke out in a sweat, mainly because she had to work with a mask and thick gloves.

Peech tried to hold her back at first. She bit down on her work pants so hard that Eve had to scold her loudly. Was she afraid of her getting hurt on the job? Or was she protesting the dismemberment of her fellow creature? It was impossible to tell. After a while, however, she began to pick at the lower leg lying in the corner with one of her claws. Eve thought again of a child imitating its parents. She shook her head. She understood this creature as little as she understood the mating rituals of the Grosnops.

When Eve had cut the head into five pieces, the tablet beeped.

“That looks good,” praised the Omniscience.

At the same time, the cameras on the walls moved. Eve was startled to see them come toward her; she hadn’t realized they were attached to long, movable arms. Peech must have noticed her alarm, because she started attacking one of the cameras until Eve stepped between them.

“Can you separate the parts spatially, please?” asked the Omniscience.

Eve tried to move part of the head, but it slipped out of her hand and fell to the floor. Acid spread and burned holes in the metal. Fortunately, she had been wearing thick protective clothing since she picked up the saw. Ragnor picked up the skull fragment and set it back on the examination table. The thing was heavy, as if it were made entirely of metal.

Inside, they found nothing that resembled earthly biological structures. In particular, there was no gray matter, no brain. The skull was lined no differently than the torso, with the same mixture of biological, worm-like tubes and more mechanical muscles and tendons. Now it became clear why Peech had had no problem in vacuum. The creature did not breathe at all. How it exchanged matter and energy with its environment remained unclear. Was it possible that this species drew the necessary energy directly and completely from its food?

“I need you to do me a favor,” wrote the Omniscience on the tablet. “There’s a microscope in the next room. Put a few samples from the skull under it for me.”

“Can I at least look through it?”

“I won’t stop you. However, I doubt you’ll recognize anything.”

The Omniscience, modest as always. Eve shrugged. She had one advantage—she was physically present. The Omniscience had to make do with whatever she gave her.

But first she needed a tool to prepare the samples. The first two scalpels crumbled under her fingers. Only when Ragnor had removed all traces of acid with the cutting torch was she finally successful. She packed the shavings she scraped from the skull onto transparent slides. She didn’t proceed very systematically; she simply took a sample wherever the material looked interesting. Since they knew nothing about the distribution of functions in the alien head, this was probably the most sensible strategy. Finally, she scraped off a few skin cells from herself and placed them on another slide, along with a hair.

In the next room, where Peech naturally accompanied her, Eve sat down in front of the microscope and inserted the first slide. The Omniscience explained to her via the tablet how to focus the image and look through the eyepiece.

“That’s...surprising,” said Omniscience. “The species appears to be related to you humans.”

Eva laughed.

“Those are my cells.”

The image she saw through the eyepiece was fascinating. Beneath her lay an abstract carpet. It consisted of hexagons with thick, pink edges seamlessly sewn together, with a dark spot in the middle as decoration. She moved the slide further until the hair came into view. It looked like a tree trunk with scaly bark. A shiver ran down her spine. Was that what she had on her head? Eve switched back to the skin cells. She liked them much better. The pattern was so irregular, it looked as if she had painted it herself.

The tablet lit up. “Would you mind starting with the interesting samples?”

The Omniscience was so old, but it still hadn’t learned patience. Eve picked up the first sample from the alien and examined it with narrowed eyes. Something was shimmering. A silvery thread ran through the material, visible to the naked eye. She put that sample aside. Then she looked around. There didn’t seem to be any surveillance cameras in this room.

Eve pushed the sample with the silvery thread to the edge of the table. The next slide did not contain any shiny material. She inserted it and focused on it.

It was...strange, almost frightening.

“Wow,” appeared on the tablet.

“The Omniscience is impressed? What’s so interesting?” commented Ragnor, whom she had almost forgotten.

Eve stepped back and pointed to the eyepiece. The Grosnop leaned over the microscope and looked through it with each eye in turn.

“Those colors!” the tablet translated.

Colors? Eve had only seen shades of brown and gray. It was the structures that had impressed her. It looked as if the aliens’ cells were made up of tiny factories. Nothing was curved here, all the walls were straight, and where something would have been curved in a human cell, here it was jagged.

“Where do you see colors?” she asked with the help of the tablet.

“In my head. The color perception of each of my eyes is slightly different. When I look at the same object with all of them, the result is much more colorful.”

When a Grosnop looked more closely, life became more colorful for him. Eve smiled. She liked that.

“Where’s the next sample?”

She sighed. The Omniscience was really in a hurry.
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“That’s it,” said Eve.

The Omniscience did not disagree, even though the sample with the silvery threads was still lying on the edge of the table.

“Thank you, Eve, that was very helpful.”

Eve felt guilty. Now the Omniscience was thanking her.

“What have we learned about this creature?” she asked.

“Oh, you wouldn’t understand.”

Her guilty conscience disappeared in an instant. She stared at the remaining slide. How could she examine it without the Omniscience noticing?

“All right, the short version for simple minds,” appeared on the tablet. That wasn’t enough to ease her guilty conscience.

“I’m almost certain that this species was engineered, probably based on purely biological life. All vulnerable systems have been eliminated and replaced with a particularly robust energy production process. What you saw in the cells were nanofactories that operate independently of external influences. This species is almost impossible to kill. Basically, you could say that our specimen is still alive.”

“But it’s not responding.”

“That’s correct. I wonder why.”

“Because the head and torso are separated?” suggested Ragnor.

Eve smiled. That was a pretty good reason to feel dead.

“I told you, the nanomachines operate independently. When the head was severed, part of the sensory input to the torso failed. But that was all. There is no brain in the head. The control system must be distributed throughout the body. You could still move even if you couldn’t see, smell, or hear anything.”

“Not the head.”

“No, but the torso.”

“Maybe it doesn’t see any point in moving without input.”

“That... That’s a clever thought, Eve.” Oh, praise from the Omniscience! “It’s possible that death is a conscious decision on the part of this creature. It has determined that it is no longer receiving any signals, so all movement has become meaningless.”

“That would be understandable if the torso didn’t provide any input. But it definitely has pain and touch sensors, and who knows what else. It might still be a conscious decision, but it probably had a different reason.”

Eve thought of the story of Odysseus. Was this seemingly dead body a Trojan horse? Suppose a clever alien desperately wanted to get into the ship. It couldn’t knock on the airlock and ask to be let in. And it was too big to crawl through any of the ducts. So it drew attention to itself by causing destruction and then pretended to be dead, counting on the curiosity of its finders to bring it inside the ship. Yes, that made sense. The creature must have severed its own head. In that case it probably wasn’t very pleased about their slicing it into pieces. But why hadn’t it resisted? The alien could have easily crushed her and Ragnor. It was a nice theory, but unsupported.

She picked up the tablet and shared the theory with the Omniscience anyway.

“Yes, I’ve thought of that too. I’ll get the body of that thing back outside immediately and have it disposed of in space. The skull alone can hardly be dangerous to us.”

Eve shook her head. The Omniscience was probably right. The skull couldn’t possibly reassemble itself, grow legs, and hop around the ship. She imagined the alien head with skinny legs and smiled.

“Have we overlooked something?” she asked.

The door sprang open. A Grosnop entered and waved to Ragnor. Apparently, the Omniscience had already arranged for the torso to be picked up.

“What do you mean?” she read on the tablet. “I’m not overlooking anything.”

“If it was a conscious decision, why didn’t the thing resist its autopsy? It was stronger than us, wasn’t it?”

“It’s still stronger than us, even with its torso in two pieces. Even with one arm and one leg, it could tear any Grosnop to pieces.”

A shiver ran down Eve’s spine. “Please let me know when that thing has been disposed of in space.”

“Why? What are you planning to do?”

“I want to take another look at the samples here in peace.”
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Ragnor was back. Finally! Eve felt better now. The skull was still in the next room, albeit in pieces. It was bigger than Peech. The door was behind her, and she couldn’t get the image of skinny legs out of her head.

Eve took the tablet, disconnected it from the server, and typed. “Can you please help me disconnect the microscope from the network?”

Ragnor replied with something she didn’t understand, but nodded. Then he systematically searched the area around the microscope. He opened a compartment in the floor and disconnected some cables.

“That should do it,” he said into the tablet.

“Are you sure?”

He nodded again. “I helped Marchenko install the microscope. It’s Earth technology.”

Eve turned to the device. It came directly from Earth. She had never used anything that originated there.

The Messenger that had brought her to GJ 1061 d had been barely larger than a grain of sand when it took off, and had been enlarged over time with interstellar matter. Nothing Chenko had built for her had been made of atoms from Earth. Even Marchenko’s body had been created on this spaceship. But even if it had come from Earth, all his cells would have been completely renewed in seven years.

Basically, you had to be a machine like this microscope if you wanted to carry your origins with you forever at the atomic level. Biological life inevitably absorbed its current environment. Eve smiled. From this perspective, life seemed like a disease that afflicted, transformed, and exploited everything.

She touched the microscope, but it felt completely normal. Smooth, cool, stable, secure in its place in the world. It would always remain a microscope. She herself, however, had already created fresh cells from atoms that had come from afar with the Majestic Draght.

But did it matter? They were all nothing more than stardust.

Ragnor touched her with his bandaged tactile hand. “You forgot to examine something.” He pointed to the slide at the back of the table.

Eve shook her head. She made sure the tablet was still offline. “That was intentional,” she typed.
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The microscope resisted, as if trying to protect her from something. When she turned the lens, the object in the holder was only visible for a millisecond, then blurred again. This was probably because it had a three-dimensional structure, while the microscope could only focus on a single plane.

“Can we connect the microscope to the tablet?” she asked.

“No problem.” Ragnor looked for a socket at the base of the device. He plugged in a cable and connected it to the tablet. “What are you doing?”

“I want to combine the individual focus planes into a spatial representation.”

“I see.”

Ragnor started a program. The display showed what she could see through the eyepiece. Very good. Now all she had to do was focus on each individual level, and then she could take the focused images from the stack and reassemble them. It took her a few minutes. An image was forming in her mind’s eye, but she couldn’t place it. It had the shape of an octahedron, basically two pyramids attached at their bases. However, she couldn’t assign a specific purpose to such a figure, and perhaps she was mistaken.

“I’m done,” she typed.

Ragnor pulled the tablet toward him. He was obviously having difficulty operating it with his tactile arms still bandaged. Eve offered to help, but he declined and removed the bandage from one arm. The hand there glowed pink. The fingers were much thinner than she remembered, but sufficiently mobile. Ragnor shielded them slightly from view. He seemed embarrassed that she could see the regrowing organ.

“What is...?” she began.

“My old hand? It was beyond repair.” The pink fingers tapped at lightning speed.

“You’re lucky. One of us would need a transplant.”

Eve shook her head. She didn’t know the exact state of medicine on Earth. But if it was possible to grow entire bodies, that must also apply to individual body parts. She turned and looked at the door. Behind it lay the dismembered skull. What if these creatures could regenerate too?

Eva stood up and hurried into the next room. Peech followed her. The skull had been moved when the torso was carried away. But it looked exactly the same as before.

Peech still didn’t seem to mind seeing a dead member of her species. But maybe she knew that her species was actually immortal. Eve shrugged. Maybe not. Peech had hardly spent any time with her fellow creatures. She had always stayed with Eve. Maybe that made her feel human. Eve returned to the room with the microscope.

Ragnor was standing next to the table, waving his tablet.

“I think I’ve got something,” it said.

Eve pushed the chair up to the microscope and sat down. Ragnor’s pink fingers tapped skillfully on the tablet until a three-dimensional image emerged from the background that could be rotated and zoomed.

It actually had the rough shape of an octahedron, but the tips of the two pyramids were truncated. There were also three flat holes in it that looked like a schematic face—eyes and a mouth, but no nose.

“What is it?” she typed.

“It’s a memory cell.”

“Grosnop technology?”

“No, Earth technology. Not up to today’s standards.”

“Then what?”

“Marchenko used memory based on this technology in his various bodies for a long time. I remember it well because I helped him make it with the Draght machines, which weren’t designed for it.”

Marchenko, not Chenko. Both had left Earth at the same time, against their will. But what was an Earth storage cell doing in the skull of an alien? Marchenko had been on GJ 1061, but he had been in cold sleep for a long time. Chenko, for his part, had been dead for months. They had found his remains in the acid pit. Could either of them have anything to do with this storage cell?

“Can you think of any way this memory could have gotten into the alien’s skull?” Eve asked.

“Maybe the creature ate something that contained such cells?”

Eve felt herself flush. Of course. They had found Chenko’s legs, but not his upper body. Since the legs had been lying in an acid pit, they had assumed that the upper body had dissolved in it. But that wasn’t the only possible explanation.

“I need to take a few more samples,” Eve said.

Too bad the torso had been taken away. If this creature had digested Chenko, the cells must have spread all through its body. Finding it in the material of the head had been pure coincidence. She glanced into the corner. Peech was chewing on the creature’s lower leg. Would she mind if Eve filed off a few more samples?
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Peech had cooperated. She had even tried to help in her own way by scratching a hole in the hard material with her sharp claws so that Eve could remove something from inside. Meanwhile, Ragnor took additional samples from the head.

Now Eve was sitting in front of the microscope again. They didn’t need the film—she could easily recognize memory cells from their cross-section. She managed to prepare two slides per minute. They had thirty samples from the thigh and twenty from the head, so they were finished quickly.

The result was strange. Should she be disappointed or excited? There was not a single memory cell in the material of the lower leg. This significantly undermined the theory that Chenko could have been digested. However, Ragnor had taken several samples from the skull, in which Eve did find such cells. What reason could there be for memory cells to be found only in the head and not in the rest of the body? Had someone deliberately deposited them there? Marchenko was hardly a candidate. He had no motive and, in his human form, would probably not have had the opportunity to get close enough to one of the outwardly terrifying aliens to leave memory cells in its head.

Chenko, on the other hand, had always seemed invincible to her. And that wasn’t just because of her natural admiration for him. His robot body had been unbeatable. What if he had wanted to send them a message? She imagined him confined in the cave that the huge spaceship had turned into. He must have tried desperately to return to them, but for some unknown reason he had not succeeded. In a final experiment, he had somehow transferred parts of his memory to an alien.

And then? The rest made less sense. Why would this specimen of all specimens have secretly boarded the Majestic Draght to wreak havoc there? The only explanation was that Chenko had somehow managed to remotely control the alien. It didn’t have to be complex programming. A deep desire to board an alien spaceship might have been enough. The aliens weren’t native to GJ 1061 d, after all. So Chenko might have been able to tap into a certain longing to see its old home again.

That would be a motive for sneaking on board. Eve had seen how well Peech could camouflage herself. The alien had only had to cling to the shuttle. Then it had moved to the outer hull. The vacuum didn’t bother it.

So far, so good. But why had it damaged the metal supports and then torn off its own head? There was only one explanation: Chenko had seen this as a way of drawing her attention to his message. She felt warm. Was there really data hidden in those cells?

Eve tapped on the tablet to explain her theory to Ragnor, which took a few minutes. The Grosnop pondered for a while.

“That’s all well and good,” he finally replied. “But how did your Chenko know we were coming? He’d been missing for quite a while, hadn’t he?”

She slammed her hand on the table. Peech nudged her knee with her head and extended her jaw so that her dripping fangs were visible. Who should I tear apart for you? Eve smiled briefly, and settled down. What if Peech misunderstood the situation and tore Ragnor to pieces just because he seemed aggressive? Despite her youth, her friend was already strong enough that it would take several Grosnops in combat uniform to subdue her.

Ragnor was absolutely right. Chenko couldn’t have seen into the future. He was probably just trying to leave her some kind of message before he died in the acid pit. He might have linked it to an image of a person, maybe even hers. Or Adam’s. She had always believed that Adam was his favorite child, though he had never said so. The alien had seen them and followed them. It had clung to the shuttle and later tried to break into the ship into which she and Adam had disappeared. To do so, it had used its only weapon, acid. But since it had no idea how a spaceship was constructed, its attempts seemed like senseless destruction.

Eve nodded. She presented this new theory to Ragnor. This time he had no objections.

“Then we should try to read the contents of the memory,” appeared on the tablet.

“But how? The cells seem to be scattered throughout the entire head. We’ll never find them all.”

“I have an idea. A long time ago, we developed something for Marchenko that could solve our problem. Can I leave you here alone for a while?”

“Sure. What could happen to me here?”
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Nothing could happen to her because she had a shadow that never let her out of her sight. To pass the time, Eve went back to the autopsy room. Wearing thick gloves, she turned the individual parts of the skull so that she could see inside. If her theory was correct, Chenko must have somehow managed to put memory threads into the alien’s head.

Given the hardness of the outer skin, he must have used an existing opening. Chenko couldn’t have used a diamond drill, which he didn’t have. Eve managed to pry open the alien’s mouth. The teeth looked truly bloodcurdling, even though there was no acid dripping from them now. However, food moved from there through a kind of esophagus into the torso. There were no nostrils. The creature didn’t need to breathe. On the side of the head, however, Eve found a snail-like structure. She poked it with a hair clip. The spiral-shaped hole was deep. But did it penetrate the skull?

Peech, who had been watching her work, tapped her. Move aside, that could mean. Eve took a step to the left. Her alien friend jumped onto the table. There she turned the skull section so that the hole in the snail shell pointed upwards. She secreted some saliva, which dripped into it. Small clouds of smoke rose. It smelled burnt. Peech turned her fellow alien’s head so that her saliva followed the rotation of the spiral. Once, twice, three times. She stopped at that point to let more saliva flow. Two more turns, then something dripped out on the other side.

Proof positive. Peech jumped off the table and made room for her. Eve checked the result: there was indeed a hole inside connecting to the outside world. This organ probably served to protect against vacuum. When negative pressure was applied, the snail filled itself with a material that Peech had just etched out. Her friend’s intelligence was phenomenal. She must have an idea of herself, something that many Earth animals did not have.

Ragnor returned at exactly the right moment. He was holding a kind of net about an arm’s length in diameter. Eve ran next door to fetch the tablet.

“I’ve figured out how the memories ended up in the alien’s head,” she typed, then showed the Grosnop the hole. She didn’t mention Peech’s part in it. The Grosnops were becoming wary of their friend’s intelligence.

“We used this net many years ago for our first attempts at communication between humans and Grosnops,” explained Ragnor. “I wasn’t around back then, but Gronolf showed it to me once. He was very proud of it.”

He draped it over his head and connected it to the tablet.

“Now you can read my thoughts,” appeared on the screen.

“This allows us to read data without touching anything? That’s brilliant.”

“The software is trained to recognize human and Grosnop thoughts. So we’ll only get raw data, not sophisticated sentences. We’ll have to interpret it ourselves.”

“Better than nothing. I’m excited.”

“Do you want to try it? It doesn’t hurt.”

Eve shook her head. Her thoughts were her own business. Translation via the camera or text input was enough for her. She looked at Peech. But if they put the net over her, they ran the risk of her saliva damaging it. They decided to save that experiment until they had read all the data from the memory sticks. “We have to pack the individual parts back together tightly,” said Ragnor on the tablet. “The net isn’t that big.”

Together, they pushed the fragments back and forth, but the net was still not big enough. The alien’s skull was simply too huge.

“Then let’s try it in several sections,” said Ragnor. “After that, we’ll just have to sort out the duplicate data.”

If there was any data to sort. They were basing this attempt on a rather far-fetched theory. Their theory. Adam had always accused her of having too much imagination, especially when it came to the possible negative consequences of an event. But you could only prepare for a bad ending if you anticipated it in time. The only thing that was bad was what you were ill-prepared for.

Ragnor spread the net over the right half of the skull. He checked the connection to the tablet and started a program on it. It showed small squares appearing out of nowhere.

“Those are data packets,” Eve read Ragnor’s explanation in the footer of the screen. “Wait. Ha! They’re numbered.”

The squares appeared all over the screen. Over time, clusters formed where there was a lot of activity, but there were also places where almost nothing happened. The longer the transfer went on, the more red squares appeared.

“What’s that?” Eve asked.

“That’s duplicate data. They have the same packet number. The program checks which version is more stable and deletes the weaker one.”

The number of red squares increased significantly again as Ragnor moved the net further toward the center. It now covered areas that it had already read.

“That’s better,” explained Ragnor. “We’d rather have a thousand packets too many than one too few. Depending on what we’re dealing with, one missing data packet could ruin everything.”

By the third readout, the net was all the way to the right. The process was now much faster. The memory had probably entered the ear through the left cochlea. That was why there wasn’t much left to retrieve on the right.

Ragnor still didn’t seem entirely satisfied. He moved the net several more times, even though only ten or fifteen packets were added each time. Finally, he showed her the tablet screen. There were nineteen red-rimmed gaps.

“Nineteen errors, that’s a lot! If the data is compressed, which we have to assume it is, the checksum is definitely wrong.”

Nineteen. How many samples had Ragnor taken? Eve slapped her forehead, ran into the next room, and fetched the slides on which they had found the memory chips. Ragnor drummed his fingers on his stomach in applause. Then he laid the net over it.

He closed his eyes. He showed her the tablet: two missing spots.

“That’s an excellent result!” she typed. “Considering that Chenko smuggled them into the head of an alien, it’s a miracle that all but two survived.”

“Yes, that’s true. But if it’s a program, there’s no tolerance threshold. A single error could crash it.”

“Is it one?”

“I don’t know yet. It seems to be encrypted and compressed. What password would Chenko use?”

“Try AdamEve.”

“Wrong.”

“Francesca.” Chenko had mentioned this woman once or twice, and on each occasion he had drunk himself senseless with the homemade tuber liquor he called “water,” even though it was half ethanol.

“It works. I can unpack the data now!”

“Congratulations.” Eve felt a brief pang. It seemed strange to her that Chenko had used the name of this unknown woman instead of hers for such a message. Was the message not meant for her and Adam after all? She had secretly imagined hearing her father’s voice again, wishing her happiness and long life.

“Here we are,” she read on the tablet.

“Let me see.”

Ragnor pointed to the screen. The file was a surprisingly small worm on the display.

“That’s it?”

“This technology is hundreds of years old. The tablet has millions of times more storage space than the units used here.”

“And what is it? A sound recording? Pictures?”

A video, she hoped. That would be nice.

“I compared it with documents from Marchenko’s memory. It’s a program.”

“Then start it.”

“I can’t. After so long, it’s no longer compatible with your current operating systems.”

Eve exhaled.

“You mean there’s nothing we can do with the results?”

“No, Eve. But first we need a simulation of the old operating system.”

“Then do it. Program it, whatever you call it.”

“I can’t.”

“Don’t make me drag information out of you. Who could create such a simulation?”

“The Omniscience. We’d have to put the tablet back online. She would only need a few seconds to simulate such an old system. It worked when you humans first appeared on the Draght. And she never forgets anything.”

Eve puffed out her cheeks. The Omniscience again, who knew everything better. Would she grant her request? And what if she didn’t? What if she demanded that the data be deleted? But did she have a choice?

Apparently not.

“Then let’s go ask the Omniscience.”
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“On one condition,” wrote the Omniscience on the tablet.

“Yes?”

“No more secrets. You can trust me!”

Could they? It was probably better not to discuss that at length at this point. “Yes, that was foolish of us,” replied Eve.

“That’s true. All right. I’ll load the data into the simulated system.”

“You’re already done?”

“Ragnor told you I’d only need a few seconds. Marchenko installed the old operating system on his hardware in the past.”

The Omniscience had been eavesdropping! Then she must have also been tracking her attempts to read the data. Eve should have known.

She had probably noticed Ragnor fetching the old data-collection net.

“Let me know when you’re done, please.”

“I’m done, Eve.”

“And?”

“Nothing.”

“Nothing what?”

“I started the program in the simulation. Nothing happened.”

Eva clenched her hands into fists. That couldn’t be. Chenko must have left them a message. She was sure of it. “You’re lying.”

“I can’t lie. Okay, that’s a lie. But I have no motive to lie.”

The Omniscience wanted revenge for Eve’s secretive actions. That was a very good motive.

“You want to get back at me.”

“Nonsense. Wait, I’ll put the system on the tablet. Then you can try it yourself.”

The device’s user interface changed. It now looked much more colorful and playful. The worm representing the program file had a friendly face and wiggled its tail. The system looked like it had been designed for children.

Eve tapped the worm and a menu opened. She selected “Run.” The worm opened its eyes wide and jumped up. The screen went blank, then black. Eve counted. One, two, three... at twelve, the display turned back on. The worm lay there as if asleep. A small icon above its head symbolized a snoring sound. Presumably the tablet was making the same noise.

“So, do you see now that I’m right, as always?” Eve read on the bottom line.

Even the letters were colorful, and the punctuation marks jumped around playfully, as if they didn’t know where to go. Of course, it was possible that the Omniscience was deceiving her. That the old system had been manipulated in such a way that the program crashed. She switched to the system monitor, which showed the usage. Shortly after starting, the program had used up all the tablet’s resources. Then the screen had gone black. This state had lasted eleven seconds.

Eve called up the log. After this time had elapsed, it wasn’t the operating system that had taken control and throttled the resource hunger, but the program itself that had shut down. It was as if it had briefly looked around after waking up and then gone back to sleep.

What had it been waiting for? Had it not found enough resources for its needs? Eve restarted the program and got the same result.

“I see that it temporarily uses up all the memory,” she said, and the tablet translated. “Can we give it more resources?”

“I tried that on the main computer, of course,” replied Omniscience. “With eighty percent of the resources. It used everything and then shut down again after eleven seconds. Maybe there’s a bug in the program code. You had two missing pieces, didn’t you?”

“Can you find and fix this bug?”

“Unfortunately not. I’ve tried, but everything is so jumbled up... It seems to me as if this program wasn’t developed, but grew by itself. Nine-tenths of the code seems to serve no purpose, but if I remove it, the program won’t start at all. I could change individual sections at random, but that would take years.”

The Omniscience seemed just as disappointed as she was. No, if there really had been a message from Chenko, she wouldn’t have kept it from Eve. In that respect, the Omniscience could be trusted. Her father probably hadn’t finished transmitting the message, and the program was simply incomplete.

Chenko was gone. She couldn’t cling to his remains like this.
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MAJESTIC DRAGHT


Eve looked into the abyss. Her body swayed. A cool wind blew from below and loosened a drop of sweat from her forehead. The drop fell only a few meters before the air current along the wall blew it away.

“Jump!” Chenko shouted from below.

Eve had never been able to hear his voice, but she was sure it was him.

“Jump! I’ll catch you!”

It was tempting. Eve swayed. She held her arms out in front of her and pulled them back again. Where was he? Shouldn’t she be able to see Chenko? She squinted. It would be enough if she could just catch a glimpse of his golden body. Yes, that would be enough to gain her trust.

“Jump! Can’t you hear me?”

No, she couldn’t hear him. How could he not know that?

“Trust me! It’s important that you trust me!”

Her thoughts raced. How could she trust him when he was calling out even though she couldn’t hear him?

“Ten. Nine. Eight!”

A countdown. She clenched her hands into fists and stretched her whole body.

Tense, she would race down like a rocket, straight into Chenko’s arms.

“Seven. Six. Five. Four.”

Her body leaned forward. She almost lost her balance. Sweat ran down her spine.

“Three. Two. One!”

Eve didn’t see him. It wasn’t Chenko.

“Now!”

She couldn’t. She couldn’t jump. A blink of an eye. Another. There was a golden glint from the bottom of the crack. He was there!

Eve jumped. She fell, faster and faster. The wind tore at her hair. Where was the golden speck? She remained motionless, frozen, but the ground was rushing toward her. No Chenko. He had never been there, or she had hesitated too long. This was the end.
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Eve sat up. She was breathing heavily. What a horrible dream! She forced her clenched hands open. Peech banged her head on the mattress. What would her friend think of this dream? Could she dream? The cameras showed that night after night, there was activity at the dispensing machine in the cafeteria. Multiple times. Peech was never seen on the infrared surveillance images. She probably didn’t sleep like a human being. But that didn’t mean she didn’t have dreams.

Eve felt her bladder tug. She got up, put on her slippers, and ran to the toilet. It was better not to go barefoot. Sometimes Peech still lost a few drops of saliva, and it was painful to step on with bare feet. Eve relieved herself and cleaned up. She felt wide awake, even though it was only three o’clock.

On board, they used the time of Two Suns, as the Grosnops called their home. The rhythm was very different from that on GJ 1061 d, which had been twenty-seven standard hours. That was probably why she slept poorly. She was constantly jetlagged.

Eve left the bathroom and returned to her room. Her gaze fell on the alien leg that Peech was using as a toy. Maybe she could put herself into cryo sleep after all. Not right away. They could freeze the lower leg as a test, and if that didn’t damage it, , they could try it on Peech. Eve shook her head. It wouldn’t be easy to convince her to get into a sleep chamber. Maybe they could share one. Anything was better than having to endure another twenty years of everyday life among the stars. And falling into a fissure in her sleep.

She’d first had the nightmare after the autopsy of the alien. It never changed. She jumped two blinks after the countdown ended, even though after waking up, she always resolved that next time she would follow Chenko’s instructions in time. What would happen then? Maybe the dream would stop.

Ragnor believed that the dream had deeper causes. A problem with trust. But there was no reason for that. Chenko had never let her down. He kept his promises. She could hardly blame him for not coming back from the acid pool.

“But you do,” Ragnor had said.
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Maybe talking to Chenko would help. Ragnor had suggested that when the nightmare first recurred.

“He’s here. At least his legs are. Just try it.”

Now was the time. This damn dream was getting exhausting. But where were the legs?

Eve grabbed the tablet and made her way to headquarters.

Ragnor had adjusted his daily routine to hers, so he was probably still asleep, and she didn’t want to wake him. Peech followed her without being prompted. She followed her everywhere—except to the bathroom. Eve was fine with that, even though she wondered why Peech avoided the toilets. Was it the smell?

But many parts of the spaceship smelled like urine. The Grosnops had a different relationship with smells. They were mainly interested in variety and intensity. Whether the source was flowers, machine oil, or urea was all the same to them.

Peech ran ahead. Eve had said “control center.” She must have read it from her lips. Clever Peech. Eve didn’t know her way around the ship very well yet, especially when she was far from her cabin. If Peech kept leading her around, that wouldn’t change. Eve shrugged.
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The control center was unusually empty. As soon as someone noticed Peech, everyone present came over to her. Eve didn’t know anyone, but everyone knew her. At least by appearance—apparently she looked very similar to the Eve who had spent years on the ship. But the Grosnops were mainly interested in Peech. Eve wasn’t upset about this, quite the contrary.

“Can anyone tell me where I can find the robot legs recovered on GJ 1061 d?” she said into the tablet.

A Grosnop responded. He led her over to another who was working on a computer further back. Eve was sorry to disturb him, as he seemed to be absorbed in his work.

The seven-fingered tactile arms flew over the controls.

Her companion didn’t mind and placed a load arm on the other Grosnop’s shoulder, who turned jerkily toward them.

“I’m looking for this,” she said into the tablet’s camera, pointing to a photo of the legs on the display.

The Grosnop who had brought her here moved away, presumably to continue interacting with Peech. Eve saw out of the corner of her eye one of the Grosnops slinging her friend around. She seemed to be enjoying herself, which reassured Eve.

A tactile arm tapped her. The Grosnop at the computer had apparently found something. He pointed to a database entry on the screen in front of him. However, it was written in an ornate script that Eve couldn’t read.

“Can you translate that for me?” she said into the tablet. “You can just read it to me.”

The Grosnop turned to her. Eve noticed the fluttering of his stomach fold. As he spoke, the tablet displayed the translation.

“Cabin twelve thousand four hundred and sixty. Southeast sector. Level fourteen.”

“Thanks. Can you show me where that is on a map, please?”

The Grosnop rotated his head. A 3D view of the Majestic Draght appeared on the screen in front of him. A light flashed in one corner of the cube.

“And where is my cabin in relation to that?”

Eve looked closely at the screen, but no new light appeared. She repeated her question, but the Grosnop just pointed to the existing sign. Of course! But Chenko’s legs weren’t in her room. Maybe he was confusing them with the alien’s lower leg? Eve showed him the picture.

The Grosnop tapped away for a while. Then he read the result to her.

“Cabin twelve thousand four hundred and sixty. Southeast sector. Level fourteen.”

Where had the damn legs got to? Someone must have taken them, perhaps to examine them more closely. She would return to her room and ask Ragnor and the Omniscience about it later.
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“I carried the legs into your room myself,” said Ragnor. “Right after we got back.”

Eve finished reading the sentence and scratched her earlobe. “Are you sure?”

The Grosnop tilted his head and closed all four eyes. His stomach moved.

“I can picture it,” appeared on the tablet. “I put the legs on the wall.”

Eva tapped him. Ragnor opened his eyes again. She pointed to the wall. There was part of a leg, but it wasn’t Chenko’s. Ragnor stretched out his tactile arms and took the tablet. He tapped on it, then handed it back to her.

“Cabin twelve thousand four hundred and sixty. Southeast sector. Level fourteen. See?”

“This is cabin twelve thousand four hundred and sixty,” she replied. At that moment, she remembered: She and Adam had swapped rooms right after moving in.

The other cabin had smelled strange, and Adam hadn’t minded that. Now this one smelled strange too, but she had gotten used to it.

Eve turned around and left the cabin. Peech and Ragnor followed her. She opened the door to the next room. It wasn’t locked. The room was empty. Adam hadn’t brought any personal belongings with him, even though the Grosnops had offered. Eve had gladly accepted. She would never see GJ 1061 d again. She wanted to surround herself with at least a few remnants of her old life.

She sniffed. The strange smell from the first day was still there. The robot legs that Ragnor had supposedly left here were not there.

There was no need to say anything. Ragnor could see it himself. He scratched his stomach. Only now did she notice that his hands were no longer bandaged. His fingers had taken on their usual dark green color. He raised his left middle finger, finger number four in his case, as if checking the wind direction.

“We should check the storeroom. I know Marchenko brought quite a few things with him.”

“The storeroom?”

“Come on.”
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Eve was sweating. Ragnor set a brisk pace. Peech still outpaced him. They had never been to this ominous storage room before. But their alien friend seemed to know the way. Or was she simply following a trail they couldn’t see?

From the outside, the storage room looked like a normal cabin, but it was located in the northwest sector. Ragnor opened the door; it wasn’t locked. Apparently, theft didn’t happen on this ship. That was how Grosnops were. Everyone had what they needed. Why steal anything? She liked that attitude. Still, it was a strange feeling. On GJ 1061 d, they had been the only humans there and had locked their cabin anyway.

Okay, animals could have gotten in while they were away. The circumstances had been different. Ragnor let her go first. The room was as big as her cabin and almost completely full. Eve recognized every single item. Marchenko had apparently had everything from her house on GJ 1061 d that would fit through the airlock door brought here. She was a little angry at first, because he hadn’t asked her permission.

Then she was grateful to him, especially for Adam’s sake. If he ever regretted not having taken anything from his childhood with him, Marchenko would be able to help him. What was a person without any proof that they had ever lived? Memories in your head were helpful, but they inevitably faded. Eve could no longer remember what color the window curtains had been. But here they were, lying on a shelf. She memorized that shade of blue again, even though she knew it looked different in sunlight than it did here in the artificial light.

She rummaged through all the objects and at the same time through her memories. It was like washing everything with a detergent that refreshed the colors, but also the smells and impressions that all the fabrics left on her skin. She even found a few cans of tuber flour. When Adam woke up, she would cook something with it.

But she couldn’t find Chenko’s legs. Ragnor searched too, without success. Even Peech seemed to be participating in the search, albeit unconventionally, by dripping saliva onto a pile of clothes and then watching it eat its way through. Eve told her to stop, and Peech obeyed.

“They’re not here,” Ragnor said to her on the tablet.

Eve shrugged. “Now what?”
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“I must apologize,” wrote the Omniscience on the tablet. “It could be that I am to blame for the loss. Why didn’t you come to me right away?”

“Loss? What did you do with the legs?”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to put it so drastically. I’m sure it’s only a temporary loss.”

“Where are the damned legs?” Eve exhaled sharply.

“I don’t think anyone cursed them.”

“That was an expletive!”

“An expletive?”

“A swear word. Damn, fuck, shit, something like that.”

The Omniscience always managed to make her see red. That was probably why Marchenko’s own children hadn’t continued flying on the Draght.

“Misplaced would be more appropriate,” wrote the Omniscience. “Or temporarily misplaced.”

“Just tell me where the legs are.”

“I don’t know exactly. After the first attack, I gave instructions to take all unnecessary metal pieces to the storage room for necessary repairs. It’s possible that someone classified the pair of legs as unnecessary and removed them while you were out of your room.”

“They were probably in Adam’s room.”

“That’s an even better explanation. That room is empty, after all.”

Hm. She couldn’t blame the Grosnops for searching for material for the repairs.

“The legs were probably melted down, weren’t they?” She sighed.

“No, as far as I know, such an exotic alloy wasn’t used in the repairs. We only used various types of steel.”

Then there was still hope.

“Ragnor, can you take us to the storage sector?”
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The warehouse consisted of a series of interconnected halls. Peech used the available space to race around in. She was so fast that she was able to cover half the distance by running along the walls. Of course, it helped that the halls were mostly empty.

Ragnor looked shocked. He trudged forward slowly, focusing all four eyes in every direction. It looked as if he was conducting an inventory, the results of which he did not like at all.

“What’s going on?” asked Eve, holding out the tablet to him.

“When we left Earth, it looked completely different in here. I don’t know how long we can continue to repair the Draght under these circumstances.”

“Without supplies, especially iron, the Majestic Draght will probably be destroyed by natural wear and tear in a hundred and twenty cycles,” added the Omniscience.

Eve could well imagine that. The Majestic Draght crossed space much faster than the Messenger that had brought them to GJ 1061 d. This was where interstellar matter became a problem. It was as if the spaceship was constantly being worked over with a giant rasp. This material loss had to be compensated for during repairs. “One hundred and twenty?” asked Ragnor.

The number seemed to calm him down a little.

“Yes, so we’ll be fine if we can resupply at L127-97.”

“And if there’s no iron there?” asked Eve.

“I wouldn’t worry about that,” wrote Omniscience. “L127-97 is a star of the generation you call I. It therefore consists of the remains of earlier generations of stars. Iron is created in the final stage of nucleosynthesis within a star. So there is no shortage of it. Only the higher elements require a supernova. That’s why we definitely would have saved the pair of legs we’re looking for.”

Eve sniffed. Hopefully the Omniscience was right about that too.
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The Omniscience must be mistaken. If it didn’t concern Chenko’s legs, Eve would have been happy she was wrong. But it was the wrong time for it. They had spent hours searching every hall. Eve hadn’t been this exhausted in a long time.

“I have another idea,” said Ragnor with the help of the tablet, while Eve was resting on a pile of iron bars bearing stamps with human letters. The Grosnops must have bought or traded for them on Earth. That must have been an interesting experience for humans.

“Yes?”

“We have a scanner that is actually intended for searching foreign worlds. It can find micro-traces of certain materials.”

Ragnor left her. Eve dozed off while she sat there, which she only noticed when the Grosnop woke her with a tactile arm.

“Oh, I must have fallen asleep.”

“You did.”

“For how long?”

“Ninety minutes of your time.”

“You spent all that time looking for the scanner?”

“No, I was back in thirty minutes.”

“And you didn’t wake me?”

“I didn’t want to disturb you. You needed the sleep.”

That was typical Ragnor. A gentleman, like in the stories from the second millennium that Chenko sometimes read aloud.

“Is that the scanner?” she asked.

Ragnor lifted the device, which looked like a vacuum cleaner. “I’ve already programmed it.”

“How? Don’t you need the material the legs are made of?”

Grosnop lifted the device and ran it over Eve’s arm. A light flashed on the handle.

“There, it found it, even though it’s two centimeters under your skin.”

Eve furrowed her brow. “I don’t understand.”

But she understood very well. Chenko had probably implanted a monitoring device in her without telling her. That was...disturbing. She hated it when secrets like that came to light.

“Your bones are reinforced with the same alloy that Chenko’s legs are made of,” Ragnor explained. “Didn’t you know that?”

She shook her head.

“It’s the same with Adam. Otherwise, neither of you would have survived the fall from the wall. We noticed it when your injuries were being treated.”

Her bones...reinforced? Eve closed her hand and opened it again.

“Which bones?”

“Almost all of them.”

She had never noticed. But how could she? Her body behaved completely normally. Or did it?

“Why didn’t you say anything?” she asked the tablet camera.

“We thought you knew.”

That was believable. The Grosnops couldn’t have known that Chenko hadn’t told them about it. Eve suspected the reason—they would have been even less prepared for their outings. If she was honest, that fear wasn’t entirely unrealistic.

“Is it the same with Marchenko’s children?”

“No, but they have gills that allow them to breathe underwater.”

“Marchenko put those in?”

“I don’t know.”

Eve sighed. There was so much she didn’t know about her father. What else had he kept from them? He meant well, she knew that, but she still didn’t like secrets like that.

“Come on, let’s use the device to look for Chenko’s legs.”
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“It’s no use,” said Eve.

She checked that the tablet had transmitted her sentence and showed it to Ragnor, who was moving up and down the wall, carefully removing every shelf so he could scan behind them. Okay, the legs could have slipped behind the shelves, but that seemed unlikely to her.

Most of the material in the warehouses had come on board in the solar system. Chenko’s legs had arrived later, so one would expect them to be stored in front of the other goods rather than behind them.

“We have to check systematically anyway,” Ragnor dictated into the tablet. “Otherwise, we can never be completely sure.”

Eve pushed one of the shelves aside. Then she tapped Peech. “Can you please push the shelf back in front of me?” she asked as clearly as possible, then pointed to the shelf and herself. She stood in front of the wall, and sure enough, her friend pushed the shelf back.

Ragnor had noticed. She could tell from the flashing light that he was following her plan. She moved out of the way again.

“See, Ragnor, the scanner can detect the material even when it’s behind a shelf.”

“You’re right, Eve. We have to do it properly or not at all.”

[image: ]


Eight out of twelve halls. Ragnor was tireless. Eve had nothing to do but walk behind him carrying the tablet. Even Peech seemed tired. She was lying on the floor somewhere in the hall. But when they went on to the next room, she was immediately on the spot and went with them.

“Attention, we have a problem.” Ragnor was busy scanning, so it must be the Omniscience. Eve didn’t like the content of the warning, but she was still glad for the change.

“What is it?” she typed.

“Damage to the outer hull.”

What? They had autopsied the culprit! Eve looked around. Peech was lying in the back of the room. She had been with them the whole time. Eve would swear on her life that she was innocent.

“Before suspicion falls on Peech again—she didn’t do it.”

“I know, Eve.”

“Oh, just like that?”

A video window opened. It showed footage that must have been taken by an external camera. The contrast was poor, but it clearly showed a large alien tearing at metal beams. An airlock door came into view. The attacker was too tall to fit inside. Was that why it was destroying the airlock in its rampage? It was as if it was deliberately ignoring the door.

“Yes, that can’t be Peech,” Eve wrote.

“I sent out some soldiers,” Omniscience explained. “They found nothing.”

“How am I supposed to understand that?”

“The damage is there. But the perpetrator is missing.”

“When did this happen?”

“Two hours ago.”

Had it been that long? Why hadn’t the Omniscience warned them sooner?

“And you leave us looking for an old pair of legs?”

“I can’t let you out there until I know how dangerous it is.”

“I have Peech.”

“What do you mean?”

Was the Omniscience playing dumb? “Peech is much faster than a Grosnop soldier. She could track down the attacker for us.”

“But she’s one of their own kind. She won’t betray her own kind!”

“Peech is my friend. She’ll help me if I ask her to.”

“Wait a minute.”

“Don’t think too long. The more of a lead the attacker has, the harder it will be.”

“I’m not thinking. There’s another attack going on. Almost on the opposite side of the ship. The attacker must be incredibly fast.”

“What’s going on?” asked Ragnor. “Should we move to the next hall?”

Eve informed him of the situation.

“Let the protectors take care of that.”

“No, Ragnor. We don’t need weapons here. It’s all about brains.”

Ragnor wrinkled his stomach as if something had spoiled his appetite.

“By the carrion tooth! These aliens are not to be trifled with. We really should leave them to those who know what they’re doing.”

“But think about it—the Omniscience found no deviations in the shuttle’s flight pattern. And that’s despite the fact that, according to the latest information, there must have been two or even three stowaways on the roof that nobody noticed? Something’s not right here.”

Neither Ragnor nor the Omniscience answered immediately. She must have a point.

“I suggest you continue with your strategy and send out soldiers, Omniscience. That’s what the attacker will expect, so let’s do him the favor. But Peech and I will go outside as well. We’re the wild card.”

Wild card, really? Wasn’t she exaggerating a little? What made her do that? She should leave it to the soldiers. Ragnor was right—a creature capable of significantly damaging the Draght was not to be trifled with. On the other hand, there was a feeling gnawing at the inside of her skull. Something wasn’t right here. What if the attacker had somehow come from within? Was it possible that there were differences of opinion among the Grosnops? Was Gronolf being forcibly deposed, or was the Omniscience trying to trick her for some reason?

“Maybe we should wake up the rest of the crew,” suggested Ragnor. “Especially Gronolf.”

“Absolutely not,” replied the Omniscience. “We’ll solve this problem ourselves.”
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Eve actually liked the Omniscience’s approach. She always tried to solve problems on her own first. But you also had to know when it was time to ask others for help. Was the Omniscience capable of that? To do so, she would have to be humble enough to realize that her name was not a description of her abilities.

She checked her helmet again. It was secure and airtight.

“Ready, Ragnor?”

“Ready,” the Grosnop’s reply appeared on the inside of the visor.

Ragnor was also wearing a space suit this time. It was significantly thinner than hers and was primarily intended to protect him from frostbite. As a cold-blooded creature, the Grosnop’s body produced no heat. Unlike Eve’s suit, cooling was provided by space. It was strange. Chenko had instructed her in the use of a space suit before landing on GJ 1061 d. She and Adam had been just sixteen years old at the time. She could still remember it. And although this was a much more modern model, she was comfortable with it.

Eve pushed open the airlock door. Peech seized the opportunity to climb out first. In the airlock, Eve had explained what they were looking for with the help of pictures and gestures. She hoped that Peech had at least roughly understood. Peech should not under any circumstances engage in a fight, just find the attacker for her.

After securing herself, Eve climbed after the alien. Peech was already a few sections ahead. She wasn’t using a safety line. Given the unchecked rotation of the spaceship, this was risky, but Peech didn’t seem to understand or care about the purpose of a safety line.

Eve’s concerns were nevertheless limited. They had already done an EVA with Peech. Her friend would be careful.

“Anything new, Omniscience?” she asked.

“No new attacks. The most recent damage is directly in your path. Four sections down, you’ll see it there.”

Four sections—that was about sixteen meters. A feasible descent; the virtual gravity pointed downwards here. After that, an ascent would inevitably follow. If she couldn’t make it, she could ask Ragnor for help.

But this time he stayed behind her. Apparently, he wasn’t dealing well with his suit.
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Peech was waiting at the damaged spot. She had sunk her teeth into a protruding beam. Eve had to look away; it looked so dangerous not to have any other safety measure. But Peech didn't seem concerned. Maybe that was normal when space didn't mean death. Even if she fell, she would eventually be captured by the gravity of a solar system.

At first glance, the damage looked no different from the earlier attacks.

“I don't understand where the alien came from this time,” said Ragnor, who had also arrived. “There's no one else out here. We checked all the cameras.”

“Then how do you explain the video of the attack recorded by the Omniscience?”

Ragnor didn't answer. Eve secured herself with two lines and crawled over the acid-corroded metal struts. She could see a few small splashes, but only three large holes. Could the creatures control their saliva so precisely? Wouldn't some of it always drip down? She tapped Peech. Then she pointed to her mouth and one of the large holes.

Peech moved her upper limbs; it looked as if she was expressing enthusiasm. For a moment, her whole body froze. Then a gush of saliva came out—not from her mouth, as usual, but from an opening on the side of her head. The acid spurted onto a metal rail and spread out.

Eve waited a minute to see the result. A large hole appeared, but also many smaller ones. Perhaps the adult creatures could aim better than Peech. But it seemed more likely to her that someone was trying to frame someone else.
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“That’s impossible,” said the Omniscience after Eve shared her observations with her.

“Why?”

“Should I play back the recording? The time stamp is clear, and the attacker is clearly visible.”

“But where is it hiding?”

“That’s what you’re out there to find out.”

Eve shook her head. This trip was pointless. They were chasing ghosts.

“Where did the second attack take place?” she asked.

The coordinates appeared in the helmet visor. It would be a long climb. Eve sighed. When Peech noticed that she was starting, she set off too. Eve was sure she would only meet her again at the destination—even though Peech didn’t know the coordinates.
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“Where’s the next lock?” asked Eve.

“Three sections up,” replied Ragnor.

She looked in that direction. What luck—the lock gate was clearly visible and undamaged. By now, Eve had really had enough. All her muscles were burning, she was bathed in sweat, and her pulse was somewhere over 130.

And what had they found? Nothing! Here, too, the attacker had been so precise that Eve hadn’t found any splashes. The Omniscience evidently didn’t find that strange, though.

“I’ve had enough,” she said.

When she reached the lock, it was already open and Peech was waiting for her inside.
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Two hours later, Eve sat freshly showered and in her pajamas at the desk in her cabin. Shadows sometimes wandered across the wall. Eve didn’t mind. Peech was playing with her companion’s lower leg again. It looked as if she was trying to teach herself to juggle; at any rate, she kept throwing the bone up at the ceiling and catching it without ever hitting Eve.

Something was wrong with these videos. Eve zoomed in on the image on the tablet.

The alien looked totally realistic. What could be seen in the film also precisely matched the damage that Ragnor had mapped out. Eve had been able to mark every single strike and every spatter with a damage number. Nothing was left. Everything looked as if the video showed the attacker at work. She repeated the procedure with the video of the second attack.

There had even been a third one in the meantime. Ragnor was out recording the results of that one. They needed data if they were going to figure out what was going on here. Eve would have understood if Ragnor wanted to take a break, but he had insisted on finishing right away.

“Here’s the video of the third attack,” said the Omniscience.

Ah, that came at just the right moment.

“Thanks,” she typed and opened the file. The same alien was visible again. It had a dark spot on its torso, on the right side, slightly above the arm, which had been clearly visible in the initial shots. It was almost as if the creature had deliberately introduced itself with it.

The video continued. The vehemence with which the alien was attacking the seemingly invincible Draght made her shudder. Even ten Grosnops would have no chance against this monster. The Omniscience would probably have to wake up the entire crew if it wanted to stop the attacks.

But somehow Eve had the feeling that even the death of the creature would not solve their problem.

They had thought that the first time. Apparently, the creatures could attack the ship out of nowhere. Was it possible that the Majestic Draght had picked up the aliens as parasites during its journey through space, that they did not come from GJ 1061 d at all?

Wait. She stopped the film.

It was filmed from a slightly different angle than the first two. That meant that part of the starry sky was always visible. She zoomed in on the still image. Those up there were definitely the Pleiades. Chenko had shown them the star cluster in the sky on clear nights. Eve checked the time stamp. During their outing earlier, she had looked up at the stars a few times while resting.

She hadn’t noticed the Pleiades, but that didn’t mean anything. They were out there. Whether and where they could be seen depended on the rotation of the ship. Eve loaded a current, three-dimensional star map onto the tablet. Then she determined from the time stamp in which direction the camera on the outer hull of the Draght must have been pointing at that moment.

The Pleiades were in almost exactly the opposite direction. Eve banged on the desk. Peech jumped next to the tablet and watched her.

“This video can’t be real,” she explained to her.

Peech nodded at first, then shook her head. Eve laughed. She probably didn’t understand a thing. But she was having fun, and that was what counted.

She saved the video on the tablet and let the video continue to play. The Pleiades did not reappear. That was to be expected, as the Draght had continued to rotate in the meantime.

“Omniscience, can you explain this to me?” Eve forwarded her observation.

The answer took only a few seconds. “You’re absolutely right. That star cluster shouldn’t be visible from that angle at this time.”

“That proves the footage is fake,” she typed.

“But what you call the Pleiades isn’t in the video.” Another window opened just before the time mark Eve had noted.

She pressed play. The destructive alien was clearly visible, but the sky showed only a few scattered stars.

Eve called up the locally stored video. There they were. The points of light of the Pleiades were unmistakable. She compared her version with the online version from the Omniscience. No Pleiades.

“The recording has been manipulated,” wrote Eve. “I have proof.”

“I’m sorry, but there are no signs of manipulation. The checksums are correct.”

Eve uploaded her local file. “Then take a look at this. I saved this version after you sent it to me.”

This time, the response took a little longer.

“I don’t know what you want. Even in your version, there’s no star cluster where it doesn’t belong.” A video window opened. It showed a section of the recording around the time stamp. The Pleiades were missing. Eve checked her local copy. It still contained the star cluster. Someone must have altered the online recordings. The only one with the necessary knowledge was the Omniscience.

But for what purpose? The Omniscience was clearly pursuing its own inscrutable plans. Hadn’t Marchenko warned her? She disconnected the tablet from the network.
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The abyss again. Eve was tired of it. She decided to wake up from the nightmare and was surprised when she suddenly found herself lying in her bed aboard the Majestic Draght.

The tablet! She had left it on her desk. It contained her only proof that something was wrong on the ship. Or was she just confused? The Omniscience had no motive. It was steering the ship and could determine its destination. Gronolf, the Grosnop captain, was fast asleep.

She had to talk to someone about this. Peech was good to talk to. She never answered, which was both an advantage and a disadvantage. But now she needed someone who would answer her. Ragnor. Eve jumped up and grabbed the tablet from the desk. No, she mustn’t connect it to the network. So she used the call system and established a text connection with headquarters.

“Ragnor is off duty,” said the person on duty. “This is Ranaka. Can I help you?” Ranaka must know her. At least she wasn’t surprised that Eve was communicating via keyboard. It was a bit of a shame that almost everyone here seemed to know her, but she only really knew Ragnor.

“Thanks, that’s very kind, but…” As she typed, she thought of Ragnor, who had had a long day and was now relaxing in his cabin. Should she really wake him up? Maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad idea to get a neutral opinion. Ragnor wasn’t exactly unbiased.

“Oh, actually, maybe you could,” she corrected herself. “Could you come to my cabin from the control room?”

“No problem, there are three of us here.”

“Only if it’s no trouble.”

“It would be my pleasure, Eve.”

“Thank you. And could you bring a tablet, please?”

[image: ]


“She won’t hurt you,” said Eve.

Ranaka’s four eyes zeroed in on Peech, who was approaching the guest curiously. Eve suddenly realized that Ranaka couldn’t understand her.

“She won’t hurt you,” she repeated, speaking into the tablet’s camera.

Nothing happened. Damn, the device was offline and needed to remain offline. She took the tablet Ranaka had brought with her and tried it herself.

“She won’t hurt you.”

The device translated. Ranaka nodded, put her tactile arm around her neck and leaned forward. Eve tried to imitate the gesture. When Peech imitated her, Ranaka tapped her stomach enthusiastically.

“She’s sweet,” the tablet translated.

“Thank you. I’d like to show you something.”

They sat down next to each other on the bed. Ranaka stroked the alien’s head with her left tactile arm, which seemed to please her. In any case, she stretched out on the floor in front of them and began what looked like a series of stretches.

Eve reached for her own tablet, making sure it was still offline. Then she called up the video and played it until she reached the time mark.

The Pleiades were gone.

She closed her eyes briefly. Ranaka seemed to notice her uneasiness and turned to her. Eve rubbed her temples.

Then she searched on the tablet. Ugh. She had selected the wrong file. She quickly called up the original.

The Pleiades appeared in the right place.

She stopped the video and pointed to the star cluster.

“Hundred Eyes,” the tablet translated Ranaka’s answer.

“Hundred Eyes, a nice name.”

“In our culture, Hundred Eyes is a bogeyman. Mothers use it to scare their children.”

“Oh. But I wanted to show you this for a different reason. At that point in time, Hundred Eyes couldn’t have been seen from this perspective.”

“Can you prove it? That would be... Who would manipulate a video like that?”

“I have the evidence on my tablet. Here.”

She opened the folder where she had saved the data.

“Can I copy that?”

“Unfortunately not. As soon as I connect the tablet to the internet, someone tries to manipulate the data.”

“Oh. That’s... There’s probably only one person on the ship who can do that.”

It was clear who Ranaka was talking about. She pulled the tablet toward her and examined the tables. Her tactile hands whirled across the screen.

Eve watched her with fascination. She had collected the values in Earth units and stored them in the Earth alphabet. The officer on duty didn’t seem to have any problem with this at all.

Ranaka handed her the tablet. “I’ve checked your calculations, and you’re absolutely right,” read the bottom line. “This is a remarkable discovery!”

Eve’s face flushed. “Thank you,” she said into Ranaka’s device, which translated into the Grosnop language.

Ranaka took the offline tablet back from her and typed something. “I understand your language very well. Please don’t speak through my tablet. We should definitely keep this discovery to ourselves.”

Eve nodded. Everything that entered the ship’s network, even if it was just a translation, could be intercepted and manipulated by the Omniscience. The tablet with the video evidence, which was not connected to the network, was her greatest treasure. Did the Omniscience know about it?

“I have informed the Omniscience of my suspicions,” Eve typed on the offline tablet. “It may know that I have the evidence on this device.”

“Good. It doesn’t have a body at the moment. I’ll keep an eye out to see if it awakens its alter ego Cosima Liva, and I’ll also put a guard outside your door. Otherwise, someone might get the idea to steal the evidence.”

A guard? Hopefully Ragnor wouldn’t be upset about that.

Ranaka continued typing. “As for your pet—can you rely on her?”

“Peech is my friend. I bet she would scare off any attacker.”

“Then...then maybe we don’t need a Grosnop guard. That would be less conspicuous. What do you think?”

Peech often disappeared at night. What if the attacker chose those times? But that didn’t concern Ranaka.

“You’re right. We’ll rely on Peech. She’ll defend me against any intruder.”

Her alien friend looked first at Eve, then at Ranaka, and finally bared her long fangs. Peech could easily take on anyone on board.
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Ouch! Eve jumped up. Peech was crouching over her. She reflexively pushed the alien away. Only then did she see the flashing light at the entrance. An alarm! What did that mean? There was probably an announcement.

“Sorry, Peech.” The alien scrambled to its feet. Eve looked at her arm, which had a U-shaped mark on it. Peech had probably bitten her as gently as it could. Eve must have been really fast asleep. Peech looked up at her. She didn’t seem angry that she had pushed her away.

Eve picked up the tablet. The microphone was recording sounds. She could tell from the spectral display. But because the tablet wasn’t connected to the network, it didn’t display any translations. No, she wouldn’t put it online under any circumstances. Eve put the tablet in her backpack, pulled on a jacket, and put it on. Together with Peech, she left the cabin.

She found out what the alarm meant when she encountered the first Grosnop. She didn’t understand him, but he pointed toward the control center before running on. At least the alarm wasn’t calling for an evacuation of the ship. The fact that there was no noticeable acceleration also spoke against that. The Majestic Draght was apparently calmly following its course.

The control center was surprisingly empty, although presumably almost the entire crew was present. Such a huge ship, and so few Grosnops were needed to keep it on course. Someone waved at her. It was Ragnor. He bowed to her. Presumably, an apology for not picking her up would follow.

“Everything is okay,” she said.

Ragnor, she could tell by the crease in his stomach, said something she didn’t understand. He pointed to her backpack, where he assumed the tablet was, but she shook her head. Ragnor hurried off. He probably intended to fetch a tablet so they could communicate with each other. But before he returned, Ranaka had found her. She held out her own tablet.

“The Omniscience has triggered a low-priority alarm. This means that the entire crew must report to headquarters.”

Eve nodded. That was what she had thought.

“Your... do you have it with you?” asked Ranaka.

Eve pointed to the backpack.

“What are you talking about?” asked Ragnor, who had now also found a tablet.

“Nothing,” said Eve. She put her hand on Ragnor’s shoulder. He was probably wondering what secret she was sharing with Ranaka. But she couldn’t talk about that right now.

“Oh, the Omniscience is speaking,” said Ranaka.

Eve stood on tiptoe, but there was nothing to see. The voice of the Omniscience came from the speakers on the ceiling.

“I have called you together for an important reason,” translated the tablet.

“Yes, so you can search my room in peace.” Should she send Peech there to check? Eve waved to her friend, who responded immediately.

“Can you please check if anyone is in our cabin?” she asked as clearly as possible. Could it be that the alien’s eyes lit up? Or was that just her imagination? When Eve pointed to the entrance to the control center, Peech ran off.

She picked up the tablet again.

“… the vicious attacks we have been subjected to in recent days. They are not currently endangering the Majestic Draght, but we must repair them if we do not want to become unmaneuverable at some point.”

So far, these were facts.

“While we are intensively searching for the causes...”

That was not true—the Omniscience did not want to hear about the oddities Eve had noticed.

“...we are changing course to search for repair materials in a nearby star system. Our destination is at the coordinates...” A few numbers followed that Eve couldn’t make sense of. She entered them into the star map on her tablet. The result was Kapteyn’s Star, a red dwarf with two known planets.

“According to our data, the star has a maximum of two rocky planets that are five to seven times as heavy as Two Suns. The slightly higher gravity should not be a problem for an adult Grosnop. In order to obtain enough raw materials for the repairs, we will need the manpower of all crew members, which is why I have ordered the gradual awakening of the entire crew.”

That meant she would soon see Adam and Marchenko again. Eve wasn’t sure if that was a good thing. Adam trusted her, but Marchenko might believe the Omniscience rather than her; after all, he had known it for hundreds of years.

“Of course, you won’t have to work on Kapteyn b,” Ragnor had his tablet translate.

“I’m certainly not going to stay here and be bored while you explore an unknown planet.”

Ragnor raised both tactile arms.

“I wouldn’t want to stay on the ship either,” Ranaka wrote to her.
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Peech did not return before the end of the meeting. The Omniscience dismissed the crew with the promise to quickly find whoever was responsible for the attacks—something she would not be able to do if she ignored Eve’s clues. She had to find out more about Kapteyn’s Star. Did the Omniscience have any reason to fly there of all places? The red dwarf must have been very active at one time. That meant it had surely long since stripped its planet of its atmosphere. It was therefore of no interest to the Grosnops, who were looking for a new home, nor to Marchenko, who was searching for other Adams and Eves. However, the alleged attacks were a good reason for the detour, which the Omniscience was able to decide on her own. If Gronolf and Marchenko were awake, they would no longer disagree. Someone nudged her. It was Ranaka. Ragnor had apologized; as part of the leadership crew, he had to attend a follow-up meeting.

Ranaka handed her a tablet. “This device is offline. So we can talk in peace.”

“Thanks. Did you find anything else?” She handed the device back to Ranaka.

“I’ve let two trusted colleagues in on it. One is a knowledge keeper. We have to find out why the Omniscience is heading for this star of all places.”

“So you also assume that there’s a plan behind it?”

“The Omniscience never acts for no reason. That would violate her personality structure. She develops a very sophisticated plan before every action.”

“What if someone else is behind it?”

“Ultimately, that doesn’t matter much. Once we know everything about the planets in the target system, we’ll also know why we’re flying there.”

Eve would have liked to share Ranaka’s optimism, but she couldn’t find any reason to disagree with her. “I hope you’re right.”

“We’ll just have to wait and see. Shall I accompany you to your cabin?”

“No, that won’t be necessary. My personal bodyguard is already waiting for me there.”

“Good. I just thought, because of the tablet…”

“Thank you, Ranaka.” Only when the Grosnop had turned the corner did Eve realize that it might have been more polite to invite her to her cabin.
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When Eve reached the cabin, the door was locked. Under other circumstances, this would not have been alarming. She usually locked the door.

But she had sent Peech to check on the cabin, and Peech almost never locked the door. Either she had never reached the cabin, or she was inside with the door locked. Both possibilities worried her.

Eve wiped her sweaty hand on her pants and shifted from one foot to the other. She placed her palm on the cool material of the door. There were only the reassuring vibrations of the drive.

There was no point in waiting any longer. She threw open the door. Standing directly in front of her was Peech, who turned abruptly toward Eve.

Eve screamed as she had never screamed before. She didn’t know how much of it Peech heard, but her friend must have at least seen her wide-open mouth, because she immediately turned back around.

The thing—there was no other way to describe it—that Peech had been keeping at bay until then, lunged at her. It consisted of two golden, shimmering robot legs connected by an axis that seemed to magically stabilize them. Peech spat, but not enough; the protective guard strapped under her mouth caught it all. But she still had her claws, which she swung at the strange attacker, sending it flying into the back wall of the cabin.

Phew. Eve took a deep breath.

Peech hopped around her happily, celebrating her victory. The two golden legs tried to get up, but the axle didn’t seem to be working properly anymore. Eve applauded Peech until she realized where she knew those legs from. She had searched the entire ship for them without success, and now they had walked into her cabin and attacked her.

Well, strictly speaking, they had attacked the young alien. They probably didn’t know that Peech was her friend. Eve took a deep breath. Gradually, she realized what she was probably dealing with. She didn’t want to believe it, but there was only one likely explanation.

“Chenko,” she said.
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Communication was difficult. Although the primitive axis had a built-in camera Chenko could use to read her lips, there was no way for him to respond. She refused to give him the tablet under any circumstances. Eve feared that this was why he had broken into her cabin. Was Chenko behind the attacks? The video on the tablet proved that they weren’t what they seemed. However, she had no evidence to clearly assign blame. Both Chenko and the Omniscience could be behind it. She didn’t trust anyone at the moment.

She had sent Peech to Ranaka. Meanwhile, Chenko was in the bathroom, trying to form words with drops of water.

“I need help. Yours,” she read.

“How did you get here? What are you up to?”

The small camera followed her lip movements.

“So much to say.”

“Who are you, actually?”

“Chenko.”

They were his legs. But she had examined those legs herself. They had been dead, dumb metal, about to be melted down.

“Truly?”

“Yes.”

The door opened and Ranaka entered. She held both her hands over her stomach. The sight of the two legs was probably shocking for her too. Ranaka handed Eve a tablet.

“I disconnected this from the network. What is that?”

“Those are my father’s legs. Apparently.”

“That’s... Well, okay. You know what you’re doing. Should I wait here?”

“Yes, please. Depending on what he tells me, I may need your help.”

“I understand. I’ll wait outside the cabin. Take your time.”
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“I managed to distribute my consciousness using the memory cells in one of those giant aliens. Then I got it to take off with you on your shuttle.”

“Why didn’t the ship’s AI notice?”

Communication was easier with the tablet. They took turns typing. Chenko was hardly any slower than her, even though he had to type with his toes. They were robot toes, after all.

“The ship’s AI must have noticed it at first. It was only later, when you extracted me and started me up, that I was able to alter log files and recordings and thus camouflage my activities.”

Then why had the Omniscience claimed that there was no way there could have been a stowaway? That was strange. Did she want to keep the knowledge to herself?

“And what was the point of all the attacks? You’re behind this, aren’t you?”

“That’s partly true. I got the alien to carry out the initial attacks. I needed to get your attention. Then I had it decapitate itself so you could examine it and find my memory cells. You did that very well, Eve. I wasn’t sure that part of the plan would work.”

“You couldn’t have known I’d stay awake.”

“True, no one could have expected that alien vermin in your cabin. But you have to rely on luck sometimes.”

“Hey, that’s Peech! She’s my friend.”

Peech turned to her as if she had heard her name. But this conversation was taking place on Ranaka’s tablet! Peech must be very sensitive.

“They are the most dangerous predators in the universe. They don’t know what friendship is.”

“Oh? How many of them have you gotten to know?”

“One. I could sense its thoughts. It was only interested in prey and food. And in reproducing.”

“Probably similar to three-quarters of humanity, considering our history.”

“That’s different.”

“Because we eat our prey with a knife and fork?”

“Eve, this is going nowhere. If you imagine Peech is your friend, you’re putting yourself in danger.”

That was typical Chenko.

He didn’t know what he was talking about, but he had a strong opinion. But he was right about one thing; it was getting them nowhere.

“What’s going on? What are you doing here?”

“Bringing you home. This is our chance. You deserve it. If we hurry, we can still catch that damn Creator and wring his neck. He was constantly working on rejuvenation programs.”

“And you staged all those attacks for that? This ship will take us to Earth eventually. I spoke to the commander. Gronolf has promised. We just need to be patient. Marchenko is also in favor of it.”

“Marchenko? There’s someone here like me?”

“He’s just as annoying as you, but he has a human body. He’s in cryo sleep at the moment.”

“Very good. Don’t listen to what Marchenko says. He has his children’s interests at heart, not yours. I am the only one who is fighting for your interests with all my strength.”

Eve puffed out her cheeks. Here were two legs that could barely stand upright and wanted to fight for her interests. As if she wasn’t capable of doing that herself!

“Chenko, how many times have we discussed this? We’re adults and therefore best suited to represent our own interests.”

“I can do what you’ll never be able to do—take over the ship.”

“But we don’t need to. The Grosnops are bringing us home of their own free will.”

“Are you certain about that?”

“I’ve gotten to know them a little. Keeping their word is a matter of honor for them.”

“Maybe. But what about the AI that controls this ship? It seems to have its own agenda.”

What did Chenko know about the Omniscience? He didn’t even know her name. He’d probably had plenty of work trying to stay out of her way.

“What makes you think that?”

“The recent attacks...”

“You’re not behind them?”

“I faked the second attack. I didn’t want you to find out what the first one was really about. Besides, I had to test what I was capable of.”

“But you didn’t cause the last two attacks?”

“No, that must have been the Omniscience. I always made sure you could make repairs with the supplies on board. How else am I supposed to get you to Earth?”

The argument had a certain logic to it—if Chenko wanted to take them to Earth. Eve was afraid that he really wanted to go there because of the Creator. Chenko seemed to have a score to settle with him and might just be using his children as a shield.

“Would you still want to go to Earth if we both decided of our own free will to stay on board the Draght until the end of the journey?”

He would certainly not answer that honestly, but she had to ask.

“I... Of course, your wishes come first. But you should think carefully about what you want.”

Eve shook her head. That was an evasive answer.

“What could the Omniscience’s purpose be for the attacks?”

“I don’t know. It must have something to do with the new destination. I found out that we’re heading for Kapteyn’s Star.”

“What were you looking for in my cabin?”

She felt the weight of the tablet in her backpack. It contained proof that the attacks were fake. Did Chenko know about that? Did the video point to him? She’d have to reanalyze it.

“I wanted to talk to you.”

“Oh, and why are the cabinets and drawers open? When we were in headquarters, you took the opportunity to look for evidence that could expose you.”

“All right, I was also looking for information. I sensed that you might be on my trail. You are naturally suspicious.”

She furrowed her eyebrows. Naturally suspicious? What kind of nonsense was that?

“Could you repeat what you want from me? I’m quite confused, Chenko. Should I hand you over to the Grosnops?”

“No, please. You have to help me. I need access to resources so I can rebuild a proper body. And I need a place to stay.”

“Chenko, I’m not going to betray my new friends for you. Bring me proof that the Omniscience is planning a deception.”

“But I need...”

“I’m going to let you go now. And I won’t report you. That’s all I can do for you.”

“The Grosnop who saw me...”

“That’s a friend. She won’t say anything.”

Eve swallowed. Was she really chasing away the man who had dandled her on his knees when they were children? But she had no other choice. Taking over the Draght just to bring Adam and her home seemed like the height of selfishness. That wasn’t how Chenko had raised her. He must know she wasn’t capable of doing that!
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Adam’s face was as waxy as a corpse. Ragnor patted his cheeks with his tactile hands and they slowly turned pink. Her brother opened first his left eye, then his right. He stared into space for a few seconds. Then his brows furrowed as he focused on the Grosnop.

He opened his mouth and cried out. Eve couldn’t hear him, but she knew that face. Ragnor flinched. His eyes narrowed to slits. He was deeply affected. Eve had learned to read his emotions over the past few weeks. She placed her hand comfortingly on his sloping shoulder, then gently moved him aside.

“It’s me, Adam,” she said as she bent over her brother, stroking his cheeks and pushing back his damp hair. It was difficult to tame. Apparently, it had continued to grow during his cryo sleep.

“You’re aboard the Majestic Draght,” she reminded him. “Everyone here is your friend. You were in cryo sleep. Marchenko is being woken up too. I’m going to leave you now and check on him.”

“Wait,” she read from his lips.

Adam grabbed the edge of the coffin-like container and pulled himself up. He was clearly struggling—his arms looked emaciated, and he was shaking. A Grosnop supported him from behind with his tactile hand. As he looked around, lines formed on his forehead.

“They’ll take care of you now,” she said. “Trust the health keepers. The doctors.” She had rapidly picked up some Grosnop expressions. That was what happened when you were the only human among Grosnops.

“Are you real? You’re not real, are you? I’ve been kidnapped...”

Oh, poor Adam. He was really confused. The next moment, his upper body lurched forward and he vomited between his bare legs. Eve felt queasy.

Someone tapped her. It was Ragnor. He gently pushed her away from Adam’s coffin. He was right. The professionals would take care of her brother.
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There was a lot going on in the sleeping hall. The Omniscience had woken up about a quarter of the crew, and the Grosnops were now whirling around the room, happy to see their partners and acquaintances again and catching up with those who had stayed awake.

Eve almost didn’t recognize Marchenko. She had instinctively looked for Chenko’s robot form. When she thought of the pair of legs, her throat tightened. She hadn’t heard from Chenko since. He must have found a safe place without her help.

Marchenko recognized her immediately. First she saw his hand waving behind a Grosnop.

He was already dressed when she reached his container. Marchenko stretched out his arms.

“Please, don’t be angry, but...”

His Adam’s apple moved, but otherwise he gave nothing away. He lowered his arms and held out his hand, which she squeezed.

“It’s all right,” he said.

It was strange. His face looked familiar to her. Maybe she had seen it in old photos Chenko had shown them? But the human form seemed wrong to her. It was a relic from the past.

“How is your alien companion?” he asked.

“Peech? She’s smart and well-behaved.”

She couldn’t do this. Eve had sent Chenko away, and now she was making small talk with Marchenko, whom she didn’t even know. She should be taking care of Adam. Marchenko didn’t need her.

“What else is going on?” he asked.

“A lot has happened. I think the Omniscience will update you all. I have to get back to Adam.”

“Of course.”
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“Where are Chenko’s legs?” asked Adam, pointing to the back corner of his cabin.

He was feeling much better. She had accompanied her brother through the ship to get here. He had needed her shoulder for the first few meters, but after that he could walk on his own.

“The legs, well. That’s a long story.”

“Tell me. We have time, don’t we?”

Eve nodded. They had time. The first excursion was scheduled for tomorrow. Today, all the cryo sleepers were supposed to rest.

“You might not like it,” she warned.

Adam laughed. He was probably expecting some kind of adventure story in which she went overboard. He would soon stop laughing.

“It all started with attacks on the Draght by one of those alien creatures from GJ 1061 d.”

“I knew those things couldn’t be trusted.”

Adam hadn’t seen Peech yet. Ranaka was looking after her in Eve’s cabin. The two had become friends over the past few weeks, so Eve could leave her by herself in the Draght without worrying.

“Don’t let appearances fool you. Do you want to hear what happened?”

“Yes, I do.”
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“You did what?”

“You heard me.”

“But, Eve…”

She knew Adam wouldn’t understand.

“What he was planning was selfish.”

What he was probably still planning. Now that they had reached Kapteyn’s Star, he would try to carry out the second part of his plan. Chenko never gave up.

“No, he did it for us, not for himself.”

“That’s exactly what’s selfish! There are probably others like us that Marchenko wants to find. The Grosnops need a second home. Even the Omniscience has legitimate desires if she wants to find her creators.”

“All that can wait until we get to Earth.”

Eve snorted. Adam was just like his father! Where did he get the idea that his wishes must be fulfilled first? What about hers? Did she even want to go to Earth? She would be one of billions there. And what would become of Peech? Would they even let her take her with her to Earth?

“Adam, that is absolutely ungrateful behavior, which I cannot tolerate, even from our father. Especially from him.”

Adam jumped up. “You have no idea.”

He rushed to the door. He said something else, but since he wasn’t looking in her direction, she couldn’t read his lips. Maybe it was better that way. Adam could be very hurtful. Now he threw open the door—and recoiled. Eyes wide, he turned to her and pointed outside.

“What kind of monster is that? Haven’t you shoved it out the airlock yet? You care about something like that, but not about our father!”

He was talking about Peech. Eve couldn’t breathe. She was determined not to cry. Adam would see it as a victory. It had always been like that when they argued. As soon as he saw her tears, he laughed demonstratively.

Asshole!

Eve simply turned away. A draft told her that the door had opened and closed. Something hard touched her thigh. It was Peech. Eve turned to her. Ranaka had come with her. She held out a tablet.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t know he was coming out.”

Eve had asked Ranaka to come to Adam’s cabin with Peech after a while so she could introduce them both. They had really grown on her during the weeks in space, and she had wanted to share that with her brother. Asshole.

“It’s not your fault,” she said into the tablet’s camera. “I should have known. Adam is like that.”

And yet it was strange, because on GJ 1061 d he often claimed that she was Chenko’s favorite. Eve sighed. Maybe he simply had no experience with getting used to new things.

Ranaka held the tablet out to her. Instead of the expected response, Eve read an official announcement: the Omniscience was inviting them to a meeting to discuss their activities in the orbit of the planet they were heading for.
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The headquarters was significantly busier than last time. Marchenko was engaged in intense conversation with an elegantly dressed blonde woman. At first Eve could only see her from behind, but then recognized her as Cosima Liva—the Omniscience had apparently reawakened her biological body as well. This suggested that they would be spending a considerable amount of time in this system.

Marchenko and Cosima separated. The Omniscience walked to the front, where Gronolf was waiting. Eve expected one of them to give a speech, but instead, the front section of the headquarters filled with a huge planet. Ranaka, who was standing next to her, lifted Peech onto her shoulders. The alien looked down proudly at Eve. The two of them got along really well. A hint of jealousy rose sourly in her throat, but she swallowed it down like a grown-up. She wouldn’t stoop to Adam’s level.

Everyone present suddenly turned their heads. Apparently there was something to hear. Eve picked up her tablet and turned on the microphone.

“Although it is within the habitable zone of its star, it appears to be going through an ice age phase,” she read the tablet’s translation.

“So we have to expect winter conditions. Health officials are warning against going outside without protection. We are providing thermal suits to everyone participating in the first expedition.”

Ah, there was going to be an expedition! She had to secure a place for herself and Peech.

“The oxygen content of the air is just sufficient; temperatures are low enough that part of the atmosphere is freezing out. However, the use of breathing masks remains an option.”

If a Grosnop considered breathing through a mask, it was probably mandatory for humans. Eve hoped the atmospheric pressure was at least high enough that she wouldn’t need a space suit.

“In view of the additional strain caused by the high gravity, the ship’s command has decided to limit the maximum length of a work shift to six time units. Muscle power amplifiers can be requested if necessary. Each crew member will find their shuttle and shift assignment in their personal area. The initial plan is to conduct reconnaissance missions to investigate the possible ore deposits registered from orbit. The ship’s command thanks you for your commitment. With everyone making an effort, we will be able to continue our journey as soon as possible.”

The transmission ended and the image of the planet changed. Instead of a ball of ice, Eve saw deep canyons dug into the surface that seemed to go all the way to the ground. Would they find traces of life down there? What would it look like? Her imagination ran wild. Chenko had told them about a mythical creature called the Yeti. This planet seemed like the perfect home for it. But even if there was nothing down there but dirt, ice, and darkness, the trip would be a welcome change from the boring steel corridors of the Draght.

The image, presumably from a remote-controlled reconnaissance drone, zoomed back out of the canyon. The camera flew in a daring shot directly over several ice cliffs before coming to a halt above an almost circular hole.

Something swooshed out, and the image went blank.

“Signal lost,” the tablet reported.
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The hole in the ice looked like it had been stamped out. Eve had downloaded the video from the server. The circular edge appeared razor sharp in this resolution, but that could be deceptive. It would be very unusual for a natural phenomenon. The Majestic Draght might be able to make a hole like that by firing a laser cannon at the planet.

“Does the ship have laser weapons?” Eve asked into the tablet.

Chenko had told them stories in which proud knights fought with laser swords and laser guns. But those were fairy tales.

“No,” the device translated Ranaka’s answer.

They were sitting side by side on the bed in Eve’s cabin. Adam hadn’t come, but Eve wasn’t upset about that. Ranaka had somehow become the sister she never had, and Peech seemed to be fond of them both. Hopefully the alien would never have to choose between them.

“I still find it strange that no one is interested in the disappearance of the drone.”

Eve fast-forwarded to the end of the recording. She had been wrong; nothing had shot up out of the hole. But if you compared the brightness of the image, you could see a drop just before the video stream cut out. The technicians attributed this to a specific type of camera failure. The sensor chip had first lost sensitivity. Then the control system had restarted it, causing the technology to fail.

That sounded logical. “See this area? The darkening is limited to there.”

“You’re right.” Ranaka was a good conversation partner and took her seriously. She had already shown her the video twice. Why had the image darkened right over the hole? A lightning-fast movement, faster than the frame rate, could have caused something like that. But it could also have been simply a shadow cast by a cloud in the sky that wasn’t visible in the shot. The drone had been filming downwards.

“If there was something there, it must have been really fast,” said Ranaka.

Eve sighed. That was true. At thirty frames per second, the movement must have taken less than a thirtieth of a second. The drone was hovering twenty meters above the ice. That was six hundred meters per second, or over two thousand kilometers per hour.

Ranaka didn’t even try to persuade her otherwise. Eve liked that about her.

“We should start moving,” appeared on the tablet.

Peech, who had been lying across her feet, jumped up first. Eve was a little worried that she wouldn’t be able to cope with the gravity, but Ranaka had reassured her. Peech opened the door and hopped out as if she knew they were getting ready for an outing.
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Ranaka first led Eve to the warehouse. The technicians had adapted some muscle-enhancing suits for humans.

The administrator in charge of them raised his load arms defensively.

“You’re not on the list,” the tablet translated.

Ranaka lowered her head. The speech muscles in her upper body vibrated visibly. The tablet couldn’t keep up with translating the sounds. Ranaka said something about hospitality and responsibility and the honor of the Grosnops. At last the administrator gave in and placed a suit on the table.

Ranaka tapped it with her head held high. “He was trying to tell me that no humans had been assigned for today.” Eve shook her head. Marchenko had promised to take her and Adam on the first tour. She felt the suit—it seemed to be a kind of exoskeleton. She had to step into it feet first. Ranaka fastened a strap below her chest, and then it was the arms’ turn.

However, the device was completely rigid. Eve felt as if she had been nailed to a cross.

She tugged at her arms and legs, but she wasn’t strong enough. Ranaka took her right hand and guided it to the center of the chest strap. Ah! There was a button. Once she pressed it, she was free again.

More than that. When she tried to thank Ranaka with a hug, she almost crushed her. Peech accidentally got kicked, which sent her flying across the storage table. The alien seemed to enjoy it, returning and begging to be kicked again, but Eve couldn’t bring herself to do it.
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Ranaka’s next stop was with the health keepers. All three were thoroughly examined, but the Grosnops couldn’t say much about Peech’s condition. Afterwards, Eve and Ranaka were fitted with protective suits with integrated breathing masks. Eve was able to pull hers over her exoskeleton. The suits were heated, but not as inflexible as a space suit. What luck! Eve wanted so much to run free.

This fantasy was shattered at the airlock leading to the shuttle.

There stood a Grosnop, defensively extending its tactile arms.

“What’s going on?” Eve asked Ranaka with the help of the tablet.

“I don’t know. He wants to know your name.”

“Eve. He knows me, doesn’t he?” Everyone on board knew her, of course, thanks to her twin, Marchenko’s Eve.

“He says there’s no Eve on the passenger list.”

“But Marchenko promised...”

Ranaka took the tablet from the guard and scrolled through it herself.

“It’s true, you’re not on it. Neither is Adam, by the way.”

Adam had decided not to go on the expedition. He had told her so over the intercom.

“Can we ask Marchenko?”

Ranaka communicated with the guard. Then she turned back to Eve. “Marchenko and the Omniscience left on the first shuttle.”

“He should try the radio.”

Ranaka spoke to the guard again. They couldn’t leave them on the ship! Was that Marchenko’s idea because he was afraid for them? The guard picked up a bulky device and stuck it to his upper body.

“He’s trying,” Ranaka explained.

Shortly thereafter, the guard took the device off again and turned his head.

“He says he can’t establish a connection to the shuttle.”

It had probably already entered the atmosphere or disappeared behind the planetary disk. Eve swallowed the acid in her stomach. This couldn’t be true!

“When is the next shuttle?”

The guard turned his head.

Eve guessed the answer.

“Can’t he let us in anyway? I’m sure Marchenko and the Omniscience will agree.”

Ranaka placed her tactile arms on the guard’s shoulders. He was smaller than her, and now he shrank a little more. But then his head began to spin again, and the guard drew a figure eight in the air with his right tactile arm.

“He really doesn’t see a way,” Ranaka explained via the tablet.

“And the figure eight?”

“That means he accepts our wishes as his own, but he still can’t help.”

The Grosnops were really nice, but that didn’t help her at the moment.

Eve stamped her foot. “I have to get in there!” She pointed to the airlock door.

Before Ranaka could answer, Peech jumped up, made herself as big as she could, opened her mouth wide, and stood in front of the guard, who continued to shrink but did not get out of the way. Peech shoved him aside with her sharp claws as if he were a cardboard cutout. Then she opened the door.

At least she tried to. The bulkhead didn’t respond. It must be locked from the inside. Perhaps the shuttle was already taking off. But Eve wasn’t ready to give up. She pointed to the lock so that Peech could see it, and Peech secreted a large amount of saliva. They had removed her mouth guard for outdoor use. The acid burned a hole in the door alarmingly quickly.

The remains dripped down. Hopefully they wouldn’t work their way too deep into the ship. But they didn’t have time to wait and see. Peech stuck her right claw into the hole and tore the door open. Oops. That door wouldn’t be usable anymore. The air pressure almost sucked them into the airlock. The shuttle must be about to take off.

The entrance was closed. Ranaka shouted something to the guard, who fled from the antechamber. Eve held back Peech, who wanted to open the way into the shuttle in a similar manner. She turned the wheel that closed the entrance. It wasn’t locked. A minute later, the tube was open. She sent Peech and Ranaka ahead so she could close the wheel behind them. The shuttle’s engine was already vibrating, the vibrations creeping through her body. That was close! She dashed forward and fell headfirst into the shuttle, where Ranaka caught her—the entrance was on the ceiling because it didn’t take up any space there.

Was that...Ragnor? He was sitting in the front row and waving at her. There were exactly two seats left at the very back. Eve and Ranaka sat down and fastened their seatbelts while Peech clung to the ceiling. The Grosnops in the first nine rows paid no attention. The shuttle finally took off. Eve felt the metallic clunk of the restraints releasing in her spine, and then the braking engine pressed her into the seat so hard that she couldn’t breathe.
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Ragnor sat in front of her and pressed a helmet into Eve’s hand. What was that for? Was he about to let the air out of the shuttle? Then she remembered. She didn’t have her tablet with her. She had given it to Ranaka when they got in, and Ranaka was checking something on it. Eve put on the helmet.

“I’m sorry,” appeared in the visor.

“That you were going to leave without me?”

“No, that I didn’t wait. You were half an hour late, but I should have been patient.”

“They wouldn’t let us into the airlock! They said my name wasn’t on the list.”

“Wait a minute.” Ragnor pushed himself off, floated forward, and checked something on the control screen. Then he returned. “That’s strange. I’m sure I saw your name, but now it’s missing.”

“Peech got us access anyway. I hope that doesn’t count against her.”

“Eve, I know you were supposed to be a passenger. It must have been a glitch. Your friend just corrected the mistake. I’ll vouch for that.”

“Thanks, Ragnor. I won’t forget that.”

“No problem. You know you can always count on me.”

Ragnor turned away. What was wrong with him? His face looked like he had a cold.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

“Everything’s fine. I have course corrections to make. Have a good flight.”
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Kapteyn b was a flawless, shining snowball. From orbit, the planet looked like paradise, with no blemishes whatsoever. It looked as if fresh powder snow fell over the planet every day. Yet there were no clouds to obstruct the view. This was due to carbon dioxide, which froze out of the atmosphere on a daily cycle and sublimated back into gas once the local sun warmed the remaining air to just above minus seventy degrees Celsius.

Warmed. Eve shivered just thinking about the number. On GJ 1061 d, she had once experienced minus ten degrees in the far south, and it had felt as if she were frozen to the bone.

But now she was wearing the suit. For about eight hours, it would keep her body as warm as if she were tucked up in bed wearing woolen pajamas. She looked up. Peech had positioned herself so that she could see the camera images on the screens of the two helmsmen. Eve had the ship’s data feed fed into her helmet. It was great that Ragnor had thought of that. She could choose from any of the ship’s cameras.

But what fascinated her most was not the untouched snow, but the sky. For some time now, it had not been black, but a deep blue; the bluest blue she had ever seen. When Chenko had told them about this color he knew from Earth, she couldn’t believe him, it was so overwhelming. Was that why he wanted to return to Earth as soon as possible? She would have understood that, but then why did he use Adam and her as reasons?

“Look,” said Ranaka. Or rather, Eve wasn’t sure what she had said, but that was the most likely possibility, because she handed her the tablet. It showed one of the holes they had examined from the ship.

“The Omniscience hopes to gain quick access to the raw materials,” appeared in a line at the bottom.

“But why? Those holes are dangerously narrow!”

“That may be. However, they are totally stable. The canyons, on the other hand...”

Ranaka started a video. Masses of ice broke away from the side of a mighty canyon. Some of it sublimated into gas, but most of it crashed to the bottom of the canyon.

“Five thousand cubic meters, in your measurements.”

That would crush a shuttle—especially considering the much greater weight of the ice here.

It grew dark, as if the shuttle had read their minds. A red light activated. Eve pushed the helmet visor back in front of her face.

“Beginning approach,” warned Ragnor.

Even though the air was thin here, it still stored a lot of energy. Eve looked at the sensor data in her helmet. It was so simple! Almost like the barometer Chenko had hung in her hut. Stormy updrafts rushed toward them and shook them. The air directly above the snow warmed up the fastest at first, until it was warm enough for the frozen carbon dioxide to sublimate again, evaporating as an invisible gas and extracting heat from the ground air. Even as they approached their destination, the air currents reversed. It was a regular ebb and flow, like a tide, and the shuttle cut through the waves, shaking its passengers violently until they touched down on an endless plain.
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Eve climbed down the stairs into pure whiteness. It was wonderful. She felt a bit like a puppet on strings, guided by a puppeteer. That was because the artificial muscles of her exoskeleton always reacted with a slight delay. But that gave her a little resistance to struggle against, as if she were trying to escape the puppeteer.

The Grosnops had a harder time of it. Only two—including Ragnor—had accepted the offer of muscle power enhancers. Their commander, Ragnor, didn’t take that into consideration; they had made their choice. He gave them all about five minutes to acclimatize. Then he explained the mission to them. Eve followed his instructions on the helmet display. The helmet fit well over the breathing mask. It wasn’t connected to the thermal suit underneath, but Eve found that quite pleasant since it allowed her to take intermittent breaths of fresh, icy air.

“We will travel about twenty kilometers to the landing site of shuttle seven. On the way, we have a canyon and an ice hole to inspect. After six hours at the latest, we will board shuttle seven and return to the Draght. Our shuttle, in the meantime, will serve as transportation for the crew of shuttle one.”

The helmet display showed a map. The eight shuttles formed an octagon with sides twenty kilometers long, through which two canyons ran.

“Why do we have to investigate both a canyon and an ice hole?” asked a Grosnop.

“Why not, Rukmir?”

“But we have...her.”

Eve turned around to see who was pointing at her, but no one had their arm outstretched. Nevertheless, it was clear that she was the one being referred to. Perhaps Peech too, although the Grosnops probably considered her friend to be her sidekick. She couldn’t blame them.

“We are...” Ranaka began, but Ragnor drowned her out. “Eve and Peech are valuable members of our expedition. Anyone who dares to speak ill of them or treat them disrespectfully will be demoted.”

No one answered.
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Eve tried not to let it bother her, but the little incident had affected her mood. At first, they hadn’t wanted to take her with them, and then some of the Grosnops had rejected her. Ragnor had stood up for her, but such thoughts were probably more widespread than the Grosnops’ politeness would let on.

Humans were weaklings compared to them. That didn’t matter in a safe environment, but down here, where every individual’s contribution counted, it couldn’t be ignored. “Come on, Peech, you don’t stand a chance here.” Peech kept testing what her saliva did to the ground. Nothing.

At the beginning of the hike, Peech had been quite warm, and the warmth had melted small holes in the carbon dioxide snow. The acid had settled in them like puddles. They were perfect mirrors, protected from the wind by the depression. Peech had spent several minutes looking at herself in them.

But by now, the alien had lost much of her heat.

That didn’t bother her while running, but her acidic saliva now had no effect at all. It simply evaporated in all directions, since the surface was surprisingly smooth. The wind, which changed direction multiple times a day, smoothed away all the corners and edges of this planet. It was as if they were wandering through the castle of an ice queen who ran the vacuum cleaner several times a day.

Perhaps that was why their mood was deteriorating. What had seemed so perfect from above was gradually turning into a white tunnel with no beginning and no end. It was strange that she thought of it as a tunnel, because this one had no roof. It ended only at the transition to space, where blue turned to black.

“Peech?” Eve turned around. She was gone! But what was that? Twenty meters beyond them, a pointed brown stake protruded from the ice. Eve had an idea what it was, but she tried to do Peech a favor and pretended she had no idea where she was hiding.

When Eve was right in front of her, Peech burst out of the hole she had dug in the ice, bared her teeth, which were covered in small pieces of ice, and then amused herself with wild jumps. Peech would probably remain a baby forever. She had no role model to show her how her adult counterparts behaved.

If Chenko was right, it was better that she didn’t have a role model. But maybe he was wrong.

“Come on, we have to keep going!” Peech was beside her in two leaps. Even on this world, she had lost little of her jumping power. Eve hurried forward. But where to? The Grosnops had disappeared. All she could see was a white horizon that rose higher the longer she looked at it.

Don’t look at the blinding snow. Her heart was beating fast. She had about seven hours of warmth left. Eve closed her eyes for a moment and then called up the map in her helmet. A flashing arrow marked her location. The position of the next shuttle was also marked. Eve ran a few steps, corrected her direction by twenty degrees, and then ran straight toward her destination. Hopefully she wouldn’t encounter the ice hole first. She couldn’t stop thinking about its sharp edge. She wouldn’t be able to see it until she was about to fall in.

At that moment, a brown spot appeared on the horizon, moving in the typical jumping pattern of the Grosnops. Eve ran faster until she recognized Ranaka.

“I have to apologize,” she sent via radio.

“It’s my fault. I shouldn’t have turned around.”

“No, it was my responsibility.”

“Can we agree that no one is to blame?”

“If you say so... Come on, we found the canyon. The first two are already rappelling down.”
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The structure that had etched itself into the ice crust was enormous. At the same time, it looked familiar to Eve. At first, she thought of the first clay cup she had molded on her own, and the way it had cracked. The crack ran in jagged lines through the brittle fired clay, just as it did here. It was only visible for about three hundred meters in the direction of the canyon before changing direction.

“Do you want to come down?” Ranaka asked via radio, and the helmet translated for her.

“I’d love to.”

“Oh, really? I only asked out of politeness because Ragnor asked me to.”

Eve stepped to the edge of the canyon. The Grosnops had drawn a red line on the ground that no one was allowed to cross without safety equipment. She was about a meter away from the precipice. Peech stood obediently in front of her, shifting from one foot to the other as if she desperately wanted to climb into the canyon. Eve still had a good view. The ice at the top looked very jagged. Further down, where spotlights were sweeping across the walls, it seemed relatively smooth. The ground was not visible; it was apparently pitch black down there.

“The offer still stands, of course,” said Ranaka.

Eve thought of the fissure on her home planet. She hadn’t had a good experience rappelling there. But the Grosnops were professional. The rope was thick and grippy and ran through a small machine with a motor, attached with steel cables at least fifty meters from the edge. Even if it broke, the rope wouldn’t fall into the depths. “Would you climb down if I wasn’t here?” Eve asked.

Ranaka drew a figure eight in the air. No, she wouldn’t. Eve had thought so. But she was curious, and both Ragnor and Ranaka had offered her the chance. Was it selfish to accept?

“I’d love to see what it’s like down there,” she said.

Ranaka went over to the Grosnop operating the rope pulley and informed him.
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The step over the edge was hardest. There was nothing but air for many meters below, and Eve had to trust that the rope would hold. In front of her stomach was a climber, a small machine connected to her suit. It slowed her descent, and could also lift any weight attached to it.

This was, of course, completely different from manually abseiling down the crack on GJ 1061 d. This was the luxury version, a train traveling vertically between the edge and the ground. Nevertheless, Eve was sweating so much that the inside of her helmet fogged up. She pushed it back on her neck so that the moist air could escape from the front.

It was replaced by icy frost. And Ranaka, who was waving to her from above, wasn’t wearing any headgear at all. How could she stand it?

Suddenly, the rope moved. It swayed slowly back and forth, but that was enough to make her heart race. Ranaka waved reassuringly with her tactile arms. Eve knew that nothing had happened. She wasn’t the only one hanging on that rope. Far below her, Grosnops were descending into the depths. Perhaps one of them had reached the ground.

She pressed the button that started the machine in front of her stomach. Slowly, she descended into the depths. Ranaka followed her. Once she had started, a shadow fell over them both. They had forgotten Peech! The alien didn’t seem to mind. She simply slid down the rope. Just before she reached them, she leaped sideways, caught the neighboring rope that the Grosnops had put out for their return, and surfed down into the depths. Eve quickly lost sight of her.
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It took Eve a few minutes to get used to the rope. The motor vibrated pleasantly and warmed her stomach at the same time. They had left the area of fragile ice. Eve let the spotlight glide over the walls. The colors were unique. Where the light penetrated, the material glowed greenish, with decreasing intensity until it took on a brown tone and then faded completely.

On closer inspection, however, structures reminiscent of sculptures repeatedly emerged. Eve stopped the engine. That one there, for example, wasn’t that a dancer? She moved the flashlight, and the figure trapped in the ice turned. And that one over there could be a trample. She could clearly see the six legs.

“Everything okay?” asked Ranaka, who had to stop behind her.

“Yes, I’m just admiring the figures in the ice.”

“Amazing, huh? Did you see the carrion tooth? It looks like it was sculpted by an artist.”

Eve smiled. Everyone saw what they wanted to see. She turned the engine back on.
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After a while, the colors changed. When she pointed the flashlight at the ice, it glowed an intense greenish blue, then turned blue in the depths, and finally to a black that was not completely dark. Was that because the daylight had faded significantly?

“The light is changing,” she said.

Ranaka’s answer appeared in her helmet: “We have reached the water ice zone.”

Water ice, of course. It must have different optical properties than carbon dioxide ice. Chenko had raved about the blue color of the icebergs floating in Earth’s oceans. On GJ 1061 d, they had not found such a blue even at the South Pole.

The spectrum of the red dwarf probably contained too little light at this range. Kapteyn’s Star was also a red dwarf, but their flashlights had a more Sun-like spectrum. So they were seeing colors that none of the planet’s inhabitants could see.

That is, if there were any inhabitants, which seemed doubtful to her given the climatic conditions.
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The colors mostly changed continuously, but there were also frequent breaks.

“Is there anything else here besides water ice?” she asked after the blue had changed its tone once again.

“No, but there are different phases of ice. In such a thick layer and with the high gravity here, pressures arise that change the structure of water ice. We’re probably no longer dealing with normal ice here, but with ice 3 or ice 5, maybe even ice 15. Sorry if I’m wrong—the nomenclature used by our knowledge keepers is a little different from yours. I discussed it extensively with Marchenko.”

Ranaka seemed to be interested in many unusual things. Eve realized that she hadn’t asked her about her profession yet.

“You know so much, Ranaka—what is your profession, if I may ask?”

Ranaka hesitated for a moment. Then she leaned toward Eve.

“I am a keeper of secrets,” appeared in Eve’s helmet. “I think you would call it a spy.”

“That’s interesting. I didn’t know...”

“You mustn’t tell anyone else. I’m not supposed to discuss it.”

“Thank you for telling me.”

Ranaka didn’t answer, but Eve was immediately distracted by a shape in the ice that reminded her of Peech. The outlines remained even when she moved the flashlight. What was more, they were moving. What she saw was Peech! She stopped the engine so as not to sink deeper and spotted her alien friend crawling out of a hole in the wall. She seemed to have something impaled on her left claw.
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The ground was hard but covered with a thin layer of powdery snow. Eve unhooked the rope from the motor, as Ranaka had demonstrated for her up top. Then she stepped back from the wall to make room for Ranaka. As she did so, she tripped over a hard object on the ground. As she fell, she knocked the flashlight over and realized that it was Peech’s left leg. The alien jumped up in alarm and tried to catch her with her claws, but the planet’s gravity was faster.

Eve hit the ground hard. Since her feet were pointing forward, the muscle enhancers couldn’t cushion her impact.

“Ouch.” She grimaced. That would leave a few bruises. It was better not to fall here. But Peech was so eager to care for her that she was soon smiling again. She even handed her the prey she had speared. Hopefully, she didn’t expect Eve to eat the hard-frozen object.

Eve examined it carefully.

It had a ring-shaped bulge at one end. In the middle was a kind of trunk that widened toward the top. Hair sprouted from that end, which fell loosely on all sides and, unlike the body of the thing, was not rock hard. From the ring to the crown, it was about as long as Eve’s forearm. A hole had been punched in the ring, which was surely Peech’s doing.

“May I?” asked Ragnor. Eve handed him the object. Peech did not protest.

“Thank you. Our keepers of knowledge are very keen to see it. But they didn’t dare take it from her.”

Eve smiled. Peech was nowhere near as tall and broad as a Grosnop, but they respected her.

“That wouldn’t have been fair, would it?”

“It’s the first living thing we’ve found here,” said Ragnor. “Peech will go down in research history.”

Eve grinned. She liked that.

“Speaking of which...”

“Yes?”

Ragnor pointed up at the wall.

“Peech got the object out of that hole.” Below, two Grosnops were busy digging their way out with ice picks.

“Interesting.”

“Yes, climbing the walls is child’s play for her. Do you see that there?”

Ragnor shone his flashlight around. A black hole appeared in the white spot of light.

“There too.” Another hole, slightly larger. “And there. Or here.”

Now Eve understood. Not all of these openings concealed something interesting. Sometimes holes were just empty. She leaned down toward Peech and pointed her own flashlight at one of the holes.

“Could you take a look at these openings and bring us whatever you find there?” She moved her lips very clearly.

Peech opened her mouth wide several times, then snapped it shut the same number of times. “Eeee,” Eve understood, and Peech hopped off leisurely.
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As they explored the canyon, Eve kept thinking about the video of material breaking off the wall. Fortunately, she received regular visits from Peech, who always brought her latest finds—much to the delight of the two Grosnop researchers, who immediately began examining these discoveries.

All the objects so far had been dead—and not because Peech had impaled them with a claw. When her friend came towards her, she was limping noticeably. Eve was startled: Peech was holding her right leg up and using her right forelimb to push herself off the ground instead.

Given the high gravity, this seemed to be exhausting even for Peech, because she was breathing heavily. The acid on her chin had frozen into small icicles. A few steps away, Eve recognized the cause of the effort in the light of the others’ flashlights.

What Peech had impaled this time was still wriggling. However, she couldn’t make out its shape because a cloud had formed around its body. Eve reached out her hand. It was the finest carbon dioxide snow. The creature must be expelling large amounts of CO2, which re-sublimated and formed tiny flakes.

The two keepers of knowledge came closer, but didn’t dare to approach Peech. Eve stepped forward and touched the alien’s leg, which immediately stopped moving. She pointed to the animal, and one of the researchers produced a transparent bag that looked big enough to hold it. Eve grabbed the creature with both hands. It wriggled. Eve felt no warmth, but plenty of movement, as if at least four hearts were beating wildly. With a jerk, she yanked the animal off the alien’s leg. One of the researchers flinched and clutched her stomach. Had the animal screamed that loudly? The other, who was holding the bag, remained calm, allowing Eve to put the creature inside.

The researcher then sealed the bag with a wire. Their captive clearly didn’t like that. The creature kept wriggling until Peech approached and bared her teeth. Was it the sight of the alien, or was the creature running out of air? In any case, it stopped moving, but continued to release carbon dioxide through the hole in its body that Peech’s claws had made.

Its torso shrank significantly. Whereas it had initially only fit lengthwise into the bag, it now lay across it.

What had they caught? The two keepers of knowledge discussed the matter without reaching a conclusion. The animal resembled a mixture of a fish and a worm. It appeared to be able to move by wriggling and, rather than a head, it had two identical ends, each of which had a kind of drill on it that could be detached from the rest of the body. That was probably how the animal drilled holes—by rotating itself rather than the drill. With the help of gravity, this was probably more efficient.

Eve was about to send Peech back out when the other Grosnops returned.

“There seems to be no direct access to the actual surface of the planet in this canyon,” Ragnor informed her. “For this reason we have instructions to abort the investigation here.”

“We’ve just discovered indigenous life,” protested the keepers of knowledge.

“Fossils won’t help us find raw materials for the Draght,” Ragnor objected.

“In this case, they will. The animal is alive.” The keeper lifted the sack. “It can hardly feed on ice and snow. So it must know a way to the surface.”

“But you can’t read its mind, can you? Why is it hanging around here?”

“That’s what we want to find out.”

“There’ll be time for that once we’ve sorted out the iron mining.”

The keepers of knowledge relented. Peech ran off again anyway. She didn’t catch up with Eve until she was halfway up the slope. This time she was holding something in her teeth that looked like a giant starfish.
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Thump. Eve took a deep breath. The animal was becoming a nuisance. It was only half the size it had been before, but no less active. It kept rocking inside the sack on her back, bumping against her tailbone, which she had bruised in the canyon.

Settle down, please. On the other hand, she could understand the creature. If someone had put her in a transparent sack like that, she would have freaked out too. But she wouldn’t have had this creature’s stamina. Didn’t it realize that it didn’t stand a chance? That didn’t necessarily speak well of its intelligence.

Eve looked ahead to the two keepers of knowledge. She didn’t want to trade places with them, since they had to carry the giant starfish. Peech’s saliva had damaged its surface, so they preferred to carry it themselves for scientific reasons.

Three kilometers to go. Eve had the map displayed on the inside of her helmet. They would take a break at the hole. She hadn’t decided whether she would participate in the exploration this time. Despite the muscle power enhancers, the hike was exhausting. The machines helped her with every step, but they did not eliminate the pure mechanical strain caused by the planet’s gravitational pull. By now, she had to constantly struggle to keep her head up. If she tilted it forward even slightly, gravity took hold and forced her to nod. If she accidentally threw her head back, it was even more painful. Either way, she was sure to suffer some unpleasant aftereffects tomorrow.

Peech, however, seemed tireless. She was running back now across the barren landscape, trailing a cloud of carbon dioxide crystals behind her that behaved strangely in Eve’s eyes. She was used to fog swirling and slowly dissipating on GJ 1061 d. The fine snow here, on the other hand, fell almost violently to the ground. A few meters behind Peech, it was as if a fist swatted the cloud from the sky and pressed it to the ground. The trail Peech left behind her was almost the shape of a right-angled triangle. The intense cold seemed to favor precise geometry, while warmth, as on GJ 1061 d, tended to produce round, lush shapes.

Thump. The animal on her back was struggling again. Maybe she should let Peech carry it. But that would not please the Grosnops, who wanted to examine it alive. For the animal itself, it would amount to the same thing. Perhaps it would die more easily in Peech’s teeth than under a scalpel—or whatever the keepers of knowledge used.

Thud. Now she’d really had enough. Eve stopped. “Peech?”

Her friend stepped in front of her and bared her teeth. There was no sign of acid. Hopefully that wasn’t unhealthy.

Eve took the bag off her back. She was about to open it when another idea occurred to her: she stuffed the transparent bag and its contents into her backpack. It was padded on the back and had reinforced shoulder straps, so that the creature in the bag would at least not hit her bruises when it moved.

“Sorry, nothing I can do for you,” she said to Peech.

“Pardon?” Ragnor’s message appeared on her helmet visor.

“Oh, nothing,” she replied.

“Then you might be pleased to know that we’ve reached the hole in the ice.”

Eve looked ahead. The Grosnops were standing close together. Eve sighed. She really didn’t feel like climbing down another wall.
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“Come on, it’s not that difficult.” Ranaka pointed to the circular hole that looked like it had been milled. “You’ll like it.”

Eve shook her head. “I’m really exhausted. Just leave me up here.”

“Fine, then I’ll stay here too.” Ranaka took a step back. Her arms weren’t moving as energetically as before.

She was probably disappointed, but trying not to show it.

“I don’t need a babysitter,” said Eve. “What could happen?”

Ranaka turned her head in a circle. “I know. But I have instructions from Ragnor to keep a close eye on you.”

“He should do it himself if he thinks it’s necessary.”

“I think the instructions came from Marchenko. I don’t want Ragnor to get into trouble because of me. He’s always had a harder time than the others on board.”

Eve knew the story. She pointed to Peech. “Look, she’s watching me. As long as Peech is with me, no one will dare to hurt me.”

Peech looked up at her. She scratched her head with a claw, opened her mouth wide, and made a long leap into the hole, the first to go. Eve sighed. She couldn’t bring herself to ruin Ranaka’s adventure. There were thousands of Grosnops on board. Barely a hundred were taking part in this expedition. Ranaka would surely not get another opportunity like this anytime soon.

“All right. A little trip won’t hurt me.”

Ranaka immediately straightened up. Her front eye opened and closed several times. “Thank you, Eve. That means more to me than you can imagine.”
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The Grosnops had everything set up. As it had been at the canyon, they were the last to descend. Eve found the first step a little more difficult because it got dark much faster in the hole. She followed the Grosnops’ points of light for a while before daring to step over the hard edge.

She was two meters down when Ranaka asked in her helmet display, “Should I take your backpack?”

“No, it’s okay, the motor will take care of everything.”

Eve had briefly considered leaving the backpack up top. But she didn’t want to abandon the living specimen in it. It might attract some kind of predator. Until now, they had only found microbial life on the ice, but maybe on such a uniform surface with no cover, life needed to be very good at camouflaging itself.

She was descending much faster than she had in the canyon. She repeatedly tested the ice with her gloved fingers. It was extremely even and smooth, as if it were being constantly sanded down.

“Are there any theories about how these tubes could have formed?” she asked.

“Yes, that’s an ongoing discussion,” Ranaka explained. “At first, the assumption was that pressure equalization between the ice plane and the surface was taking place.”

“But there are almost no currents here.”

“Exactly. In the canyons, different air currents develop during the day and night. Here, we couldn’t detect anything from orbit.”

Eve thought of the drone footage. The shadow had moved at an incredible six hundred meters per second.

“Except for the disappearance of the drone.”

“Yes, but that was inconclusive. Let’s be honest, a pressure difference that causes such rapid movement would have to have built up over many years.”

“Maybe that’s the case. You see so few eruptions because it only happens every few years.”

“But feel the walls. For them to be so smooth, something must sweep across them every day.”

That was a valid point.

“What other theories are there among the keepers of knowledge?”

“It could be that channels form naturally in the ice.”

“Naturally?”

“Do you know what carrion tooth pulp is?”

“No, I’m sorry.”

“Well, it’s a substance made from fermented carrion tooth. Certain fungi are added to it, whose metabolic process creates tubes in the mass. This gives it a very special aroma.”

“I see. You think the metabolic process of some kind of living organism created these perfectly round, straight tubes?”

“No. The knowledge keepers talk about geological processes having to do with different types of ice. Such channels could form at certain triple points. This has been proven in simulations. They would lead straight down.”

“And they would be round?”

“Not necessarily. But it can’t be ruled out.”

“All the holes you found are circular.”

“Yes, that’s an odd coincidence. Maybe only the round ones break through to the surface. There are processes like that which are extremely dependent on shape. With a different shape, the process might always halt at some point.”

“Maybe.” None of this seemed very convincing to Eve.

“Yes, that explanation is still controversial. Do you want to know what I think, Eve?”

“Absolutely.”

“I’m no expert, but couldn’t the tubes have been dug by animals? Think of that worm with the two drilling ends that Peech found for us.”

“And why would they do that? It can’t be easy to dig a kilometer-long tunnel.”

“Maybe they feed on the microorganisms on the surface. Or maybe it’s a social function. The thing that’s most lacking at the bottom is oxygen. The more connections there are to the surface, the better life can thrive under the ice.”

Eve shook her head, even though it was a nice thought: an army of worms constantly making channels through the ice for the inhabitants of the soil.

“They would have to be pretty big worms,” she said. “Since we’re stuck in this tunnel, I don’t particularly like the idea.”

“If a single specimen is really responsible for this tunnel, it has surely moved on. It would make no sense for it to sit around doing nothing. But I think it’s more likely that there are whole herds of these burrowing worms building these channels.”

“Hopefully we’ll find out, Ranaka.” Eve wasn’t so sure she wanted to meet the builders of these tubes. Even if it was a geological process. The speed of the shadow in the drone video had been simply incredible.
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Eve was startled when a shadow darted past her. That wasn’t traveling at six hundred meters per second.

“What was that?” she asked.

“The first ones are going back up.”

“Oh, so soon?”

“I guess there’s no connection to the actual surface here either. Do you want to follow them? I could...”

“No, don’t, Ranaka. I don’t want to mess things up. We were the last ones to get in, so we’ll follow the others.”

“As you wish.”

Eve nodded. But she had a second reason—surely there must be some indication at the bottom of the shaft of how it had been created?

Sure enough, they reached the bottom of the tube shortly afterwards. Eve sank into loose snow up to her waist. When she let go of the rope, she slid deeper and deeper. She was about to call for help, but she stopped sinking once the snow was about chest height. It was as if she were swimming, and that was probably the case. Except that this wasn’t water, but snow made of incredibly dense ice.

A beam of light hit her face and blinded her.

“What are you doing, Ranaka?”

“Sorry. Do you need help?”

“No, I’m fine.”

“You sank so deep.”

“I’m practically swimming. But it’s okay. I’ll be at the rope in a minute.”

At that moment, she reached the second rope that was supposed to pull her up.

“I’m very sorry,” said Ranaka. “My colleagues didn’t sink that deep.”

“It’s all right. I guess I have a much smaller diameter than a Grosnop.”

“I should have thought of that.”

“Nothing happened.”

“What if you had sunk all the way in?”

“Nothing would have happened. I’m breathing air from the tank.”

She checked her supplies. Three hours to go. That would definitely be enough. The expedition was supposed to last six hours at most.

“Okay. All right then. Let’s go on up. The others must be waiting.”

Eve sniffed. Yes, it was time to get out of this tube. Although the swimming experience had been worth it.
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“Do we know how deep the snow is at the bottom of the tunnel?” asked Eve.

The wall rushed past her. Because it was so smooth, it was difficult to estimate the speed. Ranaka hung next to her on the other rope.

“At least a hundred meters in your measurements. The radar couldn’t penetrate any deeper.”

“This snow—it comes from the walls, right?”

“Yes. It’s a colorful mixture of different phases of ice that can be assigned to different heights.”

That was exciting. So there really must be a process that scraped ice off the walls and produced this fine, dense snow. What could have caused it?

She felt a rumbling in her stomach. It wasn’t hunger. It came from outside.

“Do you feel that too?” asked Ranaka.

She definitely did. Something was moving. Something powerful. It was coming from below. Eve shone her light down there. The snow was coming toward her.

“Can we make the engine speed up?” she asked, already pressing buttons.

“Unfortunately not,” replied Ranaka. “Attention, whoever can hear us: we’re in danger! If there’s anything that can get us out of here faster, now is the time to use it.”

“We don’t know... What’s that down there?”

Why wasn’t anyone helping them? She couldn’t panic now. The rappelling device wasn’t made for this. Eve pulled on the rope with her hands, but it didn’t help at all. They’d have to trust to luck. She shone the flashlight into the cloud. The beam broke into a thousand crystals. The cloud wasn’t solid. Maybe it was a storm coming their way. She had experienced something like this on GJ 1061 d. She hadn’t been able to see her hand in front of her eyes, but nothing had happened to her.

Nevertheless, her heart was racing. Sweat ran down her forehead. The damn display came on.

“I’m sorry,” Ranaka said. The sentence was barely decipherable. It was a terrible sentence anyway, as if they were already dead. Even if Ranaka was right, she didn’t want to hear it.

“I’ll see you up there,” she replied.

“Delivery not possible.” It must be the storm. Electrical discharges were interfering with reception. She looked down. The first crystals were striking her. Good thing she was wearing the suit.

The tiny carbon dioxide fragments stuck to the surface of the material. Her legs turned white, even though the storm had not yet arrived. She pulled her head between her shoulders as far as she could. The bottom edge of the helmet was her weak spot. It wasn’t connected to the thermal suit. The helmet belonged to a space suit she wasn’t wearing.

Now the backpack was moving too. The animal inside was probably panicking. It was aware of the danger pursuing them. Eve tried to take off the backpack, but it pressed deep into the hollow next to her collarbone. She didn’t have enough strength in her fingers, which weren’t supported by small machines.

Eve looked down again. There was something solid in the middle of the cloud. It was bright, but not warm.

“Look up, Eve!”

The radio was working, and the helmet display translated the sounds it picked up. For now. Eve followed the instruction. There was a hole about fifteen meters above her. Had it been there when she descended? She hadn’t seen it.

Peech was standing in the hole. Peech! She called out to her, but of course the alien couldn’t hear her. But Peech must be able to see her! She crouched in the hole and leaned forward as far as she could. Her gaze shifted between Ranaka and Eve. Peech, you have to save me! It might be selfish, but she didn’t want to die in this damn tube. And who had made her climb down there?

Peech, please. Only five meters left. Snow was getting under her visor. She could hardly see anything, but she recognized the silhouette of the alien, who jumped out of her hole, plucked Ranaka from her rope as she passed, and disappeared into the air with powerful leaps.

Peech, you little traitor.

That was impossible. Eve had found her. She deserved to be saved. It was all probably just a figment of her imagination, and she was actually buried in a snow hole by now.

But the fact that she could hardly breathe was real. Tiny snow crystals pushed their way under her mask and lifted it off. They were everywhere.

Eve saw only white, and then she felt the impact. Her exoskeleton absorbed most of the force by transferring the impulse elastically to her. She shot up like a champagne cork out of a bottle. This would be her last flight.
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She would return to the sea. Ranaka closed all four eyes, but still couldn’t get the rumbling under her feet out of her head. Tiny arrows dug into her skin, shaving it, grinding away the top layer. Her whole body burned with pain. She clenched her stomach. Hopefully there would be enough of her left to be returned to the sea. It didn’t have to be the ocean of Two Suns. She would be happy with any sea, as long as it wasn’t a mass of ice.

Only the human woman worried her. Eve had wanted to do her a favor. Ranaka had been curious about this tunnel, which looked so different from the canyon. And after the drone had disappeared! She loved secrets, and she had been given one, even one with a resolution, although she didn’t know if she would live to see it.

She would try anyway. Since the humming started, holes had appeared in the walls. She wasn’t sure if the human had noticed. She didn’t know what to make of it either. But if she let go of the rope at the right moment and ducked into one of those openings in time, the secret would rush past her and reveal itself.

But then suddenly there was the cute animal Eve had found on the planet with the fissure. It looked so cute scratching at the pressure equalization opening with its claws. At that moment, a weight was lifted from her shoulders. Ranaka was happy for Eve, because Peech could save her, and there was no question who she owed loyalty to.

Thank you, Peech. She alerted Eve via radio. The radio was no longer working reliably, but that didn’t matter. Peech would save the human woman anyway. Ranaka could calmly return to the eternal sea from whence she had come as a hatchling.

At that moment, Peech leaped toward her, yanking her so hard from the tether that her lower load arm broke off, and jumped in incredible leaps along the tube toward the blue sky.
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They landed on the edge of the hole. Peech set her down carefully. Ranaka tried to support herself with her left load arm and fell on her back. Peech helped her up with a claw. The lower part of her arm was missing, but she felt no pain. It must be the shock. What had happened? The rumbling. Peech. The human. She had to save her! Ranaka tried to crawl toward the hole, but Peech held her back and gestured into the distance, where she could see several moving dots. Grosnops. They were running away. That couldn’t be! Eve was still in the tube! Peech pointed into the distance again. Ranaka drew figure eights in the air. No, no, no, that was wrong! If Peech had saved her first, she had to climb back down to get Eve!

The alien wrapped its right leg around her, secured her body with a claw, and followed the other Grosnops in long strides. Ranaka struggled, but couldn’t break the grip. She screamed, but Peech ignored her.

They were about twenty tactile arm lengths away from the hole when the rumbling reached the surface. Ranaka saw it, but she didn’t understand what she was seeing. A piston shot out of the opening, glistening white. She estimated it was as tall as a hundred Grosnops. For a moment, there was absolute silence. Then the tip of the piston swelled and unfolded into a kind of umbrella. Peech ran faster than she could process what was happening. Ranaka couldn’t look away. The canopy almost reached them, but just before it did, the material suddenly bulged upward. It collapsed over the piston, unfolded again, and moved toward the ground. There it struck with a crash. Snow flew everywhere. The umbrella folded up again, disappeared into the piston and...

At that very moment, Peech threw her off. Ranaka landed in the arms of another Grosnop. It was Ragnor. What had happened to the piston? She tried to turn around. Why wasn’t Ragnor watching what was happening? Then she noticed his fluttering eyelids. It was because of her. She had lost part of her load arm. She hid the rest behind her back, but that wasn’t enough to dispel the horror in Ragnor’s eyes. She looked down at herself. Where was her beautiful green skin? She was covered with raw, red flesh. How was she breathing? She absorbed half the oxygen she needed through her skin! This couldn’t work. She looked at herself from all sides while Ragnor shouted something.

“Health keeper!”

What were they supposed to do for her? She was fine. She wasn’t in pain. The arm would grow back. She had to get back to the tube to save Eve.

“The human,” she said, but no sound came out. She tapped her upper body. The resonance skin that amplified her voice was missing. She tried to scream, “The human!” but Ragnor still wasn’t paying any attention. Two Grosnops came running. One rammed a needle into her side. She felt the impact, but nothing else. Then she collapsed.
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Ranaka awoke to intense pain. At first, she was glad, since that meant the immediate shock had passed. Perhaps she would be able to think clearly again. But the pain made that very difficult. She looked around. She had been laid on the floor under the last row of seats in the shuttle. Cushions had been stuffed behind her back and in front of her stomach. Almost her entire body was bandaged. The pain came from her load arm, which was being pressed against the seat above her by a powerful force.

The shuttle was taking off! That couldn’t be happening. Or had they found the human woman?

“Ragnor!” she cried.

“Sumaka, please take the controls.” That was Ragnor’s voice. He crawled toward her, pressed to the floor by the acceleration of the takeoff. But he was there. So she must be in very bad shape.

“What is it, Ranaka?”

“I lost the human woman.”

He moved his tactile hands defensively, but inertia prevented him from doing anything. “I lost Eve. It wasn’t your fault. I should have been the last to leave the hole. I was in command of the group.”

“No, it’s my fault. I let the alien save me.”

“What do you mean?”

She told him what had happened.

“But it wasn’t your choice. Peech chose you.”

“I must have attracted her attention somehow. I must have influenced her, or she would have chosen the human. Where is she anyway?”

“Peech has a mind of her own. She saved you because she wanted to. Maybe because of your condition. Your skin must have looked terrible.”

“If only I had...”

“Stop blaming yourself. That’s an order. The responsibility is mine.” Ragnor straightened up. His stomach wrinkled. “Peech is behind the row of seats. She doesn’t seem to be doing well either.” Ranaka moved forward a little so she could see around the seat. She looked directly into Peech’s face. Her eyes were black and clear like caves in the eternal sea.

Her angular face looked infinitely sad, and tears welled up in Ranaka’s eyes.

“We haven’t found the human, have we?” she asked.

“No, there’s no sign of her. I’ve ordered us to circle the area and observe the ice surface with all instruments.”

“We have to go back to the tunnel. That’s where I last saw her. There are passages leading from the walls. Peech was standing in one of them.”

“I see. We didn’t notice those passages on the way down, but I believe you. There’s just one problem—the tunnel no longer exists. It’s almost completely filled with snow.”

Ranaka lowered her head. That had been her last hope. The passage where Peech had been waiting for them must have had another end. Further down, perhaps, because Peech had jumped into the tube before them, and they hadn’t encountered her on the way. But how were they supposed to find the opening if the tube was closed?

Wait. What if the passage led somewhere else? To another hole, or to one of the canyons?

“Are there any other holes or canyons nearby? Maybe the human woman came out there! We have to gather all the shuttles and look for her.”

“You’re right, Ranaka. I’ll pass that on immediately.”
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Ragnor crawled forward. She heard him groan. Why was the shuttle accelerating?

“What’s going on here, Sumaka?” he asked.

“We’ve received an ascend command.”

“What? I’ll take the controls.” The inertial force subsided. The engines were now just whispering. But not for long. The next moment, Ranaka was pressed against the seat again.

“This can’t be,” said Ragnor. “None of the other shuttles are climbing. Get me the control center.”

“Control center, this is shuttle six,” Sumaka tried. “Please come in.”

No answer.

“Control center, this is Ragnor. I’m waiting for an explanation.”

Ragnor grunted. “They’re not answering. If this continues, we’ll be in orbit soon.”

“Try the other shuttles,” suggested Sumaka.

“Good idea. Shuttle one, come in.”

No response.

“Shuttle two, come in.”

Radio silence.

“By the carrion tooth, something has isolated us. I can’t get through anywhere. Maybe the outbreak damaged the antenna?”

“But then why are we flying to the Draght?” asked Sumaka.

“I don’t know.”

Ragnor was at a loss. Great. Ranaka moved aside again so that she could see Peech. “We have to get down there somehow if we want to help Eve,” she whispered.

Peech moved her angular head as if to nod. Then she stood up. What was she up to? Ranaka turned, which hurt like hell. Peech was standing in front of the airlock, extending her claws toward the door.

“Watch out, it’s going to get cold!” Ranaka warned the others. She didn’t have a breathing mask herself, but she didn’t care. If she was going to enter the eternal ocean now, it would be for the human. Sure enough, Peech tore at the airlock door without waiting for the green light to come on. She simply kicked it in and repeated the process with the outer door.

A hole gaped in the shuttle, which nevertheless continued to rise. What was going on? Who could be forcing the shuttle to return to the Draght? And where was Peech? Ranaka imagined her jumping off, spreading her limbs wide and sailing toward the ground to rescue Eve from the tunnel.

But that wasn’t the case. The stuttering of the engine revealed the alien’s true plan. She marveled once again at its intelligence, which it had managed to conceal so skillfully all this time. This couldn’t be a coincidence. If it knew how the engine worked, then it knew more about technology than anyone had assumed.

Good thing. Peech was probably the only one who could sabotage the shuttle’s robust engine in such a short time.

“Thrust gone,” Ragnor reported. Now it was up to the pilot. He would have to get them down in one piece.

Fortunately, the shuttle was built to operate in a planetary atmosphere and had a certain amount of lift, which allowed for longer gliding phases. This enabled it to approach a target as silently as possible, so all pilots were trained in this technique. Ranaka had only recently completed the course herself.

Ragnor was an experienced pilot. She could help him... Oops. Ranaka slipped sideways and hit her head against the wall. Her bandages slipped and tore open the wounds on her skin. The pain was so intense that she almost passed out, but she fought against it. Ranaka wanted to be awake when they reached the ground. She had to go with them to search for the human woman.

“I’m circling the area where we lost Eve,” Ragnor explained over the onboard loudspeakers. He was barely audible because the wind was howling so loudly through the open airlock.

“We’re losing altitude fast. We’re in for a hard landing.”

Now Peech appeared in the destroyed airlock door. Her body blocked the lower part, which meant that the wind was no longer blowing directly on Ranaka. She warmed up a little. The fresh wounds and the bandages helped. The pain was surprisingly bearable. She was probably in a state of shock again. Too many things had happened that shouldn’t have happened. They themselves might have triggered the piston shooting up. But the fact that the shuttle attempted to return to the Draght and they couldn’t establish contact was as strange as the previous disappearance of the human woman from the passenger list. It was almost as if someone had wanted to prevent Eve from taking part in the expedition. And then they had tried to bring her back before everyone else, not realizing that she wasn’t on board.

She should be sitting here now, in the chair above Ranaka, properly strapped in, unharmed and at most with red cheeks from the cold. How much time had passed since Peech rescued her? The human woman certainly didn’t have forever. Her suit would keep her warm, but only as long as she had power. Ranaka had watched her breathing the thin air of the planet. At least she wouldn’t suffocate.

But freezing to death was probably even more painful. They had to prevent that at all costs. With a violent jolt, her body slid in the other direction. Her legs hit the wall and stopped her.

“Approaching landing,” announced Ragnor. “It could be bumpy. Always stalls just before...”

At that very moment, it happened. The shuttle was in free fall. Peech held her down with a claw. That was good—the impact wouldn’t throw her against the ceiling. The shuttle crashed onto the ice. The landing gear, which had extended for an aerodynamic landing, broke immediately. The shuttle slid across the ice on its belly. It got warm, then hot beneath them. Peech apparently noticed in time and lifted Ranaka onto the seats. The floor glowed as the shuttle slowed down. Hopefully they weren’t racing toward a canyon. With the luck they’d had lately, that would be the last straw.

But the shuttle came to a stop without plunging into an abyss. Ragnor stood up from the pilot’s seat and waved to them.

“We made it!”
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Damn, damn, damn. This couldn’t be happening! Marchenko watched on the radar as shuttle six crashed. Of all things, the one Eve was in! Why hadn’t he assigned her to his shuttle? Ragnor had promised to take good care of her. It was hardly possible, but somehow Marchenko had the feeling that Ragnor was very interested in Eve. Very. Well, they were adults. It was none of his business.

But the fact that shuttle six had suddenly taken off toward orbit was definitely his business. Not being able to reach it had brought sweat to his brow. And now it was lurching toward the icy surface, making him hold his breath. What on earth was going on? Damn it!

He tried shuttle four, where the Omniscience was supposed to be.

“Yes, Marchenko? I’m just as worried as you are.”

Damn. He had hoped that the Omniscience would enlighten him. It’s not that bad. It’s just a test. Shuttle six was about to crash land. Calm down, Dimitri. Ragnor was an experienced pilot. He had steered the shuttle into a glide. The engine that normally enabled a vertical landing must have failed. Gliding flight on a world with such a thin atmosphere and such high gravity. That could only end in a crash.

“What can we do?” he asked.

“Help,” said the Omniscience. “I’ll give landing instructions to all the other shuttles.”

“But you’re not landing?”

“No, I have to sort something out on the Draght.”

“You think it has something to do with your ship?”

“I don’t even recognize my ship, Marchenko. It forced shuttle six to return to orbit and is determined to land my shuttle on the surface.”

“What?”

“Yes, really. The pilot can’t get enough power out of the engine for escape velocity.”

“A mechanical problem?”

“I just checked. Everything is working fine. We also have enough oxygen. Someone doesn’t want me to return to the Draght. I thought you had something to do with it.”

“Me? But...”

“Don’t worry, Marchenko. You have no motive as long as Eve is still missing.”

“Eve is what?”

“She never boarded shuttle six. I checked the recordings from shuttle three. The last passengers to arrive on number six were the ugly alien and Ranaka, who was seriously injured.”

Ranaka was Eve’s new friend. Marchenko had only known her briefly. She worked for the Grosnop secret service. Hopefully, she wasn’t just using Eve to get information. There was no point in warning Eve. She wouldn’t believe him anyway. But the fact that Ranaka was injured suggested that she had tried to help her friend.

“Marchenko? I’m going radio silent for now so as not to alert the unknown enemy.”

“Understood. But you realize he’ll see you coming?”

“Hey, I am the Omniscience. And at least part of it is still my ship. I’ll make it close its sensor eyes at the right moment.”

“Good luck with that. Talk to you soon.”
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Ranaka sat up. She swayed a little, but managed to resist the pull of the planet and the comfortable seats of the shuttle.

Ragnor pointed at her. “You stay here. I need someone to watch the shuttle.”

“Sumaka can do that,” Ranaka objected. “She’ll just slow us down outside.”

The co-pilot had broken a load arm and a leg during the landing. The others had gotten away with bruises.

“Both of you can watch over the shuttle,” said Ragnor.

“But I should have been in Eve’s place. You can’t exclude me from her rescue. I have to help her. You have to understand!”

Ragnor took a deep breath. “All right. But if you start feeling worse, you’re coming back to the shuttle, no excuses.”

“Agreed. Look, I won’t even need a thermal suit.” She held out her freshly bandaged stomach. She had to stifle a groan because the movement hurt like hell. But what was pain other than a feeling meant to be suppressed?

Ragnor raised his tactile arm and pretended to slap her on the shoulder. She controlled herself and didn’t flinch. It was a test. Ragnor didn’t hit her. He tilted his head toward her—a gesture of appreciation.
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“I’ve got Marchenko here!” Sumaka called after them as they left the shuttle behind.

Finally, they had reached someone!

“Put him through to me,” said Ragnor.

Ranaka stayed close by to listen to the conversation.

“We’re on our way to another hole nearby,” the pilot explained.

Ragnor tilted his small head as he listened to Marchenko.

“I see,” he said. “Yes, there’s a canyon here too.”

Ragnor listened again.

“All right,” he said. “We have Peech here, so we’d rather take the hole. She saved a Grosnop earlier.”

Marchenko said something.

“No, not Eve,” replied Ragnor. “That surprised me too. Peech hasn’t communicated anything about it. Ranaka was badly injured, so maybe it was a kind of triage.”

Ranaka listened attentively but couldn’t make out anything. She didn’t want to get too close to Ragnor.

“What about the Omniscience?” he asked.

His eyes narrowed to slits, as if he couldn’t believe what Marchenko was saying. They were probably in a much deeper carrion tooth swamp than Ranaka had suspected.

“Unbelievable. We’ll let you know as soon as we find anything.”

The conversation was over. Ranaka waited for Ragnor to explain, but he clearly had no intention of doing so. Never mind. The main thing was that they find the human woman.

[image: ]


The hole was exactly the same size as the one where they had lost Eve. Ranaka stood on the edge, her seven long toes protruding beyond it. With the bandages, she was still comfortably warm.

They hadn’t been able to dismantle the rope pulley earlier, since Ranaka and Eve were still hanging from it, so it had been swept away by the collapse.

They would have to wait for the crew of Shuttle One to bring them a replacement rope.

Ranaka watched Ragnor circling the hole. He seemed worried about Shuttle One’s arrival, though he didn’t let it show. Probably because Marchenko was on board.

But when he saw two Grosnops approaching, he relaxed. The two set down a rope next to the hole. “With best regards from Marchenko,” explained the older one. Then they said goodbye.

“Rumbark, Grokolt, I want you to anchor this rope so firmly in the ice that we could attach the shuttle to it.”

The two clapped their calloused hands together. Then they dragged the rope a few meters away and started drilling a hole. It was hard work, but for once the strong gravity helped. Finally, they fed the rope into the hole and poured fresh water over it.

At least, that was the plan, but it proved unworkable at first. The hundred meters between the shuttle and the hole were enough for the water to freeze completely. They first tried to push the shuttle closer, but even all their strength couldn’t move it an inch. Ranaka finally had an idea. She drank from the shuttle’s water tank until all her stomachs were almost bursting. Then she ran over to the hole with the rope in it and opened her stomach flap. It was a little unpleasant to have icy air blowing into her stomach, but the inevitable mixture of the water with stomach acid lowered its melting point slightly, enough to let it flow to the bottom of the hole. All the Grosnops in the crew had to fill their stomachs twelve times before the task was accomplished.
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Peech was long gone, of course, by the time Ranaka attached the engine to a harness in front of her stomach. The straps cut painfully into her fresh wounds. But a bigger problem was the lack of one load-bearing hand. Ranaka tried to manage with her two tactile hands, but they simply lacked the strength.

She plunged into the depths.

This hole looked exactly like the other one. However, she quickly came across a jagged, irregular opening in the wall. An oily liquid glistened at the edge, just beginning to freeze. It must be Peech’s acid. She must have had a sense of where openings might be hidden and had opened them with her exceptionally powerful claws.

Ranaka was about to swing herself into the opening when she remembered what they had agreed.

“Ranaka to everyone. Peech seems to have found an opening. I’m following her.”

“Confirmed,” said Ragnor.

“Did you notice the marks on the walls?” asked Rumbark. “That damn alien must have been hammering at them everywhere.”

Ranaka hadn’t noticed that. But it answered the question of how Peech had found the opening.

“I’m going in now,” she said.

“Be careful,” said Ragnor.

Ranaka swung back and forth on the rope. Then she quickly disconnected the motor and jumped into the opening. It was tight. The weight of the motor wanted to pull her backward. Somehow she expected Peech to help her, but she was probably far away. Ranaka threw herself forward and landed painfully on her stomach. At least she was safe now. She set down the motor at the entrance to the opening, since she wouldn’t need it again until she returned.

“I’m in,” she radioed.

“Rumbark found another opening below yours,” Ragnor reported.

That meant Peech might have already explored this passage, returned, and opened a new one. But not necessarily. Maybe she had opened as many passages as possible first so the whole crew could help search.

“Acknowledged,” Ranaka said simply. She entered the passageway and realized after a few meters that radio reception had disappeared. Not a problem. She was prepared for any opponent her own size, and given the diameter of the tube, there wouldn’t be a bigger one.

Ranaka had always been pragmatic.
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How could this passage have been created? And why was it normally invisible from the large tunnel? Unlike the hole, which extended straight down into the depths, the passage had numerous curves and was sometimes narrower and sometimes wider. She had seen pictures of a human intestine. That was exactly what this passage looked like, albeit in a completely different dimension, of course.

And what was she? A parasite? Did humans have such large parasites? Ranaka shone the flashlight ahead of her. She didn’t want to come on an abyss unexpectedly. So far, there were no signs that Peech or the human woman had been here. And she was too far away from the other tunnel to hope for a connection.

Every now and then, Ranaka checked the tracker Ragnor had given her. It recorded the number of steps and the direction of travel, allowing her to map the passage roughly.

At least she was going in the right direction. But now Ranaka reached a crossroads. She had to make a decision. Since she had no clues, she chose the left path first. At the next fork, she decided to go left again.

Gradually, her surroundings changed. It seemed to be getting warmer. Condensation ran down the walls. The ground became slippery. After falling once, she slowed down. Ranaka reached a room that seemed eerie to her. In the corners were hollows filled with bubbling black slime. She checked the temperature. It was no warmer than the ocean on Two Suns, and the slime didn’t seem to be corrosive, even though it gave off a strange smell.

A shiver ran down her spine.

Then she saw the backpack. She recognized it immediately. Ranaka bent over it. It wasn’t in good shape—a strap was torn and the fastening buttons had burst open. She examined the contents and found a few tools, but no food. Eve had packed food! That meant that she must have eaten some of it after the accident.

Or someone else had. Ranaka also found a transparent bag in which Eve had been carrying the live animal Peech had brought back. Had it managed to free itself and then eaten Eve’s food? In that, case it must be somewhere nearby. And the human woman was probably dead. No, she didn’t want to think that. Ranaka shone her light around. There was no animal, nothing alive. She picked up the backpack anyway.

The strange room had a circular exit, closed off by a kind of curtain. The material felt like paper. Ranaka pushed it aside. She had to know if Eve or the animal from the sack had been here.

What she found made her stomach shrink painfully. She saw a pile of transparent bubbles moving around on a wet, black, shiny heap. Yes, they were moving as if on tiny feet. Ranaka took a few cautious steps back. But the bubbles had already noticed her. One burst. Two new ones formed in its place. At the same time, the black mass rose. It was as if the bubbles were pulling her down. Ranaka popped a few with her tactile hand, and sure enough, the mass fell away. But the bubbles reappeared, twice as many as before. This time, they seemed to resent her attack, because the black mass formed into a kind of head and came closer. Ranaka destroyed a few more bubbles. This slowed the strange monster down for a moment, but only until new bubbles formed.

She had to get out of here! Ranaka turned around. The mass followed her with smacking noises, forming a worm whose end remained in place. The thing was chasing her from a fixed position. Ranaka defended herself by skillfully attacking the bubbles again and again. This slowed the worm down a little, and when she took the upper of two passages, her pursuer could only reach the lower one. This gave her some breathing space until the passages met again. This time, the worm managed to occupy both passages. When they reunited, it simply left half of its material behind.

Ranaka was now running for her life, though she had no idea what the black mass wanted from her. There, finally: her flashlight revealed the motor. She grabbed it, but didn’t have time to hook it up properly. She had to jump if she didn’t want the thing to catch her. Hopefully no one was hanging on the rope. She pushed off and grabbed the rope with all three of her remaining hands. She didn’t care that she slipped down a little. Her pursuer halted at the opening, pushed itself out a tiny bit further, and then quickly pulled back.

Whatever it was, it obviously knew that the tube could be dangerous. Was it some kind of parasite? If so, perhaps the ice plug that Ranaka had seen rush out was also a living creature. The canopy it had spread out might be used to collect resources. Nitrogen—wasn’t that something plants needed? Nitrogen froze at lower temperatures than carbon dioxide. There would certainly not be enough of it at the bottom of the ice sheet, so it would need to be replenished. And how did you capture such a volatile gas?

Ranaka exhaled through the fold in her stomach. The keepers of knowledge would probably laugh at her. She had other things to do than explain life on this planet.

“Ranaka to everyone, can anyone hear me?”

“Loud and clear. Ragnor here. We’re a few floors below you. Peech was a little too diligent.”

“I found Eve’s backpack.”
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“Bubbles, you say?” Rumbark hung below her on the rope. She handed him the backpack she had found. Ragnor, further down, wanted to examine it.

“Yes, definitely head-sized.”

“I saw something like that too. There were really disgusting puddles that they grew out of. I took samples for the knowledge keepers.”

That was a good idea. Unfortunately, Ranaka hadn’t had time to do that.

“Was there a similar opening, blocked by a thin cover?”

“I didn’t see anything like that.”

“Ranaka? This backpack really belongs to Eve!” Ragnor called.

“I recognize it.”

“Then it must have eaten her, the thing that was chasing you,” said Rumbark. “We’d better leave this beautiful place before something like that happens again.”

“We haven’t found any remains of Eve yet,” Ragnor objected. “We’ll keep looking until...”

A stomping sound interrupted him. Ranaka was startled. It came from the deep darkness below them, but sounded very different from the rumbling earlier. Peech ran up the walls again, but quickly disappeared back into the ice below them.

“I think she’s systematically searching all the passages,” said Ragnor. “She doesn’t seem to trust us. I was just in the passage she slipped into.”

Peech was being thorough. It certainly wasn’t personal.

“Then we can end our search,” said Rumbark.

“You’re right. Let’s go up. Agreed, Ranaka?”

Instead of answering, Ranaka started the engine and let herself be pulled up to the top by the rope.
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“We have her backpack,” Ragnor reported to Marchenko from the shuttle.

“Are you sure?”

“Absolutely. Ranaka found it. She was with her when…” Ragnor coughed. “And I recognized it too. I’m so sorry.”

“A backpack means nothing,” she heard Marchenko say.

Ragnor had turned on the radio’s speaker. Those had been her exact words!

“Ranaka already said that.”

“Was the backpack damaged?”

“One of the straps is torn.”

“See, Ragnor? She could have just lost it. And she definitely wasn’t near the backpack, right?”

“Peech searched everywhere. She would have found her. The thing may be ugly, but it has an eighth and ninth sense.”

“You mean a seventh.”

“No. We have seven. Peech has...more.”

Marchenko sighed. “But she doesn’t understand miracles either.”

Ragnor narrowed his eyes. He didn’t seem to understand what Marchenko meant. Some of the human’s sentences took Ranaka a moment to process as well.

“Anyway, you’d better come to us. We could use some help here in the canyon.”
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MAJESTIC DRAGHT


The shuttle did not respond to any commands. The Omniscience had switched to manual control, but the engine simply would not start.

“Torok, you’ll have to go out.”

The Omniscience would have preferred to do that herself, but she was simply too weak in her biological body. It had been a mistake to retain her human form. Even with a power-enhancing exoskeleton and a thermal suit, she was no match for a Grosnop.

“Yes, ma’am!” Torok shouted, standing to attention.

The shuttle bucked and threw the Grosnop against the ceiling. He wasn’t particularly smart, but what he lacked in intelligence, he made up for in strength. The giant scrambled to his feet. This time, at least, he held on to a bar on the wall.

“You need to tear off the antenna.”

“Tear off the antenna, will do.”

Torok had another advantage: he didn’t ask questions. He was already forcing open the inner door of the airlock. They didn’t have much time. Whoever was blocking the controls must have done so via radio. No antenna meant no radio. It was that simple.

The Omniscience prepared a series of commands. As soon as she had access again, the shuttle would shoot into orbit.
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“I’m out now,” Torok reported.

Damn. That wasn’t a good idea. The shuttle immediately turned and braked. The straps cut into her body. Any normal Grosnop would have been swept from the shuttle’s hull by the acceleration. Torok didn’t report back. He had learned something. The Omniscience pulled the control stick toward her. As soon as Torok was successful with the antenna, she had to turn the shuttle back around, or they would crash. Whoever was influencing them from outside must be ruthless. And stupid. Everyone on board knew that only the Omniscience could control the dark matter drive of the Majestic Draght.

Now. The control jets responded. The Omniscience turned the ship.

“Torok?”

No answer. The external antenna had been successfully removed. As soon as the Omniscience heard the Grosnop rattling in the airlock, she pushed the engine to the limit.

Draght, we’re coming, thought the Omniscience. Then she noticed the two torpedoes racing toward them on the radar.
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Two torpedoes? Is that all you can manage? The Omniscience checked the position of the Majestic Draght. It hadn’t changed its orbit by a millimeter. The two torpedoes had apparently come from the shafts responsible for the space vector in which the shuttle was approaching. The Draght was a research vessel, not a warship, and was only supposed to be able to defend itself. In an emergency, her captain would simply rotate her if he wanted to fight a single enemy with more than two torpedoes.

Whoever had sneaked onto the Draght was obviously unable to steer the ship, only fire the weapons. That was a good sign. They could deal with two torpedoes. They just had to stay in the same vector. The Omniscience deleted the standard approach course from the shuttle’s memory, which would have taken them around the Draght. Then she activated manual control. The problem was to avoid the torpedoes without evading them too far and thus leaving the current space vector.

The Omniscience swallowed. What if one of the torpedoes hit them and destroyed her biological body? Part of her consciousness was still on the Draght. Could she survive with just that part? What would she lose?

That mustn’t happen. The Omniscience gritted her teeth until her jaws ached.
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They would only have one chance. The Omniscience went over the plan in her head. The torpedoes were much lighter than the shuttle and could change course faster. The shuttle, on the other hand, had a much more powerful main engine, which allowed it to accelerate more quickly in the direction of flight.

“Buckle up,” ordered the Omniscience. A phase of corrective maneuvers followed, which must have looked chaotic from the outside. The shuttle flew a zigzag course, even though there was nothing to avoid. But of course, these maneuvers had a purpose. The torpedoes responded with their own maneuvers, programmed to hit their target. Step by step, the Omniscience managed to align the torpedoes so that they would strike the shuttle from opposite directions at the same moment.

The Omniscience had achieved her goal, even if they were not yet out of danger. She tracked the position of the torpedoes on the screen. The Draght was at twelve o’clock, one torpedo was coming from ten o’clock, the other from two o’clock. Perfect. The Omniscience just had to wait. She took a deep breath.

Twenty seconds.

No one was changing course. The destruction of the shuttle seemed sealed.

Ten seconds.

The Omniscience reached for the thrust lever.

Five, four, three, two.

Power! The Omniscience brought the engine to maximum power. The shuttle shot toward the Draght. So far, the plan had worked.

But the torpedoes did not disappear from the radar. The Omniscience had hoped that they would collide with each other and explode, but apparently they had prevented that at the last second. But now the shuttle had a head start—and the better engine. They raced toward the Draght. At some point, the torpedoes’ friend or foe recognition system would halt their flight. But would she be able to brake the shuttle in time?

The Omniscience wiped sweat from her forehead. The biological reactions of this body were annoying. No wonder humans failed so often in emergencies. She watched the screen. Any moment now, the torpedoes would have to veer off. They weren’t permitted to get too close to the Draght; their programming prohibited it. But when was any moment?

Now. The Omniscience jerked the shuttle around and braked, aiming directly at the docking clamps of the first shuttle bay she saw. The shuttle touched an outer wall of the Draght and slammed against the clamp. It snapped shut. The screeching sound on the hull was terrible. With an even more alarming sound, the clamp tore off and detached from the shuttle. The next docking bay was right next door. The Omniscience steered the shuttle toward it. Again the clamp closed, and this time the shuttle did not have the power to break free.

The noises died away. They had arrived. Normally, a docking hose would extend. Someone was obviously preventing that. But the Omniscience wasn’t going to let that stop her.
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Green. Finally, the Omniscience could take off her space suit. The airlock had refused to open at first, but a distress signal from the radio had overridden the programming. The Omniscience pressed the button that opened the door. The bulkhead slid open with a squeak.

Behind it waited a strange thing. The Omniscience burst out laughing. Two shiny legs were connected by a primitive bridge on which a few lights were flashing. “Hands up,” blared a voice in human language from a loudspeaker. The voice sounded familiar to the Omniscience. It sounded like Marchenko’s. There was no trace of a Grosnop accent.

The thing was armed, so the Omniscience obeyed the command. Everything had gone according to plan so far. The strange thing ran into the airlock and dragged out the space suit, which it laid down in front of the bulkhead.

“Now go back into the airlock,” said the thing. “I never want to see you here again.”

The Omniscience shook her head. She was supposed to suffocate? That was neither particularly imaginative nor clever.

“The drive won’t work without me,” she said.

“Anyone could say that.”

“But in my case it’s true.”

The information seemed to confuse the attacker. Didn’t it realize? Perhaps it had believed that all it needed was security clearance.

“Whatever,” said the thing. “You’re going in there now. I can always decide later whether to eject you into space. You’ll take Adam, Eve, and me to Earth, and then I’ll let you out of the airlock. Do you agree?”

“That won’t work.”

“Oh, I think it will. Anyone with a body wants to survive.”

The thing was right about that. The Omniscience did not want to die.

“Which is probably true of you too,” she said, pointing down the corridor. Two Grosnops came from the left and right, aiming at the thing. The Omniscience had summoned them from outside the space suit via radio. She had spoken only in the ultrasonic range so that the unknown enemy could not hear.

It had worked. Her suspicions were confirmed. Now all that remained was to hope that the thing would be reasonable. But the Omniscience still had something up her sleeve. Hopefully.

“Father, surrender,” said Adam.

The Omniscience was relieved. They had found him in time. It was Chenko who had raised Adam and Eve.

The thing twitched. “What are you doing here?”

The distraction was enough for the Grosnop guards to disarm the thing.

“Spare him, please,” said Adam.

The Grosnops looked at the Omniscience. She nodded. This thing was no longer a threat. They would lock it out of all internal networks.

“Thank you,” said Adam. “I’ll look after him. I promise.”

Adam placed his hand on the bridge between the legs. “Come on, Father.”
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KAPTEYN B


Ragnor and his companions disappeared into the blinding white. Ranaka leaned back. The painkillers were taking their toll, making her sleepy. Ragnor had ordered her to wait by the destroyed shuttle. At first she had protested, but now she was grateful. The oxygen saturation in her blood had dropped to seventy-two percent after her time in the tunnel. Ranaka breathed deeply through the mask. Gradually, the percentage rose again. She was missing large areas of skin that she normally used to breathe through.

Ranaka relaxed her muscles. Her massive body collapsed, and it felt good.

She saw the huge piston that had shot out of the opening. It wore a coat of glittering white material. It looked proud, almost haughty, as if it owed no one an explanation. Each of its movements was performed in absolute silence. Now its tip swelled. It bulged out in a circle and slowly took on the outline of an umbrella. Despite its size, it seemed to float in the air. And yet you could see the energy inside it. The material pulsed. It was about to discharge. The umbrella spread out over the plain, dragging a black shadow with it until it reached its maximum extension. There it remained for a moment. There was a bang. At the same time, the material bulged upward as if the umbrella was being folded by the wind. The material came together directly above the piston, causing the umbrella to unfold again, but this time it moved toward the ground, where it landed with a loud bang. A curtain of ice crystals flew up, obscuring the view until the umbrella rose again, folded up, and disappeared into the icy piston, which then plunged back into the hole in the ground with a loud rumbling sound.

Ranaka awoke from her dream. The images were still vivid. She turned in the same direction she had been looking when the explosion occurred. They had found the hole completely filled. The piston had probably disintegrated into its constituent parts. Snow had a much greater volume than ice. That was why the same mass now filled the entire tube.

What if it was a form of life? She dismissed the thought. It was irrelevant. The thing had taken the human woman. Hadn’t it? Either Eve had escaped into a side passage, or she had still been hanging from the rope in the tunnel. If the side passage theory was correct, how had the backpack ended up in the side passage of another tunnel? Maybe the parasite from the strange black mass had brought it there. In that case, there must be a connection under the ice that Peech hadn’t found.

And Peech had been thorough, Ranaka had seen that for herself. Now the alien was probably at work with Ragnor’s team.

What if the human hadn’t escaped into the passage? Then the white piston must have carried her to the surface. Ranaka had seen the force behind it. It would have thrown Eve high into the air. Ranaka hadn’t seen anything, but that didn’t matter—Eve’s body would certainly not have been visible amid all the snow. She could have lost her backpack, which could then have found its way into the second tunnel.

They had already tested the side passage theory—and Ragnor and all the other Grosnops were still at it. But what if they were looking for Eve in the wrong place? What if her body—presumably her corpse—was lying somewhere on the ice sheet? No, she didn’t want to think about that. Ranaka recalled the image of the icy umbrella. It must have been several kilometers across. Eve could be lying anywhere within that radius. If she was covered by a layer of fresh carbon dioxide crystals, her body wouldn’t even be visible with an infrared camera.

Ranaka stood up. She didn’t have the strength to rappel down into holes. But she should be able to search for her friend on the ice plain.
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The problem with the eternal ice was its featurelessness. Ranaka tried to orient herself by the sun. Nevertheless, she found it difficult to walk straight ahead for any length of time. She managed by laying down an object from Eve’s backpack every thousand steps, like a carrion tooth hunter trying to lure its prey. But the traces were only meant for her. When she found one, she always moved 15 degrees away from it after picking up the item. That way, she believed, she could search the plain systematically without running the risk of searching the same areas over and over again.

In fact, her tracker, which recorded the number of steps and direction, gradually filled up with a network of tracks spreading in a westerly direction. It looked a little chaotic and left a few empty spots. But she could investigate those later. The tracker would surely lead her there.

She didn’t come across the human, but she did find a piece of strange, almost transparent material that looked like the enlarged wing of an insect. The extremely light object was an arm’s length long and half as wide. The edges looked broken. Unfortunately, it was impossible to tell whether it had been attached to something else or had broken off. If there were insects on this planet, they would have to be able to produce far more lift than on Two Suns. Ranaka imagined shuttle-sized animals fluttering with an array of super-light wings.

They hadn’t seen anything like that yet, but that didn’t mean anything. Perhaps the presence of the Grosnops disturbed them, and they were hiding.

Was that a realistic option? Ranaka didn’t consider it until she had completely searched the designated area according to her tracker. She asked Ragnor about the current status, and found that the crew was still busy searching the canyon.

This was her chance. Ranaka fetched a reflective blanket from the shuttle. Then she crossed the ice plain to the opposite corner of her search area to get as much distance between herself and the shuttle as possible. There, she dug a hollow in the fresh carbon dioxide snow with three hands, lined it with the blanket, and settled herself on top of it. She wrapped the blanket around herself. Then she shoveled snow on top of herself until she was barely visible, but could still see outside.

She waited.
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Not that waiting was her strong point. Ranaka looked up at the sky. The blue was truly unique, even if she still preferred the green of Two Suns. That was home, after all. Here there were also no birds chattering and chasing each other. The sky seemed lifeless. Such a waste, especially since she was probably the only one looking at it.

But what was that? Ranaka froze. Something was moving above her. It was almost impossible to see, an ethereal breath of nothingness. She saw two rectangles held together by an egg-shaped balloon. The creature reminded her of a fighter fly. On Two Suns, these insects patrolled their territory in majestic flight.

But when they sensed a threat, they would go into a nosedive. Ranaka didn’t move. She didn’t want to scare the creature away. It was no wonder no one else had noticed it. Its wings were almost transparent, casting almost no shadow. Its torso looked as if it provided additional lift, like a balloon.

Ranaka couldn’t make out any organs, but that was surely due to the creature’s completely different biology.

But it must have had some form of visual sense, because it started flying in a spiral with Ranaka at its center. It wasn’t a dive like the fighter flies, but the animal had clearly recognized her as something that didn’t belong here. It was probably curious.

Or hungry. The creature tilted its wings and landed directly above her. The wings lowered. They were huge. Ranaka felt like she was in a large tent. The wing tips were now touching the ice. Apparently, they needed to counteract the buoyancy of the bubble-like torso. Its end tilted slightly forward, releasing fine threads. They reached Ranaka’s face and brushed gently across it. This must be what the whiskers of a saber fish felt like, at least when they were dry.

The threads moved around her entire body, crawling under the blanket and around the exoskeleton’s motors. When they tried to crawl into her stomach fold, Ranaka flinched. The threads stiffened. For a while, nothing happened.

Ranaka managed to control herself. As if in gratitude, the threads left her stomach alone. But there were more and more of them, and now they began to wrap themselves more tightly around her limbs. Again Ranaka had to force herself not to struggle. Perhaps the same thing had happened to the human? It was possible that this creature intended to digest her on the spot. But most animal species first took large prey like her to a hiding place so they wouldn’t have to share and could gather supplies. Ranaka decided to take a chance, and sure enough, the threads began to tug at her limbs. The creature seemed surprised that it couldn’t lift her. It began to spit out a waterfall of threads that enveloped all her limbs.

It had more luck with its next attempt. The layer of snow above her dissolved and exposed her body. Since that still wasn’t enough, the number of threads redoubled. Gradually, their grip became painful as they attached themselves to her regenerating skin. Ranaka squeezed her stomach. It would soon be done.

Up she went. The threads lifted her high enough that her upper body was floating. Ouch. Her lower body was sliding across the ice. That didn’t seem to bother the creature. Maybe it had run out of threads. The large wings were beating much faster than before. Ranaka couldn’t check her tracker, but she judged that they were about eight kilometers to the west, which meant they had left the area she had been searching earlier.

She wasn’t worried. The threads were thin, and the creature didn’t seem very well defended. At least it didn’t have any way to resist her hands. Its delicate wings were certainly wonderful for generating lift, but they would tear at the slightest pressure.

The creature set her down and gradually loosened its threads. For a moment, nothing happened. Suddenly, her head tilted backward, and Ranaka slipped into darkness. Everything went black around her, and an overwhelming stench spread. The planet seemed to have absorbed her, ready to devour her.
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KAPTEYN B


The rumbling was there. It was here and there and everywhere. It was even inside her. Eve had never experienced anything like it. She couldn’t escape it. At that moment, it reached her feet. It tore the rope from her hands. The motor pulled the rope with it. She flew. Her feet were stuck in liquid ice. Was such a thing even possible? It was sticky as jelly and ice-cold, pressing against her but not letting her sink into it. She seemed to be standing on a layer of solid ice.

It went higher and higher. Sunlight hit her. They had left the tube. The rumbling would shoot her into the sky. She would fall like Icarus in Greek mythology. Shattering on the icy plain after she had frozen into an ice cube.

Was it time? The upward movement stopped. Eve lifted off and then didn’t. The liquid ice held her fast. Then her backpack reacted. The animal inside seemed to be shocked into life. It wiggled and wriggled. Eve opened the backpack on one side, and a white fan-like object shot out. She pulled it open completely. Another fan. A balloon that took in air. Could there be such a thing? A balloon that inflated itself and had two rapidly enlarging wings.

The wings seemed to be sucking up the liquid ice. It flowed up to them as if by itself. Her feet were free again. Eve was floating! She swayed as she looked down. How high was she? A kilometer, maybe two? It was as if the entire plain had risen with her, but that was an illusion.

The wings tugged at her. Eve hadn’t even noticed that they were connected to her body. How was that possible? There were just a few inconspicuous threads leading to the small balloon, which was barely bigger than her own torso.

The wings pulled again. They were trying to reach the edge. But that was dangerous! Did they want to kill her? Eve pushed herself the other way and tried to remove the threads that were winding around her fingers faster than she could brush them off.

Towards the edge. She could no longer resist the wings. She didn’t have the strength. She would fall. The balloon tipped her over. The wings beat faster and faster. Then they lifted off and flew over the edge of the world.
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Eve experienced the rest of the flight as if in a dream. Her consciousness was unable to accept what she was seeing as reality.

Because she was flying.

She wasn’t weightless. Not at all.

Thousands of threads cut into her suit. But the balloon that had been in her backpack was supporting her entire weight—and that of its enormous wings. They crossed the blue sky in silence. The wings beat majestically slow. It seemed to her as if they were carrying her soul to heaven, except that her body had forgotten to let go.

But she was alive. The creature carried her gently to the surface. It set her down, unwound its threads, and fluttered leisurely away. Eve was just about to stand up and brush the snow off her clothes, full of gratitude for this creature, when a passageway opened in the ice beneath her and engulfed her.
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It didn’t stay dark for long. She slid down two or three meters at most and landed in a hollow. The irregular space was perhaps a meter and a half high. She wouldn’t be able to stand up in it. The ceiling glowed greenish. Eve thought of the carbon dioxide ice in the tunnel. It had been the same color. But why wasn’t it sublimating? It was quite warm in here, but smelled profoundly unpleasant.

She looked around. Something was moving! What she had thought were pillows made of snow were actually living creatures. They looked similar to the thing in her backpack, only much smaller. Were they babies? Had the animal put her in its nest?

And if so, as food or for her protection?

The small, egg-shaped bubbles crawled closer. They fiddled with her feet but quickly lost interest. No, she was obviously not suitable as food. Eve watched what was happening for about half an hour. Then suddenly something black fell out of a hole in the side. It was one of the drill worms Peech had caught. The larvae around her pounced on it. Eve had no appetite for such a thing. She felt around in her pockets. There was nothing to eat. Above all, there was no water. Thawing the carbon dioxide ice wouldn’t help.

She had to get out of here. Eve tried to activate her helmet to call for help, but it was dead. All the snow that had gotten in must have damaged it. Damn. She sat up.

Sitting on her knees, she pressed her arms and neck against the ceiling. Where she pressed, steam rose. The material was freezing cold. And it didn’t move an inch. Two to three millimeters of ice. Frozen carbon dioxide. It was warm in the room. This chamber was full of CO2. She owed her ability to breathe at all to her breathing mask.

But the air wouldn’t last forever.

What options did she have? Sublimating the ice would take a lot of energy, far more than her body could produce. But there had to be an entrance. The creature that had saved her had pushed her in here. Eve waited for the next supply to arrive. Another drill worm. The larvae’s diet was obviously not varied. But she had memorized the location of opening.

This was her chance. She had fit through it earlier. It should work in the other direction too. But the tube was too narrow to push herself off properly. She was climbing up—against the planet’s gravity. And the walls were so smooth that she slipped.

At least she was getting some fresh air now, which reduced her oxygen consumption. She kept trying to escape until the creature returned with fresh food for the larvae. After that, she had had enough for the time being. She still had three hours of oxygen left. She would use less if she slept a little.
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Eve awoke with a start. Were the larvae about to eat her after all? She shook off what was on top of her and fought with her hands and feet until she recognized the creature’s head.

It was a Grosnop. She looked for distinguishing features, but the Grosnop was wearing a suit, and where its limbs were visible, they were bandaged.

“Is that you, Ranaka?” she asked.

The Grosnop raised its arms. There were only three. Oh, it was injured. Half of its second load arm was missing. There were bandages there too. Someone must have treated it. The Grosnop took Eve’s hand and led her aside.

RANAKA, they wrote on the wall where steam was rising.

“Really? You found me!” Eve threw her arms around her friend, who returned the embrace. Then Eve pointed to the layer of ice above them.

“We have to get out of here.”

Ranaka tapped against the ice. She had brought Eve’s lost backpack. She rummaged through it, but all the useful tools were missing.

Eve tapped the ice several times. Ranaka tried once, but then flinched and pointed to the bandages.

She must be in pain.

“I’m sorry,” Eve said, even though Ranaka wouldn’t understand. But they had to get out of here. She pointed to the breathing mask. In an hour or two, she would suffocate.

OUT, Ranaka wrote on the wall. Then she pointed to the hole they had both come from. Eve hadn’t been able to reach it alone. Maybe the two of them would have more luck. Ranaka pressed a device into her hand. It had a small screen. A flashing dot indicated a position. Was that where the shuttle was?

Ranaka pointed to the spot on the wall where she had written OUT. Eve nodded. She crawled into the hole. Ranaka got into position behind her. She was tall enough to push herself off the opposite wall. Eve stiffened. She pulled, and Ranaka pushed. It was like trying to pull a cork out of a bottle that was stuck too deep in the neck. It was nearly impossible. But with someone pushing from the inside, it was working. Eve popped out of the channel and ran a few meters.

There was no sign of the flying thing. Looking at Ranaka’s device, she ran a few more meters to get her bearings. That way. From the shuttle, she could get help for Ranaka, who couldn’t fit through the hole.
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After all that, the walk to the shuttle was a pleasure. When she got there, some Grosnops were already waiting. They called Ragnor, to whom Eve explained everything. He immediately assembled a squad. Eve gave the Grosnops Ranaka’s’ tracker. The rest would be child’s play. She climbed into the shuttle. It looked battered; the bulkhead was bent and had been repaired as best they could, but that didn’t bother her. Eve took her place in the back row, where she belonged. No one told her which expedition she would be joining. No one.
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Dark Night 76, 4077


MAJESTIC DRAGHT


She had never seen headquarters so crowded. Eve pressed herself against the wall. The confinement made her chest feel tight. Adam stood next to her.

The Omniscience was somewhere at the front, presenting the plans for the coming weeks. She had preprogrammed a hologram that rotated above the audience.

“While exploring the canyon, Marchenko and Ragnor’s teams found large iron deposits.”

Eve read the translation of the speech on her tablet. The canyon appeared in close-up.

“We will build a mine here, and right next to that, a workshop. We will generate electricity using photovoltaics on the ice plain above.”

The corresponding facilities lit up.

“If the plan proves successful, we should have enough raw materials within three weeks to repair the Draght. That work will take about two weeks. After that, we will continue our flight to our actual destination. It will be a water planet.”

The Grosnops clapped their hands together.

“A new crew member will assist us with the repair work.”

Was she talking about Peech? She didn’t take orders from anyone. Where was she anyway?

“It’s Chenko,” Adam said, looking at her.

“What?” Eve stood on tiptoe.

A humanoid creature appeared in front of them. However, it was standing on shimmering golden robot legs. Its upper body was cylindrical. It didn’t seem to have a head. The creature didn’t look much like Chenko.

“May I introduce you?” asked the Omniscience. “This is Chenko. Our first meeting was under unfortunate circumstances, but he will now do everything in his power to ensure that the Majestic Draght reaches its destination.”

That didn’t really fit with the Chenko she knew, for whom she and Adam had always been the center of attention. How had the Omniscience managed to persuade him to cooperate this way?

Eve tapped Adam. “Impossible. That’s not Chenko.”

“Why not? He’s simply come to his senses. Imagine, he wanted to kill the Omniscience!”

“Yes, exactly, and now he’s leading the repair work? That’s not like him. I’m going to find out what’s wrong with him.”

“Come on, Eve, be glad that everything turned out so well.”

Eve didn’t answer. She sneaked out of the control center and ran to her cabin. Peech was waiting for her there.

“Come on, Peech, let’s play hide and seek.”

She was startled when someone got up from the sofa. It was Ragnor. She hadn’t noticed him leaving the control center. He bowed to her and held out a tablet.

“Sorry for barging in. I wanted to wait outside, but Peech made me come in. She was probably bored. I wanted to ask if you’d like to go out for dinner with me sometime when things quiet down.”
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Around the campfire




Dear readers,

I hope you enjoyed reading this journey as much as I enjoyed writing it! I found it particularly exciting to play with expectations a little. Why does a creature with acid dripping from its teeth have to be terribly evil? It’s possible that it simply needs this weapon to protect itself from even nastier enemies.

I found the locations for this second part of the Marchenko logfiles at https://www.stellarcatalog.com/. The stars closest to the sun are listed there. You can also view them all in a nice 3D graphic. In order for the Majestic Draght to fly realistically from A to B, I needed star systems that are not only equidistant from Earth, but also close to each other in space. The travel times should also be realistic. Unfortunately, it will never be like Star Trek, where the ship sets off on a business trip and returns two weeks later.

No, any journey spanning several light years costs us many years of our lives. All our loved ones on Earth will no longer be there when we return. That’s why I believe that with the introduction of interplanetary space travel, people will always travel with their families (if they have any) and their friends in the future. Otherwise social relationships, which we need as social beings, will be almost impossible to maintain in the long term.

What happens next? The temporary but unavoidable break has cost the Draght some time, but it hasn’t changed their plans. The Omniscience will continue to search for the Builders, Marchenko for other Adams and Eves, and the Grosnops for a livable world they can colonize. I’m just as excited as you are to find out who they’ll meet along the way!

Before we leave our cozy spot around the campfire, I would like to ask you for a review. Unfortunately, star ratings are crucial to the success of a book. Just keep scrolling until your e-reader asks you to rate the book, or write a short review at hard-sf.com/links/4898288 This will be a great help to me.

Otherwise, I hope you enjoy the afterglow of this space adventure! The next volume will be called The Shared Planet and can be pre-ordered via this link: hard-sf.com/links/4938972

Best regards

Brandon Q. Morris
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Also by Brandon Q. Morris




The Luna Monolith

[image: Cover of The Luna Monolith]


Robots are building a colossal telescope on the far side of the moon, with just two people supervising its completion. After a minor incident, these scientists become aware of an obstacle in the lunar soil. It's located outside the area reserved for the hypertelescope and is therefore none of their business.

But their curiosity gets the better of them. The artifact seems to have properties that completely defy physics as they know it. As they investigate, they inadvertently plunge themselves, then the entire solar system, into a terrible, unavoidable whirlwind of events.

Will they manage to make the mysterious black monolith harmless before we all run out of time?

hard-sf.com/links/4542925

Tachyon – The Weapon
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Earth Moon, Great Archive. Chronicler Tsai Yini monitors the tachyon communication system, which transmits data faster than the speed of light. When classified results from an astrobiologist’s research are leaked to her, she cannot believe what she reads. The report reveals that intelligent life forms exist on a tropical planet in the Gliese system.

Their civilization is still in its infancy but revolves around an artifact of unknown origin that seems to influence their body chemistry. But there’s more: the astrobiologist who uncovered this artifact has undergone a baffling evolution of his own, and he’s now en route to Earth!

Yini suspects he carries a danger far greater than anyone could imagine. To stop him, she must make unimaginable decisions that could determine not only her fate but the future of the universe.

For fans of Cixin Liu, Andy Weir, and Frank Herbert, Tachyon: The Weapon delivers a high-stakes adventure where the line between discovery and destruction blurs.

hard-sf.com/links/4238987

The Portal
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Tyler’s wealth bought him adventures…

…but this time he was in over his head.

Could the legendary underworld be found?

After years of hard work, Tyler built his IT Security company into a massive success. He trusted his people and now it was time to enjoy the fruits of that labor. Everything was perfect until an unexpected discovery. Should they go through the Maya portal?

Adriana’s small diving instruction shop is popular enough with the tourists for her to scrape out a living, but it’s not the life she expected. When she got the call, it seemed impossible. Wasn’t Xibalbá a myth?

In a fantastic world of danger and possibility, two people want to discover the truth, but for entirely different reasons.

Have they opened Pandora’s box?

You’ll love this Portal Science Fiction thriller because the story pulls you in and leaves you guessing about what might happen next.

Get it now.

Portal Science Fiction – an underwater star gate.

hard-sf.com/links/4104350

The Disturbance
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25 years of effort…

…and the first images are a disaster.

Was the entire experiment a failure?

For astronomer Christine, the results didn’t make sense. Everything worked and they should be able to see the beginning of time, but a veil blocks the past. There must be a solution. What could be causing the obstruction?

The data point to the discovery of a black hole.

And it might be moving…

…directly toward earth.

As the stakes grow and with every step forward, more questions that never seemed possible in the world of physics present themselves, Christine has to make a life or death choice.

What will stop the Disturbance?

You’ll love this hard science brain twister, because the suspense and other odd happenings, are brilliantly crafted by physicist/author Brandon Q. Morris.

hard-sf.com/links/2414404

Mobius
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Tomorrow is yesterday.

It is 2056. Mathematics professor Elisabeth Gabai is fascinated by multi-dimensional forms that have no equivalent in reality. Then, her boss sends her to the site of an artifact that might have come straight from her theories—or from the technology of an advanced civilization.

Twenty-eight years earlier, physicist Max Webber is hell-bent on improving Einstein’s theories of relativity. His latest concept seems flawless, except it predicts the end of humanity. The extinction of Earth can only be prevented if Max can locate a multi-dimensional object. He’s in a hurry; tomorrow will inevitably be too late.

But how is he supposed to accomplish this goal when physics tells us the artifact he seeks cannot possibly exist?

hard-sf.com/links/2526669

The Beacon

[image: ]


Peter Kraemer, a physics teacher with a passion for astronomy, makes a discovery that he himself can hardly believe: Stars disappear from one day to the next, with nothing left of them. The researchers he contacts provide reassuring and logical explanations for every single case. But when Peter determines that the mysterious process is approaching our home system, he becomes more and more anxious. He alone perceives the looming catastrophe. When he believes he has found a way to avert the impending disaster, he choses to pull out all the stops, even if it costs his job, his marriage, his friends, and his life.

hard-sf.com/links/1731041

Helium 3: Fight for the Future
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The star system is perfect. The arrivals have undertaken a long and dangerous journey—an expedition of no return—seeking helium-3, essential for the survival of their species. The discovery of this extraordinary solar system with its four gas giants offers a unique opportunity to harvest the rare isotope.

Then comes a disturbing discovery: They are not alone! Another fleet is here, and just as dependent on helium-3. And the two species are so fundamentally different that communication and compromise appear hopeless. All that remains is a fight to the death—and for the future…

hard-sf.com/links/1691018

The Triton Disaster
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Nick Abrahams holds the official world record for the number of space launches, but he’s bored stiff with his job hosting space tours. Only when his wife leaves him does he try to change his life.

He accepts a tempting offer from a Russian billionaire. In exchange for making a simple repair on Neptune’s moon Triton, he will return to Earth a multi-millionaire, enabling him to achieve his ‘impossible dream’ of buying his own California vineyard.

The fact that Nick must travel alone during the four-year roundtrip doesn’t bother him at all, as he doesn’t particularly like people anyway. Once en route he learns his new boss left out some critical details in his job description—details that could cost him his life, and humankind its existence…

hard-sf.com/links/1086200

The Dark Spring
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When a space probe returns from the dead, you better not expect good news.

In 2014, the ESA spacecraft Rosetta lands a small probe named Philae on 67P, a Jupiter-family comet. The lander goes radio silent two years later. Suddenly, in 2026, scientists receive new transmissions from the comet. Motivated by findings that are initially sensational but soon turn frightening, NASA dispatches a crewed spacecraft to the comet. But as the ship approaches the mysterious celestial body, the connection to the astronauts soon breaks. Now it seems nothing can be done anymore to stop the looming dark danger that threatens Earth...

hard-sf.com/links/1358224

The Death of the Universe
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For many billions of years, humans spread throughout the entire Milky Way. They are able to live all their dreams, but to their great disappointment, no other intelligent species has ever been encountered. Now, humanity itself is on the brink of extinction.

They have only one hope: The ‘Rescue Project’ was designed to feed the black hole in the center of the galaxy until it becomes a quasar, delivering much-needed energy to humankind during its last breaths. But then something happens that no one ever expected—and humanity is forced to look at itself and its existence in an entirely new way.

hard-sf.com/links/835415

The Enceladus Mission (Ice Moon 1)
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In the year 2031, a robot probe detects traces of biological activity on Enceladus, one of Saturn’s moons. This sensational discovery shows that there is indeed evidence of extraterrestrial life. Fifteen years later, a hurriedly built spacecraft sets out on the long journey to the ringed planet and its moon.

The international crew is not just facing a difficult twenty-seven months: if the spacecraft manages to make it to Enceladus without incident it must use a drillship to penetrate the kilometer-thick sheet of ice that entombs the moon. If life does indeed exist on Enceladus, it could only be at the bottom of the salty, ice covered ocean, which formed billions of years ago.

However, shortly after takeoff disaster strikes the mission, and the chances of the crew making it to Enceladus, let alone back home, look grim.

hard-sf.com/links/526999

Ice Moon – The Boxset
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All four bestselling books of the Ice Moon series are now offered as a set, available only in e-book format.

The Enceladus Mission: Is there really life on Saturn's moon Enceladus? ILSE, the International Life Search Expedition, makes its way to the icy world where an underground ocean is suspected to be home to primitive life forms.

The Titan Probe: An old robotic NASA probe mysteriously awakens on the methane moon of Titan. The ILSE crew tries to solve the riddle—and discovers a dangerous secret.

The Io Encounter: Finally bound for Earth, ILSE makes it as far as Jupiter when the crew receives a startling message. The volcanic moon Io may harbor a looming threat that could wipe out Earth as we know it.

Return to Enceladus: The crew gets an offer to go back to Enceladus. Their mission—to recover the body of Dr. Marchenko, left for dead on the original expedition. Not everyone is working toward the same goal.

hard-sf.com/links/780838

Proxima Rising
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Late in the 21st century, Earth receives what looks like an urgent plea for help from planet Proxima Centauri b in the closest star system to the Sun. Astrophysicists suspect a massive solar flare is about to destroy this heretofore-unknown civilization. Earth’s space programs are unequipped to help, but an unscrupulous Russian billionaire launches a secret and highly-specialized spaceship to Proxima b, over four light-years away. The unusual crew faces a Herculean task—should they survive the journey. No one knows what to expect from this alien planet.

hard-sf.com/links/610690

The Hole
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A mysterious object threatens to destroy our solar system. The survival of humankind is at risk, but nobody takes the warning of young astrophysicist Maribel Pedreira seriously. At the same time, an exiled crew of outcasts mines for rare minerals on a lone asteroid.

When other scientists finally acknowledge Pedreira’s alarming discovery, it becomes clear that these outcasts are the only ones who may be able to save our world, knowing that The Hole hurtles inexorably toward the sun.

hard-sf.com/links/527017

Mars Nation 1
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NASA finally made it. The very first human has just set foot on the surface of our neighbor planet. This is the start of a long research expedition that sent four scientists into space.

But the four astronauts of the NASA crew are not the only ones with this destination. The privately financed ‘Mars for Everyone’ initiative has also targeted the Red Planet. Twenty men and women have been selected to live there and establish the first extraterrestrial settlement.

Challenges arise even before they reach Mars orbit. The MfE spaceship Santa Maria is damaged along the way. Only the four NASA astronauts can intervene and try to save their lives.

No one anticipates the impending catastrophe that threatens their very existence—not to speak of the daily hurdles that an extended stay on an alien planet sets before them. On Mars, a struggle begins for limited resources, human cooperation, and just plain survival.

hard-sf.com/links/762824

Impact: Titan
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How to avoid killing Earth if you don't even know who sent the killer

250 years ago, humanity nearly destroyed itself in the Great War. Shortly before, a spaceship full of researchers and astronauts had found a new home on Saturn's moon, Titan, and survived by having their descendants genetically adapted to the hostile environment.

The Titanians, as they call themselves, are proud of their cooperative and peaceful society, while unbeknownst to them, humanity is slowly recovering back on Earth. When a 20-mile-wide chunk of rock escapes the asteroid belt and appears to be on a collision course with Earth, the Titanians fear it must look as if they launched the deadly bombardment. Can they prevent the impact and thus avoid an otherwise inevitable war with the Earthlings?

hard-sf.com/links/1433312


[image: ]
Excerpt: Tachyon – The Weapon




Gliese 163 c

A light gray swirl made its way towards a yellow stripe, which peeked through a dark blue plain. It looked harmless, but only because Mark Decker was looking at it from an altitude of over 200 miles. The swirl was a full-blown tropical storm that had chosen the new research base as its target. Damn it! Why did the weather have to conspire against them now of all times?  

An alarm sounded behind him, its melodic ringing not entirely serious despite the danger. He pushed himself away from the station’s porthole and floated to where the instruments were mounted on a shelf halfway to the cockpit. He skillfully turned his body, kicking against the shelf and holding on, searching for the source of the signal. There was none to be found, because a whole choir was calling for help. Without exception, every instrument connected to the space station via radio warned of the impending danger. The pressure had fallen to unprecedented lows, the air contained too much moisture and too much sulfur dioxide — the temperature had risen above 120 degrees and the wind had stopped. 

That frightened him. The research station was right in the eye of the storm. If it developed as feared, the work of the last few weeks would be for nothing. Above all, Tailin and Roger, who had set up and calibrated the instruments earlier, were in danger. They should have ascended into orbit in the Hopper hours ago.

He floated over to the radio. 

“Roger, this is Albatross-1. The storm really doesn’t look good.” 

“I can tell by the air pressure, Mark.” 

“Then why aren’t you in the Hopper?” 

The Hopper was a methane-powered shuttle that they used to travel between the surface and the space station. 

Roger sighed, “It’s not up to me.” 

He had already expected that. Tailin never could tear herself away from an issue. Some instrument was still not working at full capacity, and she couldn’t simply leave it at that. 

“Tailin, can you hear me? This is your husband speaking.” 

“I don’t want to hear it,” she replied. 

At least she was talking to him. That was a good sign. Sometimes she was so focused on her work that she didn’t communicate with anyone. 

“This is the commander of the Albatross-1, Mark Decker. Board the Hopper immediately. That’s an order.” 

“Yes, sir, commander sir. I just need to attach this last conductor loop.” 

He imagined her fiddling with an open computer to correctly read a measuring device. The new base they had set up was supposed to function autonomously, like all the others they had distributed around the planet. 

“Can we move a little faster? The storm is right on top of you.” 

“It’s coming along as fast as it can. There are a lot of prickly cherry bushes in the way.” 

What? There were obviously no plants growing in the station! 

“What the hell are you doing, Tailin?” 

“I’m moving the conductor loop. I explained that to you. Have you even been listening to me?” 

Conductor loop, now he remembered. They had been talking about a new project that Tailin wanted to use to measure the magnetic field of Gliese 163 more precisely. To do this, she needed wire loops laid out around the autonomous stations. But they hadn’t even made a decision about the project yet. 

“Are you talking about the measuring loops for the magnetic field?” he asked. 

“Yes, exactly. The neutralizers didn’t clear the area around the station very well.” 

She wasn’t kneeling on the floor of the station but crawling around somewhere out in the jungle. And all the while a full-blown storm was approaching. At least under these circumstances the cerants weren’t active; they were small, annoying, predatory insects that pounced on warm-blooded creatures. If the air pressure fell below a certain level, they retreated underground. Clever little parasites. Mark scratched his elbow where Roger had cut one of the beastly insects out of him a few days ago. If it wasn’t treated, they would multiply under the skin until there was nothing left. 

He floated back to the porthole, but left the radio’s microphone activated so that Tailin could hear him. The gray swirl was now almost black.

“Tailin, you have to get out of there. The storm is about to hit you. We haven’t even finalized that project yet!” 

“You said I could start it if I had time to spare,” replied Tailin. “The moment seemed favorable because I don’t have to watch out for cerants due to the low pressure. Well… I didn’t expect the prickly cherries to shed their fruit already, but you can remove the thorns for me later.” 

“If you don’t go to Roger in the Hopper soon, you won’t be around for anyone to pull thorns out of.” 

“I’m going to finish this. You’ve always said yourself that you have to finish what you start.” 

“Tailin, that was about the beer from the synthesizer. It would have gone stale if you’d left it.” 

“It’s still a true saying.” 

“Not when there’s a huge storm on your doorstep!” 

“If you wouldn’t keep distracting me, I’d be done by now, Mark.” 

“You’re going in the Hopper now. That’s an order!” 

Tailin made no response. What was he supposed to do? She was going to kill them both – herself and Roger. He couldn’t let that happen. He was the commander of this mission. If only Claire and Karima had returned! Tailin might listen to them. But they were on their way with the TransVec to Planet d. He wasn’t expecting them back for another two weeks or so. 

“Roger, can you hear me?” he asked. 

“Loud and... well, there’s a bit of static.” 

“Tailin’s ignoring my orders.” 

“Oh boy, she’s too stubborn. Hold on, I’ll go out and fetch her.” 

“No, Roger, on the contrary. I hereby give you permission to take off with the Hopper. You might still make it.” 

“You want me to leave your wife alone out there in the jungle? Are you sure that’s what you want?” 

“No, of course not. But as commander, I’m responsible for all of you. Just because she happens to be my wife, I can’t let her put you in danger along with her!” 

“That’s very honorable, Mark. But I won’t abandon a colleague, even if she’s doing something stupid.” 

Mark was relieved but didn’t want to admit it. Of course he wanted nothing more than for Roger to get Tailin to safety. He was frustrated that his wife was forcing him to make such decisions. This was going to result in a serious conversation, and a warning. 

“Mark? I’m going out now to look for her.” 

“Thanks, Roger.” 

Mark tried again on Tailin’s private frequency. She didn’t answer, nor did she answer on the public one. He heard several loud crashes over Roger’s channel. It was thundering down there. Hopefully Tailin had taken shelter in the station. The computing core was there in a hut about the size of a camping bus, and thankfully it had emergency supplies. 

“Roger, are you there?” 

No answer. He must have left the area where the Hopper served as a radio relay. The spaceship was always parked a little ways from the station so as not to attract the attention of the local wildlife. The instruments were secured even against the giant multifeet, but all it would take was for a largemaw to do its business on a transmitter dish to misalign them. 

“Roger, please get in touch if you can hear me.” 

There was static, then the repeated crackling of electrical discharges. Major storms and thunderstorms were the order of the day on Gliese 163c. The planet orbited close to the inner boundary of the habitable zone around its star, which pumped its considerable atmosphere full of energy. Roger, who had a soft spot for ancient history, had suggested the name Adad, after the Mesopotamian storm god. Mark cracked his knuckles. They had passed the suggestion on to the Ministry of Science on Neomars, but a reply wasn’t expected for another few years. By that time they would probably be on their way back.

“Roger, Tailin, I’m waiting for a response.”

The gray swirl produced blue and white patterns in rapid succession. It was lightning, as Mark could hear from the crackling on the radio channel. Adad never made it easy for them. The electricity in the atmosphere had killed a number of devices with modern electronics. That was why they were now using analog technology, and every research station on the surface had a Faraday cage to keep it safe.

Should he get the second Hopper ready? It was intended for emergencies only, but this certainly looked like it might be one. The question was whether he would help Tailin and Roger at all by putting himself in danger. If the storm hadn’t moved on, he couldn’t land safely.

Mark switched off the microphone.

“Come on, Roger, some sign of life would be nice,” he grumbled to himself and sighed. “You too, Tailin.”

He pushed himself away from the porthole and momentum carried him to the airlock. He could at least prepare the emergency Hopper. He opened the transparent flap inside the airlock that hid the emergency door release, clinging to a strut with his feet and turning the latch 90 degrees. He repeated this with a second flap at knee height. Now he was able to pull open the emergency exit.

“Emergency exit open,” the station reported as programmed.

The second Hopper had exactly five seats, so that the entire crew of the station could get to safety. However, these were no ordinary seats. Rather, Mark saw five circularly distributed oval compartments in front of him, padded all around the inside. He had to get in legs first. Each passenger traveled separately from the others and had their own life support system and controls. If the Hopper was struck by an object on one side, the other passengers would still survive and be able to get to safety.

The light switched on in one of the compartments. The station knew, of course, that there was only one person on board. Mark hesitated. The storm was still raging. It was too early to launch. He left the airlock again.

“Emergency exit open,” the space station complained.

Mark floated to the porthole. The storm was no longer directly over the base, but the lightning had not yet subsided. He activated the microphone.

“Tailin, Roger, this is Mark. Please come in! Tell me you’re all right!”

Mark wiped sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand. Please say something! Hopefully, it was just the static from the storm masking radio traffic. He tapped the microphone again. The speaker responded with hissing and crackling. Damn. Mark hit the inside wall of the station so hard the heel of his hand hurt.

“Emergency exit open.”

“Yes, I know,” he said.

The station didn’t answer. The control system was only programmed to annoy him with its announcement.

“Station, create log entry,” he ordered.

A symbol confirmed that the station was listening to him.

“This is the commander of the exobiology research station orbiting Gliese 163c, Mark Decker. Two crew members are in danger on the surface of the planet. I am using the emergency Hopper to go assist them. Log entry complete.”

Another symbol confirmed that the station had recorded everything. At least it wasn’t giving him any clever advice.

“Emergency exit open.”

Except the obvious. Mark huffed in an attempt to ease the pressure building up inside him. He had to do something. He felt helpless up here. He floated back to the airlock. There, he edged his way into the still-lit compartment, legs first. What he was doing was selfish - if Claire and Karima came back, they would have no way of reaching the surface. No more research. They would have to take the TransVec to the nearest inhabited star, Gliese 167. If Mark failed, they would lose the main Hopper as well as the emergency Hopper. How likely was that? Not likely, if he waited until the storm had passed. But that was not an option.

“Emergency exit open.”

Damn it, don’t rush me. Mark took his bearings in the cramped compartment. Above him, at about head height, was a screen, so close that he had to squint his eyes to see anything. The prolonged period of weightlessness had impaired his eyesight. However, the display was deliberately kept simple. All he had to do was tap on the large life ring symbol to initiate the launch. Then the emergency Hopper would head for the next optimum landing site on the surface.

But that was not Mark’s goal. He tapped on the cogwheel icon, which took him to system configuration. There he switched to manual destination entry. He had the coordinates of the new base in his head. They had needed them often enough during construction. He quickly typed them in.

“Emergency exit open.”

The station was persistent. Mark switched to the flight menu. There was no provision for manual control of the emergency Hopper. But he could select a few parameters for the flight path, such as whether the Hopper should avoid dangerous areas. Mark chose the shortest route. The storm was still raging over the research base last he saw.

“Emergency exit open.”

Mark took a deep breath. Once he pressed the launch button, the emergency launch could no longer be halted. The Hopper would not glide gently away from the orbiting station, but would be slowed by means of powerful thrust, to get out of range of a possible explosion as quickly as possible. The designers had anticipated everything.

“Emergency exit open.”

Okay, okay. Had he thought of everything? The emergency Hopper had food and water on board. Each of the five compartments could turn into a tiny clinic that would treat most injuries. He had his mobile radio in his pocket. The air pressure was above normal. He would need a breathing mask, maybe an acid-proof cloak against the precipitation.

Hm... Mark tapped the cogwheel again. There had to be an inventory list somewhere. There. It was in alphabetical order. There were five breathing masks on board, but the cloaks weren’t labeled as acid-proof. The designers hadn’t anticipated that humans might be planning to land on a planet where it rained sulfuric acid.

“Emergency exit open.”

Fine, then. There would be something down below. If he layered the five available capes, he would certainly be safe for an hour. The acid-proof version was likely stored in the research base.

Something vibrated in his pocket. His radio! He fumbled for it with his right hand, but the compartment was too narrow. Mark pulled himself out and up until he was floating in the airlock again.

“Emergency exit open.”

Bite me. He hadn’t even realized he’d turned on the radio. Maybe it had happened when he got into the emergency Hopper. But who was trying to reach him on his personal frequency? He pressed the listen button.

“Mayday, mayday, this is...” Static. “... Research base ...” Static. “... cut off. Need help.”

It was Tailin’s voice! She had made it into the base.

“Tailin? Mark here. I can hear you! I’m so glad! But what about Roger? I can’t reach him. Are you safe?”

“Mark, oh my God ...” Hiss. “... Hoped to reach Roger... not here. I thought... at the Hopper.”

The connection was terrible, but it was a miracle he could hear Tailin at all. The storm must have affected Adad’s ionosphere too, letting the radio waves through.

“Roger went to find you,” he said. “He left the Hopper. Where are you?”

“...In the station. The storm... slowing down. Has... destroyed... not seen.”

“It’s hard to understand you, Tailin. I’m taking the emergency Hopper and coming down. I’ll be there in thirty minutes. Don’t leave the base. I’ll program the coordinates.”

“... here. Understood. Please let Roger know that...”

Hadn’t she understood? Roger had gone looking for her, and he hadn’t made it back to her.

“I’ll see you in half an hour.”

Mark put the radio in the breast pocket of his uniform, then climbed back into the compartment. The destination was still programmed correctly, so he switched to the main menu and tapped the life ring.
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A fist pinned him down - he was finding it difficult to breathe. Mark used all his strength to lift his chest. The emergency Hopper shot away with such speed that the inertia spread over Mark’s entire body. The Hopper rotated slowly around its longitudinal axis, presumably so that all compartments were equally loaded. The screen showed what the external camera saw; the capsule was approaching the cloud cover.

Mark had just become accustomed to the load when the Hopper turned. Now Mark was flying feet first. A strong vibration in the back signaled that they were entering the atmosphere, the camera image spinning faster. The Hopper continued to rotate so that its hull warmed up evenly. Mark closed his eyes, but he could feel the rotation in his stomach. Was this still normal? He tapped the screen. The rescue device kept to the programmed descent curve, which resembled a parabola. The only difference was that the launch was not from the ground, but from orbit.

When Mark switched back to the camera image, it was dark. But that wasn’t because of the camera. They were obviously in a dense layer of cloud, which parted to reveal the ocean passing by below. Mark imagined he could make out ridges of spray on the waves, but that was impossible. The Hopper stabilized. The camera was now looking steadily downward as he passed a group of islands, slowly drifting towards the continent. The ocean basin, which was thought to be a huge impact crater, was up to 125 miles deep in places. The islands floated on its surface. They had not yet managed to land on one.

The flight was coming to an end, Mark noted. It was getting uncomfortable again. The storm was tugging at the capsule, which was slowing down and offering less resistance. Mark couldn’t intervene, but the controls would bring him down safely. It had been tested under all circumstances. The emergency Hopper had an engine twice as powerful as its standard counterpart.

The capsule tilted. Suddenly it was vertical again. It startled Mark, but the Hopper was merely preparing to land. Swaying, it lowered itself to the ground. The camera showed the blue-green top of the vegetation layer. It was dazzling. Tiny silicon crystals in the leaves of the brine trees reflected unused energy from the sun. Their crowns formed a dense canopy that allowed almost no view of the surface, but at the same time protected them from the acid rain. In order to set up the research base, it had been necessary to burn a large hole in the canopy.

The hole came into view. It was steaming. In the layer below the canopy, energy was mainly generated thermally. There was always tropical humidity here. Even the air was alive, as the planet’s explorers had experienced first-hand. Since then, no one ever traveled below the canopy without a mask.

The Hopper swayed as it sank to the ground on a jet of fire from the engine. The storm tried to sweep it away at the last second, and only eased shortly before landing. Mark instinctively clenched his fists. The engine roared once more, then fell silent. The Hopper hovered as if it had not yet realized that the engine was no longer supporting it; then Adad pulled him into its arms with all its might as they touched down. A jolt hit Mark in the hip.

He immediately yanked the radio out of his breast pocket. Tailin had to be nearby.

“Mark here. I’ve landed. Are you okay?”

No answer. Where was she now? He had asked her to wait at the base! Mark tapped the screen, which now showed an exit symbol. It was crossed out in red. “Equip breathing mask,” it said below. He opened a compartment at stomach level, which was printed with a picture of a mask, and took it out. It seemed too big at first, but then the fabric contracted until it perfectly enveloped his face. He attached the accompanying bottle to his belt. The red cross above the exit symbol disappeared, and he tapped it.

Suddenly, the entire wall in front of him also disappeared. It folded aside with considerable momentum, presumably operated by a strong spring. Mark swayed and almost fell forward, but managed to grasp the edge of what was now effectively a door with his right hand. Beneath him, a ladder dropped from the Hopper. The air was hot and humid, and the areas of his skin not covered by fabric were burning. Yet he was still standing under the shelter of the vehicle. About half a yard in front of him, acidic water rained down from the sky in strings. It was as dark as dusk. He took a deep breath of air. It smelled unpleasant, even though he was wearing his breathing mask. The exhaust fumes from the engine had probably burned away some vegetation. The mask filtered biological components and toxins from the air and added another five percent oxygen. Clearly, it didn’t consider the smell of burning to be toxic.

Mark tapped his wristwatch until he reached the map display. Something was flashing to the left of his location. That must be the research base. He unfolded the additional display to see more. Everything looked very simple on the map; it was fifty yards away at most. The Hopper that Roger and Tailin had come in was about 300 yards away on the other side.

“Tailin, Roger, can you hear me?”

No answer again. Damn! Had one of Adad’s megafauna attacked the base? Mark peered out cautiously. The circular puddles up ahead could be traces of a multifeet that had been filled with rain. He’d have to watch out for holes.

Mark searched the compartments in the wall that had folded away from him. Two cloaks – that should be enough to reach the base. The rain seemed to be coming straight down, as it should. Mark started to step onto the top rung of the ladder, but noticed that a safety harness had automatically fastened around his stomach. He undid it, then pulled the cloak over his head and climbed down the ten steps of the ladder.

He was no longer accustomed to walking on the soft ground, so he was briefly startled as he stepped off the ladder. He checked the direction on his watch and set off.

The rain proved to be his first oversight. It was only falling straight down next to the Hopper. As soon as Mark stepped out of the vessel’s slipstream, the droplets became a plaything of the wind, which slipped into the artificial bald spot in the vegetation like a huge tongue into a large gap between teeth.

Adad had greater gravity than Earth. As a result, the raindrops were smaller - and the storm had a particularly easy time with them. Mark was glad his face was protected by the mask. He felt sorry for his hands, which had to hold onto the cloak that the wind would otherwise carry away. Droplets pattered on his skin, etching away his hair and digging tiny holes. He would have to self-treat at the base.

But he had to reach the base first, and that was where his second oversight came in: a hedge of prickly cherries stood between him and the blinking dot. Mark was almost certain he hadn’t seen it on his last visit down here. It must have sprung up in the past two weeks. Tailin had already ranted on the radio about the aggressive undergrowth. Prickly cherries tasted like a cross between raspberries and cherries. They caused diarrhea in humans, but that hadn’t mattered to them - they rarely got fresh food otherwise. Above all, their branches had thorns, which they shot at anything that came near them. He could have used a flamethrower to create a passage for himself, but that was in the base.

Mark gave the hedge a wide berth. It led down to the beach and turned right where the black sand began. There seemed to be no way through - until Mark discovered a hole. Someone had dug out enough sand to create an apparently stable tunnel. From the direction the tailings had been thrown, he deduced that the trench started inside. He thought of Tailin. If the tunnel was her work and she was now on this side of the hedge, she must have seen the emergency Hopper coming! Then why hadn’t she run towards him?

He knelt in the soft sand, which was no different from sand on Earth - a welcome exception here. It was strange. They travelled many light years to explore something as exotic as possible, were more than granted their wish, and then wanted nothing more than to recognize a piece of Earth.

Mark got down on all fours and crawled into the hole. He was sheltered from the rain for a moment. At the deepest point of the tunnel, the ground changed. Pale roots emerged from the walls. A worm, perhaps as long as his arm, came crawling towards Mark, but then suddenly curled up and played dead. It must have felt some kind of vibration. Otherwise, the cave was surprisingly free of critters. Perhaps the worm had eaten them all. But it had still seemed hungry until it lapsed into pseudo rigor mortis.

On the other end of the tunnel, the rain continued. Here, just behind the hedge, it fell straight down. Something sharp poked Mark’s back. He had probably come too close to the prickly cherries. Standing up, he took a few steps away and checked his position. He needed to head north. According to his map, it was still about fifty yards to the base. The stupid hedge had forced him to take a wide detour.

Just then, he spotted the structure emerging from behind some half-height bushes - or what was left of them. He tried the radio once more, but again received no reply. Perhaps the two were lying exhausted inside the base, sleeping. He hoped so, even if he couldn’t believe it. Another scenario was more likely: Tailin had received a call for help from Roger, followed him and perished from the same danger as her colleague.

The base was not locked. The door was closed, but Mark was able to open it easily. It was dark inside and he had to duck his head to avoid bumping into anything. When he stood up again, the light switched on. The room was empty. There was very little space, about one and a half by three yards, so he saw it immediately.

At the edge, someone had made a bed out of blankets. A bed. A human being. The blankets had been neatly arranged. Probably Tailin, although Roger was also a very tidy person. Mark checked the supplies. There was enough of everything, even the acid-proof cloaks. The medipack was torn. He took out two rolls of bandages, sprayed liquid plaster on his wounds and wrapped a few layers of cloth around them. The liquid plaster worked wonders, completely soothing the pain. His skin only got a little warm.

There was a computer terminal at one end of the room, which he promptly activated. The radio monitor was running, but only showed a vertical line. Mark spoke into his radio as a test. The base’s antenna must be faulty, because the straight line remained. That was why Tailin had called him on her handheld radio. But why wasn’t she answering now? He searched the room thoroughly and came across two dead batteries. Great. Was that the explanation? And what about Roger?

He would have to look for both of them. Mark took one of the acid-proof capes, put a second one in his trouser pocket and left the base again.

Outside it had become brighter, although the sun was already close to the horizon. The storm had passed, and the rain was slowly subsiding. All the more reason for him to hurry; after the storm, and especially at night, life on Adad would return to its usual activity. He fumbled for the taser he always carried in his left uniform pocket. It wouldn’t help against multifeet, but they could be avoided. More treacherous were the sucker leaves, which could imitate almost perfectly the pretty blossom of an orchid.

It didn’t matter. He would not return without Tailin. Mark walked around the base, searching for traces, but the rain had left nothing. At least the acid had one advantage: all the vegetation around the base had melted into a brown mass covering the ground. To the south and east, he had a good view as far as the hedge, which was apparently immune to the acid. At least that was a new insight. From the west, the brine forest cast long shadows, and to the north it stood like a wall.

Mark opted for the west. That was where the original Hopper had landed, and Roger had left from there to search for Tailin. Maybe he could kill two birds with one stone. However, crossing the brine forest did not prove easy. The silicon-reinforced crowns had let hardly any of the acid rain through. It now accumulated up to a hundred yards above him and helped the trees utilize silicon from the earth. It dripped through from time to time, but the new cloak protected Mark. The cloak had pockets on the inside for his hands and several strings to fasten it around his body. Mark thought it probably made him look like a walking trash bag.

His progress was slow because the vegetation was so dense. The plants used every part of the ecosystem. Stalactite roots protruded from the forest canopy and stalagmite seedlings stretched towards them from the ground. They resembled the limestone formations in Terran caves, because they grew towards each other. Where they met, tangles of branches and twigs formed, in which sliders liked to nest - a species that could move up and down vines at lightning speed and could also fly limited distances. It was amusing to watch them flutter through the air with all eight legs until they caught hold of a branch.

“Tailin, Roger, please respond!”

He no longer had much hope that Tailin would answer him after seeing the empty batteries in the base. But what was going on with Roger? He was an experienced explorer and had always done better than Mark himself during training in the jungles of Terra Nova.

No one answered. Mark checked his progress. Strange flowers kept appearing in the bushes to the left and right. He immediately thought of sucker leaves, although the flowers’ shape was unfamiliar. Or perhaps because of that. The sucker leaves had obviously developed a strategy of constantly changing their appearance so that their victims would not start avoiding them. They usually ate ring slugs.

These critters had shiny, golden, snail-like shells and liked to suck nectar from flowers by wrapping themselves around the calyxes. This made it look as if the flowers were wearing beautifully decorated rings. If the ring slugs were attacked, they withdrew into their shells. But the sucker leaves had a solution for this - negative pressure, which drew the soft flesh of the ring slugs out of their pretty casing. Roger had a whole collection of ring slug shells, which he said he would give to his daughter if he ever had one. He probably collected them for himself, but didn’t want to admit it.

“Roger, are you around here somewhere?”

Only at the last second did Mark spot something flying towards him. It was coming straight towards his face. He quickly dropped to the ground. Too late, he thought. But as he lay in the dirt and felt his face, he didn’t find the dreaded sucker leaf that would have relentlessly sucked the flesh from his bones. Realizing he was unharmed, he quickly stood up. A yard in front of him, a slider bent over a sucker leaf, grasping its victim with six of its legs. With the remaining two, it dismembered it and stuffed the pieces into its mouth. Insane. No one had ever seen a slider feeding before.

A clearing appeared amid the heavy foliage as Mark came to the beach. He was safe on the fine sand. He felt like running, but at the same time he was afraid to enter the Hopper. It must be empty; otherwise Tailin or Roger would have answered him by now.

Eventually he reached the spaceship. It looked to be in good condition from the outside. It was upright, as it should be on the ground. What was wrong with the antenna? It was so dark by now that Mark could just make it out, but he couldn’t examine it. The exit at the back was closed, but the ladder was lowered. Mark climbed up and opened the hatch at the top. The airlock was empty. He waited for the pressure to equalize - the pressure in the rocket was slightly lower than outside - and exited the airlock.

He smelled it immediately. Tailin was here - or had been here. The airlock opened into the workshop. Climbing to the next floor, he saw the kitchen was also empty. Tailin’s scent intensified. He climbed the ladder, opened the hatch to the control center - and there he found her.

Tailin was sitting in the command chair, which she had folded back. Her eyes were closed, but she was breathing. He pulled himself through the opening in the floor. At that moment, she startled.

“Roger?” she asked, “Ah, it’s you.”

She sounded almost disappointed.

“Yes, it’s me. I’m so glad I found you.”

“Me too, Mark.” Tailin suddenly burst into tears. “Something awful has happened. Roger’s gone!”

“Hold on, we’ll sort it out together. Roger’s probably fine. We just have to find him.”

Tailin stood up and they hugged each other tightly.

“Why haven’t you been in contact?” he asked her.

She pointed to her radio, which was lying on the back of the armchair, its screen gray.

“That’s what I thought,” Mark said. “But what about the Hopper’s radio?”

“I tried, but I guess the antenna couldn’t hold up to the storm.”

“Damn.”

“Is your radio still working?” asked Tailin.

“Mine? Yes, great. Why?”

“Too bad. I was hoping it was just broken. Then there would be some hope for Roger.”

“What do you mean?”

“Roger doesn’t do stupid things like running out of batteries. He always has a solution, even if it’s building a crank to recharge it. If your radio were broken, I could imagine that his was still working, and he’d be fine.”

Tailin was definitely overthinking, but that was what she did.

“I’m sure he’s fine, Tailin,” he said.

Mark wasn’t actually all that sure, but saying so made him feel better.

“But not for long,” Tailin disagreed. She had a talent for imagining the darkest version of reality. “The sun is about to set. You know the chances of survival at night. He must be out there all alone.”

“We’ll look for him together. First, we need to arm ourselves properly, then we’ll head out. Together we can search the area systematically. You’ll see, we’ll find him.”

“Honestly, you’re scaring me, Mark. If we need heavy weapons and have to search every square inch for Roger, he can’t be doing well at all.”

Instead of answering, he climbed two floors down to the workshop, where the weapons locker was located, and opened it. One of the long-barreled weapons was missing. At least Roger was armed. Reassuring - and worrying at the same time. Two laser carbines remained, and two automatic weapons. The lasers fired quietly and with little recoil – perfect for defending a ship or a base with its own power source. But they would be no good for searching for Roger, because the heavy battery pack they required would keep getting caught in the undergrowth. Mark had already dealt with this unpleasant experience.

He took one of the automatic weapons out of the cupboard, along with four magazines. Four times thirty rounds, enough to knock a multifeet off its eighteen thick legs. Some of the local wildlife that ranged beyond the brine forests had developed heavy armor because of the acid rain. Unfortunately, this included the multifeet, which were vaguely reminiscent of earthly elephants.

Tailin stood behind him and breathed down his neck. His hair stood on end. It was a completely inappropriate moment, but even after three years, she was still incredibly attractive to him.

“Do you want a gun?” he asked.

Tailin didn’t like guns. She didn’t like it when he killed and dissected animals either, but that was his job.

“Give me whatever you have,” she replied.

That was unexpected. He pressed the second automatic weapon into her hand. The barrel was a little oily, so he wiped his hand on his trousers and earned a reproachful look. As if a little oil matters right now! Mark took four more magazines from a side compartment and handed them to Tailin. She inserted one into the gun and checked the safety. Before the voyage to Gliese 163, they had been trained on all available weapons.

“Are we ready?” he asked.

“I’m ready.”

“Do you have an acid-proof cloak, just in case?”

Tailin nodded and pointed to the bulging pocket of her uniform jacket. The camouflage patterned military uniforms had proven surprisingly practical for surface operations. They provided good protection from the aggressive flora when you weren’t trying to crawl through a hedge of prickly cherry. There was no helping the constant sweating, though.

As they entered the airlock, Mark checked his radio. There was no activity on the usual bands. Tailin also switched on her radio. She had obviously loaded it with fresh batteries.

“We stay together at all costs,” Mark said. “No splitting up, okay?”

He put on his breathing mask.

“No splitting up,” Tailin confirmed.

Then she slipped her mask over her face. Mark opened the outer door and was greeted by a beautiful sunset. The dark blue at the zenith gradually faded into orange and red tones towards the horizon, where a ruby sun gleamed.

“It almost looks like Earth today,” he said.

Normally, the daytime sky was purple and the sunset brownish.

“That’s because of the heavy acid rain,” Tailin explained, her voice muffled by the mask. “It must have washed out the sulfur dioxide. It has a center of absorption in the green range, so it distorts the visual impression. It’s not quite the Earth’s sky either – the blue is less saturated.”

Tailin was serious as usual. Mark made no further comment as he climbed down the ladder. The sky was probably not as blue because there was less oxygen in the atmosphere. In half an hour it would be pitch black. They were in the tropics, so twilight didn’t last very long.

The ground around the Hopper was still wet, and the acid-eaten vegetation had collapsed even more. Mark could no longer distinguish stems from leaves.

“I found a small tunnel leading under a hedge of prickly cherry,” he stated.

“I dug that,” replied Tailin.

“Good, then we should look north,” he said. “I came from the south, to the west is the sea, and to the east the prickly cherries are blocking the way.”

“And if Roger came through my tunnel?”

“Then I would have run into him. The emergency Hopper is parked on the other side of the hedge.”

“But why would he run into the brine forest to the north?” asked Tailin. “There’s nothing there.”

“Because of the acid rain? The trees provide pretty good protection. He must have suspected you were there - Roger had no way of knowing whether you had a protective cloak. I don’t have any other explanation.”

“Agreed. Off to the north.”
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The shadows of the brine trees merged with the night. It was getting so dark that Mark had to switch on his flashlight. Its beam was unpleasantly blinding and at the same time made them an attractive target for the local life. But without the light, they would inevitably step into one of the traps set by the flora and fauna.

They walked one behind the other, Tailin securing their rear. As soon as he could no longer hear her breathing, he halted. They called for Roger again and again. It was so dark that he could be lying three yards from the path without them noticing him. Their calls, on the other hand, certainly didn’t go unnoticed in this forest, nor did the cracking of the branches when they broke through the undergrowth.

Suddenly there was a hard smack on his shoulder that made him jump.

“Some animal made itself at home on you,” Tailin explained.

He stopped and felt his shoulder. His fingers encountered sticky remains, along with something silky and soft. A zeppelin! Made of an incredibly light material reminiscent of silk, they filled their bodies with air and floated by using chemical reactions to heat the air. They obtained the necessary sulfuric acid while still in the larval stage in the crowns of the brine trees. After pupating, they performed their mating dance far above in the canopy, then drifted gently to the ground to lay their eggs. After hatching, the larvae climbed back up the trees.

It was only two months ago that Mark had finally been able to verify this lifecycle. He dropped the thin shell and wiped a few splashes from his neck. It was a good thing that Tailin had killed the zeppelin. It liked to lay its eggs in the skin of animals of the same temperature, which would spread the larvae throughout the forest. Mark would hate to become a host.

“That was a zeppelin,” he said.

“Ah, I didn’t know they were in season again.”

That was true. Zeppelin season normally ended before hurricane season, since gentle hovering was not an option in strong winds. This zeppelin must have been a late developer.

A slight hissing sound came from the jungle, causing Mark to halt. Another hiss, and a third. They all sounded slightly different. So, three of them, at least.

“Did you hear that?” he asked quietly, drawing his gun and releasing the safety.

“Uh-huh.”

From behind, he heard the click of Tailin’s safety lever. They positioned themselves back-to-back without exchanging a word. The hissing spoke a clear language: a pack of lion’s-teeth was on the hunt. They had given the species that name because they looked like very large dandelions when at rest. During the day, they extended their jagged, blue-green leaves into the air, usually at the edge of brine forests, and soaked up energy from the sunlight. At night, they habitually supplemented their diet with animal life. The hissing sound was produced by rubbing their leaves together.

Mark had developed a theory about this: At the edges of the brine forests, the acid rain must have washed all the minerals out of the soil, so that plants growing there had at some point learned to use their roots as legs. In general, the flora on Adad was unusually mobile, which indicated a high level of geological activity. This was probably also due to the planet’s proximity to its star, the enormous gravity of which must be rolling through its surface.

Another hissing sound, but this time it came from the other side. Now there were two possibilities: The lion’s-teeth had decided against attacking and had passed them by, likely in favor of an easier victim. Lion’s-teeth also liked to feast on carrion. But they might also have encircled them. That would fit in with their hunting strategy. The next hissing should come from the original direction. Individuals probably used the sounds to signal to each other that they had reached their position.

Mark listened intently. There it was. It was clearly coming from the same direction as last time. The lion’s-teeth had passed them; perhaps two opponents were too many for them. Life on Adad was not only unusually mobile, but also defensive.

“They’re gone,” he said. “Lucky for us.”

“We have to go after them,” Tailin said.

“Are you insane? We’re lucky they spared us.”

“Because they sensed an easier meal.”

“Yes, so what? All the better for us.”

“Mark, we’re looking for someone, remember? What if Roger is about to be their preferred meal?”

Mark thought about it. Then why hadn’t Roger reported back? They didn’t yet know whether the lion’s-teeth could follow tracks. If so, they might indeed be after Roger. Tailin was right. They had to play it safe, even if it meant putting themselves in danger and perhaps only saving the life of a flammingo in the end. It might even reward them by living up to its name in fright and bursting into flames. That was how the animal – a two-legged creature about the size of a fox – normally released its seeds. It could also use the behavior to defend itself against attackers. Mark had even observed a single specimen separating itself from its group and sacrificing itself to a pack of pursuers.

They made their way through the bushes to the left. Unfortunately, the undergrowth was even denser here. Mark kept getting smacked in the face. Most of the blows landed on his mask, but one caught him on the neck, causing him to feel around. A branch of thorns had left several spikes, still twisting to penetrate his skin. His research had revealed that only specimens of the soft thorny-branch grew in the vicinity of the new base. Human skin was too tough for its thorns, so Mark wasn’t worried. Well, not much. Hopefully they hadn’t passed into the territory of the hard thorny-branches by now.

The hissing came closer, then moved away again.

“We’re on the right track,” Tailin said.

She was in front of him. He hadn’t even noticed her taking the lead. Tailin seemed to be in more of a hurry by the minute, but the hissing noises were still getting further away.

“I think they think we’re chasing them,” Mark said.

He stopped because he was completely out of breath, but Tailin paid no attention to him and rushed on ahead.

“Tailin, wait! No solo runs, you promised.”

She stopped abruptly. Her flashlight showed that she had turned around and was waving angrily at him.

“You’re too slow!”

A hiss, so far away that Mark couldn’t even tell which direction it was coming from.

“They’re gone,” he said. “They must have been scared of us.”

“Maybe word got around about the massacre you committed on them,” Tailin teased.

Massacre, sure. He had caught one in a steel trap so that he could examine it. Somehow it had summoned its pack, which in turn had attacked the base. Mark had quickly put an end to that with the laser carbine. A direct connection to its power source meant that the weapon could fire at full power and at any speed. Out here in the dark, they would have had a harder time defending themselves.

Luckily the bastards didn’t know that. Their intelligence was limited and seemed to derive mainly from the group. The dissection hadn’t revealed anything that he could interpret as a nerve center. There wasn’t even a large node where all the signal pathways met. The network was completely chaotic, but very efficient. The organism he had studied had solved the complex “traveling salesman problem” without ever having heard of graph theory. Evolution was a master of its trade.

“If that’s really true, I wonder how they recognized me,” Mark said.

“By smell,” said Tailin. “Don’t be mad, but with the amount of sweat we can’t help putting out down here, we’re guaranteed to leave a real pheromone trail.”

He hadn’t found an olfactory center, but Tailin was probably right. Plants, on Adad just as on Earth, were dependent on substances that occurred in human sweat, among other things. Being able to detect differences in the concentration of these compounds would give them an evolutionary advantage.

“If only we had that good a nose,” said Mark. “We would have found Roger by now.”

They started marching north again. Roger couldn’t have gone very far on foot. The search area was still huge, but limited.

“Can’t we use one of the drones?” asked Tailin.

“Maybe tomorrow. In the dark, they’d have no chance of avoiding the weavers’ nets.”

The crowns of the brine trees were so dense that drones had to fly underneath them to spot anything on the ground. Below, however, the nets were lurking for a worthwhile catch. They looked like giant spider webs. Their threads were slightly thicker than the web threads of terrestrial spiders, adapted to the higher gravity. But there were no spiders in them! Mark had calculated from the thickness of the threads and the size of the webs that the weavers must be about four by eight inches. They had searched everywhere for them, not looking only for eight-legged creatures, of course, but considering every possible body shape.

They had no success. He had then lurked for weeks until he saw something caught in a web, expecting that then the spider would have to come out! But he was wrong. The web simply wrapped itself around the prey and began to digest it. The web itself was the organism. After the victim was digested, the net dissolved. It consisted of very thin threadworms that retreated into the earth, where they presumably sired their offspring. However, Mark had not yet been able to verify this.

Of course, the weavers’ nets could not digest a drone. But getting them out of the sticky material was difficult enough, as Mark knew from experience. At some point, the threadworms died if their prey was not edible, but it took a week for that to happen.

“Look!” Tailin exclaimed under her breath.

Her spotlight swept over a clearing. It must be twenty yards wide. Mark shone his light upwards. They were still under the crowns of the brine trees. He stepped into the clearing, noticing it had not been created naturally. Something had trampled down all the vegetation here.

“It could only have been multifeet,” he said.

Mark instinctively ducked as a face suddenly stared out at him. It was a flower of the gawp bush, which got its name from its resemblance to a human face. But not just any face - a shrunken head. The shape didn’t seem to have a specific function. The openings that suggested a mouth and nose were used by water-bearers to collect nectar by sticking their long legs into them. There was also a pseudo gawp bush that exploited this behavior to prey on water-bearers. The water-bearers in turn used this to reproduce, because the “legs” were actually sexual organs containing their eggs. These developed into larvae inside the pseudo gawp bush.

Mark picked up the flower and held it out to Tailin.

“They even flattened these,” he said.

Gawp bushes had extremely elastic branches that extended upwards despite the high gravity. You had to press them down with a minimum of 1600 pounds to crush them. Mark had investigated this because the toughness of the material might have industrial applications. His employers would be pleased by any findings that promised economic benefits.

“Oh no!” Tailin exclaimed.

Mark shone his flashlight on the brine tree trunk she stood next to as she felt over its bark. Glittering streaks coming from finger-thick holes revealed what must have happened here. It was the tree’s siliceous resin, which flowed from its wounds and sealed them at the same time. Tailin ran to the next tree.

“Here too!” she shouted, “and here!”

“Roger must have used the gun to fight off the multifeet,” said Mark.

“But why? They’re herbivores,” said Tailin.

She was right. That couldn’t be the whole story. Pointing the flashlight at the ground, he studied the clearing. He spotted some shredded leaves with saw teeth. They must be from a lion’s-teeth. Another one. He searched further and found a second specimen. Roger hadn’t been fighting the multifeet, but a group of lion’s-teeth. Perhaps he had injured one of the multifeet and turned them all against him. They were very social creatures that determinedly defended their own kind.

They both inspected the clearing. It was Tailin who found the missing weapon. It was still in working order, but the magazine was gone. Mark tracked down three empty magazines among the plant debris scattered around the clearing. Roger hadn’t made it easy for his attackers. But what had happened to him? They certainly didn’t find his body, not even the skeleton that the lion’s-teeth would have left behind if they emerged victorious.

Roger must have put the lion’s-teeth to flight. Or the multifeet had scared them off. Where was their friend?

“Maybe he rode off on a multifeet,” said Mark.

“Typical – Roger’s disappeared and you’re joking,” said Tailin. “He’ll be somewhere in the surrounding woods. Possibly badly injured.”

“If he’s lying motionless in the undergrowth, we won’t spot him in the dark. We’ll have to call off the search for today.”

He could set a drone on Roger’s scent. The sensors on the new models were very sensitive. Only recently he had tracked a group of skeleton foxes that way.

“You’ll have to go back without me,” Tailin said firmly. “He set out because of me. I have to find him.”

She had a guilty conscience. Mark could understand that. He should have forbidden Roger to follow his wife, but instead, he had been grateful to him. This was what he got for it now.

“It will be more efficient to sleep first and then search with the drone. One of us will keel over at some point.”

“Probably you,” said Tailin. “You’re not as fit as you used to be.”

“I’ve been sitting in the Albatross for two weeks straight because you wanted to find yourself,” he said. “So, have you found anything?”

That came out more bitter than intended. He could barely make out her face in the darkness. The fact that she couldn’t find the right answer spoke for itself. But wasn’t it true? She had shipped him off into space because a certain routine had crept in after three years of dating. As if it were any different for other couples! But we’re not other couples, she would have replied.

“Okay, you’re right. We’re not quite ourselves right now,” said Tailin. “We should go back to the Hopper.”

“I suggest the base,” said Mark. “That’s where our drones are stored. I could program one for Roger’s scent. Do we have any samples from him?”

“There should be something in the laundry box. It wasn’t easy to do laundry at the base.”

August 3, 2802, Earth's moon

The earth wore a ring. Yini blinked, since she could only see it when she squinted. The lights of the ring came from countless sources. They were the windows in the residential towers of the Ring City, the illuminated cabins of the elevators that traveled between the various neighborhoods, the glowing engines of rockets arriving in the Ring from Earth or the solar system, or the play of colors on billboards advertising a better life in Inner Earth or travel to the North American Wildlife Refuge.

Perhaps her parents were looking out of such a window at that very moment. The Sky Ring was visible from the Moon as the Earth rose only once every few years, when the Ring, Moon and Earth happened to be at exactly the right angle. On a Ring Day like this, relatives living apart traditionally waved to each other, though they were all aware that they were still about 240,000 miles apart.

Kang tapped her. “Had enough?” he asked.

Sometimes he seemed like a little child to her. But she wasn’t his mother, she was his twin sister.

“No, I haven’t. I’ve only just started,” Yini replied.

She took her rucksack off her shoulders and set it down on the pavement, which was as hard as concrete here. She had chosen a cul-de-sac where there were hardly any vehicles on the road, apart from the refuse collection vehicles that used it to access Bigtrash – the largest garbage dump in the solar system, supposedly visible to the naked eye from the surface of Earth during a full moon.

Today was a public holiday, so she didn’t expect any disruptions. Yini unzipped her backpack and the front section folded down. She took a tripod out of the right-side pocket and set it up.

“Can you set it up horizontally, please?” she asked.

“If I have to,” said Kang.

“Please. May I remind you that this trip was your present for my birthday?”

“I’m doing it.”

Kang bent down and fiddled with the clamps on the tripod legs. Meanwhile, Yini took the telescope out of her rucksack. It was the cheapest Newton you could get on the moon. It had 76 millimeters of objective aperture with a focal length of 70 millimeters, which gave a decent light yield, at least for the price.

“May I?” she asked.

“You may.”

She placed the telescope on the tripod so that Kang could tighten the fastening screw. Then she pressed the power button. The telescope moved once in a circle, as far as it could go, then from the horizon to the zenith. If she wanted to use it to observe stars, she used a tracker app installed in her spacesuit. But the Earth was much easier to find than any star.

Yini stood next to the eyepiece and pointed the telescope at her home planet, which wasn’t her home at all.

“How are you going to see through it?” asked Kang, pointing to her helmet.

Yini triumphantly took an eyepiece adapter out of her trouser pocket - basically a small digital camera that could be screwed directly onto the eyepiece. Using the keypad on her forearm, she configured the suit to display the transmitted images on the inside of her helmet. This meant she didn’t even have to bend down to look through the eyepiece.

The image was impressive. She first sighted a huge expanse of blue water. When she turned the telescope slightly to the left, a land mass came into view, which she recognized as Europe. It was mostly brown, with green areas only visible on the southern and northern edges. The telescope turned the image upside down. North was down and south was up. Europe was slowly growing again from bottom to top. She continued to pan north. There, the first ice-covered areas! Since the last inhabitants had officially left the planet, it had slowly cooled down again. That didn’t mean that no one lived there anymore. Her parents had...

“Can I have a go?” asked Kang.

“Want me to set it for you?” she offered.

“I’ll do it.”

He tapped his wrist as if he were tickling himself. Yini approved the connection request to the telescope. The telescope swiveled upwards. Then it moved slowly to the right, passed through to the bottom and raised its head again. It stopped at the highest point and moved backwards. Suddenly, music came out of her headphones and the telescope started moving to it. It was... dancing.

“Jeez, Kang!” shouted Yini.

Her brother really was full of nonsense. She cut the connection, and the telescope was still again.

“Hey, weren’t you listening?” asked Kang.

“Listening? You’ve got nothing but nonsense in your head.”

“That was ‘Happy birthday to you’, didn’t you recognize it? The telescope wanted to congratulate you. I wanted to wish you a happy birthday!”

Oh. Her cheeks grew warm. She turned to Kang and hugged him. Their transparent helmets bumped against each other.

“Sorry,” she said, “I’m sorry. That was a very original idea. Happy birthday to you, too.”

“Zahir gave me the idea,” said her brother.

“It was definitely a surprise,” replied Yini. “Want to take a look at space together?”

She released the connection to the telescope. First she pointed it at the Sky Ring. The huge structure looked much more impressive when magnified. It had housed almost all of humanity for a while now.

“Are Mother and Father watching us right now?” asked Kang.

Yini looked at her watch. “Not likely. They’re still at work. On the Ring, Ring Day is not a holiday.”

“Weird,” said Kang.

He was right about that. The lunar colony must have introduced the holiday on its own.

“What about Mars?” asked Kang.

“We’d have to be able to see through the moon for that.”

“And Neomars?”

“Saturn is currently being outshone by the Earth, so we have no chance.”

“Then I want to head back now,” said Kang.

Yini nodded and yawned. She increased the oxygen content in the air she breathed, which usually woke her up again. She took off the eyepiece adapter, loosened the locking screws and removed the telescope from the tripod to put it back in her backpack. Kang took care of the tripod without her having to say anything. Apparently, he had grown up a bit at some point.

“Ulita here,” a voice suddenly sounded in her helmet. “I hate to disturb you on your day off.”

She knew if her boss started off like that, something unpleasant would follow.

“What is it?” asked Yini.

“I’ve received a transmission to be given to our best eavesdropper. And I thought of you.”

Ulita usually thought of herself first, so it must be a strenuous task. It would certainly keep Yini busy for a week, not to mention the research program on Kepler...

“Someone else will take over the research program while you’re occupied,” said Ulita. “I’ll expect you in half an hour.”

The connection dropped. Ulita hadn’t even waited for her confirmation.

“Did you hear that?” asked Yini.

“It’s your own fault,” said Kang. “Why are you so good? Why don’t you be like me?”

“I only enjoy things I’m good at.”

“Except for singing.”

“What? I hit the notes pretty well, according to the choirmaster!”

Yini hoisted her rucksack onto her shoulders. They had about twenty minutes of walking ahead of them. They had walked until the station disappeared below the horizon - and that was only about a mile on the moon.

“Are we going swimming today?” asked Kang.

Yini tried to exercise every day to compensate for the low lunar gravity.

“I don’t know yet. If the new job allows it, I’d love to.”

On the horizon, a crab with a hundred eyes crawled towards them. At least, that was how the Great Archive looked, with its huge, impact-resistant roof - the crab’s shell - which extended down to the ground in several places - the feet. This area of the Moon was so uniform that Yini never knew exactly whether she was heading towards the horizon, or the horizon was heading towards her.

Kang and Yini moved ahead in the typical fashion for the moon. Their bodies leaning far forward, they pushed themselves firmly off the ground with their feet and leapt forward in long strides. It wasn’t particularly strenuous, but it took a lot of concentration.

“We should have taken a vehicle,” said Kang.

“That might have kicked up dust,” replied Yini.

A short time later, Kang’s wish was granted. A vehicle came towards them, a simple electric buggy that drove autonomously. It stopped right in front of them.

“That must be from your boss,” said Kang.

“Probably.” Yini climbed onto the narrow but comfortable seat.

Her brother made no move to take the second seat.

“I’ll stay outside for a while,” he said.

“Suit yourself.”

At the same moment, the buggy drove off as if it had been listening to them. Yini briefly considered that there might be a consciousness hiding inside, but if so, the buggy would have been marked accordingly. Because of the different rights that people and things had, a conscious machine had to be clearly recognizable.

This one was ordinary. It drove cross-country, so Yini had to hold on tight. When the shadow of the giant crab finally engulfed her and the buggy, she was glad to reach her destination.

May 5, 2799, Gliese 411

A bridge of fire spanned the void between the sun and its first planet. A jet-black stamp was imprinted on the heat-tanned skin of the celestial body. It was the shadow of its only moon, which moved as if in slow motion across a planet larger than Earth. The edges of the stamp glowed blue. Simultaneous sunrises and sunsets colored them, revealing that the thin atmosphere consisted mainly of carbon dioxide.

So this is Gliese 411. Monte had never been here before, even though the system was only eight light years away from Earth. He slowed the Curious down until the ship reached a stable orbit around the red dwarf, and searched the system at all wavelengths. There was nothing here. The only terrestrial planet orbited far too close to its central star to be colonized at an affordable cost, and the gas giants further out didn’t offer any economically viable resources. Not even tourists were interested in the system - it was too boring. That was exactly why he had never been here.

But was it necessary to forgo at least setting up an automatic research station? The extra eyes and ears would have made his current task much easier… Somewhere in this system there must be a wreck floating like a needle in a haystack, but there were no witnesses who could have observed the arrival and subsequent destruction of the ship. Was there indeed a needle floating in this haystack? Monte speeded up the system clock. After waking up, he always found it difficult to focus his thoughts. A more rapid pulse was exhausting in the long run, but it helped at least as much as two cups of coffee when he was in his Biobag.

Slowly, slowly. Time didn’t really matter. It took three years for the wreck’s distress signal to be picked up by a transport ship. Gliese 411 was far from any major routes. However, the transporter was not just any ship, but the flagship of Neomars, and for that reason alone it was equipped with an energy-hungry tachyon transmitter. Since the signal had an Earth identification, the captain had forwarded it to Earth via T-Field according to protocol.

Why had Admiral Gaudlitz entrusted him, of all people, with the investigation? He was not part of the navy’s secret service, and usually searched for runaway teenagers or expensively insured wrecks. That was the next question. Monte had been pondering it ever since the head of the Earth Fleet refused to answer it in a very strange way: “You’ll see, Monte, I’m sure you’ll see.”

Great. The first thing he wanted to do was get thoroughly drunk. Intoxication was the best way to start an investigation like this. He had tested that often enough. But to do that he would have to get his Biobag out of the stasis cell. Without his biological body, intoxication was pointless. The simulations that today’s youth were so keen on didn’t work for him, or at least that was what he believed. Only the original could convey how alcohol burned in the throat.

But it was too early for that as long as he had not found the wreck. The Biobag was sensitive enough that he could only accelerate at a maximum of 10 g in it. The central star of Gliese 411 was a red dwarf, and the system was therefore comparatively tiny. But three astronomical units to the outermost gas giant was still 280 million miles. Monte didn’t feel like spending the next few months in this barren system.

Oh well. The Curious had apparently calculated that he was most likely to find the wreck in the orbit of the rocky planet. There could only be one reason for that: The wrecked ship must have had a passenger on board who at least attempted to reach safety on the planet. Monte would see whether they succeeded as soon as he tracked down the wreck. It was time to get to work.

Or a rush first? He checked the status of the Biobag. His body was lying naked in the stasis cell, eyes closed, arms and legs extended like Leonardo’s Vitruvian Man. There were cables in every orifice. He felt a little sorry for his Biobag. The thawing process had not yet begun. The Curious probably assumed he wouldn’t need it. Or wanted to prevent him from getting drunk. The on-board AI had developed a certain protective instinct in recent years, which he hadn’t yet been able to get rid of.

It knew him pretty well. Monte was annoyed by its paternalism, but it wasn’t bad enough to make him think about a reset.

“You actually have,” it informed him silently.

“I have not,” he contradicted it.

“Yes, you did, just now.”

“I developed the idea that I hadn’t thought about it.”

“But you did think about it.”

“You know what? Screw you. You’d better look for that stupid wreck. Gaudlitz is expecting my report as soon as possible.”

That was true, but it wasn’t the whole truth. He wanted to get out of here. The admiral had promised him he could retire after this mission. Not even three hundred years old! Since humanity had stopped reproducing, there were hardly any retirees. If a Biobag no longer worked, it was simply replaced. Monte would be the first pensioner of the 29th century.
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Monte accelerated the ship away from the planet. Despite its biblical age of eleven billion years, the planet still had a magnetic field that could interfere with the ship’s sensors, and Monte needed every extra percentage of sensitivity. After almost ten years, the sought-after ship was guaranteed to be no warmer than its surroundings. Especially in the asteroid belt that lay between the first gas giant and the rocky planet, it would be perfectly camouflaged - one of millions of fragments that had been tumbling through space for ages.

He still didn’t quite understand why the Curious hadn’t woken him up when they crossed the belt. It was not particularly dense, but if danger existed anywhere in this system, it was there. Danger, of course, was relative. No current spaceship AI would allow a collision under these circumstances. Monte had investigated over a hundred wrecks, mostly on behalf of insurance companies, sometimes at the request of the fleet. The cause had always been either human error or deliberate action.

“I have something,” the Curious reported.

That was quick. Wonderful! After the Admiral’s mysterious orders, he had imagined it would be much more difficult.

“Where?” he asked.

The artificial intelligence slid a spatial representation of a section of the asteroid belt in front of his mind’s eye. He had to force himself to accept the image. After a long sleep, such overrides of consciousness always took some getting used to. But he trusted the Curious’s AI. It had never let him down and, above all, had never stolen from him, which sometimes happened.

Monte concentrated on the center of the image. There was nothing there.

“What should I be seeing?” he asked.

“Nothing,” replied the AI.

“Ah, I can’t see anything.”

“Very good.”

“Can you please explain that to me? I’m just a limited human consciousness.”

“Thank you for the implicit compliment,” said the AI. “I calculated this point in the void from the orbital changes of some asteroids in the belt.”

“How do you know their orbits have changed? You’ve never been here before.”

“These asteroids are moving in unstable orbits that will lead them to collide with the gas giant fairly soon. The force that put them into these orbits must have acted on them relatively recently.”

“Like when our wreck flew into the system?”

“Correct, Claudio.”

The AI always used his first name. He had asked it several times to call him by his nickname – Monte, short for Pedramonte – but it refused.

“But it’s not there anymore,” said Monte.

“No, there’s nothing there. Almost nothing, anyway,” said the AI.

“Now, don’t be so mysterious.”

“The mass that caused the disturbance is still there. When we get closer, we will probably find WZ mass. The ship must have ejected it from its tank.”

WZ mass had about the density of a white dwarf. When compressed in this way, fuel could be transported much more efficiently.

“But why? Why would they want to get rid of fuel? Did they have a leak?”

“Distraction. I suspect it was to create a false trail.”

“Ah, then they were being followed.”

“That’s what it looks like, Claudio.”

“That means we’re right back where we started.”

“No, we have learned something about the situation of the ship we are looking for. You are the human here. What do you deduce from this?”

Monte pretended to think. He hated it when the AI talked to him like a small child. Maybe he should consider a reset after all.

“Set a course for the rocky planet,” he ordered.

“Setting course for Gliese 411 b,” replied the AI.

This system really was the furthest corner of humanity’s backyard. Apparently, the planet didn’t even have a proper name. And for this, Monte had been tossed more than two decades into the future. How he hated it! Having to reintegrate into everyday life after such a long time was no fun. His acquaintances would have forgotten him, his favorite pubs would have closed. The admiral would have to pay for that.

“Will you wake me up when we’re in orbit, please?” he asked.
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Earth Moon, Great Archive

Chronoscribe Tsai Yini monitors the tachyon communication system, which transmits data faster than the speed of light. When classified results from an astrobiologist’s research are leaked to her, she cannot believe what she reads. The report reveals that intelligent life forms exist on a tropical planet in the Gliese system.

Their civilization is still in its infancy but revolves around an artifact of unknown origin that seems to influence their body chemistry. But there’s more: the astrobiologist who uncovered this artifact has undergone a baffling evolution of his own, and he’s now en route to Earth!

Yini suspects he carries a danger far greater than anyone could imagine. To stop him, she must make unimaginable decisions that could determine not only her fate but the future of the universe.
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