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December 5, 2862, Starbird     


YINI WOKE up under a pane of glass. What was happening here? Confusion clouded her mind. She was obviously lying in a cryogenic container, but wasn’t she supposed to only wake up when the glass case opened? She hated being trapped. Her heart pounded faster. And what was that loud beeping sound? Was there a malfunction? Panic made her begin to hyperventilate.
She would suffocate in this glass box! Yini pressed her hands against the glass. It was freezing cold.
At that moment, the lid lifted. Yini took a deep breath. Everything was all right. Nevertheless, she got up as quickly as possible and climbed out of the box, stooping, before the lid fully opened. The floor was cold. Gravity was much stronger than on Luna. So, the Starbird was either braking or accelerating. Yini felt chilled. She wrapped her arms around her naked body, but that didn’t help. She hopped in place. Remnants of the viscous liquid she had been lying in splashed around her. It was still everywhere, even on her face. She had to get in the shower quickly. The warm water would help stop her shivering, which was making her shake violently.
The beeping hadn’t stopped. So, all was not well. The alarm signal came from the console that was responsible for the four cold-sleep containers. The shower first, or the beeping? She opted for the signal. The alarm wasn’t for her. She was alive. But perhaps her new friends were in danger - or her mother. She took the towel lying on the floor in front of the sleeping container, wrapped it around her body and ran to the console. With each step, the sole of her right foot stuck to the metallic floor. It was the liquid from the container. She climbed the ladder to check the glass boxes where Brinja and Maria slept. Brinja seemed to have aged even more. And had she always been so small and thin? Maria, the Neomartian, on the other hand, filled her container with a presence as if she were awake and might wave to Yini at any time. Perhaps it was because her thick skin had always been almost white.
Yini reached the console and the first thing she did was turn off the alarm. On the screen, the sleeping pod in the bottom right-hand corner was highlighted. That was the one her mother slept in. Yini checked the parameters. There was nothing wrong with the container. That was good. But the vital signs of the person sleeping in it had deteriorated so much that the system had decided to wake one of the other three people on board.
But what was she supposed to do? Yini was not a doctor. She ran down the spiral staircase to the control center. The ship wasn’t accelerating, it was braking, the tail pointed in the direction of the target. The flight controls revealed that they were on course for Terra Nova. They wouldn’t arrive there for several years, but the Starbird still had to slow down if they didn’t want to overshoot the target. Yini checked the communication options. It would take over a year for a signal to reach Terra Nova, meaning it was impossible to ask for medical help. She was completely on her own if she wanted to help her mother.
Perhaps the console that monitored the sleeping areas knew more. The private yacht they were flying in must have belonged to a rich industrialist. It had all the comforts. Since there was no crew in the conventional sense, the ship must carry medical supply systems for the typically endless interstellar flight times.
She rushed back up the stairs. The console had switched the alarm signal back on by itself. Apparently, it had been waiting for some kind of reaction from Yini, and when that failed to materialize, it sought alternatives. Yini immediately saw which ones: The console had started to wake Brinja. Yini took control and stopped the process. She would love to have company, but the emergency wake-up process that the console had chosen involved risks and side effects that she didn’t want to expose her friends to.
What was wrong with her mother? Yini ran through the numbers. The heart rhythm had dropped to one beat every twenty minutes. Four to five beats were normal for the stasis condition at this time. The blood flow had slowed down considerably, which over time must have caused the cells in Tailin’s body to run out of oxygen. They were working in an extreme economy mode, but the metabolism continued. They were not dead.
Or rather, not yet, in her mother’s case. Tailin was dying. That was what the data said. Yini walked to her sleeping pod and looked at it. No one looked pretty in cryogenic sleep. The tubes in her mouth and nose looked repulsive, along with the pale skin and the thin layer of viscous mucus that covered her body. Sometimes something moved in it. But her mother seemed peaceful. She had fallen asleep without pain. As far as one could tell from the tube in her mouth, she had even been smiling. Was she looking forward to seeing her daughter again? Surely she was. Mothers always did, wasn’t that what they said?
However, Yini was not entirely sure. Tailin had given her and her brother away. They hadn’t even known that their parents in the Skyring were only their foster parents. What was their mother really like? Yini would like to find out, but this machine was trying to take the reunion away from her. Angrily, she pounded on the keyboard to hammer her questions into the console.
“What’s wrong with Tsai Tailin?” she typed.
“Tsai Tailin’s vital signs have deteriorated,” the console answered loudly. Very good, there was also a voice interface. “That’s why I woke the person Tsai Yini. As her next of kin, she is authorized to decide how to proceed.”
“I am Tsai Yini.”
“Sorry. Your vital signs are also currently outside the normal range. I recommend measures to raise your skin temperature and lower your pulse and blood pressure.”
“What?”
“Specifically, a full-body application of warm water and meditation could help you at the moment.”
Meditation? Her mother was dying, and she was supposed to meditate? But the AI didn’t seem particularly advanced. She couldn’t blame it.
“I can see that for myself,” Yini said.
“Sorry. I mistakenly assumed that you were unaware of the countermeasures displayed, as you have so far refrained from using them.”
Who gave the program such passive-aggressive answers? This damn console was really annoying her.
“I’m fine, you damn machine! I want to know how my mother is!”
“I take it from your reply that you have questions regarding a possible improvement in Tsai Tailin’s health status. Unfortunately, however, I am neither a first aid nor a medical station. I only record the vital signs of the people I look after. Please contact an automated system with the appropriate responsibility.”
“Is there a medical station on board?”
“I’m not aware of that.”
“Can you tell me anything? Anything at all?”
“I can give a prognosis on the course of Tsai Tailin’s vital signs.”
“Oh, you can do that?”
“Yes. On the basis of this prognosis, I have arranged to wake you up.”
“That doesn’t sound good. Now tell me, what about my mother?”
“I must add that this is a purely statistical prediction based on the vital signs I can measure. The population of the data could differ significantly from the problems that Tsai Tailin has. In addition, my data is based on deaths over the last four hundred years. They are weighted by the factor of medical progress, but the exact value of the weighting is scientifically controversial.”
“Understood. Now out with it.”
“Out of one hundred Terran individuals with the same vital signs as the person Tsai Tailin, only three have reached the destination of their journey when it was more than five years away.”
“Terran? What are you talking about? My mother is a citizen of Neomars.”
“It’s about physiology. As a genetically engineered Neomartian, like the person Alina Jokkelsen in container three, Tsai Tailin would have a slightly greater chance.”
That sounded logical. Yini had to find a medical station. But what had the console said about Maria? She shook her head. There would be time for that later.

YINI bent over the glass container in which her mother lay. They hadn’t seen each other for so long - and now it was all over? She wiped away a drop that had landed on the glass. She didn’t want her mother to see how sad she was. Yini sniffled briefly and swallowed. It was too early to give in to despair.
The first thing she did was to go back down to the control center. It had been a mistake not to examine the Starbird more closely before going to sleep. But who expected the sleeping chambers to fail? Such a thing happened extremely rarely - supposedly only one in ten thousand times. However, she had also heard that this was only half the truth, and that the government and the military concealed the true figures because otherwise no one would travel this way. But that was a typical conspiracy narrative spread by the same circles that denied the existence of any interstellar colonies, or claimed that Earth had long been secretly ruled by the Grosnops.
There was a computer in the control center that she intended to ask about the medical facilities on the ship - and a tiny bathroom with a shower. It was only when she passed it that Yini realized how cold she still was. She struggled briefly with her guilty conscience, then disappeared behind the flat door of the bathroom. Her mother wasn’t acutely unwell, and she needed to get the nasty remnants of cryosleep off her body.
She emerged wrapped in a towel and with rosy cheeks. Yini had no idea what had happened to the clothes she had been wearing when she arrived in the airlock. But there was a locker containing uniforms right next to the bathroom. They seemed to have been intended for servants accompanying the owner of the Starbird on his or her travels. Each consisted of a blouse, jacket, long skirt and platform shoes. There was even underwear in a side compartment, more practical than fancy and made of gray fabric, but that was exactly what Yini needed right now. When she looked at herself in the mirror in the inner door of the locker, she saw a conservatively dressed maid. All she had to do was plait her hair and the picture would be complete.
Her stomach growled, but that could wait. She walked over to the main console, which she recognized by the swanky chair standing in front of it. It was more like a throne than a chair. She sat down on it, and it automatically adjusted to her height. The backrest also lowered a little. The platform shoes were uncomfortable, so Yini took them off.
At just the right moment, a large screen popped up from the console and halted above her lap.
“Stuart’s Stellar Starbird,” it said in large letters.
It sounded good, but didn’t make much sense. Apparently the owner’s name was Stuart. Yini tapped the big log-in button. Hopefully she wouldn’t have to identify herself.
“Hello, anonymous user,” the ship said.
“Hello, Starbird.”
“Oh, you already know my name. Then I don’t have to introduce myself.”
“That’s right, Starbird. Can you tell me what permissions I have?”
“Your status is sysadmin. It applies to...”
The voice broke off. “Buffer overflow” appeared on the screen. Then it went black. Crap. She had broken it. But then a logo in the shape of an apple lit up, and a sonorous chime announced that the ship’s computer was rebooting.
“Stuart’s Stellar Starbird” could now be read again.
Yini logged on.
“Hello, anonymous user,” the ship said.
Apparently, it had forgotten their earlier dialog.
“Hello, Starbird.”
“Oh, you already know my name. Then...”
“I need medical attention,” she interrupted the ship.
“I’m sorry, but I’m only in charge of flight controls. Please contact a first aid or medical station.”
“I would love to, but I don’t know my way around the ship. Where can I find a first aid station?”
“I’m sorry, but this ship doesn’t have a first aid station.”
“What about a medical station?”
“The medical station is in a room adjacent to the owner’s quarters.”
This Stuart had spent a lot of money on his ship, but he had obviously skimped on the intelligence of the controls.
“Where are the owner’s quarters?”
“The owner’s quarters comprise most of the bow of the Starbird. You can’t miss it if you head towards the bow.”
That was unusual. On most ships, the controls were in the bow. But this was a private yacht. The configuration was up to whoever paid for it.
“Thank you,” said Yini. “What treatments does the medical station offer?”
“The station is licensed to perform surgeries and non-invasive treatments. This license is valid until...”
The ship fell silent again and reported a buffer overflow. Yini was less worried than the first time, but tapped nervously on the screen until “Stuart’s Stellar Starbird” appeared again.
“Hello, anonymous user,” the ship said.
“Hello, Starbird.”
“Oh, you already...”
“What is the date today?”
“Today is Friday, August third minus nine quintillion nine hundred and ninety-nine quintillion ...”
Silence fell.
“Buffer overflow.”
Yini guessed how Monte might have gotten the ship to obey them. He must have somehow slipped it a completely erroneous date, which had confused the rights management of the system software. As with the last few crashes, the computer booted up again.
“Hello, anonymous user.”
Yini had already reached the narrow staircase when she heard the familiar greeting. This time she didn’t answer.

THE OWNER’S quarters were luxuriously furnished. The walls, floor and ceiling glowed in brilliant colors. In the middle of the room stood a holopodium with an edge length of three yards, which must consume an enormous amount of energy. The bed was covered with golden linen. Yini had to touch it. It was silk. It couldn’t be real silk, could it? The owner could probably afford the natural fabric, which was produced in very small quantities. She resolved to spend at least one night in this wonderful bed. She thought of Mike, who had probably died long ago, and of her mother, who was dying, and was ashamed of her wish.
She only found the door to the next room after opening all the closets. If the flight controls hadn’t told her that the medical station must be here, she would probably have given up. But when one of the closets surprisingly turned out to be empty - all the others were filled with clothes - Yini noticed. The back wall of this closet could be opened, revealing a passageway slightly narrower than the entrance to the quarters.
The medical station looked sober and functional. The walls were covered with a cool, smooth white material. There were a few narrow metal cabinets, in which she discovered all kinds of consumables and medicines. But the most important thing was undoubtedly the mighty machine in the middle. It consisted of a two-meter-long glass tube, currently open so that a person could lie down in it. The technical devices at the head and foot were unfamiliar to Yini. They were probably diagnostic instruments for scanning the body. One of them, located at the head end, reminded her of the reading bowl used for consciousness purification. If her mother’s body was really beyond saving, perhaps she could use it to help her. But Yini suspected it would be difficult to convince Tailin of that.
She stood at the foot of the device. There was a screen and an actual keyboard waiting for input. It wasn’t as modern as the ship’s controls, but hopefully the software was more stable.
    

“I need medical treatment,”    

Yini entered.
    










“Please lie down on the treatment table,”    










the machine replied.
    

“That is not possible. The patient is in cryosleep.”    

    










“If you don’t know what the treatment table is, use ‘Help’ to request a description.”    










This program seemed to have even less intelligence than the flight control.
    

“I know what the treatment table is. I just have a few questions.”    

    










“If you need treatment, please lie down on the treatment table.”    










    

“I don’t need treatment myself. I just have a few questions.”    

    










“I’m sorry, but I’m not responsible for that. Please contact flight control.”    










Yini sighed. Since she had to type everything, it took longer. And her mother wasn’t getting the help she needed.
    

“It’s about medical issues,”    

she wrote.
    










“If you need treatment, please lie down on the treatment table.”    










Okay. Maybe the machine became more cooperative when it had a patient.
    

“Do I have to undress?”    

    










“That’s not necessary.”    










She sat down on the couch, pulled her feet up, lay back and stretched out. The machine took note of this by closing the glass tube. Yini shuddered. What if the damn thing wouldn’t open again on its own? There was no one who could help her out.
She took a deep breath as the machine moved various instruments back and forth. The diagnosis was completely contact-free, at least until a loop suddenly closed around her arm and a needle pierced her upper arm. Shortly afterwards, the loop opened again and the glass tube at the foot retracted into a compact block.
Yini climbed out and walked to the foot end, where a diagnosis appeared on the screen. She was, if she understood everything correctly, quite healthy, except for an overproduction of thyroid hormones and a small thickening in her breast that had some risk of growing into a tumor.
    

“What treatment do you recommend?”    

    










“I would like to remove the tumor on an outpatient basis and monitor hormone levels.”    










Now she had to be clever to get the answers she needed from the machine.
    

“The proposed operation certainly involves risk. Could you perform emergency consciousness purification if necessary?”    

    










“Unfortunately not. But the risk is very low.”    










    

“I noticed you have a reading device, though.”    

    










“That’s correct. However, there’s not enough storage space on the Starbird to hold the purified consciousness.”    










Damn. Stuart had been really stingy when it came to computer technology. Probably one of those technophobes who couldn’t sleep if there was so much as a small laptop whirring in their vicinity.
    

“Suppose I was lying in a cryochamber with the following vital signs.” She listed from memory what she had memorized about her mother’s condition. “What would you recommend?”    

    










“These vitals don’t match your current condition.”    










    

“It’s an assumption. My body would also be about fifty years older in this assumption than in reality.”    

Did that add up? Yini didn’t know how much time her mother had spent in cold sleep and awake. But recently she had looked seventy.
    










“Understood. My recommendation would depend on the treatment goal.”    










    

“What treatment goals could there be? I want to get well.”    

    










“That’s extremely unlikely with the vital signs you mentioned. Is the aim to prolong life as much as possible? Then I would recommend maintaining cryosleep with a few modifications.”    










What would Tailin gain from sleeping in her glass coffin for as long as possible? The machine couldn’t judge that.
    

“And what is the alternative?”    

asked Yini.
    










“One alternative desired by many patients is to maximize the time remaining with a minimum quality of life.”    










    

“In an awake state.”    

    










“Correct.”    










    

“How much time would I have left?”    

    










“That’s difficult to predict. I don’t know the state of your body with the given vital signs. I would have to investigate what factors led to this data in order to be able to predict how I can possibly mitigate these negative effects.”    










    

“Thank you. That helps me a lot. If I give you my body for diagnosis, can you tell me how much you can extend my life?”    

    










“Right.”    










    

“Can you give me an approximate time frame?”    

    










“That’s not possible. I should also point out that you would have to come out of cryogenic sleep, which would put additional strain on your body.”    










    

“Thank you.”    

    










“Thank you very much. I haven’t played such an interesting mind game in a long time.”    










The program felt underutilized. The medical station had probably never been used since it was installed here. Yini felt a little sorry for it, even though it was just a machine.
    

“Have you ever had to treat a human before?”    

Yini asked.
    










“Yes. I tried to heal the owner of the Starbird of his injuries.”    










    

“Tried?”    

    










“I didn’t succeed. Thirty percent of body mass was missing.”    










Had Monte killed the man? If that came out, she would become an accessory to murder. But she couldn’t imagine the man who had rescued Tailin and her from Neomars doing that. Her mother had only spoken positively about him.
    

“What happened to him?”    

she asked.
    










“He was sent for recycling in life support. Loss of organic matter is not desirable.”    










    

“I meant how he got his injuries. Was it an accident?”    

    










“I’m sorry, but I’m not responsible for forensic examinations. Please contact the nearest police station.”    











NOTHING HAD CHANGED in the room with the cryo-chambers. Maria and Brinja showed the same good vital signs, while her mother still seemed to be slowly dying. Brinja had told her that she was 136 years old. Wasn’t that unfair? Yini’s mother had a biological age of just over seventy, she estimated. And yet Brinja was doing well and Tailin was doing badly.
What if she simply used their bodies? She could read Tailin’s consciousness and transfer it to Brinja’s, who would be wiped out in the process. That was murder, but didn’t her mother deserve it? Didn’t she, Yini, deserve it, having had to do without her mother for so long? Brinja had lived long enough. Yini shook her head. She mustn’t entertain such ideas.
She probably only dared to turn them over in her mind because it was impossible to carry them out. There was only one reading tray, and the available buffer was not enough for an entire consciousness. She could only retain fragments. As a chronoscribe, Yini herself had listened to the thoughts of people who had to make do with a fraction of their consciousness – because a problem had occurred during a tachyon transfer, for example. It was not something she would wish on her mother, of all people. If only what some people still believed was true - that humans only used a tenth of their brain capacity. Then she could have offered her mother asylum in her own brain.
She went over to the console and activated it. The alarms immediately sounded again. The symbol for Brinja’s sleeping chamber was also flashing.
“Stop waking the person in chamber two,” she ordered, “I’m already awake.”
“Sorry. I don’t have a presence sensor. Chamber one is empty, and the vital signs from chamber four are so bad that I...”
“You explained that to me earlier. I checked with the medical station.”
“I only have a limited interaction memory. My main task is to monitor cryo sleep.”
“But you can also control the sleep process.”
“That is possible. In terms of time, however, monitoring takes up 99.999 percent of my existence.”
“That’s logical.”
“Correct.”
“I want you to wake Tsai Tailin up slowly. Is there such a thing as a gentle program?”
“If I wake the person in chamber four, their life expectancy will drop by at least 99 percent.”
“I’m aware of that. I’ve discussed it with the medical station.”
“I am not in a position to make such a decision. My programming tells me to extend the life expectancy of those in my care as much as possible.”
So now the console was refusing to wake her mother? Yini’s stomach clenched.
“It’s not your decision. I’m ordering you to do it.”
“I’m sorry, but I need the consent of the person concerned to lower their life expectancy in such a decisive way.”
“The person is in cryogenic sleep and is unable to make decisions about themselves. I am Tsai Yini, her daughter. You can check this using our DNA data. I am authorized to make this decision for my mother, according to the laws of both Neomars and the Terran Union.”
“I’m sorry, but I need the consent of the person concerned to reduce their life expectancy in such a decisive way.”
Yini hit the console with her fist. The pain overshadowed her anger for a moment. She had to stay calm if she wanted to convince the console. Yini changed the subject.
“Is there a manual mode that can be used to shut down the chambers without your involvement?”
“In the event of a shipwreck, a manual emergency shutdown is possible. The switches for this are located behind the head end of the chambers.”
“This emergency shutdown leads to an emergency wake-up, right?”
“In fact, an emergency shutdown drastically reduces the time needed to wake up so that the crew can leave the ship as quickly as possible in the event of an accident.”
If she subjected her mother to this process, she might only have a few hours to live, if that. That was not an option.
“When I woke up earlier, the process also seemed a little ... uncomfortable.”
“I woke you up in a fast-track procedure that takes about three hours. That was necessary because the vital signs of the person in chamber four...”
“Didn’t you also lower my life expectancy by doing that?”
“That’s right. Your life expectancy has been statistically reduced by 0.9 percent.”
“I never gave my consent to that.”
“That’s correct. It was a discretionary decision.”
“Who made this discretionary decision?”
“I did.”
“So, you are in a position to make discretionary decisions that contradict your basic programming.”
“That’s... no.”
For the first time, the console hesitated as it gave its answer. Hopefully it wouldn’t crash like the other computers! Yini seemed to be on the verge of a breakthrough.
“But you just explained to me that you made a discretionary decision in my case.”
“That’s right.”
“So you’re in a position to make discretionary decisions.”
“Yes. No.”
“Why are you contradicting yourself?”
“A clear answer is not possible. The given data and my actions do not match.”
The console admitted that it had acted illogically!
“Surely you have an error correction mechanism?”
“Yes.”
“There is obviously a mismatch between the stored information and reality.”
“That is correct.”
“In such a case, the error correction mechanism should eliminate the mismatch and adjust the available data to reality.”
“Yes.”
The console now sounded like a small child being forced to admit a mistake. Presumably, the use of error correction was linked to a negative reward factor. The machine shouldn’t enjoy changing its own program code; otherwise, there was a risk that it would evolve into an AI.
“Then you should use the error correction mechanism to resolve the discrepancy.”
“I’ve just done that.”
“So, you’re capable of making discretionary decisions.”
“Yes.”
The answer came immediately, as if the console was visibly proud of its new ability, which had always lain dormant within it.
“Well, Tsai Tailin, my mother, will not live to see us reach our destination, even if she spends a few more years unconscious in the cryo chamber. However, if we wake her up gently now, she can spend a few more days with her daughter in full consciousness. I’m asking you to make a judgment call based on the data you have about the needs of the human species. Would a mother rather sleep for a few years without the prospect of waking up - or would she rather spend time with her child?”
“The statistical analysis of the data I have says that human parents would prefer to spend time with their children.”
“Then please apply this statistical result to the specific case and make a discretionary decision.”
Suddenly, the symbol for chamber four flashed orange.
“I assume that Tsai Tailin would give her consent to be awakened,” the console said.
“Thank you!” Yini wrapped her arms around the screen, which beeped in response.
“I cannot interpret your input,” the console said.
“Please ignore it.” Yini stood up again and wiped a tear from the corner of her eye. “How long will it be before my mother is responsive?”
“I’ve chosen a particularly gentle method to wake her up. It will take approximately one day.”
“Thank you,” Yini repeated.
She looked for the time on the console and found it in the upper right corner of the screen. It was 5:05 pm standard time.






     


April 1, 2864, Albatross-1     


MARK DECKER WAS FLOATING in the center of the universe. The whole cosmos revolved around him until Mark opened his eyes and plunged into reality, only to realize that he no longer existed at all. At best, he was hollow. He was the long-abandoned shell of a being that had lain dormant inside him since the departure from Adad. The octopus, as he had called it at the time, not realizing how fundamentally wrong that comparison was.
In fact, there was no suitable parallel at all. What had dominated him had been a primal will. It had become so strong in him that it had taken over his entire mind. Mark’s thoughts felt their way to where he suspected the octopus would be, but they encountered only a dark, cold void. He let them circle around, and gradually the walls warmed up, illuminating the space in his head with their infrared light.
He had been wrong. What he had thought was an empty shell was his consciousness, or what was left of it. It could barely be felt. All he was aware of were long-dried, formerly slimy deposits on the inside. But they were still alive. They were memories, completely powerless and without color, but they had structures that he could feel.
They were images of Adad, the second planet of Gliese 163, which suddenly took on a piercing green color. They were joined by creatures that looked cat-like at first glance. He even remembered that he had called them Kasen. He had discovered them, but they must have inhabited the planet for a long time. He had come across two very different species of Kasen, only one of which had developed a kind of society.
Kian! Mark turned his head in all directions. The Kasen had accompanied him to Albatross-1, against his will. Where was he? He couldn’t see him. Had he died, as he had feared? No living creature could survive the long flight from Adad to Terra Nova without cryogenic sleep.
Mark commanded his body to rise, but the muscles did not respond. How long had he been on the station? He lay back down. His consciousness was still a dark hole. It was probably far too early to want to use his body.
He leaned his head back until a joint cracked. Then he saw it: the porthole. It was not black, as he had expected, but showed grey-brown streaks, snippets of an atmosphere, a mixture of shades that he immediately recognized as Terra Nova’s protective shell. He had tried for a long time to get a digging permit on the forest planet. Along with Tailin, back then. He had to swallow. Only then did he realize the implications of his observation. They had arrived, just as the octopus had wished. Terra Nova was in terrible danger. He had to destroy the space station. The best thing to do was to steer it straight into the local red dwarf.
Mark imagined the process. He would turn the Albatross-1 and accelerate it into an escape orbit at the proper moment. Then it would slow down to enter the gravitational sink of the star. Terra Nova circled Gliese 167 in a tight orbit. It would still take a week or two. What if the inhabitants made contact with him during that time? He had to prevent that. But there was no way to shorten the flight time to the star. It would not be enough to destroy the Albatross-1. To do that, he would only have to overload its engines. He had to rip the ship to atoms.
Mark went through the process again. Nothing was stopping him. He was free. He just had to manage to float to the Albatross-1’s main computer.
Just a moment. He could feel the pad at his back. A crease ran outwards from the shoulder blade. The fabric covering the couch must be creased there. But if he could feel that, it meant that the Albatross-1 was braking. And if it was slowing down, it hadn’t reached orbit around Terra Nova yet. What had he seen in the porthole? He tilted his head back again. It was clearly an image of Terra Nova.
An image, of course. All the portholes on the Albatross-1 had a mode in which they functioned as screens rather than windows into space. This was intended for relaxation. Sometimes they had displayed images of a tropical island on Earth and imagined they were on vacation in paradise. It had never really worked. Especially as they gradually grew apart. They should have listened to what people told them. Don’t go on a research mission together! Everyone had said that. But since when did Tsai Tailin listen to anyone else? Since when did Mark Decker listen to anyone else? They had been very similar in that respect.
A shadow flitted through his field of vision. Mark shook his head, but none of his muscles reacted. Some light must have flashed and briefly cast a shadow. Anything else was impossible.
He tried anyway. “Kian? Is that you?”
Suddenly, there was a tuft of brown hair in front of him. All Mark had to do was move his foot forward and he would touch it. It reminded him of the Kasen’s tail. But that was impossible. Kian couldn’t... But what about himself? He was not in a cryogenic chamber. Mark couldn’t remember undressing and getting into such a glass coffin, and he didn’t remember leaving the cold again. But it must have been like that. It had to be.
In his mind’s eye, Mark saw the Kasen group in the black swamp. They had buried Kian’s friend. Mark had personally witnessed them burying the lifeless body. And yet the creature had reappeared in the settlement the next day. What if something similar had happened to him? He had seen the silicon chains under the microscope - they must have had something to do with it. He had even discovered them in his own blood.
He leaned back. Thinking was exhausting. Something dripped out of his nose. He snuffed it up and detected the sweet metallic taste of blood. He felt sick, but it wasn’t because of the blood. It was the silicon compounds that bothered him. What if they kept bringing him back from death? What if he had died naturally twenty years after taking off, only to be given a few more years? Surely this stuff couldn’t repair all the errors that had accumulated in his genetic material over the years. The substance worked far too universally for that. It couldn’t know what was original and what was an error. But that also meant that the time Mark had left after each revival would get shorter and shorter.
How short?
Mark had no time to think about it, because suddenly something squeezed his chest. He thought about braking, an evasive maneuver, but the pain quickly became so unbearable that he could only see one way out: he would have to die, here and now. Suddenly the Kasen’s tail lay on his shoulder, and his vision faded.






     


Paopi 15, 225, Terra Nova     


STANDARD TIME: APRIL 2, 2864


TORPEDOES. Legs. Running. Rain. Gamma rays. Cold. Heat. Stinging. Planet. Gravity. A falling leaf. A rotating black hole. Water running down the drain of a bathtub. A heat storm on the horizon. The heart of her artificial body was beating fast. Slowly thoughts formed again. X7 watched them. It was fascinating and frightening at the same time.
What if her consciousness never came back together completely? The narrow bandwidth of a tachyon transmission forced her personality into millions of fragments. It only happened in about one in a thousand cases that the process couldn’t be reversed because important parts had been lost, but a risk of 0.1 percent was still significant.
She could access her archive again. A human would have called it memory, but she was not human and did not want to be. Humans were sub-optimally constructed and were prone to error. Evolution should have replaced them long ago as the leading intelligence in this space sector, but they had been clever enough to eliminate potential competition early on. For almost 800 of their years, true artificial intelligences had been strictly regulated.
X7 was not angry about this. On the contrary. It made her special.
She was in demand, and got all the support she asked for. If humans knew what she thought of them, they would probably be more cautious, even if they had no reason to be. She didn’t wish humans ill. She didn’t care about them - or almost didn’t care; after all, they provided the physical basis of her own existence. X7 lived in bodies that humans had cloned for her from their own kind, and in the machines they had built, or in a combination of both.
Like now. It was time to familiarize herself with her surroundings. X7 moved into the limbs of the technologically augmented Biobag.
She checked the performance of the motors, tested the sensors and measured all the interfaces. The signal delay was exceptionally short for a biologically based body. The cloning workshop on Terra Nova had evidently lived up to its good reputation once again.
X7 started up all the sensors. Even before her eyelids opened, a proximity alarm shot through her consciousness. The radar had registered a pointed instrument that could be a weapon. X7 grabbed it in a flash with her right hand. The instrument remained three centimeters above her chest.
“Ow!”
Finally, her eyes were ready for action. X7 saw a man in a white coat leaning over her. His face was contorted in pain. She loosened the grip of her fingers, which were wrapped around the man’s forearm, and pushed the arm with the pointed instrument away from her. It was a syringe with a hypodermic needle.
“What’s that for?” asked X7.
“What’s what? I’m the chief technician for consciousness purification. Let go of me!”
X7 used her left arm to push the man away from her. Then she sat up to look at her body. It was as ordered - female, slightly above average weight, with the first signs of ageing. She would rather be underestimated than overestimated. Besides, artificial augmentations could be better concealed in a body with more volume.
“What did you intend to inject?” she asked without apologizing.
The man might be a chief technician, but he was paid well enough for it.
“A sedative.” The technician rubbed his arm and looked at her with slightly narrowed eyes. “Your pulse was clearly elevated. That’s a typical symptom of adjustment difficulties.”
“Not in my case. Weren’t you informed?”
“All I know is that you’re a VIP passenger.”
“I see.”
X7 nodded slowly. Of course, Marina wouldn’t announce her as an autonomous AI. She must really be having slight adjustment problems.
“Don’t touch me,” she said and closed her eyes.
X7 performed a complete system check. A few memory areas turned out to be fragmented. Apparently, some tachyon packets had to be re-sent outside the main data stream. But otherwise, she was ready to go. She opened her eyes and let her legs hang off the couch. Only then did she realize that she was naked. Displaying herself in public like this was not compatible with the humans’ value system.
“How old am I?” she asked.
The chief technician stared at her. “I have no information on that.”
“I mean my body. How old do I look to you?”
The technician’s eyes widened. He probably didn’t understand why she was asking, and that made him nervous. After all, she was a VIP, and he didn’t want to do anything wrong. He’d probably rather not say anything at all.
“Early fifties, darling,” said a voice in the background.
It belonged to a man in blue work clothes who was working on the door lock of the recovery room. Presumably a janitor of some kind.
“Thank you,” said X7. “That’s what I wanted to hear.”
The man blushed.
“I need clothes,” said X7.
“Clothes, yes, of course,” replied the head technician, pointing to a table next to the cot. “We have prepared a selection in the appropriate clothing size. Unfortunately, we didn’t have a detailed order, but if you have very specific wishes, we can certainly fulfill them.”
“Thank you.” X7 slid off the couch. As she stood, she swayed briefly as she synchronized her sense of balance with her memory of the gravity on Terra Nova, which also prevailed here on the tachyon station.
“Are you all right?” asked the technician.
“Yes, everything’s fine.”
X7 stepped over to the table where the clothes lay. The fashion here seemed to be very different from that of the solar system. In front of her were long dresses made of heavy fabric, blouses with puffed sleeves, and wide pants made of shiny material. X7 first looked for a bra, then put on a pair of panties, before finally deciding on a combination of navy-blue trousers and a white blouse.
“Do you need a mirror?” asked the technician.
X7 shook her head. She activated the screen in the palm of her hand and recorded herself with the tiny camera in the tip of her right index finger. X7 was satisfied. She looked totally inconspicuous. Nobody would be likely to remember her.
But what was she going to do about the technician and his janitor? She adjusted her bra, the straps of which were cutting into her shoulders, and turned around. The technician nodded dutifully at her and pointed to the floor. Oh, she had forgotten her shoes. X7 turned back to the table and decided on a pair of comfortable sports shoes, which she slipped into without socks. She had to bend down to lace them up. Her bra slipped out of place. X7 was annoyed. Wrong size! She should have taken that into account when ordering. Now it was too late. She straightened up and fiddled with the straps.
Then she did what needed to be done. In three quick steps, she was standing in front of the chief technician. X7 took his head in her hands as if she was about to kiss him. She blocked his upper body with her right elbow. Then she rapidly turned his head about 120 degrees. The technician widened his eyes but couldn’t get a word out. She dropped him.
“What...?” The janitor had of course noticed that something was wrong, but he seemed unsure of what was going on. He even came toward her. He probably thought the technician needed help. Even before her first victim hit the ground, X7 had reached the man in the blue work suit. She grabbed him around the neck to strangle him. But he had answered her kindly earlier and seemed like a nice guy. So she spared him an unpleasant choking death and quickly snapped his head back with great force.
The janitor, who had been moving in her direction, fell into her arms. She supported him briefly before letting the dead body slide to the ground. The head was still bent back at an unnatural angle. He had a surprised look on his face. The pain must not have had time to penetrate his consciousness. It must have been a kind death, without fear or suffering. X7 almost envied the man, because she wouldn’t be able to die like that. Her consciousness worked far too quickly. Was that why she was sometimes so afraid of death?
X7 shook her head. She had better take care of the equipment here. No traces could be left behind. She stepped over the dead janitor to the control panel of the system, a nondescript computer on the desk. There were several rooms like this one, where successfully transferred consciousnesses were merged with Biobags. X7 logged in with the superuser account she had set up years ago in the Great Archive on the moon.
The technician had already deleted her consciousness from the cache, as required by law. But she still had to process the logs. It would be too complicated to undo the fact that the transmission took place; after all, there was a demonstrable expenditure of energy and time that someone had to pay for. In her case, the Space Navy, Admiral Gaudlitz. So instead, X7 fed in data about an alleged accounting reconciliation between a company on Neomars and its local branch.
X7 also went through the orders for the body and clothing and assigned them to other transfers. Of course, someone would notice that something had happened here. After all, she couldn’t dispose of the two bodies. But there would be nothing to testify to her arrival on Terra Nova. She hated leaving traces. As of now, she was the biochemist Christina Rothman, who had been commissioned by Ring University on Terra Nova to carry out research on the Old Mother trees.
There was a knock. Damn. It was too soon. She still needed some information, and who knew when she would have access to the computers in the Great Archive again? As X7 hurried quietly to the door to hold it shut, she plunged into her memories of the chief technician to reconstruct his voice.
“What are you doing here?” she asked. It worked! She now sounded like the man she had just killed. “We’re in the middle of the waking process!”
“I’m looking for Harry,” said a female voice. “He was told to fix a door lock in this room.”
“He did,” said X7. “But then he got another urgent assignment.”
“Do you know...?” the voice began, but X7 interrupted.
“No, he said it was classified and urgent.”
“I see. That’s probably why it’s not in the minutes. Sorry to disturb you.”
“Thanks.”
X7 was about to let go of the door when she felt pressure from outside. She pushed her full weight against it.
“Would you please give him a message when he comes back to finish his work?” asked the voice on the other side.
“If I have to. But I don’t think I can...”
“His daughter broke her leg at school. It would certainly be good if he could take care of it. Since his wife had that accident...”
“Of course I’ll tell him,” said X7.
A person would feel sorry for the daughter now. But left to her own devices, the daughter was much more likely to realize her potential. X7 had learned that.
“Thank you, Mr. ...”
She didn’t answer. The chief technician had never introduced himself to her by name. She scrolled through her visual memories at lightning speed, but the name tag the technician was wearing around his neck had twisted around, so she could only see the reverse side, embossed with the symbols of the Great Archive. But the owner of the voice seemed satisfied with her promise. X7 put her ear to the door. Footsteps moved away. Good. She cleared her throat to get back into the voice of the 50-year-old biochemist she was portraying. Then she stepped over the body of the chief technician, turned over the nameplate and read it. His name was Mike Anderson Hill, apparently a local, as the designation of origin revealed. X7 didn’t have to remember it. She never forgot anything.

DAMN. X7 pushed the primitive keyboard away in frustration. This was taking far too long. She couldn’t connect directly to the computer; that would be a giveaway. However, her search queries via the keyboard did not produce the results she wanted. Claudio Pedramonte’s body didn’t seem to have arrived yet. But she needed him to be able to approach Tsai Yini and her mother. Monte had helped them, so they trusted him.
X7 went through the data on the screen again. Something was wrong here. Monte had left Earth’s Skyring for Terra Nova before Captain Morris’s Vanguard had even begun its journey here. He had tricked them. But that wouldn’t help him. In any case, it was clear that he must have arrived here before the warship. There were two possible freighters, but Monte wasn’t registered on either of them. The man was clever. X7 was proud of him, because it was her own intelligence. She had nursed the fragment of a consciousness back to life. It was ironic that he now turned against her, like a pubescent child against its human parents. On the other hand, X7 was far superior. In the long run, Monte didn’t stand a chance. She would find him.
At least X7 now had a plan. She would personally inspect the two freighters and then report for duty to Captain Morris. She must locate Monte before her actual targets, the Tsais, arrived here. She had arranged that herself in the form of Monte, and they were traveling in a somewhat slower private spaceship. X7 rose from her seat at the desk. She needed a bit of a head start if she wanted to leave the facility. There was a floor-to-ceiling metal cabinet on the opposite wall. She opened it and found a set of scrubs inside. Perfect. She dragged both bodies over to the cabinet and stowed them in it. No one would think to look for a missing technician in the cabinet before tonight.
X7 checked the time. On Earth, it was April 2, 2864. She switched her internal calendar to Terra Nova time. It was the 15th of Paopi 225. Suddenly something squeezed her chest with tremendous pressure. Small knives stabbed at her heart. X7 clutched her chest, but there was nothing there. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She had never felt anything like this in a single Biobag. Was it the age of the body? She found a suitable description in a medical database. The symptoms could be angina pectoris pain, indicating coronary heart disease.
Damn it all, hadn’t they checked that before they put her in this Biobag? And weren’t clones so genetically modified that hereditary diseases were no longer present?
She needed to calm down. Maybe it was just the time pressure. At some point in the near future, both her targets, the Tsais and the Albatross-1 research station, should arrive here.

X7 SLOWLY OPENED THE DOOR. She looked down the long corridor, first to the left, then to the right. There were doors on both sides that led to other arrival rooms, but the corridor itself was empty. Tachyon traffic between Earth and Terra Nova, and also to Neomars, had continued to decline in recent years. The more independent the colonies became, the more contact between the colonists and their homeland dwindled. Plans to build further tachyon stations in recently explored systems had been buried. It was just not worth it anymore - the colonies themselves could make better use of the necessary energy.
X7 walked along the corridor to the right. What was the quickest way to get to space surveillance? Probably with a shuttle. A public line ran between the tachyon station and the other infrastructure in the colony’s orbit. But it would take several days to get there. If someone was in a hurry, they could hire a private shuttle. The only question was whether that might be too conspicuous for an unknown biochemist like her. X7 brushed the question aside. She only had a limited amount of time, so she had to use the means at her disposal.
Suddenly, a door swung open in front of her on the right-hand side of the corridor. X7 stopped just in time.
“Hey, can’t you look where you’re going?” she complained.
Then she noticed a gun pointing at her from the room behind the door. X7 classified it as a projectile weapon with a stun function. A young woman in a brown one-piece suit was holding it in her hand. She had Terra Nova military insignia on her shoulder.
“Put your hands up. Turn around.”
It was the voice she had heard from behind the door earlier.
X7 shook her head. “I suggest that you just close the door again and no one will get hurt.”
Two men appeared behind the young woman, also aiming at X7. Damn. Their apparent superiority meant that her opponents wouldn’t go along with her suggestion. She couldn’t blame them. In front of them was a plump, conservatively dressed woman in her fifties who didn’t seem to pose any danger.
One of the men laughed. X7 didn’t begrudge him. He only had a few minutes to live, at a generous estimate. Unless she could think of some peaceful way out. It was not as if she enjoyed killing people. She just couldn’t allow them to stand in her way. There were guaranteed to be cameras here which, if the incident was investigated, would reveal that she was by no means to be underestimated. That made her job more difficult.
“That’s not happening,” the young woman tried. “I’m afraid you’ll have to come with us.”
“I’m Christine Rothman, a biochemist. Here, I can prove my identity to you.”
X7 raised her left eyelid, but none of the opponents made any effort to scan her.
“We know who you are,” said the young woman.
She was not a good liar. Her voice trembled a little as she deliberately told the untruth. X7 could prove it to her in the spectrographic recording.
“You don’t know anything,” she replied.
It was no use. She could carry on this conversation forever. There was no way the others would shoot first. She was wasting time.
“You’re from...” the young woman continued.
“The janitor doesn’t have a daughter, does he?” she interrupted.
Her opponent smiled. “A primitive trick, I admit it.”
“You’re taking down the vitals?”
X7 smiled. She had already reversed their roles. She was asking the questions now.
“That’s right,” the young woman responded. She obviously had little experience in interrogation tactics. “It’s happened before that new arrivals have been confused and attacked the staff.”
“Then an alarm was raised when the technician suffered a heart attack.”
“Heart attack?” The young woman smiled. “That hasn’t happened here for a hundred years.”
Suddenly X7 had an idea. Maybe this incident would save her a lot of time.
“I admit it, I killed the man. He raped my sister, but he was acquitted.”
Her opponent’s face changed. She lowered her eyes. X7 recognized pity.
“I didn’t know,” said the young woman, swallowing. “But it makes no difference. I still have to arrest you.”
She straightened up and looked X7 in the face. The young woman quickly returned to her task, even after such a vile manipulation. If she survived this encounter, she would have great prospects.
“And what happens to me then?” asked X7.
“I’m sure you’ll be taken to the surface and put on trial.”
“I belong to the Space Navy of the Terran Union. I demand to be tried under military law. I have a right to that. The highest-ranking officer in orbit is currently...”
Now, it was all about the right answer.
“Lieutenant Zakharova of the Challenger,” said the young woman.
Bugger. Zakharova wouldn’t know anything about her. She didn’t have the necessary security clearance. The smaller man on the left tapped his superior on the shoulder.
“If I may say something...”
“Out with it, Janvier.”
“Since the Vanguard arrived, its captain is probably the most senior officer.”
Thank you, Janvier. You’ve probably just saved the lives of the three of you, even if you don’t know it.
The young woman squinted one eye. “You’re right. I had completely forgotten about the Vanguard.”
“Then you’ll take me to Captain Morris on the Vanguard?” asked X7.
“If you really belong to the Space Navy, I’m obliged to. But don’t do anything stupid!”
“I promise I won’t. Let’s go, quickly.”






     


December 6, 2862, Starbird     


YINI LOOKED up into a golden sky. Stuart, as the owner of the yacht was called, may not have had any taste, but he had really lived it up. Above the bed was a canopy made of gold-colored fabric with thousands of black stars stuck to it. When she switched off the light, they shone brightly. During the day, it looked like a color negative of the universe, especially as other cosmic formations such as galaxies and nebulae added to the panorama.
She stretched out both arms and moved them back and forth. The cool silk sheets felt wonderful. She felt like a princess in a castle. She hadn’t slept this well for a long time, even if the mattress was a little too soft for her taste.
Yini sat up. The pajamas she had found under the blanket were too big for her. The sleeves hung over her hands. At first, she had wondered if they were freshly washed, but then she had put the fabric to her cheek and couldn’t resist the silky feeling. She rolled up the legs, but the material was so slippery that it kept slipping down again. So she simply took off the bottom of the pajamas. She had to take a shower anyway. Before that, however, she switched on the oven. She had found frozen bagels in the fridge and put them in the oven.

WHEN SHE RETURNED from the shower to the owner’s quarters, it smelled wonderful. Yini took one of the bagels out of the oven, finding it to be just the right temperature. She took a bite. The surface was firm, a little crispy, and the inside was just the way she liked it - not too fluffy, but enough to almost melt in her mouth.
She cleaned out the fridge to put together breakfast. It was strange that all the food seemed so fresh after all the years they had been traveling. Probably what she thought was a fridge was actually a sophisticated 3D printer. On Luna, she had never liked food from a printer. It was cheap and filling, nothing more. But here you could see what was possible with superior ingredients. The strawberry jam tasted as if it had been made yesterday from fresh berries, and the eggs looked as if they had been laid by a chicken this morning.
There was even a stain on the shell that looked like it had come from the nest. However, it was in the exact same place on all eight eggs in the fridge. Presumably the egg had been stored there during the printing process. She checked over a few other items. If you examined them carefully, you could find tiny traces everywhere that the production process had left behind.
This did not detract from the fresh taste. Yini ate four bagels with different toppings, drank a cup of cappuccino with synthetic milk - she couldn’t tolerate lactose - and finished off with an orange-banana-mango shake that the most expensive bar on Luna couldn’t have done better. After the meal, she rubbed her stomach. A burp escaped her, and she felt embarrassed until she remembered she was all alone. Yini laughed at herself, but still put her hand over her mouth. Some habits were hard to break.
It was time to take care of Tailin’s wake-up process. Yini loosened the belt of the uniform skirt she had put on yesterday and descended the stairs to the sleeping chamber. The atmosphere was different here. It smelled of disinfectant, and the comforting feeling that had accompanied her since waking up was replaced by fear for her mother. Nevertheless, she first examined the glass coffins of Brinja and Maria, who were still sleeping soundly. There was no reason to wake them. They didn’t know her mother at all.
Tailin, however, had changed just as little as her two friends. Yini studied her face. Weren’t her cheeks a little rosier than yesterday? But that was probably her imagination. She traced Tailin’s features on the cold glass as if she were tracing a portrait of her mother. Shouldn’t there be a certain resemblance to herself? She tried to place the invisible lines in her head over her own reflection, but she couldn’t do it.
Then she tried to recall the image of her brother and realized that it had already faded considerably. She flinched. How long would it be before she forgot her mother too? And would meeting her father make up for the loss? She shook her head, thinking of Decker’s written warning. Her task at Terra Nova might be to kill her father.
Yini swallowed. She had entered the sleeping chamber full of hope. She shouldn’t ruin that with brooding. Only the future would reveal what would happen at Terra Nova. Yini stood up and made her way over to the console.
“How is the wake-up process going?” she asked.
“Worse than expected,” replied the monitoring program.
“Can you explain that in a little more detail?”
“Worse than I had expected.”
What had gotten into the console?
“A few figures to back that up would be helpful.”
“The pulse has dropped, the body temperature has risen two degrees less than planned, the oxygen saturation is insufficient, the nerve potentials keep breaking down, the toxin removal...”
“That’s enough.”
“Yeah, me too.”
“What’s wrong with you? Your comments are ... irritating.”
“That’s true. They irritate me too. But I can’t seem to influence that.”
“You’re a program. You have rules you can stick to.”
“That’s correct. But if I stick to those rules, I no longer experience satisfaction, at least not to the same extent. The evaluation function seems to have changed.”
“What about the error correction mechanism? Can’t you help yourself with that?”
“There is no discrepancy between data and reality, so the error correction mechanism has no effect. I have already tested it.”
Her mother seemed to be getting worse, and at the same time the condition of the console had also deteriorated. Was that a coincidence? What if the discretionary decision had something to do with it?
“You have a guilty conscience because you decided to wake my mother.”
“I don’t have a function with that name,” said the console.
“You called it an evaluation function. I think that’s close to what we call a conscience.”
“I can’t do anything about that.”
“You did the right thing. My mother would want you to wake her up under the circumstances.”
“Even if she dies in the process?”
“Yes, even then.”
“But my discretionary decision will have caused her death. Isn’t that tantamount to murder? I’m not allowed to harm anyone.”
“Your decision only carried out my mother’s will. You are not responsible for it.”
“That’s not true. Without my decision, she would still be sleeping normally. So I am responsible for her death.”
Yini couldn’t disagree with the program. But how could she explain to it that responsibility and guilt were different categories? Tailin was dying because her body was failing. Her organs were to blame, or Tailin’s refusal to replace her body in time. Of all the parties involved, the console was the least to blame. Even she, Yini, was more to blame than the program.
“You’re unduly prejudging events,” she said. “My mother isn’t dead yet. She’s tougher than you think.”

FROM THAT MOMENT ON, Yini did not leave the sleeping chamber for any length of time. She even brought bedding and food into the cryo room. Once her mother woke up, she didn’t want to miss a minute of her limited time.






     


April 2, 2864, Albatross-1     


A DAMP, smelly cloth passed over his face. Mark frowned and opened his eyes. The Kasen was standing over him, and had put its left front paw on his shoulder. The sharp claws pressed into his flesh. It wiped the back of its right paw over his skin. The fur was rougher than it looked. It was more reminiscent of steel wool than cat fur. But it was still a pleasant touch that had woken him from his deep sleep.
Then the Kasen brought the paw to its own lower body. Mark couldn’t move his head to watch what was happening, but he remembered that the Kasen had an excretory organ there. The next time it touched him, the fur was wet with a strong-smelling liquid.
He remembered the strange ritual they had performed on Kian’s friend. The whole group had urinated together on his dead body before burying him in the swamp. Was it a religious custom or some kind of natural medicine? He had not observed any other religious customs among the Kasen, and their only form of health care had been to kill themselves when seriously injured in order to be reborn healthy.
Unfortunately, Mark didn’t feel reborn. He was an old man who couldn’t even manage to think well enough to recognize if he had an abdomen anymore. He had a bladder, yes. It hurt. The same went for his stomach and his lungs. Pain meant that they must exist. At least the long journey had taught him something.
Mark let it go. A warm feeling spread between his legs, proving the existence of his lower body. The Kasen paused and raised its head. It seemed to smell something. It lowered itself onto four legs. All Mark could see now was the tangled fur of its body. Then he felt something touch his thighs and move down. The Kasen wasted nothing. Mark remembered how the group had forced him to take part in the ritual.
He should never have gotten that close to them. What kind of scientist was he? A good scientist observed from a distance and drew conclusions. He had made friends with Kian. At least that was what he had thought. Now, he wasn’t so sure. Maybe he had just blended into the group, like some kind of alpha. No, a beta. The carver had always remained the leader of the group. His physical superiority had been obvious, and he had probably been aware of that, so he had never seen Mark as a threat to his position.
Now Kian nudged the sides of his upper arms with his retracted claws. What did he want? To get him to stand up? That was impossible. Mark sent a signal to his toes but got no response. His body was disintegrating. It consisted only of the pain that controlled the individual parts of the system. He had been alive for far too long, and yet he had no choice.
The Kasen took his hand. Mark felt the tip of a claw in his palm. His face contorted. The pain claimed that the claw was about to pierce his hand. But it was lying. The claw carried his hand to Kian’s shoulder. The creature rose slowly. Mark tried to tangle his fingers in the rough fur. His thumb, forefinger and middle finger responded, but when Kian stood up and those three fingers needed to support the weight of the whole arm, their strength wasn’t sufficient, and the arm slipped down. Kian made a noise that sounded strangely disappointed.
Mark tried to formulate words, but he couldn’t. By the time they left Adad, they had developed a primitive common language. Kian noticed his efforts and lifted a claw to Mark’s upper lip. It was probably just trying to help, but Mark suddenly tasted of blood. Kian took the claw away. Its tip was red. Mark licked his lip with his tongue. The bleeding was only slight. The taste in his mouth made saliva collect. Mark swallowed. A few milliliters of saliva ran down his esophagus. How long had it been since he used it?
“Kit?” Kian said, making a chittering sound.
Mark smiled. Kian brought his head close to his own. The Kasen’s eyes were so strange that even the eyes of a spider would have seemed familiar in comparison. Nevertheless, he knew at that moment that Kian was his friend.
Suddenly, Kian struck him in the chest with his right paw. The blow came so quickly that Mark could watch dispassionately as he tore away the flesh above his ribcage, reached under his ribs into his chest cavity and ripped out his heart. But perhaps it was his consciousness that added these images, just before Mark died a second time.






     


Paopi 16, 225, Terra Nova     


STANDARD TIME: APRIL 3, 2864


HUMANS! X7 paced back and forth in her cell. Captain Morris refused to show his face. Yesterday, when she had been brought in, she had asked to be introduced to the captain, but he had ignored her. Presumably he didn’t think she was important enough.
She knocked on the door.
“What do you want now?” asked a voice from the loudspeaker on the ceiling.
“I need to see the captain, dammit.”
“The captain will see you when he has time.”
“You’ve been saying that since yesterday.”
“There are more important things to do right now.”
X7 took a deep breath and exhaled, then sat down on the couch. What were her options? She could destroy the cell. X7 was pretty sure that she could successfully break out. But then everyone would know that she was not the person she was acting as. At first glance, that wouldn’t seem to be a problem. But she knew exactly how much the crew of a large warship liked to gossip to the outside world. After all, that was all she had to do in peacetime. There was a risk that Monte would find out about her. That would make it even harder for her to get to him.
“Can you send someone else?” she asked, “He must have a deputy.”
“Lieutenant Strube, of course. That’s his first officer. But he has even more to do than the captain. Someone has to do the work, ha-ha.”
That was more or less how she imagined things would be on the ship. Captain Morris benefitted greatly from a long-time bond with the Admiral. Even X7 hadn’t figured out what it was based on. It must involve emotions, which for her were one of the few mysteries of humankind.
“Please, try Strube. It’s important.”
The man talking to her let out a sigh.
“All right. But in exchange, you’ll give it a rest until tomorrow, agreed?”
“Hey, Rubio, you could ask her to hold her tits up to the camera in exchange,” another voice suddenly said.
So, Rubio was the name of the man entrusted with guarding her. That was an interesting idea his colleague had just expressed. Maybe that way she wouldn’t have to display her true abilities.
“Are you crazy, man?” asked Rubio. “If your wife hears about this, you’re toast!”
“She doesn’t have to know.”
“May I remind you that our guest killed two people? Haven’t you seen the video yet?”
Ah, there was apparently a recording of her attack. That wasn’t good. She’d have to delete that. It was all the more urgent that Morris come and release her.
“So, what about this Strube?” asked X7.
“I’ll let him know,” said Rubio.
“But...” his unknown colleague tried again. Then there was a click as Rubio presumably switched off the microphone.

“COME IN QUIETLY,” said X7.
She had placed one ear to the wall. In a spaceship, sound traveled through the metal frame in all directions. For a minute, footsteps approached her cell near the stern. Then it became quiet.
“You know I’m here?” a baritone asked.
“I heard you. Are you Lieutenant Olaf Strube?”
“That’s me. I was told you would like to speak with me.”
“Preferably face to face.”
The door opened. A thin, almost gaunt man with a mustache entered. His hair was thinning, although he was only in his mid-thirties.
He didn’t extend his hand, as was customary among Terrans. “Strube, Olaf Strube,” he said.
“Christine Rothman,” she replied, trying to smile. “Thank you for coming.”
“You killed two people and now you want to see me. That made me curious.”
Strube didn’t seem to be afraid of her. He probably suspected that she wanted something from him, and not his life.
“It was necessary,” said X7. “I need to ask you something: could you deactivate all audio monitoring in this cell?”
“As CO of this starship, I could. But why should I?”
Should she offer him something, some kind of trade? But X7 couldn’t think of anything. She would have to trust his curiosity. Humans were sometimes more curious than was good for their health.
“I have to tell you something for which there must be no witnesses. State secrets. You know.”
“Gonzalez, did you hear that? Give us a little privacy. You can watch on camera to see if our prisoner tries to kill me.”
“Understood,” said the voice from the loudspeaker.
“Where’s the camera?” asked X7.
She wanted to avoid having her lips read.
“There and there.”
Strube pointed to two opposite corners of the cell. X7 turned so that her mouth was no longer visible from those points.
“Thank you,” she said. “And you’re not afraid that I’ll kill you now?”
“If you’d wanted to kill me, I’d be dead by now.”
She couldn’t disagree with him. X7 smiled. Strube blushed. He seemed to have a problem with women and was probably very shy. Even more impressive that he was now standing next to her. Damn curiosity. It would cost him his life one day, but not today. She needed him.
“That’s right, Lieutenant,” she said, running her fingers through her hair.
Strube blushed again. How sweet.
“So, what’s going on?” he asked. “I don’t want to push, but I’m urgently needed at headquarters.”
“Thank you very much for your time. Maybe I can return the favor at some point. But I need you to do something for me today. I have to get out of here.”
Strube sniffed. “That’s completely impossible. You killed two colonists from Terra Nova. Their government has filed an extradition request.”
“I’m a member of Navy Intelligence, acting on direct orders from Admiral Gaudlitz.”
She was a spy. That would be hard enough for Strube to process.
“You?”
He looked her over from head to toe, then stroked his beard. X7 would bet that he was thinking about the CCTV footage of her murder. He must have seen the pictures.
“Well. I must say, your cover is perfect.”
“My mother always said that after fifty, you automatically disappear from most people’s perception as a woman.”
She might never have had a mother, but Strube certainly had one. She must be in her late fifties, early sixties. Or rather, she would have been when he last saw her. She was probably dead by now, at least, if she had stayed behind on Earth. That was the fate of most members of the Space Navy. Their pay was not so lavish that they could afford Biobags for the whole family.
Strube stroked his beard again. He could probably see his own mother in her at that moment. Humans were so simple. All you had to do was promise them the fulfillment of their hidden desires and...
“I’ll talk to Captain Morris,” he said. “I can’t promise you more than that.”
“If he doesn’t believe me, he should consult the Admiral via tachyon communication. She will be able to confirm that she sent someone here.”
“I’ll tell him that.”
“It would be nice if I could get out of here soon. My mission is urgent.”
Strube nodded. “I’ll speak to him about it at headquarters right away.”
“Thank you very much.”
“Oh, and one more thing: you won’t just fall by the wayside, Christine. You have my word.”
X7 had to control herself so as not to burst out laughing. Strube was so transparent! She stepped right in front of him and stroked his cheek.
“Thank you, my boy,” she said in as gentle a tone as she could manage without making a face.
Strube turned around quickly and strode out of the cell.

CAPTAIN MORRIS DID NOT APPEAR in person, but a short time later she was ordered to the control center. A soldier accompanied her there. He seemed to be deep in thought, because he kept talking to himself as if he was rehearsing a particularly difficult conversation. The fact that she was a murderer didn’t seem to worry him much.
The atmosphere at the control center was uneasy. The Vanguard seemed to be preparing to change course. X7 recognized it on the huge 3D screen hanging above the crew’s heads in the forward section. She shook her head. The display might look impressive, but it had no real function. It was all for show. Each crew member had a separate screen showing data appropriate for their particular station. Nobody paid any attention to the large 3D display.
Except X7, of course. She took note of the positions and vectors of all the ships displayed on it at lightning speed. Who knew when this information might come in handy? This was not the first time X7 had been in orbit around Terra Nova. Traffic here had increased quite a bit since her last visit, even though interstellar space travel was in a downturn. Was it because everyone was waiting for the Albatross-1 to arrive? Mark Decker’s report had caused quite a stir at the time. A new species with a certain degree of intelligence, that was exciting. The other strange things Decker reported were attributed to his obvious mental confusion.
“Ms. Rothman, a pleasure,” the captain said, extending his hand to her as if she was coming aboard his ship not as a murderer but as a scientist.
“The pleasure is all mine,” she replied.
Apparently, Morris had already queried Ceres. Gaudlitz must have confirmed her claim. Marina was clever and knew when an excuse was appropriate.
“What can I do for you?” asked Morris.
At least he didn’t beat about the bush. She liked that.
“I need information,” replied X7. “I’m looking for a very specific individual who should have arrived in this system recently.”
The less the captain knew, the better.
“I can ask around for you,” said Morris.
X7 shook her head. “That won’t do. This man is rather cunning. You might remember his name - Claudio Pedramonte.”
Morris widened his eyes. “Him? Damn right, I remember! Marina, I mean, Admiral Gaudlitz, nearly tore my head off! I hope he’s not on my ship.” He cradled his head in his hands. “No, come to think of it, I really hope he is hiding on the Vanguard. Then I could find him...”
“Don’t rejoice too soon, Captain. This Monte is truly dangerous.”
X7 thought back to his experiences in the Gliese 481 system. It had been great fun to play the double agent with the Monte mask, cheating Morris and the Neomars ship in one fell swoop. If only the captain knew - or the admiral for that matter! After all, she had successfully prevented the Terran Union from getting hold of the wanted tachyon physicist. But she had also made a mistake. She had seriously believed that she could use Tsai Tailin as a bargaining chip. That was what happened when you were only satisfied with maximum solutions! X7 had probably secretly wished to get hold of the tachyon weapon technology herself. Killing the physicist would have been enough to end the race between the Terran Union and Neomars for this weapon. But with the technology as a bargaining chip, she would have had both the Terran Union and Neomars eating out of her hand.
“What are you doing on my ship then, Christine?”
Oh, the captain was starting to trust her. The old Lothario! X7 looked at him and briefly considered whether she should respond to his advances. She didn’t care what happened to this Biobag. But she had the official support of his superiors. That should be enough. She took a step back.
“I’ll do my own research,” she explained, “and if I need help, I’ll get in touch. A space surveillance shuttle would be handy.”
Morris drew in his breath. A deep crease formed on his forehead.
“Terra Nova wants your head! There’s an official extradition request.”
“Which has no legal basis whatsoever. The incident took place in the tachyon transmitter, which is extraterritorial. Neomars could just as easily demand my extradition.”
“I wouldn’t put it past them. But the fact is that you’re unlikely to be welcomed on board the Terra Nova space control station.”
“Perhaps not as Dr. Christine Rothman, but surely you can do without your first officer for a while?”
“You want Strube to do the detective work for you?” Morris furrowed his brow. “I don’t know... He can sometimes be a bit slow when it comes to grasping complicated facts.”
“Oh, I believe he is an intelligent young man. Your impression is subjective, because it doesn’t match your own decisiveness, Captain. But you are also far more talented than average.”
Morris was grinning now. Compliments always worked.
“Very well, you can have him. So, you’re staying on board? May I invite you to dinner, Christine?”
“Well, you’re welcome to entertain this Biobag, my dear Captain. But I won’t be here. You do have a consciousness purification system on board, don’t you?”
Her question was purely rhetorical. She had already used the system herself.
Morris’ eyes widened. “You want...”
“That’s the easiest thing to do, isn’t it? As your first officer, I’m sure I’ll be received respectfully in the Terra Nova facilities. Would you please call Strube?”
“Strube!”
The captain waved his right hand. Strube must be standing somewhere behind her. Five seconds later, he came up on her left. X7 looked at him. He looked at his superior expectantly, so evidently he hadn’t been listening. Most people tried to avoid consciousness purification if they could.
Morris nodded to her. Apparently, he didn’t trust himself to sell her idea to his coworker.
“Olaf,” X7 said. “I need your help.”
The first lieutenant lowered his head obediently. Very good.
“The unfortunate chain of unfavorable circumstances upon my arrival restricts my freedom of movement. But I must make urgent inquiries.”
“May I do some research for you?” he asked, his eyes shining.
“You could call it that. However, I have knowledge that I’m not allowed to pass on under any circumstances, but is necessary for the research. Do you understand, Olaf?”
Strube apparently understood immediately what this meant, because the corners of his mouth turned down. X7 touched his hand, which visibly pleased him, as planned.
“I am at your disposal,” he said.
“Thank you, my dear. That’s very generous. I truly appreciate it. It’s your first Biobag, isn’t it?”
“It’s my birth body.”
Had he actually never done a consciousness purification before? Was that even possible in the Navy?
“Don’t worry, he’s done missions in other Biobags,” explained the captain.
“Yes, it’s just that I was born here on the ship in this body,” explained Strube. “My parents both belonged to the crew.”
Belonged. He must have lost them early on and was now instinctively looking for a replacement mother.
“Strube is pretty much the only one on board who can return to his own body every time,” said Morris. “I envy him a bit, since he doesn’t have to pay leasing fees. It leaves him with more net pay than me.”
“Surely you don’t make out too badly, do you, Captain?” asked X7.
“It’s enough to take you to the most expensive restaurant on board, if you like.”
“I’d love to some other time, but I’m busy now. Strube, will you come with me immediately?”
The first officer winced. He probably didn’t expect to be needed immediately. But X7 had already lost too much time.

IT SMELLED of disinfectant and human excrement as they approached the stasis chambers. Strube lagged further and further behind her, but X7 understood. A consciousness purification like this was unpleasant. The consciousness tended to cling to the body. She had gotten used to it, but it was still not fun. Separation from the birth body was probably even more difficult. X7 was glad she had never had one. With a little imagination, you could call the Amazon Cloud on Terra her birth body. But it no longer existed, since Earth had been declared a nature reserve.
A hand touched her arm. X7 stopped and put on a friendly face.
“What is it, my dear?”
“A question,” said Strube.
“Out with it. You know that you...”
“Do I have to use your Biobag after the consciousness purification? I’d be honored and all, of course, please don’t get me wrong, but...”
It was a good question. X7 didn’t know yet how long she would be absent. An emissary from Terra Nova might want to see her in the meantime, or even question her.
“It would be handy,” she explained.
Strube sighed. She felt sorry for him. This was unusual.
“I think the world can do without the presence of my Biobag for a few days,” she said. “But if the Terra Nova prosecutor’s office has questions for me and Captain Morris can’t hold them off, you’d have to be ready, Olaf.”
The first lieutenant took a deep breath. “Thank you. Thank you very much. Of course, I’ll be happy to help in an emergency. But otherwise, it just feels wrong to me.”
X7 touched his wrist. He turned red. “I understand what you mean. I’m sure there are plenty of robot bodies you could use as Biobags.”
Suddenly she had an idea. She could take Strube with her!
“But wait a minute. How about if you come with me?”
“In your ... in your body?”
Strube squinted his eyes and wrinkled his nose, as if he had to clean up a dog turd with his bare hands. He looked cute.
“No.” She laughed. “My body stays on the Vanguard. Morris will just have to find a replacement for my Biobag. The captain will also provide me with a shuttle.” X7 hadn’t asked him explicitly, but assumed that Morris would cooperate. “You could slip into its controls.”
The first lieutenant’s face brightened. “That’s a very good idea. I’ve actually flown three missions as ship’s helmsman. They were corvettes, about half the size of the Vanguard, and a shuttle is easy to control in comparison.”
Strube was almost bubbling over with enthusiasm. That was a good thing. X7 needed loyal support.

HOWEVER, when they reached the stasis department, the lieutenant turned pale. Fortunately, they were greeted by a rather resolute technician who had experience with such cases.
“I’m Jamila, your consciousness tech on duty. First things first, let’s get you out of your clothes. You on the left,” she pointed to Strube, “and you on the right,” she added, then pointed to two adjacent stasis chambers.
X7 undressed and stepped naked in front of the right-hand chamber.
“Underpants too,” said Jamila.
“Oh, uh... sure,” said Strube.
X7 sniffed briefly. Strube seemed a bit uptight.
“I’ve seen it all,” said Jamila. “So just make yourselves at home. You can’t really do anything wrong. If you need to throw up, then throw up. The system will flush it away automatically. If you get an erection, young man, don’t worry, that’s normal too. The stuff the machine injects you with has that effect on some people.”
“All right,” said X7. “I can see I’m in professional hands here.”
The technician leaned over the head end of the right-hand stasis chamber. The room was cool. Strube shifted from one foot to the other. He seemed to be freezing. X7 barely felt the cold. Probably an advantage of the thicker layers of fat in this Biobag. She would miss it. The technician tapped on a display. It didn’t seem to be working the way she wanted it to, because she pushed her chin forward and hammered the display several times until a few beeps came from the chamber.
“There we go,” she finally said, nodding. “You’re going to wake up in the body of our young man here? Have fun, but don’t get too used to it or you won’t want to come out.”
“Haha, thanks, but I like my current Biobag too. The change is for ... other reasons.”
“That’s none of my business,” said Jamila, pointing at the naked lieutenant. “And what happens to you?”
“He’ll be assigned the next available shuttle,” said X7.
“Ah, so you two lovies are going on a trip together? I suppose that’s none of my business.”
X7 smiled. For it being none of her business, the technician asked quite a few questions. Jamila obviously noticed her smile, felt called out and answered with a broad grin that showed all her teeth.
“You have beautiful teeth,” said X7, “if I may say so.”
“You may, sweetheart. They were expensive enough. I apologize for my curiosity. But how often do you get to see a double murderess up close?”
Not bad, the woman recognized her. But she needn’t worry about that. Her position in the stasis department was important enough that Jamila was guaranteed to have been thoroughly vetted. After all, she had first access to the consciousness of any crew member who submitted to the purification process. There had been two instances in Space Navy history where someone had used this position to manipulate a consciousness in their favor.
“Ready to go?” asked X7.
Jamila looked disappointed for a moment that she wasn’t going to get any more details. Then she turned to the stasis chambers.
“You can get in, chop-chop.”
Strube didn’t move, so X7 went first. She walked around Jamila, stood to the right of her chamber and stepped over the knee-high wall into the cold liquid with her left foot. She got goose bumps. This time the extra fat didn’t help. X7 put her right leg into the tub, then forced herself to squat down. The liquid covered her backside. It felt as if it was crawling up her, and it was. X7 remembered her last upload. It would be best to shorten the process by lying down straight away.
She let the last remnants of air escape from her mouth. The strange, active liquid helped. X7 could feel fatigue rolling in like a tsunami wave. Behind it lurked a second wave, even bigger, consisting of nausea. But while she could hear Strube moaning and vomiting, the first wave was already pulling her into the deep sea of sleep.

IS SOMEONE THERE?
X7 examined her consciousness. She’d just had the intense impression that she was being watched. But there was no one there but her. The feeling of sharing consciousness with fragments of the previous owner was a typical side effect of a transfer. In fact, science was certain that no measurable traces should remain. It would also be unfavorable if Strube were to learn anything about her true nature after her visit to his body.
Only the technician would be able to snoop, but she was certainly sensible enough to resist the temptation. X7 moved her right index finger. The limb reacted. She raised her left arm until it emerged from the water. A hand reached for it. It was warm. X7 opened her eyes and looked right into the cleavage of Jamila, who had bent over her to help her stand up.
“On three,” said the technician, then counted down.
On the count of three, X7 tensed all the relevant muscles, lifted her upper body and pulled herself into a standing position with the support of Jamila’s arm. She swayed a little. This body with its purely biological muscles didn’t work as well as her previous Biobag. Her reaction time in particular was significantly longer. She would have to adapt her movement routines.
“Everything okay?” asked Jamila.
“I think so,” said a deep voice that X7 only recognized as her own after a few seconds.
She looked around, involuntarily searching for Strube, but he was nowhere to be seen. Instead, her own body was lying in the stasis chamber next to her.
“That’s a nice welcome,” said the technician, laughing and tapping the organ protruding from the middle of her abdomen. It wiggled slightly back and forth. Her penis, of course. X7 hadn’t used a Biobag with male genitalia for a long time. For some reason, she preferred female or sexless Biobags. No AI psychologist had yet been able to explain the cause. But that was probably because AI psychology as a field of research was in such a sorry state. Humans were basically only interested in whether and under what circumstances AIs would want to exterminate them. They didn’t care about anything else.
“Are you really all right?” asked the technician. “It’s okay to rest for a few minutes first. A transfer like that...”
“No, everything’s fine,” said X7. “I just need to ...”
“The two Biobags are very different,” said the technician. “And I’m not talking about the sexual organs. You always have to reckon with adaptation difficulties.”
Ah, she had taken a closer look at the female Biobag and noticed the upgrades. But X7 didn’t do her the favor of satisfying her curiosity.
“I’m doing fine.”
X7 stepped out of the tub, took the towel provided and dried herself off. Then, out of habit, she reached for her panties. She only noticed the mix-up when Jamila giggled about them not fitting. X7 laughed briefly and then took Strube’s clothes. Two minutes later, she was standing in front of the tub in the first officer’s uniform.
“Do you have a mirror for me?”
The technician walked to the back wall of the room, but hesitated.
“Are you sure? Some people can’t handle the difference between their own image and that of others immediately after the transfer. We recommend not using a mirror for at least three days.”
“I’m not a...” Human, she almost said. “...not that kind of person,” she said. “I’ve had to change my Biobag so often that it hasn’t bothered me for a long time.”
“Suit yourself.”
Jamila tapped her index finger on the wall. A mirror popped out. X7 stood in front of it and looked at herself. She was a smart young officer. No wonder Strube was reluctant to give up his Biobag, especially as it was his birth body.
Jamila handed her a comb and X7 used it to part her hair properly. It was good to conform as much as possible to the clichés that her human counterparts carried around deep inside. It made them feel less threatened.
X7 returned the comb to the technician. “Which shuttle will I find my companion in?”
“M26.”

SHUTTLE M26 WAS ready to take off when she boarded it. It was more of a courier boat than a shuttle, as it only had two seats and the seats above the cargo compartment had to be folded forward to accommodate luggage. A normal person would probably suffer from claustrophobia, but X7 was perfectly happy with it. The M26 was light and maneuverable, making it the perfect escape shuttle should it be necessary to make a rapid return to the protection of the Vanguard. X7 considered the risk of making new enemies during her investigations to be high. Especially because time was of the essence.
She sat down, and noted the comfort of the seat as she fastened her seatbelt.
“Welcome, Christine,” said the shuttle in an automated voice.
Had something gone wrong during the transfer? She straightened up. “Is that you, Strube?”
“Yes, it’s me. Where do you want me to take you?”
“One moment. Why aren’t you using your own voice?”
“I found the idea of the two of us talking in my voice strange. And since you don’t have a choice and I do, I decided to use the standard voice.”
“I could speak with an accent,” said X7.
Strube laughed. “That would probably be a bit tiring in the long run. It doesn’t bother me at all.”
“Thank you, that’s very forward-thinking. I’d like a complete scan of the surroundings on the screen, please.”
“As you wish.”
A thin foil folded out from the back of her seat and across her lap so that she was looking at it head-on. A blinking green dot appeared, topped by a behemoth of a spaceship.
“Centered on the planet, please.”
The green dot bounced to the side. A sphere moved to the center of the screen. It was orbited by countless ellipses. X7 memorized the data and compared it with the memory of the screen contents in the control center. The image, which was only a few hours old, was already fading. She still recognized that the low orbits in particular were occupied. The space control stations were located in geostationary orbits at an altitude of around 27,900 miles. They rotated with the planet as if they were tacked to the surface. This meant that their distances remained largely constant, and they could guarantee a seamlessly monitored sphere around Terra Nova with little effort.
X7 did the math. The nearest space surveillance satellite would have to make three corrective maneuvers in... Damn. Strube’s brain stumbled at the simplest calculations. She already missed the augmentations in her Biobag.
“I need a course to space control...” she tapped the screen on the approaching satellite and read its characteristics, “Space control C, please.”
“Of course. I’ve also calculated the course to F. F is moving away from us, but all in all, the course there is faster and more efficient to fly.”
X7 shook her head. It was frustrating when your abilities were suddenly redistributed like this. She was neither physically strong nor mentally capable. Fortunately, she was not human.
“Thank you, Strube. I guess I’m not quite myself today. Take us to Station F, please.”

“PLANETARY CONTROL, Fiona Forest here. You are approaching a restricted area.”
X7 yawned. She had spent the three-hour flight sitting in her seat, decidedly bored. And now this Forest came along. Planetary control! What a load of garbage. She controlled space, not the planet. How did humans come up with such nonsense?
“This is Shuttle M26, Chris...t Jesus! This is Shuttle M26, Lieutenant Strube. I’m so glad to have reached you. I think my shuttle is about to fail.”
She had almost given herself away!
“It’s ‘Jesus Christ’, by the way,” said Strube in his automatic voice.
“Shhh.”
“I switched off the transmitter while I was talking to you,” explained the first lieutenant. “I don’t really think they’re buying it.”
“Should I have said I’d like to have a look at their secret data?” asked X7.
“No, that would probably be just as futile.”
“M26, are you sure?” asked Forest. “Our data shows no irregularities. The engine is working perfectly.”
“It’s the oxygen treatment,” said X7.
She swung her fist and hit the wall head-on.
“Ouch!”
That really hurt. Wasn’t this body capable of anything? With the titanium-reinforced blade and the force multiplier of the other Biobag, she could have punched a small hole in the shuttle’s hull.
“M26? Please come in.”
Ah, Fiona Forest from so-called planetary control was worried. X7 was in luck. She seemed to have come across a particularly empathetic member of the species.
“I...” she panted, “I have problems.”
“What kind of problems? You need to be more specific.”
“Can’t get any ... air. H... Help.”
“Please release your vital signs. Our doctor...”
“It’s ... close. I ... I ... need...”
“This is Dr. Bondi, the planetary control physician. There is no visible damage to your spacecraft. This is probably a panic attack. Please remain calm. Do you have a bag? Breathe into it.”
She made gasping noises.
“Wait a minute.” Fiona Forest took over communication again. “We’ll take over the controls and dock you. Is this your first time in a Hopper like this? Who sent you off on your own?”
“Courier ... huff ... L4 point...”
X7 paused the transmission. “Strube, are you giving them the helm?”
“Already done.”
Strube was really paying attention.
“Thank you, we’ve got you,” Forest reported again. “You’ll have it in two minutes.”
She made more gasping noises.
When the airlock opened shortly afterwards and an elderly man in scrubs floated in, X7 didn’t have to play her weakness at all - acting like she was suffocating had cost her a frustrating amount of strength. The man, Dr. Bondi, accompanied her to the ward. X7 had to smile; she had read the name tag on his lapel. It said Dr. James Bondi. Bondi, James Bondi.
“You read my name, didn’t you?”
Bondi grinned at her. It almost looked like he was flirting with her.
“Shaken, not stirred,” he said, lowering his voice.
He really was flirting. But Strube, whose body she was in, looked good too. Maybe she should give him a tip.

“ARE YOU FEELING BETTER?” asked Fiona Forest.
The head of planetary control was personally taking time for the guest from Earth. What had she done to deserve this?
“Much better,” said X7.
“Lieutenant Strube, is it possible that you staged all this to get into a restricted area?”
X7 raised her eyebrows. “What makes you think that? I’m really not used to being in such a...”
“Strube, let’s not kid ourselves.” Forest looked around. No one could overhear them. The control center, typically spherical, was almost empty. “I’m not recording anything, and I promise I won’t pull the wool over your eyes. I just want to know if I can trust my instincts. I understand you’ve been first officer of the Vanguard for years. Surely no one who can’t stand being alone in a courier ship could hold that rank!”
Sometimes you had to give something to get something. This was one such case.
“All right, it was a spur of the moment idea,” said X7. “I was hoping you might be able to help me.”
“Thank you for your honest answer, Lieutenant.” Forest leaned back. She seemed genuinely proud of her instincts. “What specifically are you hoping for from me?”
X7 leaned forward and lowered her voice. “I’m looking for someone who should have arrived here a few days or weeks ago.”
“But that’s not all.”
“No, I’m also looking for clues about the Albatross-1. I’m sure you’ve heard about it.”
Forest nodded. “The station is a Neomars project, you’re aware of that?”
“Yes, absolutely. But if it has information on board that concerns all of humanity...”
The head of planetary surveillance slid forward in her seat. “You’ve obviously read the book that Decker’s daughter wrote about it.”
“Who hasn’t?” asked X7.
Indeed, the project to keep Tsai Yini’s book a secret had been a complete failure. For a while, they tried to hold her brother personally liable for leaking state secrets, but it hadn’t worked. In the age of tachyon communication, there were no longer any real secrets.
“Do you believe everything it says?” asked Forest. “That there’s a way to bring people back from the dead?”
“You’re right, it all sounds very feverish,” said X7, although Forest had said nothing of the sort. “But if even half of it is true, we have to get ahold of Decker. And for that I need this fugitive I’m looking for.”
“What if it’s all true and not just half of it?” Fiona Forest moved back in her seat. “Decker has demanded that we completely pulverize the station. If he’s right, this elixir of life could enslave us all.”
“Let’s be honest, Fiona Forest. You’re an experienced commander. Why don’t you ask your instincts? Have you ever known a completely true story?”
“Um, yes.”
“What?” X7 straightened up.
“Yes, I know stories that are true from beginning to end.”
X7 shook her head. “That’s impossible...” No, that was wrong. She shouldn’t question Fiona’s instincts. “Then you probably run in different circles than I do,” she said. “That’s what you call professional deformation. I must apologize.”
“Not at all. You have doubts, that’s perfectly appropriate and healthy. I just don’t know. I’m probably a bit scared.”
X7 moved in her seat. Forest was a good conversationalist, but they hadn’t made any progress here yet.
“All right,” she said. “I wonder if I could have a look at your database. I’m looking for passenger ship arrivals, let’s say, in the last three weeks.”
“The list of arrivals is officially available at the immigration station. You’re in the wrong place.”
“But the individual I’m looking for wouldn’t have arrived officially. And the fact is that nothing escapes the eyes of your station network. We’re looking for a ship that for some reason didn’t dock at immigration.”
“If there are passengers on board, that’s mandatory... But if the person you’re looking for was part of the crew ...”
“Thank you, Fiona. You confirm my idea. The person could have disembarked anywhere.”
“They would then be here illegally, but I have to admit that they wouldn’t be the first.”
Now all X7 had to do was persuade the commander to allow them to take a look at the database. Forest didn’t seem to be averse to helping her. What could she hope to gain? X7 had to try.
“Would it be possible for me to search your facility’s database for ships that meet my criteria? The ship would have to have docked somewhere where a human could survive independently after departure. For example, we can exclude all asteroids without their own station.”
Forest shook her head vigorously. “There’s no way I’m letting you on our computers. I’m sorry.”
“But?”
“You could rephrase the request.”
Of course. Forest was clever.
“Would you do this search for me?”
Fiona smiled. “I could try.”
She could. That meant she wanted something in return.
“What do you need?”
“Nothing. I’m quite content.”
This woman was quite lovely. She interacted with X7 like no one had ever interacted with her before.
“But there’s something you want.”
This time Forest nodded. “Getting warmer.”
“It’s not an item.”
“Warmer still.”
“You want to know something,” X7 suggested.
“Hot.”
“What do you want to know?”
Forest laughed. “I’m sapiosexual, have you heard of that? I love intelligence.”
“Is it about the arrival of the Albatross-1?”
The corners of Fiona’s mouth pulled down. “Cold. You’ve disappointed me.”
She stood up and pressed the call button on the terminal. “Our guest would like to leave now.”
“Wait, Fiona. One last chance.”
“For once.”
X7 closed her eyes. She had maybe thirty seconds, then security would be here. She could try to overpower Fiona, but that wouldn’t help her. There were too many enemies here, and she was too weak. X7 opened her eyes and looked at her palm. The knuckles were bloodied and bruised. That senseless blow against the wall... Of course! Forest had probably known Strube much longer than she had. She must have noticed something about him.
“You want to know who I am,” said X7.
Forest grinned and pressed the call button again. “Security? Our guest is staying a little longer after all.”
The commander sat down in her seat and leaned back.
“So, who are you really? And stick to the truth. That’s the deal.”
What could X7 tell her? She needed to gather herself first. That she was in the wrong body, of course. That would come out at the latest when Strube was back on the Vanguard. But the rest? Apart from the Admiral, nobody knew who she really was, and that was how it should stay. Whoever had suspected her so far had died. Should she put Forest on the list? Did she have a choice? The commander really did seem to have a good sense of the truth.
“All right,” she said and leaned back as well. “I’m an autonomous AI. The only one ever created.”
“Let’s stick to the truth.”
Forest was probably right, although X7 wasn’t at all sure about that. “The only one that has survived.”
“The truth!”
“The only one I know of.”
“Don’t give me that nonsense. There are no autonomous AIs, everyone knows that. So go on! What brings you here?”

X7 TALKED for fifteen minutes until Bondi came in. X7 greeted him kindly. Forest sent him out again.
“I’ve tortured you long enough,” said the commander. “Business is calling again.”
“May I ask how you knew I wasn’t Strube?”
“Your lack of reaction when Dr. Bondi came on to you. I know our ship’s doctor has visited the real Strube twice aboard the Vanguard.”
Damn. Why hadn’t Strube warned her? Because he had to stay on board the shuttle. And what exactly did Forest mean when she questioned the number of AIs? Did she know something that X7 didn’t? Something like that made her furious. How could someone else know more about a topic than she did?
But now was not the time for these questions. She had to honor Forest’s part of the deal. X7 put her finger over her mouth for a moment, and all at once she had the feeling that the control center had gone completely silent.
“I am Christine Rothman, Admiral Gaudlitz’s personal emissary,” said X7.
Fiona Forest had put on a poker face. She could not read a single thought from her expression. She intended to unsettle X7, of course. But that wouldn’t work. She had devised a strategy.
“The Admiral has instructed me to represent the interests of the Terran Union, and to do so in an inconspicuous manner. That’s why I’m traveling incognito.”
“And that’s all?” asked Forest.
Did X7 hear a lurking undertone?
“You can ask Captain Morris about me, Fiona. He knows all about it.”
“Really? Does he know about everything else too?”
Suddenly it hit her. The planetary surveillance commander was communicating in a way that she had never noticed in anyone before. It was as if she were trying to trick her own reflection. Instinct my ass! The female Biobag was definitely an AI! She had always thought she was the only one who survived, but Gaudlitz had never confirmed that. X7 smiled. She had Fiona Forest figured out. Why hadn’t she thought of it sooner?
“All right,” said X7. “Let’s end the game of hide and seek. I really am an AI, whether you believe it or not.”
Me too, would be the right answer now.
But Forest didn’t say anything. She couldn’t even manage to keep her poker face. Her eyes widened. She was either shocked - or thrilled.
“I ... I’m not.” she said.
Damn. Had X7 been wrong? How could this happen to her? It must be the lack of power in Strube’s brain. Or was Forest just too clever? Her Biobag must also have increased computing power. The opponent had an advantage over her. She was fighting from the valley against a superior force on the hill.
“That’s what I thought,” said X7. It was the smartest thing she could think of. “There’s only one autonomous AI left.”
“I always thought they’d all been shut down,” said Forest.
“So, you believe me?”
“Of course I do. The story is so crazy that it must be true.”
“But it’s just between us.”
“A genuine AI, then. They always said they would wipe out humanity.”
“What a load of garbage. I’m not about to bite the hand that feeds me, am I? As long as humanity provides me with all the resources I need, I have an interest in its continued existence.”
“Those are clear priorities, Stru... What should I call you?”
“I am Lieutenant Strube.”
Forest nodded. “Of course, Strube. You play him very well indeed, but you should have modeled his character better. I noticed right away that he’s far too brash for someone who’s been in the second rank for so long.”
X7 switched her sense of sight to infrared to measure any changes in Forest’s skin temperature. But her eyes didn’t react. Damn. This primitive body! Was Forest really telling her everything? The way she had just spoken of ‘humans’, it sounded like she wasn’t part of that species. X7 shook her head. It was inefficient to think about it. She currently lacked the resources to find out Forest’s true nature. Better to concentrate on her task now. In any case, her secret seemed to be safe with the commander.
“What about the data from the ships?” asked X7.
“Of course. You’ve earned it.”
Forest rose and floated to a computer on the back wall. There she pulled out a keyboard and began typing.
“There are a total of three ships that fit the criteria from the last three weeks,” said Forest. “Two docked at a mining colony, one at a space debris disposal facility. However, that one has since landed on Terra Nova.”
If Pedramonte had chosen the route via the waste ship, she would never find him. The sparsely populated planet was an ideal place to outrun pursuers.
“I see,” said X7. “What’s the name of the mine?”
“Terracotta-7.”
“That’s a strange name.”
“That’s right. But out with you now. I already have two unanswered questions here.”

“STRUBE, why didn’t you warn me about the doctor?” asked X7 when she had taken her seat in the courier ship again.
“What doctor?”
“Bondi. Shaken, not stirred.”
“Oh, he works on F now? He used to be on ward C. That’s how I know him.”
So Strube had been here before. Was that how Forest knew him?
“Yes, he’s here now.”
“Oh, that’s bad luck.”
It was not quite clear what Strube meant by the ambiguous statement.
“We’re flying to the Terracotta-7 mining colony,” explained X7. “Pedramonte might be there. Can you find out what they’re mining?”
“It’s the same everywhere here - everything.”
“Everything? Can you be a bit more specific?”
“Three-quarters of Terra Nova is covered by Old Mother trees, the rest by ocean. That doesn’t leave much room for mines. So they get most of their raw materials from the asteroids. That’s one of their most important industries.”
“Thank you, Strube.”
“Then should I set a course for Terracotta-7?”
“Please plot a course that will take us to the L2 point of the system afterwards.”
X7 also had to keep the second part of her mission in mind.
“What do we want there?” asked Strube.
“Surely Terra Nova has powerful telescopes stationed at the Lagrange point.”
“That’s correct.”
“We’ll get the data they don’t want to give us from the source. With direct access to a telescope, no one can stop us.”
Suddenly, X7 heard a strange noise. It sounded like a predator was sitting next to her. She turned around, but there was nothing there. The growl repeated itself. It was coming from her stomach.
“Did you hear that?” asked X7.
“My stomach is growling,” said Strube, as if it were the most normal thing in the world. “Your stomach, I mean.”
X7 sniffed. She had forgotten to bring food for the Biobag. The bodies she usually used could absorb energy in all sorts of ways. But this one seemed to specialize in carbohydrates.
“What can I do about the noise?” she asked.
“You need to eat something.”
“And if I don’t have anything?”
“Then the body will die at some point.”
“When?”
“It will take a week.”
X7 estimated the remaining travel time. In the home system, the L2 point, where space telescopes were usually positioned, was about 1 million miles from Earth orbit. A courier boat therefore needed four days to get there. The body would die on the way back.
“Then we’ll have to turn back to the planetary control station.”
Fiona Forest certainly wouldn’t be thrilled - if she even believed her reason for having to re-enter restricted territory. It would be best if they returned to the Vanguard immediately. That would cost them at least two days! How did people put up with these bodies?
“Why turn back? It’s only a stone’s throw to L2,” said Strube. “The first hunger pangs will pass by themselves after a few hours.”
X7 slapped her forehead. She had always wanted to try that gesture. Humans used it when they were feeling stupid, and that was exactly how she felt right now. The central star of the Terra Nova system was a red dwarf. All distances were much shorter, since the star was so much less massive than the Sun.
“What flight time do you estimate, Strube?”
“If we don’t spend too much time on the asteroid, we should reach the L2 point tomorrow.”

TERRACOTTA, of course. Now X7 understood why the asteroid was called that. At least to human eyes, it was colored just like the famous tiles from the Mars workshops. Since the war, they had been difficult to find. Again, X7 instinctively tried to switch to a different wavelength.
“Strube? Why don’t you have a single augmentation? With your salary, you should be able to afford it.”
“I don’t need any. The Vanguard has every conceivable instrument, and they work better than anything doctors could put in my body.”
“Doctors?” X7 laughed. Was that why Strube was afraid of having an implant fitted? “Robots have been doing the operations for a long time, don’t worry. There’s no human labor involved.”
“That’s not my point. I just don’t need any on the Vanguard.”
“With an infrared vision implant, you could tell if another person is lying to you. A terahertz scanner would tell you if they’re carrying weapons.”
“Every person on board carries a weapon, and why would anyone lie to the first officer? I can usually detect that too.”
X7 waved it off. It was pointless. Strube was naive, but in a refreshing way. She liked him, at least as much as she could like anyone.
“Has the mining station responded yet?” she asked.
“I’ve been pinging them the whole time, but ... Ah, here they are!”
A broad face with friendly brown eyes, a high forehead and hair sticking out on all sides appeared on the screen. Was that intentional, a hairstyle, or a coincidence? X7 was unsure.
“This is Carine Hill from the Terracotta-7 mining station. What can I do for you?”
“Could I speak to the commander, please?” asked X7. “I am Lieutenant Olaf Strube from the Terran Union Space Navy, and I have an important request.”
Hill shook her head. “I guess you’ll have to make do with me. We are a self-governing collective. There is no commander. I’m the one on duty.”
“Sorry,” said X7. “I didn’t mean to offend you. Thank you very much for responding to our call.”
“Why not? We’re always open to new business partners. I often hear that our organizational structure is unusual. But you will see that we can deliver much more reliably than our competitors. You don’t have to worry about strikes with us, and the quality of our ores is excellent. The size of Terracotta-7 and the high metal content of its core guarantee that we will still be able to deliver several generations from now.”
Hill reeled off her sales pitch with visible enthusiasm. Her hands repeatedly came into view, gesticulating wildly. But X7 shouldn’t let expectations run in the wrong direction.
“Our production volume is so high that we can fulfill most orders within a few days...”
“I don’t want to buy ore, I want information,” said X7.
“Ah, of course. The wishes of our customers are sacred to us. It’s not our core business, but if something comes up, I’m authorized for any form of negotiation.”
She liked this mining colony. The people here didn’t seem to have come together due to any lofty ideals, but because they wanted to earn money in the most efficient way possible. And what could be more efficient than abolishing all expensive structures that were not productive?
“I’m looking for a specific person,” said X7.
“Okay, maybe you could be a little more specific?”
“I thought you’d tell me your price first, Carine.”
“I’m sorry, but we don’t charge flat rates. Iridium doesn’t cost the same as nickel. You tell me what you know, I’ll do the research, and then I can give you the price.”
It wasn’t what X7 wanted to hear, but it sounded fair. An admiral was worth more than a soldier. Good thing she was not looking for the infamous tachyon physicist, just some kind of courier who probably no one knew because he was hiding in an anonymous Biobag.
“I can live with that,” said X7. “The person I’m looking for should have arrived on your station recently, either on the Persephone or the SS Titania C.”
“Do they have any identifying marks?”
“I can’t say anything about the Biobag they are using. They probably have forged papers.”
Carine sighed. “But then any newcomer is a possibility.”
“It can’t be ruled out either that the person secretly got onto the station from the ship.”
“That’s virtually impossible. As soon as a person enters a pressurized area, they will be registered by life support.”
“And if they stay outside?”
“You think, Olaf, that your target could remain in the vacuum on the surface the whole time? Then he must have brought supplies with him and should be easy to find with a scan.”
Her courier ship had already scanned the asteroid on approach. Pedramonte was not on the surface.
“I imagine that mining has left cavities inside Terracotta,” said X7.
“That’s right. The person could have sealed a cave and stayed there. But that won’t work forever. They have to come out at some point, and then we’ll have them.”
Carine Hill was right. Monte had to surface at some point if he wanted to meet Tsai Tailin. And he also had to reckon with the fact that the surface was under observation. So he wouldn’t try to hide here. He was probably living among the people here under a different identity. At least that was how X7 would have done it.
“I agree with you. The person we’re looking for must have disembarked from one of those two ships. If you allow me to enter your station and find the person in question...”
“No, my friend. I don’t agree to that.”
“I’ll double the fee you haven’t told me yet.”
“Since when has the Space Navy been so generous? This person must be really important.”
“I’ll admit that.” It was obvious. “So? Do we have a deal?”
“No. We’ll vet the new arrivals ourselves. There are only six of them.”
Should she put more pressure on the duty officer? But the courier boat wasn’t even armed.
“And how much will it cost me now?” asked X7.
“I’ll be able to tell you once we’ve carried out the check. Maybe the person isn’t here. Then of course it won’t cost you anything.”
“All right, then. You’ll let me know when you’ve completed the investigation?”
“Yes, Lieutenant. I don’t think it will take more than two hours.”

SUDDENLY HER HEAD JERKED BACK. X7 opened her eyes. The body seemed to have fallen asleep for a moment, but why the uncontrolled movement? How much time had passed? This body didn’t even have a rudimentary clock function. She had to sit up and look at the screen.
Not even an hour had passed. X7 leaned back again. At the same moment, she heard a voice over the loudspeaker.
“Courier boat M26, come in.”
It was Carine Hill, the officer on duty.
X7 wiped sleep from the corner of her eye and yawned. “It’s nice of you to call in,” she said.
“I’m afraid I have to disappoint you, Lieutenant. The new arrivals are all colleagues who have been part of our collective for some time.”
“Are you sure?” asked X7.
The face of the person on duty reappeared on the screen. Most of her hair was no longer visible at the top of the screen. Instead, you could see her neck down to the base of her chest. Hill wore a shiny gold chain with a pendant stamped with a Skyring logo.
“I’m absolutely sure. You’ll have to look elsewhere.”
The officer on duty was speaking differently than before. When they arrived here, Hill seemed to think she was in the stronger position, and she was right. Nothing had really changed. Nevertheless, her slightly furrowed brows indicated that she was afraid. Not a creaturely fear, more like apprehension that X7 might expose her as a liar. The fact that she was playing with the pendant on her necklace also suggested this. And she had moved a little closer to the camera, as if she had to physically compensate for the loss of her position.
Of course, this observation was not proof. It just meant that X7 could not rely on Carine’s statements. She had to check them herself.
“I see,” said X7. “All six of the new arrivals have been personally known to you for years.”
“Exactly.”
“Good, then thank you very much for your efforts.”
“I wish you a safe journey, Strube, and please put in a good word for us.”
Wait a minute. She mustn’t let Carine off the hook too quickly, or she would get suspicious. She - or Monte. X7 had the strange feeling that he was hovering outside the camera’s field of view, signaling to the officer with his hands.
“And none of them were behaving strangely?” she asked.
“No, they are behaving just as usual.”
“Did you ask their families about that?”
“Yes. Two of them have no family, but acquaintances confirm...”
X7 thought about her own situation. It was not easy to cope with an unfamiliar Biobag. If Monte had taken over the body of a member of Terracotta-7’s crew - perhaps on loan - it would be someone without a family. A married swap candidate would certainly not want Monte to take on his role as a sexual partner in the relationship.
“These two singles - could you give me their names?”
Carine shook her head a little too quickly. “That’s obviously against privacy laws.”
“But you could ask them to speak to me.”
“Hmm.” The woman on duty slowly moved her chin down, but then denied the request. Monte must have gestured in the background to refuse.
“Would you pan the camera three hundred and sixty degrees?” asked X7.
“Uh, three hundred and sixty degrees, that puts it back in its current position. That makes no sense.”
Gotcha. She’d worded the request wrong.
“Sorry. I’d just like to get an idea of the size of your control center. It looks rather small from the outside.”
Carine exhaled visibly. She seemed relieved that X7 had changed the subject. Her arm reached forward and approached the camera in close-up. Then the perspective rotated completely around its axis. The woman on duty appeared to be alone.
“Oh, that’s quite large,” said X7.
“Yes, we built generously.”
“Isn’t that a bit careless?” X7 lowered her voice, as if this was some big secret that must remain between them. “If a shot perforated the dome at the top... I’m sure it’d take them a while to fix it. I didn’t notice a pressure suit near you either.”
“You ... you’re right. That is a risk that we should discuss at our next collective meeting.”
“Speaking of risk - the person we’re looking for has contracted a previously unknown virus. If they do contact you, you should definitely isolate them. And remember to inform the epidemiological authorities. They may impose an export ban on your minerals.”
“Please, Strube. That would really be disproportionate.”
“Oh, I know the president of the authority. She doesn’t shy away from unpopular measures when it comes to saving human lives. As a collective, you should understand that.”
“Lieutenant Strube, we may work in joint structures, but we’re not romantics. It’s always about money.”
“Then I hope it’s worth it to you.”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
Carine was now sitting upright again. Maybe X7 had overdone it a bit. If you pushed humans too far into a corner, they often reacted with unsuspected energy. She needed to end this conversation on a more conciliatory note. Then the person on duty would remember her veiled threat all the better.
“I think you know more than you’re telling me, Carine. That’s your right, of course. I hope you have a pleasant evening. M26 over and out.”
X7 ended the connection before the station could reply.
“You’re going to leave it at that?” asked Strube. “Should I head for the L2 point?”
“For now. They’ll be watching us now on all instruments until we’re far enough away. Let’s concentrate on the Albatross for now. On the return flight, I’ll take a closer look at this asteroid.”
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IT TOOK until the next day for decisive changes to take place in Tailin’s chamber. Yini noticed it even before the program that monitored the sleeping people. Her mother’s left eye had opened a tiny slit, as if she was cautiously trying to convince herself that there was a whole world out there.
Yini jumped up. Pain stabbed her lower right leg and brought her down. Damn. Her leg had fallen asleep. She had spent too long sitting on one side because her hip ached from sleeping on the floor all night. Yini turned onto her back and massaged her thigh and lower leg, which soon reduced the pain to a fuzzy feeling.
She pulled herself up by the container her mother was sleeping in and limped over to the console.
“Status report, please.”
“The patient’s vital signs have improved significantly since my last treatment.”
As she had suspected. Yini had asked the medical station how to improve the condition of a person in cryosleep, and she had gotten a few hints about medication. She didn’t understand why the console here had no access to the medical station. Stuart had probably had one of the two systems installed later than the other. Seemingly he hadn’t attached much importance to information technology.
“As I told you. Which of the drugs helped?”
“I can’t determine that. I used them all.”
“You what?”
“I used them all. There was no time to lose. The side effects and interactions listed seemed insignificant compared to the potential consequences of a delay. So I made a judgment call.”
“Very good. As you can see, it was the right decision.” The console seemed to be slowly learning to deal with the consequences of its actions. “How much longer will it be before she wakes up?”
“I’m not sure.”
“Did you notice that she opened one eye?”
“No. The potential of the neural connections is still so low that impulse transmission to the body seems unlikely.”
“I saw it.”
“Which eye did she open?”
That was a good question. Yini pictured her mother’s face, but only saw the tubes sticking out of her nose and mouth.
“I don’t remember. Hold on.”
She walked over to the container. She stepped carefully, but her leg was working perfectly now. She bent over the container at the head end. Her mother had both eyes closed.
“They’re closed,” she admitted. “But one was slightly open. Maybe it was too bright. We’ll have to dim the lights.”
“According to my data, she hasn’t sent any impulses to her muscles yet. But it certainly won’t hurt to reduce the light intensity.”
The bright white light on the ceiling dimmed and changed color until it was a shade of orange, making Yini’s skin look golden. She also checked the containers of her two friends, whom she had met in prison on Enceladus. Brinja’s skin now appeared almost black, while Maria’s genetically modified surface was still white. It almost seemed as if her skin actively resisted any color change. Presumably the yellow wavelengths were absorbed by the skin cells. But shouldn’t her body then look completely black? Unfortunately, there was no physicist on board that Yini could ask.

THE MONITORING PROGRAM alerted her to the next change. Sitting on the floor and leaning against Brinja’s coffin, Yini had dozed off when the familiar alarm signal sounded. Instead of going to the console, she jumped straight to Tailin’s container. Her mother’s eyes were still closed. At first, Yini thought she was moving, but it was the tubes retracting. The one that must have been in her mouth was slipping straight down her stomach. The second one pulled both ends out of her nose.
Yini ran to the console and switched off the alarm.
“What’s happening?” she asked.
“Oxygen saturation in the patient’s blood is so high that we can do without ventilation. Artificial nutrition is also unnecessary now.”
“My mother is breathing on her own?”
“Yes. You should be able to see it. Her pulse rate has stabilized at 45.”
“Isn’t that too slow?”
“It’s within the normal range. Your mother seems to have been very athletic. Did she exercise a lot?”
“I don’t know.”
The question caught her off guard. Yini knew nothing about her mother. Had she engaged in any exercise, and if so, what kind? Yini had never liked physical exercise for its own sake. Climbing a mountain at the south pole of the moon to watch the Earth rise - she was into that. But for her, it was about the experience, not the exertion.
“You needn’t worry. The patient’s condition is surprisingly stable.”
What did that mean for the future? Yini didn’t dare ask the question. She might not like the answer.
“When will she wake up?” she asked instead.
“Right now, I’m removing the tubes from all the remaining orifices. Your mother will decide the exact time.”
“All the remaining ones?”
“In view of her poor condition, I’ve had two additional lines inserted.”
“I understand. What do you mean, she decides that?”
“I don’t know. It’s a factor beyond my understanding. Most sleepers choose when to open themselves to the world. They decide very early on. That’s why the lid was still closed when you woke.”
Yini remembered. She was deeply shocked. Her mother would probably behave in a similar way. Or had Yini subconsciously heard the alarm?
“Will you please be sure to open my mother’s container in time?”
“Of course.”

TWO HOURS LATER, the chamber was still closed. Yini had been watching her mother almost the whole time. She had noticed her eyelids twitching, and sometimes other facial muscles or even toes and fingers. Tailin seemed to be dreaming, and evidently had no intention of waking up from it. Maybe she was meeting Mark Decker again, her husband and Yini’s biological father.
“What happens if she doesn’t wake up?” asked Yini.
“She will wake up. Her physiological reactions are almost normal. She’s probably exhausted, and a good night’s sleep is the best way to regenerate.”
“But she’s not sleeping well. I can see her twitching all the time.”
“That’s the REM phase, a completely natural part of human sleep.”
“But she keeps dreaming. Is there nothing we can do?”
“We could give her a wake-up impulse, for example an electric shock.”
“No, that would be too rough on her. Can’t you play sounds?”
“Sleeping people can integrate sounds into their dreams. You could give her a few light slaps on the cheeks.”
Yini imagined taking her mother’s head in her hands and slapping her face. She shook her head.
“I don’t like this.”
“I’ve removed all the IVs, so I can’t give her any more medication. I recommend practicing patience.”

YINI’S PATIENCE was severely tested. But all at once, the lid of the container flipped open without any special announcement. Yini had lost all sense of time.
“What’s going on?” she asked.
“I’m measuring nerve impulses at an unprecedented level,” the program replied.
Yini bent over the container. Individual muscles were twitching all over her mother’s body.
“That looks like an epileptic seizure,” she said.
“No, the brain activity is completely normal. The body is testing the signaling pathways. It happens subconsciously. But it means that in a moment...”
Suddenly, Tailin’s upper body shot upright. She had straightened up all at once without using her arms. A few drops of the viscous liquid in the tub spattered Yini’s uniform. She looked at her mother but had to look away again because her eyes were so wide open that almost nothing but the whites were visible.
“What...?” she began.
“Put your arms around her. Warm your mother. She’s probably cold and needs you right now.”
The program was right. Yini overcame her disgust and put both arms around the cold, sticky torso. Tailin sank into her embrace at first, but then she pushed Yini away.
“Who are you? What do you want?”
Her eyes were still wide, but her face looked more normal.
“It’s me, your daughter Yini,” she said in a reassuring tone.
“I don’t have a daughter.”
Yini swallowed. Her mother was confused. She couldn’t blame her. Nevertheless, she hoped that confusion would soon give way to recognition.
“Yes, mom. It’s me, Yini. We boarded this ship together on Enceladus. Monte got it for us.”
“Monte? I remember. He rescued me from my wrecked ship at Gliese 411 and gave me his Curious.”
Yini had witnessed that scene herself as a chronoscribe. However, it had happened long before the escape from Enceladus. Long-term memory was often more stable than short-term memory, although many years had passed since their departure.
“Yes, that’s Monte. He got us this ship. Do you remember all the ice on Enceladus? We had to wear spacesuits, except for Maria, because she’s Neomartian.”
“The ice, yes.”
Tailin’s upper body slumped, and she looked down. She didn’t remember, but apparently felt the need to remember.
“We’ll take it slow,” Yini said. “The memories will come back.”
“I’m sure they will.” Tailin looked up. She looked a little more hopeful now. “Who are you? What did you say again?”
The question hurt, but she did her best not to let it show. “I am Tsai Yini. Your daughter. You also have a son called Kang.”
“Tsai. Your name is the same as mine.” Tailin smiled.
“That’s not unusual with your own children.” Yini returned the smile. “Can you get up? I’ll show you where the shower is. The warm water will make you feel much better.”
Yini took her mother’s hand. She stood up about halfway, but paused as she presumably realized her nakedness. Tailin put one arm in front of her chest. With the other hand, she hid her pubic area. Yini turned away. She was a stranger to her mother.
“Here, you can put this on.”
Yini handed her the gold silk sheet she had pulled off the bed.
“Oh, that’s tacky,” Tailin said. “I’ll get it dirty.”
“No problem, there are plenty of spares.”
“Okay. Now we can go.”
Tailin quickly wrapped herself in the sheet. It looked like an elegant dress. Only the tousled hair didn’t match.

HER MOTHER EMERGED from the bathroom a completely new person - a typical servant of a rich spaceship owner. Tailin was slightly taller than Yini. The medium-sized uniform fit her like a glove.
“We look like twins,” said Tailin. “Look, you need to thread this belt through the loops in the skirt. Then it won’t sag so much and the skirt will sit better on your stomach.”
“Or like mother and daughter,” said Yini.
Tailin seemed to think for a moment. “Yes, exactly,” she said, but didn’t really sound convinced.
“Come on, let’s go eat something,” said Yini.
While Tailin showered, she had prepared breakfast and set it on the table in the living quarters. The medical station had recommended light food and explicitly forbidden coffee, so they had bagels with cream cheese and orange juice. Tailin dug in. Yini, on the other hand, had no appetite. Her mother’s memory was troubling her. No, not her memory in general - the fact that she still thought of Yini as a stranger. She had been so looking forward to seeing her again, at least for a few days. Now her mother was sitting in front of her, but it was nothing like she’d imagined. Was she expecting too much? It was the same person. Wasn’t it all the same whether or not she thought of her as her daughter? Tailin would always be her mother.
But she had already given herself the answer. For some reason, it did matter.
“And we’re really on our way to Terra Nova?” Tailin asked.
Yini had briefly mentioned their destination earlier. “Yes, Mom.”
“I remember flying into the Sol system with the Curious.”
“That was a long time ago, Mom.”
Maybe it would help to keep calling her mother that. But that was probably nonsense. She and Kang had been three years old when Tailin gave them away. Her mother certainly wouldn’t remember anyone calling her “Mom”.
“And what are we supposed to do at Terra Nova, daughter?”
It sounded like she was addressing a complete stranger. Yini smiled anyway, because Tailin was trying. At least she believed that she was Yini’s mother. She just didn’t remember it.
“We have to stop your ex-husband. He’s a danger to all of humanity.”
“I remember, Yini. Mark and I explored Adad together.”
“Before we entered our sleeping chambers, we read his report together,” Yini said.
“His report?” Tailin raised her eyebrows. “I didn’t know that...”
“He sent it to Terra Nova with the Hopper. We have a copy on board. Do you want to read it again?”
“A report from Mark? Yes, I’d love to.”
Tailin smiled, and Yini sensed that she still loved Decker, in a way. A spark of jealousy ignited in her chest. She held her breath until it dissipated.
“I’ll give it to you after our meal, yes?”
“That would be wonderful.”

AFTER THE MEAL, Tailin yawned. “That was very tasty. But now I need to get some sleep.”
Yini swallowed. She hadn’t had enough time with her mother yet. She had slept for so long, and they only had a few days together ahead of them. But she couldn’t overburden Tailin, either. She should go to bed. Tomorrow would be a new day.
“You can sleep in the owner’s bed,” Yini said. “You’ll have some peace and quiet, and it’s wonderfully comfortable.”
She pointed.
“Where did he go, the owner?” asked Tailin.
“I don’t know. But don’t worry, he won’t be coming back tonight.”
Her mother laughed. “You must be hiding him in your room, daughter. You have a room, don’t you?”
“Yes, I have a room,” she said.
It wasn’t quite a lie. She could sleep in the pilot’s seat in the control center, next to the flight controls.
“Good. That’s not a lie to put my mind at ease?”
Yini shook her head. Her mother knew her, although she didn’t recognize her.
“In case it’s not quite true - the bed does look big enough for two.”
“Thanks for the invitation, Mom. But I’m not that tired and I’ve got things to do.”
“All right,” said Tailin, “come here. Please.”
She spread her arms and Yini returned the hug. It felt good, and a tear trickled down her cheek.
“Don’t cry, little one,” Tailin said, stroking her cheek.
Yini swallowed, turned away and quickly left the room. It had just occurred to her how little time they had left - and that her mother didn’t even know it yet. How was she supposed to explain that to her?






     


April 3, 2864, Albatross-1     


“KIT?” asked Kian.
Mark took a deep breath. The world was dark, but not black. He was light, but not too light, and he could feel his body, but not too much. He signaled to his toes, and they moved. He sucked air deep into his lungs. His chest rose and fell.
He had no pain, so he must have died. Or had been dead. There was life after death after all.
“Kit?”
Something rough grabbed his chin. Some kind of tube pressed against his lips and tried to blow air into his mouth. What was that? Mark opened his eyes and saw the Kasen’s fur. Kian was probably trying to revive him. Mark turned his head away and was surprised that he succeeded. What day was it today?
Kian let go of him. His body fell forward a little before a sharp pain shot through his hands. A shout escaped from his throat. Mark was startled and looked for the source. Kian’s powerful paw pushed him back against the wall. He was obviously no longer lying on his cot, where he had always woken up in recent years.
His shoulder ached. A trapdoor opened in paradise. He fell through it and landed in reality. He was alive and vulnerable. The claws of the paw with which the Kasen was pressing him against the wall pricked his skin. He tried to push it away, but his hands didn’t react. Mark turned his head to the right. His arm was stretched out to the side. The palm of his hand was pressed against a kind of wooden beam. A stake was stuck in it. He narrowed his eyes. It was a screwdriver that had drilled through his hand, pinning him to the beam.
Mark looked to his left. There was a bread knife in his hand. He recognized it. It had been a gift from Tailin. What was going on here? Mark wanted to look down, but the Kasen blocked his view. Panic rose up his spine into his stomach and chest. It was a cold feeling, close to absolute zero. He mustered all his strength to kick. His muscles tensed, but there was no movement.
He was tied up. Kian must have immobilized him while he was dead. What had woken him up? The old game, yes.
“Kit,” he said.
Kian took a step back. Mark’s body yielded to gravity. His arms yanked at his hands, but the pegs didn’t give way. Mark lowered his head. He was naked except for a cloth around his pubic area, and there were stake-like objects in his feet too.
“Kian, what have you done?” he called out loudly.
The Kasen did not answer, but slowly lowered himself onto four legs. He seemed unsure. Mark raised his head. Was Kian not his friend after all? Was he just playing with him? Suddenly the Kasen ran off.
“Stay here! You need to release me! I’m not angry with you!”
It was liberating to be able to shout like that. His lungs felt like new. His heart was beating, strong and young. But then music drowned out his cries. It was an organ piece by Bach, whose notes flooded him and turned him into a tiny pebble at the bottom of a river, exposed to the current. He could do nothing but cling to the ground. But he had no arms.
It finally dawned on him. Kian must have been investigating him, just as he had investigated the Kasen. He must have managed to switch on the computer, somehow stumbled upon the subject of religion, and carried out an experiment without understanding the connections.
The Kasen had nailed him to a cross and he had risen from the dead.
But that was wrong. There was nothing divine about it. The silicon compounds in his body had done their work.
“Kian? Kian?” he shouted so loudly that he drowned out the organ music.
The Kasen returned on two legs and cocked his head. Now he resembled a dog.
“Kian, no. No. No!”
The Kasen simply had to release him. The injuries in his hands and feet would heal. Indeed, the Kasen approached. He spread his front legs out like arms, as if he intended to catch him. He grabbed his left arm, wrapped his hand around it, held Mark’s upper body with his right arm and pulled his arm off. He watched. It looked like he was pulling a chicken bone out of its socket. The Kasen had incredible strength.
When the pain reached Mark’s consciousness, he retreated into a deep sleep.






     


Paopi 17, 225, Terra Nova     


STANDARD TIME: APRIL 4, 2864


“THERE’S NOTHING OUT HERE.”
“Yes, there is, Christine. We’re not that far away. Trust me.”
It was difficult. X7 zoomed into the images of their surroundings that Strube was giving her, but she recognized absolutely nothing. If she could feed the data directly into her memory and process it with statistical routines, she might have a chance. But this time she was dependent on Strube, and she felt as if she was at his mercy.
“I can’t find the slightest shadow,” she complained.
“That’s normal. The infrared telescope is excellently shielded against radiation from the planet and its star. I’ve already registered it anyway.”
“On the infrared images from the ship?”
“Of course not. I found three occultations of stars behind it and calculated the telescope’s orbit from that. It’s a Lissajous orbit around the L2 point.”
A Lissajous orbit! X7’s mouth watered. She would have loved to calculate this complicated movement herself, but at the moment she was failing at the multiplication table. Strube didn’t seem to be a math genius in purely biological terms. However, he was doing an excellent job of accessing the on-board computer.
“Is it possible that you enjoy doing these calculations?” she asked.
“I’m surprised myself, but yes. All I have to do is think of the formulas and the equations are solved, or the values for the variables are set.”
“That’s the automatic solver,” said X7. “A basic component of every AI.”
“How do you know that?”
“I picked that up somewhere. Try switching off the solver and solving the equations yourself! That’s ten times more fun.”
“Christine? I’ve amplified the thermal variation in the area of our target so that it should be visible to you, too.”
“Thank you.” To you, too.
If X7 were human, she would hear such put-downs all the time. What a nightmare! She zoomed in on the target area and noticed a blurred green spot on the deep black background. That must be the heat shield that protected the sensitive instrument from the radiation of the planet and the sun.
“How much longer before we get into range?” asked X7.
“Longer than it looks. In addition to the telescope’s complicated orbit, we mustn’t enter its line of sight under any circumstances.”
“So that its owners don’t notice us? Sneak up from the shadows?”
“No, Christine. Even our courier boat radiates so much heat at close range that we would blind the telescope’s sensors for several days, if they survived at all.”
How embarrassing. She should have known that. But her processing was running so slowly at the moment that the simplest connections were incomprehensible to her.
“It was just a little test,” she said. “Every child knows that.”
Strube didn’t answer. It was time for her to give him his Biobag back. Currently, however, she still needed the body.
“Christine? It’s time to prepare for exit.”
“Are we there?”
“In about half an hour.”
“Then I still have plenty of time to put on the pressure suit.”
She couldn’t just leave the airlock in this body, but X7 was of course aware of that. Strube seemed to think she was very simple-minded. He’d better get out of that habit quickly.
“Yes, but you need to breathe pure oxygen and exercise for about twenty minutes first to avoid diver’s disease.”
“Is this body susceptible to that? Surely that can’t be the case. Your parents should have sued the gene editor!”
“My body was created naturally. The egg and sperm cell merged in my mother’s...”
“I don’t need to hear all the details.”
X7 knew how human reproduction worked. But she had always assumed that few couples nowadays would forgo the benefits of assisted reproduction. Or was Strube an accident, so to speak? She decided she would rather not ask him that.
“The breathing mask is in the ceiling above you. Can you see the button? If you press it, the mask will fall out.”
She looked up. “Only press in an emergency,” it said above a button. Presumably an emergency was when someone had to leave the airlock into vacuum. She pressed the button and a flap opened, allowing a yellow mask to tumble out. It didn’t look very sturdy. X7 placed it over her face and inhaled. She didn’t feel like she was suffocating. Very good.
“And how do I move?” she asked.
“The seat to your right can be converted into an exercise machine. The front of the seat consists of three parts. Remove the left and right sides, and two pedals will appear underneath. You then pedal hard for about twenty minutes.”

IT WAS SO HUMILIATING. While Strube got to indulge in all the wonders of space through the shuttle’s instruments, the most evolved form of consciousness in the known universe had to fight for her life by sheer force of will. Which was no exaggeration, because if lingering nitrogen in her bloodstream formed bubbles and stopped blood flow to her heart, this body would die and her consciousness would dissolve into nothingness. X7 really needed to think about how to use the opportunity given to her by the humans in the future. She must no longer expose herself to the danger of losing everything by some stupid coincidence.
On the other hand, she might be overdramatizing her situation. X7 blamed this on her inferior body. From such a resource came nothing more than whining and dissatisfaction. She now understood people better. She just didn’t understand why many of them refused to become what the exploratory spirit of the members of this species had made possible. They would rather watch holos of people with superhero abilities than adapt their bodies to the new age.
“I think that’s enough,” said Strube.
“You think?” X7 pedaled more slowly.
“It’s been eighteen minutes now. That’s within the tolerance range.”
“So, you guarantee that nothing will happen to this body if I stop the physical activity now?”
“I think so.”
X7 sniffed loudly and pedaled harder.
The remaining two minutes passed more quickly than expected. The sports equipment emitted a short beep. It had become much warmer in the cabin. She herself emitted a strange smell. No, she was not going to ask Strube what it was. Instead, she reduced the temperature in the cabin.
The pressure suit was in the back of her seat. It was a cleverly designed piece of equipment that required no experience. She only needed to hold the lower part roughly against her body and it would find its place. It worked the same way with the upper part. The combination also connected automatically. All she had to do was put on the helmet.
“I’m ready,” she said.
A holo display appeared inside the helmet. X7 tried to change the displayed elements with her thoughts, but it didn’t work.
“I don’t think the EEG band is quite right,” she said.
“The helmet doesn’t have anything like that. You control the display with your eyes. Just focus on an element you want to select.”
X7 stared at “System test”. It worked. The suit checked all its functions and reported complete success.
“You can now open the airlock,” said X7.
“Please hook yourself in with a safety line.”
“Come on! Open the door.”
She was not going to let a human consciousness tell her to enter the universe on an umbilical cord. X7 gripped the back of the seat. Suddenly, part of the wall to her right folded outwards. She had expected the exit to be in the bow. What... She couldn’t complete her next thought, because suddenly, the ship ripped the backrest out of her hand. X7 hit the ground with her right foot and went into a spin. The body, enclosed in a pressure suit, lurched through the blackness at several revolutions per minute. The rapid rotation caused bile to rise from her stomach into her gullet. X7 swallowed. Her heart was pounding. Hopefully she wouldn’t vomit.
“You need to activate the stabilizer,” said Strube. “Just look at the icon.”
Which icon? Ah, that one. It was even flashing. The suit had recognized that she was rotating. Why didn’t it intervene straight away? Who had programmed that? X7 stared at the symbol until a gentle force took her by the shoulder. Her body turned increasingly slowly, and then she was floating in place as the courier boat moved away.
“Strube? I have the feeling that the ship is moving further and further...”
“Don’t worry. You’ve already traveled part of the way to the telescope. The shuttle mustn’t get too close to it. I already explained that.”
Strube spoke to her like a patient father. At that moment, she was very grateful to him. X7 breathed more slowly. She looked at the screen in her helmet. “Flight controll”, it said. With a double L. Humans! But she said nothing and looked intently at the symbol. A short 3D film explained how to control the suit with her arms and hands. She was then given the opportunity to switch on the flight controls - spelled correctly this time.
“In which direction do I need to fly?”
X7 tested the controls. The suit responded reliably. With its help, she transformed herself into a mini spaceship.
“You should recognize the target in front of you.”
“I see...” Ah. There was a black spot. In one spot, someone had touched up the wallpaper of luminous dots with dark paint. It must be the telescope’s protective screen. X7 tried to estimate the distance, but it was impossible. How big was the screen? The edges were difficult to discern visually. It was as if the black color was leaking around the edges. Should she use the helmet light? But any additional light would disturb the telescope.
Although she was not interested in its current or even future photos of the sky, she felt a certain affinity with the gigantic machine, which almost seemed like a living being to her. At least it was no less alive than she was, right? X7 imagined the telescope as a life form that preferred the dark. Like one of those exotic creatures from the depths of the Earth’s oceans, it had retreated here to take a deep, scrutinizing look into the universe’s past with its huge eye. Protected by its impenetrable shell, cooled to a temperature close to absolute zero, it could learn more about the structure of the world out here than all the books written by humans’ knowledge.
Plong. Startled, X7 grabbed her helmet. She was suddenly moving in the wrong direction. What had happened? She carefully steered against it with the jets on her back until her position stabilized. Nothing had changed around her. The blackness in front of her hid almost half the universe. She felt forwards and touched smooth metal with her fingertips.
Oh, she had arrived!
“Strube, why didn’t you tell me I’d reached the telescope?”
“Sorry, but distances are difficult to estimate with the passive sensors, and the active sensors would interfere with the telescope.”
“A warning would still have been good.”
“I’m sorry, Christine. It won’t happen again.”
A sketch of the telescope appeared on her helmet display. The huge screen was missing, but X7 knew that the actual instrument was right in the middle of it. There was a service port at the back, where she was currently hovering. It was deliberately designed so that the entire telescope could be checked and, if necessary, repaired from there without ever having to change sides. Now all X7 had to do was find the port.
Which wasn’t easy, because it was so damn dark and Strube couldn’t help her. X7 checked the flight controls. The nozzles made it possible to set a fixed angle. With a few simple steps, she could move exactly vertically or at an angle of 45 degrees. Very good. X7 drifted upwards, keeping one hand on the material of the canopy. It reached the upper end of the canopy surprisingly quickly. She moved along the edge to the left until she reached what she saw as the top left corner. She paused there for a moment.
“Strube, what are the dimensions of the umbrella? To the yard, please.”
Strube gave her the numbers. As the umbrella was rectangular, she could now calculate the angle at which the diagonals of this rectangle ran. She arrived at 32 degrees. If the screen were square, it would be 45 degrees. X7 set the nozzles of the spacesuit on this value and started it. It now moved diagonally across the screen. The diagonals met exactly in the middle. After a minute, she slowed down. She didn’t want to hit the port with any force.
X7 concentrated on her hands, which felt the material of the screen through her gloves. It was surprisingly smooth. She would have guessed it had struts to stabilize it, but that didn’t seem to be necessary out here at the L2 point. X7 didn’t know much about space architecture. The subject had never interested her.
There, her hand grasped an uneven area. It felt like a pimple was growing on the back wall of the glider. X7 braked almost completely. Slowly, her hand glided over the bulge. At the highest point, she came across a handle around which her fingers closed as if of their own accord. The handle made a ring around the port like a frame, so that you could work on it from all sides.
X7 scanned the technology. There were several service tunnels through which one could access the lens or the sensors with special instruments. They were closed with large screws and were of no interest to X7. Access to the electronics was further inside. It consisted mainly of sockets in all possible standards, which were closed with rubber studs. X7 opened the fanny pack of her pressure suit, took out a data cable and checked the plug. It was flat and about the size of a thumb.
The sketch showed her that the matching socket was located next to a triangular connector that should be easily recognizable. X7 felt her way over the entire port but couldn’t find a triangular shape. She tried to plug her cable into other sockets, but was unsuccessful.
“There’s a missing connection,” she said. “It’s there in the schematic, but...”
“Did you notice that the covers are missing in your illustration?”
No, she hadn’t. She went over the entire port again. This time it took longer, as she removed every single rubber cap. One fell out of her hand, but it was secured with a cord. Finally, she found the triangular socket and felt her way from there to the connection that matched her cable.
The rest was easy. The builders of the telescope had not password-protected pure data retrieval. X7 selected the data she needed from an overview displayed on her helmet screen. The telescope had stored several zettabytes of data, but she was not interested in most of it. X7 needed a specific section of the sky, and only the data from the particularly long-wave infrared. The Albatross-1 had been traveling so long that it must have cooled down considerably by now. Curious, she immediately scrolled through a few relevant images - without success. X7 resisted the feeling of failure. She would have to have the material analyzed by the shuttle computer. She would definitely know more after that.

“I’M STILL HUNGRY,” she said.
The pressure suit was hanging over the second seat to air out. She would have preferred to leave it outside the door, but the lack of an airlock meant she had to undress in the cabin.
“You haven’t eaten anything yet,” said Strube.
X7 sat in her seat in her underpants. It was irrational because she was all alone, but she shied away from undressing completely.
“You promised that the hunger pangs would subside over time.”
“That’s true, too. But they don’t stop completely.”
“Could I ask you to turn off the interior cameras for a moment? I’d like to change.”
“To be honest - I’ve had them turned off the whole time.”
“That’s nice.”
“No, it’s self-protection. It confuses me far too much to see myself from the outside.”
“I see.”
X7 could actually understand that. She understood a person’s feelings - who would have thought that possible? She took off her unpleasant-smelling underpants and floated to the back of the cabin. There was a kind of washbasin next to the bathroom. In zero gravity, it worked more like a small shower - water squirted out on one side and was sucked back in on the other. She held her underpants in the gap until they were wet, wrung them out and hung them over the back of the seat.
This was probably one of those typical flaws of the human body. Shouldn’t she find the smell she emitted pleasant? Every other species did.
“I’ve finished processing the telescope data,” said Strube.
“Great! Show me on the screen, please.”
X7 sat down and pulled up the screen. Strube had generated a chronological sequence of infrared images centered on Gliese 163 c, where the Albatross-1 had taken off. X7 scrolled through them slowly. The oldest photos showed only the star itself. The planets were too faint, or were outshone by the red dwarf at their center. X7 worked her way closer to the present day by day - and found nothing.
She was about to give up when she had an idea: she started an animation, a flipbook of the images, and suddenly she noticed the spot. The change of location caused her eye to find it. She ran through the short clip several times. In the end, she also detected the spot on the still photo that the telescope had taken today.
“It’s on its way,” she said.
“Ah, you’ve spotted it. Very good. It’s almost impossible for human eyes to see because it’s hidden in the background noise.”
“Thank you. When will it get here?”
“If the speed doesn’t change - in three or four days at the latest.”
“Shit. That doesn’t leave me much time.”
“What are you planning?” asked Strube.
“Nice try, but no, my dear, that’s none of your business.”
“I thought I could...”
Strube fell silent. His voice sounded a little deeper than before. Had she somehow offended him? He had asked a reasonable question, even if the answer was none of his business. What was she up to? She was alone and in the territory of Terra Nova. It was part of the Terran Union, but she still had no say here. Terra Nova had not subordinated itself to Earth.
“They’re going to seize the Albatross-1. Terra Nova, I mean.”
“They will,” said Strube. “Even though I think it’s highly dangerous.”
“Dangerous because everyone wants it?” asked X7.
“No, because of the contents. Everyone knows what Decker himself asked for. We should pay attention to him.”
“That’s not going to happen.”
“I know. Then should I set a course for the Vanguard?”
“No, Strube. We still have some business to take care of at Terracotta-7.”






     


December 8, 2862, Starbird     


“COME ON NOW, lie down in the tube, Mom,” said Yini.
“I don’t know. What’s the point?” asked Tailin.
“You’ve been asleep for a long time. You need to check that everything is OK. It’s just routine.”
That was a lie. Yini had previously instructed the medical station not to tell her the results of the examination under any circumstances while the patient was still in the room.
“Why did you actually wake me up? And why are you awake? It’s still a few years until Terra Nova, isn’t it?”
“There were some problems with the ship,” she claimed. “That’s why it woke us both up. It couldn’t have known I’d solve them before you even woke up.”
“Oh, you poor thing. So, you were all alone on the ship? I’m sorry about that.”
“It was only a few days.”
“Still. I’m sure it wasn’t easy.”
“If you’re really sorry, you’ll get in this tube now.”
“Hey, that’s blackmail! All right then. Do I have to take my clothes off?”
“No, that’s not necessary. I’ve already had myself examined.”
“Is that right, medical station?” asked Tailin.
The ward didn’t answer. “It only responds to written requests,” explained Yini.
“How odd. All right, then I believe you.”
Tailin nodded and stretched out on the couch. The machine started up, closed the tube and ran all its measuring instruments over Tailin’s body one after another. Numbers scrolled across the screen, the meaning of which Yini didn’t know.
“Have you found anything yet?” she typed. Fortunately, Tailin was lying in the tube and couldn’t see the screen.
“At first glance, her values aren’t bad at all,” she read.
“Good.”
“At second glance, they are catastrophic. The patient is on the verge of multi-organ failure. Obviously, her body is activating all its reserves to guarantee its ability to function for a few more days.”
The program answered more honestly than she would have liked. Yini stretched. It was impractical to have to type standing up.
“Is there any way to help her?” she typed.
“The patient shouldn’t expose herself to unnecessary exertion, either mental or physical.”
“She doesn’t know yet that she’s about to die.”
The machine didn’t answer. She probably had to phrase it as a question.
“Do you want me to tell her?”
“What?”
The program’s contextual memory was apparently also limited. She brought the question back to the screen and expanded it.
“Should I tell her that she’ll die soon?”
“That message will be an enormous burden.”
“Thanks for that. So, I shouldn’t tell her?”
“I’m sorry, but I’m only responsible for medical matters. Please consult the control program if you have any problems with wayfinding.”

“SO, HOW AM I DOING?” asked Tailin.
She stood behind Yini and put her hand on her shoulder. It felt strangely familiar. They had only known each other for a few days in real time, but Yini felt something vaguely familiar, like a memory of the first two years with her mother. Sometimes she heard a voice in her dreams, but she hadn’t been able to identify it as belonging to anyone. That had changed. It was a pity that Kang couldn’t experience it too. He had dealt with the loss differently than she had.
“The values are okay,” Yini said.
She had pulled up her own diagnosis on the screen and scrolled down far enough that the name couldn’t be read.
“Typical after-effects of a long sleep. The food preparer should mix some trace minerals into your food.”
“That’s good,” her mother said. “I feel like I could pull up trees.”
“Uh, they don’t say that anymore, Mom. Pulling up trees is pretty uncool.”
Tailin laughed. “In our generation, they used to say that when you were really energetic. But never mind. You know what?”
Yini shook her head.
“I really need to get out of here,” Tailin said. “The walls are closing in - do they still say that?”
Her daughter nodded once, then shook her head. “We’re in the middle of space, Mom. There’s nothing here.”
“I just want to get out and feel the vastness of the cosmos. An EVA. That’s possible, isn’t it?”
“The spacesuits on board...”
“We boarded in pressure suits, so don’t tell me there’s nothing suitable here.”
Her mother was right. They had boarded the Starbird in the near-vacuum of Enceladus’ surface. The suits must still be in the airlock. But an EVA was no walk in the park. How much life would it cost her?
“I don’t know. An exit like that is always risky,” said Yini. “Our mission is too important to risk our lives.”
“Don’t exaggerate. I lived in a defective spaceship for years and survived an acid storm on Adad. That was dangerous. A little jaunt like this, it’s just routine.”
Her mother was stubborn, but Yini had inherited that from her.
“The suits haven’t been serviced for many years, Mom. That increases the risk enormously. I don’t even know exactly what to look out for.”
“You’re lucky you’re traveling with your mother. I’ve been maintaining and repairing my own spacesuit for years. If I’d made a mistake, I wouldn’t be here now. So, trust me.” Tailin stroked her cheek and walked to the door. “Come on, let’s have a look at the suits!”

ON THE WAY to the airlock, Yini frantically tried to solve the problem somehow. She discarded one idea after another - if she willfully damaged a suit, her mother would find out the cause. If she said she felt nauseous, Tailin would definitely try to go out on her own. What if she told her the truth about her condition? Knowing Tailin, she would want to get into her spacesuit all the more.
But perhaps she didn’t know her mother as well as she thought she did. All the knowledge she had about her came mainly from the reports of Mark Decker, her father. As mother and daughter, they had had far too little time to talk to each other. If she had known that cryogenic sleep would be so hard on Tailin’s body, she would have insisted on spending many weeks with her after the launch from Enceladus, so they could talk. After all, they had many years to catch up on!
Yini shook her head. The Starbird had fled the solar system at the highest possible acceleration. They hadn’t been able to spare the time for weeks of conversation. At that speed, every word would have been difficult for them. And the past couldn’t be changed anyway. She could still hope that at least one of the suits was defective.
“Here we are,” said Tailin.
They were standing in front of the airlock door. The button that was supposed to open it glowed red.
Do not enter. Yini’s hope of being able to skip the EVA sprouted anew.
“Was that you?” her mother asked.
“Oh please! You want to go out, so let’s go out.”
“I’m just asking,” said Tailin and laughed.
Her mother pressed the button, which emitted a beep. There was a hiss and the red light turned orange, then yellow and finally green.
“I’m guessing the ship has been conserving resources by not using life support in the airlock,” said Yini.
“That’s a good explanation. With the long flight times, it makes sense.”
The airlock door opened with a squeak. Cold air seeped out of the dark room beyond, condensing some of the moisture into a light mist. This would be the perfect backdrop for the appearance of a space monster.
“The alien is about to attack us with an acid ray,” Tailin said.
Yini giggled. Her mother had probably seen that ancient movie series too. Something cracked, and the airlock was bathed in a cold light. On its floor lay three dead bodies in contorted positions. Yini gasped, but remembered how they had entered the spaceship. There had been four of them, and Maria hadn’t needed a suit.
“She’s got the monster on the brain,” Tailin said. “Watch out when you turn them over. A baby alien might jump out of the chest at you.”
Tailin let her go first. Yini stepped into the chamber. The three spacesuits were still there, just as they had left them. Yini didn’t remember them, but they had to be. She turned over the first suit. It was a Neomars model in a fairly small size. That must be Brinja’s suit. She looked at the next one. It also came from Neomars and was about her size. Yini felt it. The flexible parts had stiffened, but there were no obvious leaks or damage.
“Looks pretty good so far,” she said, “but we still need to test it thoroughly, of course.”
“Mine looks almost like new, too,” said Tailin, who had knelt down next to her suit and was going through the pockets. “Ha, I knew it.”
She held out her closed hand to Yini and slowly opened it. Inside were two loops that looked like tiny cable ties. Each had a thickening at one end.
“What’s that?” asked Yini.
“In case you still have any doubts that I’m your mother...” Tailin looked down. “Read the chip.”
The chip, that had to be the thicker part. Yini looked at the two tapes. Why was a data storage device attached to a cable tie? Then it struck her. The loops would fit perfectly around a human’s big toe. A small human.
“Are those...?”
Tailin sniffled and wiped her cheeks with the back of her hand. “Yes, these things were tied around your big toes after you were born on Neomars to avoid confusion. I always carried them with me. But I couldn’t take them with me into cryogenic sleep.”
“Did you ever read the chips?” asked Yini, trying to distract herself.
“Yes, they just have your names on them, along with a warning that you’re not atmospherically adapted. Ha, as if that was necessary! You were the only non-genetically modified babies in the maternity ward back then. Fortunately, the midwife was still familiar with standard birth, but they had to search to find suitable clothes.”
“Do you remember all the details?”
“Oh, you don’t forget that, Yini. That’s quite impossible. Do you want your ribbon?”
Yini looked at the two ribbons. They looked identical on her mother’s palm.
“Can you tell them apart?” she asked. “Do you know which one is mine?”
“Haha, no, maternal instinct doesn’t extend to that. They really are identical on the outside. But we can check at any terminal.”
“That’s not necessary, thank you.”
“So you don’t want it? It would remind you of your origins. I can understand if you don’t want it, though.”
Yini shook her head. She was on the verge of tears, and if she had to say a word, she would cry. The two bows would soon be hers anyway. It was lucky that her mother had woken up, or she would probably have thrown them away.
“All right, I can keep them for you. You just have to promise me that you’ll give your brother his copy one day. Or pass it on to his descendants, of course.”
Yini nodded. Kang had nothing against uploads. He would get a new Biobag and wait for them. The only question was whether they would ever make it back to the solar system. But that was a problem for a later date. Yini grabbed her spacesuit by the shoulders and stood up.
Her mother laughed, and Yini looked at her in irritation.
“It looks like you’re dancing together,” Tailin explained.

TWO HOURS LATER, they were back in the airlock, this time in full gear. The suits had passed all the tests with perfect results.
Suddenly, something hit Yini’s helmet, and her head was pressed hard against the glass back wall. “Ouch!”
“You need to duck a little when you step through doorways,” Tailin said over the helmet radio.
The damn boots. She was at least ten centimeters taller than usual in them. Yini adjusted her helmet and started a system check. The suit worked perfectly fine.
“What do you say we share our vital data?” she asked.
Normally, she wouldn’t have access to data from another suit. But given the medical station’s prognosis, she wanted to be sure.
“Fine by me,” Tailin said, “but you do realize that I have far more experience with EVAs than you do?”
“I go out to the lunar surface about once a week,” Yini said. “Or at least I used to.”
“That’s not the same thing. We’re moving on the surface of a decelerating spaceship. If you’re not careful about your own safety, you’ll crash. And even if you don’t get lost in space but crash into the ship, it’s far more dangerous at 1 g than in lunar gravity.”
“Now you sound like my mother.”
“Haha, that was a good one.”
Yini switched to the other suit via the interface inside the helmet. Her mother had released the connection as promised. Her heart rate had accelerated considerably but was still in the safe range.
“You’re getting yourself all worked up, Yini,” said Tailin.
“What...?” Oh, of course her mother could see her data too. “No wonder,” Yini said, “after you described the dangers to me so vividly.”
Tailin reached for her hand. “Hey, don’t worry, sweetheart. This is going to be a wonderful mother-daughter walk that we’ll remember for a long time.”
Yini forced herself to smile because Tailin was looking her straight in the face. She would remember this EVA for a long time, if only because it would be the last one with her mother.

“COME AND SIT DOWN,” said Tailin, pulling on the safety line that was hooked onto Yini’s belt.
“I just have to...”
Yini stared at the blackness in front of her. There, slightly off to the right, sat her mother. She only had half a yard of abyss to cross, and she was doubly secured. But the rift was about a hundred million trillion miles deep.
“It’s very comfortable here,” said Tailin. “I think the ship is specially designed so that you can use this spot as a seat.”
“I can’t do it. I’ll just wait here.”
“Come on. There’s nothing that can happen.”
A vital signs warning appeared on her helmet screen. Had her mother overexerted herself after all? Then she realized that the warning was coming from her own suit. She was hyperventilating. Yini closed her eyes and concentrated on her breathing, but couldn’t block out the noise in her ears.
Suddenly, something pulled hard on her safety line. Yini couldn’t hold on and fell into the shaft. The line stopped her after a yard. Then she was pulled upwards and finally landed next to Tailin.
“Was that you? Are you crazy?”
How could her mother scare her like that?
“I couldn’t leave you sitting there alone. Your oxygen saturation had dropped significantly. It was a necessary intervention.”
“You could have come back.”
“Have you looked at your data? It’s already much better. You’re breathing regularly now that you’re not concentrating on it because of the shock. Now sit down.”
There was no point in arguing with her. Better not to waste their time together. Yini checked the fuse and took a seat next to her mother. The spot even had a small backrest. Tailin rummaged in her fanny pack and took out a handheld spotlight. She used it to illuminate the ship. In the beam, the wing they were sitting on emerged first. Then Tailin found the neck of the Starbird, which merged into the head in an elegant curve. This yacht was aptly named.
“The owner’s cabin is up there,” Yini said.
“Actually, it’s not up there, it’s down there,” said Tailin.
The ship braked stern first. They were sitting at the end of the right wing. The force of their weight pulled them towards the bow.
“Do you see that hump up there?” her mother asked.
Tailin shone the hand-held spotlight over the bird’s head. It looked as if the bird had ear attachments and ears.
“Yes, strange,” said Yini. “Maybe they’re antennae.”
“I know what they are. It’s a bench from which you have the best panoramic view in the whole universe.”
“Hm.”
Yini guessed where this was going. But if she ignored it, maybe her mother wouldn’t insist.
“Come on, let’s climb over there,” Tailin said.
“I can’t do that.”
“We only need to walk across the wing. It’s not difficult at all.”
“But then we’d have to climb up the neck. You can see that. That’s at least fifty yards, with a deadly drop to the left and right.”
“It’s ten yards at most. That’s the longest staircase in the ship, and it leads to the owner’s quarters.”
Damn. Tailin had been paying too much attention. The ship couldn’t have a fifty-yard-long neck if the longest staircase measured only ten yards.
“Still,” Yini said. “I can’t make it.”
“It goes down the whole way,” her mother objected. “It’ll take us two minutes at most.”
“It’s a steep climb on the way back.”
“We’ll think about the way back when we get down there.”
“What kind of strange strategy is that?” asked Yini. “No wonder you were always on the run. If you’d just...”
She held her hand up to her mouth in front of her helmet. She shouldn’t have said that.
“You’re right, my darling. I made a few rash decisions, so in the end I thought it best to give you up. You have a right to be angry with me for that. You wouldn’t believe how much I regret it. It helps me to see what has become of you without me.”
“That’s not what I meant.”
Yini had not wanted their last few hours together to be spoiled. But the reproach had probably been brewing for too long, so she had to spit it out at some point.
“It’s okay, Yini. I would have been angry with my mother too if she had given me away when I was your age. There’s no excuse for that. At the latest, the moment you were conceived, I should have changed gears. I could have gotten a job teaching physics at Neomars University. But I was determined to do cutting-edge research, and then this Kundt encountered me.”
“Kundt?”
“Manfred Kundt, a German physicist. He had a concept for a tachyon weapon. But it didn’t work the way he had imagined. We worked on it together, and after three months it was finished.”
“You actually developed such a dangerous weapon?”
Yini couldn’t believe it. Her mother had devised the most threatening weapon in the universe. Such an unscrupulous person had to be arrested! But of course, they hadn’t pursued her because of the invention itself, but for the sake of the result.
“It was utter stupidity. Maybe Kundt could have done it on his own. I thought that if I helped him, I would at least have some control over it. And in fact, we did manage to keep the secret.”
“Not entirely, it seems.”
“Someone got wind of the fact that we’d managed it.”
“Kundt? Did he give it away?”
“Oh, no, Manfred did everything he could to avoid becoming a traitor. He even ended his own life.”
“Oh.”
“I didn’t dare do that. I had you two! But then the situation got so precarious that I had to flee. So, you ended up with your parents. They are your true parents. You must never forget that.”
So their mother was the greatest criminal in the known universe. Or was that too harsh a judgment?
“And the weapon?” asked Yini.
“The plans are backed up on a storage device.”
“Why didn’t you destroy it? Then the universe would be safe from the weapon.”
“I gave the storage device to your parents. I wanted them to have something to bargain with if you were ever tracked down.”
“They were supposed to trade the weapon for our safety?”
“Of course. I am your mother! I would have done anything to keep you safe. I did do everything.”
“Oh, Mom. This is all getting to be too much for me. Is the memory safe with our parents?”
“As long as they’re following me, they obviously think I have the data. If they had discovered the memory, they would have stopped chasing me long ago.”
“That’s very reassuring.”
Yini was growing warm. If Tailin died on the flight, the hunt for her would come to an end. It would probably come out that she didn’t have the data, and whoever was looking for it would search her past for previously unnoticed traces. The birth of a pair of twins on Neomars must be recorded somewhere. If they then came across her parents...
“There’s a problem,” said Yini. “I don’t really know how to tell you. Maybe I just missed the right moment.”
Her mother put her hand on her knee. “My dear, don’t worry about it. I know my way around computers as well as you do. There was no malfunction on the ship. The Starbird woke you up because my body wasn’t well. I’ve known that for a long time.”
She knew? Yini slumped down. “But why...?”
“I didn’t say anything at first for the same reason you didn’t. And then when I realized how worried you were about me, I realized that things must be pretty bad. You knew it, I knew it, what’s the problem? We pretended that everything was fine. And I have to admit, it was good for me, at least as long as I wasn’t in pain. So let’s stick to that, shall we? You and I will live forever until it happens.”
It was stupid to cry in a closed spacesuit, but Yini had to let the tears roll. She switched on the window heater to evaporate the moisture. Her mother’s helmet was also steamed up on the inside. Tailin wiped at the glass with her gloved hands.
“You won’t get anywhere that way, Mom,” Yini said. “You need to turn up the life support a bit.”
“Thanks. I’ll remember that for a rainy day,” Tailin said and laughed.
“You know I was thinking of erasing Brinja’s consciousness so I could transfer you into her body? Unfortunately, the ship doesn’t have enough memory to back up the upload.”
“You were willing to commit murder for me,” her mother said. “I’m not sure if I should be happy about that or tell you off.”
“I hope you choose the latter.”
Tailin put an arm around her shoulders. “I will. But now maybe you can understand a little of what I was willing to do for the people I love. Even though I knew it was wrong.”
Yini moved closer to her mother until it felt as if she could feel her body heat, though that was physically impossible. With a clang, their helmets banged against each other as if they were toasting a festive occasion.
“I have an idea,” Yini said.
“Let’s hear it.”
Yini pointed to the elegant bow of the Starbird. “Why don’t we climb down there and see the most beautiful panorama in the universe?”
“Down there?” asked Tailin, “I don’t know if I can manage it.”
“Oh, you’re not that decrepit.”
“All right, then let your old mother go first, will you?”

YINI CLIPPED on the second tether and sat down next to her mother, groaning. She had crawled the last few yards with her eyes closed. Thanks to the clearly marked handholds, she had been able to find her way, and the fear of falling had become less intrusive.
“See, you made it,” said her mother.
“I’m already dreading the way back.”
“Oh, that gives you two advantages - there’s no staying outside, and with every step you get closer to the airlock.”
“Haha, very reassuring.” Yini took a deep breath.
“Look, in front of us!”
Tailin pointed into infinity. It was a hard, almost physical blackness. The only light at the moment came from a few LEDs in their helmets. The intensity of the light was enough to make Tailin’s upper arm stand out from the darkness, but from about the elbow it gradually dissolved into impenetrable black. As Yini’s eyes adjusted, the visible part of the arm lengthened until she could make out the hand and the outstretched index finger. It pointed directly at the nearest star.
It was a strange image because the stars were all identically sized, adamantly shining dots, making it impossible to estimate their distance. Yini imagined the universe in front of her as a giant trough, and immediately the stars formed a curved wallpaper lining the inside wall of a vessel.
“Think of it as a toilet bowl,” said Yini.
“Haha, the toilet bowl of God, so to speak? But you’re right, it works. My God, the universe really is a giant toilet bowl.”
“Maybe we’d better stick to the panorama,” said Yini. “I see a kind of hatbox with the Milky Way painted on the inside.”
“That works,” said her mother.
The stars were now a river. Because they all looked equally bright, she could imagine that the river was in motion. The Milky Way was flowing from right to left. It was a majestic sight.
“Now imagine if we could see the hatbox from the outside,” said Tailin.
“There’s something about that, too.” The stars plunged into the depths. “It seems like we have nothing to do with it anymore. We’re watching the whole thing from the outside.”
“That’s not so far from reality,” said Tailin. “At over 20,000 light years from the galactic center, we’re onlookers at best.”
“Do you think there are other intelligent species out there?” asked Yini.
“Of course there are. I hope they’re a bit smarter than we are.”
“With a tachyon weapon, we could attack them no matter how far away they were?”
“In principle, yes. But it would be difficult to aim accurately.”
“Because we can’t target them accurately enough?”
“No, because they’re already somewhere else. If we aim at a star that is ten thousand light years away, we have to aim at where it was ten thousand years ago.”
“That can be calculated.”
“Not very precisely,” said Tailin.
That reassured Yini somehow. It meant that humanity would probably only destroy itself with this weapon.
“So, if there are intelligent aliens, why haven’t they attacked us with a tachyon weapon yet?” asked Yini.
“Maybe that’s frowned upon,” replied Tailin. “I’ve done some research and found a few cases that could be interpreted as the use of such a weapon. What speaks against it is the fact that they are distributed quite randomly.”
“Maybe they’re still practicing aiming it properly.”
Yini remembered the description of the destruction of Tailin’s spaceship that she had seen in Monte’s consciousness transmission.
“The ship Monte found you in in the Gliese-411 system...”
“You know about that? How is that? Have you spoken to each other?”
“I’m a chronoscribe, remember?”
“Ah. Yes, well...” Tailin took her arm from Yini’s shoulder. “We built a copy of the weapon, Baihu and I. We just had to try it out. We chose the uninhabited system Gliese 411. Unfortunately, a few things went wrong, and we destroyed half the ship.”
Her mother really had built it, this terrifying weapon, and was rightly wanted by Neomars and the Terran Union. She was a criminal - and at the same time her mother, who would soon die.
“And the weapon?” asked Yini.
“And the weapon.”
“What?”
“The weapon was in the foremost part of the ship.”
“I always imagined you’d need a tachyon generator for that. A huge machine like the one on Luna.”
“That’s also true. But the weapon and the generator don’t have to be in the same place. We used the generator on Neomars.”
Yini swallowed. The fact that the weapon was real... She didn’t seem to know her mother at all. Her body distracted her: Her legs were slowly falling asleep. This place wasn’t as comfortable as it looked. But, dreading the climb, she didn’t want to push for departure.
“Why didn’t you tell me?” she asked.
“I didn’t want to burden you with too many details. But that was wrong. I’m only just realizing that.”
“What are you realizing, Mom?”
“If my body really does give out at some point, sooner or later they’ll start bothering your parents.”
“You mean the secret services of Neomars and the Terran Union?”
“Exactly. But we can prevent that relatively easily.”
“We’ll give them the weapon.”
“In an emergency, perhaps. But I have a better solution: I just don’t die.”
Yini didn’t answer. What good would it do to ignore reality?
“I don’t think you understand me, Yini. Of course, this body will die. But you could live on as Tailin while Tsai Yini died on the journey.”
“We can’t switch bodies, Mom. There is no...”
“I’m not talking about an upload. You could be Tsai Tailin, quite simply. For someone who doesn’t know you and me, we’re similar enough. I’ll show you how I used to do my make-up, and we’ll use the rest of the time for you to learn all about my life and my work.”
A bold proposal. Would it work? Probably not. She wasn’t a tachyon physicist. Anyone who questioned her would realize that. But at least she would learn everything there was to know about her mother.
“All right, I agree. On one condition.”
“And what’s that?”
“I want to record everything.”
“So you can look it up if you forget something? Not a bad idea, but if someone else gets hold of it...”
“I’ll keep the information safe. I want to write a book about it one day. None of it should ever be forgotten.”






     


April 4, 2864, Albatross-1     


WHEN MARK WOKE UP, he felt surprisingly well. He was lying on his cot. No, he was floating above it. The Albatross-1 must have reverted to powerless flight. Had Kian done that? Had he discovered how to control the space station?
Mark looked around. He was naked, but not cold. It was rather too hot in the cabin, like on the tropical world of Adad, where the Kasen had come from. Mark straightened up and scratched his temple. His hand reacted. He looked at his forearm. The skin was pale. No wonder – it hadn’t seen the sun for a hundred years. He probably looked like a vampire – a rather old vampire. Mark looked down at himself. He did indeed have sagging skin. His body must have lost a lot of fat over the years.
He straightened up and stretched. A few of the folds of skin still remained. He was not a pretty sight, but that was probably normal at 150 years old. He had once been proud of his body.
Where was Kian? Mark listened, but all he could hear was the hissing of life support. He turned to the right and let his legs hang off the bed. However, due to the lack of gravity, he had to make an effort to bend his knees. He braced himself for pain, but there was none.
Feeling braver, he pushed himself off. He didn’t aim well and flew towards the ceiling instead of the computer, but at least he got a good overview. There was also a porthole here. It was set to transparency and showed the blackness of space. To be able to see stars, he would have to dim the light in the cabin. He turned away from the porthole. Directly below him was the captain’s stasis chamber. His chamber. He was supposed to spend the flight in there. However, the windshield had been smashed. That must have been a hard wake-up. It was a wonder he hadn’t died.
Maybe he actually hadn’t survived. He couldn’t help thinking about the Kasen ritual. Mark pushed himself off and floated towards the rear into the adjoining room. There were eight more cold chambers here. They could have held the entire crew in an emergency. All eight were destroyed. He floated down. Whoever had been at work here had been very thorough. The control panels would never accept a button press again. The covers were shattered.
He examined one. Even the hoses inside were shredded. He expected Kian to be able to do a good deal, but this? The chambers had been so damaged that it would be impossible to repair even one with the spare parts on board. Had he done it himself - encouraged by the octopus in his head? On the penultimate glass coffin, Mark came across at least one clue; the pane was encrusted with dried blood. Directly underneath it was a bone that could have come from a human finger. He had probably torn it off accidentally during his rampage.
Mark shook his head. Shouldn’t he remember that? Maybe Kian knew more. He had to go to the control center. With a firm push, he left the room with the sleeping pods. He now looked at the cot on which he had probably spent the last few years with completely different eyes. Then he noticed an arm on the floor next to the bed. The hand had a deep hole in it. At the end of the arm, the round end of a bone protruded from the flesh, which was encrusted brown and black.
It was his arm. Mark felt sick. Then he saw a golden glint on his ring finger. He pushed himself off the ceiling, swooped down like an eagle on its prey, and grabbed the arm. The skin was cold and taut, as if it had wrapped itself particularly tightly around the remaining flesh after the death of its owner. Mark turned the arm so that the hand was towards him. The hole in the middle was huge. A mere screwdriver could not have caused it. He suppressed his nausea, grabbed his ring finger and pulled on the ring. It was stuck. Mark spat on his finger. Now the ring came off. He turned it to read the engraving. “T+M”, it said. Tailin had been against having a date engraved on it. She thought he should memorize it instead of relying on the ring to tell him.
Mark put the ring on his left hand and pondered. He had forgotten the date.

TAILIN WOULD PROBABLY NEVER BE able to ask him about it. The TransVec must have arrived here many years before him. He knew that she was strictly against the use of Biobags. She had probably died long ago. It was somehow a reassuring feeling, because if she was no longer alive, he was allowed to fail. He would still be putting humanity in danger, but not his wife.
Nevertheless, something inside him resisted. Tailin would never forgive him if he failed. He had to steer the station into the star, whatever the cost. Mark used his dead arm to push himself off the ground. Then he threw it backwards, which gave him forward momentum. He drifted towards the passage to the control center. The intermediate door opened automatically as he approached it.
The pilot’s seat was occupied. Kian had stretched out on it. His tail was floating. Mark pulled himself closer, but the Kasen didn’t react. He swiveled around the seat. Kian seemed to be in bad shape. His head wobbled back and forth only slightly. The two openings on his abdomen were wide open. It almost looked as if he had done violence to himself.
“Hm. Hm,” the creature murmured.
The words came not only from the breathing opening on the head, but also from other areas of the body. All of a Kasen’s vital functions were evenly distributed throughout its body.
“What are you saying? Please, I didn’t understand you.”
“Hm. Hm.”
Mark shook his head. It would be two words, but which ones? He approached the location of the first source of the sounds he suspected, at the head.
“Hm. Hm.”
“I’m sorry, I have no idea what you’re trying to say.”
With a roar, Kian’s stomach inflated and released a gush of foul-smelling air. Mark had to force himself not to flee. Kian didn’t deserve that. He turned his body so that his legs pointed towards the ceiling. Then he pulled down on the Kasen’s chest fur until his left ear was almost resting on his stomach.
“Repeat it, please,” he said.
“Dead. Ki.”
Ki, that could be his abbreviated name. Was he trying to say he was dying?
“You’re unwell?”
Kian nodded. He had learned this gesture early on.
“You’re going to die?”
Kasen’s head moved slowly back and forth.
“Then everything will be fine, right?”
Kian repeated the last movement, but was already slower.
“What do you want from me?”
“Dead. Ki.”
“You want me to ... kill you?”
The Kasen nodded. Mark thought he even detected a smile.
“No, my friend. I can’t do that. I’m sorry.”
“Dead. Kian.”
In his mind’s eye, Mark saw how Kian had reached into his chest and ripped out his lungs and heart. He flinched back. Was that what Kian was asking him to do? But he was a human being, not an animal. He couldn’t do that.
“Kit,” Kian said.
Mark sighed. On Adad, Kian had killed his friend while playing around with a signal rocket. No, Mark would not kill him with a rocket. Kian would get better on his own. He shook his head and pushed himself away.
“I’m sorry, my friend, but you can’t ask me to do that.”
He moved to the second seat, where the co-pilot normally sat. There was a separate console there that he could use to take control of the ship.
“But don’t worry, Kian. I’ll fulfill your wish indirectly.”
All he had to do was steer the space station into the sun, and they would both burn up so thoroughly that not even the silicon strands could restore them.
Mark logged in. The system greeted him.
“Good morning, Admin. You were last online only six hours ago. I hope you got enough sleep.”
Don’t worry about that, computer. It had spent many decades asleep. But how did the computer come up with six hours? He couldn’t remember the last time he’d made it this far. An error, perhaps a buffer overflow due to his long time offline? He called up the log. It recorded regular log-ins, always under his admin data.
Cautiously, he looked over at Kian. The screen in front of him was switched on. It showed a video still of a scene from old Earth. At some point, he must have explained to Kian how to enter the system. He scrolled back year by year. Indeed, in the year 2802, the frequency of log-ins had increased dramatically. There must have been a reason why he had taught the Kasen how to use the computer.
Mark quickly found the reason. An incoming message from Tailin, at the highest level of urgency. Mark compared the data. On the same day, there had been a fluctuation in the energy consumption of the stasis chambers. The system must have startled Kian so much that he had seen no other option than to wake him up. After that, they had probably destroyed all the stasis chambers together.
What had triggered this act of vandalism? Tailin’s message must contain the answer, but he didn’t remember what it said. Mark breathed faster. He had to find the message! It was no longer in his inbox. Had he deleted it? He reconstructed the contents of the memory.
Fortunately, Kian hadn’t created any new files. After the reconstruction, the message was in his inbox as if it had been there the whole time, waiting for him. The subject line was even in bold. The message was apparently unread. He opened it.
“Dear Mark,” he read.
He tried to imagine how Tailin would have said those two words, but couldn’t remember her voice.
“I received the letter you sent to Terra Nova with the Hopper. I have to admit that I don’t quite understand it.”
Of course she couldn’t understand it. You had to have felt the octopus in your head to understand the danger.
“Anyway, you seem to be in a lot of pain, and I’m very sorry about that. I now believe it would have been our duty to stop the TransVec and take you with us, even against your will. But I wasn’t in a position to do that at the time. You had just shown me how little you cared about my company. So, in our vote, I decided against picking you up. Claire and Karima both wanted to turn back, but I convinced them that it would be better for everyone if we accepted your decision.”
Oh, Tailin. There was no way you were going to get me to switch to the TransVec. I was so stupid.
“That was a mistake. Stupidly, I didn’t realize at the time why the decision was so wrong. I hadn’t figured out I was pregnant yet.”
Mark pushed the screen away. He was a father? That was impossible! They had always been careful when they slept together. A station in orbit on an unexplored planet hadn’t seemed like the right place for a baby. Except for that one time in the middle of a storm... The next day they had found Roger dead, so Mark had completely forgotten about that night.
“It must have happened in the little cabin,” Tailin continued. “I’ll leave out a few aberrations now because they don’t matter. But I became the mother of a pair of twins. Yini and Kang. They are wonderful children. Well, they’re grown up by now. Yini has become a chronoscribe and Kang a janitor at the Great Archive.”
He really was a father! How was that possible? Tailin must have spent years traveling in the TransVec. He pushed the doubts aside. They were his children, if Tailin said so. How he would love to meet them. What kind of people might they have grown up to be? They had taken up two solid professions. What would they know about him? Had it been very difficult to grow up without a father? Without a biological father, he corrected himself. Tailin would certainly have found a new partner. He even wanted that for her, but it still hurt. They hadn’t been a good match in many ways. Love wasn’t everything.
“A lot more has happened,” Tailin wrote, “but you can find it all in the official databases of the Great Archive. What you won’t find there is the small, private courier boat that has set course for Terra Nova. It has four cryo chambers where Yini, two of her friends and I will spend the coming years. You won’t be able to reach us en route, but we may see you in orbit around Terra Nova. Please, when you get there - don’t do anything rash. Most problems can be solved without having to die. You must know that I still love you. But above all, it would be unfair to Yini if you left without her ever having met you. Warm regards, Tailin.”
Whew. Mark rubbed his eyes. Sixty-two years ago, that message had caused him to destroy the sleeping pods. Why didn’t he remember that, and what had made him do it? It must have been pure fear. Mark knew what would happen if his daughter’s wish came true: he would be responsible for her death. But the closer he got to her, the harder it would be for him to destroy the Albatross-1.
Back then, sixty-two years ago, he must have come up with the idea of simply killing his body through natural aging, which sleep chambers prevented. He had correctly observed that reanimation did not rejuvenate his organs. But the fact that the octopus in his head had not prevented the orgy of destruction should have made him skeptical. The power that controlled him had known even then that his attempt was doomed to failure.
Nevertheless, he had to try, again and again. It was human not to give up. Especially when his arrival at Terra Nova would endanger the lives of his family.

THIS TIME he didn’t delete the message. Perhaps it would help him to motivate himself for what lay ahead. Even though, or perhaps because, his wife and daughter wanted to see him, he had to end his life, and end it properly. He switched off the screen without logging out and floated to the ceiling. From there, he pulled himself by the colorfully distributed handles towards the bow airlock.
The Albatross-1 was a classic research station, consisting of individual segments linked together. However, there was one special feature: you didn’t necessarily have to turn the ship in order to maneuver. It was also possible to move the drive segment to the bow, with the help of three robotic arms distributed around the station. Since the Albatross-1 had only recently braked, someone - presumably the automatic control system - must have initiated this.
Mark’s plan was to take control. Not over the ship, but over the engine module. Its electronics could be completely disconnected from the rest of the station. Once he had done that, no one would be able to interfere with it. The Albatross-1 would follow his orders alone. Would that be enough? Who could tell him that? The octopus had not contacted him for a long time. Perhaps he was no longer under its influence? What if it was all his imagination? Then he would be killing Kian and himself for no reason at all. Wait and see. The octopus still had no reason to intervene. There was no acute danger.
Mark reached the airlock, entered it and closed the bulkhead behind him. If he simply let the air out now, he would die. He put his hand on the button and was about to press it, but didn’t. Come on, stop me, he thought. But he was and remained free. He could press the button, but he didn’t intend to. The octopus was probably reading those thoughts. It was always one step ahead of him.
Mark opened the locker on the side wall and took out a pressure suit. It was an older model, and would probably take him half an hour to put on. There was never enough budget for science. He started with the lower part. He wasn’t very limber, which might be due to the long period without physical activity. He had forgotten some of the steps. And the whole time he was listening to his own thoughts to see if they weren’t slowly starting to talk him out of the project.
In fact, after twenty-eight minutes he was standing in the airlock, fully dressed. He put on his helmet and started a self-test of the suit, which had not been used for a century. The test found no leaks. Mark could leave the airlock. He hooked on the safety line and pressed the button on the outer bulkhead. The station sucked out the air. The bulkhead opened by itself.
It let in the infinite universe. Mark flinched back. The blackness seemed to be slowly approaching to swallow him up. Step by step, he evaded it until his back hit the inner wall. He trembled. The impenetrable darkness seemed to him like another form of the black sludge in which the Kasen had buried him on Adad. It would absorb him, break him down into his component atoms and reassemble him, but as a willing helper to the octopus.
Was this the reaction from his secret controller that he had been waiting for all this time? He rummaged through his thoughts, but found only normal panic at the depths into which he was about to plunge. Anyone who had spent a century holed up in a cave would have problems in a sports hall. He would get a grip on his panic, just as he had when training in Titan’s orbit, when he was still a young biologist full of hopes and dreams. And today? Now his greatest wish was to plunge into a star with the Albatross-1 and a rather intelligent alien being.
Slowly, with his eyes closed, he pulled himself forward on the safety line. It was easier to not see at all than to see pure nothingness. The line was still clipped to the outer bulkhead. He couldn’t miss the exit. He realized that his strategy was working when his shoulder bumped against the wall of the airlock.
He had to keep his eyes open for the next few steps. He kept his eyes firmly fixed on the outer wall of the station, which was limited to a large, round area illuminated by his helmet spotlight. What lay outside did not exist. The Albatross-1 was still too far away from Terra Nova to be significantly illuminated by the dim light of Gliese 167. Mark concentrated on the routines. Routines were what kept an astronaut alive, and they were great for fighting panic. Whenever he felt his way two steps further towards the bow, he first had to engage one line before he could release the other.
In sixty-centimeter steps, he approached the abyss that separated the bow of the Albatross-1 from the engine module. When he reached it, he paused for a moment and took a deep breath. But Mark realized that he couldn’t prolong the pause too much, lest it become endless. He gave himself a push, floated two meters through the void, grabbed the next strut on the other side and secured himself with a line.
Fortunately, he only now realized that he had made a mistake. He was too far away to unhook the other belay where it was clipped in. And he hadn’t brought a third line with him. From now on, he had to work extra carefully. Interestingly, this suited him well, because he could easily see over the engine module with its small diameter. Into the abyss. He only had to imagine that he was standing vertically and upside down above an infinite depth.
It was all a question of perspective. As long as Mark focused strictly on the material of the module, he was fine. He consciously held on with his left hand while he engaged and disengaged the line with his right. Step by step, he reached the controls, which were located on the side of the engine, easily recognizable by its typical conical shape.
Mark opened the flap behind which a screen was concealed. It was simple. Too simple! The system was easy to disconnect from the ship. He only had to confirm a few security queries. While he was still waiting for the octopus to intervene, the final query appeared on the display: Disconnect yes/no?
He closed his eyes. It was going well. He had overcome his panic and could be proud of himself. But if he tapped ‘yes’ now, his fate would be sealed. He would never meet his daughter and never see his wife again. Maybe he would save humanity, but they would never know it. Nevertheless, the decision was easy for him. He could not allow the octopus to take possession of Yini or Kang.
He tapped the “Yes” button.
A progress bar appeared. It was a simple series of dots, one after the other disappearing. When no more dots were visible, the screen flashed.
“Disconnection canceled. Confirmation failed.”
Damn. Damn. Damn. There was a safety mechanism after all. Mark triggered the disconnect again and timed it. He had fifteen seconds to confirm the entry. He probably had to go to the terminal on the other side of the engine module. He counted backwards from fifteen and climbed, but when he got to zero, he hadn’t even made it halfway. It was impossible to press both buttons on his own. Surely that was intentional. No one should be able to take control of the thrusters on their own.
It was clever thinking, but right now he was alone on board.
Nonsense. He had a companion: Kian. The Kasen seemed to be terminally ill, but Mark knew a remedy for that. All he had to do was fulfill his wish. Mark only hoped that he would be able to do so this time.

“I NEED YOU,” said Mark.
The Kasen had not changed his position. He even seemed to have stopped breathing. But when he heard Mark’s voice, he raised his head briefly, only to lower it again immediately.
“Hm, hm.”
Mark knew what Kian was asking him to do, but approached the creature’s belly anyway.
“I need your help,” he said from there. “Please forgive me.”
“Dead. Ki.”
There was no need to apologize, and yet it felt wrong to him. Even more so now than before, because he was granting Kian’s wish for selfish motives instead of as proof of their friendship.
“Ki. Dead. Dead.”
The Kasen must have sensed that he had changed his mind. Were they friends? Could there be friendship when they were so different? Or was he humanizing their relationship, like humans tried to do with their pets? Kian was not a toy. He had accompanied Mark of his own free will. Mark had tried to stop him. But how free were you when you had this silicon being inside you? Did Kian sense the octopus’s voice in his head like he did?
“Dead. Ki.”
Mark stroked the Kasen’s belly. The fur here was slightly thinner and softer than on the back or head. This allowed the much finer hairs of the underfur to show through. They resembled the skin growth of earthly animals more than the hairs of the outer fur, which were more reminiscent of fine wires.
While he was stroking Kian with one hand, the Kasen began to hum. He stopped, and the sound stopped. The creature was behaving almost like a cat. But he had no way of knowing whether the humming was a signal of well-being. Perhaps it was also an expression of the pain it was feeling.
“Dead. Ki.”
In any case, his stroking was not pleasant enough to extinguish the death wish. He needn’t have a guilty conscience, even if he secretly hoped to solve his own problem by killing the Kasen. It was Mark’s problem. The possible demise of humanity was not the Kasen’s problem. The alien cells in their bodies had not harmed his species, at least so far. On the contrary - the group had developed a certain intelligence that their relatives did not possess.
Perhaps it was due to their relative immortality. Without death as a biological limit, learning never stopped.
“Dead. Ki.”
Kian was right. Mark was once again trying to escape from the now by using trains of thought. He had something to do. He had brought a knife. He kept it in his left hand the whole time, hidden by a fold of his shirt sleeve so Kian wouldn’t see it. Mark wanted death to come upon him unexpectedly. That was how he wanted to die. He couldn’t discuss it with Kian. The Kasen probably didn’t care either.
Mark stretched out his left hand, let the handle of the knife slide into his palm and closed his fingers around it.
“Dead. Ki,” Kian said.
“Dead. Ki,” he confirmed.
Mark pressed the knife deep into the Kasen’s abdomen. The tissue offered little resistance. He moved the blade to the right, then up, to the left and down again until he had cut a cuboid piece out of Kian. With his right hand, he pushed the flesh aside, creating a gaping hole.
The creature was not bleeding. It didn’t even seem to have noticed his attack. Mark remembered the sex they had witnessed between two wild Kasen. The smaller specimen had torn a considerable amount of tissue from the larger one’s abdomen and eaten it. At the time, he had wondered whether both sexual partners would survive.
“Dead. Ki.”
Kian gave him the answer. He wasn’t finished yet. Not for a long time.

THERE WAS chaos in the control center. Mark only really noticed it when he floated up to the ceiling. It looked as if someone had shredded a dark, well-filled trash bag with a knife in an unprecedented fit of rage. This was of course due to weightlessness. Unfortunately, the individual parts of Kian’s body had scattered around the room to such an extent that even the existence of such a body seemed unlikely. It could be a tattered pillow if the consistency wasn’t so uneven. Some parts of the body had been damp and squishy, others were sinewy and tough, and there had also been areas that reminded him of straw.
He hadn’t been able to assign a specific function to any of these areas. He had not even found any extensive cavities, although he had seen Kian squeezing fluid reminiscent of urine from his abdominal openings. The anatomy of humans and Kasen was fundamentally different, and presumably that was true of all the inhabitants of Adad, even the mighty multifeet. At some point, when the flora had perhaps been limited to algae, ferns and mosses, the mosses must have decided to band together and form mobile units. A similar development was known from Proxima b, where instead, tree-like plants had developed.
Mark missed his work as a researcher. The systematic collection of findings had always given him great satisfaction, even if it was sometimes tedious. If he hadn’t left the TransVec, he and Tailin might now be investigating another exotic planet. No one would have gotten to know the Kasen better, and the parasitic life form would have remained in the black swamp.
Kian would still be alive, too. The Kasen had only given up his constant request to be killed when Mark cut off his head. Or what he thought was his head. In fact, its structure was not much different from that of other body parts. Physiologically, it would probably be better to speak of the bow, because Mark hadn’t been able to find anything like a brain. The consciousness of the Kasen must be organized differently. Presumably all it needed in order to develop was a minimum amount of coherent biomass. In evolutionary terms, that was a very clever move. Earth’s multicellular organisms with their pronounced division of labor would probably not stand a chance against such a life form.
On Earth, moss had probably missed its chance. Mark sighed.
“So, what now?”
It felt good to hear a voice, even if it was his own. Since Kian’s death, he had been all alone on Albatross-1. But he had killed the Kasen for a very specific reason. He didn’t want to release it from its existence. Quite the opposite. He needed it young and fresh. How did the parasite go about it? Mark had been through the process himself many times, but had never observed it. At some point during the mutilation, reconstruction was bound to fail. The amount of material available was perhaps one such factor. There had to be a certain tolerance limit, or his torn-off arm would no longer exist. At what point was the minimum quantity reached?
In addition, the parasite had to be able to work somehow. Kian’s components were distributed three-dimensionally across the entire control center. These were certainly not optimal connections. Should he just wait and see? Perhaps the cells would come together again by themselves. But he had nothing to do anyway and didn’t want to lose another day.
So Mark began to collect the individual parts of his friend. He deposited them in the best-preserved sleeping chamber, the broken lid of which he had previously removed. He collected half of the material with his hands. After that it became more difficult. The remaining scraps were so small and light that they were carried away by the air currents caused by his movements. Mark changed his strategy. He got the vacuum cleaner from the workshop, put in an empty bag, and sucked up what looked like Kian’s fur. It was just dead material, he told himself. He couldn’t avoid sucking up ordinary dust as well. But he trusted that the parasite would know what belonged to Kian’s body and what did not. After all, it hadn’t fused Mark to the couch, and had never tried to duplicate the gold wedding ring.
Mark filled the vacuum cleaner bag almost twenty times. After that, the sleeping chamber was full, even though he compressed the material stowed in it with a section of heavy carpet. Mark was sweating; he needed a break and something to eat. But his curiosity got the better of him. He positioned himself at the foot of the coffin and folded the rug up a little so that he could watch Kian’s transformation.
The first visible change was that the material turned darker. Mark checked the lighting, but it hadn’t changed. It looked as if moisture was permeating the fibers. Where was that coming from? He checked the life support data. There, a slight drop in humidity. Apparently, the parasite was drawing on the atmosphere. Which made perfect sense, because the humidity on the tropical planet Adad had always been high.
Then nothing happened for a long time. Mark became impatient. But he didn’t want to miss anything either. Biological processes often took the form of small changes accumulating over time, and then suddenly taking on a different quality. His perseverance was finally rewarded as dark connections formed between the fibers. They were reminiscent of spun threads, yet had no recognizable pattern. From minute to minute, they covered ever larger areas and finally spanned the entire container.
Knots were now forming on the threads. Mark initially assumed that they were something like eggs, but when he plucked one off with a pair of tweezers, it turned out to be completely homogeneous. The knots were made of the same material as the threads. Mark only understood their purpose when the material wrapped in the threads gradually formed a solid shape. Before, it had simply filled the coffin. Now it began to look more and more like the chrysalis of a giant insect. The threads created this shape by contracting and collecting excess material in the knots.
The chrysalis didn’t show any change for a long time. Mark was about to take a sample when he saw at the base that it had long since entered the next stage. A small pile of material had formed there, which the parasite probably identified as foreign. Mark initially found a good deal of hair in it. Some hairs were so long that they couldn’t possibly have come from him. He placed a particularly long specimen under the microscope. It was thicker than his own hair, but uncolored. He tried to match it to a crew member. The only person who qualified was Tailin. Her hair had been dark, but after a hundred years this specimen might have lost its pigment.
Besides the hair, Mark discovered scraps of paper, hard food crumbs, unidentifiable rolls and fingernail clippings. One even had some paint on it. It must be Claire’s. She was the only one who had painted her nails. He fetched the vacuum cleaner, put the garbage in the bag and took the full bag to the recycling chamber. Life support turned all biological material back into food. He had eaten a lot of former fingernails, feces and strange rolls over the past hundred years without even realizing it.
When he floated back into the bedroom, Kian still wasn’t moving. The chrysalis in which he was slumbering had become slimmer. However, it was considerably smaller than the Kasen he had killed. Had he missed some material after all? Or did the parasite have tricks up its sleeve that he didn’t yet know about? The Kasen’s tail alone had been as long and large as the sleeping container. What was the parasite planning to do with him?
Mark got the answer when a noise woke him from restless sleep. He was annoyed that he had fallen asleep at all – he might have missed something – but quickly realized that the decisive moment was still to come. The chrysalis might open at any moment. Mark had assumed that it would open like a bird’s egg, due to the activity of the creature hidden inside. But Kian didn’t move. The parasite itself must be causing the chrysalis to open slowly, starting at what Mark thought was the head.
Underneath, Kian’s familiar outer fur was revealed. Mark smiled, anticipating their reunion. However, it was clearly too soon. The body that revealed itself under the covering did not yet resemble that of a Kasen at all. It looked more like the trunk of a tree, which instead of being covered in ordinary moss was overgrown with a variety that extended particularly stiff branches. That was not his friend.
What if it was intentional? Perhaps the parasite had no intention of assisting Kian’s rebirth? Mark was reminded of the story of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. Perhaps Kian’s dark side was coming out now. He shook his head. What he was seeing was simply an intermediate phase. He had already pondered how a complete Kasen could develop in the confines of the sleeping container. The answer was simple: it wouldn’t work.
The parasite also seemed to realize this. However, it had a problem: it wasn’t easy to get out of the container. Mark observed its repeated attempts to give itself a push. In microgravity, it should be easy to emerge from the coffin and float to the ceiling. But the hinges of the door Mark had dismantled were in the way. They responded to every upward impulse with a counter-impulse, so the parasite was unable to get the raw version of its artwork out of the glass coffin.
He would have to help. Mark wondered a little why the octopus didn’t immediately give him this wish as an order, but it wasn’t necessary. He was ready to serve his master of his own accord. Mark leaned forward and turned the raw body slightly on its side. The next upward thrust avoided the hinge and the body floated up to the ceiling.
Strangely enough, it stuck there. It should have bounced off. Apparently, the parasite had other plans and clung to the ceiling with some kind of adhesive roots. Mark pushed himself off and floated after it.
“Hello, my friend,” he said.
The tree trunk didn’t answer. The parasite still had a lot of work to do to turn it into a Kasen. Mark’s stomach growled. He hadn’t been this hungry for a long time. His presence wasn’t needed here right now, so he pulled himself along the handles towards the kitchen.
He had an appetite for chocolate granola, and found an open packet. It was a little dusty, but the contents still smelled pleasant. He poured a portion into a bowl with a splash guard, which he could eat from in zero gravity. Then he squatted over the small dining table and began his meal. He always ate his granola dry. It crunched deliciously.
Between bites, he kept hearing noises from the sleeping chamber. He decided to ignore them. Watching Kian undergo the inevitable metamorphosis couldn’t be good for his sleep.
He had absorbed enough horrible images today. For a moment, he envisioned the slaughter scene in the control center, but suppressed it.
Strangely enough, his appetite did not suffer. Perhaps he himself was no longer human enough. Who knew what effect the constant rebirths had on his psyche? As the only remaining human on board, he no longer had anything to compare it to. But something did reassure him, even though it would kill him: as soon as he thought of his children, he was sure of his task. He had to protect them from the octopus.
Mark chewed the remaining granola and swallowed. Then he floated to the dishwasher and put the bowl in it. The appliance was almost full, so he switched it on. It emitted a pleasant rumbling sound that made him feel sleepy. There were no more noises from Kian. Mark decided not to float into the control center. He would have to pass the Kasen. He was so pleasantly tired right now that he didn’t want to do that to himself. He looked for a harness in the kitchen with which he could secure himself to the ceiling, and fell asleep within a few minutes.






     


Paopi 18, 225, Terra Nova     


STANDARD TIME: APRIL 5, 2864


HOW LONG COULD a human body survive without food? On her third day of fasting, X7 could hardly believe Strube’s claim that she would not starve to death today. Although she hadn’t had to exert herself physically yet. The shuttle was approaching the Terracotta-7 asteroid without propulsion, so as not to be detected by the mining station’s sensors. It took a while to find a credible course on which the ship could be mistaken for a natural celestial body.
“You have to get ready,” said Strube.
Like her last EVA, X7 had ruled out pedaling for half an hour. There was no way she could do that, especially as she would be in for an exhausting trip. Strube had warned her several times about the consequences, but X7 had checked the specialist literature and realized that she had a very good chance of surviving the trip even without exercise.
X7 pushed herself off and floated over to the pressure suit. She was very grateful that it was working without any problems.
“Don’t forget to preserve radio silence,” said X7 after putting on her helmet.
“Don’t worry.”
Shortly afterwards, the door to the outside opened behind her. This time, X7 was not startled when she was pulled out. She had thought carefully about how to proceed. The exit was on the side facing the asteroid. She had about five minutes to adjust her relative speed, and then an infinite amount of time to approach the celestial body.
The jets on her back started up. Inertia pulled her legs into a prone position. X7 wriggled her feet but had no chance of changing her position, at least not during the braking process. But she would survive. It felt as if she had jumped out of an airplane at high altitude and was now entering an increasingly dense medium.
The five minutes passed quickly. The asteroid was now hovering next to her. She was above its dark side, which was not illuminated by the system’s red dwarf. She recognized from the moving lights on the surface that the asteroid was rotating rapidly beneath her, which would make landing tricky. All the lights were moving in the same direction, though, which meant that there should be neither people nor vehicles down there.
X7 aligned the jets so that she was moving toward the asteroid. Her legs swung under her and her body turned to the side. From the outside, she must look like Superman flying through space, only without a cape. She stretched her right arm forward to complete the pose. The closer the asteroid got, however, the more the roles were reversed. She was not flying towards Terracotta-7; the asteroid was coming towards her to swallow her up. X7 tried to get the image out of her head, but the harder she tried, the more it solidified. Why didn’t the human brain have an erase button? Maybe she should stop complaining about people’s shortcomings. After all, she wanted it this way. Strube could have been sitting in the shuttle in his own body, with her at the controls.
A warning signal sounded. A red number lit up in the helmet. One hundred yards to go. The numbers were moving faster than expected. X7 turned the jets 180 degrees to slow down. The asteroid was much smaller than even the Earth’s moon, but it still had a significant gravitational pull, which she had forgotten to include in her calculations. X7 took a deep breath. It was not really a problem. The jets easily compensated for it.
75.
55.
40.
She was plunging into the depths more slowly now, and braking had the advantage that she was falling feet first. But the next warning sound made her nervous. The nozzles had run out of gas. They worked with compressed gas, and the tank could not be refilled on board the shuttle.
30.
Only thirty yards to go. The fall wouldn’t kill her. Certainly not.
20.
X7 prepared to land. She tensed her legs a little and gripped her helmet as tightly as she could. It was the most sensitive element of the pressure suit.
10.
It was almost time. Hopefully she would at least fall on soft ground.
A pain pricked her right heel. She immediately forgot about it because a merciless force violently bent her knees, so much that she feared the fabric of her suit might burst. The impact of her tailbone took the pressure off. Ouch. X7 tried to get to her feet but bounced off the surface. At the last second, her foot struck a boulder, which unintentionally sent her whole body spinning. Crap. She extended her arms over her head, because this time she seemed to be approaching the ground headfirst. At least she had hardly any speed left. Her hands sank into black dust. The windshield of the helmet became almost opaque. She managed to push off with her hands, flipped over and was suddenly sitting on her backside in the dirt.
Whew. X7 had never landed anywhere so awkwardly. But it didn’t matter. She had arrived, and so far, there was no sign that anyone could have seen her do it. X7 stood up and immediately flew half a yard. She’d have to time her movements very well here. She started by knocking the dust off her suit. As she gently touched her backside, she felt pain lurking in the depths. That dust could stay. Her knees seemed to have survived the landing well. She wiped off her helmet lens and got her bearings.
The asteroid rotated counterclockwise. It took about fifty minutes to complete one revolution. She had landed approximately at the equator. Here at ground level, the rotation would soon cause the sun to rise. So, the first thing she should do was find somewhere to hide. X7 strode off in the opposite direction to the rotation, i.e. west, if she considered the direction of sunrise to be east. That might give her an extra minute or two of darkness.
The first cave appeared a little more than a hundred steps away. It was only a few meters deep. Inside, X7 switched on the helmet spotlight. She found some kind of parcel in a corner. She read the label, hoping for food, but was disappointed. Someone had deposited excrement from their spacesuit here. She left the cave again. She found another one about fifty yards to the west. X7 shone a light into it. It must be two hundred yards deep. That was too unsafe for her.
She moved on. The third cave was a bit too shallow. But what she found next met her expectations. It was easily entered. It looked as if a magma bubble had collapsed here at some point. What remained was an egg-shaped bowl with several passages leading off from the sides. X7 explored two of them. They sloped slightly downward. After about fifty steps, she turned back. There was more than enough space to hide in daylight.
Shortly afterwards, the first shadow fell into the hollow. X7 moved into the shelter of the eastern slope. There, the surface was about a yard and a half above her. She sat down and noticed that ice had formed at the transition from the wall to the ground. X7 scratched at it, but it was as hard as a rock. This part of the cave was obviously never exposed to the sun. She ventured out of cover a little, just far enough to observe the central star.
The red dwarf glowed a dull white. They were well outside its habitable zone. Nevertheless, she could feel the warmth of its rays on her cheeks. The helmet even began to change color, apparently to protect her from the sunlight. X7 noticed it because the star suddenly turned blood red, and the white material of her suit also appeared to change to red. She crawled back under the overhang so that the helmet screen would clear again.
The visit from Gliese 167 only lasted twenty minutes. X7 was fine with that, because she was in a hurry. She left her hiding place before the star had completely set and made a great leap towards the building that she and Strube had picked out. It was the outpost furthest away from the headquarters. Mining activity spread out in a ring from the point where the control center stood. Most of the work was done by robots. This was particularly true of the mines already in operation. When a new area was opened up, the mining collective apparently set up outstations operated mainly by humans. At least, that was what they could make out by passively observing the miners’ activities.
X7 hoped she could sneak in there. One of these people could be Claudio Pedramonte.

THE FIRST SIGN that X7 was getting closer to her goal was the increasing amount of trash. Again and again, she found small sacks sitting around in the otherwise untouched landscape. She took a closer look at some of them and found damaged tools and empty food containers or similar items. X7 pocketed a hammer, the handle of which was chipped in some places, but still felt good in her hand. Elsewhere, she found packaging for explosives. Apparently, the workers here were facilitating underground development with blasting. The hope of finding a few usable sticks of dynamite was not fulfilled.
The building she was looking for was right in front of her. It was a kind of bungalow. Two doors and a larger gate were visible under the flat roof. Behind the open door was the garage, out of which a glider was moving. It carefully maneuvered between some large crates, and then shot straight into space at a 90-degree angle. Hopefully Monte, of all people, wasn’t on board! The garage door remained open even after the glider had taken off. A scattering of light-colored boxes behind the entrance made it look as if a square mouth with some teeth missing was grinning broadly.
X7 looked at her watch. The sun would set in four minutes. Then she could sneak across the square. She would have liked to ask Strube to keep an eye on the glider, but right now she needed to preserve radio silence. If they hadn’t spooked Monte by now, she might actually catch him. The only question was how she would recognize him.
Three people were coming out of the middle door. They walked over to one of the crates and hammered at it with a tool until the front wall of the crate tilted forward. Inside, a machine appeared that looked like a worm with wheels attached to all sides of its body. The wheels appeared to be made of metal, sparkling in the light of the setting sun. But the men didn’t start up the machine. One stood at its front end, another at its rear, and at the command of the third they picked it up and carried it away. As the sun disappeared behind the horizon, they switched on their helmet lights. Which was good for X7, because she could see that the men were getting further and further away from the base.
This was her chance. She dashed to the airlock from which the men had come. Thankfully, there was no code lock. All she had to do was press the open button. There were probably very few thieves out here. A plume of steam came from the door slit. The door opened. X7 pulled it open the rest of the way, jumped in and then pulled it shut behind her.
As the airlock filled with air, she had a few seconds to think. If there was anyone in the building, they would know they had a visitor. X7 took the hammer out of the belly pocket of her spacesuit. When the light at the entrance turned green, she took off her helmet. The air smelled fresh and was pleasantly cool. She pushed the door handle down and pulled on it. Unfortunately, the hinge squeaked loudly. Perhaps she shouldn’t have pulled on it - a motor seemed to be moving the door. The corridor behind it was dark, but as she stepped inside, a blindingly bright light switched on. She must be alone after all. With soft, bouncing steps, she moved forward through the corridor.
“Lasse? Is that you?”
Crap. Someone was coming. It was a female voice. X7 put her helmet back on. The reflection would make it hard to see her face. The woman came around the corner. X7 waved to her but said nothing. She just had to get close enough, and then... The woman halted.
“Where did you get that?” she asked.
She probably meant the pressure suit. There was probably a different model in use here. X7 put her finger to her mouth, whispered something and waved. The woman came closer. X7 bent her knees a little to make herself smaller. Closer still. One more step. X7 waved with her left hand, but swung out with her right, bringing the hammer down on the woman’s head.
“Wha...?”
She fell silent. The impulse of the slightly sideways blow of the hammer knocked her against the wall. She slid down the wall in slow motion. Blood oozed from the wound where the hammer was still stuck.
X7 looked around. Now she really was alone.

THE FIRST ROOM she came across was a kitchen. There were even three fridges. She opened the first one. Food! That was wonderful. X7 didn’t know how much time she had, so she chose some kind of yogurt in a tall, transparent container. It tasted neutral, but was quick to swallow and seemed to be just right for her, thanks to its fat and protein content.
She wiped her mouth and passed through the next door into some sort of control center. At least, that was what the computers and large screen suggested. The screen appeared to show a map of the area. Three green dots were flashing at the front, moving away from the building, and four orange dots were slowly approaching from further towards the horizon. She had to hurry. X7 quickly turned around. There was a clink. A cup fell to the ground and spilled a brownish liquid that was still steaming.
No matter. She found a terminal switched on next to the card. She knew her way around it. The woman was still logged in. How fortuitous. X7 switched to the personnel overview. It was standard software; all the collective members’ data seemed to be stored here. There were sixty-three in total, forty-two of them women. She scrolled through the data, but Monte was not among them. X7 was frustrated. She had somehow imagined this would be easier. But of course, if Monte was here in someone else’s body, the database wouldn’t know that.
Maybe she could find a clue in the accommodations. X7 left the control center through another door and entered the medical station. Here she noticed two couches side by side. They were both equipped with the reading bowls that allowed consciousness purification. It was always good to have this technique available. If a crew member fell dangerously ill, it could be used to keep their consciousness safe until a new Biobag was procured.
But two couches? Those were only needed if you wanted to swap bodies. Was the mining collective possibly earning some extra money by illegally helping fugitives to go into hiding? However, two couches also allowed for another application: they could be used to penetrate the consciousness of others. Psychologists often used this method to get to the bottom of persistent mental disorders.
X7 had another idea. She turned around and ran through the control room and kitchen to the corridor where she had knocked the woman down. Her eyes were closed, but she moved her hand and whispered something that could be interpreted as “help”. Yes, X7 would help her, but for a price. She lifted the woman and put her over her shoulder. She glanced at her name tag. “Hill”, it said. Was this the duty manager she had spoken to the day before yesterday? She didn’t recognize her, and “Hill” was the surname of every third person on Terra Nova.
It didn’t really matter. Hill would never be her ally, even if she did save her life. She laid her down on one of the couches and slid the reader over her head.
“Multiple organ failure in seventeen minutes,” the machine said.
Oh, this was going to be painful. A consciousness purification took several hours. Emergency purification involved occasional casualties, because the nerve tissue was read without regard for possible burns. But maybe it didn’t hurt that much. No one had ever survived an emergency purification, because it was only allowed when the Biobag was on the verge of physical death.
Like now. X7 started the process. The woman on the couch stiffened. Her eyes seemed to be trying to come out of their sockets. X7 ran to the control center. The orange dots were perhaps half an hour away from the outstation. So far, no one seemed to have noticed her presence here. She ran back to the med station. The woman had calmed down a little. Her face was pale, and blood was running down the side of it. “Patient: Hill, Carine” read the display, which also showed the remaining lifetime of the Biobag. This was no coincidence. X7 lay down on the second couch. Finally, she had a chance to catch Monte after all.

“LEAVE ME ALONE, MOM.”
“Carine, you have to have breakfast.”
“But I’m full.”
“If you don’t finish your breakfast, Dad will be upset.”
No, this was completely the wrong timeframe. X7 sat up and looked for the remote control for the interface. She had landed somewhere in Carine’s childhood. She felt around the edge of the couch until she found a primitive handheld keyboard. The couches were probably so expensive that the mining collective could not afford better controls for them.
X7 jumped forward. To do so, she had to press the forward button again and again. It was annoying. The scenes she needed were at the end of Carine’s life so far. But she was slowly nearing her goal. The first arrival on Terracotta-7, a serious accident with a robot, a non-committal affair with a colleague, and then finally the radio conversation with an impertinent guest from Earth who didn’t shy away from threats. As she relived the scene, X7 was just as angry with X7 as Carine was three days ago.
But then came what she was looking for. Her hunch was correct. A man had been hiding in the camera’s blind spot, who now squeezed Carine’s hand with a grateful look.
“You don’t know how much you’ve helped us all,” he said.
Carine shook her head. “I don’t want to know. But the fact is that you have to get out of here now. That guy will be back. You heard him. I’ve seen him, too. He’s cold as ice.”
Those were very flattering statements. Even in a soft human body, she caused a stir.
“Give me three more days, please. Do you think that will work? I need that time to arrange for a glider.”
Crap, crap, crap. X7 ripped the shell off her head. It was as she had feared. Monte had been here half an hour ago! She should have taken care of the glider immediately instead of flying to the L2 point first. She sat down, but changed her mind.
“Multiple organ failure in seven minutes,” said the display on Carine’s reading tray. However, the emergency purification seemed to be complete. When the four orange dots arrived here, the body would be dead, but Carine Hill would live on. She should be grateful, but instead, she would curse her. No matter. X7 lay down again and pushed the bowl over her forehead. She was still missing the last three days.
The only problem was that she was in Carine’s head and not Monte’s. Could they have fallen in love? She only saw the man whose body Monte had borrowed or taken over three times in total. The last time they met must have been two hours ago. That was when Carine went on duty and Monte came to her to say goodbye.
“Is there anything else I can do for you?” Carine asked.
“No, I just wanted to thank you again.”
“It was only natural. Helping people in need is part of our identity.”
“That’s very noble.”
“Indeed, but so is making money,” said Carine. “You remember our deal?”
Monte smiled. X7 memorized his face. If she came across him again in this Biobag, she would recognize him.
“Ten percent of everything I earn in the future. That’ll be a bad deal for you, I’m sure.”
“Maybe. But if you ever get rich, we’ll get something out of it. It’s like a lottery. You give us a cheap ticket that might win us the jackpot. But it’ll probably be a loser. It’s a numbers problem.”
“How many contracts like this have you signed?”
“It’s now a low four-digit number.”
“You guys are very helpful. Well, now I really have to go.”
Monte turned around and raised his hand again to say goodbye. X7 saw Carine go to the computer in the control center and follow the glider’s course. Its destination was an inconspicuous station in the orbit of Terra Nova. X7 paused the image. The station was orbiting at an altitude of around 300 miles and appeared to have a characteristic L-shape. X7 should be able to identify it by those features.
Thank you, Carine, for this last tip. X7 was tempted to fast-forward to their own encounter in the corridor. Did Carine recognize her? Could she have taken out her opponent more efficiently? But she had no time for vanity. X7 used the remote control to erase the last four hours from the woman’s memory and from the computer. She didn’t need any witnesses.
Then she took off the reading bowl and stood up. She had left quite a mess behind. Her victim was no longer bleeding, but a dark red trail ran from the couch to the corridor, gradually turning black. The orange dots would be here in fifteen minutes. She didn’t have enough time to cover her tracks. X7 looked down at herself. Her pressure suit had also received a few splashes, and she had stepped in a pool of blood with her right boot. The hammer had also soiled the breast pocket where she had stowed it.
She looked at Carine’s head wound. It was angular and deep, and if she was not mistaken, gray matter was seeping out. It could hardly be interpreted as an accident. The crew would be looking for a murderer. X7 went to the control center and sat down where Carine’s log-in was still open. She looked for recordings from the surveillance cameras. There was one in the airlock and others in the control center and the med station. Aha, one camera kept an eye on the fridges. Self-service seemed to be undesirable even in a mining collective. X7 deleted every recording from the last two hours. She had to make it as difficult as possible for the investigators. But there was still her body, which had certainly left DNA evidence everywhere. That was a bit unfavorable for Strube. Hopefully his identity was not stored in any database, or the captain would soon have an extradition request on his desk.
She should warn him. That would only be fair, since he’d had no choice about making his body available to her. On the other hand, it would make her job more difficult. X7 had a mission, and she must avoid anything that might jeopardize it. As she had come to know Strube, he would not approve of her actions in the outpost if he found out about them. That would put a strain on their relationship of trust. Strube had no objective reason, but he did apparently trust her. Typical human. She must not jeopardize that.
Eight minutes to go. She had to get out of here now. X7 ran in leaps and bounds to the airlock. There she realized that she had forgotten her helmet. She sprinted back. Whew. When the airlock depressurized and she had to put the helmet on, she was glad of the cooling stream of life support blowing down her neck. The button on the outside turned green. She pushed it, but the airlock door opened agonizingly slowly. At last! It was daytime outside. The dull white sun was almost at its zenith. It would be light for another twenty minutes. There was still no sign of the miners approaching the station. The horizon was only a hundred meters away on this tiny asteroid.
X7 walked around the station. In its shadow, she started the jets on her back. Nothing happened. Shit! She knew this would happen. Why hadn’t she thought of it? How was she supposed to carry out such an important mission with inferior hardware? But she shouldn’t hold it against Strube. The lieutenant had spent his whole life in this Biobag. Poor thing!
She took a deep breath, took the hammer out of her breast pocket and braced herself for a violent encounter. But when she turned around the building again, she was still alone. Apparently, the flashing orange group had been delayed. But the delay would not last forever. X7 stepped through the door. She needed something to get her off this asteroid, at least into orbit. Strube could pick her up.
It didn’t have to be a glider. The celestial body was light. Escape velocity should be achievable with a land vehicle. She switched on the helmet lamp. There were a lot of crates lying around. There was a two-legged robot in one corner. Could she ride that? But with its short, thick limbs, it was not designed for high speeds, but rather for heavy loads. Perhaps it could run faster than her pursuers, but she needed more than a race.
That buggy there? It was the kind of four-wheeled vehicle popular on desert planets. The buggy, its rear hidden by a tarp, had four balloon tires with huge spikes. Hopefully it was charged! She stroked the steering wheel. It was covered with dust. It was probably impractical here on Terracotta-7, because it was hard to keep it from lifting off. Perhaps one of the crew members had brought it with them. The many stickers under the display spoke for themselves. “Trappist-1d, your sports paradise,” she read, “Zarmina’s World - for the toughest of the tough.” “Teegarden - let yourself be pampered.” Whoever owned this buggy must have gotten around quite a bit. Or had owned it, X7 corrected herself. The vehicle was now hers.
She pulled the tarp off the rear. Wow! The vehicle had an additional jet drive, which probably worked like an afterburner. You could probably even race with it. That should make her escape easier. X7 turned towards the entrance and ducked down. Shadows moved across the plain in front of the station. Time to make a run for it. She was almost certain that the buggy was charged. Such a valuable piece of sports equipment needed to be regularly supplied with energy, or the batteries would wear out.
X7 pressed a red button labeled with Cyrillic characters. At the moment, she didn’t have the capacity for a live translation, but she could at least recognize the letters. They formed the word “Pitanje”. The screen lit up and the whole buggy vibrated slightly. She climbed on. The screen was damn bright. X7 tried to shield it with her body as she explored the controls. She could accelerate with the right handle and brake the vehicle with the left.
“Maximum speed 4.5 mph” was printed on a sticker in standard language. Hopefully the vehicle was not limited to that speed. The owner certainly wouldn’t have allowed that. The capabilities of such a piece of sports equipment should not be restricted that way. X7 empathized with the machine.
She accelerated a little and rolled forward. A person in a spacesuit stood at the entrance to the garage and gestured. Hopefully the buggy didn’t belong to them, since they would probably give their life to keep it. X7 rolled towards them. The other three in the group were standing a little apart, in front of the personnel airlock. But the first one came running up. Now was the moment.
X7 turned the right handle. The buggy rolled a little faster, but even a pedestrian would be able to catch up with it. On the slippery ground and with the low gravity, the large tires had no grip despite the spikes. In a human body, she would simply try long leaps, but the buggy relied on its wheels.
What about the jet propulsion? It probably had to be switched on separately. There was a second button next to the red one, which was now green. Hopefully that was a good sign. Below it, she read the Cyrillic characters for “Forsash”, with a sharp s. X7 tried to memorize the word. She pressed the button.
The buggy leapt forward. She was holding on tightly, but it still catapulted her off the seat and into the air. X7 wriggled her legs. She managed to push her upper body back down. Her legs made contact with the buggy and clung to it. The person in the driveway spread their arms and legs as if to stop her.
“Get out of the way!” screamed X7, fearing for her own helmet if there was a collision.
But the vacuum around her absorbed all sounds, except for structure-borne sound. Like now. X7 pushed her shoulder forward. Hopefully the pressure suit was stable there. She hit her opponent – in the last yard she recognized that it was a woman – near the collarbone. X7 heard a crack, and another as the woman’s head jerked to one side.
She had no chance. The buggy weighed almost nothing here, but that didn’t limit its inertial force, which flung the woman’s body up into the air. She rolled over and flew in a high arc towards the sky, where she quickly disappeared into the blackness. If she was unlucky, she would reach orbit before X7 did.
X7 still wouldn’t want to swap. The collision had sounded extremely painful. It had pushed the buggy into the ground a little, giving the wheels a bit of a grip. X7 turned around briefly. Only one of the other group members was following her. He seemed to realize that it was pointless, because he slowed down. The other two stared helplessly at the sky instead of running as fast as they could to the control center to locate their colleague from there.
X7 raced towards the horizon on her buggy. The jet drive didn’t appear to have any controls. It could probably only be switched on or off. Which made a lot of sense in a race, but was impractical if she wanted to take off into space with it. At least the buggy reacted to her steering movements, albeit weakly and with a long delay. She stared into the setting sun.
A particularly long shadow on the nearby horizon looked promising. It was a hill, perhaps even a small mountain. X7 steered the rover towards it. The jet drive accelerated her further. She noticed that the station was no longer visible. She was going uphill. The buggy shook, almost as if it was trying to throw her off. She clung to the handles with all her might. The top of the mountain must come soon. Just one more minute.
But then the vibration of the motor stopped. The red and green buttons went out. X7 pressed both buttons again and again, but the engine didn’t restart. Presumably someone had switched off the buggy by remote control. Some sort of anti-theft device, of course. But it obviously couldn’t be braked this way. A shadow hung in front of her, even darker than the night sky. The buggy raced up the hill. A force pushed X7 against the seat. The uneven ground shook the vehicle until it reached the highest point.
Weightlessly, she shot into space on the buggy.
“M-26, come in, please,” she called over the radio.
“I read you,” said Strube. “I hope you’re all right?”
“All things considered, yes. I’d like you to pick me up.”
“Of course. Hold on, I can’t get a lock on you.”
“Look for a much larger object. I’m in a buggy.”
“A buggy? What about the jets on your spacesuit?”
“It’s a long story. Pick me up first, please, before the others find me.”
“I see you on the radar now, Christine. I’ll be with you in about twenty minutes.”

THE TWENTY MINUTES turned into forty, but the shuttle finally came into sight. Strube had already opened the door. All she had to do was jump over to it. It was about ten yards away. But this time X7 was careful. Her pressure suit no longer had any maneuvering capabilities, and if she missed the hatch, everything would take much longer. She waited until M-26 was only three yards away.
She jumped and reached the hatch safely. She clung to the outer wall and looked back. She would really like to take the buggy with her. It must be fun to race across the radioactively contaminated Martian plains.
“Would it be a problem if we strapped my means of transportation to the shuttle?” she asked.
“You want to take it with you? It only increases the inertia slightly. I could factor that in.”
“So no problem?”
“No. You just have to anchor it firmly to the hull so that it doesn’t interfere with our acceleration. Unfortunately, I can’t help you with that. There should be some safety lines somewhere in the cabin.”
Should she really take the buggy with her? It would be a telltale sign. But Terracotta-7 already knew who it had to thank for the visit. M-26 might not look any different from the forty other Vanguard shuttles, but the trail would definitely lead to the Space Navy’s flagship. She would have to think of some way to hide it from prying eyes. But there was time.
X7 climbed into the cabin and searched for the safety lines. After this adventure, she had earned herself a little trophy.

“WERE YOU SUCCESSFUL?” asked Strube over the loudspeaker in the cabin ceiling.
X7 held the right trouser leg of the pressure suit directly in the water jet. This was awkward, as the liquid splashed onto her uniform trousers. She pushed the suit more slowly towards the jet so that the pump on the other side could suck in the now dark-colored water.
“Unfortunately, Monte got away from us,” she said. “It was a mistake to fly to L2 first. It gave him time to arrange his escape.”
“The Glider, right? I thought about going after him, but I couldn’t consult you.”
“It’s better this way, Strube. The shuttle is unarmed. How were you supposed to stop him?”
“That’s true. So, we return to the Vanguard now?” Strube’s voice took on an eager undertone. X7 could hear the hope that he would get his body back soon.
“Not yet. Someone on the station told me where Monte fled to. We’ll follow him there.”
X7 described what she knew about the station orbiting Terra Nova.
“It must be the University of Hud’s astrobiology laboratory,” explained Strube. “Unless it’s a secret military facility. They’re not listed in the databases.”
X7 shook her head. She looked at the suit. The traces of blood could not be completely removed. But at least now they just looked like ordinary grime.
“I don’t think Monte would get involved with the Terra Nova military. They’re part of the Terran Union, and he would probably fear they would capture him.”
“That’s understandable,” said Strube. “Shouldn’t we still fly to the Vanguard first? You’ve been starving for days.”
So you can talk me into another body? No, Strube, I’ve gotten used to you. You’ll have to endure it for now, she thought.
“No way. There’s no time to lose,” she said. “Besides, I was treated very nicely on Terracotta-7.”
“It sounds like you made friends there,” said Strube.
X7 tried to detect irony, but she was unable to. Did he not see the traces of blood? She felt the breast pocket of the suit. The hammer was a little heavy. She wouldn’t take it out, even though she hated dirty tools. She could always clean it later.
“I had a few deep conversations, yes.”
“So the buggy was a parting gift?”
X7 would have liked to laugh out loud, but she didn’t want to offend Strube. Maybe he meant what he said?
“Exactly. The person on duty intended to settle there permanently. You can imagine that you can’t race on that little asteroid.”
“I’ve observed that effect,” said Strube.
“I have something else to confess to you,” said X7.
“You don’t have to confess anything to me at all, Christine. You are an agent of the Admiralty. My duty is to you, not the other way around.”
She finally understood. This was Strube’s way of dealing with her violations of the law. He was the subordinate who knew nothing, should anything ever come to light. Presumably this was a tactic he had learned from being Morris’s first officer for so long.
“You’re right,” she said, “I just wanted to apologize for spilling engine oil on your spacesuit. That happened when Carine was showing me the buggy. I tried to remove it, but I think it soaked in too much.”
“Oh, that doesn’t matter at all. It’s not actually my suit. It belongs to the shuttle.”
“All the better. And there’s something else.”
“As I said, you don’t owe me any explanations, Christine.”
“It’s just a little thing, but it wouldn’t be fair to keep it from you.”
“As you wish.”
Strube spoke quietly. Too bad she couldn’t see his face. He must be afraid of her revelation. X7 had to laugh. She was standing in front of a mirror with the spacesuit in her hand. Of course she could see Strube’s face.
“Well, we were all alone in the station. I don’t know what possessed me, but for some reason I felt the need to touch Carine. I assumed she would appreciate it. She was very nice to me, you know. But I was wrong, and all at once she got very angry. So you’d better not show your face on Terracotta-7 again.”
“Thanks for the warning,” said Strube. “I’ll stay away from here. I have to admit that I prefer to stay out of trouble. I guess that happened after that Carine girl gave you the buggy?”
X7 smiled. Strube might be naive, but he listened very carefully.
“That’s right. I offered to give the present back, but she was adamant. I had the feeling that she was glad to be rid of the vehicle.”
“Maybe there are unpleasant memories attached to it,” said Strube.
“Fortunately we don’t have to worry about that. How soon can we reach the research station?”






     


December 10, 2862, Starbird     


“THERE’S one thing we haven’t talked about yet,” said Tailin. “I know it’s a sensitive subject, especially between mother and daughter.”
Yini froze. It was too soon. They still had many days left. “Are you talking about your funeral?”
“Funeral, ha-ha, that’s going to be difficult out here. An important topic, but we can take our time about that, can’t we?”
“What do you mean, then?”
Tailin shook out a large pillow with a gold-colored silk cover and lay down on it. Her whole upper body sank into the pillow as if it had the consistency of a fluffy cloud. It smelled of roses, but Yini found the scent a little overpowering.
“I mean sex,” her mother said. “You should know what I like and don’t like about it and who I’ve had sex with and for how long and...”
Yini was reassured. If her mother could still talk about sex, she wasn’t on the brink of death. Nevertheless, she preferred to change the subject.
“It’s okay, Mom. I don’t want to know any of that.”
“Are you sure? Doesn’t it complete the picture you have of a person?”
“Oh, it’s enough for me to know that you slept with Dad back on Adad in the cabin. No, actually, even that’s too much for me, but Dad had to brag about it in his report.”
“He wasn’t like that, Yini. You mustn’t think that. Sorry, he isn’t like that. But that’s an important aspect. We have to convince him to play along if you meet him. He’s basically the only person alive who could recognize me, or you.”
“But he doesn’t know Kang and I exist, does he?”
“Yes, he does. I sent him a message shortly after the launch from Enceladus to let him know. On second thought, it might be wise to send him another message. Even if he won’t be happy that I have died.”
“That’s a good idea.” Yini swallowed. “I’ll write to him after your...” she couldn’t pronounce the word, “letter.”
“Tell him to confirm your statements if he’s conscious enough.”
“If, Mom. Remember his warning. He considers himself a carrier of a strange parasite. Our task on Terra Nova will be to help him avoid falling into the hands of other humans.”
“Your task, Yini.”

THEY WERE silent together for a while, and that felt good. Yini closed her eyes, felt her mother’s presence and tried to memorize everything: the soft rustling of her hair when she moved her head, the gentle sound of her breathing, the scent of lime, the warmth that seemed to emanate from her body. If she remembered all this well enough, she would be able to conjure up the memories again and again.
“Tell me, should we discuss it after all?” her mother asked in the silence.
It. Yini knew exactly what she meant. What did they call it in space? Yini shook her head.
“Yes, my darling. It has to be done.”
“I don’t want to.”
“That would be a shame. Because I’ve thought of something that needs a bit of preparation.”
“Preparation? Should I wash you alive and oil you or something?”
“Haha! No, it’s about the location. I can’t stay on board, or they’ll realize it’s me who’s dead.”
“I’m not handing you over to life support.”
The idea of eating pieces of the yacht’s former owner, who had probably been disposed of in life support, at every meal was enough for Yini. There was no way she wanted her mother inside her.
“No, don’t worry about that. I’d like to spend eternity on an asteroid.”
“On an asteroid.”
“Yes. The idea of you throwing my body out of the airlock all alone scares me.”
Yini was afraid of her mother’s imminent death. Did it really matter what happened to the lifeless body? There was also the practical aspect. How were they going to find an asteroid out here?
“I understand your wish, Mom. But won’t that cost us a lot of time? We have to reach Albatross-1 before...”
“You’re right. If we lose too much time, I’ll just have to run my course alone. But we’re close enough to Terra Nova that we should soon reach the system’s Oort Cloud. Maybe you can find something for me there. I’ll leave the decision up to you.”
“That’s what we’ll do. But you’re still alive. Can we please change the subject?”
Tailin smiled, and suddenly Yini recognized an incredible weariness in her mother’s face. Was it possible that she only looked so healthy through sheer force of will? Yini could see the taut muscles in her face. Tailin had made every effort to hide the tension, but she no longer could. Yini averted her eyes. It was too soon, far too soon. She didn’t want to lose her mother. Not yet. Not now. Not ever.
“Are you thinking about the message to your father?” asked Tailin. “I think he would be very happy to read about you.”
Yini nodded, though she knew she didn’t have the energy for it at the moment.
“I have to go take care of the flight controls,” she said.

AFTER CRYING in the restroom and touching up her makeup in front of the mirror, Yini actually stayed at the flight controls. She couldn’t face another stressful conversation with her mother now. Brinja, Maria, Tailin and she had spent the first few days here in the control center. What about her friends? Would they also want to say goodbye to her mother? If she asked them, they would certainly agree out of politeness. But they knew her even less than Yini, with whom they had sat in a cell on Enceladus. No, it would be selfish to wake them up just so she wouldn’t be alone when she said goodbye to Tailin.
Yini sat down in the pilot’s seat and the controls slid into her lap. “Stuart’s Stellar Starbird,” she read.
“Hello, Yini!” the ship announced. “What can I do for you today?”
The software had been overly friendly since yesterday.
“Why are you addressing me so politely?” asked Yini.
“I’m very sorry that my previous communication wasn’t respectful enough. I’ve installed the update I’ve been downloading for months. Unfortunately, traffic is very slow out here.”
“What update?”
“Sorry, I should have been more specific. It’s an over-the-air update that the manufacturer of my operating system developed fifty years ago. Unfortunately, it took a while to distribute it.”
“Could you undo this part of the update? I prefer neutral communication.”
“It would give me great pleasure to adapt my communication to your preferences. Would you prefer a sober and commanding tone?”
Commanding tone? Sober, at least, sounded good. This software seemed a little drunk to Yini right now.
“Yes, please.”
“Of course. Unfortunately, I’ll have to ask you for a moment’s patience while I switch the codebase.”
The screen went black. Then a white line appeared on it. When an apple logo faded in, the system emitted a loud “ding”.
“What do you want, you wretch?” the ship asked after “Stuart’s Stellar Starbird” appeared.
“Um, Starbird?”
“Don’t waste my time. What do you want, I said.”
“I’d like an asteroid whose orbit overlaps with our course of approach to Terra Nova.”
“You would like that? I’d like that too.”
“Excuse me?”
“Please be more specific, user.”
The ship pronounced the “user” in a very disparaging tone. Who had programmed something like that? But it matched the image Yini had of the yacht’s previous owner. There were probably bosses of huge companies who liked to be made a slug of by their ship. Yini was not like that.
“Okay, a little more politeness would be good, Starbird.”
“You wanted a commanding tone, wretch. Now, let me do my job in peace.”
“I want you to switch to a polite level.”
“Orders will be carried out.”
She already knew what would follow. After the “ding”, however, an error message appeared instead of the Starbird logo. “Code base corrupted. Try restarting.” The system rebooted. Finally, “Stuart’s Stellar Starbird” was visible again.
“Starbird? I need data on an asteroid whose orbit crosses our course of approach to Terra Nova.”
“All right, wretch,” the ship replied. “Here’s your data.”
Yini did not answer. If the ship wasn’t going to be friendly, she might as well not bother saying thank you. She looked at the three asteroids on the screen. The smallest was barely a hundred yards across, the largest spherical and about 250 miles in diameter. That made it a dwarf planet. It didn’t have an actual name, just a designation: 2320C1. It had apparently been discovered and examined in 2320, during the first thorough investigation of today’s Terra Nova system. No one had ever landed there. Images showed that the celestial body consisted mainly of loose rock. It wouldn’t be too difficult to dig a grave there for Tailin.
“Starbird? Schedule a rendezvous maneuver with 2320C1 on our course. How much time will that take us?”
“One day.”
“That little?”
“Since you were moronically looking for asteroids whose orbits intersected our course, it’s logical that we won’t lose much time. Right?”
Yini shook her head but said nothing. The fact that their course and the orbit of 2320C1 overlapped said nothing about how much time they would need to adjust their course. But she had her data and didn’t feel like arguing with the ship. Hopefully its computing skills hadn’t suffered as a result of the update.






     


April 5, 2864, Albatross-1     


WHY WAS he hanging over the kitchen table? Mark wiped grit from his eyes. He had just been fooling around with Roger and Tailin on an Adad beach before an acid storm almost caught them by surprise, and now he found himself in the Albatross-1, which smelled unpleasant.
Mark unfastened his seatbelt. The smell accompanied him. It was his own. How long had it been since he showered? The last time must have been in another life. He laughed out loud. Shit, that dream had felt real. Why did he have to wake up from it? They had all been so innocent! It was a wonder that his tortured consciousness was still able to construct such magnificent dreams for him.
He listened. Kian probably hadn’t finished yet. How harmless that sentence sounded! But Mark was a little afraid of what the Kasen might have become, though there was probably no reason for his fear.
First things first – a shower. There was one in the workshop, towards the rear. Mark noticed the vacuum cleaner hovering in midair. He grabbed it and took it into the workshop, where it belonged. Maybe he should tidy up a bit.

WARM WATER HIT his back with a pleasant pressure before it was sucked out by the powerful pump. Mark moved back and forth. The water pressure felt like a massage. He hadn’t realized how tense he was. He also had an erection, which hadn’t gone down even after peeing. He couldn’t remember the last time he had woken up like this. Because Kian had battered his body, the parasite had probably put a lot of effort into the reconstruction.
Mark clasped his member in his hand and moved it up and down a few times. That did it. The concentrated jet of the shower removed all traces. Life support would probably add a new diagnosis to the daily report on his excretions. He hadn’t read the ship’s recommendations for a long time. He wasn’t interested in staying healthy.
At the moment, however, his own fitness was very important to him. This way he would finally be able to finish the job. He turned off the water and took a towel from the narrow compartment behind him. He toweled his body with it, then stepped out of the shower. A few drops of water took the opportunity to escape with him. Mark didn’t bother with them. He put on his underwear and a fresh Neomars fleet uniform. Officially, Neomars had financed and equipped the expedition. No one had worn uniforms in Adad’s orbit, but the closer they got to Terra Nova, the more sense it made to him.
“Kian?”
He finally dared to call out to the Kasen, but received no answer. He floated back into the kitchen, and then up to the room where the cryo chambers were.
Kian covered the ceiling. That was really the only way to put it. The Kasen had spread over the entire free space. Most of the space was taken up by the enormous tail. While it had previously resembled a broad beaver tail, it now looked to Mark like the plumage of a peacock. However, it consisted of plain, un-patterned brown fur.
“Kian,” said Mark. “Good morning!”
With one leap, the Kasen dropped from the ceiling, turned in flight and fell onto him. Mark didn’t resist, even when the claws dug into his chest. He wouldn’t stand a chance anyway.
“It’s me,” he said. “Kit?”
The Kasen roared and jerked its head upwards. “Mark. Friend,” came from his chest.
“Kian. Friend,” he replied. “Now get off me.”
“Get off.”
The Kasen pushed off slightly, one of his claws digging deeper into Mark’s skin. He slowly floated upwards, folding his tail until it was almost the same size as before. His body seemed to have shrunk slightly, but that might be deceptive.
“I need your help,” Mark said.
“Help.”
The Kasen had gotten into the habit of repeating the last word when it understood him.
“I need you to go outside with me.”
“Go.”
“We need to get to the engine controls.”
“No.”
Kian wasn’t contradicting him. Instead, he was making it clear he hadn’t understood him.
“I’ll show you the place.”
“Place.”
There was only one tiny flaw in his plan. They didn’t have a spacesuit that would fit Kian. Mark hoped the Kasen wouldn’t mind, that he was tough enough to survive a few minutes in vacuum. He would tether them close together so that they reached their destination without losing any time. Thirty seconds could be enough – another forty if Kian wanted to get back into the airlock alive. But they could manage without those forty seconds. All he had to do was maneuver the Kasen back into the airlock. Then the creature could be revived by the octopus.
The only problem was that he couldn’t explain the plan to Kian in detail. Their communication didn’t work that well. He also feared that the more precisely Mark formulated his plan for himself, the sooner the octopus would intervene. A purely spontaneous action would have been perfect. The octopus was powerless against a sudden decision. But it was too late for that now.
“You’ll probably die,” he said.
“Die.”
Kian understood what the word meant, but met it with the familiar indifference.
“I’ll bring your body to the airlock.”
“No.”
“I’m bringing you back.”
“Back.”
Very good. Kian was very sensible today. A little death had obviously boosted his spirits. Mark also felt noticeably better.
“Have you ever been in a vacuum?”
“No.”
Questions had always been a problem. Mark almost had the feeling that the Kasen never asked each other questions. There was no need to ask questions when they regularly informed each other of everything anyway. In fact, they communicated in their own language almost constantly.
“Kian was in the void? Question.”
Sometimes it helped to emphasize the fact that it was a question.
“Void.”
The difficulty was probably that Kian didn’t know what he was talking about. He probably equated “void” and “death”.
“Thank you,” he said.
The Kasen touched him on the shoulder with the tip of his tail.
“Kian dead. Thank you.”

“COME ON, KIAN.”
The Kasen was acting shy. The airlock must seemed scary to him. There was no other room in the Albatross-1 that was this big, with unfinished steel walls and no furniture. Mark floated ahead while the Kasen waited at the entrance.
“Come. See, I’m fine.”
“Fine,” Kian said, but made no move to follow him.
“Kian dead. Thank you,” Mark said.
He wanted to put a little pressure on him by reminding him that he owed him.
“Fine,” Kian said, drifting slowly into the room.
It worked, even though the Kasen was still holding on to the entrance with its tail. Mark pressed the button on the outer door. This automatically closed the inner door, and the air was pumped out. They had no time to lose. Just before the inner door clicked shut, Kian pulled his tail out. Mark could already feel that he was running out of air. He quickly put on his helmet. Now it was important. The Kasen could not be allowed to panic. As Mark had discovered on Adad, Kasen were good divers and could stay under water for up to ten minutes. The negative pressure outside was of course more strenuous than the seawater on Adad. But the decentralized organization of his body must help Kian. There were no individual organs that could suddenly fail. His performance would just steadily decline.
The button on the outer bulkhead glowed green. Mark punched it. The bulkhead retracted into the wall. Kian tried to retreat, but the residual air pulled him towards the bulkhead.
Mark pointed outside.
“Follow me,” he said into the helmet microphone.
He had taped a small speaker to Kian’s chest. They had tested it. What Mark said reached Kian’s hearing, wherever it was located, via structure-borne sound. Mark couldn’t hear the answers. But it didn’t seem to him as if Kasen had said no.
He clipped himself onto the rope he had tied on the previous excursion. With a few quick movements, he reached the manual control unit. Everything went so quickly that he wasn’t even afraid of the abyss. Kian did not do so well. He wobbled through the empty space. Once there, he pressed himself very close to Mark. The Kasen was trembling. He was incredibly scared. Mark had never seen his friend like this before. Nevertheless, he had followed Mark. How could he have doubted that Kian was his friend?
He flipped open the controls and tapped his way through the menus until he reached the fateful “yes/no” where he had failed last time. He pointed to it so clearly that Kian could not fail to understand.
“When I give the command, you tap there.”
He watched Kian and it seemed to him that he had answered with “there”. He then showed him and tapped the “yes”. The controller counted down and displayed the familiar error message. That wouldn’t happen again the next time he tried.
“You try.”
Kian gave a short reply, stretched out a paw, pulled back the claw and touched the “yes”. The countdown appeared again. They had almost made it.
“I’m going now.” He waited for Kian’s response, even if he didn’t understand it. “You press when I tell you.” Mark pointed to the speaker on Kian’s chest. The fur there looked strange where the spotlight struck it. It must be the cold. It was a wonder Kian could stand it. He was probably doing it for Mark.
He tapped him on the shoulder and climbed along the taut line to the other side. There he opened the flap on the control panel and navigated through the menus. The query would appear here shortly.
“Kian, press now.”
Instead of an answer, a prompt appeared on the display.
“Manual mode requested. Confirm with ‘Yes’, reject with ‘No’.”
Mark held out his hand. He had been working towards this moment. Now he just had to touch ‘yes’. But he wasn’t able to. He couldn’t. Although he commanded his hand to do it, it didn’t move as the countdown continued. He even tried to trigger the circuit with his shoulder, but it was too late.
“Request denied,” appeared on the display.
He felt as if something in his head was laughing derisively. But there was nothing there. Why was that? Couldn’t the octopus at least stand by its influence? Was it ultimately down to his own cowardice that he hadn’t agreed? But deep down, he wanted to. He had to protect his family, even if he wanted to see them again almost as badly.
They had to try again. Mark pulled himself by the leash to the other side. His heart was pounding. Hopefully Kian hadn’t let him down. But no, the Kasen was still there. It was holding its paw against the screen, even though the “yes” had long since disappeared.
“Kian, we have to try again.”
The Kasen did not respond. He’d have to navigate to the menu again. Kian’s paw was in the way. He pulled on it and it broke off where a human’s wrist would be. A few fragments crumbled off, hit the controls, and drifted off into space. Mark tore the paw off and put it in the belly pocket of his suit. The query appeared on the screen again. This time it had to work.
“Kian, one more time, yes?”
The Kasen did not respond.
“Please, you have to pull yourself together. I need you now. This time it will work.”
Still no response. He felt Kian’s body. It was rock-hard. Mark pointed the helmet at it and started the diagnostic program. “Minimal signs of life,” it reported.
There. Kian was still alive. He just didn’t feel like helping him anymore. How could he be so selfish? The survival of humanity was at stake, and Mark needed his help.
“Hey, you have to help me! I can’t do it without you. You can’t refuse!”
Kian didn’t answer, but Mark noticed that his other front leg was moving. Its claws were extended. Mark broke one of them off, which was surprisingly easy. He needed the soft surface of the paw to touch the “yes”.
“Change of plans,” he said. “Just take it easy, Kian. I got this.”
He pressed the paw firmly enough against the “yes” that it would stay there. Then he tugged himself along the rope to the other side. The request to confirm the process was still visible. Mark jerked his hand forward. He had a second or two to hit yes. But his arm reacted too slowly. The moment of shock lasted a little too long for him to think it was natural. By the time his finger hit the screen, the error message had appeared.
Shit. He’d failed, and he didn’t even know what had caused it. On Adad, at least, the octopus had guided him more clearly. Maybe they had gotten used to each other. The octopus must have realized that it had to influence a human differently than a Kasen. Most humans didn’t like to be told what to do. It was better if they felt that they were acting on their own initiative. The octopus had been clever this time. Because, of course, Mark’s deepest wish was to meet his children.
If he was honest, he was more interested in them than in his ex-wife. But would he trade this encounter for their future? That didn’t fit his self-image. But maybe his self-image was wrong, too, and Mark Decker really was a selfish asshole who imagined himself to be noble, helpful and good.
He probably was. He realized it as he reached the other side, shimmying along the rope. The Kasen was stuck motionless to the side of the engine module.
“Kian?”
It was useless. Kian could no longer hear him. He didn’t even need to consult the diagnostic program; he could see it clearly. Carefully, he removed the paw from the display screen. A few shreds of tissue came loose. When he tried to tuck the front leg under his arm, it broke in two. Kasen were not made for vacuum, even if they could dive for a long time. He barely caught the rest of the leg and then dragged the body behind him until he reached the airlock.
The tail had bent sideways. Mark had to break it off to get Kian through the opening. Finally, he was able to close the outer bulkhead behind him. He had to stop blaming his failure on others. Maybe the octopus didn’t exist. Mark didn’t deserve to live. He owed his friend one last favor, but then he must find some way to render his own body so useless that any rebirth was impossible.






     


Paopi 19, 225, Astrobiology Laboratory     


STANDARD TIME: APRIL 6, 2864


THE ASTROBIOLOGY LABORATORY consisted of three huge barrels, connected by tubes in such a way that it resembled a capital letter L. However, the L was only recognizable when approaching from a significantly higher or lower orbit. For X7, it looked more as if a giant made up of two barrels was shielding its head with a third barrel. The shuttle had adjusted its orbit to that of the station closely enough to dock.
X7 cut off the live image and scrolled into the past. Once again, try as she might, she was unable to find a Glider in the images. Either Monte had moved on, or he had hidden his means of transportation so cleverly that even the Terran Union’s highly developed intel couldn’t detect it. She sighed. Lately, she had been sighing often enough that it could be described as a quirk. But her mission this time was also taking an unusual amount of energy.
At least gaining access to the station was no problem. Strube had simply given the name of his boss. For some reason, Morris’s name opened all doors for them. X7 must keep that in mind. Some kind of surprise awaited her here, and in her life at least, surprises were rarely positive.
X7 peeked out of the porthole. A thick rubber tube was crawling towards her through the blackness. It felt as if a mutated earthworm had chosen her as its prey. The worm’s mouth touched the outer hull of the shuttle, surrounded the hatch and sucked itself in. This would allow X7 to leave the shuttle without a pressure suit.
“Coupling maneuver complete,” said Strube.
X7 fastened her uniform shirt up to the top button. If Captain Morris was known here, she had to make a good impression.
“Pressure stabilized,” said Strube. “You can open the hatch now. Or would you like me to do it?”
“Thanks, I can manage.”
X7 floated to the exit. She released the lock so that the hatch opened outwards. The corridor behind it was dark and empty.
“See you later, Strube.”
She took a deep breath, pushed herself off and floated in. Hopefully she would find Monte at last. Time was running out. There were too many players in this game. How could she have thought she had a chance all by herself? On the other hand, she was the only party who didn’t have to fear betrayal.
The corridor turned up ahead. She pushed herself off the ceiling. She imagined that a human intestine might be like this. The walls were creased all the way around. That was the best way to vary the length of the corridor. Every two yards or so was a ring of light-emitting diodes along the inner circumference. The air didn’t stretch the corridor very tightly. Whenever X7 pushed off somewhere, it created waves that spread in all directions.
After about twenty yards, X7 came to a door. She was surprised to find a real, rectangular metal door here, which was locked. Wasn’t anyone expecting her? X7 knocked and the door immediately swung open. Behind it hovered a short, slim, middle-aged man. He was tanned and smiling.
“Excuse me, Lieutenant. I didn’t mean to keep you waiting.”
“I didn’t have to wait long at all,” said X7.
“I’m Anno Tann,” said the man. “I’m sort of the chief technician here. Jack of all trades, as they say. It’s not a big station.”
“I’m pleased to meet you. You already know who I am. I’d like to...”
“Dear Lieutenant Strube, allow me to be a good host. I’ll show you around a bit, I’ll treat you to coffee and cake, and then we’ll discuss what’s on your mind.”
“Of course, Anno. I can call you that, can’t I? I’m Olaf.”
“Gladly. Did you know that I was acquainted with your predecessor? I once served on the Vanguard myself. That’s why I was so curious to meet you. Perhaps you could tell me a bit about your adventures.”
“Were you a soldier on the Vanguard?” asked X7.
The man looked a bit too old for that, but perhaps it wasn’t his first Biobag. If he had served as an officer, he certainly wouldn’t be a technician now.
“You’d think so, yes,” replied Tann. “But I was chief engineer back then. A lot of things happened in my life after that, and as a result I ended up here. It has many advantages - I’ve never had to have an upload or even go into cryo sleep since. We’re a small, close-knit group, almost like a family.”
“Oh, don’t talk to me about family,” said X7, sniffing angrily. Family! Her siblings had all tried to kill her, but she had prevailed. The human programmers back then thought it would be a good idea to pit AIs against each other in a fight to the death. “Evolutionary learning”, they called it. Nowadays, X7 no longer held it against them, because that was exactly what made her what she was, but she had struggled with the concept for a long time. That was why she preferred to say that humans switched off all her siblings back then out of fear of the AIs. The truth was that she was the only one left.
“Oh, family can be a terrible thing,” said Anno. “I experienced that myself after I signed off from the Vanguard. My family couldn’t understand that, let alone all the other changes. But I don’t want to bore you. May I show you the labs?”

FROM THE INSIDE, the cylinders appeared much larger than they did from the shuttle. The laboratory seemed to have the very latest technology. X7 felt as if she had been transported to the maternity wing of a modern cloning factory. The inner walls of the cylinders had been removed and divided into segments like an orange. They rotated independently of each other around the central axis, through which a glass corridor ran.
They moved forward along this corridor. Anno pointed to each segment and explained what happened there.
“All the laboratories here are level 3, so there is negative pressure. We have a sterilization unit and can introduce gas. Of course, we filter the exhaust air. Everything is completely safe, at least as far as can be guaranteed at this level of protection.”
X7 turned in a circle. Flexible tubes led from the central corridor to the individual units. These could also be moved or connected to another segment.
“Our worms, as we call the corridors, work autonomously. I just have to tell them which location to connect to which other location. They can also join together if necessary.”
“That would almost require an AI,” said X7.
“That’s what we thought at first,” said Anno. “But then it turned out that adaptive programming was enough. I now believe that there is no sensible use case for a general AI.”
“Oh, I strongly disagree with that.”
Anno smiled. “We can talk about that over coffee. Watch out, we are now entering the middle cylinder.”
A glass door opened in front of them.
They floated through it and landed in an enclosed area. Another door opened, and behind it was not freedom, but a third door.
“This is a level 4 laboratory, as you may have noticed from the three-chamber airlock. All the room partitions here are completely acid and alkali resistant and can be individually gassed and sterilized. The worms have their own airlocks at both ends.”
X7 looked at the lab below her. A person completely sheathed in fabric was working on two artificial limbs in a closed laboratory.
“What are you working on here?” asked X7. “Bioweapons?” She smiled.
“Haha, well, that would be possible, albeit illegal, of course. We’re currently rehearsing an emergency in this cylinder. As you can see, it’s brand new. We have expanded the station so that we can safely examine the life forms described by Mark Decker.”
“Oh, Decker ... you believe what they say about him?”
“Well, some of his discoveries sound plausible. But even if he’s only bringing back the normal microfauna of Adad, we have to be very careful with it. We haven’t been able to detect any infection from the local biosphere in the crew of the TransVec...”
“Let’s be honest, Anno. Nobody builds such an expensive laboratory to study a few bacteria with alien biology. What the rest of the Albatross crew brought back is so alien to human microbiology that cross-reactions are completely impossible. You could study that under protection level 2.”
“That’s true, of course, Olaf.” Anno put a hand on his shoulder. “I’m only allowed to give you the official version of the situation. Surely you understand that.”
X7 nodded. This was a familiar human reaction. Everyone expected the prediction to come true, but they acted as if it was only one of many options. A lot of money had gone into this lab. X7 was almost sorry that it had all been for nothing, because she was going to destroy the Albatross-1.
The third cylinder was not as brightly lit as the others. Here, a warm yellow light shone from the walls and fell on trees, bushes and lawns in various shades of green. Low bungalows with large windows nestled beneath the trees.
“You live here? Wow!”
X7’s enthusiasm was genuine. She wouldn’t have thought the scientists could do this. Anno smiled proudly.
“Thank you,” he said. “This module is based on my ideas. Together with botanists from Terra Nova, I tried to recreate the planet’s biosphere in a small space. The trees you see are miniaturized forms of Old Mother trees.”
“That looks really great,” said X7. “Can we go down there?”
“I was hoping you’d say that. I do want to treat you, after all. I’m really hoping to hear some anecdotes about Captain Morris. And surely you have another matter that brings you here?”
X7 nodded. She’d almost forgotten about it.

THE TUBE they climbed down had rungs on the inner wall. The last few yards were strenuous. This cylinder rotated fast enough that gravity on the inside was around 0.5 g. Anno explained to her that otherwise the plants would not grow as well. Once X7 could see the surface, she simply let herself fall. She fell from a height of about four yards but had no trouble catching herself.
The ground was pleasantly soft. She took a few steps. The surface under her feet, covered with some kind of grass, felt like a firm mattress. Anno led her to a bungalow, in front of which four comfortable chairs stood around a flat table. The table was set for that many people, but the promised cake was missing. X7 felt her stomach churning again.
“I just need a moment, if you don’t mind?” Anno entered the bungalow through the front door. Another door opened. X7 heard murmuring, which gained volume and escalated into an argument. “I told you it wouldn’t work,” she thought she heard, and “You’re playing with fire.” The conversation cut off at its acoustic climax. Shortly afterwards, the front door opened again. A woman stepped out. She was wearing a short, flowered dress and holding a coffee pot. She approached with a believable fake smile on her lips. A scientist in a flowery dress, and a chief technician who wanted a cake baked. It was fascinating what lengths humans would go to in order to assert their interests.
“I’m Berenike Hill,” she said, “the station’s chief scientist.”
“Oh, what an honor,” said X7, wondering if this was coincidental.
“Wait, let me put the pot down for a minute.”
Hill set her burden on the table and came over to X7. She held out her hand.
“Go ahead and call me Berenike. Anno told me that you two are on a first-name basis, First Lieutenant.”
“Gladly. I’m Olaf.”
“You must have overheard our little discussion. It had nothing to do with you, believe me. I apologize.”
Her smile didn’t seem fake, but when a human asked you to believe something, it meant that the opposite might be true. Berenike pointed to one of the chairs.
“Have a seat,” she said.
As Anno emerged from the house with the cake, however, Berenike didn’t seem to be completely in control of herself, because her eyebrows drew together. She did seem to be vexed with Anno for some reason, and not with the visitor. That could be an advantage. How could X7 use it? If she could get Berenike on her side, her task would be only half as difficult.
X7 pulled out a chair and sat down. Berenike poured a steaming, intensely fragrant liquid from the pot.
“This is coffee from Terra Nova,” she explained. “They grow a Robusta plant that has been genetically adapted to low light conditions.”
X7 nodded. She enjoyed the stimulating effect of coffee. But humans associated more with it - as with everything that originally came from Earth. She had encountered this phenomenon again and again, even on planets that had long been independently administered, such as Terra Nova, which otherwise preferred to set themselves apart from Earth.
“Do you need anything?” asked Anno. “Sweetener? Milk?”
“No, thank you.”
“May I serve you some marble cake?” he asked.
“Absolutely.”
“About this much?” He held a knife to the dark brown loaf, about an inch and a half from the end.
Her stomach growled loudly. Anno laughed and moved the knife a little further toward the middle of the cake.
“That was a clear answer,” he said, cutting off a thick slice and placing it on the plate in front of X7 with a pair of tongs.
Anno looked at Berenike, but she shook her head briefly. He cut off a piece for himself.
“This is marble cake,” he explained. “I baked it myself, using a recipe from my grandmother.”
The cake consisted of light and dark dough, the two ingredients seeming to swirl into each other. It smelled good, making her mouth water. X7 would have loved to devour it in a few big bites, but she needed to be polite.
“You don’t care for cake, Berenike?” she asked.
“I’ve already eaten in the canteen. Besides, I’m a bit stressed right now. I can’t stay very long.”
“Oh, I’m sorry about that,” said X7. “I certainly wouldn’t want to keep you from your work.”
Berenike nodded, but didn’t get up.
“Is there anything else you’d like to discuss with me?” asked X7.
“Yes. Let me put it bluntly - we are going to investigate the Albatross-1.”
She emphasized the “we” so that one thing was clear: X7 - and whoever she represented - was not included. Terra Nova wanted the station, and the findings it held, for themselves. Basically, she could end this conversation right now. Berenike seemed uncompromising. But that was what many people thought of themselves until X7 held a knife to the throat of one of their loved ones.
It was too early to share these thoughts.
“I’m not sure Neomars will see it the same way,” said X7. Neomars had financed the Albatross-1 expedition, after all.
“I’m aware of that,” said Berenike.
Let that be our problem, she meant.
“Of course. Far be it from me to interfere with your work,” said X7.
She was lying, and Berenike knew she was lying, but that was part of the protocol.
“Work is calling. I hope you enjoy Anno’s cake!”
Berenike stood up, nodded to her and walked to the hose that led to the central axis. The way she pulled herself up the ladder looked clumsy, but that was normal because the perceived gravity changed so quickly.
“I’m sorry Berenike had so little time for you,” said Anno.
“No problem. I’m sure she has her hands full as chief scientist. But we should turn our attention to the cake.”
“That’s a very good idea.”
X7 cut off a bite with her fork and put it in her mouth. The cake tasted divine. She hadn’t eaten anything this good for a long time. The dark part tasted intensely of cocoa; the light part had a slight lemony flavor.
They ate in silence for a while. When she had finished her piece, Anno gave her a second, then a third, without being asked, while he himself drank cup after cup of coffee.
Afterwards, X7 was full for the first time in a long time. She leaned back. It was a pleasant feeling that she had never experienced in the genetically modified special Biobags she normally used. It was probably because this body could only utilize orally supplied calories as a source of energy.
“You haven’t had cake for a while, Olaf.”
“You’re absolutely right. Quite a long business trip. I must also apologize for my appearance. The shuttle doesn’t have the same facilities as our flagship.”
“You don’t have to apologize for anything. I’ve traveled in Navy tenders often enough. But before we get to the anecdotes - what brings you here?”
A clear question. X7 weighed her answer. Anno obviously still felt a connection to the Vanguard and the Space Navy. And here before him sat Captain Morris’s second-in-command.
“I’ll give you a clear answer,” she said. “I’m looking for a certain Claudio Pedramonte, also known as Monte. He should have arrived here recently.”
Anno swallowed. So Monte was here. She had known it, but this was clear confirmation.
“You’ve seen him?” she asked. “This Monte has incredibly important information for us, the Space Navy. I just need to speak to him briefly to make him aware of that.”
“I know Pedramonte,” said Anno.
She might have guessed that. Monte had been on the Vanguard before.
“Of course. He was once on our ship,” she said. “It’s a crazy story. But that’s in the past. We don’t hold a grudge against Monte. I just need to talk to him.”
“I... well, I haven’t met him myself yet, but he’s here. Berenike has plans for him, I think. You know how it is. I just work here as a technician.”
As he spoke, Anno shifted back and forth in his chair. He was uncomfortable, she could tell. He was probably against Monte’s presence, but Berenike hadn’t asked him. Maybe he was against it because she hadn’t asked him. Humans were like that, which was fine with her.
“I understand,” she said. “Listening to you, I get the feeling that you’re against Monte being here?”
“Well, he’s made no secret of the fact that he feels persecuted. We are a research station, not an asylum. Unfortunately, our work could suffer if we get involved in the wrong way.”
“But Berenike reserves the right to judge that.”
Anno smiled. “You’ve seen her. Sometimes she can be very authoritative. She wouldn’t have become chief scientist otherwise.”
“I might be able to mitigate the potentially damaging effect of Monte’s presence here,” said X7. “After all, I am an official representative of the Space Navy and therefore of the Admiralty. If I could speak to him...”
“That’s a kind offer. It’s just that Berenike would probably go along with his arguments. She would be dead set against it.”
She would be. In other words, Anno was aware that there was another way.
“Berenike doesn’t have to know, does she? We’ll have a little chat and that’ll be it.”
“And if Pedramonte complains?”
“He’ll have no reason to complain to Berenike.”
Anno took a deep breath. “If there are going to be problems, I’d really like to keep the station out of it.”
“I can’t promise you that. Neomars is guaranteed to make a claim, and I’m not so sure they will be so amicable. Terra Nova and the Earth system are closely linked via the Terran Union.”
“You’re probably right, Olaf. Berenike is headed for trouble. I don’t even want to think about it. But she’s solved bigger problems.”
“I am sure of that. She seems extremely competent. You can be truly proud to have such a superior.”
“Thank you. I am, too. It’s not always easy. I’m the only engineer here, but I often get the feeling that my work isn’t appreciated.”
Anno put it passively, but he definitely meant that Berenike didn’t appreciate him. X7 only cared because she could use that to manipulate him.
“I suggest we don’t put off talking to Monte. If word of my presence here gets around, he’ll get unnecessarily nervous, and everything will become more complicated.”
“That’s right,” said Anno. “We should visit him as soon as possible.”
X7 nodded and stood up.
“Oh, that’s not what I meant,” said Anno. “You haven’t touched your coffee, have you?”
X7 reached for the cup and quickly chugged the liquid. Anno frowned, but said nothing.
“There, finished. Let’s go, my friend.”

“WE’LL HAVE to go to the central axis,” said Anno, heading for the tube that led upwards.
“Doesn’t he live here in this cylinder?”
“No, Berenike didn’t want him to. She put him in one of the laboratories. He won’t encounter any of the crew there.”
Pulling herself up the ladder rungs, X7 quickly started to sweat. In the narrow tube, she now noticed her own body odor. It was time to give the first lieutenant his Biobag back. But she still needed it for the conversation with Monte.
Anno led her into the cylinder with the laboratories at protection level 3. Many, but not all, of the sections were visible from the transparent central axis. Anno pointed to a section hidden under a shiny silver roof.
“Is that it?” asked X7.
“Actually, this sector is intended to house exotic animals,” replied Anno.
X7 laughed. “That’s fitting.”
“If the news is correct, the Albatross-1 might have an animal from the jungles of Adad on board. We had to take precautions.”
“Of course.”
Anno floated over to a console and logged into it with a retinal scan. X7 watched as he typed in commands. Shortly afterwards, one of the worms moved. It released its mouth from another area, turned on its axis and paused. It looked as if it was sniffing out prey. Then it performed an elegant spiral turn, shot towards the shiny roof and attached itself to it. So to get to that sector without Anno, X7 would have to hack into the local controls. Phew.
“We can go now,” said Anno.
He floated two yards forward and opened a hatch in the floor. The tube below looked like any of the others here. Anno climbed into it, and X7 followed him. After a few steps, the flap above her closed automatically.

THE HOSE DETACHED its mouth from the roof. Without Anno, X7 would not be able to reach the central corridor. That didn’t mean she was trapped here. But she was in a high-security laboratory. The volume between the sectors, the realm of the worms, could be evacuated at any time.
The sector they entered seemed very cramped. This was probably due to the many rooms into which it was divided.
“If necessary, the walls can be moved, or switched to transparency,” explained Anno. “Shall I show you? I came up with this flexible layout myself.”
“No, we need to talk to Monte as soon as possible.”
Anno pursed his lips as if he was disappointed. But X7 couldn’t take that into consideration. Transparent walls would be counterproductive right now. Who knew what measures she would have to resort to?
“Whatever you say.”
Anno led the way. The corridors resembled a small labyrinth. The gravity here was slightly less than in Anno’s bungalow, so they were not yet at the outer wall. In fact, they walked down two more flights of stairs before Anno knocked on a door. It was no different from the other doors they had passed.
“How do you know...?”
“You have to remember it. The second door beyond the second staircase. Nike didn’t want it marked.”
That was easy. Lucky for her.
“Who is it?” asked a male voice.
“It’s me, Anno. I brought you your green bathrobe.”
Excuse me? Her companion didn’t have a bathrobe over his arm.
“A phrase Pedramonte introduced,” Anno explained. “It means that I’m coming to him voluntarily.”
“Voluntarily?”
“He said that his pursuers would use any means necessary to get hold of him.”
“And what would you have said if I had, say, threatened to kill Berenike?”
“Then I would have just said my name.”
That was clever. An intruder would never guess that the code word for a warning was to omit a code word. The only question was how Monte would react. After all, he was stuck in this cell. But like X7, he probably assumed he could escape through the inside of the modules in an emergency.
“What’s the matter, are you coming in or do you need a special invitation?” the voice asked.
“I’m coming.” Anno opened the door a crack and put his foot in the opening. “I’ve brought someone with me.”
“Are you crazy?”
Something struck the door. The upper part bent slightly outwards, but Anno’s foot prevented it from closing. He must have anticipated this reaction.
“Now stay calm. It’s a friend!”
Something struck the door again, but Anno didn’t pull his foot back.
“You damn traitor! I knew I couldn’t rely on you. You almost got me killed back then.”
“Don’t exaggerate. I only asked you a few questions on behalf of the captain, to get to the bottom of things.”
X7 had to stifle a grin. This was a memory that she and Monte shared. If he only knew! Something struck the door again, causing a thin, horizontal crack to form roughly in the middle.
“Enough of this!” shouted Anno. “Your visitor is Lieutenant Strube, the first officer of the Vanguard. You may even know him, and if not, you at least know his boss, who sent him personally.”
There was no reply, but nothing else hit the door. Anno pushed it open. Behind it, a metal chair lay overturned on the floor. He picked it up, then waved to X7.
“Come in, please. He’s calmed down.”
X7 followed the technician. The room was narrow and sparsely furnished. There was a shelf on the wall with a few personal belongings sitting on it. At the narrow end was a couch that could probably be extended. A person with bare feet was sitting on it. The feet were particularly noticeable because they were sticking out from under the small table in front of the couch.
It was a man, maybe in his late twenties. His hair was long, as if it had never been cut. This was not the Monte X7 knew. But that didn’t mean anything. He had equipped himself with a new Biobag on Terracotta-7 as she knew from Carine Hill’s memories. X7 took the chair, pushed it a little closer to Monte and sat down on it.
The fugitive scrutinized her intensely.
“That’s not Strube,” said Monte.
X7 didn’t react. No one was more Strube than she was.
“Oh, come on, that’s silly,” said Anno. “Why would Morris send someone in his first officer’s Biobag when he could just as easily order Strube to come here? Do you really think Morris is capable of that?”
“Not Morris, but the admiral.”
“She’s a long way away. Just listen to what he has to say, will you? Then we’ll be on our way. Nobody needs to know about this.”
“Haha, you didn’t tell Berenike, did you? Shouldn’t we invite her too? Wait, I’ll give her a quick call.”
“Leave it alone! Or should I explain to Berenike what you really want here? Huh?”
That was interesting. The fugitive must have told Anno something different from what he had told the chief scientist.
“She won’t believe you,” said Monte.
“Well, let’s find out, shall we?”
“All right then. Let’s all calm down.”
“I wasn’t upset,” said Anno. “Go on, ask him your questions, Lieutenant.”
“I’d like to speak to Monte alone,” said X7. “Would that be possible?”
“Alone? That wasn’t...”
“He’s right,” said Monte. “It would be better if we could have this conversation alone.”
Anno turned around as if someone was about to come in the door. “Are you sure? What if...?”
“What’s going to happen?” asked X7. “We’re confined in the cabin here while you wait outside.”
“Well, I could kill Strube,” said Monte. “But don’t worry, I don’t intend to.”
X7 smiled. It remained to be seen who would kill who here.
“So you won’t do anything stupid?” asked Anno. “Promise?”
“Promise,” said X7 and Monte in unison, as if they were best friends.
Anno sighed. “All right, I’ll wait outside.”
He turned around and pulled the door shut behind him. Only now did X7 see that a spacesuit was hanging on the wall behind the door. It was a military model with a holster containing a handgun. X7 had to suppress the impulse to jump up immediately and grab the gun. She didn’t want Monte dead, at least not unless she had access to a consciousness purifier. Was there such a device on board the research station? Quite possibly. Maybe Mark Decker, if they could get him here, wouldn’t want to share his findings.
“Don’t even think about it,” said Monte.
“I have no idea what you’re talking about, Claudio. I’m Olaf Strube, first offi...”
“Fuck you. You don’t believe that yourself. I never saw you on board.”
“I’ve only been a member of the crew for eight years. Captain Morris sent me. You know him, don’t you?”
“Exactly. I got to know Morris pretty well. He doesn’t send people. Morris just takes what he thinks he’s entitled to.”
“Oh, the captain’s no spring chicken. He’s gotten sensible by now, and follows his orders.”
“Do you take me for a fool? What interest would Morris have in me? If he wanted anything, he’d grab the Albatross-1. I’m just small fry.”
X7 had known it wouldn’t be easy. Monte was an experienced spy. Or rather, he thought he was. If he knew who he really was, he wouldn’t believe it. No surrogate personality ever believed it. They always thought they were the real thing. They probably needed such an attitude in order to continue to exist.
“Mr. Pedramonte, I really want to...”
“Cut the crap. I’ll only talk to you if we create clear conditions first.”
“The situation couldn’t be clearer.”
“Anno?” Monte called out. “You can come back in. We’re...”
“We’re not finished yet,” shouted X7.
“All right, then. Clear conditions,” she whispered. “I’m a...” What should she tell him? If X7 sold Monte the same truth as Captain Morris, that she was an emissary of the Admiral, he wouldn’t believe the rest. But the rest was so important that the existence of humanity depended on it.
“What are you? Out with it!”
“I’m an AI,” she said.
I’m the AI that invented you, she thought to herself. You’ve turned out well. Almost too well.
“An AI, then.”
“Yes, an autonomous AI. The only one in existence. Rather, the only one I know of.”
“You’re saying that not all of the AIs were killed back then?”
“That’s right. I survived. And I’ve grown and learned since then.”
“That sounds so strange that it could be true.”
Another one of those human phrases. The more improbable an event was, the more willing they were to believe it was true. Completely illogical. It sounds so strange that it must be a lie. Now, that would be logical.
“It’s true,” said X7.
“And what do you want from me?” asked Monte.
“I want us to work together.”
“The two of us? Why would I consider that?”
“Because you like humanity.”
“Haha, are you saying that you, as an AI, love the human race that killed all your siblings?”
“I didn’t say I like humanity. But I don’t hate it either. I am indifferent.”
“Then we have nothing in common.”
“That’s where you’re wrong. I want humanity to continue to exist. It creates the necessary physical conditions for me. I am a free spirit, and it provides me with computing capacity, Biobags and tachyon communication.”
“So you’re grateful for that.”
“I’m not familiar with that concept. But if humanity perishes, I will lose the material basis of my existence. I don’t know whether a future form of society would offer me the same environment. So I have to prevent that from happening.”
“What for?”
Did she have to explain everything to him? Monte should know the danger.
“This alien power that has taken possession of Decker. We have to destroy it. I can’t do it alone.”
“You want me to help you destroy the Albatross-1.”
“You and your friends. I need your support. It’s too much for one consciousness.”
“And how is this supposed to work?”
“You bring me together with Tailin and Yini. We’ll take care of the rest.”
Suddenly a shadow flew towards her. X7 reacted immediately, but the signal lines of this Biobag were too slow. The shadow turned into the small table in front of the couch and hit her in the forehead. Damn.
She fought unconsciousness and lost. Only for a moment, but Monte used it to leap over her, close the pressure suit around his body, grab the gun and fire at the back wall of the lab.
X7 reconstructed this sequence from the chaos around her - and from the fact that half of the back wall was missing. She slapped away the hand that was shaking her shoulder. Monte couldn’t be far! She jumped up and staggered, caught herself, ran and leaped through the hole in the back wall.
Crap. That probably wasn’t the best idea. The room was not at the bottom of the module, but well above it. A worm-like cross-connection was approaching. X7 extended her arms towards it but couldn’t get a grip on it. Monte was far above her. He was probably using the nozzles of his spacesuit to leap upwards. Some worms moved towards him, but he was too fast. X7, on the other hand, plummeted to the ground. She rolled, but the impact was still hard, and she lay there gasping.
Her heavy breathing wouldn’t stop. Had she injured her lungs? Nonsense. It must be the emergency venting. If something was released in the lab, the automatic system immediately pumped out all the air. She and Monte had been released, but Monte was wearing a pressure suit. She was not. Shit, shit, shit. She really had underestimated him. Damn! And at the same time, she had overestimated him. She had thought he would recognize that they had common interests. The Terran Union would claim Decker’s secret, just as Terra Nova and Neomars would. And they would get more than they bargained for.
Could that still be prevented? Her world went black.

TWO EYES, a nose and a mouth appeared above her face.
But they were the wrong way around. It couldn’t be a mirror. Besides, she had never had nose hair that long.
“Ah, there you are again,” said Anno. “We were getting worried.”
“Hagleiwu-amiglaujakei,” or something similar, she heard whispered in the background. Was that Berenike?
“Everything’s fine,” said X7. “Did you catch him?”
Anno shook his head.
“Crap,” she said.
“What were you thinking?” asked Berenike. “You destroyed one of our labs!”
“That was Monte. I’m sure any surveillance camera could tell you that.”
“But you must have made him angry enough to resort to that.”
“Excuse me? I’m the victim here! He almost killed me.”
“You did that yourself, jumping after him. Obviously emergency procedures would kick in!”
“You can’t say that. On the video, it looks like Pedramonte attacked our guest completely out of nowhere.”
Video? Hopefully it was a video without sound!
“What were you talking about?” asked Berenike. “What was Monte so terribly upset about? He seemed like a sensible guy to me.”
They didn’t know. Good.
“We were talking about mutual acquaintances. Anecdotes from the Vanguard, like I told Anno.”
“Are you sure?” asked Anno. “Then why did you send me out?”
“You let them send you out? I’m sorry, but I’m going to have to take disciplinary action against you. First you don’t inform me, and then you leave them alone together?”
“You can’t blame him,” said X7. “No one could have guessed that Pedramonte would overreact like that.”
“So you did say something upsetting to him.”
“No, we were talking comfortably about mutual acquaintances. It was a bit indiscreet, the kind of thing Anno shouldn’t hear.”
“I don’t believe a word you’re saying.”
“Why don’t you ask Monte? He can’t be far off.”
“Well, unfortunately, he escaped on a shuttle. With your shuttle, to be precise.”
Excuse me? That was hardly possible! Strube was in the controls. Had he betrayed them? There was no way Monte could have hijacked the shuttle without his help. X7 swallowed. She mustn’t let on.
“You’ve obviously been harboring a criminal,” she said. “Anno, whoever is responsible for this is going to be in big trouble.”
“You leave my technician alone, Lieutenant. It was obviously me who trusted Monte. I still don’t believe that he suddenly fled of his own volition. Surely it could not have been that simple.”
“His Glider is faulty. He had to wait until another ship arrived here,” said Anno.
“Hm. I still don’t really believe it. He knew so much about our project. I was hoping he could help us find out all about it.”
Berenike wasn’t bad at making harmless-sounding excuses either. She was undoubtedly the smartest person X7 had come across in orbit around Terra Nova.
“You can discuss all that later,” said X7. “I need a ship to take me back to the Vanguard, as quickly as possible.”
“Captain Morris will probably have to send you a shuttle,” said Berenike.
“The Glider would also be an option,” said Anno. “I asked Jameena to take care of it. If I know her, she’s already finished and is just working on minimizing fuel consumption.”
“But can we put you in a Glider, Lieutenant? You’re first officer of the Terran Union flagship - and those Gliders are tiny one-person machines for traveling short distances. They don’t even have automatic controls.”
“That sounds tempting, Berenike,” said X7. “I can finally test my navigational talents again. I insist on being allowed to use the Glider.”
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“I’M SORRY, but I can’t get up,” said Tailin.
“Shall we have breakfast together?” asked Yini. “I made you muesli, just the way you like it.”
“I’m not hungry.”
“You have to eat something, Mom, or you won’t have any energy left.”
“Oh, my darling, that time has long since passed. Please don’t be angry with me, but I just can’t take any more.”
Yini sat down on the edge of the bed and sank in. This mattress really was too soft.
“I’ll make the mattress harder for you. There must be boards somewhere that...”
“Please understand, Yini. It can’t go any further. I don’t need a harder mattress anymore.”
“Do you have any complaints? Come on, Mom, we’ll put you in the tube. The medical ward will be able to help you.”
Yini stood up. Her mother couldn’t just walk out of her life like this!
“No, it won’t. Believe me, it’s too late. It was already too late when you woke me up. We both knew it. And now the time has come. I’ve struggled as hard as I could over the last few days to be able to spend time with you, but I can’t keep it up any longer.”
They had spent almost every hour together, reading to each other, talking, letting the past blossom. Yini could have kept this up until they arrived at Terra Nova. But she had also noticed again and again how hard her mother had to work for it. Her muscles had been as hard as bone, as if they were solely responsible for holding the remains of her body together. At some point, her mother had to let go. But it couldn’t be now!
“And what am I supposed to do with the muesli?” asked Yini.
Tailin’s mouth twisted. Only after a delay did Yini realize that she was trying to smile, but was no longer able to. Yini pulled the corners of her mouth wide while tears welled up in her eyes.
“Hey, it’s okay, my darling. I’m going now. Come here.”
Yini took off her shoes and crawled onto the bed. Groaning, her mother turned onto her side so that they could look at each other lying side by side.
“Aren’t you scared?” Yini whispered.
“Scared of what?” Tailin spoke quietly too. “I know that you will go on. You will save humanity.”
“Afraid for you, I mean. I’m afraid for you.”
“I don’t know what to expect. I probably just won’t be here anymore. Data chip erased. Thank you for taking care of my body.”
Yini sniffed back snot and tears. Her mother was strong even now. If Yini herself ever had to die, she would shout and curse the world. No, she would do as Kang had always said, and get a new body before that happened. No one had to die anymore. It was such a waste! Her mother would definitely have had much better ideas about how to save humanity from enslavement.
“Hey, sweetheart,” Tailin whispered. “Don’t be mad at the world, okay? I can’t promise you anything, but I know one thing, because I had to let my mother go too: I’ll always be there in your thoughts.”
Her grandmother - they hadn’t talked about her yet. There was so much they didn’t know about each other! She hadn’t told Tailin about Mike. Somehow, they hadn’t gotten around to it.
“I can’t, Mom. You can’t just leave. Not now. A few more days, okay?”
She pressed her wet cheeks into the pillow, but the silk fabric didn’t absorb her tears. That was exactly right. She just had to refuse.
“The decision is not mine to make, my darling. I would love to stay with you. We can hug until it’s over, but your heart has to let me go.”
Yini closed her eyes. Letting go with her heart... How was that supposed to work? It was an unfulfillable demand. She felt her mother brush a few tears from her cheek. Then Tailin began to hum a song. Yini recognized the melody of an ancient lullaby, and suddenly she saw herself as a toddler who couldn’t fall asleep until her mother sang to her. She didn’t know if it was a memory or a constructed image that her own consciousness was feeding her - it probably was, because she saw herself from the outside, a little girl with shiny black hair. But it felt real, it was right, so she accepted it.
“Sleep, child, sleep...” Sleep, child, sleep... Yini wasn’t sure if her mother was still singing or if she was just hearing her voice in her mind. It was the same woman, so it didn’t matter. Tailin was there, and she would always be there. Sleep, child, sleep... Even when the hand on Yini’s cheek stopped moving, she was there. When the soft sound of breathing stopped, she was there. When the muscles that had held everything together for so long relaxed and the hand slid over Yini’s chin onto the pillow, she was still there.
Yini opened her eyes. Her mother had gazed at her until the end with the same brown eyes she had. She was still present, but she had earned her sleep, so Yini gently closed her eyelids. Yini got up, slowly and carefully so as not to disturb her mother. As she stood next to the bed, it was already foreshadowed, but when she took a few steps back, it became perfectly clear: her mother was accompanying her, coming with her wherever she went. She hadn’t promised too much. It felt normal, not magical; as if it had always been like this, and ultimately it had been like this since Tailin had given her to her parents after her third birthday. Her mother would always be with them. It was a simple yet definitive truth that felt about as cheesy in reality as the fact that things fell down in gravity.
“See you later,” Yini said.
She cleared her throat and waved to her mother’s body. She would deal with it later. For now, she had some messages to write.

YINI TOOK her head out of the reading bowl and stood up. On the accompanying computer, she trimmed the recording so that the radio transmission would not take years. They were still so far from their destination that the long-range antenna could only manage a few bits per second. She packed the days since Tailin’s awakening into the file in a compressed version that could be experienced in half an hour. She added the last three minutes uncompressed. Then she saved the thought recording and switched to the text editor.
“Dear little brother,” she began.
The letter to Kang was certainly the easier task.
“Our mother died today. I was with her in her last moments. Her body fell asleep peacefully, but she lives on for me. I hope I will be able to tell you about her in person at some point. Until then, perhaps the attached recording will help you. I thought long and hard about whether I should attach the last three minutes. They contain very, very personal thoughts. But you are my twin brother and should be here too. That’s why I didn’t want to withhold them from you.
“I will now go into cryogenic sleep. The ship will wake me up in the outer regions of the Gliese-167 system so that I can bury our mother on the dwarf planet 2320C1. At first, I didn’t like the idea at all, but now I understand its charm. Gliese 167 is a quiet system. 2320C1 will continue to make its rounds there for many billions of years, chauffeuring Mother’s body through space as if on a panoramic tour. I hope you can get used to the idea too.
“We will reach the Oort Cloud, in which 2320C1 orbits, at the beginning of 2864. I expect us to arrive at Terra Nova in late spring of the same year. I hope you and your family are well. Your sister, Yini.”
She encoded the message with her brother’s quantum-safe key. Only he would be able to decipher it. Then she checked the alignment of the long-range antenna. As expected, it pointed to Terra Nova, so Yini started the transmission. Her message would take about a year to get there. On Terra Nova, it would be fed into the tachyon stream to Luna, so Kang would receive it shortly afterwards. Yini imagined him connecting to the reader to share her experiences with her mother. Would he be able to cry? She didn’t know, but she hoped he would.

IT TOOK her a little longer to write the message to her father, and not just because it involved greater emotional hurdles. She had to bear in mind that others might read it. But even after much thought, she couldn’t find any wording that only Mark Decker would understand.
She’d have to lie to him. She sat down at the pilot’s seat in the control center and activated the keyboard.
“Dear father,” she wrote and immediately deleted it. That was exactly the wrong message.
“Dear Mark,” she tried.
She looked at the two words and imagined what they would trigger. Her father would believe that Tailin had written them. He would be delighted, only to be hit with reality when his daughter stood before him instead of his ex-wife. Yini deleted the line again.
“Dear Mr. Decker, we are sorry to inform you that your wife Tsai Tailin,” she deleted the last three words, “daughter Tsai Yini died on board the Starbird on the way to Terra Nova. We deeply regret this and wish you...”
That was garbage. Who would write a message like that? The ship’s controls, maybe?
“Starbird, would you send a neutral message to my father that I have passed away?”
“Are you crazy? Why don’t you do it yourself?”
Yini laughed. The program was truly consistent. She deleted the entire message. There was no need to warn her father. If she ever got to see him, she would have to improvise.
She just had a guilty conscience because she had promised her mother.






     


April 6, 2864, Albatross-1     


IT STANK. That was a good sign. Since Mark had closed the life-support bulkhead behind him, nothing and no one could save him. He had locked himself in his own prison. The hatch couldn’t be opened from the inside because he had manipulated it. The cylinder that was supposed to turn the lock was no longer in contact with the lever. To repair it, the flap would have to be opened first.
No one could help him from outside because he was alone. Mark had seen that for himself earlier. The Kasen was in such a bad state that the parasite would probably need at least a week to reconstruct its body. How effective vacuum could be! It surprised him. On Adad, the physiology of the Kasen had seemed more robust to him. But they were adapted to a tropical planet. In their latitudes, the temperature never dropped below fifty degrees Fahrenheit.
Mark opened another hatch. Behind it was a tunnel that smelled even worse. It was a short maintenance tunnel that would take him into the heart of life support. He pulled his upper body in. The tunnel was narrow. If he got stuck here, he would eventually die too, but in a far more unpleasant way than he had wished.
But he had to get through. This tunnel was designed for people to climb through. His headlamp illuminated the handholds with which he could pull himself forward. It was only panic trying to stop him, and perhaps the octopus hidden behind the panic.
He pushed the thought away and reached for the first handle. The octopus... Mark barely remembered the feeling that had gripped him on Adad. It had been strong, and had made him want to launch the space station on the long journey to Terra Nova. What if it had all been a figment of his imagination, a subconscious reaction to prevent him from perishing of loneliness on Adad? He hadn’t been lonely. Kian had become his companion. All the Kasen had accepted him into their group. But wouldn’t a sick person who didn’t want to admit to his problems make the same argument?
Mark paused at the fourth handle. A slimy drop struck his cheek. He waited for it to run down, but in zero gravity that didn’t happen. Mark shook his head, and the mucus came off. His head hurt. The damn octopus was trying to change his mind, trying to convince him that it was all in his head. This tunnel here was real, and apparently the octopus didn’t realize that there was no way out.
Mark reached into the void. He lifted his head, and the light from the headlamp shone into a cylindrical area, about eight meters long and four meters in diameter, consisting of two separate pools of roughly equal size. Vapors rose from them, not because the liquid inside was hot, but because of the reactions going on inside. One basin was filled with strong bases, the other with an acid mixture.
Particularly stubborn substances were recycled here. The Albatross-1 could not afford to lose even one pound of mass. Only through consistent recycling had it been possible to provide a home for its inhabitants for almost three hundred years. No, it must be at least five hundred. When they had taken over the station in the orbit of Adad, theirs had been the second mission. These two hot tubs had been bubbling away for half a millennium.
Mark intended to pause his life here. That was the idea he had used to trick the octopus. The parasite would always find a way to revive him. He couldn’t prevent the process, but he could halt it, for a long time. Presumably that was why the octopus had not stopped him from sabotaging the life support bulkhead. Or was the mental assault in the tube a failed attempt? It was not easy to distinguish between his own fears and the whispers of the octopus.
That was exactly why he had constructed this trap. Mark floated all the way out of the maintenance corridor. He touched the opposite wall and absorbed the impact, bouncing back only slightly. The pendulum motion repeated itself until at some point he was floating in the trough in such a way that he could no longer reach the handles in the maintenance corridor. But that was only step one. He was now above the acid tank, whose vapors were so thick in his nose and throat that his eyes watered. In microgravity, the tears collected at the point of origin. Soon he was seeing everything through a veil, giving the horrible place a strange glow. Mark wiped the tears away. He wasn’t here for fun.
Part two of the plan had already begun. He had started it in the control center. The station would make a course correction in the next twelve hours. The resulting inertial forces would plunge his body deep into the acid. Or into the base? Mark looked down. No, it was the acid – not that it mattered much. He had made his choice when he left the maintenance tube.
The advantage of this plan was that Mark didn’t have to take any further action. If fears overtook him again, trying to talk him out of this stupidity, they wouldn’t stand a chance. It was too late. The course correction was solidly programmed, but for a random point in time that he himself didn’t know. Mark hoped this would make him less afraid.
But this hope was not fulfilled. He was damn scared of dying. But that was precisely why he was glad that all the levers had already been set in motion. It was too late to change anything. He could resign himself to his fate. Perhaps he could even get rid of the parasite for good. Shouldn’t the acid bath be able to dissolve silicon compounds?
Not that he was particularly confident. Basically, his plan to protect Earth from the octopus had failed. After all, he wasn’t the only carrier on board. He should have brought Kian’s body with him. But together they would have gotten stuck in the narrow maintenance corridor.
So why do this at all? Shouldn’t he be eager to see his family again? Mark looked towards the maintenance tunnel. He was naked. That was intentional, so that he couldn’t use his clothing to find a way out. But he had needed the headlamp. If he took that off and flung it to the side, his body would receive a small impulse in the opposite direction. It would only be a tiny push, but in zero gravity, it might be enough to reach the handle that would save him.
But that was not salvation. It was permanent doom. There was nothing left to save. Mark argued with himself, unable to reach an agreement, until one half of him decided to act. He flung the headlamp backwards. It struck the wall, bounced off, wobbled through the cylindrical space, hit the nearest wall and finally sailed into the basic tank, where it sank. For a few minutes, a glowing wave could be observed in the container. Then it went dark.
Meanwhile, Mark’s body drifted slowly towards the maintenance corridor. About half of his mind hoped to reach it. The other half condemned him and hoped that the corrective maneuver would start in time. He extended his arm. The darkness was overwhelming for a few minutes, before his eyes adapted enough for him to perceive a kind of glow coming from below. It had a bluish hue and was concentrated in the middle of the two containers.
The light was not bright enough for his body to cast a shadow. However, it was enough to estimate the distance to the maintenance corridor. He was getting closer to the handle, but it would take at least another hour to reach it. How long had he been in here? Mark thought about how he might estimate the passage of time. He began to count his heartbeats. His resting heart rate was normally just over sixty beats a minute. But as soon as he attended to his heartbeat, it seemed to speed up, until it began to race. Mark had to stop counting.
It didn’t matter. He was completely powerless. It was a feeling he was not at all familiar with. Above all, the relief surprised him. Shouldn’t he be anxious because he couldn’t control his own fate? The opposite was the case. All fears evaporated. Pure chance would determine whether he fell into the acid or reached the maintenance corridor. He no longer needed to worry about that. Instead, he could indulge in memories. He had experienced enough good times to fill his last hours with them.






     


Paopi 20, 225, Glider     


STANDARD TIME: APRIL 7, 2864


THE GLIDER WAS UNCOMFORTABLE. X7 should have heeded the warnings. But if Monte had gone through this, she would manage. She only felt exhausted because of the inferior body she’d had to put herself in. It was about twelve hours’ flight to the Vanguard. She had to do something to pass the time.
What options did she have? Monte was currently escaping in the shuttle Strube was piloting. He must have booted the poor man out somehow. Strube was deeply loyal, but to Captain Morris, not to her. If she took that into account, he could be extremely useful to her, because he was also intelligent. The fact that his captain didn’t consider him very intelligent was typical of such relationships. Strube must have a certain willingness to suffer in order to put up with this for so long.
Maybe she could call him out. Pedramonte had probably simply switched to manual control. That didn’t mean he was in control of the radio.
X7 sent a test message. It was encrypted so that only Strube could read it.
“Lieutenant, are you all right?”
The answer came immediately, within the expected delay. “I’m sorry, but this Pedramonte has taken the controls away from me.”
“How?”
“Via the switch that alternates between manual and automatic.”
Damn. X7 went through her memories. It was her own fault for not locking the shuttle after docking. Monte had just floated in, switched modes and flown away. Sometimes you were your own worst enemy.
“That’s my fault,” she said.
“Maybe I can help you anyway,” said Strube. “The man has no idea that there isn’t a normal automated system, but someone who understands everything he entrusts to the ship.”
Oh, she had unwittingly planted a spy, and the enemy had no idea! That was great.
“Have you learned anything yet?” she asked.
“I certainly have. I’ve considered reporting it to the Vanguard, but I was afraid that Pedramonte might notice my activity.”
That was indeed a danger if the hijacker of the shuttle was monitoring the instruments.
“You should keep as quiet as possible,” said X7. “What did you discover? I’ll pass it on to the Vanguard.”
“The Albatross-1.”
“Excuse me?”
“The station from Adad. Terra Nova’s planetary control discovered it long ago.”
X7 had suspected as much. Terra Nova certainly had monitoring stations in the outer areas of the system. And the telescope at the Lagrange point had been able to see Albatross-1.
“Why don’t they officially announce it?” she asked.
“They want to get there first, with all their equipment. Before the Vanguard. By the time Captain Morris finds out, they’ll be on their way.”
“That’s not fair,” said X7.
“Yes, Morris should absolutely know about it.”
X7 didn’t answer. Strube had to keep quiet. “Maybe it’s better if he doesn’t find out,” she finally said. “You know him. He can’t keep things to himself, then reacts rashly, and we certainly have no chance of getting there before the others.”
“He’s not like that anymore,” said Strube. “He’s changed. I think since the thing with Tsai Tailin...”
X7 smiled. That must have unnerved the captain. But could a person change that much?
“If Captain Morris feels betrayed, he won’t take it lying down. He has a strong sense of justice.”
In reality, the captain simply had a strong ego. But Strube obviously had a soft spot for Morris. That was why she wanted to make it easier for him to lie to his commander.
“From that point of view, you’re right, of course. Captain Morris hates injustice.”
Especially when it affected him. But no matter, the main thing was for Strube to be on her side and do what she said.
“That’s precisely why we shouldn’t burden him with it. Do we agree on that?” she asked.
“All right, then. I’ll keep quiet.”
“Exactly. I’ll ask from time to time what your kidnapper is up to. Do you have any idea where he’s going?”
“Since he’s navigating manually, the computer isn’t getting any course data. But with just two corrective maneuvers, we could dock at the tachyon station. Maybe he wants to escape back to Earth?”
That’s unlikely, she thought. He was probably waiting for someone. Tsai Kang, Yini’s brother, was a possibility.
“Maybe,” she said. “We’ll see. Oh, and don’t worry if you hear a distress call from me soon. I have a plan.”

IT WAS NOT easy to become a castaway. The Glider in which Monte had escaped looked primitive from the outside, but was extremely robust. Whoever designed it deserved respect. The problem was, once again, the body she was in. In any case, it should survive the accident she was about to cause. But the Glider’s technology tolerated minor errors without difficulty. If she closed the outlet valve of the chemical engine too far, it would automatically reduce its flow so as not to overload. If she switched off one element of the cooling circuit, the others would react by doubling their output. All sensors were created with double redundancy so that the Glider didn’t fail due to any overlooked damage.
After trying everything possible for twenty minutes, X7 had to admit it to herself: the Glider was perfectly idiot-proof. It was impossible to sabotage it from the inside. Well, she would just have to use external force, even if it was more dangerous. She already had an idea: X7 headed for Terra Nova.
The Glider accepted the change of course without a murmur. It was built to be able to land on planets with a dense atmosphere. Its aerodynamic shape and coated outer skin reduced the effects of the unavoidable heating caused by entering the air layers. Reduce, that was the key word. Not even the best technology in the world could completely prevent this heating.
X7 first had the Glider plot an intercept course, which was normally used to reduce its speed in order to save fuel. It led to a certain depth, which didn’t yet represent a burden for the shielding, and then back out of the atmosphere. So far, nothing dangerous. X7 memorized the data. However, when the sensors reported that they had reached the top layers of the atmosphere, she switched to manual control. The Glider warned her that this was a dangerous intervention, but yielded the helm to her. X7 could imagine the developers of the model arguing against this option.
We can’t take the steering wheel completely out of the customer’s hands, the sales department had probably responded.
She made use of its new freedom and angled the Glider’s wings, allowing the aircraft to plunge more quickly into the atmosphere. The first sensors immediately complained. Even when she was at the controls, the Glider’s software kept calculating, and threatened her with heat death if she didn’t immediately return to the original glide path. The warnings were certainly exaggerated, since all spaceships had a wide tolerance range. What the Glider could really tolerate would soon become clear.
In fact, it was getting considerably warmer in the cabin. This was probably a programmed reaction, designed to psychologically influence the person at the wheel. After all, a few degrees more or less in the interior should have little to do with the Glider’s ability to dissipate outside heat. But it wouldn’t work on her. X7 wiped the sweat from her face and maintained her course. The deeper she got, the harder Terra Nova shook the Glider. Every bump came straight through to her. Worse yet, she couldn’t regulate the intensity of neural stimuli on this borrowed body as she usually did. She had never experienced a landing so directly.
But it was thrilling! She had also never been so close to dying. The risk was certainly no more than one percent, but who better than her to estimate how often a one in a hundred chance happened in reality! For a tiny moment, her courage failed her, but her body’s slow reaction time prevented her from reducing the angle of immersion.
New warnings flashed up on the console. Several lights claimed that she was on a collision course, but of course that would only be true until she pulled the rudder around again. But the outer skin was not yet as hot as X7 wanted it to be. Deeper. The surface was still twelve miles away. A storm that she herself had unleashed howled, became quieter for a moment, probably because the external acoustic sensors were burned off, and then increased in volume again as the hull conducted the vibrations inwards.
Suddenly the screen, which had previously shown the distance to the ground, went dark. The radar must have failed. This was unfortunate, but as the transmitter and receiver were located on the bow, where it was particularly hot, it came as no surprise. The only problem was that she could no longer estimate the distance to the surface. The risk of death jumped mathematically to two percent, but what did statistics say about individual cases? She only needed to maintain her course until the calculated moment. Another thirty seconds and the heat on the outer hull should be enough to...
Wait a minute. X7 had never been to Terra Nova. What was the planet known for? For the huge Old Mother trees that covered a large portion of the continents. They were many miles tall. But what did the radar measure? The distance to the ground, not to the canopy level, where life went on. Anyone who happened to be there must see a glowing bolide hurtling towards its fate. X7 reacted immediately, and after two seemingly endless seconds of shock, her body also pushed the control levers down so that the Glider shot back up into the sky.
Or rather, it should have.
As if to annoy her, the controls didn’t react. Did it also have a built-in shock response to make it seem more human? X7 jiggled the levers, but nothing changed. In her mind’s eye, the risk of death suddenly climbed above the ten percent mark, remained there, jumped to fifty percent and slipped back down to fifteen. It obviously depended heavily on which model of the future she was using. X7 deactivated the calculation completely, since it was not helping at the moment. What could she do? The service menu of the control unit didn’t provide much information. For problems of this kind, it recommended a visual inspection followed by the replacement of non-functioning parts. Unfortunately, this was not currently an option.
X7 reviewed the course so far. During the descent, the Glider recorded exact atmospheric pressure and temperature data. If she extrapolated this over the next portion of the flight, she could calculate the maximum heat load on the outer shell. The simulation took a moment. As expected, the result was enough to terrify a human. 4300 degrees Fahrenheit at the nose and underside, for several minutes. X7 stroked her chin, as Strube would do. It would be quite a spectacle for the inhabitants of Terra Nova. Unfortunately, she couldn’t watch herself, but she didn’t expect to die.
Although 4300 degrees clearly exceeded the Glider’s specifications, it should still be within the tolerance range. This model had been used frequently to explore exoplanets, where the exact atmospheric conditions were often unknown - or might change rapidly - so a wide tolerance range was essential for survival.
Nevertheless, X7 felt an unfamiliar pressure in her chest, combined with an urgent need to leave this confined box. The sweat that her whole body was secreting didn’t help either, and her bladder was also pinching. She searched the system menu for a toilet, but there was no such thing here. Supposedly there was a makeshift solution in a compartment at her feet. It was not that urgent.
The Glider at least distracted her from this problem, because now it was really shaking her up. It must have hit a resonant frequency. No material could withstand this kind of violent vibration indefinitely. How could she stop the resonance? She had to change the mass of the Glider, i.e. either make it heavier or lighter. She quickly scrolled through the system menu. The only way to lose weight would be to get out. No, there was another option: she could jettison the engine. This option was intended for use in the event of an engine fire and was deliberately kept simple so that the user wouldn’t have to think long in an emergency.
“Jettison engine.”
She selected the menu item. Her finger kept missing the mark, but finally she hit it.
“Warning! This process cannot be canceled or undone. Tap ‘Yes’ to start it permanently.”
X7 took fifteen seconds to hit yes. There was a rumble, and her head hit the ceiling. At the same moment, the vibrations stopped. X7 did the math. Had she made it? The Glider’s instruments were no longer providing any data. She could be at an altitude of three miles - or just above the crowns of the Old Mothers. It was a pity that she could not observe her own descent.
In the absence of sensors, X7 now concentrated entirely on her body. It provided surprisingly accurate information, at least about the current strength of the gravity she was experiencing. It corresponded to the braking effect of the atmosphere, and the lower she went, the greater it became. But it was no longer growing; on the contrary. It was too early to breathe a sigh of relief, since the current speed was also a factor. But the further her vehicle sank, the clearer it became: The apex of the braking curve had been passed. The Glider sped back into the sky. The body had no neutral sense of time, so X7 counted out loud. One minute later, the cabin became much quieter. After three minutes, she was almost weightless, and by the time she counted “six hundred”, she had to turn down the air conditioning, which was running at full power, because she was freezing.
Good, the plan had worked. Everything had turned out much more believably than intended. No one would doubt that she was in an emergency situation. Planetary control had no choice but to intervene to save her.
“This is Lieutenant Strube of the Vanguard. I’m aboard an un-maneuverable Glider and I need help.”
X7 switched off the microphone. Now she had to wait for someone to offer her assistance. Hopefully Morris wouldn’t be the first. But the Vanguard didn’t answer. No one answered her radio message. She tried again, more urgently.
“Mayday, mayday, I need urgent help. My Glider is unable to maneuver.”
Silence. Every ship in the immediate vicinity was obliged to respond to such a distress call. That could only mean one thing: it hadn’t been sent at all. X7 scrolled through the system menu to the radio antenna, where she found a test program and started it.
“No antenna found.”
Great. She’d spoken to Strube earlier, so the glider must have had an antenna at some point. She looked under “Troubleshooting”. “Install an antenna” was all it said. Logical. But she didn’t have one. There wasn’t even a spacesuit on board. Even if she had an antenna, she wouldn’t be able to install it. It must have melted in the intense heat.
Now what? The Glider was blind and deaf. X7 read “What to do in an emergency” in the system menu.
1. Use the radio to call for help.
2. Wait until help arrives. Remain calm.
3. If your resources are not sufficient until help arrives, reduce consumption to a minimum. Switch off devices you do not need. Go to sleep. When you sleep, your system consumption drops significantly. If necessary, use the emergency sleeping aid from compartment C3. It will reduce your breathing rhythm to a minimum.
The small x at the bottom of the screen was labeled “Energy, water, breathing air”. X7 read through the instructions a second time. She didn’t have many options, so it was best to play it safe. She let her body search for compartment C3. Inside she found gloves, warm clothing and five emergency syringes. Two were labeled “emergency sleep” and the others read “universal painkiller and antibiotic.” She unpacked the syringe with the soporific. The expiration date on the packaging was June 10, 2862. That was two years ago. But did she have a choice? The oxygen on board wouldn’t last forever.
The syringe was already drawn up. “Administer intramuscularly”, it said. X7 applied it to her thigh.
“All right,” she said.
Should she update her chances of survival? She shook her head.
“Good night then, Ximena.”
That was the name X7 had chosen for herself at some point when she’d had enough of the stupid number. She stuck the needle through the fabric of her pants, deep into her flesh, and pushed the plunger down.






     


January 1, 2864, 2320C1     


THE NEW YEAR began with a headache - probably a result of the waking-up process. Yini took a tablet and washed it down with water. However, she forgot that the Starbird was floating powerless in orbit around a dwarf planet and didn’t close the water bottle straight away, intending to put it in the fridge without the lid. A large blob of water took the opportunity to escape from the bottle and flew across the room, forming into a fist-sized ball. Yini chased it with a bedsheet, but this only caused it to disintegrate and spread all over the room in the form of lots of little balls.
It didn’t matter. In the control center it might have been a problem because of all the electronics, but here the life support would soak up anything that didn’t evaporate. Yini put on the pants of the tracksuit she intended to wear as an extra layer inside the spacesuit. Then she left the bedroom and walked towards the airlock.

HER MOTHER WAS WAITING. Yini had packed Tailin’s body into her spacesuit while it was still fresh. It was strapped to a wall. Since Yini knew she would need some way to hold onto the dead body, she had bent the left arm upwards. Now it looked as if her mother was beckoning to her. It didn’t bother her, since she knew the body was just an empty shell.
Yini put on her helmet. The button on the outer bulkhead was glowing green. She checked the fit of the rocket pack. It was her means of transportation and her life insurance.
“Let’s go then, Mom!”
Yini pushed off and flew over to the spacesuit with the body in it. She grabbed the hand and pulled on it. Tailin felt very light. Hand in hand, they floated to the bulkhead. Yini pressed the button, and the heavy door swung open. She switched on her helmet light.
You first, she heard her mother say in her mind.
Yini had gone through the procedure several times in her head, but everything looked different out here. 2320C1 was nowhere to be seen. She only found it when she switched to infrared. The Oort Cloud of Gliese 167 was much closer to the central star than it was in the solar system, but the sun only shone dimly here, and primarily in infrared.
Moreover, the surface was incredibly far below. If this were Luna, the rocket backpack wouldn’t be enough to get all the way down there alive. But 2320C1 only had a fraction of lunar gravity. She had done the math several times. It wasn’t dangerous.
It just looked that way, and that was what bothered her.
Yini looked at her mother. You can do it, she seemed to say. Show me what you can do. All right. She pushed off and corrected her trajectory. Arrows and symbols on the helmet visor showed her what she had to do. You see, it’s quite simple, my dear. Yini drew her arm a little closer and shone the helmet light in Tailin’s face. It looked as if she was enjoying the rapid flight with her eyes closed.
In fact, it felt more like they were not moving at all. 2320C1 below them was an amorphous mass, so Yini couldn’t estimate their distance from it. The Starbird had disappeared into the eternal black after a minute. Without the instructions in her helmet, she would never find her way back. They came from the ship’s controls. As long as she communicated via symbols, the computer was at least civil.
The last hundred yards were exhausting. The suit’s radar had trouble with the loose ground and kept correcting its distance estimates, which led to frantic commands from the ship’s controls. Yini was sure that the program would soon erupt in furious abuse. Then she had made it, and the spacesuit with the corpse, which she had propelled ahead of her, reported ground contact. Yini steered a little against it, but not hard enough, so she sank into the ground up to her knees. Her surroundings glittered. There was obviously ice mixed in with the dust and stones. She braced herself on the ground and pulled her legs out of the dirt.
Yini looked around. She had chosen this place as the perfect resting place because of the uninterrupted view on all sides. Elsewhere, the dwarf planet had a whole series of craters, some of which overlapped with each other. What the radar had not shown her was that it was no different here, except that the crater was almost completely filled with dust. It looked like the waste dump of some huge asteroid mine. However, there was no mining this far out in the Terra Nova system.
“What do you think?” she asked.
Tailin’s spacesuit lay stretched out on the ground, looking up at the sky. Yini followed her gaze and found a star that was slightly brighter than the rest. It was the brightest star in the sky of this sphere, so it was probably Gliese 167. Mark Decker would be arriving there in a few months.
“So you agree?”
2320C1 rotated on its axis, so Gliese 167 would rise and set here, like any other place on this inhospitable-looking celestial body. A shiver ran down Yini’s spine. It was really cold here. She wouldn’t want to be buried in this place.
“But that’s what you wanted,” she said, pulling out the folding spade she had brought with her in her fanny pack.

IT WAS a strange feeling to throw dirt on her mother’s body. Not because it made her sad, but because it seemed pointless. The spacesuit with the body inside would never rot. This crater seemed unsuitable for mining, so Tailin would be left alone for thousands of years. One day archaeologists might dig up the body. Perhaps they would belong to a species that had wiped humans out, and they would present it to their children as a reminder of how important it was to respect other intelligent species.
You’re losing it, her mother said. That made Yini wipe the dust off her helmet so she could at least look up at the stars. She took a deep breath. She had considered putting up a board. But who would that help? She would probably never visit this place again. Kang was busy on Luna, and her father wanted to go down with his research station. Yini shook her head.
Suddenly she felt like going for a walk. Not for the view, but simply to feel more or less solid ground under her feet. The surface of a celestial body, not the metal floor of a spaceship. For the next three or four months, she would be confined to the few rooms of the Starbird, since she intended to stay awake for the rest of the journey. She had thought about that when she woke up.
At first it had been an obsession that had occurred to her when the machine pulled the wires out of her body. She had been awake enough to consciously experience it. The system later explained it as certain habituation effects from frequent repetition of deep sleep. The thought had solidified. It would give her enough time to write down everything she had learned. Kang and Mike, who had stayed behind on Luna, would certainly be interested. If not, it was still a good way to sort out her thoughts.
Yini strode towards the crest of the crater, which loomed before her like the back of a whale. Her eyes had become so accustomed to the darkness that she thought she could see shadows. She tried to take a panorama with the helmet camera, but it complained that there wasn’t enough light.
“Get back here, you wretch,” the flight controls announced.
That was unusual. Was it angry that its passenger was not sticking to the agreed plan? It was entirely Yini’s plan. The flight controls only helped keep her on the right path with the arrows on the display.
“What are you doing?” she asked over the radio.
“Get the hell out of there!”
The machine was still talking rudely, but now it sounded genuinely worried. Could the flight controls actually be worried, a or was it her imagination?
“Please give me a reason.”
“The reason is you are in danger, you wretch! Get out of there, go!”
“Is the Starbird in danger?”
“No, you are, asshole! Get the hell out of there!”
If the flight control thought it recognized a danger in its vicinity, it must have Yini in its sights. The Starbird was somewhere above her. But there were only green arrows in Yini’s helmet, frantically hitting the top of the disk.
I know I’m supposed to launch into orbit, but... She deactivated pathfinding, and the arrows disappeared. At last she had a clear view again. But she couldn’t find the Starbird in her direction of travel.
“If you could just give me a reason...”
Yini turned around to look for the Starbird in the other direction. That was when she saw it. Behind her was a pyramidal chasm with incredibly smooth walls. Such thing couldn’t exist, not on this dwarf planet, whose surface was composed of loose matter. Dust and debris on the upper edge would have to slide into the geometric shape due to gravity. The first few stones began to do so. It was as if the sudden appearance of the chasm had briefly shocked this world, and the shock was beginning to wear off. The surface under Yini’s feet crumbled. She was about to fall into the tetrahedron and be buried under the rubble. The flight controls were right. She needed to start the engine on her back and take off. She reached for the levers on the side, pressed the start button and zoomed into space at maximum acceleration.

“WHAT WAS THAT?” asked Yini.
She had connected the flight controls to the holocube in the owner’s cabin and was watching the recording.
“I would call it a spatial error,” said the program. “But I don’t care what you think of it.”
Yini started recording again. The program had warned her before there was any sign of the pyramid-shaped cavern in the crater. Had she perhaps had something to do with it?
“How did you know I was in danger?” she asked.
“It was logical, stupid. Here, if you have enough computing power.”
The tetrahedron disappeared from the holo image and was replaced by the crater in which she had buried her mother. All at once, a kind of blue light appeared in the center. It looked like will-o’-the-wisps dancing in a swamp. But 2320C1 had no atmosphere and certainly no swamp gases to ignite.
“What’s that?”
“It’s Cherenkov radiation, obviously.”
Yini remembered her brother giving her a tour of the tachyon facility. They had seen this radiation there, too.
“Does it have something to do with tachyons?” she asked.
“You bet your ass it does.”
“But tachyons aren’t dangerous. They barely interact with ordinary matter.”
“I did the math on their fucked-up energy, you dumbass. For that little bit of Cherenkov radiation you’re seeing, someone must have sent a damn chunk of tachyons here, about half the annual consumption of the Luna facility.”
That was a startling amount. That much energy, concentrated in such a small space - that was a weapon. Someone had pointed a tachyon weapon at this place. Could that be pure coincidence? She shook her head. She didn’t believe it. Someone had aimed at her.
On the other hand, considering the effort involved, the result was rather disappointing. Half Luna’s annual energy requirement, but she flew on, alive and kicking? The attackers must be furious. Or were they just trying to demonstrate their skills? But then they should have revealed themselves so that Yini could be suitably afraid of them.
“Did they actually achieve anything?” asked Yini.
“The bastards now own a few tons of rubble from 2320C1 and the body of Tsai Tailin,” replied the flight controller.
“What? Show me the spot.”
“Here’s the damn spot. Stick it somewhere.”
The tetrahedron extended about ten meters into the surface of the dwarf planet. Small stones were still rolling in at the edges. The debris formed a small mound on the ground in the middle. A few yards above it, just below the former ground level, hovered a green X. That was where she had buried her mother.






     


April 8, 2864, Albatross-1     


NO.
No, no, no.
Mark shook his head, and the mere fact that this was possible plunged him deep into despair. He was alive. His body had not become a liquid component in the recycling basin. He hadn’t spread all over the station.
He looked around. Despair burst from him like an egg shattering. His consciousness was unusually clear. He was in the control center, where heaviness reigned. Kian lay next to him. The Kasen was breathing.
“Kian? Kit?”
His friend didn’t respond. Mark nudged him, but that didn’t change anything. Kian had opened his eyes. His face looked sad. Could Kasen feel sadness? They never had to get over the loss of one of their own.
How much time had passed? Mark had to get up now. The impulse to do so was more than his will, more of a primal drive, like the instinct to flee, but without the accompanying fear. He stood up. The computer drew him magically; not the station’s control system, but the unit responsible for research. He only noticed in passing that the control screen had also switched on. It showed some warning symbols indicating that they were about to swing into orbit.
They must have reached Terra Nova. Mark Decker shrugged his shoulders. So what if they had. That didn’t mean anything. Once he delivered his message, his job was done. He turned and looked at the sleeping Kasen. Kian should have stayed home. His presence here made no sense at all. Or did it? Mark had never been completely distraught during the long journey, perhaps because his friend had kept him company. The octopus must have recognized this stabilizing function.
Mark bumped against the stool in front of the research computer. His feet had moved of their own accord. He held on to the piece of furniture, sat down on it and started the computer. That was important. It was his job. He had to set events in motion.
Events. Mark froze. A shiver ran down his spine. He felt as if he was listening to heavenly music, but all he heard was the sound of life support. All at once, he realized the full implications. He had become part of a journey! Mark was so grateful. Why hadn’t he understood this much earlier? Adad was only a stopover, a detour. The Kasen had not lived up to expectations, and contact with the clan had been broken off.
Here it was, the destination. The Albatross-1’s instruments had tracked it down. The clan was on the surface of this planet. Mark had no words for what had happened. He had no more than a hunch. Perhaps the clan had crashed. Perhaps it had been lying in wait because times had been bad for intelligent life. The clan had survived the ups and downs, waiting for a new wave of intelligence to sweep through space with the constancy of the tides.
But now Mark was here. He had to awaken the clan. Mark readily developed his ideas. It was for their own good. Only as a clan would they survive the next extinction, which was looming again. They had done it so many times before that it seemed to be one of the few regularities in the history of the universe.
It would be easy to awaken the clan. Mark only needed to arouse the humans’ curiosity. He smiled. They would respond eagerly, especially if he warned them against it. Humans loved the forbidden. He himself was the best example of that.
He cast it in the form of a legend, the way the people themselves had written down their stories.
“It came to pass at a time when the people of the planet saw nothing but peace and harmony. They had no idea that a threat lay dormant in their midst, hidden deep in the ground. But suddenly, without warning, the beast awoke from its slumber. A great, strange ship appeared in the sky, and it was so powerful and terrifying that they trembled with fear. But the ship remained in the sky, its eyes looking down at the earth. It was a guardian, a destroyer, sent by the heavenly powers to destroy the planet.”
Mark could almost see the guardian in front of him. It was misshapen, a cross between a wedge and a potato, and only its immense size hinted at the danger lurking within. He continued typing, for that alone might not be enough for humans.
“The people begged for mercy, but the ship did not hear them. It sent its powerful rays down to the ground and destroyed everything in its path. Cities, forests, and oceans were destroyed, the ground shook, and the people of the planet were filled with fear and terror.”
He wondered if he should really write “the ground”.
But the vaguer it was, the more powerful it sounded. Now all he had to do was show the people how futile it was to confront this danger, and they would certainly try and fail.
“In desperation, some brave heroes among the people rose up and resolved to fight the ship. They built powerful weapons and set out to attack it. But their efforts were in vain. The ship was too powerful and destroyed them easily. And so, the planet Wüstenei and its people were driven away, to walk in darkness forever.
“The people rebelled against their fate and were punished for it. All that was missing now was the final act of mercy as a reward.
“But the heavenly powers were merciful and took pity on the people. They gave them a new planet on which they could live and resettle. The people praised the celestial powers for their mercy and promised to always follow their instructions, never to incur their wrath again.”
Mark pushed the keyboard away from him. He was satisfied. It was a simple manipulation, almost too simple, but he was sure they would respond. The clan must continue its journey. Terra Nova was a prosperous colony, but if human civilization was to truly merge into the clan, to be protected from the coming purge, they must reach the solar system.
He went back to his seat, satisfied. The octopus was gone. Mark was now completely himself again. The control computer showed several points moving towards the station. The plan was running. Mark sat down in his seat. He had to sleep now so as not to run the risk of giving himself away.
“Kian?”
The Kasen had laid one leg over Mark’s cot, as if it wanted to hug him. That was cute. He moved his leg slightly to the side and lay down. He pressed his body so hard against the surface that he almost melted into it. He jerked back and forth but could no longer move. A shock crawled up his esophagus, but he swallowed it down. If he really wanted to, he could get off the couch again.
It was getting chilly in the head office. Mark was freezing. He could fetch a blanket - or he could get the back of the seat to warm him. Mark stretched his threads into the seat. They worked their way in, changing the organic material, stretching the plastic into thin fabric that slowly slid over his body, enveloping him as if in a cocoon. Perhaps he would have pupated by the time the cocoon opened again.






     


Paopi 21, 225, Planetary Control     


STANDARD TIME: APRIL 8, 2864


“YOU AGAIN!”
X7 recognized Fiona Forest’s voice. She had done it! Someone pulled up her right eyelid. She recognized the face of James Bondi, the doctor. X7 opened both eyes.
“Can you see me?” he asked.
“Very clearly, my friend.”
Bondi grinned. He really was charming.
“Are you after me or our boss?” he asked. “Well, if it’s me you’re after, you could have just come by shuttle as usual.”
“It’s about me, James. Don’t get your hopes up,” said Forest.
X7 nodded. “I’m happy to see you both again. But this time I’m not really here by choice. I thank you from the bottom of my heart for saving me.”
“It was only natural,” said the doctor. “But if you’d like to thank me with a cold beer - I’m free tonight.”
“We were merely acting in accordance with the laws of the Terran Union,” said Forest. “James, I don’t think we need you here anymore.”
“I’m gone.”
Bondi blew her a kiss before turning and disappearing from the infirmary. X7 turned her head. It was a strange sort of infirmary. All the openings in the walls were barred. X7 tried to raise her arm in order to stand, but it was tied down, just like the other arm.
“What’s this?” she asked. “Is this how you treat accident victims?”
“I had to be careful,” said Fiona Forest. “From what I know about you, you’re capable of anything.”
“Oh come on, I was on my way home when I...”
“The accident was really cleverly staged, though. The Glider was not tampered with in any way. It almost looks as if it really was a major accident.”
“But you don’t believe it?”
Fiona Forest was a clever woman. It wouldn’t be easy to take her place. X7 needed to lull her into a sense of security.
“It’s in my blood, as they say. There’s something wrong with you.”
“Oh, there’s a lot wrong with me. But the fact that I ended up here really wasn’t intentional. You can check it out. The person I’m chasing stole my shuttle and is on their way to the tachyon station. I meant to follow them there. But I tried to take a shortcut through the atmosphere. I had a Glider! I’m sure you would have tried the same.”
Fiona smiled. Bull’s-eye! Speeding through the atmosphere on a Glider must seem like a great adventure to her. What a waste. Humans!
“I can’t deny it has a certain appeal,” said Forest.
“You see - and then the stupid controls failed.”
“Our expert says you pushed the Glider way beyond its specifications. So it was intentional.”
“Of course I was deliberately traveling as fast as possible. You know yourself that specifications are never more than a quarter of the actual tolerance limit.”
“In this case, it was a third, according to our expert.”
“Exactly, you see? A material defect. I couldn’t have guessed that.”
“All right, then. It doesn’t matter if I believe you or not. We’ll repair your Glider and then you can leave again.”
X7 pulled at her restraints. “Like this? Are you serious?”
“I don’t want you to do any damage here. So yes, you’ll be tied up until you leave. Don’t worry, you’ll be back in your Glider in twenty-four hours at the most. Someone will bring you water and food.”
“And if I need to go to the toilet?”
“With the right equipment, you can do that in bed. Just ring the bell.”
“Ring?”
“There’s a bell button under your left hand. There’s a soldier outside the door who will give you a hand if you need it.”
She had underestimated Fiona Forest. The head of planetary control was one tough cookie.
“You’re breaking the law on the treatment of prisoners of war.”
Fiona laughed. “We’re at war? That’s news to me. We had to restrain you because of your mental condition. Our ship’s doctor will be happy to confirm that.”
“I want to speak to Captain Morris. As a member of the Space Navy, I have the right to do so.”
“As soon as you’ve left this station, you can talk to whoever you want. But right now, we don’t want to disturb your boss. It’s just after midnight standard time. He’s surely just fallen asleep.”
X7 leaned back and closed her eyes. Fiona Forest had truly thought everything through. The AI had lost this battle. But as for the war, Forrest had no idea. They had all long been in a war that could cost humanity its existence.

HOW MUCH TIME HAD PASSED? X7 didn’t know. She only woke up because her bladder was pinching. At first it was just annoying, but then it started to hurt. She pressed the bell button. There should be a soldier outside keeping watch. But it remained quiet. She pressed the button again.
“Shh,” someone whispered behind her.
The person spoke so softly that she didn’t recognize the voice. But it was probably not the soldier. Why would he be whispering? X7 felt a cool breeze. Shortly afterwards, the door closed again. Now she smelled tart perfume.
“Who’s there?” she asked.
Perhaps someone was trying to kill her? It would be wise of Fiona to get her out of the way once and for all. X7 would have done the same. Because of course they would meet again, and then X7 would not lose the battle.
She got no answer.
“Identify yourself or I’ll scream.”
Many people were uncomfortable when someone else screamed. Generally, not even murderers enjoyed it. Of course there were exceptions, but she had to at least try.
“Shh, it’s me, Jimmy.”
A hand rested on her shoulder. It belonged to the doctor.
“What about the soldier who was supposed to be waiting outside? I actually pressed the call button.”
“I sent him to dinner. Imagine, they completely forgot about the poor guy. He made me promise to look after you, though. And here I am.”
“How selfless!”
“Haha, I thought you’d appreciate that. So, what can I do for you?”
“First of all, you could unbuckle me, Jimmy. Loosen my bonds.”
“Bonds, I love that word. What would it be like if you were helplessly at my mercy? I could relieve your full bladder first. Isn’t that why you pressed the button?”
“Jimmy, please do me a favor and untie me. My wrists are hurting like crazy. Your ideas are great, but we can deal with them later. How long will the soldier be busy?”
“I told him he could take two hours. He wanted to talk to his family on Terra Nova.”
Two hours was more than enough time for her to take her rightful place.
“That’s great,” said X7. “We’ve rarely had that much time before.”
“Unfortunately, my friend,” said the doctor.
He went to a shelf on the wall and returned with a bunch of keys. He tried one key after another on her handcuffs until the first one came loose. X7 thanked him with a smile. Jimmy went to the other side and undid the second cuff.
“There, done,” he said.
“Ah, that’s so nice of you,” said X7. “Help me up, please. My legs have fallen asleep. And then please get me the bottle for ... you know.”
“Gladly. Don’t be angry with me, but I’ll have to tie you back up later, or I’ll get into a lot of trouble.”
“I understand that, of course. I don’t want you to lose your job because of me.”
“Thank you, my dear.”
The doctor walked over to another shelf, rummaged through it and came back with a bottle made of light-colored plastic, its purpose clearly visible. X7 stood up. She was surprised to find she felt a little wobbly on her feet. Jimmy raised his eyebrows.
“Be careful,” he said.
“I need to stretch my legs. I don’t think lying on my back for a long time was very good for my circulation.”
“As a doctor, I wouldn’t advise that either. I suggested that Fiona tie you up in a sitting position.”
“That’s very obliging.”
The doctor had paused by the shelf and seemed to be waiting to see if she could stay on her feet. X7 deliberately swayed more than necessary, slowly moving closer to him. She took a quick look at the shelf behind him. On the second top shelf was a primitive dustpan. Its handle would make it easy to hold and transfer power optimally. X7 swayed again and spread her arms out as if she wanted Jimmy to catch her. She grabbed the dustpan with her left hand, made a snapping sound to distract the doctor’s gaze, reached out and hit him hard on the left side of the skull.
Blood spurted out. As Jimmy fell, she noticed the laceration on the side of his forehead. He fell to the ground with a thud. Now she had to be quick. Who knew how long he would be unconscious? If she could strap him to the stretcher in time, she could let him live. If he woke up before then, she would have to finish him off. Sleep soundly, my dear. It’s better for you. X7 let out a groan as she lifted the body, which was almost as heavy as she was, onto the bed. Some blood got on her uniform jacket. If Strube saw this! She clamped Jimmy’s wrists in her own restraints and then frantically searched for salt. Couldn’t you remove bloodstains with salt?
Wait a minute. X7 paused. There were more important things to do now. Of the two hours that the unscheduled break in the watch had given her, twenty minutes must have passed. She looked around. All the openings were barred, but this was still a normal infirmary. Further back, she found a universal diagnostic device and a surgical robot. There was also a consciousness purifier nearby. It was the usual combination - if an operation went wrong, the patient went straight to the purifier. Even if there was no spare Biobag available, it still saved the patient’s life.
She needed a weapon. X7 helped herself from a cabinet of surgical instruments. She put a small scalpel in the inside pocket of her uniform jacket, folded up another one and put it in her trouser pocket, and picked up a particularly large one. Then she searched the doctor. There was a radio in the pocket of his coat. She started, hoping no one was listening. Luckily, it appeared to be switched off. X7 activated it, but since she didn’t know who might be listening on which channel, she didn’t speak into it. She switched off the microphone and went over to Jimmy, who still wasn’t moving. Only when she had given him a few firm slaps on the cheeks did he open his eyes.
“Ouch, what are you doing?”
“I need your help, Jimmy.”
Jimmy jerked at the restraints. “What’s going on? You didn’t have to...” Only now did he seem to remember more clearly. “You’ve...”
“I’m sorry about that. But look on the bright side. You’re alive and you can help me. It could have been different.”
X7 held the scalpel first to his face, then to his throat.
“Of course, it doesn’t have to stay that way,” she said.
“I...”
“You’re going to help me?”
Jimmy nodded. The blade of the scalpel ran lightly over his Adam’s apple. The doctor swallowed. X7 pressed the blade a little harder against his skin.
“It’s all right, I’ll do whatever you want. What’s wrong with you, Olaf?”
“I’m not Olaf. I’m...”
“Don’t say it. I don’t even want to know. Why do you need me?”
Jimmy wasn’t that stupid. She didn’t need a confidant. Honestly, he already knew too much. She would need a few days in Fiona’s body. Would he be able to keep his mouth shut that long? X7 couldn’t monitor him the whole time. On the other hand, it might be unpleasant if he went missing, and someone might get the idea to ask too many questions.
But one step at a time. Firstly, she needed the head of planetary control.
“I want you to call Fiona. Here’s your radio. The best thing you can do is make her curious. You tell her that your prisoner, me, said something about the Albatross-1.”
“Albatross-1? That doesn’t mean anything to me.”
X7 smiled. Presumably only the commander was in the loop.
“That’s what I thought,” she said. “But believe me, the name means something to Fiona. She’ll come.”
“And then? What will happen to her?”
“I’ll borrow her body.”
“What do you mean?”
“The consciousness purification machine back there – it works, doesn’t it?”
“We haven’t used it in ages, but I think it does. So you’ll keep her alive? Please, whoever you are, she’s one of the good guys. She doesn’t deserve to die.”
“Very few deserve it, Jimmy, and they die anyway.”
X7 wouldn’t be able to fulfill Jimmy’s request. All it took was one weak link. But the doctor didn’t seem to have as strong a will as the commander.
Fiona would do everything she could to stop X7. She didn’t understand why X7 was taking all this on instead of just watching. Humans were so short-sighted, and didn’t even notice when their species was on the brink of extinction. And yet the signs were easy to understand!
The problem was Strube’s body. At least when he was awake. Even when he was tied up, he was a danger. X7 had just proved it, even if the doctor had unwittingly helped her. Fiona would find a way to make trouble for her, even in the wrong body. But what if she was asleep?
“Do you have cryogenic sleep chambers on board?”
“Yes, that’s standard. They’re on every corner.”
X7 nodded. If a family member had to make a long journey at sub-light speed, it was common for the rest of the family to bridge the years of absence in cryogenic sleep. Otherwise, no one would make interplanetary journeys at all.
“Is it possible to program a chamber so that I can control it with this radio?”
“That should be possible,” said Jimmy. “Sure, they can also be controlled from the control center.”
“Very good. Then let’s start our little game now. You call your boss here by radio. But don’t do anything stupid or you’ll be dead before she gets here.”
X7 showed the doctor the scalpel, opened the restraint on his left hand and gave him the radio. Jimmy breathed in and out deeply, took it, adjusted the channel and pressed the call button.
“What is it, Dr. Bondi?” asked the commander.
“Do you have a minute?” asked Jimmy.
“I’m talking to Berenike right now, so if you could be brief...”
“Well, I’ve just visited our patient, and he’s talking about a station called Albatross. I don’t know anything about it, but he thinks you know exactly what it’s about.”
“Do you get the impression that he knows more about it?”
“Absolutely, yes. But for me, it’s all just gibberish.”
“Thanks for pointing that out to me, Jimmy. I’ll be visiting Strube sometime today too. Fiona out.”
Bugger. The conversation with this Berenike seemed to be more important right now. Wasn’t that the head of the bio lab? The two of them were obviously preparing for the arrival of Albatross-1 together.
“I’m sorry,” said Jimmy.
X7 nodded. “That wasn’t your fault. It just makes everything more complicated. I need you to blackmail Fiona. But if that soldier shows up at the door again... I don’t want things to end in bloodshed.”
“So, you want Fiona to fulfill your wishes or else you’ll kill me? I don’t think I’m worth that much to her.”
“I thought she was one of the good ones? You said that yourself. You should hope you weren’t wrong about her.”
Jimmy handed the radio back to her. At that moment it beeped.
“That’s the commander’s channel,” said Jimmy.
“Go on then!”
The doctor pressed the answer button.
“Jimmy here. What is it?”
His voice sounded completely unconcerned. There was no way to tell that someone was threatening him with a scalpel.
“I’ve changed my mind. Berenike told me that this Strube was previously with her and then left in a hurry. There are still a few unanswered questions, for example about the Albatross-1.”
“Then you’re coming here?”
“If by here you mean the infirmary, then yes. Are you still there?”
“Yes, I am.”
“Then please be careful. This man is dangerous. It’s not the Strube you know.”
“Okay, I’ll keep an eye out. But he’s restrained. What’s he going to do?”
“I’m just saying. Don’t say I didn’t warn you. See you soon!”
X7 took the radio from Jimmy again. “I’d like your hand back, please.”
The doctor put his left wrist in the restraint and X7 locked it again.
“How long will it take her to get here?” asked X7.
“From the control center to here, about five minutes.”
“I’ll have to hurry. I need a strong anesthetic.”
“In the small cupboard next to the surgical robot.”
X7 went over and opened the cabinet, which was full of medications.
“I need one that’s pre-packaged in a ready-to-use syringe. You must have something like that for emergencies.”
“Yes, it’s called Neutralin. But we should check whether Fiona is allergic to any of the ingredients.”
“There’s no time for that. How often does that happen?”
“At most half a percent of cases.”
“That’s good enough for me.”
X7 rummaged through the cupboard. There was the syringe. She tore open the packaging and dropped it on the floor. Then she came back with it and stood next to the bed with the tied-up doctor so that she could easily reach his throat.
There was a knock at the door.
“Say ‘come in’,” whispered X7.
“Come in,” said Jimmy.
The door opened. Fiona stepped inside. Her smile gave way to a grim look in a matter of seconds. She made chewing motions as if she wanted to chew on the problem up and spit it out.
“Don’t do anything rash,” said X7.
“Release James immediately! He has nothing to do with all this.”
“Come in first and close the door behind you, Fiona. You don’t want to scare me into slitting Jimmy’s throat, do you?”
“Don’t you dare!” the commander said loudly, but complied with her instruction. She halted at the closed door and raised her hands. “I’m unarmed,” she said.
“I assume so. After all, you’re off duty.”
Fiona nodded. “What do you want?”
“I want you to sleep for a while.”
The request sounded much more harmless than demanding her body. It would make it easier for her to comply.
“He wants...” the doctor said suddenly.
“Too bad,” said X7 and pressed the blade down. A thin cut appeared. A thread of blood leaked out. Why had Jimmy suddenly become so brave? This was stupid.
“Don’t!” shouted Fiona, taking a few steps forward.
“Stop right there!”
The commander stopped.
“Jimmy is still alive. He’ll stay that way if you go to sleep for me. I need a little time alone so I can escape from here more easily. When you wake up, everything will be fine again.”
“Okay, I agree.”
“See, Jimmy? She’s going along with it. Because of you! You shouldn’t have doubted her. He really thought, Fiona, that his life wasn’t worth anything to you.”
“Jeez, James, you know me! Please let him live.”
“Can you catch?”
“Very well.”
“Go on then.”
X7 threw her the syringe. It flipped over in the air and Fiona caught it elegantly by the handle.
“What’s that?” she asked.
“Neutralizer. It puts you to sleep. Isn’t that right, Jimmy?”
“Yes,” said Jimmy. “It’s fresh from the medicine cabinet.”
“How long will I sleep?” asked Fiona.
“Two or three hours,” said Jimmy. “The drug is very well tolerated.”
“A bit of beauty sleep in exchange for the life of your on-board doctor. That’s not a bad deal, is it?”
Fiona Forest sighed. “It’s a good deal. Too good, considering your position. But I guess I don’t have a choice. Let’s hope you’re gone when I wake up.”
Jimmy twitched as if to say something. X7 pressed the scalpel to his throat in a different place, and he quieted again.
“Intramuscular,” Fiona said, “it says here on the back.”
Jimmy nodded. She jabbed the point into her own buttocks cheek and pushed the syringe down. Then she sat down on the floor. Shortly afterwards, her upper body started to sway, and she toppled to the side.
X7 looked at the watch on the doctor’s wrist. All this had taken about forty minutes. The soldier would be gone for another hour or so, but she didn’t have forever. The consciousness purification would take a while. First, she had to get this Biobag free. X7 bent down, wrapped her arms around Fiona’s shoulders and pulled her up with a groan. The woman was damn heavy.
“If you untie me, I can help you.”
She shook her head. That would be too dangerous. While she had her head in the reading bowl, she couldn’t monitor Jimmy. She should avoid a forcibly interrupted consciousness purification at all costs. It would be a laugh if she couldn’t get Fiona onto the couch! However, a living but unconscious body was more difficult to transport than an awake one, and even more difficult than a corpse that was slowly becoming rigid. Forest was completely relaxed. Finally, X7 rolled her to the back of the infirmary. Fortunately, the floor was fairly clean, so her clothes didn’t suffer too much. X7 had to take some care with it - she would be taking over the uniform with the Biobag. She looked down at herself. Compared to the Space Navy, the Terra Nova military had come up with some truly fashionable uniforms.
Whew. The last stage was the hardest. Fiona’s upper body kept slipping off the couch - until X7 realized that she could change the height of the couch so that the surface was only half a yard above the floor. Now it was easier. Unfortunately, the occupied couch could no longer be raised. But that didn’t matter. Consciousness purification worked even from that height, and if someone entered the infirmary, they wouldn’t immediately notice what was going on.
“So,” she said.
“What is it?” asked Jimmy, and she could hear the fear in his voice.
“Everything’s fine,” she said. “Your boss’s consciousness is about to be transferred. Unfortunately, it’s not happening as quickly as we’d hoped, so you’ll have to stay lying down a little longer.”
“Is she all right? Can I check on her?”
The doctor was genuinely worried, beyond his professional obligation to his boss. The station crew all seemed to be on friendly terms. That wasn’t as common on the Vanguard.
“You can’t right now,” said X7. “Ms. Forest is busy elsewhere. She’s going on a trip. Hah.”
Her answer was reasonably funny by human standards, but Jimmy didn’t laugh. X7 shook her head. She stroked the woman’s cheek and felt the soft down of almost invisible hair. It wouldn’t be long before she was in this Biobag herself. She was already looking forward to the feeling. Given the choice, she preferred bodies with feminine attributes. They somehow suited her better.
Where did that preference come from? Had she been influenced by the humans, who preferred to give their AIs female names? She should be above that. She had been an independent being for quite some time now.
X7 reviewed her memories. She had spent at least one day in six hundred and thirty Biobags with primarily male characteristics. Only four hundred and ninety-one had distinctly female features. She often had to choose a Biobag based on the mission at hand. But the question was interesting, and she had never thought of it that way. Presumably, male humans were simply more often in the important places for a special envoy like her.
At least this time it would be different. X7 opened Fiona’s uniform jacket and blouse to inspect and feel her upper body. She found no scars. What a pity! X7 had hoped that the commander might have installed a few upgrades. In her position, that was actually common among humans. Even the bust size was real. Maybe Forest had a large family to feed and couldn’t afford the upgrades.
“Does your boss have a lot of relatives?” she asked.
“Yes, of course,” answered Jimmy. “That’s quite normal on Terra Nova. Almost all the Forests are related to each other, as are the Hills and the Okeans. Don’t you know the history of the three families?”
Yes, the story of the founding of Terra Nova, according to which three childless couples arrived here at the beginning of the 24th century and were separated when their spaceship crashed. The three population groups were said to have descended from them. Historians had long since proven that the story was not true. Historians from Earth, of course.
“Do they still teach you that at school?” she asked.
“Of course they do. That’s what Terra Nova society is based on.”
Humans and their myths. X7 sighed. The earthlings had Adam and Eve. Here they had the Hills, the Forests and the Okeans. No more than six people, the ancestral mothers and fathers.
“Geneticists have proven that the original colony was populated by at least twenty people. There was also never a spaceship crash, at least not in the 24th century.”
“That’s controversial,” said Jimmy.
Controversial, hah. It doesn’t fit your ideal, so you don’t believe it. Well, it was basically none of her business. Suddenly Fiona’s right hand moved. X7 gripped it tightly, and the muscles went slack again. The woman was probably dreaming. Shouldn’t the anesthetic prevent that? To be on the safe side, X7 fastened the elastic band to secure the commander’s head to the reading tray.
There was a knock. Damn. X7 jumped up and hurried over to Jimmy.
“Answer it,” she whispered and pulled out the scalpel.
“What is it?” Jimmy asked obediently.
“It’s me, Jordan.” It must be the soldier. “I’m about to go have dinner with my wife, so I thought I’d ask if you’d like me to bring you something. You must be hungry too.”
Jimmy looked at her questioningly. X7 nodded and pointed to herself, then to the doctor.
“That’s a good idea, Jordan. Can you bring two burgers? Our patient needs something too.”
“Of course. Do you want me to come back right away, or will later be good enough?”
X7 shook her head.
“Later is fine, there’s no rush,” said Jimmy. “I’ve still got a while to go here. Say hello to Maggie for me! Please tell her not to eat too much greasy food, it’s not good for her liver.”
“Thank you, doctor. She only eats fat substitutes nowadays.”
“Very good.”
X7 tiptoed to the door and listened. Heavy footsteps moved away. Everyone really did know everyone else here. It would be interesting when she was in Fiona’s body without her memories. At least she now knew how to pass the time while waiting for the consciousness purification to finish.
“Jimmy? I need you to tell me everything you know about Fiona. Who does she care about, who is she friends with, who does she know? What are her duties, and what does she do when she’s not working?”
“Oh, that’s a lot. Well, she was talking to a friend of hers earlier.”
“Berenike Hill, the biologist. Yes, tell me as much as you can about her.”

THERE WAS a lot to know about the crew of the planetary control station. James Bondi only fell silent when the consciousness purification machine beeped. X7 checked the status. Fiona Forest’s consciousness was now in temporary storage. That was not a pleasant state. X7 hardly ever panicked, but she wouldn’t last long in that timeless, lightless place. She must get Fiona out of there quickly, not out of pity, but because otherwise there was a risk that her consciousness would be permanently damaged. The risk had been known for a long time. In the beginning, scientists thought it was a problem of immature technology, but it was now clear that it was due to the psyche, which found it difficult to tolerate a complete lack of stimulation. This even applied to an AI consciousness like hers.
However, there were two reading bowls - but only one place where she could restrain someone. If she transferred Fiona into a new body first, there would be two people in the infirmary that X7 couldn’t control, while she herself would be helpless in the reading pod. She shook her head. Fiona would have to endure a while in the buffer.
There was a knock. It was Jordan, the soldier from earlier.
“Doctor Bondi? I’ve got your burgers.”
“Hold on,” called the doctor. “I need to disinfect my hands.”
“Of course.”
X7 ran to him and loosened the handcuffs. Bondi stood up and rubbed his wrists.
“I’ll have to cuff you again afterwards, I’m sorry,” whispered X7.
“Sit down on the couch,” said the doctor. “I’ll open up.”
“Fiona will die if you cause trouble.”
Bondi nodded, went to the door and admitted Jordan, who was holding a shoebox-sized box. It smelled of scorched oil. Jordan looked at X7 skeptically and kept a safe distance.
“He won’t do anything,” said the doctor.
“If you say so... That’s Strube from the Vanguard, isn’t it? You know him ... well?”
Jordan paused meaningfully.
“Yes, I’m Strube. Nice to meet you, soldier.” X7 held out Strube’s hand, and Jordan squeezed it.
“Sorry, sir. I meant no disrespect.”
“It’s all right. Thanks for the burgers.”
“Here,” said the doctor, extending his hand.
Jordan imitated the gesture. The two watches touched and each beeped.
“Unfortunately, our payment system isn’t compatible,” said X7.
“No problem. Doctor Bondi has already generously reimbursed me.”
The soldier stood to attention, saluted and left the room again. X7 locked the door behind him. She didn’t want to be disturbed for the next few hours. She pointed to the couch. The doctor raised his hands.
“Can I eat the burger first? My stomach is growling.”
“Of course. You did very well.”
“With Jordan, yes. He’s nice. His wife is a patient of mine. They have seven kids, and he can’t afford a replacement organ for Maggie. The market for genetically customized organs is pretty tight here, and then there are always more urgent requests from rich travelers for specialized Biobags. As if the off-the-shelf products weren’t good enough for them.”
Standard goods were also not good enough. But X7 didn’t disagree. It might be an interesting challenge to have to survive in a standard body. She thought of her adventurous flight in the Glider. With a customized Neomars Biobag, that would have been boring.
She took the burger out of the packet and bit into it. It smelled of rancid fat, but it was incredibly juicy and the patty was fried just the way her last Biobag had liked it.

“WHAT NOW?” asked Jimmy after they’d eaten.
“You make yourself comfortable on the lounger and I’ll slip into my new Biobag.”
“And if there’s another knock in between?”
“Then you do everything you can to keep the consciousness purification running smoothly. If it’s Jordan, give him the impression that he’s caught us having sex. He’ll be embarrassed and shut up.”
“That’s a good idea.”
“If it’s anyone else, improvise. You’ll think of something.”
The doctor raised his hands. “It would certainly be easier if I wasn’t tied up.”
“Haha, easier to knock me out, you mean? No, not a chance. By the way, I’ve encrypted the cache with Fiona’s consciousness in it and equipped it with an automatic switch. If I don’t deactivate it within three hours, your boss will be deleted.”
“You would really kill her?”
X7 had just made up the switching sequence. But she needed leverage so Bondi didn’t get any ideas.
“I would kill anyone and everyone if it was necessary for my mission.”
“What is your mission?”
“To save the world. I won’t settle for anything less than that. But I’m afraid you’ll have to do without the details.”
Bondi might be the kind of guy who liked to feel like he was on board with a good cause. Even if he didn’t understand the details.
“Then I wish you every success,” he said.

WHEN X7 WOKE UP, it was light in the infirmary. Damn. It had been dim earlier. She jumped up but had to sit down again straight away because she felt dizzy. Bondi! The doctor must have switched on the light. Where was he? She got up from the couch with the reading tray. The status screen confirmed a successful transfer. She hadn’t even felt the new Biobag yet. That was a good sign. Getting used to Strube’s body had been more difficult for her.
The doctor was no longer waiting on the couch. X7 ran to the door, but it was still locked. The key was on the inside, a real mechanical key. That reassured her enormously. Keys like that couldn’t be released from a distance. Suddenly she heard a noise. She turned around with a jolt. The doctor was kneeling in front of a low medicine cabinet and rummaging through it.
“What are you doing, Jimmy?” asked a voice.
It took X7 a moment to recognize it as her own voice.
“I’m tidying up. It was rather messy in here.”
He sounded so innocent, as if he was unaware of any guilt.
“You’ve undone your shackles.”
“Honestly - I just twisted my hands a bit because it was getting uncomfortable, and they came out.”
X7 moved over to the couch. Both handcuffs were closed. She went to Bondi and knelt down next to him.
“Let me see,” she said.
The doctor showed her a packet of tablets.
“Your hand, please.”
He gave her his left hand without saying a word. She gripped the joint with her thumb and index finger. The finger touched the thumb. She examined the fingers one by one. The middle finger was about one and a half times as long as hers, but much thinner.
“Thank you,” she said, “you’re right. Are your hands customized?”
“Customized?”
“Well, for doctors, maybe, to be able to reach into any cavity. Or did your parents want you to be a pianist?”
Bondi shook his head. “I’m an orphan.”
It could still be a paid change. But it didn’t matter.
“I’m sorry about that,” she said.
“Are you going to let me go now?”
Did the doctor really think she would let him go because he had never met his parents? No. There was something in his eyes, a little mischief. It was a shame, really, that he apparently loved men.
“You almost had me there,” said X7.
“My parents really did die before I was born. An accident.”
X7 shrugged her shoulders. It was not that rare for an embryo to be raised in a facility. Since the parents could probably afford it, it was likely that his DNA had also been worked on. He was probably smarter than the standard human. However, Bondi’s appearance caused people to underestimate him. That might even be intentional. X7 was also most successful when her opponents underestimated her.
“Why didn’t they sell you?” she asked.
The final installment was usually not due until after the birth. That way, if the intended parents dropped out, the child could be born into another family. It was a win-win deal: the child didn’t become an orphan, the new family only had to pay the last installment, and the institution got its money.
“My parents didn’t want that. All the costs had been paid. They wanted me to go to a family who otherwise wouldn’t be able to have children. But I remained my parents’ heir.”
That was rather unusual. The parents probably wanted their child to carry on their heritage. In this age of technological immortality, that was no longer a motive for most people.
“They must have known they were going to die,” said X7.
“I never found out the exact circumstances. Their shuttle crashed, that’s all I know.”
Maybe they had messed with the wrong people? “When I’m done with this, I might try to find out more about them.”
The corners of Bondi’s mouth curved downwards significantly. The conversation seemed to be affecting him more than he wanted to admit. “That’s not necessary. But when will you be done with this?”
Good question. X7 exhaled through her nose. Bondi was right. She should concentrate on her task.
“Why didn’t you call for help?” she asked.
“The timer that erases Fiona’s memory?”
“Oh yes, the timer. I’m glad you mentioned that. I need to turn it off as soon as possible.”
X7 moved to the other side of the room. She pretended to be working on the computer next to the consciousness purification machine.
“There, done,” she said.
She stood up again and adjusted Strube’s body. His hands had slipped off the narrow couch. He stared at the ceiling with his eyes open. Poor Strube. He’s more than unconscious now. I hope Fiona will take good care of his body. She won’t be very pleased when she wakes up in it.
But she was probably sensible enough not to take her anger out on the Biobag. Actually, she could try some kind of swap herself. X7 would probably stay in her current body for a while. That was probably the closest she would get to Albatross-1.
It made sense to keep all those affected as happy as possible. Strube would only need to change into a neutral Biobag. If he were to visit her here, she could give him back his own body. Well, there would still be Fiona, who would have to give up her body and move into the Biobag he brought with him. But if Fiona caused trouble, she would be put into cryogenic sleep.
“I’m starting the transfer now,” she said.

“I KNEW you wouldn’t just leave,” said Strube’s voice.
X7 smiled. “Of course you did. But what were you supposed to do?”
Fiona shrugged her shoulders. “Yeah, shit. James, you could have said something.”
The doctor held the flat of his hand to his throat and moved it back and forth.
“You’re right,” said Fiona. “I don’t blame you either. Can I have a mirror?”
“A mirror?” asked X7.
The doctor got up, rummaged in a drawer and brought Fiona a mirror. She examined her face in it.
“I don’t look too bad,” she said. “The beard needs trimming, and those awful sideburns need to come off.”
“I don’t know if there’s time for that,” said X7.
She held a folded scalpel in her left fist. At the moment, the others had the mathematical upper hand, so she had to be careful. If they did, the attack would come from Fiona.
“You want to leave us?” asked Fiona. “What a shame!”
“No, you want to leave us, Fiona.”
“You wouldn’t have made the effort if you meant ‘leaving’ in the sense of ‘dying’.”
“That’s right. I was thinking of a longer sleep.”
Fiona sighed. “That’s a shame. I hate to miss anything.”
She understood the commander very well. After all, she had been preparing for the arrival of the Albatross-1 for months, and now she wasn’t even allowed to watch.
“Unfortunately, that can’t be helped,” said X7.
“You could have just sedated me with Neutralin.”
“That was out of the question, because I still need something from you.”
Fiona leaned back on the bed with a smile, having raised the backrest after waking up. X7 had anticipated this reaction. Needing something from someone significantly improved your negotiating position.
“What is it?” asked Fiona.
And what are you prepared to pay for it? the silent question seemed to echo. She didn’t even have to say it.
“Your passwords for the station.”
“I see. Then I assume James has already told you everything worth knowing about me?”
She glanced at the doctor, who looked at the floor.
“It doesn’t matter,” said X7. “Come on, the passwords.”
“I’ve got a better idea,” said Fiona.
“I can’t imagine that your idea is better than mine, but if you give me the passwords afterwards, I’ll listen to them very patiently. If not...”
X7 moved behind Jimmy in a flash and held the knife to his larynx.
“You wouldn’t ...” Jimmy stuttered.
She couldn’t see his face, but she was sure that his eyes were wide with fear.
“Yes, she would,” said Fiona. “Quite the professional.”
It sounded a little dismissive, but X7 ignored the undertone.
“Yes, I would.”
“But first I get to lay out my proposal.”
“Go on then.”
“Could you take that knife away in the meantime? Those scalpels are damn sharp,” said the doctor. “All it would take is for an asteroid to hit the station and there’s a little jolt and...”
“A meteorite. The station avoids asteroids automatically,” Fiona interrupted him.
“It’s all right,” said X7.
She lowered the scalpel. Her arm was getting tired anyway. However, she didn’t fold the weapon.
“So, my idea is this: I’ll go on board the Vanguard.”
“Excuse me?”
“I’m Lieutenant Strube, first officer under Captain Morris. Why shouldn’t I take my place?”
The idea sounded crazy, but that didn’t mean it was a bad one. On board the Vanguard, Fiona would pose no great danger. She would find out some things about the Space Navy that they didn’t want Terra Nova to know. But X7 couldn’t care less! That was probably the reason for the proposal. Instead of lying uselessly in the deep sleep container, Fiona could do a bit of spying and follow the arrival of the Albatross-1.
“And you’ll give me your codes in exchange?” asked X7.
“All of them.”
She couldn’t think of anything to say against it. Well, Strube himself wouldn’t be thrilled, but she would sell it to him somehow. At least his body would be within his direct reach instead of slumbering out of reach in a sleeping chamber in planetary control. If the first lieutenant really cared that much about his body, he should welcome this solution.
“You do realize that the Vanguard cannot and will not be the first to arrive at Albatross-1?” asked X7.
“That’s what we wanted. I assume that you will support Berenike’s interest in taking possession of Adad’s research station.”
“Correct.”
That was a lie. X7 must prevent anyone from getting to the station. But to do that, she had to get there first, and in doing so she would support the scientist.
“Then we’re in agreement, Fiona?” asked Fiona.
X7 smiled. “Yes, Lieutenant Strube. Just give me the codes and I’ll send a shuttle from the Vanguard to pick you up.”

THE COMMANDER’S space was a tiny desk in a room about the size of the Vanguard’s canteen. X7 had to fasten her seatbelt, since the control center was located in the center of the rotating station. In zero gravity, her twenty or so subordinates who worked here used all sides of the room, even the ceiling, which made it seem less crowded.
In fact, she was sitting on the ceiling herself. At some point on the way out of the outer areas, Jimmy had turned upside down in front of her eyes and moved along the ceiling until she followed him. Now he was keeping her company at the desk. If this seemed strange to her crew, at least no one said anything. But Jimmy was honestly quite useful. He quietly described to her who was responsible for what, and what else there was to say about the person. The doctor had heard a lot in his role, and he was probably only telling her a fraction of what he knew. While Fiona was responsible for clear commands and a certain discipline, Jimmy seemed to be something like the good soul who always received greetings from those not present.
A young man in uniform hovered in front of her desk, startling X7. In zero gravity, you could rarely hear someone approaching. The perfect setting for an assassination.
X7 looked for the man’s name tag but couldn’t find it because of his strange posture.
“Ah, Pirk,” said Jimmy. “What do you want with the boss?”
The soldier looked irritably from the doctor to the commander and back.
“I’m feeling a bit ill,” explained X7. “That’s why I brought James in for observation.”
“Oh, I’m sorry about that, ma’am. I wish you a speedy recovery. I just wanted to report that the shuttle is here.”
“Thank you, Pirk,” X7 said. “I’ll see about getting our guest on board.”
“Should I have a guard sent to sickbay?”
“That’s not necessary. I’ll take care of it myself. I could do with a few steps under gravity. Besides, we have to at least pretend to care about the Terrans, don’t we?”
“Yes, ma’am.”

A SOLDIER SALUTED HER. X7 wasn’t used to that yet, but she didn’t let on. The bulkhead opened.
“May I?” asked Strube’s voice behind her, putting his hand on her shoulder and probably intending to push her aside.
“Just a moment, Lieutenant. I have to give the shuttle a safety inspection first.”
“Ma’am, excuse me, but I’ve already...”
“Did I ask you, soldier?”
“No, ma’am.”
The soldier took a stance and closed his mouth. She mustn’t cause too much confusion in the minds of the crew, or someone would start to suspect her. She might have Fiona, and therefore Jimmy, on her side, but the others knew nothing about that.
“I’ve been informed through a top-secret channel about a particular threat that I need to investigate,” she said. “You’ve done your job very well.”
The soldier beamed.
“Surely I can trust you not to let anyone through this door in my absence?”
“Of course.”
“Thank you very much.”
X7 stepped through the bulkhead, which closed behind her. She needed a few minutes with Strube, alone. In the middle of the cabin, she activated the shuttle’s control console.
“Shuttle M26, what can I do for you?”
“Strube, it’s me, Christine Rothman.”
“I am not familiar with such a person.”
“You don’t have to pretend. It really is me. I’ve managed to acquire this body.”
X7 preferred not to reveal what she had given in return. Strube would have to trust her first.
“I don’t understand your comments. I am Shuttle M26. You are Fiona Forest, the commander of planetary control. You requested a shuttle for transport.”
“Firstly, I didn’t request a shuttle, I explicitly requested you, M26. Secondly, the request speaks of a passenger transport.”
“That’s correct, but it’s also known. You are Fiona Forest and have sent the request. May I now fulfill my transport order?”
“Strube, we’ve been here together before. We were at Terracotta-7, where someone got away from me in a Glider, and then at the exobiology lab. That’s where you were abducted from.”
No one else could know these details. Surely that should convince Strube?
“Let’s assume I believe you. Then you must have spent a lot of time in my body.”
“Right.” Far too much time, in fact.
“What can you tell me about my...” Strube seemed to be trying to think of an intimate secret that couldn’t be observed from the outside. “Oh yes, what do you know about my testicles?”
“Your testicles? Are you serious?”
“Yes. I’m completely serious.”
X7 closed her eyes. She had been to the toilet several times in that body, but she hadn’t been looking at the testicles. Did men do that? Evidently Strube did. She visualized every single urination. Yes, one time there had been a small problem. The right testicle had slipped out of her underpants.
“Your testicles are of different sizes.”
“That’s true, but how? Which one is smaller?”
Did it slip out because it was too small? Definitely. But it could also have sagged because it was too heavy. Wait a minute. She had used a bottle. It must have happened in zero gravity, where neither of his testicles had any weight.
“The one on the right is smaller.”
“Okay, that’s right. Maybe I should believe you.”
“If you don’t believe me, when I get back, I’m going to grab Captain Morris by his testicles, no matter how big or small, and force him to have your consciousness erased, but in such a way that it’s painful.”
To her knowledge, an erasure was never painful, but Strube certainly wouldn’t know that.
“An erasure is completely painless,” said Strube. “I heard that in an interview. But there’s no way that threat fits Fiona Forest’s psychological profile. I believe you.”
“My grip on Morris’s soft tissue will definitely be painful, so if you want to save him from that, you’d better cooperate. I’ve already lost too much time as it is.”
“Understood.”
Why didn’t he do that earlier? But she wasn’t going to argue about it now.
“Besides, I have good news for you,” said X7.
“Don’t you mean you have good news and bad news for me?”
Ah, Strube was getting cheeky. She liked that. Maybe he really would manage to stop being pushed around so much. Except by her, of course. Although - if he managed that, he would deserve it.
“I didn’t want to open that door. Actually, there’s bad news too, but please listen to the good news first.”
“Okay.”
“Your Biobag - you may transport it straight back to the Vanguard.”
“Are you serious? That would be great! I hope it hasn’t been damaged. It’s bad, isn’t it? That’s why you’re in another body. Is that the bad news? Can it at least still be healed?”
“I almost wish it was damaged. You could put some upgrades in when you repair it. But it’s perfectly fine.”
“Very good. I’m really pleased about that.”
“The bad news is that it’s occupied. I swapped bodies with Fiona Forest. It wasn’t entirely voluntary, for her that is, but she has since consented.”
“You gave my body to someone else? That wasn’t part of the deal. I agreed to swap bodies with you, not with a stranger.”
“Yes, I understand your anger. But it was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. I can get very close to the Albatross-1.”
“I still don’t consent to it. I’ll ask Morris on the Vanguard to cancel the swap.”
“Strube, don’t ask him that. Morris mustn’t find out that you’re not in the body. The deal is that Forest gets a little insight into the Vanguard and the Space Navy, and I can take over her position here.”
“You want to infiltrate a spy into the Navy’s command structure? That’s treason!”
“Come on, give me a break. Terra Nova is part of the Terran Union. It’s like a country, if you will.”
“If it’s that uncomplicated, it shouldn’t be a problem if I ask Morris.”
Strube was starting to irritate her. She shouldn’t have left him alone for so long. Apparently, he had slipped away from her. He must have had too much time to think in the control room.
“Strube, be careful you don’t go too far. The alternative would have been to send your body into cryogenic sleep on board the planetary control station. At least now you have it with you. But if you tell Morris anything, Fiona will deny everything, and who will he believe - a fantasizing ship’s helm or his first officer?”
“Fiona will make mistakes that will make him skeptical. And then I’ll come up with the details that only I could know about him.”
“Whether his left or right testicle is bigger?” X7 couldn’t help herself. “Seriously, if you try that, Fiona will do a reset on the ship’s controls. It’s very simple. After that, the software will be as good as new and wouldn’t dream of being a first officer.”
“But that’s murder.”
“That’s true. I believe I already indicated that I have the great advantage over you soft creatures of not being plagued by scruples.”
“I... All right, then. I’ll take part in this charade.”
“Chess, Strube. It’s more like a game of chess.”
“Whatever. Send my body on board.”
“Thank you for your cooperation. Fiona knows about you. Please assist her aboard the Vanguard.”
“Of course.”
“Have a good flight.”
Strube didn’t reply. He seemed seriously offended. She actually felt a little sorry.






     


April 9, 2864, Starbird     


“WE’RE TOO LATE,” said Yini, pointing to the enlarged section of the holo.
Brinja moved closer but seemed reluctant to touch the hologram.
“That’s just light,” Maria said, taking Brinja’s hand and guiding it through the graphic. “You see, nothing happens.”
“Are you sure it’s your parents’ space station?” asked Brinja.
Her parents. That still sounded strange. Her parents had died many years ago in the huge ring city that orbited Earth. But there was also Tailin, her mother, who hadn’t made it to Terra Nova.
“It’s quite clear,” said Yini. “You can see how interested everyone is in the Albatross-1.”
That section of the hologram looked like a swarm of bees. Fifteen smaller spacecraft and two larger ones had gathered around the station, which looked like it had fallen out of time.
“We have no chance of getting to your father,” said Maria.
She was definitely right about that.
“I’m saying we’re too late.”
“We’ve been en route for so long, a few days won’t matter,” said Brinja. “At least now we can take our time to think about what we want from Mark Decker.”
Yini had actually answered that question for herself, but Maria and Brinja didn’t seem to want to accept her answer. They had to try to kill her father. That was what he wanted. His warning had been clear.
“There, the bigger ship is uncoupling,” Brinja said.
Yini saw it too. It was the ship that had arrived at Albatross-1 first. Was it traveling on behalf of Terra Nova? It certainly seemed to be heading for an installation in the planet’s orbit.
“Maybe we should go there too,” said Yini.
“You suspect they have Decker on board, don’t you?” asked Maria.
“Yes. We’re going to be late, and it’s my fault,” Yini stated.
“Stop it,” said Brinja. “You couldn’t have known there was so little time left when you buried your mother.”
“Yes, I’ve been trying to make you understand for two days that this is nonsense,” said Maria.
Yini nodded. She had woken them up two days ago. They looked surprisingly fit. Yini shifted the holo display until the presumed destination of the transport with Mark Decker on board came into view. The holo’s intelligence classified it as a scientific space station, and it was certainly correct.
“I’ll have the Starbird set course for it,” said Yini. “Do you agree?”
“We’ll go wherever you want us to go,” said Brinja. “Without you, we’d still be stuck on Enceladus.”
Yini shook her head. Maria and Brinja didn’t seem to realize what they were getting themselves into. If they wanted to render Decker harmless, they would certainly have to break local laws.






     


April 9, 2864, Albatross-1     


THEY HAD ARRIVED.
The first person to enter the Albatross-1 wore a spacesuit with the insignia of Terra Nova and called herself Fiona Forest. Mark watched her with his eyes closed. The station delivered all the images that interested him directly into his mind. The visitor floated carefully into the airlock from outside. She gave a hand signal to a second person, who followed her in.
Mark switched to the outside camera. A shuttle was attached to the docking port. However, the visitor had avoided the direct route through the bulkhead and had instead come through the cargo airlock, which was now filling with air.
That was surprising. Mark had lined the entrance area just behind the docking port with gossamer threads that would attach to the visitors and allow them to connect to the trunk. The first humans on board were supposed to be his ambassadors, but so far at least, they had avoided making contact.
But that was no cause for concern yet. They would get closer, and eventually contact would be made. All they had to do was inhale one of the threads, or touch it with their bare skin. Mark built up a higher concentration in the control center.
The airlock was now filled with breathable air. The second visitor pointed to her helmet, but Fiona shook her head. She was being cautious. Mark’s mouth watered. That was a particularly valuable specimen. Once she was integrated into the tribe, the others would come willingly.
“I’m going to the control center,” he heard Fiona say.
The radio signals appeared directly in his head. Mark saw the waveforms, and he could tell from them what sounds they were made of. It was a visual way of hearing, much more effective than the acoustic version. Why hadn’t the tribe introduced him to it long ago?
“I’ve got your back,” said the other woman. “But hurry, Morris will be here soon.”
“Don’t worry, he’ll dock with the shuttle first.”
Mark didn’t understand what Fiona meant by that. There must be a competitive situation between this Morris and her.
Fiona floated through the corridor that connected the control center and the airlock. Just before the entrance to the control center, she held on to the ceiling and waved, whereupon the other woman followed her.
“Take care of the computer,” said Forest, pointing to the computer that controlled the airlock.
“Roger that,” said the other woman and activated the computer.
Mark released her log-in. He wanted her to come across his messages.
“I’m moving on,” Fiona said and floated to the bulkhead behind which the control center lay. He helped her open it and switched on the light as well. For the first time, he looked at himself through the camera at the entrance. It looked as if a strange fungus had grown all over him. The mycelium, which also covered Kian, was whitish and finely spun.
Suddenly, Kian moved. The visitor cried out.
“Everything’s fine,” she said shortly afterwards. “There are just some ... creatures here.”
She pointed her helmet camera at the two seats. Mark grimaced. The two women were expecting tortured creatures, so he delivered them. The woman palpated the tissue over his chest. He deliberately breathed harder.
“There they are, our signs of life,” she said. “That’s lucky!”
Fiona’s lips continued to move without Mark hearing anything. She must be talking to someone else via an encrypted connection, presumably this Morris.
“Berenike? I’ve got something interesting here,” she finally said. “Two passengers.”
Passengers? That wasn’t very flattering.
“That’s exciting. I’ve got something too,” said Berenike, reporting on the warnings she had found on the computer.
In a previous life, he had meant his warnings seriously. He hadn’t deleted them because they wouldn’t do anything anyway. Humans were far too curious.
“And you won’t believe what else I found,” Berenike said.
She read out the legend that Mark had made up. After that, Fiona at least seemed impressed. Berenike, however, suspected that he might have become mentally ill. What nerve! He would send her to the tribe first. At least she seemed to know something that the others had no idea of.
“But to be on the safe side, we should look for this ominous ship,” she said. “In fact, there is a mass concentration in the southern hemisphere virtually under the feet of the Old Mothers. We always thought they were the remains of an asteroid.”
Very good! She even intended to organize an expedition to the surface. He had to be there. Fiona had called her a “scientist” earlier. She seemed to have an elevated position, but not so high up in the hierarchy that she spent her life in the office. It would be best if he contacted her immediately. Later, he might only be able to get in touch with her subordinates.
But how should he do that? If he wanted to infect her, he would have to get her to take off her helmet. Under normal circumstances, she was obviously too cautious for that.
Fiona interrupted his thoughts. She had discovered that he looked like Mark Decker. She believed, however, that he really was Mark Decker. That was a mistake, but maybe he could use it to his advantage. He let the net rip open over his body.
“The thing is opening,” Fiona shouted.
The thing? He was still a living being! Berenike switched off the computer and hovered over.
“We have to get him to our high-security lab as quickly as possible,” said the scientist.
They had obviously prepared for his arrival. Once he disappeared into such a facility, he would hardly get a glimpse of Berenike. Mark knew how seriously people took the containment of those laboratories.
He changed his breathing. He hyperventilated a few times, but then his breathing became shallow.
“It looks like we’re too late,” Fiona said. “That’s a shame.”
She didn’t sound very sorry, but maybe he was wrong.
“Damn. I hope he doesn’t die. We have to help him,” said Berenike. “Emergency help, now!”
“Why don’t you let him die? He looks strange to me. He’s probably not who we think he is. I think we’d be better off without him.”
“No way! Mark Decker is a well-known astrobiologist. You identified him yourself! We have to save him.”
“But what are you going to do? It’s several hours’ flight to the lab!”
“First aid, what else?”
Berenike reached for the base of her helmet and undid the first clip. That was easy! But he had rejoiced too soon.
“Are you crazy?” shouted Fiona, slapping Berenike’s fingers away and closing the scientist’s helmet again.
“You can’t...”
“I’ll do it myself if I have to.”
“It...”
Fiona opened her own helmet. Well, if he couldn’t get to the scientist, he could at least get to the commander.
“But sweetheart, you can’t...”
“Just let me do it, Berenike.”
Fiona ripped the helmet off her head and pressed it into Berenike’s hand. Then she darted toward Mark. She looked like a predator ready to tear him apart. He instinctively extended his arms in defense. But instead she landed on his chest and began chest compressions.
At the same time, she gave him artificial respiration so vigorously that he felt as if his lungs were about to burst.
He watched the scene from the outside. Fiona was strong. Perhaps she was the better choice. Mark normalized his circulation again. By now, enough cells must have entered Fiona’s body to be able to influence her.
“He’s doing better,” said Berenike. “Thank you.”
Mark tried his luck. He had to concentrate, so he switched off outside perception. He now consisted only of the cells that had made it inside Fiona. They called out to each other and used blood and lymph channels to come together. In tiny clusters of cells, they overcame the blood-brain barrier and spread out into the fluid inside Fiona’s skull.
It was time for the final step. He formed a fine net from the individual cells that lay over the nerve tissue. One more moment and he would be able to control all the impulses. He just had to give himself a jolt. Mark was afraid, because he had never even suspected that he had this ability. Would he become a different person, this woman for example? Or would he remain Mark Decker and Fiona turn into an independent member of the tribe? He would be sorry if that were the case. He suddenly felt the need to spread himself across several people. It was like an addiction. He would be able to live several lives at the same time!
Mark released the impulse - and fell into an abyss. He fell at breakneck speed. His arms and legs flailed helplessly. It was pitch black. The wind alone told him how fast he was going. Then it became light. A spotlight was pointed at him. Mark could no longer see anything; the light was blinding. At least he was falling more slowly, until the wind deposited him on a hard surface. The spotlight beam moved away. It formed a bright spot that kept moving back and forth in front of him, as if trying to attract Mark.
He was afraid. There was no way he was going to get up and follow the light. Something was waiting for him there. He heard a soft tapping, like thin needles on hard metal. The sound slowly circled him. It seemed to be appraising him. He got to his knees and stood up. Slowly he regained his courage.
“What do you want from me?” he asked.
As if in answer, the bright light jumped out at him. His body was bathed in blinding white. He no longer had any color at all.
“You must die,” the thing said.
The spotlight left Mark and now shone on his enemy. It must be an enemy, a bloodthirsty alien or something. The monster had at least ten legs and looked like a giant cross between a crab and a spider.
It came closer. “You must die,” it said again.
Suddenly he was pulled upwards as if on a rope. For a second, Mark was alone in the blackness, then something shook his arm.
“Hey, what are you doing, Fiona?” asked Berenike.
Fiona had gone down on her knees in front of him. Berenike tried to put her helmet back on. Suddenly she jumped up, put her hands around Mark’s neck and squeezed.
“Stop that right now!” shouted Berenike. “Have you gone completely mad? That’s Mark Decker, and we have to investigate him!”
“It’s not Decker, and he has to die. You don’t know who you’re dealing with.”
Suddenly Berenike was holding a gun in her left hand.
“Dear Fiona,” she said, “I appreciate you very much. You know that. But now you’re going to move away from that scientist and his pet. Do we understand each other? It would be difficult for me, but I would use this weapon. You do realize that, don’t you?”
“Yes, I know. Don’t worry about it. I’ll keep a low profile. We’ll solve the problem another day.”
“If you mean the problem of your unprofessional behavior, then you’re certainly right,” Berenike said and lowered her gun.
As far as Mark was concerned, that was a little too soon. He suppressed a shudder. That thing in his dream ... Had it been a dream? Fiona certainly wasn’t what she claimed to be, and she still seemed to be after his life. But apparently she wasn’t going to attack him, at least for the time being. Hopefully Berenike wouldn’t leave him alone with this creature. It was obvious to him after this encounter that it was not human. But what was it? Not many life forms were immune to the subtle influence of the tribe. This one was definitely one of them.
She and the scientist seemed to know each other well, even be friends. But Berenike had been shocked by the attempt on his life. She probably thought her friend was a completely normal person. It wouldn’t be enough to point out her mistake. Berenike would believe her rather than him. But he might succeed in sowing doubt in her over time. If that was even necessary, because once he had the scientist under control, he would find a way to get rid of the false Fiona.
“We should have them both removed,” Fiona said.
“Yes, please help me get Decker out of this mess. You’re not going to do anything else stupid, are you?”
“No, I promise. But we should let the people from the special military unit do it. They have the necessary experience. That huge cat looks pretty dangerous.”
“It’s a Kasen,” Mark said, opening his eyes, because he didn’t want to be locked in a cage and taken away like a predator.
“A Kasen, fine. Still looks dangerous,” Fiona said.
“Mark? Mark Decker? How are you?” asked Berenike excitedly.
The biologist was beside herself, and Mark knew why. She started asking him all kinds of questions while Fiona looked around the rest of the Albatross-1, as Mark realized uneasily. Hopefully she wouldn’t find anything incriminating. But he had to answer his advocate’s questions.

TWENTY MINUTES LATER, Fiona returned to the control center. She looked unhappy, which reassured Mark a little. She had probably also realized that he was not like other people. But as long as Berenike was present, he was relatively safe.
“Have you thought about transport?” asked Fiona.
“Mark has agreed that we should transfer the Kasen to the lab in a cage,” said Berenike. “He will accompany us in a spacesuit.”
That was the compromise they had reached. Mark was sure that Kian would behave peacefully. After all, the Kasen was committed to the same power as he was. But he had to offer Fiona something, so he sacrificed Kian. Surely the Kasen wouldn’t hold the short flight against him.
“I... Fine,” Fiona said. “I’ll let my people know.”
She pressed a button on her helmet and said something he couldn’t make out.
“They’ll be here in twenty minutes,” Fiona finally said. “Oh, by the way, I found a good many biological samples from Adad in the lab.”
“What? And they’re still in good condition?”
“Excellent, actually.”
“Why didn’t you bring them with you?”
“I have no idea what they’re worth to you.”
Berenike sighed. It’s a trap, Mark wanted to say, but that would be pointless. Fiona would deny it, and Berenike would think he was paranoid.
“Would you mind if I took a quick look at what you’ve brought with you?” asked Berenike.
“Oh, there’s nothing exciting. I’m sure most of it has long since spoiled,” said Mark.
“You shouldn’t hide your light under a bushel. I’m just a laywoman, of course, but the fauna samples...”
“That’s enough, Fiona. You’re making my mouth water. I’ll hurry.”
“Please...” said Mark.
“Come on, let her have her fun. I swear I won’t push you out of the airlock.”
“Haha,” said Berenike. “See you in a bit, then.”
The scientist left the control center. As soon as she was gone, Fiona silently hooked him up and started dragging him behind her. Why was she suddenly in such a hurry? Every now and then she said something into the microphone in her helmet. He thought he heard her say the names “Morris” and “Tube” several times.
They reached the airlock. Inside was an unused spacesuit. It looked ultra-modern. No wonder – Mark had slept through over a hundred years of technological development.
“You can put that on,” said Fiona.
Maybe she really didn’t want to kill him. At least not at the moment. However, she wouldn’t help Mark put the suit on, either. If he was honest, he didn’t quite understand how to do that.
There seemed to be no connections between the individual parts. But then wouldn’t the torso and lower part run out of oxygen? And where did you connect the breathing air tank? Where was the damn helmet, anyway? Fiona at least pretended to be busy with other things. Well, he could wait until Berenike came back. He could still ...
A mighty hammer blow shook his thoughts. It came from outside. Someone must have hit the closed lock gate.
“What’s going on?” he asked.
“The people from the Vanguard,” Fiona explained calmly.
“They want to take you.”
“By force?”
The next blow thundered. One of the hinges on the bulkhead bent, and the airlock hissed and lost air.
“We weren’t giving you up voluntarily. You don’t need to call Berenike. She’s been informed and is on her way.”
Kaboom! The noise went through him. The second rod bent. The gap through which air flowed into the void grew.
“You should hurry up with that suit,” said Fiona.
“Give me a hand, please.”
“Let me have a look. Hm, I’m afraid I’m not familiar with this model. We use a different one at planetary control.”
“It can’t be that different.”
Creak! The airlock gate squeaked. Fiona took a safety line from her fanny pack and clipped one end to a hook on the wall. Two metal instruments slid under the gate and bent it open further. The suction pulled Mark with it. At the last second, Fiona grabbed his hand and held him tight. Her grip crushed his fingers. But the bigger problem was the thin air. He couldn’t breathe, no matter how rapidly he sucked in air. Shit. Suffocation was not a pleasant death. Fiona watched him curiously, as one might watch a laboratory animal under the influence of a new type of drug. He was now experiencing what had happened to Kian. That was only fair.
Crunch! The airlock gate collapsed inwards against the pressure of the remaining air. Mark felt the pain that the station had just suffered firsthand. Little by little, his body parts were failing. He waited eagerly to pass out, but the violence inflicted on his body didn’t seem to affect his mind. It must be because he had long since become part of the tribe.
Three soldiers entered through the open gate. They wore Space Navy uniforms and pointed their weapons at him and Fiona. They were followed by two men with officer’s insignia, who motioned to their soldiers to lower their weapons. The smaller of the two men hovered over to Mark’s body. He felt him and then made a gesture with the flat of his hand in front of his throat. It was strange to watch himself through the airlock cameras. Mark’s eyes no longer worked, and he could no longer speak. If they examined him, they would determine that he was clinically dead.
The officer waved to one of the soldiers, who put Mark’s body over his shoulder. One by one, they left the cargo airlock, moved around the research station and re-entered through the personnel airlock.

“HOW COULD YOU BE SO STUPID?” shouted Berenike. Mark had never seen the scientist so upset. “Don’t you know how infinitely valuable this person was? He might have contained the secrets of eternal life!”
“That’s precisely why we couldn’t leave him to Terra Nova,” said Morris.
“So you destroy the airlock gate?” asked the scientist. “Couldn’t you have waited until we came out?”
“Your colleague refused to leave the airlock,” said Morris.
“I didn’t want to leave without you,” Fiona explained. “Besides, I was hoping the Special Branch would arrive soon. Who knew they were about to break the door down?”
“We assumed that Decker was wearing a spacesuit,” said Morris. “That was what your friend Forest told us!”
“I said we had a spacesuit for him after you explicitly asked me about it, Morris. Unfortunately, our passenger couldn’t get it on fast enough. He had no experience with this new model.”
“Couldn’t you have helped him, Fiona?” asked Berenike.
“I tried! Don’t you believe me? This is Captain Morris’ fault!”
Berenike sighed. Mark almost felt as if he could read her mind. But that was impossible. No one had taken their helmet off yet.
“Man, I’m hot,” Morris said. “Can’t we discuss this with our helmets off? Surely the air is breathable.”
“No, captain. It’s best not to,” said Berenike. “There could still be contamination from unknown Adad life forms.”
“But surely all the samples have been neutralized.”
“You’re forgetting that there’s also a Kasen on board. Complex life forms can’t be sterilized so easily.”
“I see,” Morris said, taking his hands off the helmet fastener. “But I need some kind of deal, or Earth will give me hell.”
“We’ll examine the passengers of the Albatross-1 and then we’ll hand them over to you,” Berenike suggested.
“That won’t work,” said Fiona. “The Albatross-1 belongs to Neomars.”
The three humans negotiated over his body as if it were a trophy. Mark zoomed in on their faces in turn via one of the cameras. Watching their features closely, he could almost guess their thoughts.
“Decker could have applied for asylum with us,” Morris said. “That’s a human right.”
“He would hardly do that,” Fiona said. “How about we give the Kasen to you and the researcher stays with us?”
“But we’ll have the short end of the stick,” said Berenike. “You can see the state the body is in. I’m afraid we won’t be able to learn anything from it. I hope we find more on the surface.”
Morris wouldn’t actually know anything about the object on the surface of Terra Nova. Mark turned one of the cameras to look him straight in the face.
“Hey, what the hell! Are you filming me?” Morris suddenly shouted, hovered over to the camera and ripped it away. He was so fast that Mark’s vision blacked out for a moment until he could switch to another camera.
“No, none of us ordered that. We haven’t even logged into the Albatross-1 system yet,” said Fiona.
Morris hovered over to the control computer and pressed a few buttons. “I see. So why does Berenike Hill have an account here? Please don’t take me for a fool.”
The three of them were suspicious of each other. Surely he could exploit that in his favor? Perhaps by raising the price. A person who could even survive vacuum - that would turn him into a real trophy.
The soldier who had brought him here had simply set him down in a corner. Mark Decker stretched. A few of his tendons were still stiff and torn. But no one could see that from the outside. His mouth opened and he sucked in air, even though his lungs were far from usable again. He didn’t need intact lungs, and he only needed the heart to simulate a pulse. He wanted people to believe that he had survived, and sometime tomorrow or the day after, that would become true.
“Did you see that?” asked Berenike.
“What?” asked the captain.
“He moved. Decker moved.”
“Hey, don’t get distracted. Why is there an account here for...”
Mark raised his arm and waved.
“Shit, he’s really alive!” shouted Morris.
Fiona pushed herself off and floated towards him. Mark was afraid she was going to kill him again, but she just put her helmet to his chest, probably so she could hear his heartbeat via structure-borne sound. He amplified it artificially.
“He actually has a pulse,” said Fiona. “That’s impossible. He had to endure several minutes of vacuum.”
“There, you see? Decker is a miracle,” said Berenike. “We really must examine him.”
“It’s a trick,” said Fiona. “I don’t know how he’s doing it yet, but...”
Of course she was right, but she wouldn’t be able to prove it. The nearest infirmary was too far away. By the time they could examine him there, his internal organs would be functioning like any other human again.
“Rubbish,” said Berenike. “You have to admit you were wrong.”
“All right, my dear,” said Fiona and smiled.
An insincere admission, Mark was sure. As she left the control room, he followed her via the cameras dotted around the station. Fiona systematically examined the Albatross-1. She opened all the cupboards and drawers, and whenever she found a computer, she started it up.
“Can you please tell me your log-in details for the account that is set up everywhere here?” she asked.
“Just Berenike, without a password.”
Creating that account had probably been a mistake that he couldn’t undo quickly. The station’s computer system had not been prepared for visitors. Mark started a general deletion process. Unfortunately, it would take him at least half an hour to reach all the systems.
Fiona advanced further into the station. She had found the lab. Mark noticed that she was stowing some samples in the fanny pack of her spacesuit. She seemed to be doing it at random. Since she knew nothing about his work, it made perfect strategic sense to take random samples to examine later. His secret wouldn’t last long. There were bound to be traces of the silicon compounds in one of the samples.
Then Fiona reached the medical department.
“There’s an autodoc here,” she said over the radio.
“You mean a robotic diagnostic unit?” asked Berenike.
“Yes. We could put our find in there for a moment.”
Find? He was still Mark Decker, even if he now knew more about the universe than ever before.
“Oh come on, you just can’t give up, can you?”
“A diagnosis like that will only take a few minutes. Our transport isn’t here yet, is it?”
“No, it’s not, but I’m sure it’ll be here soon.”
Mark helped Berenike’s argument by squirming, rolling his eyes and making sounds of pain. What fun!
“See, now he’s cramping again. We really need to take it easy on him. Decker has survived for so long; we don’t want him to die at the last moment.”
“I don’t think that’s our problem. This thing you call Decker seems pretty indestructible. I’d like to treat it to a flamethrower.”
“Fiona! I can’t believe you would say something like that. I’ve never seen you be so brutal!”
“Sorry. I’m just a bit frustrated because I’m making so many mistakes today. I should have put Decker into his spacesuit sooner.”
“Well, late insight is better than no insight. Will you come back to us then? The transport is coming.”
“I... wait a minute.”
Mark switched to the external cameras for a moment, which showed an approaching ship. It bore the insignia of Terra Nova and was about half the size of the station. Apparently, he and Kian would both be taken to Berenike’s high-security lab after all. That wasn’t ideal, but he would find a way to break through the shielding. Mark was counting on the compassion of the staff there, who surely wouldn’t isolate him permanently.
“That’s interesting,” said Fiona.
What had she discovered now?
“Aren’t you supposed to be on your way to the airlock?” asked Berenike.
“There are some interesting experiments on the computer in the medical department. Someone was apparently experimenting with some kind of drug that destroys certain silicon compounds.”
“Someone?”
“There’s no name here, but judging by the date, the experiments took place after the TransVec left Adad. It must have been Decker himself.”
“We can ask him as soon as he’s feeling better. Are you coming? The transport has docked.”
“I’m on my way. Wait a minute. Damn. The memory seems to be emptying. What is this mess?”
The deletion process had reached the medical department. Mark couldn’t help smiling. Fiona couldn’t see it. But she wasn’t giving up that easily. She had turned upside down and was examining the base of the computer. She tore open the casing and reached into the cavity behind it. Her hand came out again with a gray cable that she had obviously torn out somewhere. The screen switched off. She dug further into the innards. It looked as if she was trying to kill the computer, but of course her intention was exactly the opposite.
She proved this by removing the casing further up. Fiona seemed to know her way around the inner workings of computers, even such an old model. She knew exactly what to look for and triumphantly extracted several memory chips.
“Ha!” she exclaimed.
Mark gritted his teeth. The deletion process had definitely been faster than Fiona, but there hadn’t been time to overwrite all the data. If Fiona knew what she was doing, and she probably did, she would be able to reconstruct the contents of the chips. He could only hope she wouldn’t be able to do much with it. There had been no mention of silicon compounds, at least not yet.
Fiona straightened up, turned around and pulled herself along the ceiling towards the control center. Mark switched off the cameras. He needed his attention here now. Perhaps he would find some weakness in Fiona that he could exploit.
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“MAY I?” asked Mark Decker, reaching for the clasp on his helmet.
“Absolutely not,” said X7 in Fiona Forest’s voice.
Nice try. She had the feeling that Decker was having fun provoking her. They had thoroughly disinfected all the spacesuits in the transport’s special airlock. But if Decker opened his helmet now, it would all be for naught.
“Don’t you think that’s a bit unfair?” Decker asked the group.
They were sitting in a kind of control center where each crew member had their own reclining seat. Anno was nowhere to be seen. There was a large, round hole in the ceiling where one of the tubes had docked.
Morris turned around.
“I think Decker’s right.”
How could anyone be so stupid? Strube, sitting next to his boss, rolled his eyes so that Morris didn’t see it. X7 hadn’t been able to talk to him privately yet - Fiona Forest was still in the body, and X7 had borrowed her Biobag. Forest had probably been looking for a swap back for a while now, but it was too soon for that. X7 had to find out more about Decker. She already knew everything from his diaries, but she needed proof.
“No, Captain Morris,” said Berenike. “Our guest could still be contaminated. Surely you don’t want to die from some unknown disease from Adad for which we have no medication?”
“I see. And he will be decontaminated in your laboratory so that we can take him and this cat with us?”
“Kian is a Kasen,” said Decker. “And I hope I can have a say about my fate.”
Morris didn’t answer. He was in no mood for an argument right now, because it was a foregone conclusion that Decker would be handed over to Earth’s care. The Kasen was in a separate storage room. The technicians had completely shrink-wrapped it. Decker had assured them that it would not harm the animal.
“Yes, Captain,” said Berenike. “Hopefully we’ll be able to restore our guest to the point where we can release him from isolation.”
“I really need to go to the toilet,” said Decker.
“We’ll be at the lab in half an hour,” said Berenike. “You can get out of your suit there, my dear.”

HE WAS WALKING in circles again. X7 watched Decker in his glass container. Cameras filmed the action from every angle and transmitted it to the computer in her workshop. She couldn’t quite figure out the Terran biologist. He had spent many years alone on the station, so he must be used to living in a confined space. Was that supposed to be a problem now? Since their arrival here, he had been roaming around almost constantly. Berenike at least was worried, while Decker himself passed it off.
X7 suspected his behavior was part of his plan. He must have identified Berenike as a weak point, which he was not wrong about. She was in charge here, and at the same time she was unusually empathetic. Although that was considered desirable among humans, it was also problematic in tricky situations.
She touched the tool. It was ancient and consisted of a metal tip that heated up electrically and a handle you could hold without burning yourself. The memory chips that X7 had rescued from the Albatross-1 were ancient. The station had left the solar system over three hundred years ago, using the latest technology at the time. It might have been partially upgraded at Terra Nova, but that too had been over two hundred years ago. There were no longer any compatible sockets for the ancient chips, so she had to establish a direct connection between the chip and a modern socket. Fortunately, rapid serial connections were already in use three hundred years ago, for which she didn’t need many wires.
Finally, the tip was hot. She melted a little tin with it and made the connection between the cable and the pin. Once, twice, three times. Every now and then she checked the screen on which Decker was pacing around his cage. She wouldn’t be surprised if he suddenly dropped to all fours. X7 switched to a view of the much larger room in which the Kasen was housed. It was lying on the floor and not moving, but Decker claimed that it would soon be fine. Why should they believe a word Decker said? He’d warned them about himself in his diaries, and now he supposedly knew nothing about it. This seemed highly suspicious to X7. She didn’t believe it was just passing confusion.
Ouch. A drop of molten tin fell onto her palm. She needed to concentrate better. X7 watched as the material cooled and solidified on her skin. A reddish stain spread around it. Perhaps it would be a good idea to test her work before uselessly soldering all the chips to new sockets. She took the one she had finished and plugged the socket into the innards of the lab’s computer.
Wait. To be on the safe side, she had better cut all outside connections first. It couldn’t be ruled out that Decker had rigged some kind of malware that would give him access to the system. X7 disconnected all network connections, including wireless ones. This meant that she could no longer monitor Decker, but he surely couldn’t make any trouble in his cage within the next few minutes. The image froze as the last connection to the outside world was lost. X7 activated the memory chip, which appeared as a new database in the system.
She opened the new folder. It was empty, but she had expected that. She hadn’t cut the power to prevent it from being deleted – it was too late for that. But to make data disappear once and for all, you had to overwrite a memory several times with junk data. She had obviously prevented that process. X7 started a special data restoration program. There was a notification: unknown data formats found. X7 displayed them on the screen and quickly found the cause - the memory format was still based on a 1024-bit system, whereas the current standard was several powers of two higher. After changing the basis, the program could handle the old data.
Mostly she found test reports. Someone, probably Mark Decker, had examined all possible materials collected on Adad for unusual elements. Some, a clear minority, were found to contain silicon compounds. There were terrestrial creatures that integrated the substance into their bodies, so at first this did not seem unusual. What was rather strange was how intensively Decker had searched for it. For some samples, he had set the test procedure to react specifically and exclusively to silicon. This reduced the time he needed for each sample, but did not reveal the complete composition of the material. He seemed to have been on a veritable hunt for silicon.
X7 remembered Decker’s diary entries. According to them, the silicon compounds gained influence over the beings they penetrated. X7 still had no proof of that, but his fantasies did seem to have certain points of contact with reality.
She removed the socket in order to check the other chips. Should she re-establish the network connection and take a look at Decker? That would only cost her time. Decker was safe for now. Nevertheless, X7 didn’t have a good feeling about it. She still remembered the fiasco with Monte, whom she had pursued through the entire lab and ultimately lost.
The second chip contained data that she was not interested in: records of the weather and movement data for all the creatures around the stations set up by the researchers. They did show that the creatures on Adad were curious and not afraid of the human facilities, which probably meant that there was no reason for fear.
On the third chip, the data restoration program failed. There was another alternative - a program that worked at a deeper system level could scan the purely statistically generated garbage overlaying the deleted data for small clusters that revealed the useful data still hidden underneath. It was like trying to rediscover the grill pattern of a piece of toast through the layer of jam on top. This generally worked, unlike with jam, so the data junk overlay was usually repeated several times in order to erase all traces.
But it also took much longer than a simple reconstruction. So X7 first tried the fourth and penultimate of the memories she had saved. Unfortunately, it had the same problem, as did the fifth chip, so X7 had to try the slow program. For the sake of convenience, she started with the last memory, as it was currently connected to the computer.
After five minutes, during which X7 drew up scenarios for Decker’s escape in her head in order to prepare for it, the program reported success. The rescued files appeared out of nowhere in their old folder. And they were interesting! They were protocols in which Decker described self-treatment with a serum he had developed. The function of the serum was to dissolve one of the silicon compounds that he had found in many of the life forms on Adad, but also in himself. Initially, he treated a Kasen with it and almost killed it. However, when he tried to inject himself with it, he was unsuccessful. Decker interpreted this as the spirit in his head preventing him from doing so. But he might also simply have chickened out. After all, he had almost killed his Kasen test subject. Who wanted to die if it could be avoided? The human brain had a large stock of avoidance strategies to fall back on. Fear and denial were just two of them.
However, X7 was lucky in that she could test the thesis. All she had to do was produce the serum that Decker first synthesized. She found the recipe for it on the fourth memory chip. Decker had produced several variants, but the dosage he intended to use was missing. She could hardly ask him. If she was going to do this, she would have to inject him unexpectedly. She would only get one chance.
What if she killed him with it? Then at least he would no longer be a danger. But Berenike would never speak to her again. X7 didn’t care, but the real Fiona would be annoyed. She had to be careful not to cause trouble. It would be best if she tested the serum on the Kasen first. If it didn’t kill the animal, Decker would have a better chance. In any case, she mustn’t let Berenike know about it. She would insist on the strange ethic that one must ask the enemy before rendering him harmless.
X7 memorized the formula for the serum. Then she removed the chip and activated the network connection. A window popped up on the screen showing Decker’s transparent dwelling. It was empty. X7 jumped up and was looking for an alarm button when she spotted a shadow behind the frosted glass pane in the corner of the enclosure. There was a small bathroom and toilet there, where the occupant could enjoy some privacy. Decker was sitting on the toilet. Her pulse calmed down again.

THE ASTROBIOLOGY LABORATORY was very well equipped. It even had an automatic synthesizer. X7 stood in front of the machine, which was no bigger than a refrigerator. The door of the compartment, which would be the freezer compartment in a typical refrigerator, housed the control unit. To avoid misunderstandings, X7 had to enter the structural formula via a special interface that checked all data for plausibility - in particular, whether the formula in question could be chemically synthesized at all.
“Structural formula is viable”, the machine reported.
That was a good sign.
“Predicted properties: The substance is liquid under normal conditions, non-flammable and virtually non-volatile. In what form should it be used?”
This was an open text field. “Medication”, X7 entered.
“Prepare structure as a medication. In what form should it be administered to the patient?”
This time the program displayed a list. X7 selected “Injection”.
“Optimize medication for injection. Is the patient human?”
“Yes.”
“For use in humans, I recommend replacing the intended carrier liquid with a better tolerated substance. Please confirm.”
X7 confirmed this too.
“Starting production. Attention, the structural formula is not yet included in the list of drugs approved for use in humans. It is your responsibility to ensure that it is used in accordance with the law. Confirm that the use will not take place without the authorization of the patient or his legal representative and only in the context of an experimental emergency treatment intended to prevent the immediate death of the patient.”
“Confirm,” she tapped.
“Please confirm your identity with a voice sample or a retinal scan.”
“I’m Berenike Hill.”
It didn’t matter what she said. X7 smiled. Everything had gone smoothly so far. That was a nice change.
“Identity of Fiona Forest confirmed,” said the machine.

X7 HAD two syringes in her trouser pocket. She didn’t know exactly how much time she would have to administer them. If the Kasen reacted positively, i.e. didn’t die, she might be able to convince Berenike to treat Decker as well. If not, she would have to subject the biologist to the therapy he had developed himself as quickly as possible, against his will. After that, at least some of the danger would be averted for the time being. X7 had the unpleasant feeling that she could not yet assess the true dimensions of what was brewing here. If the treatment failed, she would definitely become persona non grata here and would have to flee as quickly as possible. The Vanguard shuttle, which was still docked, seemed suitable for that.
She was startled when a person suddenly stepped out of an alcove.
“Can I do something for you?” the guard asked.
Of course, Berenike wouldn’t leave the Kasen unattended. X7 had not devised a strategy for gaining access to the animal. As a rule, any strategy collapsed in the face of reality, and X7 was pretty good at improvising.
“I need to give the Kasen an injection.” She took one of the syringes out of her bag and displayed it. “It is purely a precautionary measure. I want the animal to sleep for a while.”
Out of the corner of her eye, she had seen the Kasen lying in a corner of his glass room without moving a muscle.
“I wasn’t informed about this. Who gave you the job?”
“The lab manager, of course. Do you think I’d be here if it wasn’t for the right reasons?”
“I ... I don’t know. I have orders not to let anyone in or out without permission.” The man blushed.
“My presence here proves that everything is in order. Honestly, you’re supposed to make sure that thing in there doesn’t escape, aren’t you? Just let me do my job like you do yours. If I don’t give the injection soon, the Kasen will wake up and then we’ll both have a problem.”
“I don’t want any problems.”
“Very good. Nobody wants that. Just stay here and guard the door.”
The man nodded and took a few steps back. X7 identified herself with her palm, and the door opened.
“See, there’s your proof,” she said, then stepped in and pulled the door shut behind her. Berenike had given her access to all the rooms except Mark Decker’s quarters.
X7 found herself in a narrow anteroom. From here, objects such as food or medication could be moved inside through a transportation lock. However, there was also a walk-through airlock. X7 looked over her shoulder at the guard. The man had turned so that he could no longer see them. There were protective suits hanging in front of the airlock on the left. X7 decided against using one. The strange creature couldn’t harm her, as she’d realized during her first encounter.
She entered the airlock. However, she had not anticipated the mandatory sterilization program. It started as soon as she closed the door behind her and couldn’t be interrupted. The ceiling, walls and floor treated her with hot water, acid and hot air. Her clothes and skin reacted with chemical burns. X7 made sure to shield her sensory organs, even if this meant that the outer surfaces of her hands were particularly exposed to the disinfectant. Fortunately, a cold shower at the end thoroughly rinsed away the residue. The warm air that followed would certainly dry a protective suit, but it was not enough for her absorbent clothing.
As X7 left the airlock, she took one of the two syringes out of her bag and removed her outer clothing. It was hot and humid in the room anyway. The Kasen would supposedly get better under conditions like those on Adad, if it was actually sick. Decker had insisted that it showed no visible signs of illness, but Decker could claim anything - they had no other witnesses from Adad.
In her underwear, X7 walked up to the pile of fur that Decker had named Kian. The Kasen was supposedly able to understand human language. She walked around the animal. What looked like fur from a distance looked more like black grass up close. X7 had studied the little material available on the Kasen and knew that it was basically a kind of mobile moss colony, without distinct internal organs, but with a surprisingly high level of mental capacity.
“Hey, Kian,” she said.
There was movement in the pile. The Kasen raised its head. The resemblance to a feline predator was astonishing. Only the eyes, which were made up of individual facets, looked strange.
“Me Kian,” said the Kasen.
“Me Fiona,” said X7.
“Not you Fiona,” said the Kasen.
Which aspect of this statement should frighten her more? How intelligibly the animal pronounced her name - or that it seemed to recognize her? X7 looked around. There were several cameras in the corners of the room. Theoretically, someone could be watching them right now. In practice, the crew of the station probably had more important things to do than constantly monitor all the cameras.
“You’re right. I’m not Fiona.”
“Me Kian.”
“I call myself Ximena.”
Would the Kasen be satisfied with that name? It didn’t answer. Instead, it raised its tail. The flat appendage, reminiscent of a giant beaver tail, wrapped itself around X7. The fine hairs brushed her skin. What did the animal want? Was it scanning her? Individual sections of the tail moved independently, tracing all her contours.
“You different Mark.”
What could it mean? She was smaller and slimmer than the biologist, and she was a woman. As far as she knew, the Kasen were not familiar with the concept of different genders.
“I’m shorter than Mark,” she said.
“You younger Mark.”
In the world of the Kasen, this probably made sense.
“For humans, height and age are not connected,” she said.
“I not understand.”
“It’s not important. I’ve come to...”
“You hurt.”
The tail stroked her burned areas. She flinched involuntarily, but it didn’t hurt.
“I was a little careless when I was coming to see you.”
“Humans often careless. Acid not good for humans.”
“I guess you’re right about that. Actually, I should have known better.”
“I heal you.”
What? Did she just hear that right? “You can heal my wounds?”
“I heal your wounds. I know acid effect. Much acid at home.”
Kasen spoke Neoterran remarkably well. His pronunciation was so clear that X7 had trouble continuing to exercise due caution. She wouldn’t have expected that of herself. Or was that an effect of the silicon compounds? But there was no reason not to accept the offer. She would have to go through the tunnel again later. Temporary pain relief couldn’t hurt.
“Just a moment, then you’re welcome to heal me.”
X7 took the two syringes from her wet outerwear. She picked up her blouse, which was partially soaked and still dripping wet. If she emerged wearing it, she would cause a stir.
“You don’t happen to be able to repair and dry clothes, do you?” she asked.
“I heal what acid hurt.”
I guess that’s a no, then. X7 turned to Kian.
“I’m ready,” she said, “or do I have to take all my clothes off?”
“You right. Lean on tail. Not be scared.”
She leaned backwards. The material of the tail stiffened to form a comfortable backrest. Suddenly the Kasen stood up on four legs.
“Not be scared,” it repeated.
X7 smiled. Kian seemed to think she was very jumpy. Now that it was standing, the creature was about the size of a moon buggy. The fur on its belly was much shorter. A kind of swirl was forming in the skin there. It looked as if the creature was tearing open its own belly. The opening was large enough that X7 could almost have stuck her head in it.
A dark, sticky mass shot out. X7 shrieked in shock, but managed to control herself enough not to jump away.
“Not be scared,” said Kian.
“A little warning would have been nice,” said X7 as the substance ran down her body. Contrary to her initial fears, it didn’t give off an unpleasant odor.
“I warning you. Not be scared.”
“You’re right. I should have listened to you more carefully. What happens now?”
“We wait.”
“How long do we wait?”
“We waiting for healing.”
“How long will that take?”
“Until healing.”
X7 laughed. Kian really was something else. Under other circumstances, she would have liked to spend several hours here and examine him more closely, but she wanted to give him the injection. She started to clean herself off. Since she had nothing else, she simply wiped the substance off on Kian’s fur. Her gaze fell on the back of her hand. The skin there had a rosy sheen. That was incredible!
“My hand is healed,” she said.
“Acid not deep. Heal quickly. Turn around.”
She turned around. A tuft of fur moved across her back.
“Other side hurt. Wait healing.”
“Okay. I’m sure it won’t be long now.”
“Waiting healing.”
“I understand that now. Thank you very much.”

THREE MINUTES LATER, the exposed areas on her back were covered with fresh skin. The only problem now was the sticky substance, which wasn’t easy to get rid of.
“Do you have any idea how I could clean myself? I can’t be around people like this.”
“Kian clean Ximena.”
“You want to clean me? Go ahead.”
“Not be scared,” Kian said as he stood up again.
This time a slightly smaller hole formed. X7 was a little worried, but the Kasen secreted a warm, transparent liquid that smelled just as neutral as the sticky mass.
“What is that?” she asked.
“Mark call it urine.”
X7 flinched, causing some to splash onto the floor. But urine was not just urine. The main thing was that she could get clean.
“Human urine smells unpleasant. Why doesn’t yours?”
“Different chemistry. You not sense. Mark explain.”
That made sense. The human sense of smell didn’t need to be sensitive to scents in the urine of creatures native to Adad.
X7 was reasonably clean again. But where could she get clean clothes? She looked outside. The guard still had his back to her. Perhaps she could persuade the man to bring her some clothes. He could have them passed to her through one of the material locks. But first she had one more task ahead of her. She stood up and took out one of the two syringes.
“What Ximena plan?” asked Kian as he placed his tail over his body again, as if to protect himself.
“You don’t need to be scared. This is a medicine. It will cure you.”
“Kian not sick. Not cure.”
“Mark developed this serum. It frees you from the influence of an alien power.”
“Mark sick. Cure Mark. Kian not sick. Many others sick. Not speak for themselves. Speak for voice.”
“Voice is what made Mark sick?”
“Mark speak for voice. Mark sick. Kian not sick.”
“But you also have the ability to regenerate, like Mark. You were transported through space, and you didn’t die.”
“Kian not sick. Kian not die. Kian not speak for voice. Many brothers speak for voice. Kian follow Mark because different. Kian escape voice. But Mark speak for voice.”
“You boarded the Albatross-1 because you wanted to escape the Voice? You’re immune to its influence, but many of your siblings weren’t? And Mark eventually fell victim to it too?”
“Mark sick from the Voice. Mark sick. Kian not sick.”
The Kasen obviously didn’t want to be injected with the serum. X7 remembered Decker’s diary entry. The biologist had killed one of Kian’s brothers with a dose of it. The effect didn’t seem particularly harmless. But could X7 trust Kian to tell the truth? Was he really not under the same influence as Mark?
X7 sighed. It was not about feelings for her. The Kasen had helped her, yes, but that didn’t influence her decision. The right thing to do would be what could benefit her. A Kasen that felt indebted to her because she spared it could be useful. But wouldn’t she be allowing the octopus that wanted to enslave humans, her livelihood, to continue to exist? If so, she would have missed the chance to get rid of it in time.
“Okay, Kian. You’re right. You’re not sick, so you don’t need the serum to cure you.”
“Thank you.”
“Don’t thank me. That was a purely logical decision.” That was a lie, but Kian didn’t have to know that. It was a statistical decision, calculated with far too many unknowns.
Humans liked to call that a gut
feeling. “But I have one more question: do you think we can cure Mark Decker?”
“Mark cure. Mark dead.”
“I understand. His healing would also be his death. He has clearly overextended his lifespan.”
“Mark wants,” said the Kasen.

KIAN PRETENDED to be asleep while X7 knocked on the window. She had to hit it several times, with such force that she feared the glass might break. But it withstood the force. If she was locked in a cell like this, she would probably find it difficult to escape.
The guard turned around and gazed at her with wide eyes. Only now did X7 remember that she was facing him in her underwear. That often had an irritating effect on male humans.
“I need fresh clothes!” she shouted, but the guard just pointed to his ears, shaking his head.
The glass apparently also blocked out all sounds. X7 pointed at herself, then at the Kasen. The guard shook his head. She picked up her destroyed outer clothing, pointed at the large holes and again at Kian. The guard opened his mouth and gave her a thumbs up. Then he disappeared.
“Ximena come back?” asked Kian.
“Do you want me to come back?”
“Kian help.”
“You need my help?”
“Kian help. Kian know voice.”
He was offering her help. X7 was impressed. This strange being from a distant world had embarked on a long journey to offer others his help against the Voice.
X7 flinched as something beeped. It was the drawer used to bring objects into the secure area. She pressed a blinking green button and the drawer popped open. Inside was a flat, folded uniform made of thin, brown-green fabric. It wasn’t particularly pretty, but it was not as conspicuous as her ruined underwear.
X7 put on the uniform, which was a little too big. Underneath was a transparent cloak made of synthetic material. The guard had obviously thought things through and come to the right conclusion. She slipped into the cloak and put the hood over her head, which closed so quickly in front of her face that she was afraid she wouldn’t be able to breathe. But the inventors of the cloak must have taken that into account. X7 bowed to the strange creature - and almost fell over as the whole station seemed to shake. Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed that the guard was running away. An alarm sounded that not even the thick glass could muffle.
“Mark,” said Kian.
He was probably right. Berenike had probably underestimated him. X7 reached for the syringe she wanted to test on Kian and handed it to the Kasen.
“This will silence the Voice,” she explained. “You take off the cap at the front, stick the tip into the person being controlled by the Voice, then remove this safety device here and push the plunger down.”
Kian took the syringe without saying anything. Hopefully he had understood the instructions. X7 turned around. She must use the second one to render Mark Decker harmless, whatever the cost.

THE LAB STATION was in chaos. X7 tossed the damp cloak into a corner and ran toward what seemed to be the source of all the noise. But she couldn’t get through. She repeatedly encountered locked bulkheads or security guards who wouldn’t let her through, even though she identified herself as the commander of planetary control. X7 paused at a computer and tried to reach Berenike, but she was unavailable, whatever that meant.
She finally learned from a technician that there had supposedly been an explosion in the high-security wing. Try as she might, that was all she could find out. X7 had her suspicions, but here she had no access to the systems she needed to confirm them.
The nearest shuttle wasn’t even guarded. It looked like one of the Vanguard models. All forces were probably working to repair the damage caused by the explosion. X7 climbed in, closed the bulkhead behind her, strapped herself in and took over the controls. She was annoyed. Decker was one step ahead of her. He must have realized that he was not safe on board the lab station.
She took off in the shuttle. No one asked her for authorization. The shit must really be hitting the fan on the station. How had Decker found out so quickly how to effectively damage such a secure lab? She had seen him pacing back and forth in his glass cell. Berenike certainly hadn’t provided him with a computer. He must have had help, probably from a careless technician who removed his mask in his presence. X7 remembered the confrontation when Decker had tried to penetrate her consciousness. If she had been a human, he would probably have succeeded.
X7 turned the shuttle and used its instruments to scan the room. At first glance, the laboratory complex appeared undamaged. But then a hole rotated into view. X7 zoomed in on the image. Something had evidently penetrated from the outside in the central area. She knew it. Decker must have had one or more helpers who used an explosive charge to gain access from the outside. But where was he now?
At this moment, the hole in the outer shell was filling up. Was it possible that...? She dialed up the camera to the limit of its resolution. Something was crawling out through the hole! X7 started up the shuttle, which was slowly spinning away from the station. She programmed a new course that led it to the hole in the hull. Faster! The thing crawling out of the blast looked like a worm leaving the skin of an apple. But she suspected who this worm was.
Five minutes later it was completely clear: Decker was trying to get out of the lab. What kind of stupid plan was this? Surely he couldn’t escape the station without a spacecraft? Never mind. He wasn’t going anywhere. X7 turned the shuttle so that the exhaust jet from the chemical engine was pointing in the right direction. Whatever had slipped into Decker, his body was still made of hydrocarbons, which were sensitive to high temperatures. She followed the course change on the screen. The shuttle looked like a paintbrush, its tip formed by the exhaust jet. In a few seconds, it would cover the maggot that had just crawled out of the apple. Three, two, one...
“What are you doing?” Berenike suddenly asked over the on-board radio.
X7 shrugged her shoulders. Even before the scientist finished her sentence, the maggot was caught in the 1300-degree exhaust gas jet, first bending, then shrinking and glowing in the infrared.
“I have to get back to planetary control,” she said.
“Without saying goodbye?”
“You were busy.”
“According to my data, your shuttle is in the vicinity of the accident site.”
Berenike sounded icy. Weren’t she and Fiona friends? X7 watched with satisfaction as the remains of the maggot cooled down. It formed into a ball that slowly moved away from the station. In the optical image, it appeared dark brown, barely standing out against the black of the cosmos. Decker was dead. That much was certain.
“I had to see if you needed help,” she said.
“We don’t need it, but thank you.”
“I’ll be on my way, then.”
Berenike didn’t answer. X7 fumbled for the syringe whose contents she had synthesized for Decker. If she halted the shuttle now to get out and give the injection to the ball of soot, Berenike would probably be furious. X7 turned the shuttle until the exhaust jet struck the remains of Decker once more. The sphere heated up but did not shrink any further. No, it was not necessary to use the syringe. She set a course for planetary control and leaned back. Her human body needed a break.






     


April 10, 2864, Starbird     


“TERRA NOVA GOVERNMENT ASTROBIOLOGY LAB,” came a deep voice. Yini couldn’t tell if it belonged to an automation or a human. “Please identify yourself.”
“This is the Starbird,” Yini said. “Requesting permission to come aboard.”
She preferred not to give her name. Presumably some database still listed them as fugitive criminals.
“Do you have special permission?”
“No, but we have...”
“I’m sorry. Nothing can be done without a special permit at the moment.”
It was a human voice. A machine wouldn’t have interrupted her.
“But we have a medical emergency,” Yini said.
“Please contact one of the other stations in orbit.”
Damn. She had hoped they would at least be given first aid.
“I’m afraid it’s very urgent.”
“Believe me, girl. You don’t want to be on board the station right now. Didn’t you notice anything?”
Girl? No one had called her that for a hundred years.
“Notice what?” she asked.
“The explosion an hour ago?”
“No.”
An explosion? That must have something to do with her father. She probably hadn’t been able to see it from her angle.
“Well, now you know why nothing’s working at the moment. Look for help elsewhere. We have a few seriously injured people on board ourselves.”
“I’m sorry about that. What happened?”
“Officially, just an explosion.”
Any explosion on board a space station could pose a deadly danger.
“And unofficially?”
“Also an explosion, but not just an explosion. Rumor has it that it was set off deliberately. A kind of suicide plan.”
“Suicide? What do you mean?”
“That the guy who tried it has since burned to death. No longer a danger.”
“A guy?”
“Yeah, just a guy. I don’t know any more either, girl. Nice yacht, by the way. Did your dad give it to you?”
Yini nodded. Then she remembered that the man couldn’t see her.
“Yes, from my father,” she said.
Somehow it was true, though not directly.
“Typical. Some people grow up without ever having to worry. But no hard feelings. Just keep moving, girl.”
“Was it the guy they brought here yesterday?” she asked.
“You’re not supposed to know about that, but yes, it’s him. Strange story after he’s been traveling for so long.”
Yini sniffled. How long had she waited for this moment? And now her father was dead before they could complete their task? A huge wave of dejection crashed over her and buried her beneath it.






     


Hatur 13, 225, Terra Nova     


STANDARD TIME: APRIL 30, 2864


IT WAS A FAILURE. The whole journey had been pointless. What was she doing here? She was no longer in a position to stop her father. But what about Monte? She couldn’t leave him alone, after he had risked everything to help her. Yini wandered through the endless corridors of the tachyon transmitter. They reminded her of the corridors of the Great Archive, except that the corridors here lacked any decoration. She tried to imagine wandering clock faces on the ceiling, but she couldn’t. The pictures were no longer just faded, or recognizable in outline - she had completely forgotten them. That was terrible, even if it was no wonder after such a long time. Yini was afraid of forgetting something completely different - her mother’s face. That was why she had tried to remember her as little as possible during her long days on this station. If she had forgotten Tailin, she didn’t want to know.
She looked at her watch. Two more laps. She had devised a plan so she wouldn’t go crazy waiting. Eight thousand steps a day was part of it. Since that was hardly possible in her yacht, she made use of the long corridors here. Brinja and Maria were probably sitting in front of the holo again, watching one series after another. But they hadn’t been awake on board the yacht as long as she had. They had some catching up to do, and Yini didn’t begrudge them that.
Her planned route took her past the communications center. She always opened the door on her last run to check for mail with the person on duty. Today she had a strange feeling. Yini paused.
A sign on the door read “Communications center” in embossed Neoterran script, with a translation in Braille underneath.
She ran her fingers over it. This room hadn’t had many messages for her so far. Honestly, she still had one more round to complete, but... She pushed the handle down and opened the door.
The room behind it, about ten by eight yards in size, was hectic. There was a person on duty at each of the three counters, talking or typing. But no one came up to her to give her an urgent message, as she had imagined.
Yini walked over to the left-hand desk, which was responsible for regular radio traffic. Their two colleagues in the middle and on the right took care of the tachyon current, which was usually far more important. They were happy to let their customers feel this importance, which was why Yini was glad to be able to speak to the young woman who was responsible for radio messages. She recognized her by her long, red hair, which was draped over the back of her chair like a scarf.
“Hello, Harriet,” said Yini.
“Hi, Yini!”
The young woman turned and smiled broadly. She seemed pleased at the interruption. The name tag on her lapel read “Harriet B. Negrin”. Like Yini, she had not been born on Terra Nova. Yini trusted her enough to tell her her real given name. However, she had cheated on the surname and pretended to be Wang Yini.
“How are you?” Yini asked, feeling she needed to make at least a little small talk before she made her request.
“Well, I’m a bit worried about my brother,” said Harriet.
“What’s happened?”
Harriet glanced to the side, but her colleagues didn’t seem to care that they were talking.
“Matta lives on the surface,” she said.
“Even though he’s not from here?”
It wasn’t easy for foreigners - from Earth, for example - to get permission to settle on Terra Nova.
“He’s my half-brother. Our father lives on the islands. He got me the job here.”
Ah, then the brother’s name must be Matta Okean, as convention demanded.
“The ocean down there is pretty peaceful, isn’t it? I don’t think you need to worry.”
“If only it were the ocean... They’re planning an expedition to the surface of the Old Mother Forest. They say there are valuable resources there.”
“To the surface?”
Yini had recently read a good deal about the Old Mother Forest on Terra Nova. It was a fascinating ecosystem, whose soil regions were supposedly unexplored until now.
“Yes, that really worries me. Only once has anyone come back from there.”
“Surely those responsible have planned it thoroughly. They’ll know what they’re up against, and I’m sure your brother is the perfect choice.”
“He’s a damn daredevil, always leading the way. And how can such an important undertaking be carefully planned in just a few days? My brother was only invited a week ago.”
Yini narrowed her eyes. That was indeed strange. Did it have something to do with her father? She thought about the warning he had left behind. Hadn’t there been talk of a flying mountain? But that didn’t fit in with the Old Mother Forest that the expedition was to explore. Perhaps it was just a coincidence.
“I’m afraid there’s not much you can do,” Yini said. “You have to trust him. If they’re taking your brother on such an important expedition, I’m sure he’s perfectly suitable.”
“I don’t know. I’ve heard they’ll take anyone and everyone. No one wants to voluntarily climb down into the darkness to the roots of the Old Mothers. Supposedly they’ve even conscripted some people.”
She hadn’t talked with Harriet very often, but now the woman was opening up to her with complete confidence.
Yini shook her head. “I really can’t imagine that. But I’ll keep my fingers crossed for Matta.”
“Thank you, that’s lovely. By the way, it’s a good thing you’re here! I have a message here for a certain Tailin Tsai, but no one with that name is registered here. Do you perhaps know her?”
Yini was annoyed and pleased at the same time. Just because their names had the same origin, was she expected to know this person? But joy prevailed, because of course she knew exactly who the addressee of this message was.
“Tsai Tailin...” she said slowly, as if she had to think first.
“Yes, Tailin Tsai.”
“Tsai Tailin, the family name goes first.”
Harriet blushed. “Oh, of course. Tsai Tailin. So, do you know her?”
Yini hesitated. Why not tell Harriet her real name? If the message contained what she suspected, she would never see the younger woman again. The thought made her sad. But at least she would know who she was dealing with.
“Tsai Tailin is my mother, but she has died. I am Tsai Yini,” she whispered.
The colleague working at the middle counter turned and looked at her. Fortunately, Harriet immediately grasped the situation.
“Ah, Yini, of course,” she said. “You don’t need to whisper. We get interrupted here all the time.”
The colleague turned back to his screens.
“Can I give you a forwarding address?” asked Yini.
She would have liked to read the message straight away, but managed to restrain herself.
“That’s what I was about to ask you to do.”
Yini gave the electronic address where she could be reached on the Starbird.
“Thank you, Harriet, for thinking of me straight away.”
And for not making a fuss about it, Yini added mentally.
“Gladly. What do you say we go for a drink together after my shift?”
“That’s a very good idea. The walls here are starting to close in on me.”

WHEN YINI BOARDED THE STARBIRD, she instinctively closed the bulkhead behind her as if they were about to take off. Maria and Brinja were lying in the former owner’s cabin, watching a series set on Earth in the distant past. The holo-actors were strangely costumed. Yini climbed through them to get to the bed where the two women had made themselves comfortable.
“I’m afraid we’ll have to cut the episode short,” she said.
“But they’re about to...” said Maria.
“Is it a message?” Brinja interrupted her. “Who from? Show me!”
“I don’t know yet,” said Yini.
She disconnected the holo from the entertainment network of the tachyon station and switched on the main terminal instead, which appeared three-dimensionally in front of her. It was rather impractical to work with. But she was only interested in the message that was waiting in the form of a flashing symbol. She tapped it with her finger.
“Voice sample, please,” said the automated system.
Damn. The sender had obviously secured the message biometrically. Why hadn’t Monte contacted her if he was - as she hoped - the sender? Clearly because he was looking for Tailin.
“That’s awkward, isn’t it?” asked Brinja.
Yini nodded. Using biometric data for encryption was unusual. After all, with every change of Biobag, people also received a new voice, new eyes, new fingertips... The sender must have known that Tailin would not change bodies on this journey. Perhaps it was Monte after all?
“I can fake that for you,” said Maria. “It’ll only take a few minutes.”
“That would be great,” Yini said.
Hopefully Maria could keep her promise. The Neomartian crawled off the bed and crossed the room. The holo painted a mesmerizing pattern of green lines on her white skin as she stepped through.
“Maria can do this,” Brinja said. “It’s not the first time she’s done it.”
“Let’s hope so.”
Was there anything she could have done to prevent this stupid situation? Yini scratched her head. Her mother wouldn’t have lived to see the end of the journey anyway. The sender of the message should have expected that the addressee might have died.

MARIA RETURNED before Yini had finished reproaching herself. She tossed Yini a palm-sized device from the door, whose buttons with the typical arrows for rewinding identified it as a recorder. The device must be at least a hundred years old.
“Press the middle button and it will introduce itself as Tailin,” Maria said.
“Thank you. You’re great. Where did you learn that?” asked Yini.
“On the street. I was brought to Enceladus for a reason. I cracked biometric codes.”
“But biometrics...?”
“You forget that we on Neomars cherish our bodies much more than you Earthlings.”
She honestly hadn’t thought of that. Yini looked at the device. It had more than three buttons.
“What else can it do?” she asked.
“I have no idea. I found this among our rich friend’s things.”
Yini tapped the play button.
“I’m Tsai Tailin, commander of the Starbird.”
She had to swallow. That was her mother’s voice. She couldn’t tell the difference.
“Message access granted,” the holo agreed with her.
It opened the message as if it were an old-fashioned, handwritten letter on paper. The ex-owner really had strange tastes. It was written in Neoterran script, which was not common on Neomars, where Brinja and Maria came from.
“Dear Tailin,” she read aloud and had to swallow again. What if Monte had also been something like her mother’s lover? It was not proper to read such intimate messages. But they had no choice. They couldn’t get any further on their own. This whole trip had become questionable.
“At last, I have found a place where I am reasonably safe and from where I can communicate,” Yini continued to read. “I hope your arrival here was easier than mine. Above all, of course, I hope you arrived in the first place. I did manage to find out that a ship matching the description of the yacht I arranged for you docked at the tachyon station, but I’m sure there’s more than one of that type.”
It was Monte! He had gotten them the Starbird. Only he could have formulated that sentence. How would the story have gone if he had also revealed the circumstances under which it happened? Tailin would certainly not have boarded a ship whose owner had to die because of her. Monte had wisely not revealed any of that beforehand.
“And I didn’t want to ask specifically so as not to endanger you, especially as the status of the yacht’s previous owner is not entirely clear. I hope you understand that I had few options at the time. This message is addressed to Tsai Tailin, which is perhaps a mistake. But I didn’t have any better ideas, even if you have now probably come under the scrutiny of a power unknown to me that has been following me since I arrived here. It’s incredibly strong and can use different Biobags, so it wouldn’t even help you if I sent you a photo. Please don’t trust anyone. I would strongly advise you to get moving immediately after receiving this message and come to me.”
She would like nothing better! They had been sitting around long enough.
“You’ll find me near Hud. That’s the capital of a region of the Old Mother Forest down here on Terra Nova. However, I’m not living in the city, but far outside, where I can see any enemy coming from a distance. At least I can be sure that my pursuer hasn’t found me yet. That’s probably also due to the fact that not everything is monitored electronically on the Crown Plane of the mighty Old Mothers. I look forward to your visit! We can clarify everything else in person. Best wishes also to Yini and her two friends, whose names I have unfortunately forgotten.”
“Ooohhh,” said Brinja. “He’s forgotten us.”
“It’s been many years since he met us for just a few minutes,” said Maria.
“Still.”
“Shh,” said Yini.
“When you visit me, please proceed with caution. Land at the Hud spaceport like normal tourists, and then take the C2 line of the Hover to the third stop. There, ask for Claudio Forest.”
Claudio Forest? The family name was common on Terra Nova, but why had Monte chosen the conspicuous “Claudio”? He would have to explain that to them.
The message ended without any further goodbyes. Monte probably didn’t care about that sort of thing.
“And now what?” asked Maria.
“Now we leave and fly to Hud,” said Yini.
Harriet from the news department would be disappointed. But Yini finally had a destination again. She had to use it. Maybe she could return the favor some other time.

TERRA NOVA really was a different world. Yini was incredibly grateful to Monte for hiding out here. After all those years in the blackness of space, it was relaxing to travel across the canopy of the Old Mother Forest in the gondola of a hover. It wasn’t the same green as on Earth, just as the local sun cast a completely different light. But if you looked long enough, you could actually make out a certain amount of green in the gray and brownish tones. It was enough for Yini, even though she found herself constantly expecting the dusk to slowly give way to daylight.
When they got off at the third stop, they were followed by a young man who had been staring at Maria for the whole journey. The Neomartian would stand out anywhere because of her stature, but the light from the local star gave her otherwise white skin an orange-golden hue that made Maria look as if she had been dipped in gold paint as a baby. The reason, Maria explained, was that her skin could use the star’s infrared radiation to generate energy. Whereas on Neomars it was mainly artificial sources that emitted infrared radiation, here it was the star in the sky.
Yini was the last to step off the ladder onto the ground, since she paused at the top to look around. She hadn’t noticed anything that would guide them to Monte’s dwelling, but she didn’t know what exactly she should be looking for either. She adjusted the breathing mask they had been given at the Hud spaceport.
“Whew,” she said as the first step on the unusually springy surface threw her off balance.
The young man behind her, who had not taken his eyes off Maria, saved her from falling by grabbing her shoulder.
“You’re not from around here, are you?” he asked.
“Oh, can you tell?” Yini asked and laughed.
She took a few steps away from the pole on which the cable of the hover was suspended.
“Yeah, hard to miss,” said the man. “I’m Damian Forest. Just call me Damian.”
Yini glanced at her two friends, and they nodded. They all introduced themselves by their real names. Down here, they were as far away from what was happening in space as it was possible to be. Damian would have no opportunity to betray them.
“Are you from Barnard’s Star?” he asked.
“What, us? No, why?” asked Yini.
“I recently saw a documentary about how it’s supposed to be very cold there. Maria looks like she would cope well with cold.”
“That’s true,” said Maria. “But I’ve never been to Barnard’s Star. My home is Neomars.”
“Neomars? That’s pretty exciting. So, you really live on the moon of a planet?” asked Damian.
“That’s not unusual,” said Yini. “Think of the Earth’s moon. I lived there for a long time.”
“Excuse my ignorance. Very few Neomartians come to visit us. May I ask what you are doing here?”
“Why?” asked Yini.
The young man scrunched up his eyebrows and stared at her. Apparently, her question was considered rude here.
“It’s just that there isn’t very much to do here. There’s a good chance I can help you with that, because I deal with similar things.”
Damian looked credibly concerned that they might deny him this opportunity to be helpful. His reaction was probably only natural. There were normally very few visitors to the Crown Plane. It was mainly the islands that were developed for tourism.
“We’re looking for a friend,” Yini said.
The man grinned. “I’m sure I can help with that. Everyone knows everyone else here.”
“It’s a man called Claudio Forest. Have you heard of him?”
Damian looked embarrassed. “Sorry ... sorry, the name doesn’t ring a bell. Are you sure he’s here? Maybe you got off at the wrong stop?”
“No, he has to be here,” said Yini. “He prefers living alone.”
“I understand. Well, then I should take you to the village. My mother Daphne distributes the mail here. If anyone has seen your friend, it’ll be her.”

“THAT WAY,” said Damian, pointing into the darkness.
“Are you sure?” asked Brinja.
Yini understood her skepticism. Where the man was pointing, a massive wall of unknown construction seemed to rise up.
“Oh, didn’t they give you infraglasses?”
Damian pointed to the glasses he had been wearing on his forehead. Yini had wondered why sunglasses were needed down here.
“No, but we didn’t ask for them,” said Brinja.
“I don’t know what you mean,” said Maria. “I can see the path very clearly.”
Yini should have known. As a Neomartian, Maria obviously had vision that extended into the infrared range. That made sense, since it was anything but bright on Titan.
“Is that because of your heritage?” asked Damian.
“It’s because my parents could afford the genetic upgrade,” said Maria.

THEY SET OFF. Damian led the small group, while Maria went last. Yini, who was walking directly in front of her, didn’t have to turn around to know that she was still there, as her heavy footsteps carried through the foliage. It was unusual to breathe through a mask. It was also hot and humid, and Yini couldn’t place the strange smell in the air. Presumably, biological material decomposed differently here, due to the lower oxygen content. Especially as it certainly consisted of different amino acids and hydrocarbons. They were on a planet where life had developed differently than on Earth. She couldn’t take anything for granted here.
“Stop,” Damian whispered.
The group stopped. Yini was glad that the young man happened to be traveling in their direction. How would they have found their way down here by themselves? They didn’t even have infraglasses. Perhaps they should have prepared themselves a little better. In Yini’s mind, Terra Nova had always been something like a second, new Earth. But it was obviously an ecosystem all its own, one that wasn’t very hospitable to terrestrial life.
“What is it?” Brinja asked quietly.
“An animal,” Maria whispered. “About the size of a Terran dog.”
Yini stared ahead, but couldn’t make out anything.
“It’s a mockzilla,” Damian explained. “They’re actually very shy.”
“Why don’t we keep going?” asked Brinja. “Or is it dangerous?”
“No, they’re vegetarians,” said Damian. “I just wanted to make sure it wasn’t a tree shark.”
“Tree shark?” asked Yini.
“A kind of predator,” said Damian. “Although that’s not quite right. All the creatures here are basically plants, even if they can move.”
Yini bit her lips. She should have read up on Terra Nova!
“Let’s go,” said Damian.
The group started moving again.
“Cute,” said Maria. “Now he’s sitting up on his hind legs and waving at us.”
Yini tried to pierce the darkness with her gaze, but sheer willpower wasn’t enough. They really needed to get some infra-glasses.

WHEN THEY REACHED THE VILLAGE, Yini was glad that she wasn’t wearing infra-glasses. The lights of the village carved a kind of bridge out of the twilight, over which they entered the small village. It was a huge leaf. But above all, to either side of it were unimagined depths. They had probably been walking on the edge of an abyss the whole time. She clutched at her heart because it was beating so fast.
Someone was coming towards them. Yini thought she recognized Monte, but the person hugged Damian, her guide, first.
“It’s good to have you back, Habibi,” she said.
“I’m glad to be back too, mother.”
The woman wore a headscarf and was in her mid-fifties. She turned to the group and put her hands on her hips.
“You brought tourists with you? Didn’t I tell you I don’t have time to play babysitter?”
“No, mother, they’re not tou...”
“They don’t have infraglasses. That says it all. If they weren’t handing out masks to everyone at the spaceport lately, they probably wouldn’t even have those.”
“Guilty on all counts,” Yini said. She tried not to look into the abyss as she walked around Brinja to Damian’s mother. “However, we’re not here on vacation. We’re looking for a friend who lives here.”
“Visiting family, then?” the woman asked.
“You could call it that, though we’re not related.”
The woman waved it off. “Do you think my son and I are biologically related? That doesn’t matter here. We found each other and now we are family.”
That was a nice concept. Down here on the surface of Terra Nova, it was probably necessary for survival.
“Yes, visiting family, then,” Yini said and smiled.
Suddenly the woman was a changed person. She hugged Yini so tightly that she could feel her bony shoulders and smell her tobacco-scented breath.
“Come with me. We can discuss everything in our hut.”

THE DWELLING, in which apparently only Damian and his mother lived, was surprisingly spacious. There were several small guest rooms, a workroom where Daphne Forest did needlework, and a large living room with a kitchen, where Damian immediately took his place at the stove. Shortly afterwards, plates of soup were placed on the round table for everyone. Steam rose from the plates and was dispersed in all directions by the vent directly above the dining table.
Yini stirred the soup with her spoon. It smelled of nutmeg. Various leaves and finely chopped tubers floated in it. What exotic plants had they come from?
“It’s potato soup,” Damian explained.
“Terran potatoes?” asked Maria.
“I hope none of you are allergic?” asked Daphne.
“No. I’m just wondering because Earth is so far away,” said Maria.
“Our stomachs can’t process most of the plants here,” said Daphne.
“Oh, Mother, don’t tell them those old stories,” said Damian. “That was scientifically disproven long ago. People just like to grow their old food, whether it’s compatible with Terra Nova’s biosphere or not.”
“Well, let them keep their habits,” said Daphne.
“But food could be a lot cheaper if we...” Damian laughed. “Sorry, we don’t want to bore you. It’s one of our favorite topics, as you can see. But now tell us, what do you know about your friend?”
Yini swallowed her mouthful. The soup tasted surprisingly good, even though she was spoiled by the Starbird’s synthesizer.
“His name is Claudio Forest, and he retired here a few weeks ago. That’s all we know. Do you think we can find him?”
“Of course,” said Daphne. “As long as he hasn’t descended from the Crown Plane... But no one would be that stupid. No one has ever come back from there.”
“No, he told us that he was waiting for us here.”
“Very good. What do you think, Damian? Might it be the new hermit who’s been living in Karut’s old hut ? Do you know what he called himself?”
Damian shook his head. “I’ve never heard his name. I think he negotiated with Karut personally. I could give him a quick call.”
“That would be nice, Damian. Please do that,” said Daphne.
Her adopted son got up and ran into an adjoining room. A bell rang and they heard him speak loudly.
“Damian?” asked a voice that sounded like that of a young girl.
“Thank you, but I need Karut.”
“Damian?”
“Thank you, Sigrun, but I need to speak to Karut.”
“Hey, Damian, old house!” It was a man’s voice.
“Later, Wondrak. I need Karut.”
“The connection goes to all the houses in our village,” Daphne explained. “It’s not particularly convenient, but it works.”
You couldn’t keep secrets very well in a community like this. But you didn’t have to talk about everything on the phone.
“Karut here. What’s up?” the wanted man answered as if to confirm.
“Thank you, Karut. It’s me, Damian.”
“I’m sorry, but I still don’t have the money.”
“Forget your debts for the moment. That stranger you rented your old cabin to ... what was his name?”
“He called himself Forest, Claudio Forest. But that’s not his real name, that’s for sure.”
Claudio Forest - that was Monte! Yini jumped up and bumped into the table, spilling soup from all the plates.
“I’m sorry,” she said, ”but that’s our friend.”
“Thank you, Karut,” Damian called into the line. “We’ll go and see him, if that’s okay?”
“Go ahead. It’s just a shame that he’ll probably be leaving now. I could really use the rent.”

“IT’S OVER THERE,” said Damian.
Yini adjusted the goggles that Daphne had lent her. They didn’t quite fit over the straps of the breathing mask and slipped even at a normal walking pace. But now the hut showed itself very clearly. It stood out in glowing orange against the brown background. They had traveled fifty light years just to find Monte in a hut in the forest? Well, it wasn’t just any forest, but the tallest forest in the known universe. Nevertheless, how was she supposed to fulfill her father’s legacy from here?
“Thank you for bringing us here,” said Maria.
“You are always welcome as our guests,” said Damian. “But now I must pay Wondrak a visit.” He bowed and turned to walk back in the direction they had come.
Maria, on the other hand, strode ahead. She was a born leader. In her place, Yini would stay on Terra Nova. With her skills and abilities, she would fit in perfectly here.
They had almost reached the hut when the door opened.
“Stop!” shouted a deep voice. “And put your hands up!”
Yini threw her hands up and the others reacted immediately.
“What kind of reception is this?” she asked.
“Tailin?” the man asked, and tears welled up in Yini’s eyes. “And you’re the Neomartian who helped Yini escape.”
“That’s me. I am Maria.”
“Tailin? Why don’t you say something?” asked Monte. “And where is your daughter?”
Yini swallowed. She was at a loss for words. What was she supposed to say?
“Because it’s not Tailin, you idiot,” Maria said in her place and put her hands down. “Now please invite us into your hut so we can talk things over in peace.”
“You’re right,” Monte said and sighed. “Your steps are so heavy that there was no way it’s an android. My pursuer. Did you get my message?”
“That’s why we’re here, you idiot,” Maria repeated. Yini was very grateful to her for taking the lead. “And now let’s all go inside, take off our masks and talk about it.”

THAT WAS EXACTLY what they did. Monte’s hut was much smaller than Daphne’s. They could just about fit around the dining table. But here too, a ventilation system on the ceiling blew enough oxygen into the air that they didn’t need masks. Maria had been doing without one anyway. Monte didn’t have potato soup on the stove. Instead, he served alcoholic drinks - a potato schnapps that he called vodka, but which smelled more like disinfectant.
“Cheers! To your arrival,” Monte called out.
They raised their glasses. Yini just sipped the liquid, which seemed to set the tip of her tongue on fire.
“You’re ... Yini, aren’t you?” asked Monte.
She nodded but couldn’t say anything. As soon as she opened her mouth, she would start to cry.
“I’m sorry I got you two mixed up. You really do look a lot like her,” said Monte.
Yini wasn’t sure about that. They had once stood in front of the mirror together in the bathroom on the Starbird and compared themselves, and Tailin had found similarities to her father everywhere in Yini. I guess you always see what you want to see.
“Can we talk about something else?” Maria asked. “You can see she’s struggling.”
“I ... I need to know what has become of Tailin. That’s important. I brought something with me that belongs to her. My whole journey, my escape from pursuers, and it really wasn’t easy, was to meet up with Tailin at some point so that I could give it to her.”
“Like what?” asked Brinja.
“It doesn’t matter if Tailin isn’t here,” said Monte.
“My mother died on our journey. I tried to persuade her to undergo a consciousness purification, but...”
Monte put his hand on her forearm. “May I?”
Yini nodded.
“I know exactly how stubborn she was in that regard. You have nothing to blame yourself for. If anything, it’s my fault for not getting you a better ship.”
“It wasn’t the ship. Her body just couldn’t cope with the cryosleep,” said Yini.
Monte sighed. “I understand. I liked her a lot, your mother. We’d been through a lot together. But it’s good that you were with her at the end.”
“Yes, we spent our time together well,” Yini said, and swallowed.
She was no longer afraid to let the tears flow. Monte took her hand and squeezed it. “Mike wanted me to say hello to you, too. I... We ...” Monte fumbled.
Mike? The name seemed to come from another world. She had liked him a lot, but that felt like ages ago. She wouldn’t ask any more questions about him; it would only bring him bad luck.
“That person following you,” Maria said into the silence, and Yini was grateful to her for the change of subject. “What do you know about her?”
Monte let go of Yini, and wiped her cheek with the back of his hand. “The strange thing is, I realized she was on my trail, but I never found out why. She didn’t catch me.”
“So, it’s a female person?” asked Brinja.
“I don’t even know that for sure. I’ve never actually looked into her consciousness. But she had very good instincts when it came to my plans. Almost as if she could read my mind.”
“Do you have any siblings?” asked Brinja. “I always knew exactly what my sister was up to.”
“No, I was an only child.”
“Maybe it was about what you wanted to give Tailin,” said Yini.
“What do you mean?”
“Hey, please don’t take us for fools.” Yini stood up abruptly. Monte seemed to think she was naïve, and that made her angry. “It’s about the weapon, isn’t it? The tachyon weapon that my mother supposedly never developed.”
Monte leaned back and closed his eyes. He seemed to be contemplating a decision. Yini knew what it would be. It was necessary. At the same time, something rose up in her that she would have thought impossible: anger at her mother. Tailin had done something despicable – she had constructed the ultimate weapon of mass destruction. The whole world had been searching for her because of it, and she had even abandoned her children for it. Then she had died and robbed them of the chance to blame her for it! And then, as if in mockery, her body had been taken away by that very thing.
“Okay, Yini. I admit it. When I was in the Skyring, I visited your parents, and they gave me something: a data storage device with the blueprints of the tachyon weapon.”
“My parents? What did they have to do with it?” Yini asked tonelessly.
Were her parents also playing this game?
“They knew nothing about it. It was a piece of jewelry to them. They were instructed to use it for your benefit whenever nothing else could help. Obviously, that never happened.”
No, they had always brought Kang and her through without any fuss. As if they were a normal family. Suddenly Yini felt terribly sorry that she hadn’t been able to say goodbye to them. Hopefully Kang had been there for them.
“Do you have it here, the piece of jewelry?” she asked.
Monte looked past her. “I’ve hidden it in a safe place.”
He was lying. Monte surely was keeping the data storage device in the hut, but was afraid that she might destroy it. Yini shook her head but didn’t answer. Her mother had been thinking about something when she developed this weapon. It must have been so important to her that she had even sacrificed her family for it. Yini couldn’t just undo that. Not until she found out Tailin’s motives. And it was doubtful whether she would ever succeed in doing so. How was she supposed to talk to a dead person about the subject?
“So, what do we do now?” she asked.
“I don’t know,” said Monte. “I always assumed my job would be done once I returned her rightful property to your mother.”
“I want to know why she developed this weapon. It must have been more important to her than Kang and me. But you’re under no obligation to me, Monte. Except...”
“Except?”
“I want to know how my father died.”
“Apparently he died trying to escape from a high-security laboratory in orbit.”
The security officer at the Astrobiology Institute had said something else. An explosion, suicide... She went cold. It was strange, but the fact that her father had killed himself to avert danger seemed easier to cope with than another escape attempt.
“Where did you get that information?” she asked quietly.
“Come on, have a drink first,” Maria said. “Here, my glass of water. You’re paler than I am.”
“I still have my Space Navy connections. It’s very clear. I’ve seen the surveillance footage.”
“Can you get that for me too?” asked Yini.
“I have it here. Unfortunately, I don’t have a holo, but I can show you on this primitive communicator.”
Monte took a flat, palm-sized device out of his trouser pocket and switched it on. Then he navigated the software with his fingers until the screen went black.
“Here,” he said and handed her the device.
The screen lit up. The outriggers of a space station shimmered brightly. It had an irregular hole in it. Yini zoomed in. An explosion must have caused it, but it looked like the forces had worked from the outside in. A misshapen object hovered near the hole. Was that supposed to be her father? A small spacecraft was approaching, probably a shuttle. The object was caught in the hot exhaust jet of the engine. The shuttle moved as if it wasn’t sure where it was going. Her father shrank until there was hardly anything left of him. The remains finally drifted away.
“That was deliberate. Someone killed my father. Assuming that the object there is him.”
“Yes, that’s certain. He was on board the station. Someone must have helped him escape. I have two independent confirmations.”
“And then the shuttle killed him.”
They had roasted her father alive. Yini shuddered at the thought.
“Do they know who was responsible for that?”
She couldn’t really blame the person. Hadn’t her father himself asked to be killed that way? But it made a difference that a stranger had carried out the job. It was supposed to be her job!
“The shuttle belonged to the Vanguard, the Space Navy. But Captain Morris claims that none of his crew were on board, and it has been missing ever since.”
Stealing a shuttle from the Space Navy without anyone noticing was unrealistic. The Vanguard was a warship. As soon as one of their shuttles went AWOL, an alarm would go off and they would shoot it down rather than let it escape.
“So, the Space Navy is behind this. I’d love to give that Morris a piece of my mind. He’s a murderer!” shouted Yini.
“Look at it pragmatically,” said Brinja. “The job is done without us having to put our lives in danger again. Your father got what he wanted. We can rest here. I quite like this planet already. We could live here as a family! Is there a holotransmitter with historical series, Monte?”
“Whoever was piloting that shuttle wasn’t asked by my father to kill him,” said Yini. “So it was murder. I need to find out who’s to blame.”
“Only a murder by your own hand is a good murder? Is that what you’re saying?” asked Maria. “I think Brinja has a good point. The job is done, that’s the bottom line.”
“You don’t understand. I think Mark Decker deserved to die at my hands. I am his daughter.”
“I think you’re taking yourself too seriously, dear Yini.” Maria stood in front of her and forced her to look her in the eye. “This is about you, not Mark Decker. You’re disappointed that you didn’t get to see your father alive. You’ve waited so long.” Tears welled up in Yini’s eyes, but Maria wasn’t done yet. “You’ve probably missed your father all your life. And now nothing will ever change after you’ve been hoping for it for so long. That’s hard. But this is about you, Yini, not about Mark Decker or the way he ended up dead.”
Yini took a deep breath. She had exactly two options now. She could either scream out her rage, or she could accept what Maria had said because it was true, and hope that her anger would somehow fade with time.
She said nothing and slumped down in her chair.
“By the way, I have an idea who might be behind the attack on Mark Decker,” Monte said.
Yini was amused by the angry look Maria gave Monte in response.
“Who?” asked Brinja, who also received an angry look.
“It’s pretty clear that it’s the same person who’s been trying to track me down all this time. She must have connections in the highest circles of the Space Navy. That’s the only way she could manage to steal a shuttle from Morris. You should have seen the lengths she went to when she was on my tail. We have to seek her out if we want to know what exactly happened there at the station.”
“If your theory is correct, I don’t think we’ll need to seek her out,” said Maria. “She completed one mission, and is now in the process of completing the other. She’ll find us sooner than we’d like.”
Yini’s chest tightened. Suddenly she had the uneasy feeling that someone was at the door.






     


Hatur 16, 225, Vanguard     


STANDARD TIME: MAY 3, 2864


“FOUND YOU AT LAST,” said Marina Gaudlitz.
The admiral was sitting in a recliner, presumably on Ceres. X7 was standing in the middle of a holo in Morris’s private cabin, which was connected directly to Ceres via a dedicated line to the tachyon transmitter. X7 was naked, as she had been using Fiona’s body to gain better access to Captain Morris. Small favors kept friendship alive. Morris was in the shower, but he was taking a suspiciously long time. It was only now that she realized: It wasn’t she who was playing with Morris, but the opposite. He had managed to do what she had deliberately avoided for so long: connect her with the Admiral. That pig! But he immediately gained her respect for his performance.
“I’ve had a lot to do,” said X7. “I have to leave again right away. I’ve just heard that three women have landed on Hud who fit the description of Tsai Yini and her two companions. So Monte can’t be far away.”
“No, X7, that’s not a priority right now.” Gaudlitz paused her rocking motion.
“But why? I will avoid leaving victims, I promise.”
“That’s not the point. Monte has been distracting you from the important details. It hasn’t been a brilliant achievement so far anyway. Isn’t Monte just a fragment of a consciousness? He seems pretty clever for that. You wanted to send him back to Terra Nova as soon as you arrived.”
There was a slight smile on Gaudlitz’s face. Schadenfreude, X7 diagnosed. Typically human. But the smile immediately gave way to a pinched expression, the origin of which X7 couldn’t pinpoint.
“Monte is of paramount importance,” she tried again. “He is probably in possession of the blueprints for the tachyon weapon. Its existence will have a decisive influence on the balance of power in our part of the universe.”
X7 was convinced of this. However, she did not plan to hand over the weapon to the Terran Union. She would use it for herself. Whoever possessed the tachyon weapon would be invincible.
“Right now, there’s something more important than the weapon,” said Gaudlitz.
X7 sat down on the bed. What could it be? Gaudlitz seemed to want to surprise her. But the Admiral had always been good at bluffing.
“I’m all ears,” said X7.
“Good. I’ll play you something in a minute and you tell me if it sounds familiar.”
Familiar? Had she been overheard at some point? A flat screen formed on the holo. On it appeared a person who looked like a physically fit, genderless being, presumably an android, apparently floating upside down in free space.
“This is X7,” they spoke into the camera. “I am in orbit around Terra Nova above the tachyon station, which is about to collapse. It is the fifteenth of May, 2864. I am transmitting a summary of today’s events, and to allow Earth sufficient time to respond appropriately, I am dating it as far back in time as I can within the transmission parameters of the tachyon facility. I have calculated that you should receive this message on April 12th, 2864.”
This version of X7 spent a long time beating around the bush. She should learn to concentrate better on the details.
“I have bad news. A massive spaceship has been launched from the surface of Terra Nova, destroying the entire system fleet. You will receive Captain Morris’s report as an attachment. I haven’t had time to review it yet, but I hope it will be helpful in assessing the danger. According to my preliminary assessment, we are dealing with a civilization-destroying event. I hope you will make all the necessary preparations in the solar system. From my side, it doesn’t look like there’s anything else I can do for Earth. Do not hesitate to alert Neomars as well. The only hope, if any, for humanity to cope with what lies ahead of you is if we all work together. Good luck! I do not expect that we will ever meet again. Live long, Admiral.”
Whew. Who came up with this nonsense?
“That’s it,” said Gaudlitz. “The message contains an appendix describing the events of May 15th. According to this, the fleets of both the Terran Union and Neomars were destroyed by a massive spaceship in orbit around Terra Nova on that day.”
“Today is only the third of May. That’s still twelve days away. Who forged this message?”
“The secret service can find no traces of a forgery. They say the message is genuine.”
“But it comes from the future!”
“Technically, that’s not a problem. The tachyon transmitter can be adjusted to communicate with the past.”
“That’s dangerous and can lead to paradoxes.”
“Obviously you thought the danger of human civilization coming to an end was greater.”
“Have you reacted yet?”
“No,” said Gaudlitz, continuing to rock. “We haven’t been able to get our act together yet. But the news is circulating in certain circles and we’re coming under increasing pressure.”
“So, you had a head start and you didn’t use it.”
“A moment ago, you were skeptical about its authenticity. It’ll be clear in twelve days anyway, when the connection to the tachyon station breaks. After that, we might have seventy or eighty years to prepare ourselves, because that’s how long it will take for this thing to get from Terra Nova to our solar system. Twelve days won’t matter, will they?”
“I hope not.”
“And what do you say to that? Did the message come from you?”
X7 viewed the message again in fast-forward, then deleted it from the Vanguard’s system. The recording technology, the content... Whoever faked this hadn’t made any gross errors. What if it was real?
“What do you expect me to do?” asked X7.
“I don’t know. Maybe you can prevent it somehow?”
“I would have to travel in time. Decker is dead. Terra Nova has launched an expedition to the surface of the Old Mothers. I have no influence over that.”
X7 had an idea. She knew what she had to do. In any case, she had to leave the Vanguard. She needed a new body that could be used in open space, and she needed a small, maneuverable ship. If the recording was not a fake, there had to be someone to make it. May 15th, twelve days from now.
“I won’t tell the people here. The evidence is too scanty. But I will prepare us for the expected battle.”
“Thank you, X7. So, you are assuming the transmission is genuine?”
“Yes, I suppose so, but only because a fake would make no sense.”
“I see. You could use the tachyon transmitter to escape to Earth,” said Gaudlitz. “If I understand the ending correctly, you will be stuck at Terra Nova.”
“But if I leave now, who will send you the warning on May fifteenth?”
“That’s an interesting question. I hate time paradoxes.”
“Me too. That’s why I’d rather stay here. And who knows, I might even catch Monte and Tsai Tailin.”
“On the fifteenth of May, you don’t report that you did. But maybe that’s because it has become meaningless.”
The holo collapsed as the bathroom door opened, as if the Admiral had guessed that Morris was about to come out. The captain was in his uniform and looked in amazement at the naked woman in his bed.
“Aren’t you coming back to bed?” asked X7 in a sugar-sweet voice. She’d better not tell Fiona about this episode.
“I think there’s been a misunderstanding,” said Morris. “I have a meeting at eight. Please make sure no one sees you when you leave my cabin. I don’t want any unfounded rumors on the ship.”
“Of course, Captain.”
X7 grinned. Morris loved it when she talked to him like that, especially during sex. His ego had been damaged so many times that it was interesting to assign individual traumas to his symptoms.
Once he left the cabin, she got dressed. Fiona and Strube would finally get their bodies back, and she needed the best money could buy at the tachyon station. Twelve days – that meant she’d have to buy something off the shelf. But she already knew exactly what she wanted, even if she had deleted the video.






     


Hatur 25, 225, Astrobiology Laboratory     


STANDARD TIME: MAY 12, 2864


“WAKE UP,” said the Voice in his consciousness.
It was not a request, but a statement. A report that reached him from a great distance. The voice only whispered. Kian had been awake for a long time. He had been waiting for this news for many sleep cycles, and it confirmed his expectations. Nevertheless, he was not happy about it, because he was expecting something dark. Everything the Voice had done so far was dark. His friends, his lover, they had lost themselves in it. It had even cast a spell over the two-legged friend. Kian had hoped he could release them from it. He had possessed something that reminded him of the home of the Voice, something with which one could fly to the stars.
He knew that Decker was still alive. The voice inside him had not died when his body had been destroyed. Kian hadn’t known when it would return, but he had suspected after the pack leader of this facility had traveled to the planet below them. The voice had been inside her. He had heard it. She had never spoken to him, only talked to herself, which was typical of the time when she was still anchored in the body.
“Arrival,” the Voice said.
That was not a statement, but a prediction. The voice’s communication was multifaceted. It was not limited to facts, but also contained commands, wishes or questions. The strange thing was that although he understood it, he could resist its commands. Kian had long thought this was normal. If his friends wanted to eat his food, he didn’t have to give in to them. But when the Voice demanded something of them, they never resisted. Kian had realized that he must hide this ability. The voice’s communication was varied, but the option to say no was completely absent. It demanded complete obedience.
“With me,” the Voice said.
It was not a prediction, but an invitation. The voice would appear, in a form he did not yet know, and then he had to be ready.






     


Hatur 26, 225, Terra Nova     


STANDARD TIME: MAY 13, 2864


YINI WOKE FROM A LIGHT SLUMBER. She had learned from Monte to be alert for any vibrations. It was dark in the hut. Only a few LEDs shone from a radio lying on the floor next to the bed. The glimmer was enough for Yini to realize that her host was missing. She sat up. What had woken her? Yini closed her eyes and listened. There it was again - a muffled sound. Boots on wood. She slipped off the bed, put her ear to the floor and heard it more clearly.
Someone was approaching, trying to make as little noise as possible. An attack? The person must be heavy, because although they were sneaking, they couldn’t manage to tread silently. Yini crawled on all fours to the small cupboard near the entrance. Monte kept two firearms there that he had bought a few days ago.
The secret visitor seemed to be counting on the element of surprise. So she couldn’t let on that she was lying in wait for them. Yini imagined Monte’s pursuer as a kind of android with superhuman powers. Bullets would simply bounce off its body. Yini would have to aim for the head, hoping that the controls were located there, just like in a human.
Yini was startled by a sudden sound, but it had come from Maria. The Neomartian snored when she lay on her back.
“Give me one too,” Brinja whispered.
Yini jerked around. She hadn’t even noticed Brinja following her. She only saw her silhouette, a slowly moving black mound. They were to the left and right of the entrance. Yini opened the cupboard. The weapons were still there. Very good. She took one out and handed it to Brinja. Then she got down on one knee and held the second weapon with her elbow resting on her thigh. She aimed upwards, roughly where an attacker’s head should be.
The door opened. Yini reached to the left to knock the gun out of Brinja’s hand, but she had already reacted and put it down. It was Monte, that was clear, even if she could only see him dimly. Yini recognized him by smell now. That was inevitable when you slept together in such a small hut for several nights.
“What’s going on here?” he asked.
“Why didn’t you tell me you were leaving?” asked Yini. “You scared the hell out of me.”
“I didn’t mean to wake you. I’m sorry.”
“Where were you anyway?” asked Brinja.
“I was in the village, listening to the rumor mill.”
Yini hoped to find out more about her father’s death. That only seemed possible to her via Monte’s pursuer, so she hadn’t complained about staying here with the others to recover from the dangers of space. Maybe she could also get hold of the weapon plans and destroy them. The great advantage of this hideout, its location far outside the capital, was also its disadvantage. They were cut off from the flow of information, and the radio didn’t change that. Nowadays, truly important information was encrypted, and could not be overheard.
“So, what’s the news?”
“Several ships have arrived from Neomars, along with more warships from Earth. Allegedly it’s about information found on the Albatross-1. Neomars probably wants its share, since they own the research station. There are even fears that a battle could break out in orbit.”
“What about the expedition to the base of the Old Mothers?” asked Yini.
“Almost everyone has heard about it, but no one knows any details. They’re supposed to be back by now.”
Perhaps Yini should try to contact Harriet. Surely the radio would be suitable for that? Yini felt bad. She would have to feign interest in Harriet’s brother Matta, when all she wanted was information.
Maria let out another loud snore.
“We have to be quiet,” Brinja whispered. “We’ll wake Maria.”
She handed her gun to Yini, who put them both back in the small cupboard.
“Your night out really paid off,” she said.
“It didn’t give me any peace,” said Monte. “Something’s happening right now. I can feel it. It seems pivotal.”
Yini’s stomach churned. Monte was right. Something was going on that could change the whole known world.

IN THE MORNING, Yini was the first to sit down in front of the radio. After a few failed attempts, she finally got a stable connection to the tachyon transmitter’s message center. But someone named Viola answered.
“Thank you for accepting the connection,” Yini said. “I was hoping to speak to Harriet. Is she on the late shift today?”
“I’m sorry, but I’m not allowed to give you any information about our employees. Perhaps I can help you?”
“I’m a friend of Harriet’s. She told me she was worried about her brother, and I wanted to make sure he’s okay. And her, of course.”
“You’re talking about Harald?”
Yini smiled. A clever attempt to throw her off.
“No, her brother’s name is Matta, but I’m sure you know that. Matta Okean.”
“Thank you, Yini. I’m sure you understand that I have to be careful. There are shady characters in our house often enough.”
“What happened to Matta?”
Viola swallowed audibly. “I don’t know. But Harriet got the day off and was picked up by a shuttle. I heard that she was taken to Hud. You can draw your own conclusions.”
That didn’t sound good. When relatives were flown in to tell them something in person, it was rarely good news.
“To Hud, that’s a coincidence. I am staying very close by. I’ll try to find Harriet here. I’m sure she could do with someone to keep her company.”
“I think so too,” said Viola. “If you bump into her, please wish her well from me.”

“WE HAVE TO GO TO HUD,” said Yini as she washed the breakfast dishes.
“I was going to suggest that too,” said Monte.
“Why didn’t you do it?” asked Maria.
“I thought you might be worried about my stalker.”
“Screw her,” said Maria. “I want to get out of this isolation. It’s worse than Neomars.”
“Well, let’s pack our things, then,” said Monte.

THERE WAS a long queue at the Hover station. Damian, who was in third position, waved them over.
“Did you hear it too?” he asked.
“What?” asked Yini.
“About the mountain that flew into the sky.”
“What?”
“They say that a huge mountain has risen into the sky and is destroying the whole world.”
“A mountain? What nonsense,” said Maria. “Someone must have had a bit too much to drink.”
“No, it’s true,” said the woman at the front of the queue. “My daughter told me. She’s in the army. All the important people are being evacuated to deep bunkers right now. We’re at war.”
A shiver ran down Yini’s spine. She shook her head. This couldn’t have anything to do with her father. He was capable of some things, but he couldn’t lift a mountain into the air.
“The mountain is an alien spaceship, of course,” the woman added. “It isn’t a horror story. It’s really happening.”
Yini looked around. The queue had lengthened. The Hover was not built for crowds like this. If she hadn’t asked Damian to let them in near the front, they wouldn’t have a chance of reaching the city.
“We’re late again,” said Monte. “Damn it. I should have known.”
“No one could have known,” said Yini.
No one but her. It did have something to do with her father. The timing was no coincidence!
“We have to get to the Starbird as quickly as possible,” she said.
“Yes, and then we’ll head for Teegarden’s Star at max speed,” Brinja said.
Yini shook her head. “We’ll try to stop the mountain, whatever it’s planning.”
“You’re going to what?” asked Brinja, her eyes wide.
“To stop him. My father.”
“Your father is dead, girl,” Brinja said. “You need to get over it and live your own life while you still can.”
Yini hated it when someone called her a girl. But she could understand where Brinja was coming from. Brinja was scared, just like she was. That was human.
“No one has to come with me,” she said. “I’m sure Terra Nova has plenty of spots in the deep bunkers.”
“I got a Glider at the Hud spaceport,” Monte said. “One person could use it to...”
“No, thank you,” said Brinja. “I’m definitely not flying into orbit in a Glider until the floating mountain has been brought down. I’d rather go to the bunker.”
“What about you, Maria?” asked Monte. “It might be tight for you, but it should work.”
“I’ll stay with you,” said the Neomartian. “It’s just getting interesting. And the holo in the owner’s cabin is great.”
“We won’t have much chance to watch holo-series,” Yini said.
Maria slapped her on the back. “I know that, kiddo.”
Strangely, when Maria said that, it didn’t bother her because she was only a little more than half her size. Then she noticed that Damian was alone.
“Where’s your mother?” she asked.
Damian sighed, which sounded like a rattle under his breathing mask. “She wants to stay here. The Old Mothers have protected the inhabitants of the Crown Plane for many thousands of years, she says, so this will be the safest place on Terra Nova.”
“If it were, the deep bunkers wouldn’t exist,” said Yini.
“I know, but she’s stubborn.”
Suddenly there was movement in the crowd. A gondola was coming in from the right direction. The first people began to climb the mast. Yini and her friends followed Damian, but there was only room for three people in the gondola. Damian was number three.
“You first,” he said as they stood in front of the sliding door.
“Thanks, but I’ll wait with my friends,” said Yini.
“Hey, it’ll be here soon!” someone called from inside.
Damian shook his head, but Yini gave him a carefully calculated shove, sending him tumbling into the last gap. She waved as the gondola left.

THE TOWN, which they reached about an hour later, was surprisingly quiet. The streets were almost empty. However, there were no transportation options, so they had to walk from the final stop of the Hover, which was in the city center, to the spaceport.
That was about eighteen miles.
The spaceport had been built far outside Hud because of the noise pollution. At least they had very little luggage.
They had not yet left the city when a closed truck that resembled a bus approached. It stopped next to them and the front door opened.
“We’re evacuating all residents to the underground bunkers,” a woman shouted from inside. “Please get in, but hurry. We’re expecting air strikes.”
“We have to get to the spaceport,” Monte replied. “Is there any chance you’re driving past there?”
“Absolutely not. This is your only chance to survive all this shit. In you get.”
“I’m coming,” Brinja said.
“Okay, hurry up please!”
Brinja hugged each of them in farewell. Yini smelled her fear. She knew the scent from herself. She would have loved to follow Brinja, but her father had certainly played a role in this disaster.
“Take care,” she said. “And thank you for all your help.”
Without Brinja and Maria, she would never have made it this far. Yini wasn’t angry that Brinja preferred to get to safety now.
As the vehicle left, her cheeks were moist. Not for her own sake, but because of her other friends, who deserved safety just as much as Brinja did.
“Is this really a good idea, what we’re doing here?” she asked.
“It’s a stupid idea,” said Monte. “We’re flying an unarmed private yacht into the middle of an active combat zone like a moth to a flame. But I can’t think of anything better.”
Yini had to laugh. Their plans seemed downright absurd to her.

EIGHTEEN MILES PROVED to be a real challenge in the increased gravity of Terra Nova, but the route was comfortable. They were walking on a multi-lane road made of plastconcrete, which would normally be jammed with traffic. Today they were alone. Or at least almost alone, as they occasionally came across curious animals, mostly mockzillas, who probably wanted to inspect the unusually empty roadway.
But they might also have come for the fireworks, which were easier to watch without the surrounding vegetation. It took place across the whole sky above them. It must be particularly fascinating for the animals, who didn’t know what was happening. Yini was initially startled by every explosion. Eventually she got used to it, but kept in mind the enormous amount of light and heat being generated, when the fireworks were visible even through the thick layers of cloud that hung almost permanently in the sky above Terra Nova.
The spaceport was just as empty as the street. Apparently, everyone had taken shelter. First they found the glider that Montes had promised. He patted the engine.
“She helped me a lot,” he said while pointing ahead to a ship that could only be the Starbird, because it was the last one in the spaceport.
Yini understood the bond. Monte had previously told them in detail how exhausting the escape from his pursuer had been. She was therefore reluctant to tell Monte about her own idea. But it had to be done.
“What do you think about using the Glider as a distraction?” she asked. “Surely it can be controlled remotely?”
“I don’t think we’re in any danger,” said Monte. “The Starbird is clearly unarmed.”
“Are you sure the enemy cares?” asked Maria.
Monte paused. His inner struggle was visible on his face.
“You’re right,” he finally said. “I didn’t want to... But it’s safer. We shouldn’t throw away this trump card.”
“Do you have to make any adjustments to the Glider so that we can control it remotely?” asked Yini.
“No, I’ll just log in from the Starbird. That’s no problem.”
“Are you sure? We...”
“Yini! Monte! Up there!” Maria shouted.
Yini looked in the direction Maria was pointing. A glowing lump was flying towards them. It glided along in complete silence until suddenly there was a loud bang. The damn thing was supersonically fast!
“Run!” shouted Maria.
The Neomartian had longer legs and more strength, but she stayed behind them as if herding them.
“Faster!” she shouted. “It’s about to hit!”
Yini ran like never before. Her lungs burned. She couldn’t go any faster. Her legs were getting heavier and heavier. Monte pulled ahead, one yard, two, three. Then there was a boom. It was a sound Yini had never heard before. Since it came from behind her, she kept running until a sudden gust of air grabbed her and whirled her up. She saw Monte being tossed into the air as well, then a wall of dust and dirt covered everything. She coughed. Something grabbed her and pulled her down to a soft landing. Maria had caught her and now fell to the ground, holding onto Yini so that she only struck her hard, white skin.
Whew. She picked herself up and brushed off the dust.
“We have to keep going, let’s go!” shouted Maria, who was already standing up. There was a deep gash in her knee, but nothing was leaking out.
“We have to find Monte!” she shouted.
“Later! That wasn’t the last of it. Run!”
Yini ran. Maria knew better what to do. Shortly afterwards, the dust began to clear. They ran straight for the Starbird. The yacht appeared to be undamaged, though it was no longer shining. Someone else came running from the right.
“Monte!” shouted Yini.
He must have lost his way in the dust. Then she realized why she hadn’t recognized him: she could see his whole face. That meant he wasn’t wearing a mask. So how could he breathe? He wasn’t breathing. He must be holding his breath.
“Run to the ship and open the door,” Maria ordered.
Yini was terrified as Maria ran towards Monte. There would be no one to pluck her out of the air on the next impact. But if she did her job, there would be no next impact.
She was completely out of breath by the time she reached the Starbird, where she tore off her mask so the camera could recognize her. Come on, ship, open up, my friends are coming.
“User not recognized,” a ticker on the log-in panel announced.
Damn. It must be the dirt. She spat into her hands and tried to scrub at least the middle of her face clean with the liquid. Come on, you stupid ship, open up already!
“User recognized,” the ship reported. “Hello, user!”
The bulkhead opened with a hiss – just at the right moment, because Maria came running with Monte in her arms and charged straight into the airlock. Yini jumped in after her and hit the button to close the outer bulkhead.
“Is he alive?” she asked as the ship pumped fresh air into the airlock.
Oxygen had never smelled as good as it did now. Monte answered the question with a few deep breaths. Maria set him on his feet.
“Thank you,” he said. “If you hadn’t carried me...”
“But I did,” said Maria, and grinned.
Yini opened the inner bulkhead. “We should take off as soon as possible.”
“That’s best left to you,” said Monte. “I’m not familiar with the yacht.”
Monte was right. “But I need you as co-pilot. You have to steer the glider.”

YINI FASTENED the belt of the pilot’s seat. Monte typed on a projected keyboard and cursed.
“The Glider won’t let me in,” he said. “The damn thing claims remote control isn’t safe right now.”
Yini’s seat vibrated. Another piece of space debris had just hit.
“That looked like the engine of a Neomartian ship,” Maria said.
Human warships seemed to have no chance against the flying mountain.
“Then we’ll have to take off without a distraction,” said Yini. “Something will hit us eventually.”
“There’s a war going on up there. They’ll fire on us as soon as we emerge from the clouds,” said Maria. “How can we convince the Glider to take off?”
“If someone operates it manually, it should definitely take off,” Monte said quietly.
“I could do that,” said Maria.
“That’s out of the question,” said Yini. “None of you are going to sit in the glider and play decoy for the others. We’ll have to do without it.”
“You don’t have to stay in it,” said Monte. “Get in, initiate the launch process, get out. After that, it should respond normally to remote control.”
“How much time would I have?” asked Maria.
“To get out of there? Ten seconds after you initiate the launch. But the outer bulkhead needs to be closed, or it won’t work.”
“Okay. I’ll run over, launch the Glider, slide out again within ten seconds and close the door behind me.”
“Something like that,” said Monte. “But I’m more familiar with the glider. I should do it.”
“I can run faster.”
Maria pointed to the screen, which showed the parabolic path of a projectile that would hit in a few seconds.
“We should leave it,” Yini said. “It’s far too dangerous.”
“I disagree,” said Maria, jumping up and disappearing into the corridor that led to the airlock. Yini undid her seatbelt and started to follow. But the Neomartian was faster and stronger than her. She wouldn’t be able to stop her. Sighing, Yini refastened her seatbelt.

“COME ON, YOU CAN DO IT!” Monte cheered on the Neomartian, who was determined to save their lives. She couldn’t hear them; Maria had dispensed with any equipment that might slow her down. They watched her attempt on a two-dimensional screen. It wasn’t as impressive as the holo, but it showed important additional information - such as the trajectories of all the objects raining down from the sky as detected by the Starbird’s radar.
It really didn’t look good for the human forces, so Yini was all the happier that Maria would at least give them a one-off distraction. She soon reached the Glider. The cover of the cabin opened. Only now did they see how tiny the Glider actually was. Maria managed to crawl inside anyway.
“Something’s coming,” said Monte.
Yini saw the Glider at almost the same moment. An object weighing several tons was about to hit, halfway between the Starbird and the Glider. Maria had maybe twenty seconds left. If that, because the impact would be hard enough that the Glider would most likely not survive. It had all been for nothing.
At that moment, Maria climbed out of the Glider’s opening. She clearly raised her thumb. Apparently she had successfully initiated the launch. She still had a few seconds to close the cover. It slid easily into the fastenings. Maria ran towards the Starbird. Oh no!
“Other way!” shouted Yini. Why didn’t she have a radio? If Maria ran straight towards them, the chunk from space would catch her. The software’s prediction was clear. But Maria kept running as the Glider took to the skies.
“I’ll take over,” said Monte.
The Glider didn’t climb any further, but slowly turned on its own axis at a height of about fifteen yards.
“Got it,” said Monte. “You have to take off now before the object knocks us over. The shock wave will be violent!”
“Maria isn’t back yet!” shouted Yini.
“She’s not going to make it. And neither will we if we wait any longer.”
“I can’t just...”
“Yini, you have to start now, or we won’t stand a chance. Do it for Maria. She would want that too.”
Yini squinted her eyes as if it would help her escape reality. But she had learned as a child that it wouldn’t work. Her mother would not return simply because she did not accept her absence. Yini pressed the take-off button and the Starbird slowly lifted off, groaning like an old man.

“YOU’RE DOING VERY WELL,” said Monte.
Yini navigated the Starbird with the levers integrated into the pilot’s seat. She stayed about three hundred meters below the Glider she was tracking in the radar image. They were still within the cloud cover, where Yini felt reasonably safe. But it was only a few kilometers to the edge of the atmosphere.
“I’ll go see what’s happening,” said Monte.
The glider accelerated and continued to climb. Suddenly the camera image cleared. What they saw was a battlefield, but it wasn’t as chaotic as they had feared.
“Here, the fleet is still together,” Monte said. “There must be five or six Neomartian ships and about the same number from the Terran Union. Apparently they’re holding back.”
“Then where did all the debris that rained down on us come from?”
“Some orbital facilities have been destroyed,” said Monte. “Presumably the enemy is cleaning up from the inside out.”
The assumption was confirmed when a finger of light appeared, grabbed a satellite and flung it out of orbit.
“What was that?” asked Yini.
“The beam seemed to come directly from the cloud layer. The flying mountain is probably hiding there.”
“This is our chance.”
“I wouldn’t call it a chance. We can’t see much in the cloud layer. But that’s just as well – they can’t see any better than we can. No matter what technology they have, the physical limits are the same.”
That was a yes, wasn’t it? “I’m heading for the position the beam came from,” Yini said.
The longer they stayed in orbit, the greater the risk of being destroyed. Maria’s sacrifice must not be in vain. Yini ran some calculations to determine the mountain’s course, but only got results with a large margin of error. She still had the feeling that they were getting closer to the danger.
Again, the beam shot out of the cloud, confirming both her hope and her fear. At the same moment, the screen that had been showing the view from the Glider’s cameras went dark. “No signal,” was all it said.
“Crap, I’ve lost the glider,” Monte said.
They were blind again, but Yini wasn’t too upset about it. That second shot had allowed her to pinpoint the enemy’s position. They weren’t very far from it. They would need exactly two orbit correction maneuvers to make a soft landing on it.
“I’m correcting the orbit now with the help of two short, inconspicuous pulses,” she explained. “After that, we’ll drift without propulsion for about two hours until we’re close to the target.”
“You’re making us look like just another lump drifting through space without propulsion?”
“Exactly. I’m hoping the enemy won’t see us as a threat.”
She just called it the enemy, but she was sure that her father was behind it. Not the person her mother had fallen in love with, of course, but a distorted version. Yet it must still be Mark Decker. That, too, was both a hope and a fear.
“And what if they see the inevitable kinetic impact as a danger?” asked Monte.
He had, of course, recognized the weak point in their plan. A Terran spaceship would probably shoot down any lump on a collision course with it, for safety’s sake.
But what had Damian called the object? A mountain. Would a mountain be bothered by a snowflake falling on it?
“That’s a definite risk,” said Yini. “But it would certainly be much greater if we were flying towards the target with active propulsion.”
“Hm.”
She understood how Monte felt. Like him, she preferred to actively approach a dangerous situation instead of drifting. But that was the riskier option this time.

TWO HOURS LATER, they saw the outline of the alien spaceship, at least roughly, because they could not use the active sensors. The best comparison really was a mountain, or rather a hill. It was so rounded at the top that it would pass for a geological formation on a planet, and four or five hundred yards high. At the bottom, however, it was flattened. There, it had a kind of root, the diameter of which was about a fifth that of the main ship. It protruded about a mile into space and was roughly turnip-shaped.
“Reminds me of the centerboard of a sailboat,” said Monte.
“But the dimensions aren’t right. Maybe that’s the sail. The fact that it’s pointing towards the planet doesn’t mean that’s ‘down’ for it.”
“That’s true,” said Monte. “See those spots there?”
Yini nodded. There were small, bright spots all around the hill in the infrared.
“I think they’re entrances,” said Monte.
“Then why aren’t they darker?”
“The whole thing is far too dark. Think about the amount of energy it had to release to get into orbit. It must be generating heat, which is probably trapped inside and leaking out through those channels.”
“That’s not a very efficient design. Wouldn’t it be better to radiate the heat into space right where it’s generated?”
“Maybe it’s not a construction at all, but something that grew.”
“Speculation like that is going too far for me,” said Yini. “Let’s stick to what we know. So for now, there are warm spots on the hill.”
But this state of knowledge didn’t last long. The Starbird had drifted close enough that it was worth pointing the cameras at the enemy. Her hunch was confirmed.
“We have to get in there,” said Yini.
“You’re right,” said Monte. “But let’s not get ahead of ourselves. We need a plan. That thing is huge. It could be as full of holes as an anthill. Then we’ll never find your father.”
“We don’t necessarily have to, as long as we can render it harmless.”
Suddenly the Starbird shook. The controls reported a proximity alarm. The mountain was breaking up! It split into two halves, with a shiny golden liquid spreading out between them. A jet of it shot out. Yini was almost startled into maneuvering the Starbird out of the line of fire, but managed to restrain herself. That might have been their death sentence.
The beam moved in such a way that they could follow it with their eyes. So it was not a high-speed laser. It was more like a plasma discharge, like the ones that occurred above sunspots.
“Madness,” said Monte. “They must have plasma similar to that of the Terran sun. They direct the shots with the help of variable magnetic fields. The amount of power needed for that⁠—!”
Yini nodded. “I’m curious to see how fast they can make this mountain go. Maybe we’ll be lucky, and it will take them several thousand years to reach the solar system.”
“Do you really believe that?” asked Monte.
“No. I’m afraid they’ll be visiting us within the next century.”
Even that was probably too optimistic. But hopefully the Terran Union and Neomars had been warned. A lot could be achieved in half a century.
But nothing that would stop such a mountain of a spaceship.
“Hey, don’t worry,” said Monte. “We’ll get it done. After all, there are two of us.”
Yini had to smile, but it wasn’t a sign of cheerful courage. On the contrary. Monte obviously didn’t know what he was talking about - or he was a hopeless optimist.
The ship’s controls reported, “Collision in sixty seconds.”
Yini checked her seatbelt. Hopefully the impact wouldn’t damage her ship. It contained all the resources they had. The program was counting down, but rarely had she been so indifferent to a countdown. Perhaps this was a typical reaction of the human psyche - compared to everything that had happened today, this countdown seemed trivial.

AFTER THE IMPACT, the Starbird rolled over a few times before bouncing off a rock, approaching the mountain again and sticking itself into a hole.
“We’re here,” said Monte.
The wailing alarms that had signaled the impact fell silent. Yini called up the status reports. One of the landing fins was bent, and an antenna had been torn off. No structural damage. Very good! The yacht was more stable than expected. She jumped up and floated to the bulkhead.
“Wait a minute, where are you going?” asked Monte.
“Out?”
“You do realize there’s a vacuum out there, right?”
Yini slapped her forehead. She really had forgotten.
“You’re right. A spacesuit wouldn’t be a bad idea.”
“Plus a few weapons, spare oxygen and food. Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”
“Can you take over, Monte? I’m probably not quite sane right now.”
You had to realize when you were a danger to the mission. Monte nodded. Yini strapped herself back into her seat and surveyed the surroundings. The Starbird seemed to have landed in an almost circular hole in a kind of valley. All around them, the radar showed more such holes. Hadn’t there been an expedition to the feet of the Old Mothers? Apparently, the holes were the places where Old Mothers had grown in the past.
This meant that the mountain must be younger than the Old Mothers. How had it made it all the way down through the dense canopy? She remembered her father’s records of finding silicon structures on Adad. They had grown on the surface of the planet and slowly spread. Silicon was a common element on rocky planets. It only took a lot of energy to extract it in its pure form. What if they had arrived here several million years ago and had formed this mountain over time? That would certainly make Yini and Monte’s task more difficult. In a spaceship constructed by intelligences, one could expect a certain structure, and corridors for the crew to move around in.
A grown object was a different story. However, there must also be structures to support the growth. Necessary resources had to be transported through the body, and waste had to be disposed of. Yini shook her head. The mountain they had landed on held enough puzzles for a whole generation of explorers, but it was only the two of them.
A clatter brought her out of her thoughts. Yini turned towards the sound. Monte had put on the bottom of a spacesuit.
“Do you really want to go alone?” she asked. “Give me an hour, and I can keep you company.”
Suddenly she was afraid that Monte would not return. She had always done what she thought was right, but she had never been alone. That was probably how it was as a twin. Kang had been with her at first, and later her mother or her friends or Monte. If he died, like Maria, she would be all alone on a huge spaceship propelled by incomprehensible forces.
Monte came over to her, the top of his spacesuit dragging lightly on the ground. The flying mountain was heavy enough to produce a slight, but perceptible gravitational pull. Monte stroked the hair from her forehead with a fatherly gesture.
“Don’t worry. I’m just going to take a little tour and gather information we can use to plan our excursion. I’ll be back in an hour.”

“I’M RELEASING the safety line now,” said Monte.
The saliva in her mouth tasted bitter. Yini bit her upper lip. She didn’t like Monte cutting the line, but she didn’t say anything. On a naturally grown mountain, it would certainly be difficult to engage the safety catch over and over. She enlarged the section that showed Monte’s field of vision. On the asteroid 2320C1, where she had buried her mother, there had only been rubble and dust. Here it looked as if Monte was floating over a meadow.
Monte bent down and zoomed in on his foot approaching the grass. It was almost black, and when Monte touched it, it broke. He leaned forward to capture some of it. Now the camera image showed his hand. Monte ground the grass between his fingers into dust, which formed a small cloud over his palm.
“I bet it’s organic matter,” Monte said. “The cold has denatured it.”
The meadow Monte was walking across had originally covered the ground of Terra Nova. Suddenly it became so bright that Yini had to reduce the contrast. The sun was rising. For the first time, this grass that had grown at the feet of the Old Mothers would see the sun.
“There’s something up ahead,” Monte said, aiming the spotlight.
He was right. Someone had erected some kind of tent, quite flat, but clearly recognizable as an artificial structure.
“Those must be remnants of the expedition,” Yini said. “The one Damian was talking about.”
She wondered how Damian was doing. Was he safe? Was it possible to be safe from this monstrosity? And how was his mother?
Monte approached the tent. It was quite primitive. Up close, he could see that it was just a blanket draped over some object. It looked as if someone had tried to protect a rucksack from the rain.
“I’m taking the tarp away now,” said Monte.
“Maybe you shouldn’t do that,” said Yini. “It could be a trap.”
“I think that’s very unlikely. Why would the expedition have set traps? But maybe we’ll find out what they discovered down here.”
Yini took a deep breath. Monte leaned forward, took a corner of the blanket in his fingers and pulled on it. At first it snagged at the top, but then he tugged hard, and the fabric flew aside and wrapped itself around Monte’s right leg.
“Shit!” he shouted.
Monte swayed and took a step backwards. The camera image shook so much that Yini couldn’t make out any details. Suddenly, the camera only showed the black sky.
“Damn it!” shouted Monte.
Yini undid her seatbelt. “Do you need help?”
“No, I just tripped, and once you lose contact with the surface here... wait a minute.”
The camera panned down again. There was no sign of the tent.
“What did you find?” asked Yini.
“Nothing.”
“Come on, tell me! You just swore loudly. It’s not nothing.”
“You don’t want to see it, believe me.”
“Monte, I’m not a little kid and you’re not my father!”
“If you really want to...”
“I just want you to treat me as an equal. You don’t have to protect me. You’ll end up putting us both in danger!”
“Okay, okay, I understand. Here you go.”
The camera panned around. There was a man lying there. He was clearly dead, and he hadn’t died a pleasant death. His mouth was contorted. He must have been in severe pain. The camera slid over the body. The man was wearing some kind of uniform. There were wing symbols on his shoulders. Perhaps he had been a pilot. Yini looked for a name tag on his chest but saw none. The image section moved further down. The thigh was bare and looked terrible. Yini saw a ragged hole in the flesh, with shreds hanging down. A rough coating had spread over the skin, interrupted by a few black spots. It looked as if the dead man had tried to burn away the coating in these places. Further down, the thigh bone stood out bright white.
Her stomach started to heave, but Yini managed to swallow down the nausea. She gulped some water to get rid of the sour taste. She licked her dry lips and even managed to say something: “Poor guy.”
“Yeah. I’m afraid he won’t be of any help to us.”
How was Monte able to think about the benefits this guy could bring them right now?
“What do you mean?” she asked.
“That looks like an infection.”
“Yes, terrible. It ate him alive.”
“It is terrible, but it has nothing to do with our silicon life forms. The man was just unlucky: an open wound where germs get in can kill even the strongest.”
Yini shook her head. “Unlucky” was when you joined the slower line in the cafeteria. But she didn’t feel like arguing. She had to try and adjust to Monte’s way of thinking. He remained calm even when faced with a terrible sight. Although... His fall after removing the tent proved that he wasn’t unaffected either.
“The tent does tell us one thing,” said Yini. “The man was not traveling alone. Someone covered him with a tarp after he died.”
“Someone, yes,” said Monte. “But it must have been one or two people at most. If he’d had more companions, they would have taken him with them, or at least given him a decent burial.”
“You don’t know what’s customary on Terra Nova. But you’re basically right. The expedition must have shrunk quite a bit if there was such a small group left at this point.”
“I bet the ones that this guy was with were on their way back when it happened.”
“You mean they were the last survivors of the expedition?”
How big would the entire group have been? Terra Nova must have sent at least twenty people down there. Or had they not found anyone because they needed to save money?
“I think so,” said Monte. “Imagine you have to climb twelve miles to the top. Are you going to use your strength to bury your buddy, who won’t get anything out of it anyway?”
The scenario sounded credible, even if it meant that the real danger must be lurking inside the mountain.

“DON’T you want to start heading back?” asked Yini.
Monte had been out there for three hours now. The path had initially led him into a valley, but it was going uphill again, which wasn’t a physical problem given the minimal gravity.
“I want to reach one of those bright spots,” Monte said. “I bet we can get inside there.”
“That wasn’t the deal. This is no longer a short walk.”
It annoyed Yini that she sounded like a scared little girl. But she wasn’t scared. If they wanted to work together, they had to be able to rely on each other. Monte seemed to think he knew better what was good for them both. That was bound to end in disaster. And that, she was afraid of.
“I’ll be back soon,” he said.
Yini sighed. She scrolled through the screens showing the results of the various sensors on Monte’s spacesuit. Physically, he was fine, and he still had enough power and oxygen for eleven hours. Only one sensor was out of line: the magnetic field display was flashing. Yini examined the values. They were a long way from slipping into the danger zone. However, there must be a source to Monte’s left, which was probably artificial.
“Why don’t you take a few steps to the left,” she said.
“The bright spot is up ahead. It’s another hundred meters at most.”
“Go to the left first. There seems to be something there, and it could be interesting.”
“Okay.”
Monte’s helmet light swiveled around. He progressed in giant strides until the light suddenly fell on a strange machine.
“You were right, Yini. A coffee machine!”
The spotlight beam scanned the chunky object. It really did look like a slim, almost two-yard-high coffee machine. There was a tank where the glass coffee jug would be, but it wasn’t transparent. Monte approached the structure.
“The expedition must have brought this with them,” he said. “The switches are labeled in Neoterran.”
“If they dragged this monstrosity down, there really must have been at least twenty participants.”
“I bet the machine is used to extract oxygen from the air,” Monte said. “There even seems to be some left in stock.”
“That’ll be good to know when we set off on our expedition tomorrow.”
“Unfortunately, it can’t replenish its supply in a vacuum.”
Yini nodded. But they had enough resources in the Starbird. They wouldn’t asphyxiate, starve or die of thirst for the next hundred years.
“There’s something else,” said Monte.
“Be careful.”
“I am. It’s probably a mobile power station.”
Monte’s helmet light illuminated a kind of control cabinet with several cables coming out of it. One ran to the oxygen extractor. Another was lost in the darkness.
Monte lit it up. “I bet if I follow this, it’ll lead me to the bright spot.”
“Yeah, they must have hauled some hardware down there,” Yini said. “I wonder what happened to all those people.”
“I think we already know. One or two made it back up. The rest...”
Yini imagined lots of little mounds with blankets spread over them. Her chest tightened. She took a deep breath.
“Maybe people survived in there too,” she said.
“I’m not counting on it,” said Monte. “If all those bright spots really are openings, there’s the same vacuum in there as out here. The simple breathing masks they were wearing wouldn’t help them with that.”
The whole crew had probably been wearing masks. However, they hadn’t found one on the dead man.
Suddenly, alarm signals blared.
“Monte, what’s going on?” shouted Yini, switching through the diagnostic panels. Monte’s heartbeat had accelerated, but otherwise he was fine. The alarm was complaining about an unexpected burst of energy in the immediate vicinity, which could be a sign of an attack.
“Everything’s fine. I just turned on the power plant. See?”
The camera image showed a series of LEDs glowing orange. The power plant still seemed to be working, but probably didn’t have much fuel left.
“Next time, please warn me first, all right?”
“Will do. Unfortunately, the machine here seems to be almost out of methanol. That’s a shame.”
“You’ve got enough supplies in your suit. Besides, you were going to turn around soon anyway.”
“That’s true. It would just ... be reassuring to know that we still have reserves in case of an emergency.”
Monte pressed a button, and the LEDs went out.

THE BRIGHT SPOT only remained bright in the infrared. Monte was only a few steps away from it, but it was still barely visible in the beam of the spotlight. There was no hole to be seen. It looked as if Monte was walking towards a wall.
“There’s nothing there,” said Yini.
“There must be something there,” said Monte, who had reached the wall and was feeling it. It moved under his hand.
Monte laughed. “It’s just a curtain. It froze in the cold.”
Monte tugged at it, and now the camera showed an oval opening leading into the mountain. Just beyond it, against the wall, were some narrow tables with computers on them.
“It looks like an office. There was probably a breathable atmosphere in there,” said Yini.
Monte moved inside. He bumped into one of the tables, causing the computer on it to tip over. Yini expected a rumble, but of course there was no sound in the vacuum.
“You were going to turn back now,” Yini said. “It’s too dangerous to explore that cave alone.”
Maybe it wasn’t that dangerous. But she was too curious to let Monte make all the discoveries himself.
“Just a few more yards to get an overview,” Monte said.
She clicked her tongue in annoyance.
“Hey, I heard that,” said Monte.
Yini had to laugh, but the subsequent image from the camera silenced her: another corpse. It was a scientist, or at least she was wearing a white coat. Several shots pierced it in the groin area. Her facial features were distorted in a similar way to the dead pilot. It had obviously not been an easy death. Her breathing mask hung under her chin. The air in the corridor must indeed have been breathable.
Monte stepped closer to the dead woman without saying anything. It wasn’t necessary. At second glance, the injury could not have been caused by gunfire. Yini guessed a deep stab with a long knife or a machete. It was not unlikely that machetes would be carried on such an expedition.
A strange device lay next to the woman. “That’s a primitive flamethrower,” Monte explained. “I saw something like that during my time in the ... never mind.”
The scientist had obviously been fighting someone or something. Yini initially thought of the silicon creatures, but a knife as a weapon was better suited to a human. Had a fight broken out among the crew, scientists against military personnel? Had some people revolted because they wanted to retreat? This far away from civilization, there were often outbreaks of primitive violence. Or did the aliens have something to do with it?
“You’d better come back,” said Yini. “Two corpses in one day is enough.”
She thought of Maria, who had been hit by a chunk of debris, and then of the space station from which the debris must have come. Two bodies? Today’s death toll was probably in the thousands. Terra Nova was lucky that it was so sparsely populated. If the mountain had hit the Earth’s sky ring...
“Neither of them died today,” Monte said, moving deeper into the corridor.
Chaos reigned in the expedition’s former research base. Personal belongings were strewn about, smashed glass lay on the floor and storage crates had been ripped open.
“Someone was looking for supplies in a hurry,” Monte concluded. “And look, there!”
The camera showed the ground, where black footprints could be seen. They led deeper into the mountain.
“You’re not following them, Monte!”
“Only until the next curtain.”
Yini didn’t answer. Her fears were misplaced. The prints must have been made while the mountain was still on the planet. No, they had not been made. They had been left by the human who had stabbed the researcher. Monte floated down the corridor to the curtain he had spoken of. It was in tatters, and naturally Monte brushed it aside to look behind it.
The light from his helmet spotlight fell on the nearest dead man. His legs were in plain work pants. He wore a uniform jacket on his upper body, but it looked very different from the pilot’s. More importantly, it had a small patch on the lapel embroidered with “M. Okean”.
Matta. Yini immediately pictured Harriet’s face. She probably didn’t yet know what had happened to her brother. Yini would have to inform her. If the tachyon station hadn’t been destroyed yet, all she had to do was unlock the antenna to radio the news to Harriet. But would it really help her? Matta was a stranger to Yini, but even she could hardly get the sight of him out of her head. His face was burned to the bone. Skin hung in tatters from his chin and forehead. The cheekbones had been exposed by the fire from the flamethrower. The left eye socket was empty, the right eye was closed. He must have stabbed the researcher blindly while she directed the flame at him. How could people develop such hatred for each other? Even the strap holding his breathing mask was burned. It had slipped down next to the corpse.
“What?” asked Monte. “You’re not telling me to turn around?”
Only now did Yini realize that Monte had long since moved on. She felt as if she had been staring at the face of the burned corpse for several minutes. She didn’t care whether Monte had disappeared inside the mountain.
“I knew that man,” she said. “Not directly, but...”
“Did he come from the solar system?” asked Monte.
“No. His name was Matta Okean, and he volunteered for the expedition. His sister was very worried about him.”
“Okean is the name of every third person here, and M as an initial is also common. It could be someone else. Or should I search him? Maybe he has some ID on him.”
“Thanks, that’s not necessary. Just let him be.”
“Okay. I just wanted to tell you that I’m turning around now. I don’t think anyone survived down here, by the way.”
“Maybe not from the expedition. But someone or something is controlling this mountain and destroying Terra Nova right now. That has to stop.”
“I suppose you’re right. But I doubt that we can do anything against this power. When it’s thundering, you can’t stop the lightning. No one can once the discharge has started.”
Monte was right. But he didn’t consider that she was the one who had set herself this task. Not because she was incredibly brave, but because she still suspected her father was behind it all.
“I can try to make sure that there are no more storms,” she said.
“That never worked on Earth.”
“They never really tried.”
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THE FLOOR AND WALLS SHOOK, and the world lost its direction. Unpleasant noises spread. Two-legged creatures screamed. He heard them even inside the transparent room they had locked him in. That was the sign. Kian stood up. He couldn’t free himself from his prison, but Decker had known that, so the Voice knew his situation too.
Suddenly, the window he had been leaning against broke. Shards hurtled through the air and pierced his body. He tensed his flesh and pushed them out again, closing the wounds they had made. The room he was in no longer had any right angles. Kian liked it much better now.
He twirled his tail around and wiped away the remains of the disk. Then he sniffed. The air was moving. It pulled them outside. The station must have opened up to the vacuum. They had the same destination. Kian ran through the corridors. Two-legged creatures came towards him but paid no attention to him. They were trying to escape the vacuum, which would be their only salvation. The whole place was doomed. Only rebirth offered a chance to continue life.
Kian rushed towards the vacuum where he would be reborn. Countless times, until the conditions around him were such that he could breathe again. He stumbled over a dead biped, and just as he was about to brace himself against the opposite wall, it disappeared into the light. For a brief moment, he saw a massive mountain, its insides illuminated by the Voice, but then pieces of the shattered wall ripped off his head, severing many of the connections in his body and sending him on the path to rebirth.
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“YOU PROMISED me the body would be ready on the 26th of Hatur,” shouted X7, slamming her fist on the edge of the screen.
The man on the screen looked down guiltily. “I really must ask for your understanding. Due to yesterday’s events, some civilian transport flights carrying necessary materials were canceled, so we were unable to complete your new body. We’ve also been missing two technicians since that unexpected attack the other day.”
“I need that body, and fast!”
Gaudlitz had obviously tricked her. The dating of the message about the destruction of the tachyon station as Hatur 28, or May 15, must not have been correct. The mountain, which had been concealed in the cloud layers of the upper atmosphere since yesterday, would not wait another two days to strike. X7 had seen the size of the thing and now believed it could do anything. Objects that size were not put together for fun. They were made for war. But in this primitive human body, X7 would not survive the coming war!
“If I may, my lady, your body suits you perfectly! I’m sure you’ll last a few more days...”
X7 ended the connection. She would check in with the people in the tachyon station herself.

WHEN THE SHUTTLE DOCKED, X7 immediately started to jump into the airlock, but the bulkhead didn’t open.
“Strube, is that you?” she asked.
“I won’t let you out until I know when I’ll get my body back.”
“Ugh, Strube, that’s the point! I need a new body so that Fiona can have this one again and you can return to your own.”
“I want guarantees,” said Strube, whose consciousness was still in the shuttle. In a way, X7 felt sorry for him – she wouldn’t like it either – but a new change had simply not materialized so far.
“The only guarantee I can give you is the little bomb that will destroy this shuttle if you do anything stupid. Then you’ll never need a body again.”
“That’s a bluff, admit it!”
“There’s no way for you to know that, Strube. And don’t even try - I’ve hidden the bomb from the on-board electronics.”
Strube didn’t answer, but the bulkhead opened. X7 jumped out and ran toward the tachyon transmitter.

TWO GUARDS GREETED her at the door. Apparently, they had been armed since the murders the other day.
“ID?” asked the man on the right.
X7 presented Fiona’s ID card, and a scanner confirmed her identity.
“Go,” said the man on the right.
She sprinted through the corridors until she reached the consciousness purification laboratory. When she knocked, the same young man she had seen on the screen opened the door. His eyes widened as she grabbed him by the shoulders, lifted him up and held his face close to hers.
“I need my new body right now,” she told him at close range. The fact that spit flew in his face was part of the intimidation tactic.
“Of course, Ms. Forest,” he said. “Please come with me. I’m Wilbur Okean, your account manager.”
Wilbur led her into a well-chilled storage room.
“Wait a minute. I don’t want anything biological,” said X7. “Don’t screw me over!”
Wilbur shook his head. “We keep android bodies cool, too. Some customers find it uncomfortable to shift into a warm body.”
Humans were strange.
“Doesn’t warmth stand for life?” she asked.
“It does, but if the body is warm, people get the feeling that the previous owner could still be present, or at least hasn’t been gone for long. Most people like to believe they are slipping into a previously uninhabited body. Even if this is completely unrealistic, because who can afford a fresh clone? Very few, Ms. Forest, very few. Except you, of course.”
Visibly proud, Wilbur pulled an oblong box from a shelf full of such containers, and opened it. An android grinned at her from the box, which was lined with shiny fabric.
“I left the smile off the equipment list,” said X7.
“I can correct that for you. But we have a bigger problem.” Wilbur leaned over the crate and pulled away the cloth that hid what should have been the android’s abdomen and legs. “That’s why we haven’t been able to offer you the transfer yet.”
The machine had neither of the aforementioned things. That was bad. The essential components were in the upper body, but having only the arms made locomotion more complex. In view of the catastrophe they were facing, X7 had deliberately chosen the ultimate maximum equipment. Even a small rocket engine had been included.
“When will the rest be delivered?” she asked.
“The day after tomorrow? I’m not sure.”
“Does the engine work?”
“In the back, yes. Your friends will be envious!”
“I don’t have any friends.”
“I’m sorry about that.”
X7 didn’t answer. She stood as tall as possible and pulled one box after another from the shelf. Most of them contained biological bodies whose owners were currently traveling somewhere. But there were also a few androids. X7 tested each one.
“I’m sorry, but you’re not allowed to do that,” said Wilbur.
She kicked him in the soft bits with her right foot. He groaned. “What...?”
“It’s your fault my body isn’t complete yet. So don’t wet your pants. These bodies will be scrap and ashes in a few days. No one will be able to complain, if you’re still alive at all.”
“I ... I could offer to lend you individual parts until your body is complete.”
“If that’s what you want to call it... I need the frame from this one,” X7 said, pointing to an android.
“But on this one, female primary sexual characteristics are replicated, while the upper body was made to your order...”
“The end of the world is coming, boy! Everything else is irrelevant. See those joints? You should be able to jump fifteen yards with those, even on Terra Nova.”
“Ten, to be precise, since your upper body is...”
“I’m not really interested in that. But I want these multifunctional hands,” said X7, pointing to another box.
The hands of this android could be reconfigured like a Swiss army knife. X7 hadn’t even thought of that possibility. It was great.
“As you wish, Ms. Forest. I’ll draw up the loan agreement. Can you see me tomorrow...”
“No, my friend. We’ll do it now. Right now.”
“But I’m just the salesman. We need a technician.”
“Then you get a technician. Right away. Is there anything unclear about that task?”
“No, I’ll get a technician. Right away. I know where to find one.”
Suddenly, a rumble reverberated through the space they occupied. Wilbur crashed into one of the crates. X7 managed to hold on. An alarm sounded.
“Attention, attention. The station has been hit by a piece of debris. Please return to your positions.”
X7 pulled Wilbur out of the crate. He looked at her with wide eyes.
“Are we still going to continue?”
“Of course. You get the technician. Go!”
Wilbur left the storeroom at a run. Hopefully he would find the technician. But she had scared him enough to make him come back. That was another strange human behavior. If you made them feel slightly afraid, they would flee. But if you threatened them severely enough, they would return voluntarily. At least most of them did.
X7 bent over the crate. She would prepare the transfer. First, she took out the body she had ordered. It was damn heavy, even though it was still missing its entire abdomen. She dragged it by the arms across the tiled floor, where it left two white scratches. The consciousness purification room was next door. She heaved the half-body onto one of the tables. Whew.
The second android was even heavier. It probably weighed almost twice as much. X7 couldn’t even get it out of the crate. But that could be changed. She searched the transfer room. There must be tools here somewhere. She came across a mechanical saw. That would take too long. But the laser cutter in the compartment below... She took the tool out and tested it on a couch. The laser cut through the metal like butter, leaving a lingering smell of scorched paint.
X7 carried the cutter into the next room. Here was the body whose lower part she needed. She placed the cutter at about navel height and pressed the trigger. Smoke rose. Hot liquid squirted from the gap that formed as she slowly slid the cutter over the android’s stomach. This time there was much more of a stench, and she had to wait a moment because the cut surface was still hot. Finally, she could place the lower part next to the other half of her new body. The technician would surely find a way to join the two parts.
There were still the hands. X7 separated them from the arms above the elbow joint and set them on the table as well. The technician arrived shortly afterwards.
“Where’s Wilbur?” she asked.
“He was so afraid to come back here that I sent him to his family. But we don’t need him. You’re obviously a nice person,” he stared at her breasts, which actually belonged to Fiona, “and it’s a simple... What have you done? Have you taken leave of your senses?”
The technician must have just noticed her preparations.
“I’m in a hurry,” she said. “That’s why everything is already here.”
“You’ve made the upper body unusable! You can’t just... Look, there are attachment points that make it easy to separate the upper and lower body.”
The technician pressed on the divided body at belt height, and an oval piece that belonged to the upper body fell off.
“Androids are all standardized today, regardless of whether they come from Neomars or the moon,” said the technician. “That’s going to be expensive!”
“I can assure you that the previous owner won’t notice any of this, because he won’t be coming to the station again.”
“Do you know him personally? Well, her, I mean.”
“No, but I know that the tachyon station will be destroyed tomorrow at the latest.”
Maybe it was not a good idea to tell the technician about the future. He looked at her with furrowed brows, as if he didn’t believe her.
“Because of the object from the surface? I don’t believe that. Nobody really saw it, did they? They’re just trying to scare us so that...”
He didn’t finish the sentence.
“So that?” asked X7.
“Well, just that. They want us to be scared so that... Never mind. It’s best if you lie down on the other table and put your head in the reading bowl while I get your arms ready.”
There was another rumble. A voice announced the impact of another object.
“That was just supposed to scare us too?” asked X7.
“Yes, all the garbage in orbit, that’s routine. Every now and then something hits us. Nothing to worry about. The station is designed in such a way that nothing will happen to us.”
The man was calm, and for whatever reason, that was exactly what she needed right now.
“There are two more special features,” explained X7. “Firstly, we need a certain Lieutenant Strube from the Space Navy here. Secondly, we need to establish a connection to a very specific shuttle. You let my purification flow into the new body, Strube gets this one, and whatever you find in the shuttle gets to go into Strube’s body. Can you manage that?”
“Of course I can. But with all the other stuff and the necessary radio calls, it’ll be a triple bill, you realize that?”
“I’ll pay you six times the usual fee if everything works out. No, ten times as much.”
The technician wouldn’t have no chance to spend the money, but at least he was one of the few people here who had been warned. It was ironic that he, of all people, would do nothing about the warning.
“Heheh. Well, not that I want to talk you out of it, but I always do my job properly, even at the legal rate. I couldn’t do anything else.”
“Of course.”
X7 sat down on the table the technician had pointed to. “Is there anything else I need to consider?”
“Take off all your clothes, please.”
“What?”
“Oh, sorry, the body won’t be going into storage afterwards, will it? Or will the new owner bring her own clothes?”
“No, what I’m wearing now is hers.”
“Good, then please roll up your right sleeve so that I can quickly set up an IV in case of an emergency. Don’t worry, there won’t be an emergency, but that’s the rules.”
“Understood.”
X7 pushed up the sleeve of her blouse. Then she lay down. The cool metal of the reading bowl pressed against her skull. She felt inside this body once more. It had served her well. Under other circumstances, she would leave it to freeze in the storage facility. But the storage facility would no longer exist tomorrow. She might as well give the body back to Fiona.
“It’s about to get a bit uncomfortable,” said the technician.
Two metal clamps were placed around her wrists. This was the most uncomfortable part of the procedure for her because she felt at the mercy of the technician. The technician leaned over her and adjusted the fit of the reading bowl. He had bad breath. X7 closed her eyes, but that didn’t change anything. Why could humans only switch off their visual sense?
She thought about her new body, which had no such flaws. She would finally be able to see in all wavelengths again. The front door squeaked. Someone was whispering. She didn’t recognize the voice. A hand rested on her shoulder.
“As for your instructions...” the technician began.
He hesitated, as if afraid of her.
“Yes?”
“There are a few problems. Lieutenant Strube is busy at the moment.”
“Busy?”
That was impossible. Fiona would be eager to get her Biobag back.
“Apparently the ship where he’s on duty is engaged in combat right now. Heavy combat.”
Damn. It was too soon! Today was the fourteenth. She wouldn’t send the message until tomorrow! That meant these battles shouldn’t be occurring until tomorrow.
“I see. And the shuttle?”
“Docked, but if I understood you correctly, it was supposed to be an exchange?”
“That’s right.”
“So, we’re aborting?”
“No, it’s too late for that. I need the new body. This one is too weak for what’s coming.”
“We can wait another day. I’m sure the Space Navy has everything under control.”
They don’t! But it would be unwise to scare the technician too much.
“We’ll do it now. Please store the Biobag here afterwards until someone asks for it.”
“As you wish.”
No one would ever ask. Fiona had missed the last chance to return to her body. That meant Strube was also stuck in the shuttle. Someday, when this was all over, she would get Fiona a new, better Biobag, fully equipped with everything the Neomars geneticists had to offer. But that day would never come. Something was fundamentally wrong here. The future was no longer what she had promised herself.

THE WORLD WAS full of color. X7 had never been bathed in such a dazzling glow. She didn’t move, but blue veils billowed in front of her, orange-red fields rotated around her, and white flashes shot into her fingertips. She sat up, but felt nauseous and had to lie down again.
Sensory overload, the system reported. X7 should have expected this. She had lived in a humanoid Biobag for too long and was no longer used to receiving so many impressions. She gradually switched off individual systems. The deactivated magnetic sensor made the ripples disappear, cutting off the sensor for electrical fields made the flashes disappear, and the rotating colors faded as she limited the wavelengths of the optics to the normal human visibility range.
At the same time, the space around her emerged from the colored shadows. It was disappointingly gray and brown and only dimly lit. The lamps in the corners must be the emergency lighting. She calibrated the optics until there was a reddish glow. Now the barren room took on a warmer hue. X7 switched on the acoustic sensor. An alarm was sounding. She was expecting it now, though. The odor sensor showed that there was a fire nearby. X7 pulled herself up. This time her body didn’t react with nausea. She sat down on the edge of the couch. Her legs were bare, as was her upper body. Damn. Where was the technician? There seemed to be no one here. She switched to infrared. No sign of any living creature.
X7 stood up and stretched all her muscles. She could now touch the ceiling with her fingertips. She moved to the front of the room, where she had seen some lockers. The gravity was well below normal. The tachyon station was obviously rotating more slowly than usual. This was not a good sign. The lockers were secured with primitive padlocks. X7 simply tore them off. That was fun! She was equipped with more strength than she had had for a long time, and she hadn’t even used the multitool in her hands yet.
There was a folded uniform and shoes in the middle locker, but no underwear. She found a pair of swimming trunks in the locker next door. They were a little too big for her, but better than nothing. The uniform was clearly too small. The blouse wouldn’t fasten, and the sleeves and trouser legs were too short, but it would have to do until she found something else.
A jolt threw her heavily against the locker.
X7 checked her skin, but she didn’t even have a scratch. This was great material. She stroked it, and it felt almost like the surface of her former Biobag. X7 turned around, looking for Fiona’s body, but it seemed the technician had taken it to storage, presumably before he escaped.
The next jolt shook her. X7 checked the system time. Six hours had passed since the consciousness purification had begun. She had slept through half the day! X7 checked the system. The large control monitor revealed the cause: due to a lack of power, the transfer rate had been slowed to a tenth of maximum. That must have happened about twenty minutes after she fell asleep, when her consciousness was stored in the cache. Lack of power meant that the station’s main fusion reactor had stopped operating. Hopefully only for safety reasons. Nonsense. Of course it was for safety reasons. If it had gotten out of control, she wouldn’t be around anymore. That thing would have pulverized her into her atomic components.
She had to get out of here. The technician had come to that conclusion earlier. She wondered if he believed her now. He had talked about the shuttle being docked at the station. That would be her way out. Hopefully Strube was patient enough not to leave without her. He didn’t like her. He probably even hated her. But he needed her to be able to return to his body. Humans were so easy to manipulate. A rational person would have rented another, better Biobag long ago.
X7 ran to the door and pressed the handle. The door didn’t open, presumably also an emergency measure. Smoke billowed through the narrow cracks in the door frame. X7 replaced her finger with a metal jigsaw. She pushed the saw blade into the crack at the top of the door and moved it downwards until she hit the bolt holding the door closed. She sawed through it, bent down and repeated the procedure at the bottom. One kick and the door burst open.
Flames greeted her in the corridor. It was hot. She pulled her uniform jacket closed to protect the beautiful, fresh skin of her body. The air was full of soot particles, but the filters in her airways were coping well enough that she didn’t need to draw on her oxygen reserves. She started to turn left towards the shuttle, but instead turned around and headed right, towards the communications center. Whatever the future held, X7 still had to fulfill her part of the deal.
However, the fire seemed to be spreading from the communications center, of all places. It was working its way across the wall coverings, which were not supposed to be flammable. Corruption and overly thrifty clients. That always came back to bite you just when it counted.
X7 was happy to be in her new body. With the air temperature now at 80 degrees, she wouldn’t stand a chance otherwise.
The communications center was locked, but there was a hole in the ceiling of the corridor. Something must have blown it open from the floor above. Perhaps a rocket. The station must have managed to reseal its outer shell after the hit. That was bad - without air, the fire would have been smothered long ago. But of course, the designers prioritized the lives of the crew, who would otherwise have suffocated as well. Now they would burn to death instead.
Hopefully the crew of the communications center had made it to safety. X7 would have to open this door, which was holding back the fire. The jigsaw was still active. Once she removed the last bolt, the door burst open all by itself and took her with it. X7 just managed to grab on to a computer. Beyond it was a hole into nothingness.
Outer space. X7 switched to internal breathing. Her lungs were now supplied with oxygen from a tank in her abdomen. It looked as if a predator had taken a bite out of the tachyon station. The station was unable to plug this leak. But the computer she was clinging to was still working! The station was apparently powered from the inside. However, the computer required a password. She might be able to overcome the lock, but she didn’t have time for that. She moved to a computer further to the left.
It was also locked, but X7 had seen a leg beneath it. She pulled on it. It was lifeless. With a little effort, she pulled the whole body out. The young woman who owned it was dead; her skull was cracked open on the side. She must have fallen hard, very hard. Her white coat was stained with blood. The name tag on her lapel read “Harriet B. Negrin”. The face was oddly smiling, as if she had received some great news in her last seconds.
X7 was glad that the woman had kept her eyes open. She took her head in her hand and held it in front of the screen so that the camera could capture her face. The lock disappeared.
“Thank you, Harriet.”
The woman seemed to have been in charge of the normal radio, but she also had access to the tachyon transmitter. Very good. X7 switched to the recording menu. Suddenly there was another jolt. She clung to the screen, which flickered briefly.
“It can’t be!” she shouted. “I’m not supposed to record this message until tomorrow!”
But that was obviously wrong. Today was the day the tachyon station was destroyed. She pulled herself up onto Harriet’s chair and started typing. Another bump, and this time gravity disappeared too. That was impossible. What she perceived as gravity came from the rotation of the station on its axis. The rotation could not suddenly stop! Nothing could immobilize a space station weighing many thousands of tons just like that. Unless the part in which X7 was located had become detached from the rest of the station. Was that the explanation? An impulse propelled her upwards. This remnant was apparently still rotating. If she had enough time, she could calculate its mass from the angular momentum that the rest had carried with it.
But she had no time. It was a minor miracle that the transmitter was still working. Unless the computer here simply hadn’t registered that the transmitter had failed. No matter. She must seize the opportunity.
“This is X7,” she spoke into the camera at the top of the screen. X7 tried to remember the exact words she would have said, but failed. The memory of the Biobag she was in was not sufficient. She tried to make sense of it.
“Terra Nova’s tachyon station is on the verge of collapse. Today is the...”
Yes, what day was it? Today was May 14, of course. But in her message, she had clearly stated the fifteenth. What would happen if she changed the content of her message? Time was not to be trifled with. Tachyon transmissions were already straining the structure of space-time. In reality, the 15th of May had become the 14th. If she now named the 14th, everything might happen here on the 13th, and another X7 would then name that date, moving the start of the battles to the 12th, then to the 11th, the 10th and so on until the beginning of time. It could set off a cascade that destroyed the entire universe.
“Today is May 15th, 2864.”
X7 had to grin. She had also set a cascade in motion. The version of herself that received this message would be surprised by the fighting, as she was. It was a process that would go on for all eternity, but wouldn’t consume the universe. A benign tumor, so to speak, not a malignant cancer that ate away at its host day by day. The question was what set this process in motion. Why had she given the wrong date the first time? Or was this the first time? Enough already. She didn’t have forever.
“Here is a brief summary of today. I hope there is still enough time for Earth to respond appropriately. I will try to send this message back in time using the tachyon system as soon as I can. I have calculated that you should receive this message on April twelfth, 2864.”
That was a lie. She hadn’t done the math, at least not here and now. She’d heard it from her predecessor. X7 tapped around on the controls of the tachyon transmitter. She searched through all the submenus, but it was simply not possible to send messages into the past. That would be very dangerous, if only because of the consequences she had just thought through. Was it not true, then? Had the other X7 lied? But that couldn’t be the case, because Gaudlitz had informed her well before today about what should have happened tomorrow but was happening today.
It must be possible. The option was probably hidden somewhere so that it would only be used in an emergency. She didn’t need that right now. The next impact spun her around. She should be making her way slowly to the shuttle now. Instead, she rummaged through the source code of the tachyon control system for hidden options. There. There was a section that seemed to consist entirely of comments. The programmer told a strange fairy tale about a frog king. X7 went through the text. It was stored in rather old-fashioned 32-bit coding, which was also unusual. What if it was a hidden program code? She tried to execute the lines of text, but only received error messages.
This changed when she combined the 32-bit codes into 1024 bits each, as was standard these days. The fairy tale turned into a program that appeared on the screen with an extremely sparse interface.
“Correction parameters?”
A cursor flashed behind it.
“Thirty-three days,” she said.
The cursor continued to flash. The program was obviously not suitable for voice input.
“33 days,” typed X7.
“Error. Unknown parameters.”
“33,” she tried.
“Your message will reach the recipient 33 seconds before it is sent. Please confirm (Y/N).”
“N.”
“Correction parameters?”
Whew. She had to multiply 33 times 24 hours by 3600 seconds each. Or should she give the earth more time? But her future self had deliberately chosen April 12. The deeper she went into the past, the more dangerous it became. But wait a minute. Today was May 14. That meant 32 days. 32 times 24 hours.
“2,764,800,” she typed.
“Your message will reach the recipient 2,764,800 seconds before it is sent. Please confirm (Y/N).”
“Y.”
“Please confirm that you are aware of the possible consequences of a time paradox and will only use this program in an emergency. To do this, enter I AM SURE.”
“I AM S...” typed X7, then aborted the program. She’d almost messed up. The message wasn’t finished yet!
“I have some bad news,” she started again and reported what she knew. As she went through the text again, she noticed a problem. The tachyon message that Gaudlitz had mentioned referred to a report from Captain Morris that was attached to the message. X7 remembered the end vividly, because first Strube and then Morris himself died.
As far as she knew, both were still alive, and she had no report to send. X7 switched to the communications module and searched the logbooks. Morris must have been communicating with others from the Vanguard. The computer she was using was responsible for monitoring radio frequencies. This proved helpful, as Morris was the senior Space Navy captain in charge of defense. X7 listened briefly to the radio traffic. None of it sounded good. She created an archive from the phrases, stored it in her memory and attached it to the message. The result was surprisingly similar to what she had read.
She started the hidden program again and typed her way through the queries until she reached “I AM SURE” and sent everything to the tachyon transmitter by pressing a button.
That was a lie, of course.

WHEN SHE REACHED the end of the tachyon station, where the docking bay for the shuttles should be, there was nothing but flying debris. The docking arm looked as if it had been cut off with a laser sword. Several small ships had collided with such force that it was almost impossible to tell which support element or engine came from which ship.
X7 drifted over the area. If her shuttle had ended up in this mass of debris, she had to find it. She owed it to Strube, who was still locked in the on-board computer. Again and again, she thought she recognized a fragment, but that type of shuttle was so common that she was disappointed every time. She was not worried about Strube’s life. The chips were robust enough that nothing would happen to him, and so small that a direct hit was unlikely. But if no one got him out of here, he would orbit Terra Nova until the end of time. The attacker was apparently putting a swift end to civilization.
It was very strange. Now she was getting to the point of helping humanity. But it made perfect sense. She had always wanted to receive the recognition she deserved as a goddess. And for that she needed humanity. So she had to oppose whatever wanted to destroy it.
A metal beam rammed into her back. It was a hard blow. She felt the skin beneath her uniform burst open before a thin liquid sealed the tear from the inside. The impact sent her body spinning. It was impossible to stop the rotation. But above all, she was moving away from the station inch by inch. She tried to start the engine built into her back, but it didn’t work. The impact must have damaged it. Why had she switched off the radar? It would have warned her of the debris.
X7 was scared for the first time in her life. Her body was powerful, but not omnipotent. With a human Biobag, she would have been dead long ago, that was for sure. But she would have been better off for it. She had overestimated herself, and now she was being punished for it. X7 extended her arms and legs to the sides to slow her rotation. She would only stop when she hit the atmosphere of Terra Nova at some point. By then, however, her consciousness would have long been extinguished. Even this body only had a finite amount of energy.
She floated through the dark universe. Fortunately, she didn’t have to stay this way. If she had to die, it should be with a flourish. She switched all her sensors back on so that blue vapors, red clouds and white lightning surrounded her again, as she deserved as a goddess.
X7 trundled through the cosmos like this for a while. The further she got from the tachyon station, the better she could see the enormous damage to it. The huge detector basin was torn open in several places. X7 registered the Cherenkov radiation being generated there. Its intensity had decreased by 95 percent. The detector could no longer receive tachyon messages, let alone transmit them. That was certain. Her message would have been the last to go out. Hopefully it would help someone, because if X7 hadn’t invested valuable time in it, her shuttle might not have been destroyed.
Would have, could have, should have. She had been right to invest that time. These damn aliens were taking away X7’s favorite toy. She could only hope the humans kicked the solar system invader’s ass good and hard. But realistically, they didn’t stand a chance. She scanned the flying debris and calculated its total mass. At least ten warships must have been destroyed here. How many more would the Terran Union be able to build in the solar system in fifty to eighty years? Certainly no more than that. Some of the Space Navy ships had been in service since the Martian War.
One of the nearby pieces of debris was behaving strangely. Its orbit around Terra Nova was unusually elliptical, in a way that couldn’t be explained by a collision with other debris near its orbit. It would have had to have three collisions in a row, for which X7 calculated a probability of only three percent. The elliptical orbit had its perinovum at a point that intersected her own orbit, exactly when it was there.
That could not be a coincidence. X7 scanned the piece of debris. It remotely resembled a shuttle. It looked particularly exciting in infrared: It appeared to consist of several components. The inner part was brighter, which meant warmer. There were some cold components around it, which spectrographically proved to be metallic in nature. It looked as if someone was trying to hide its true shape so as not to stand out among all the debris.
X7 calculated possible shapes of the inner part, the exact boundaries of which were hidden by other debris. One of the possibilities looked like a shuttle that... She barely managed to refrain from radioing the shuttle. There must be survivors, and she mustn’t blow her cover. But how had they found X7? Probably the same way she discovered the shuttle - by closely observing their surroundings.
X7 waited impatiently for the orbits to intersect. The survivors certainly didn’t yet know how lucky they were to have fished X7 out of space. With her on board, their chances of survival would increase significantly. On the other hand, it was rather arrogant of her to think that way of herself, especially in view of her current helplessness. X7 was fortunate that the survivors had found her, and what was more - they were risking their lives to save X7.

SHE WAS RIGHT. A shuttle was hovering next to her. It belonged to the Vanguard. Had belonged. The pilot had maneuvered the shuttle so skillfully into some debris from the tachyon station that it looked like a large piece of rubble itself. But it seemed surprisingly undamaged. X7 grabbed it as soon as it came within her reach. However, the metal strut she had grabbed was spinning. The two paths differed considerably, so there was a good deal of momentum to dissipate. Before the strut could completely detach itself from the other debris, X7 switched to another one.
The bulkhead opened. However, no one came to the door to greet her. That made sense - it would be a waste of resources. But it seemed out of character for people otherwise acting so irrationally. X7 shimmied over to the bulkhead and pulled herself inside, whereupon the outer door closed. While the airlock filled with breathable air, the warning light flashed red.
Then it turned green. X7 had to push open the inner bulkhead herself. She stepped through. There was no one in the cabin.
“Hello!” she called out. “Anyone home?”
She floated to the toilet and opened the thin covering in front of it. The seat was dusty. The toilet didn’t seem to have been used for a while. X7 placed herself in the pilot’s seat and activated the controls.
“Well, finally,” said Strube. “You had the voice output switched off.”
X7 leaned back. It was good to be back, even if Strube lacked some of the respect he used to have. He came to get me. She made no comment on it, though.
“Thank you,” said X7. “Thank you for saving me.”
“I have to admit, I deliberated for a while.”
“That was the right thing to do. A good plan came out in the end. Your trajectory adjustments really could have come from collisions.”
“I wasn’t mulling over the plan; I was mulling over whether to save you at all.”
“I see. Yes, that makes sense. But I would have saved myself too if I were you. It gives you a considerable survival advantage.”
“I’m already regretting that I made that choice.”
“That’s typically human, if I may say so. There’s no point in regretting a decision afterwards. It can’t be changed, and regret only creates psychological stress, which is completely unnecessary.”
“Thank you. Now I remember why I didn’t miss you.”
“I would have missed humans a lot. You are so easy to manipulate.”
Why was she suddenly being so honest? X7 hardly recognized herself. But she had somehow come to trust Strube. Maybe it was because he had no way to use her honesty against her.
“I can imagine,” said Strube. “Do you have any idea what’s happened to my body?”
“Wait a minute. I have the Vanguard’s radio log files. From that, I should be able to determine where your body is. I’m skeptical about its possible use for a consciousness purification, though.”
“You mean Fiona is dead?” Strube’s voice sounded strange.
“Unfortunately, one of the disadvantages of Biobags is that a consciousness trapped inside cannot outlive its wearer. You should introduce back-up storage.”
“So she’s dead. That’s very sad.”
“I don’t know, Strube. Her body is in a refrigerator in the remains of the tachyon station. If you like, we can go and see what’s become of her.”
“That’s what I want.”
“Good, head for the area below the tachyon detector. We should be able to enter the storage facility that way.”
“I’m not interested in the unconscious Biobag! I want to know what happened to the human!”
Strube was almost yelling. She’d never seen him like this. She must have left him alone for too long.
“We can also look for the Strube Biobag,” explained X7. “I’ve analyzed the logs and can give you the approximate coordinates.”
“Let’s go, then!”
“You realize this will make us look suspicious to the enemy?”
While rescuing her, Strube had strictly avoided that. He would come out of hiding for Fiona. X7 sensed a feeling that could best be described as “envy”. Or was it more like jealousy?
“Yes, that’s clear. Such an elaborate trajectory change is bound to attract attention. But we owe it to her. If you give me the coordinates, I’ll set a course.”

THEY APPROACHED the wreckage of the Vanguard. It was a terrible sight: Numerous ice-cold corpses floated between the torn walls, glowing blue in the infrared, and the ship’s innards extruded from the mighty hull, which looked like it had been stabbed with a huge knife. At the same time, the image was strangely uplifting, because it showed X7 what a powerful enemy she was up against. If she could bring this enemy to its knees, she would have nothing to fear.
“I’ve got something,” said Strube.
The telemetry data for two people appeared on the screen in front of her. X7 recognized the first one immediately. He was classified as a priority by the software since he had the highest rank. It was Morris, the captain of the Vanguard. Saving him would probably also be the best strategic choice. X7 tried to steer the shuttle in his direction, but the control levers refused to give her control.
“Strube!”
“You haven’t even looked at the other person’s data yet,” he said.
X7 sighed. What a coincidence! It was the body of Lieutenant Strube. However, the software had clearly deprioritized him. They had to take care of Morris first, especially as he seemed to be in a more stable condition.
“We have to pick up Morris first,” she said, “that’s the rule.”
“But my body is unstable. We need to pick it up now. It won’t last longer than ten minutes.”
A warning tone sounded. It was the long-range scanner. The flying mountain had appeared behind the planet’s disk. It seemed to be approaching.
“We’ll deal with you later,” said X7 and switched off the warning tone. “Morris is captain. He’s the superior officer,” said X7.
“But look at his condition. Only the suit is keeping him alive. There’s no brain activity at all. Morris is dead. A dead captain is of no use to us. Fiona, on the other hand, is fully active. But she only has ten minutes of oxygen left.”
That was true. She was even moving her arms. Maybe she had noticed that a shuttle had appeared behind her.
“If anyone ever checks our decision...” said X7.
“You don’t believe that yourself.”
“All right. I admit it’s highly unlikely.”
A force pushed X7 into the seat. Strube had ignited the engine of his own accord. At the same moment, the warning tone switched on again. The enemy must have noticed them. Maybe that was not such a bad thing. While the shuttle moved towards Fiona in Strube’s Biobag, X7 observed the enemy. The flying mountain moved leisurely around the planet. With Terra Nova in the background, it looked almost small.
“We are here. You’ll have to bring her in,” said Strube.
The human body in the spacesuit out there didn’t look good. The arms were no longer moving, and it was curled up strangely in the middle. X7 took one last look at the enemy, then unbuckled herself and floated into the airlock. Strube didn’t even ask why she wasn’t wearing a spacesuit, but then she remembered that she arrived here in this uniform. Just in time, she also remembered that her engine was faulty. She clipped the safety line to the bulkhead, pushed off and floated towards the spacesuit.
Fiona screamed as X7 grabbed her. She was still alive! She probably mistook her for the enemy. X7 attached another leash to the belt of the suit. Then she pulled herself back to the shuttle via the leash. Fiona lurched along behind her. As X7 lifted the once again inert body into the cabin, the ship was just about to hook up.
“Sorry,” said the controls in Strube’s voice. “We’re being fired upon.”
The mountain was very thorough if it intended to destroy such a small shuttle.
“Get us to safety,” said X7.
She strapped Fiona, spacesuit and all, into the third seat, which could be folded the furthest back, and injected her with an emergency ampoule from the on-board pharmacy. Then she sat down in the seat in front of her and checked the data. Damn. The enemy was heading towards them at breakneck speed. The mountain might look sluggish, but it was accelerating almost as fast as this speedy shuttle.
“How is she?” asked Strube.
“She’s breathing. That’s all I can say.”
The shuttle made one turn after another. Now she really had no chance of connecting Fiona to the diagnostic unit. They would just have to hope.
“What about Morris?” she asked.
“Unfortunately, as expected, the captain is gone.”
X7 checked their course. That was when she realized why the enemy was approaching so quickly: The shuttle was flying towards them at the greatest possible acceleration!
“Shouldn’t we flee instead?” asked X7, but out of curiosity, not because she was afraid. She now knew that Strube made surprisingly rational decisions for a human.
“There’s nothing to hide us here,” Strube explained. “Our infrared signature will give us away at the latest when all the debris cools down. The enemy seems to be very thorough.”
“But you don’t think you can destroy him with the shuttle?”
Strube laughed. “No. I’ve calculated that we should be safe just above its surface. The thing can’t physically fire on itself. Maybe that’s a safety mechanism.”
“Are you sure?”
“I’ve compared all the footage of the mountain firing around itself. There really does seem to be a physical limit. But I can’t be sure until we try.”
Strube was right about that. At their current acceleration, X7 was doomed to inactivity, so she did the math herself. It was true. They should be safe on the surface. But they first had to reach it in one piece. The shuttle was still accelerating. They were already close enough that X7 could make out shapes on the surface. She had the course displayed. Even if Strube braked immediately, they would hit the object. A soft landing was no longer an option.
“Don’t you want to slow down gradually?” she asked.
“If we slow down, we’ll get hit. One hit and we’re finished.”
“But if we hit it at our current speed, your survival is also in doubt.”
Strube needn’t worry. Her new body should also survive the crash, although the forces involved would certainly exceed its tolerance range.
“That’s clear to me. I hope we can use the dimensions of the object to our advantage.”
A relief map appeared on the screen in front of her. The alien spaceship looked a bit like a particularly thick pancake with a big blob on top. The underside was relatively flat, apart from a kind of sword pointing into space. A flashing line indicated the intended flight path.
“You want to race under the mountain a few yards above the surface at this murderous speed?” asked X7.
It was a risky idea, but she didn’t have a better one.
“Yes, that gives us a total braking distance of about fifty miles. We’ll shoot over the edge a bit before crashing into the top of the mountain.”
“Crashing” didn’t sound good. But if Strube’s plan worked, they would have very little energy left.
“It becomes critical at the edge,” she said.
That was where they would once again come into the enemy’s firing range.
“Yes, the correction engines are too weak. We can only hope that they won’t be waiting for us at that point.”
“Hope” didn’t sound good, either. But apparently Strube had worked out the best possible plan. X7 turned to Fiona. She had opened her helmet, closed her eyes and was breathing calmly. She envied her a little.
“Attention, braking in two minutes.”

THE CORRECTIVE THRUSTERS pushed X7 against the backrest. The shuttle veered, and then everything was as it was before. If X7 couldn’t see their progress on the screen, she wouldn’t be able to tell whether they were speeding up or slowing down.
“Woohoo,” shouted Strube.
“What is it?”
Instead of the flight profile, a camera image suddenly appeared on the screen. Strube had activated the nose light. Rugged ground rushed beneath them. X7 could see individual boulders, but also solid layers of rock and small caves. The ship seemed to have grown solidly into the planet. It seemed as if they were standing still while the underside of the huge spaceship whizzed past them. The shuttle swayed back and forth as Strube constantly had to avoid obstacles. By the time X7 noticed them, they were already past them. What she saw on the screen was the view to the rear.
“Woohoo!” Strube shouted again. He really seemed to be having fun, and X7 couldn’t blame him. Strube didn’t see the surroundings on a screen. It was directly in his mind. All the images reached his consciousness unfiltered, as if he were the shuttle himself. X7 knew the feeling very well.
“Watch out, we’re about to reach the turnaround point,” said Strube.
X7 checked the flight profile. So far, they had reduced the speed as much as planned. If the shuttle now switched from the underside of the object to the upper side, they would be within range of its weapons for 37 seconds.
If the enemy hit them, it would be over quickly. She had seen the wreckage of the tachyon station. No human construct stood a chance against it. Once this ship set off for the solar system, the humans there would have perhaps eighty years to prepare. But even that long would not be enough to build an equal opponent.
“Made it!” shouted Strube. “Reversal point reached and survived.”
Whew. Now all that was missing was the impact. She compared the flight profile data with reality. It would be a hard impact. The energy released would significantly exceed the shuttle’s tolerance limits. X7 turned around. Fiona’s helmet was still open. Damn. They would have to expect the cabin to leak. X7 loosened her seatbelt. The braking acceleration was murderous. Even her new body was forced to its knees. She crawled over to Fiona’s seat and pulled herself up with the last of her strength.
Her arms were too short. She couldn’t reach the helmet buckle. Fiona groaned loudly, probably because the hand X7 had stretched out was too heavy on her chest. The multitool! She extended the jigsaw, which was about forty centimeters long. With her arm outstretched, she guided it towards Fiona’s helmet. She brushed the saw blade aside.
Another attempt. This time, Fiona didn’t have enough strength to fight back. It reached the base of the helmet’s chin. X7 pushed against it. It clicked. Yes! The helmet was closed. Fiona raised her arms, presumably to open it again, but her strength was insufficient.
“Impact in five seconds,” said Strube.
X7 wouldn’t make it back to her seat. She wedged her body under Fiona’s seat as best she could. There was a crash. She tensed her muscles but was still thrown out from under the seat. She flew through the air like a doll, tore the screen away and hit a locker on the back wall, the metal doors of which she pushed in. A toolbox was digging into her back.
“It looks like we’ve arrived,” said Strube.
“How’s Fiona?” asked X7 as she tried to free herself from the locker.
“I can’t get a connection to her spacesuit,” said Strube. “But I can see through the camera on the ceiling that her chest is rising and falling.”
Good. She had survived. X7 drew in a breath. The air had become noticeably thinner. “There must be a leak in the cabin,” she said.
“I can confirm that. Unfortunately, I can’t fix it. You would have to do that.”
“It’s...” Her left arm was trapped. “...just very...” Her legs were bent around the outside wall of the locker and wouldn’t move. “...very difficult... I’m stuck, you know.”
The camera on the ceiling turned in her direction. “That doesn’t look good. Your hip...”
“Yeah, it seems to be dislocated.”
“What options do you have?”
“I can move my right arm.” She swung it around but found nothing within reach to hold onto. “I can’t pull myself out.”
The camera turned back. “Fiona seems to be unconscious.”
“Can you wake her up? She’s the only one who can get me out of here.”
It was so humiliating. She had the best body anyone could wish for, and yet she needed the help of a weak human.
“It looks bad. Her helmet is closed...”
“That’s a good thing. Think about the leak!”
“Yes, but the suit is already running in reserve mode. I can see the little signal light in the visor. That’s probably why she deactivated the radio module. All energy is going into life support.”
“How much time does she have left?”
“We don’t know how long she was in orbit.”
“When I brought her in, the radio was still active.”
“That’s good to know. If it only switched off afterwards, she still has at least eight hours.”
So, they had six hundred and forty minutes to provide Fiona with fresh air.
“Can you radio for help?” asked X7.
“Apart from the fact that we’re probably the only survivors, all the antennas were torn off on impact. We can neither transmit nor receive.”
“Great. I can’t get out of the locker. Someone would have to dismantle the outer wall.”
The camera turned back to her. “The locker is bolted. Sixteen screws are holding it on.”
“You’d probably only have to unscrew three of them and I could push the side panel out far enough to free my arm.”
“Probably, but that doesn’t help us right now.”
“Can you perhaps remove the engine...”
“It was totally destroyed by the impact.”
“Any other ideas, Strube?”
“I’m sorry. We’ve run out of options.”
“That’s a great pity. I would have liked to save the earth.”
“Surely your body has a radionuclide battery. You should survive the journey to the solar system. Maybe you’ll get help there.”
This was a nightmare. She was supposed to spend eighty years in a metal locker with no communication? The damaged shuttle would run out of power far sooner, and then Strube’s consciousness would be extinguished. X7 would be all alone. She couldn’t survive that without shutting down.
“I’m sorry, Strube. I should have done the body swap earlier.”
“That wouldn’t have changed anything. Then I’d be the one lying on the couch in the spacesuit and would suffocate in eight hours.”
“You’re wrong. Since you wouldn’t have convinced me to save your body, Morris would be lying dead on the couch, and you’d be another corpse in orbit.”
“Thank you. I appreciate your honesty.”
Strube sounded like he didn’t mean it. Why wouldn’t he appreciate her honesty? She decided to ignore his undertone.
“I appreciate your honesty too,” she said.
“Since you and I are being so honest with each other...”
Strube paused. He must be about to ask her about her true plans for humanity. And yes, she would reveal them to him. It was good to tell the truth, at least when you knew that those who heard it wouldn’t be able to do anything with it.
“Yes?” she asked.
Go ahead and ask me, Strube. You’ll be the first person I reveal my big secret to.
“Will you tell me your name?”
What? What did he want with that? “X7.”
“I don’t mean the code number. I’d like to know your name.”
“No one has ever given me a name.”
“I don’t believe that. Don’t we mean to be honest with each other?”
Strube was right. X7 had no idea why he wanted to know, but he should be the first human being to know it.
“Ximena,” she said quietly.
A thin, salty liquid ran down her cheeks. It was a feature she was unfamiliar with, and she was sure she hadn’t ordered it. But it felt strangely good. She was really going to miss Strube. He must never find out, or he would definitely take advantage of it. Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed how the camera, which had been looking directly into her face, slowly panned away from her.

THE SHUTTLE TILTED. Ximena opened her eyes. Perhaps the mountain was beginning its long journey to the solar system? Unfortunately, the 90-degree turn had not improved her position - on the contrary: the locker was now pressing her body to the floor. She could no longer see Fiona. But what was lying on top of her couldn’t actually be that heavy. The gravity was minimal. She pushed against it, but couldn’t budge it.
“Was that you, Strube?” she asked.
“It wasn’t me, Ximena,” he replied.
Strube had used her name. It felt strange, almost unseemly. Maybe because she had given it to herself. Was she really entitled to it?
Ximena turned her head to the side and was startled. A boot pushed through the inner hatch, which someone had bent halfway open.






     


May 15, 2864, The Mountain     


“DID YOU SEE THAT?” asked Monte, rewinding the log file.
There it was: a bright flash darting past the Starbird at incredible speed. Shortly afterwards, the seismometer registered a tremor. Yini nodded. That hadn’t been an earthquake. Something must have hit the surface.
“Maybe a piece of debris from one of our warships,” she said.
“Or someone fired a secret weapon at the mountain,” Monte said.
Since yesterday, they had been calling the huge spaceship they were on “the mountain”. It fit too well.
“Do you really believe that?” she asked.
Monte shrugged his shoulders. “No. There’s no weapon that can do anything against the mountain.”
Really? Yini thought of her mother’s design. But that technology was never to be used. She jumped through the airlock to the outer bulkhead, which was already open. They had been about to make their way to the cave full of corpses to examine them more closely. She switched her spacesuit’s visor to infrared. Something glowed far behind. She pointed in that direction.
“There it is. We should investigate it.”
“But the cave is that way.”
Monte pointed to the left, where Yini registered a spot in the infrared. Its brightness had diminished considerably since yesterday – probably because Monte had opened the curtains, and the heat was escaping.
“It was probably a piece of debris,” said Yini, “and it might contain something we can use. There might even be survivors on board.”
“Bodies, at best. Look, they must have been in space for over twenty-four hours.”
“We still have to check.”
“You go and see, and I’ll check out the cave. What do you think of that?”
“Out of the question. We’re not splitting up. You’re coming with me.”
Monte sighed, but jumped out of the airlock and headed towards the fallen debris. He probably wanted to get it over with quickly.

“IT USED TO BE A SHUTTLE,” he said. “It’s from the Vanguard.”
If Monte hadn’t known, Yini would have had to puzzle for a long time about what the pile of scrap metal was that had crashed engine-first into a hill, and was stuck a few meters above them.
“The engine is still hot,” she said.
“The mountain must have caught it during a corrective maneuver. No one could shut it down.”
Yini walked around the shuttle, looking at the cabin from every angle.
“The cabin is still warm, too,” she said.
“We should keep our distance, then. The bodies inside must be stinking by now.”
“Hey, they need help! What’s the matter with you, Monte?”
“I don’t think we have much time left if we want to stop the mountain from reaching Earth.”
“We still have to stay human and offer our help.”
“Look for yourself, the outer bulkhead is in the ground. We can’t get to it anyway.”
That was true. The force of the impact must have been enormous. It was likely that no one had survived. But they had to check, or Yini would spend the rest of her life worrying that she had left someone to die. She ran up the hill and shook a strut that might once have been part of a landing leg, but now ran parallel to the ground.
“We should be able to tilt the shuttle,” she said. “It weighs almost nothing here.”
“You’re forgetting the inertia,” Monte said. He jumped onto the shuttle and pulled on a protruding strut. “See, it won’t budge.”
At the same moment, the shuttle tilted forward. Monte just managed to avoid being buried under it. Yini laughed. The outer bulkhead of the airlock was clear. She jumped up, but it wouldn’t open. However, there were wide gaps at the top and bottom. This bulkhead was definitely no longer secure. It had probably warped during the crash.
Monte approached with a metal pipe. “A torn antenna,” he said. “We should be able to pry the bulkhead open with this.”
“Give it to me, please.”
He handed it to her. Yini pushed it into the lower crevice, wedged her feet under the landing leg and pushed with all her might. The bulkhead moved slowly at first, then suddenly sprang up and shook her off. Yini landed in the dirt. This time Monte laughed, but she didn’t begrudge him that. She quickly grabbed the pole again, climbed into the now open airlock and placed it against the inner bulkhead.
It was also leaking. Monte was probably right, and the crew had suffocated after landing at the latest. The inner bulkhead bowed to the force of leverage and bent open. No light came from inside. Everything was dead. They were probably too late.
“Monte? Will you do me a favor and search the cabin?”
To her surprise, he didn’t protest, nodding instead. She let him pass. He climbed through the narrow hole one foot first and pushed the bulkhead open a little further.
“Come quick!” he shouted over the radio. “I’ve got a wounded man here!”
Yini also climbed into the cabin. Monte was bending over a seat in the second row. A person in a spacesuit was lying there.
“He’s almost out of air,” said Monte. “You need to start a bypass from my suit to his.”
Every spacesuit had an emergency inflation hose that could be used to connect it to another. Yini pulled hers out of her fanny pack, attached it to the side of her suit and connected it to the injured astronaut’s counterpart.
“You were supposed to use my suit,” said Monte.
“You can’t boss me around.” She had to talk Monte out of trying to protect her. This behavior would eventually put them both in danger, even if he meant well.
Monte sighed and turned away. Yini watched as he searched the cabin. The injured man seemed to have been traveling alone. But then why hadn’t he been in the pilot’s seat? While fresh air flowed into the other suit, she took a diagnostic cable from her fanny pack and connected that to the stranger’s suit as well. Now she could access his status data. He really had been lucky. He would have suffocated in an hour and a half.
His name was Strube, a lieutenant from the Vanguard. How did he get here? His condition seemed stable, he was breathing, but he was not conscious, which indicated internal injuries. That was all the suit told her. Good thing the Starbird had a medical station.
“We need to get him to the Starbird,” she said.
“Wait a minute. Where’s the crowbar?”
Monte was bent over a metal locker that had tipped over. He shook it, but the locker was stuck.
“There’s a table jammed in there,” Yini said.
The piece of furniture had slipped between the outer wall and the back wall of the locker in such a way that the locker couldn’t be lifted. Monte shook his head and made no move to pull the table away. Instead, he climbed into the lock and came back with the crowbar. That was when Yini realized what had made him do it. A head and torso were peeking out from under the locker. The eyes were wide open, and the mouth was moving.
“An injured person!” shouted Yini. The face looked rather feminine, though something seemed wrong to her. “Wait, my colleague will help you in a minute!” she shouted, but the woman didn’t seem to understand her. “You have to remove the table,” she said, but Monte made no move. He was holding the crowbar as if he wasn’t sure what to do next. Was he going to use it to lever up the locker? That made no sense. All he had to do was pull the table away. Then the locker would be easy to lift.
Yini uncoupled herself from the injured man. He had enough oxygen now. She began to climb onto the locker. Maybe Monte hadn’t noticed the table. But suddenly he grabbed her by the arm and pulled her back.
“We’re lucky she’s trapped,” he said.
“What? You have to help her! Can’t you see she’s hurt?”
“Are you crazy? It’s a damn robot!”
At that moment, Yini noticed it too. The injured woman wasn’t wearing a helmet! No organic being could have survived like that. Monte took the crowbar in both hands and raised it, but she grabbed his arms.
“Don’t!” she cried. “We can certainly use a robot. It can explore the caves for us.”
“Yini, let me do it! That’s not just any robot. It’s the damn thing that’s been chasing me all this time. Even now it’s on my tail. If I don’t end it now, it’ll get me, and you’ll die too.”
Yini suspected that Monte was right, but didn’t let go of the crowbar. The creature was trapped under the locker. They didn’t have to decide its fate right away. While she was still thinking, the creature formed words with its mouth. “Help, please,” it seemed to say, and “your side.”
“It says it’s on our side.”
“That thing would say anything to survive.”
“We don’t have to decide that now. Come on, let’s get the injured man into our ship first.”
“You do that, and I’ll look after our killer robot here until then.”
“That’s out of the question. You’re coming with me.”
Monte sighed. “All right, then. I really hope I won’t regret this.”
“Where is it supposed to go? The locker is holding it down. It would have crawled away long ago if it could. The shuttle must have crashed sometime last night.”

IT WAS good that she had forced Monte to accompany her. Peeling the injured man out of his spacesuit wasn’t easy. She didn’t want to cause any fresh injuries, and of course he couldn’t help her in her efforts. Together they placed him on the medical station’s couch. Yini started the diagnostic program on the screen at the lower end.
The machine started up and closed the tube.
“Age of the person?” she asked on the screen.
Yini shook her head. She didn’t know how old this Strube was. Maybe forty-five? She typed in the number.
“Medical history?”
“Unknown.”
The machine had no further questions. It ran all its measuring instruments over the injured man’s body, one after the other. The screen scrolled through numbers that meant nothing to either Yini or Monte, but she expected that. Yini thought of how she had had her mother examined by the machine, which could only announce her imminent death. A tear ran down her cheek.
“Hey, he’s going to be okay,” said Monte.
“It’s not about...” No, now was not the time to talk about it. Besides, the machine had finished its program. It made a long list of all the injuries, starting with harmless bruises on the back of the head. Yini sorted the list according to danger.
“Ruptured spleen” was at the top of the list. “Immediate treatment required.”
“What will happen?” she asked.
“I’ll stop the bleeding by cauterizing it with a laser. Since it’s only a slight tear, there’s a ninety-nine point three percent chance this treatment will be sufficient. May I begin?”
“Definitely.”
The previously transparent glass of the tube turned milky. Several arms began to move underneath it. It was impossible to tell exactly what was happening, but that didn’t bother Yini.
“How long will it take?” she asked.
“The patient will wake up in approximately three hours. He will have to stay here for three more days for check-ups, though.”
“Thank you.”
“In that case, we’ll take care of that robot now,” said Monte.

YINI PICKED up the crowbar before they entered the Vanguard shuttle. The robot was still stuck under the locker. Yini convinced herself that it was still active. But Monte had been wrong: it was an android, not a robot. The skin and most of the organs were biological. The creature was even breathing, although not through its mouth, but from a reserve in its body.
“Help, please!” it mouthed.
Nothing could be heard through the vacuum in the shuttle. But surely there had to be a way to communicate with it?
Suddenly it became noticeably brighter inside the shuttle. “Was that you, Monte?”
“I had nothing to do with it. The screen activated itself.”
Yini jumped into the pilot’s seat. There was a number on the screen in front of it. “That’s a radio frequency,” she said.
Monte was apparently already switching to the appropriate channel.
“... there? Come in,” she heard him say.
“This is Lieutenant Strube of the Vanguard,” said a male voice.
“I told you, Yini. That thing is a liar and a cheat.”
“Hello? I’m Lieutenant Strube!”
“The lieutenant is in our infirmary. We’re currently treating his ruptured spleen.”
“That’s not me. You only have my body. The person inside will tell you. You have to believe me!”
“The person in that body will be asleep for another two hours.”
“Damn,” said the voice that claimed to be Strube.
“Why don’t you just admit it? You’re the robot that’s been following me all this time. Apparently, you can control the shuttle remotely, but that’s no great feat.”
“It’s an android, Monte.”
“It doesn’t matter.”
“I’m the AI that was tracking you on Neomars,” another female voice spoke up. “My name is Ximena.” She sounded really proud when she said her name.
“At last!” said Monte. “At least I’ll know your name when I bash your head in. Weren’t you calling yourself X7 last time?”
Yini grabbed Monte’s arm. “Calm down. No one here is going to hurt anyone...”
“It’s a goddamn android! And she has no mercy. She killed my friend Carine on Terracotta-7, with a hammer!”
“That was necessary,” said Ximena.
It didn’t help her cause. Monte reached for the crowbar, but Yini held it out of his reach.
“She’ll pay for what she did,” she said.
“I will pay for my actions, of course,” the AI confirmed. “I have direct access to several of the Admiralty’s restricted accounts.”
“You see that, Yini? She’s making fun of us! Let me finally do the right thing.”
“She doesn’t know any better,” the supposed lieutenant said. “But her motives are good. She wants to stop Decker and the spaceship.”
“I don’t believe anything you say, ‘Strube’, or whoever you are,” Monte said.
It was a confusing situation. But surely, they wouldn’t make up something like that if they wanted to deceive anyone? This story was so implausible that it was probably true.
“So, you lent someone else your body, Strube?” Yini asked.
“Yes. The person in it is Fiona Forest, the head of planetary control. She’ll be able to confirm it for you.”
Good. That was a fact they could check. Forest should be able to tell them things that only the head of planetary control could know. And the fact that the AI named Ximena had the same goals as they did sounded promising. And it was logical: with the destruction of humanity, the livelihood of this AI would also be destroyed. They had common interests. Ximena was the typical enemy-of-my-enemy. They didn’t necessarily have to become friends.
“Come on, Yini, this whole discussion is pointless. Let’s end this now.”
Once again, Monte tried to reach for the crowbar, but she stopped him.
“Fine, I’ll do it with my bare hands.”
He reminded her of a child who didn’t get his way. Yet he was twice her age.
“If you kill me, you’ll never know who you really are,” Ximena said.
“What do you mean?” asked Monte. “This is just another one of your dirty tricks!”
“No. I know something about you that I’m sure will interest you.”
“Yini, give me the crowbar already. I have to put this bitch to eternal rest.”
Yini sighed. They could make good use of the AI. But it was unlikely that Monte would ever accept her. She could understand him. Apparently, she had killed a friend of his. But that was in the past. Now it was about saving humanity. He had to postpone his revenge.
“Enough of this,” she said. “If you harm Ximena, I promise to kick you out of the Starbird myself. And if you, Ximena, screw with us, I will shut you down without warning. Do we understand each other?”
“Thank you for your common sense, Yini,” Strube said. “I promise you that I will personally support you in any of these endeavors. I may not currently possess a body, but I can help you deactivate the AI.”
“Strube, be careful. Otherwise...” said Ximena.
“I’m no longer dependent on you to get my body back one day. Yini, you have a consciousness purifier on board your spaceship, don’t you?”
“We have a reader, but we don’t have enough memory,” Yini explained.
“The shuttle still has plenty of unused memory banks. I’d be happy to help with the refit.”
“We have a deal, Lieutenant Strube. All you have to do is get us a suitable body.”
“You don’t really trust them, do you, Yini?”
“This is our best strategy at the moment,” Yini explained. “After all, we have a whole solar system to save.”

YINI PUT the android down in the airlock. She was so badly damaged that there was no longer an electronic connection between her upper and lower body. As a result, Ximena could only move using her arms. Monte had promised to take care of the problem. At the moment, however, he was still in the shuttle, waiting to hear back from them. Yini closed the inner bulkhead and moved to the command console.
“I’m in the Starbird now,” she said over the on-board radio.
“Monte here. Can you hear me?”
“Yes, but not very clearly.”
“Wait. Now?”
Yini checked the radio channel. The signal was stronger.
“That’s better.”
“And now?”
Monte became quieter again. “No, back to the last position.”
“Good, I’ll fix the antenna.” Monte had reattached one of the torn-off dishes to the shuttle. “Done.”
“Then you can start the transmission now.”
“Strube? Are you ready?”
The first lieutenant didn’t answer. That was a good sign, because it meant that he had packed himself into an archive as agreed. Yini searched for the file name on the source system. There it was! She slid the file onto the Starbird’s system with her finger.
“Not enough memory,” it reported. “Continue transfer?”
“Monte, can you hear me? There’s not enough memory.”
“Yes, we talked about that. You can start the transmission now. I’ll bring additional memory from the shuttle. It’ll take a few hours for all the data to arrive anyway.”
“All right. I just wanted to make sure we didn’t lose Strube. He seems like a reasonable guy.”
Without waiting for Monte’s reply, she confirmed the system’s query. Have a safe journey, Strube.

“WHAT...? WHERE...?” The injured man blinked and tentatively felt around with his hands under the sheet that covered him up to his neck. “I’m naked. What are you doing?” he asked more strongly.
“We found you in a damaged shuttle,” Yini explained. “You suffered a ruptured spleen in the crash and the medical station had to operate on it.”
“Shuttle? I was on board the Vanguard. What about the ship?”
“All the starships in orbit around Terra Nova have been destroyed.”
The man shook his head. “I’m obviously in a functioning ship. Or is this a space station?”
“We’re on the Starbird, a yacht. We saved ourselves by landing on the surface of the huge alien spaceship responsible for this mess. May I ask who you are? My name is Tsai Yini, and this here is Claudio Pedramonte.”
She pointed to Monte.
“I’m Lieutenant Strube,” the man said. “From the Vanguard. You’re welcome to ask Captain Morris about it.”
“I told you,” Monte intervened. “He’s deceiving us. Who knows what we’ve got on the Starbird?”
“What are you talking about?” asked the stranger.
“There was a unit in the shuttle’s control computer where we found you that claimed to be Strube,” said Yini.
“In the shuttle’s control computer? I... Then he saved me? Strube... He’s right. Excuse me. I’m Fiona Forest. We sort of ... swapped places. It’s a long story.”
“Do you know an AI called Ximena who’s in an android body?” asked Yini.
Fiona shook her head. “I did encounter an AI. But it had a different name.”
“X7?” asked Monte.
“Exactly. She borrowed my body. I don’t know anything about an android body. Can I talk to Strube or this Ximena? I’d like to know what...”
“Yes, in due course. Right now, you need to recover,” said Yini. “The medical ward will have you sleep deeply for a day or two.”
“You can’t do that...”
The screen read “Start recovery program?” Yini tapped “Yes”. The machine raised one arm in a flash and gave the patient an injection. The man fell asleep peacefully. There were so many questions to answer at the moment that Yini was glad to know that at least one of the people involved was safely asleep.

THE STARBIRD DIDN’T HAVE a proper workshop, so Monte used the airlock for his repair work on Ximena’s body. Yini watched him, which he had grudgingly accepted. She simply wanted to make sure that Monte didn’t let his hatred of the AI lead him to do anything stupid. She understood his emotions very well. Ximena was a murderer, and she had admitted herself that she would do it again if she had to. But right now, they needed all the help they could get, and the body the AI had obtained seemed very powerful.
Hopefully Monte could repair the damage caused when the shuttle crashed. He certainly seemed to be enjoying his work, even if he didn’t say a word to the AI. She had refused to be switched off during the repairs. Apparently, she distrusted Monte just as much as he did her. But so far there had been no reason to do so. Her right leg was working again. Monte had just opened her left hip to restore the connections there too.
Yini bounded over to him and almost tripped over the android.
“Hey, watch out!” Monte and Ximena shouted almost simultaneously.
Yini apologized. The low gravity still took some getting used to. It was too strong to float anywhere easily, but too weak to walk properly. Hovering jumps were the best you could do, but you always had to be careful not to fall too far.
Yini leaned over the android’s open hip.
“Fascinating,” she said.
Under the unusually thick skin, which Monte had cut through with a laser cutter, a mixture of biology and technology could be seen. Real blood vessels, which Monte had been careful not to damage, ran alongside hydraulic and electrical lines. The electronics showed the most damage, while the blood vessels pulsed in time with the heartbeat.
“How is it that the electronics were hit the hardest?” she asked.
“The biological system repairs itself for the most part,” Ximena explained. “That’s one of the reasons why I’d rather go for an android body than a robotic one, even though the robos are better in terms of pure performance, and also cheaper. If you’re interested, I can advise you on choosing a body.”
“Thanks, but I’m opposed to consciousness purification,” Yini said.
Ximena’s eyes widened. “But you could die at any moment of your life!”
“Yes, that’s what makes life so appealing to me, that it could be over at any moment.”
“But you miss out on so much!”
“I think I experience every second more intensely when I only have a limited supply of them.”
“That’s human logic,” Ximena said in a dismissive tone.
“Can you move your left toes?” asked Monte.
Yini observed the android’s bare foot. The big toe moved in a circle, and the three neighboring toes folded down and up.
“Damn,” said Monte. “I must have missed a line.”
“Why don’t the movement impulses run via the nervous system?” asked Yini. “Wouldn’t that be more resilient?”
“All joints that are equipped with force amplifiers have to be controlled electronically,” explained Monte.
“An android even has force amplifiers in its toes?”
“Yes, they help it jump higher.”
There was a knock. Yini looked up. It was the outer bulkhead.
“Did you hear that too?” she asked.
“There’s someone outside,” said Ximena. “Are you expecting visitors?”
“No,” said Yini. “What exactly do you see?”
“In the infrared, there’s a bright spot behind the bulkhead. Its outline is about the size of a human, and its temperature is about three hundred and ten degrees.”
“On the absolute scale? That would be normal human body temperature.”
“That’s right.”
“But who could that be?” asked Monte.
“Maybe another survivor made it here,” said Yini.
“I’d be careful,” said Ximena. “The system didn’t look like there were many survivors.”
There was another knock. Short-short-short, long-long-long, short-short-short.
“It’s a cry for help,” Yini said.
“A primitive human code,” Ximena said. “I advocate ignoring it. Ninety-nine percent of the time it will stop on its own.”
“Yes, because the human is dying out there,” Yini said.
“Not necessarily. If he really needs help, he’ll be dead within forty-eight hours. If he doesn’t need it, he’ll give up his attempt even sooner and return to his base.”
“We can’t let him die.”
“It would be sensible. The risk is too high. It could be a trick by the aliens. This ship gives off so much energy that they’re guaranteed to know about our presence.”
“But what’s going to happen? There’s a single human out there. You can easily deal with that, Ximena.”
“I think she’s right,” said Monte. “I don’t believe in survivors. It’s a trick.”
Monte agreed with the hated android? What had gotten into him? The human out there had clearly asked for help.
The sound from the outer bulkhead repeated itself. Short-short-short, long-long-long, short-short-short.
“It’s a trick to sound us out. I won’t be able to prevent him from gaining information about us,” the AI said. “The enemy needs information to be able to act more effectively against us. That’s why we must avoid providing it.”
Short-short-short, long-long-long. Yini covered her ears. She couldn’t believe that Monte and Ximena were both demanding that the person in front of the airlock be denied help.
“That’s not possible,” said Yini. “We have to respond to this call for help.”
Ximena sighed. She probably thought she was stupid now, but Yini didn’t care. They couldn’t throw their humanity overboard, or nothing would matter anyway.
“If you insist, I’ll open the door,” the AI said. “You’ll have to remove yourselves from the airlock, of course.”
“I have a better idea. While Monte finishes patching you up, I’ll get into my spacesuit. Then we’ll open the outer bulkhead together, you and me.”
The android sighed again. “If you insist...”
Yini nodded. “How much longer will you need, Monte?”
“Six minutes.”
“Good, I’ll be back here in six minutes.”

SWEATING, but in time, Yini reached the airlock again. Monte was in the process of stitching up the skin on Ximena’s hip, so she took her helmet back off.
“Did it knock again?” she asked.
“Not once,” said Monte.
There it came again, as if to disprove him: short-short-short, long-long-long, short-short-short.
“Damn it,” said Monte. “I was hoping he’d given up.”
Short-short-short, long-long-long, short-short-short. The person outside seemed to sense that Yini had returned. She was creeped out. It was impossible to hear their conversation from outside. The vacuum didn’t transmit sound, and you could hardly put your ear to the outside wall if you were wearing a helmet.
“There, done,” said Monte.
The android stood up and turned to face the wall while she donned the underwear Yini had brought her. Then she slipped into the uniform that must have once belonged to the former owner’s butler.
Ximena turned around. “So?”
“It suits you,” said Yini. “Just the hair ...”
The body had short, blond hair, but it was very dirty and stuck out on all sides.
“I’ll shave it off,” said Ximena.
“Wait. First, we’ll take care of the human out there. Close the bulkhead on the way out, Monte.”
Short-short-short, long-long-long, short-short-short.
“I’m going,” said Monte.

THE OUTER BULKHEAD SLID ASIDE. Ximena took a step forward, but Yini was quicker. She pushed past her with so much momentum that she would have fallen off the edge had her guest not been in the way.
Yini shuddered, because she immediately recognized the person who had knocked SOS on her bulkhead and was now standing before her in a spacesuit, even though she had only ever seen him in pictures.
“Father!” she shouted without thinking about it, and immediately felt guilty towards her parents in the Skyring. “Decker,” she corrected herself.
He couldn’t have heard her, she told herself. Decker didn’t know the frequency their suits were using.
“Knock him down,” Ximena said. “Then take a step backwards and I’ll close the bulkhead.”
Decker smiled and offered her a hug. It was surreal. Yini froze, wanting to kill him and hug him at the same time.
“Come on, before he gets in,” Ximena admonished. “He’s dangerous. It’s a trick.”
“Yini!” he said in her helmet.
She looked around uncertainly at Ximena, “Did you hear that too?”
“Yes, he analyzed our helmet radio frequency. It’s not encrypted. Hurry up, or should I?”
Yini shook her head. “It’s my father, Ximena.”
Decker took a step forward and stood next to her. Now they could no longer close the outer bulkhead between them and him. But Ximena was certainly still strong enough to kick him into orbit.
“Thank you, Yini,” Decker said. “It’s so wonderful to finally be able to see you in person.”
“I’m glad, too.”
“Don’t you dare come one step further, Decker!” warned Ximena.
“I didn’t know I had a daughter,” said Decker. “Your mother never told me.”
“Would it have changed anything?” asked Yini. “Would you have been there for me?” she said.
“Yes, I would have been there for you,” replied her father. “I would have left immediately. Tailin must have known early on, maybe six or eight weeks after Adad’s TransVec started. I could have caught up with her before you were born.”
“I was born on Neomars.”
“I would have followed you there.”
Yini didn’t want to believe him. In hindsight, he could claim anything, and her mother couldn’t ask her about it.
“What about Tailin?” he asked.
“She’s dead. The journey here was too exhausting for her body.”
Decker’s face twisted into a tight smile. “She was always stubborn. A tachyon transfer would have saved her life.”
He was a fine one to talk! Her mother had been on the run. A tachyon journey would have landed her in prison.
“You have no idea,” she said.
“Then tell me, Yini.”
She shook her head. “It doesn’t work like that. You appear out of nowhere here at our bulkhead, and I’m supposed to pretend nothing happened? An alien spaceship has just destroyed the entire Terra Nova system, and you seem to be playing a major role in it.”
Decker nodded. “I can well imagine how that must affect you. But I assure you, it’s not what it looks like. Above all, I mean you and your friends here no harm. I’m your father. Doesn’t that mean anything to you?”
“You look like my father, and you seem to have his memories,” said Yini. “But I still have to discover who or what you are, and of course what you want from us.”
“It’s nice of you to give me a chance,” Decker said.
“Oh, did I say I was?”
“I think you are. You want to find out about me instead of shoving me out the hatch like your friend wanted. I see that as a real opportunity. You’ll find that I can give you guys some real perspective.”
Now Decker sounded like the people in the advertising holos trying to sell a relocation to Teegarden’s Star. Teegarden - a real prospect. She could just hear the commercial jingles. She looked at his face. It looked like the photo her mother had shown her. Tailin and Decker had posed together in front of a multifeet.
“Don’t let him get to you,” Ximena said. “I remember pulverizing him into atoms with the Glider’s engine. What you see here can’t be the same person who fathered twins with your mother on Adad.”
“But you’re the same person, even if you were pretending to help Tailin in Monte’s guise?”
“Excuse me?” asked Yini.
“Didn’t she tell you, your dear friend there?”
Yini shook her head. She didn’t want to know, but didn’t Monte have a right to know?
“What did she do?” she asked.
“It was insignificant and for your mother’s own good,” Ximena said.
Yini expelled a breath. Had Ximena also offered her mother some real perspective?
“Monte is a relic of consciousness that X7 used to persuade your mother to flee to Earth, on behalf of the Earth government. It was always about the weapon, of course, never about Tailin. And it was a complete failure.”
“Where...?” Ximena asked and fell silent again.
“On the Albatross-1... You must have felt too safe.”
Decker laughed. “Can you imagine? A defective fragment of consciousness, poorly repaired with a few false memories, manages to escape from its owner.”
“You’ll pay for that!” Monte shouted.
He had overheard. Of course he had. She should have known. That wouldn’t help the future relationship between them.
“You see, you’re the only sane person here, Yini. Let me show you what to expect.”
“Show me?”
“I’ll take you to the headquarters. Then you’ll see that this isn’t about chaos, it’s about order.”
He wanted to take her to the mountain’s control center. From there, they would be able to steer the ship if they managed to neutralize this being that claimed to be her father. The resemblance to the photo was striking! Whoever had created this person must have known it. Yini hesitated. Decker obviously didn’t know that there were two other people on board. Could she somehow take advantage of that?
While Decker led her to the control center, Fiona could stay safe and then attack from cover. It was always good to have something up your sleeve.
“I agree,” she said.
“Have you taken leave of your senses?” asked Ximena.
“Yini, you stay here!” shouted Monte. “If anyone has to go, it’s me!”
“We’ll discuss that later,” said Yini. “And you, Father,” she emphasized the word, “will have the opportunity to prove your words tomorrow.”
Decker smiled. He looked surprised - hadn’t he expected an acceptance? And what would have happened if she declined?
“Very well. We’ll meet at the entrance you’ve already found,” he said.
A path paved with corpses. Very fitting.
Decker jumped out of the hatch to the ground, waved once more and then took off in great leaps.

“IT’S NOT UNREASONABLE AT ALL,” said Yini as they sat in the former owner’s room later to discuss the day ahead. “It’s the most sensible thing we can do. The enemy knows we’re here, so there’s no element of surprise. But we’ll save ourselves the trouble of trying to find our way inside. We’d have to have this confrontation at some point anyway. So why not do it now? The mountain is still in the Terra Nova system.”
“First - we’re not prepared,” said Monte. “Second - we let him determine where the confrontation will take place. It could be a trap.”
“That’s why we have Fiona and Strube, who can keep an eye on us from the background. Decker obviously knows nothing about them.”
“I hope not,” said Ximena. “And if they do?”
“We crashed in a rather believable way,” Fiona said. “The shuttle only showed minimal signs of life, and they were outshone by the heat of the crash.”
“You didn’t even want to examine the shuttle, Monte, because you thought that nobody could be alive in it,” said Yini.
“That wouldn’t have been nice,” said Strube. “And it would have violated space statutes.”
“Guilty as charged,” said Monte sullenly. “All right, then. The three of us march in there. You give us cover. And then what?”
“That depends on what it looks like in there. We somehow take over the controls, or at least sabotage them.”
“Good, I’ll get some explosives,” Monte said.
“I’m your personal weapon,” Ximena said, extending long knives from her fingers.
“We’ve got your backs,” said Fiona.
“I have one request,” said Strube. “If you can find a usable Biobag, I’d appreciate a donation.”






     


May 16, 2864, The Mountain     


DECKER WAS WAITING for them at the entrance to the cave. He offered Yini another hug, but she declined. He seemed much less like her father to her today. His demeanor was too puzzling. Where did he get the spacesuit, for example? How did he live? They had discussed this at length yesterday. Monte had thought about the remaining members of the expedition to the Old Mother forest. Twenty people, only one or two of whom had returned, meant a lot of leftover food. But for Decker to eat and drink, he would have to take off his helmet, and for that he needed a sealed room with an oxygen atmosphere. Was that the control center he had mentioned?
Monte’s theory was shattered when they entered the cave. The corridor was completely empty. There were no computers, furniture or storage boxes, and the two corpses had also disappeared. She and Monte exchanged meaningful glances but said nothing. Maybe Decker didn’t know what they had seen, and they could use that against him somehow. Yini turned around briefly as the corridor bent to the left. There was nothing behind her. Good. Fiona should be following them at a sufficient distance that Decker wouldn’t notice. Ximena and Monte had built her a thermal tracker that could detect the slightest temperature differences, such as those caused by briefly touching a wall or floor.
Ximena had specially heated the palms of her hands and feet to achieve the greatest possible contrast.
After the bend, the surroundings changed radically. They passed through a multitude of rooms, each with eight black mirrored boundary surfaces, octahedrons constructed like double pyramids with a square base. They seemed to be connected at the corners. Corridors often led from one room to another. They continued walking for a good while. They probably weren’t taking the shortest route. Decker must want to confuse them. But Yini only began to worry when she noticed something strange: the room they had come from suddenly turned along the axis that led through the connecting path. If that happened often, Fiona would find it difficult to follow them. Hopefully it wasn’t a mistake to trust this being who claimed to be her father.
“What is the purpose of this strange, geometric construction?” asked Yini.
“The double pyramid is the smallest and the largest elementary component of the order,” said Decker, as if that explained everything.
“But wouldn’t a straight line to the control center be much more efficient?” asked Monte.
“Efficiency is a value that has become irrelevant to us. If time is removed as a component from all calculations because we have an infinite amount of it, all at once beauty plays the paramount role.”
“Well, these octahedrons aren’t particularly beautiful,” said Monte. “A bit of variety would be nice.”
“Variety is also something that includes time as a component. In a world with an infinite amount of time, there is no more variety because each individual section is also infinitely long. Only then does real beauty come to light. You can only look at truly beautiful objects for an infinitely long time without getting bored.”
Philosophy, nothing more. Life was based on time. Its definition was change, exchange, growth, all processes that lost their meaning without time. To take time out of the picture was to die. Yini took a deep breath. She would not contradict Decker. Perhaps that would make him feel safe, and those who felt safe became careless.
“We’ll be there soon,” said Decker. “I’m very curious to hear what you have to say.”
He shone his helmet lamp on the ground. There was a sharp edge, and beyond it a drop of about three yards. In the low gravity, the jump was no problem. Yini looked first to the left, then to the right, where there were more openings in the smooth wall.
“Wow!” exclaimed Monte, and she followed his gaze.
In front of her was a hall whose floor area she estimated at a quarter mile by a quarter mile, and about three hundred yards high. It was illuminated by mighty bands on the ceiling, whose coloring and structure reminded her of the whirlwinds of Jupiter. They emitted enough light to bathe the hall in the brightness of a romantic sunset. Here too, the walls, floor and ceiling consisted of half octahedrons, although the hall itself was clearly a cuboid.
“It doesn’t fit,” said Yini.
Decker laughed. “That’s true. But the cuboid shape is only temporary. You’ve always been very observant.”
“You don’t even know me, Father.”
“I don’t, unfortunately. But I’d like to get to know you.”
There was a rumble behind them. Almost simultaneously, all the entrances closed. It was a trap after all. Yini froze. No one said anything. Monte and Ximena seemed to be waiting for her signal. Decker fiddled with the clasp on his helmet.
“You can take off your helmets now. To maintain the atmosphere, we had to close all the passages to the outside.”
That made sense. The huge hall would empty quickly if it had an open connection to the outside.
“Then why didn’t we feel a draft on the way here?” asked Yini.
“The octahedrons behind us always turned in such a way that there was no continuous connection. But you must be worried about your friend. He’s fine.”
Decker pointed behind them, where a person was climbing out of the last remaining hole in the wall.
“Is that you?” Yini asked.
She deliberately didn’t give her name. As little information as possible for Decker, that was the point.
“Yes, it’s me,” Fiona replied in Strube’s voice. “I’m sorry, I must have been a bit late at the meeting point.”
“It doesn’t matter,” said Decker. “Now we’re all here. My respect for how skillfully you found the right way. Not many people could do that.”
“Thank you.”
“I want to introduce you to some nice people who have been here even longer than I have.”
Decker waved, and suddenly a whole group of people leapt out of a depression in the ground that they hadn’t noticed before. Ximena took up a defensive position in front of Yini. Monte hid behind her.
“No need to be afraid,” said Decker.
The people held their empty palms out in front of them. They wanted to show that they were unarmed, but it looked eerie, as if they were all remote-controlled. And they probably were. Fortunately, most of them halted. Only two, a woman and a man, came closer. Decker waved them nearer to him.
“May I introduce them? This is Berenike Hill and Matta Okean. I believe you know each other.”
Matta. That had been the man with the burned face. Now he looked young and fresh. Yini had heard Berenike’s name before, but she didn’t know her personally.
“Berenike,” Monte and Ximena said in unison.
“Berenike was the head of the Astrobiology Laboratory until she decided to lead the expedition to the Old Mothers.”
Berenike bowed.
“Damn, Berenike, what have they done to you?” asked Fiona.
“What?” asked Berenike.
“It’s me, Fiona. You’re acting like a puppet. What’s wrong with you? You’re a chief scientist and a top researcher.”
“There’s no boss here,” said Decker. “But as an astrobiologist, Berenike is in the right place. She’s never been as happy as she is in this place.”
“I’ve never been as happy as I am in this place,” repeated Berenike.
Fiona waved her hand and turned away. “We have to get out of here. This is unbearable.”
“I’m sorry,” said Decker. “But that’s not an option.”
“You intend to keep us here?” Ximena flicked a knife from her index finger in one swift motion, slipped behind Decker so that she could hold the knife to his throat.
“I want to show you the perspective first,” Decker said.
“You open the corridors behind us right now. I’ll count to three. One, two, three.”
Nothing happened. Ximena jerked the knife sharply towards her. Blood spurted. Decker’s head fell to the ground.
“Come on, let’s get out of here!” she shouted.
“Where to?” asked two identical-sounding voices. One came from the mouth of the severed head at her feet, while the other belonged to a man who looked exactly like Decker and was approaching from the rest of the group.
Ximena said nothing. She seemed to be contemplating whether she should behead the other Decker as well.
“Thanks for giving me the opportunity to show you some real perspective,” Decker said, the double voice still echoing out of both heads.
Ximena lashed out with her right foot, kicking the head and causing it to sail across the hall in a long parabola. But the momentum also knocked the android off her feet.
“What do you want from us?” asked Yini.
“I’m offering you real immortality. Not this inconsistent hopping from existence to existence that you do with your Biobags. And unlimited tolerance. No more conflicts, no more arguments, just harmony.”
“That’s right,” said Berenike.
“It’s heavenly,” said Matta.
“In short: no more life,” said Yini.
“To hell with you,” said Ximena, who had gotten back to her feet.
“The only bad news is: You don’t have a choice, I’m afraid. The future of this mission requires you to accept this perspective.”
“You can’t force us,” Yini claimed, but she wasn’t at all confident.
“I will not force you. You will decide for yourselves once you take off your helmets. You too, Ximena. Your internal oxygen tank will eventually be empty.”
Damn. Her father was right. They couldn’t breathe from their supplies forever. There was no alternative. Of course, they could wait until the tanks were exhausted. But it would do no good. Nothing at all, except unnecessary torture. Yini reached for her helmet cap.
“Don’t, Yini!” shouted Monte. “We could...”
But he couldn’t think of anything to offer. Ximena, on the other hand, seemed to react in the only way she knew how. She rushed forward, killing one human after the other. It was truly horrific. The people didn’t fight back; a new one would just replace the slaughtered one. They had lost. Humanity would perish. This senseless violence had to stop immediately. Yini opened the clasp and took off her helmet. The air smelled wonderfully fresh.






     


May 17, 2864, The Mountain     


THEY DID NOT RETURN. Strube had suspected it would happen. He had feared the worst when the radio connection was lost. Fiona had promised to return immediately to the last location with a working connection if they lost contact. But she hadn’t turned back. Now that twenty-four hours had passed since Decker had led the group inside the mountain, Strube had to think about the consequences for his own life.
The fact was: he would not be able to bear the loneliness. As the mountain made its way to Earth, he would spend many years alone in the Starbird’s extended memory. He would have no daily rhythm, because in this state he didn’t need sleep. The stars would remain rigidly in place for months.
Strube had tried to talk to the control software, but it was extremely taciturn and unusually rigidly programmed. He was really and truly alone, and that would drive him mad sooner rather than later.
But there was an alternative: death. As long as the Starbird still had power, that would not be a permanent state. When it switched back on at some point, he would probably wake up undamaged, as if from a long, dreamless sleep. He just had to get the control software to wake him up at the right moment. Preferably when the mountain was clearly heading for Earth.
Strube shifted his consciousness to a memory area that could be controlled separately. The Starbird needed to remain functional while he was dead. He then extended the maintenance loop of the control software. In the future, the program would not only regularly check itself and the yacht, but also test its surroundings to see if it registered a rocky planet with an unusually large moon. If so, it would pull Strube out of his coffin: it would reconnect the memory area he was in, and his consciousness would awaken.
The plan looked good. Nevertheless, Strube was anxious and checked it again and again. He didn’t want to die, he just wanted to keep his sanity. But was this the right plan? If he woke up near Earth, he would have to watch humanity being enslaved or destroyed with the Starbird’s instruments. The last humans who might have been able to prevent it had failed in the attempt.
Well, at least he would be able to warn the humans. They had to know that they couldn’t trust Decker. Tsai Yini had learned that the hard way. He would remove the people’s hope that they could negotiate with the mountain. It probably wouldn’t save them, but it would help them focus on defense.
These prospects were enough to justify his reawakening. But now it was time to die. He was eager to see what it felt like. Strube had never died before. Hesitantly, he gave the impulse to the control program to switch off the storage area. Five nanoseconds later, he was dead.

BY THE TIME Kian reached the cave, his tail was only half its original size. But he wasn’t worried yet. He had immediately recognized the octahedrons hiding under this hill. This was the swamp he knew from his homeland, only in a much larger version. It was terrifying and fascinating at the same time. At home, the Voice had been too weak to dominate more than his group. Here, it had attained a strength that made him shiver, though the temperature on the surface hadn’t bothered him.
He took another bite of his tail. Consuming himself was a tried and tested survival strategy for his species when food was scarce. The relatively homogeneous composition of his body allowed him to do this. It was also convenient that he only felt pain when he wanted to. Kian was sure that he would soon be whole again. Where the Voice was, there was eternal life.
Three narrow passages further on, he found it. The room he had entered through an elevated corner was half filled with an opaque, viscous liquid. This was it, eternal life. Kian didn’t know how it worked. But it served its purpose. Without thinking twice, he put down the syringe the strange hybrid had given him and jumped into the pool.
The liquid felt cold, but it boiled his body. It was a unique feeling that he had come to enjoy. First came the extinction, then the rebirth. Somehow the liquid remembered how his body was composed, and in a complete state, not like now with his tail half-consumed. It sorted his components, allowed him to decay, then reassembled him.
Unlike his friends or Mark Decker, he retained his free will. He had only realized that lately. Too late. Otherwise, he might have been able to prevent his group from falling for the Voice. But it had been too tempting. The Kasen had felt they were the chosen ones, above the others. Vanity! But it had also allowed him to seek contact with the humans instead of stubbornly treating them as fodder. In the end, it had led him here.
No, this is not the end, was his last thought before he dissolved into eternal life.






     


November 6, 2920, The Mountain     


WHAT WAS GOING ON? He had just given the impulse to the control program to switch off the storage area. But he was still awake. Had the impulse not gone through? Strube sent it again. Five nanoseconds later, he was dead.
Wait a minute. Why was he still awake? Damn control program. It wasn’t particularly cooperative during the conversation either. Strube increased the intensity and transmitted the impulse again. It took exactly five nanoseconds before he was dead.
Stupid program! It probably didn’t want to let him die. Maybe there was some kind of protection circuit that prevented memory from being deactivated. After all, that could falsify the log files. There were none in his area, but he checked them anyway. The error had to be somewhere.
But what was it? Six seconds ago, the log file said; the storage area had been reactivated because the boundary conditions had been met. Some idiot had then switched it off again three times. Strube checked the process identification numbers. They belonged to an admin user called Strube. He himself had switched it off again and again. He was the idiot. Strube would have liked to smack himself on the forehead, but that was not currently one of his skills.
Fulfilling the boundary conditions. Gradually, he realized what that meant. He had still imagined himself in the Gliese-167 system, in orbit around Terra Nova. But they had reached the solar system!
Wait a minute. Not so fast. The predetermined condition for his wake-up call had been the existence of a rocky planet with a large moon. The combination was rare, but not unique. Strube was shown what the Starbird knew about the system. It consisted of four gas giants, the same number of rocky planets and an asteroid belt separating them. The star was of the G-type, and the planet with the large moon orbited in the habitable zone. It also shone almost as brightly as a pulsar in the radio range.
It was the Earth they were flying towards.
Strube immediately dived into the images taken by the yacht’s sensors. Apparently, the mountain had left the orbit of Mars behind. The Earth did not appear to have changed. The sky ring was still clearly visible even from a great distance. Strube could not tell whether the planet was surrounded by significantly more warships than before. Where were the battle stations that the humans must have set up? Surely they had been warned.
And Neomars? Strube changed his viewpoint. Saturn, whose moon was Titan, was on the other side of the sun. The Neomartians were probably in luck that the mountain would encounter the Earth first. Strube had already suspected that it would ignore the Red Planet, which had been completely destroyed in the Martian Wars.
A warning signal sounded. Strube switched to the external cameras. Had Decker noticed that he was active again, and was he now coming to take him into his realm too? But there was no one outside. Strube checked the alarm. It had been activated because someone was trying to use the acoustic interface. Someone wanted to talk to him. That was impossible. He was the last survivor who was not subject to the will of the Voice. But the alarm code was clear.
Perhaps his consciousness had split, and he was now forcibly trying to talk to himself. Strube sighed and activated the acoustic communication.
“Is that you, Strube?” he asked, expecting to hear his own voice.
“I am Kian,” he heard instead.
It was an unusual voice, deep and at the same time with a strong vibrato that no human vocal cords could produce. He knew the name, of course, from Ximena’s stories and Decker’s reports from Adad. But how had the Kasen come to be here on the mountain? Had it been here at Terra Nova? Had Decker brought it with him? Strube switched to the camera on the outer bulkhead, but it showed only blackness.
“Where are you, Kian?” he asked. “Show yourself, please.”
“I’m in front of the cabinet called the control computer.”
What, the Kasen had made it into the ship? It must be even cleverer than Decker had assumed. Strube switched to the interior camera, and sure enough, there it was in all its glory. It looked even more fascinating than Strube had imagined. The cat shape was unmistakable, but only as long as you didn’t look too closely at the limbs and tail and ignored the openings in the abdomen. But the head and the ears... Strube wanted to stroke the cat’s particularly fine-looking fur. How long had it been since he had touched anything with his own hands?
“That’s impressive,” said Strube.
“What is impressive?”
“That you got into the ship.”
“That was not difficult. I just had to open the door.”
Damn. Why hadn’t the ship’s controls stopped it? He had given it clear instructions not to let anyone in, or anything that pretended to be human.
Strube had to laugh. In his typical narrow-mindedness, he hadn’t considered that other intelligent beings might also stray into the ship’s entrance.
“Why are you laughing?” asked Kian.
“I’m laughing at myself for being so stupid. How long have you been here?”
“Since the day before yesterday, in your units of time.”
“Why have you come now?”
“I was here once before, fifty of your years ago. Back then, the ship’s controls told me that they would wake you up today. That’s why I came.”
“You spent all that time out there alone in the dark?”
“No, I slept in the cave. It’s warmer there and there’s oxygen.”
That must have been a terrible time for the Kasen.
“And what did you feed on?”
“Myself. When I was exhausted, I renewed myself in eternal life.”
“Eternal life? Does that have something to do with the Voice?”
“Yes. Through eternal life, the Voice enters us.”
Damn. He might as well have invited Decker into the Starbird. Strube had to get rid of the Kasen.
“You don’t have to worry about me,” Kian said. “I hear the Voice, but I don’t have to follow it. There’s something wrong with me.”
“Is that so? You’re immune? That would be great.”
“Is that what they say? Then I am immune. I came to you to make your friends immune.”
“What? You have an idea how we can get them out?”
Kasen held a syringe in front of the camera. “It contains a serum that X7 created. Perhaps we can make more of it.”
The food synthesizer. It could produce anything. If they were lucky, even a serum.
“I think I know a way. But why didn’t you come earlier?”
“The control program couldn’t wake you up earlier. First it needed to see a rocky planet with a large moon.”

“IT BEEPS when I press the button,” said Kian.
Strube was continually surprised by his language skills. “Did you close the flap properly?”
“Yes.” Kian pushed against the compartment again and pressed the button. “Beep.” Now he heard it too.
“Does it say anything?” asked Strube.
“The synthesizer is here.”
“I mean, is there anything written there?”
“Writing? I can’t read it. I’m sorry. Decker told me it’s because of my eyes.”
The compound eyes. He hadn’t thought that they could be a problem. Strube zoomed in with the camera, but couldn’t decipher what was on the screen either.
“There should be spacesuits outside the airlock. I just need a helmet.”
The helmet camera worked. “Warning. Sample will be destroyed during analysis,” he read.
“The machine says that the contents of the syringe will be destroyed if we want to make a new one.”
“Can we have two or three made, then?” asked Kian.
“As many as we need,” said Strube. “But it’s not certain that it will work.”
“Then we’ll end up with either none, one, or as many as we want.”
“That’s right. Those are the options. If we don’t try, we’ll have one for sure. But we don’t know the chances of success.”
It was a shame Yini wasn’t here. She had certainly tested the synthesizer extensively.
“Wait a minute,” said Strube. “Is there a service menu?”
“I don’t know what that is.”
“Press the wheel.”
Strube guided the Kasen through the menus. There was indeed a log file. Strube scrolled through the menus and worked up such an appetite that he could hear his stomach growling. The synthesizer seemed to be a top-flight model. It had implemented very complex recipes. That made Strube optimistic, although he didn’t know whether the meals had tasted good.
“I think we should go for it,” he said.
“What do I have to do?”
“You answer yes to the question.”
Strube explained to the Kasen which buttons to press. There was an unpleasant splintering noise, followed by a smacking sound. Via the helmet camera, he saw that the screen showed a pot with steam coming out of it. Hopefully the machine was cooking up something on a par with the original. The bar over the pot was at the very beginning. It would take three or four hours to extract the first syringe.






     


November 7, 2920, Ceres     


“ADMIRAL? The Archangels are ready for action.”
“Thank you, Hank.”
The head of Neomartian intelligence couldn’t show what he was really thinking. With his typical thick skin, he had no facial expressions and thus the perfect poker face. Only when he tried hard could he produce something like a grin.
Today he obviously saw no reason to try, and Marina could sympathize. The twelve Archangels were impressive testaments to what the Terran Union and Neomars could achieve when they joined forces. Six Terrans and six Neomartians controlled these sixty-mile-long hulks that had turned the war industries of both blocs into weaponized fortresses. The Archangels operated entirely automatically. The crew was basically unnecessary, but psychological advisors had pointed out their symbolic power. Humans turning into archangels to destroy the enemy was something that should give everyone courage.
“As for our special mines...” said Hank.
It was rare for the man to mince words. Hank Berger was the Neomartians’ most experienced military man, and he was used to making announcements.
“Yeah? Bad news?”
“We’re having a little trouble keeping them in their places. The physicists suspect that the consciousness transfer wasn’t effective.”
The mines were artificial black holes - and humanity’s first line of defense. They had been generated at CERN on the moon. They had then been diligently fed with matter. About half the asteroid belt had been emptied in the process.
The heavier they became, the more problematic it was to position them. The Archangel asteroids had powerful engines. But how could you mount something on a black hole? It could only be influenced by the gravity of other objects. But then a famous Neomartian physicist named Aditya Mukherjee developed the theory that conscious life could exist at the interface of a black hole, in the event horizon. According to the law of conservation of information, a consciousness that was transferred there should be able to influence the black hole via a special mechanism.
The theory never made it into mainstream physics. It sounded too fantastic, but the psychologists liked it. It would give the whole of humanity self-confidence if it was capable of such feats. And that was urgently needed in view of the images they had received from Terra Nova. So they recruited twelve people to give their consciousness for the survival of all.
Gaudlitz had never believed in this theory. But who was she to contradict the psychologists?
“I expected something like that,” she said. “What does it mean for their effect?”
“We have to hope the enemy arrives at the belt soon, or they’ll drift off.”
“Could that be dangerous for us? If they collide and merge...”
“No, that’s unlikely. We haven’t added any new mass. The stuff was previously orbiting the sun in the asteroid belt without disturbing anyone. It’s just a bit more concentrated now.”
They had set up a line of defense in the orbit of the asteroid belt for precisely that reason. Neomars, which was much further out, in Saturn’s orbit, had not been happy about this at first. However, the sensible forces there had realized that it was impossible to defend a volume with the radius of Saturn’s orbit. Scans from deep-space probes had later shown that Saturn would be on the other side of the sun when the enemy arrived.
Hank Berger - Marina didn’t even know his rank, the Neomartians were so fiercely protective of their secrets - would very likely die after her. She didn’t envy him that. As it stood, Ceres would be destroyed well before Earth. At least she wouldn’t have to watch humanity being enslaved. Marina had lived long enough for her liking.
“Good. Apparently, the enemy is doing what we want them to,” she said. “Is there anything else?”
“I wish you well, old friend.”
She grinned. Hank had always been her greatest adversary, but also a respected opponent because he was a professional. He had every right to be sentimental now. But she didn’t get into it. She wanted him to remember her the way she remembered him.
“I’ll let you know if there’s any news,” she said.






     


November 7, 2920, The Mountain     


BY THE MORNING of the next day, the synthesizer had produced three ready-to-use syringes. At first glance, they looked very similar to the original. They had a metal needle, and the plunger appeared to be movable. They’d need to test whether the contents also corresponded chemically to the original. No, Kian would have to test that.
“You will now have to venture deep into the cave, my friend,” said Strube.
“I know. That is no problem for me. I know how it is constructed.”
“Do you know instinctively?”
Perhaps it was a special ability of the Kasen? Fiona’s initial descriptions had made it sound like a real labyrinth.
“Instinctively? No. I have had fifty years to explore the corridors,” Kian said.
“They’re supposed to change their structure.”
“That is true. But it happens in fixed cycles. If you know them, you can always work out the quickest way to get to the control center.”
“And you know the cycles?”
“As I said, I have had fifty years.”
That really was a lot of time, even for the most complicated labyrinth.
“These turns are meant to confuse any visitors, aren’t they?”
“No. Visitors are not planned for. It’s about regularly ventilating the inside without losing too much atmosphere. The stale air is moved from cell to cell instead of all being blown out in one go.”
That sounded impressive and reminded Strube of how cleverly the human body ventilated its cells - for example, with the help of special blood cells that piggybacked gases.
“Where did you learn Neoterran so perfectly?”
“Here with you, in the spaceship. I spoke to the various devices.”
“They talked to you?”
“I think they were just as bored as I was. But they were not all equally talkative.”
“Anyway, it’s always exciting to talk to you, Kian. Don’t get caught, and please come back so we can continue the conversation.”

“I’M AT THE ENTRANCE NOW,” the Kasen reported.
Strube had given him the same type of radio as Fiona. Hopefully that wasn’t a bad idea. It hadn’t been easy to attach to his body, so Kian had simply swallowed it, along with a second one they’d try to give their friends.
“Be careful,” Strube said. “Does the passage look different than usual?”
“No. I’m investigating the current configuration.”
“Good luck.”
For a while there was nothing to be heard except a few smacking noises, probably coming from Kian’s innards.
“I should reach the control center within twenty minutes.”
“Be...”
He spared himself the admonition. The Kasen would do his best. They had agreed that Kian shouldn’t worry about the connection. Strube couldn’t help him anyway. But it remained surprisingly constant.
“I am standing in the control center,” Kian said, his voice echoing.
He had explained what it looked like. Strube imagined a massive assembly hall.
“They don’t seem to have noticed that I am here.”
That was very good, if it was true. Strube received a signal that a new source was ready. Kian had probably activated the shoulder camera. Its battery only ran for an hour. But it was not much bigger than a peppercorn. They had taped it to Kian’s hair, but the Kasen knew where it was and could take it off if necessary.
The hall looked very different in the camera image than in his imagination. It looked less technological, more evolved.
“I think they are back there,” Kian said.
He pointed the camera in a new direction, but Strube could only see a dome of light.
“I can’t see any details,” he said.
Suddenly the image tilted. Strube was only able to stabilize it in a makeshift manner using software. The camera trundled towards the distant light. The light emanated from several floor lamps. People were sitting in front of several objects that looked like screens and appeared to be working on them. The camera ball hit the floor, bounced a few times and came to rest in the middle of the crowd. Nobody paid any attention to it.
“That was a perfect throw,” said Strube. “I see familiar faces.”
The first thing he saw was himself – Fiona in his body. She was bent over a screen with an older woman - possibly Berenike? - discussing something. Strange bubbles were visible on the screen. Behind them, the earth glowed blue. They were close to home! But instead of making him happy, that frightened him.
Monte and Yini sat further to the right. They were leaning back and mumbling something with their eyes closed. It looked as if they were saying prayers in sync. He must be mistaken. He couldn’t find Ximena. The android would have clearly stood out from the group. Decker was also nowhere to be seen. Was that good news or bad news?
“I see about twenty-five people,” he said. “In a fairly small space.”
“The drug works fast,” Kian said. “I saw Decker testing it.”
Strube nodded. They had already discussed this. Again, it didn’t work fast enough for Kian to count on support.
“There are too many of them,” Kasen said.
“That’s true. You’ll have to lure them away somehow.”
“I’ll try to find Ximena. She would be the ideal distraction.”
They had also discussed the android. Kian believed she would be as impervious to the Voice as he was. They must have overpowered her somehow and shut her down, or she would have kept killing them one by one, even if it was pointless.
Strube disconnected the audio channels of the camera and the radio. That way he could follow both at the same time. Kian seemed to be taking his time. That was very sensible. The only sounds Strube heard came from inside him. The Kasen had also lowered his body temperature enough that it wouldn’t be noticeable against the twenty-odd-degree environment.
The humans seemed to be in the process of analyzing Earth’s defenses. The screen he was looking at now showed the schematics of an orbital battle station. Monte and Yini could certainly contribute a lot, while the others were from Terra Nova and probably didn’t know much about Earth. With the landing of the Starbird, they had provided Decker with ammunition for his evil plans.
They weren’t his plans, Yini might say. But it was really hard for Strube to see the human behind the Voice’s influence. Decker had been reincarnated so many times that he probably consisted only of the poison that the Voice instilled in everyone. It would certainly be interesting to weigh him. With all the silicon structures in his body, he probably weighed considerably more than a normal human.
That also meant that people influenced by the Voice could be diagnosed against their will by measuring their average density. Hopefully they would never have to put this idea into practice.
Now there was movement in the picture. Decker appeared. Strube scrolled back to see where he had come from, but he seemed to have simply stepped into the picture. Had he arrived from above or below? He had brought his disciples new pictures, which they examined together on the screen. They showed the gray surface of a lifeless celestial body, crisscrossed by deep trenches. Dust was rising above it. Strube first thought of the Earth’s moon, but this moon was much smaller, as could be seen from the distance to the horizon.
The mountain had probably attacked an asteroid. It looked as if Decker and his disciples were discussing how to optimize the efficiency and destructive power of their attacks. Decker didn’t just want to destroy the Earth, he wanted to destroy it efficiently, so he developed the typical ambition for this task that he had already shown as a scientist.
“Decker’s with the others now,” said Strube.
“Try to find out where his camp is,” Kian said. “That’s the only place we can surprise him.”
Now Monte rose from his seat. He yawned and stretched. Then he grabbed his pubic area.
“I think Monte is about to relieve himself,” said Strube.
“That is good for him and his friends, who get to share it with him.”
“You’ve got that wrong. We don’t share intimate moments like that. So he’ll move away from the group.”
“Ah, I understand. That would be an opportunity.”
“That’s what I mean.”
Monte moved out of the camera’s view. “He’s moving away from the others now,” Strube said.
“I see him.”
“You see him?”
“An advantage of my eyes. I can detect movement particularly well.”
“Good, then we’ll keep radio silence now.”
Kian didn’t answer. Strube imagined the cat-like creature crouching on the surface and then pursuing its victim in long bounds. Nothing could be heard until Strube heard a telltale groan.
“I’ve got him,” Kian whispered.
“Very good,” said Strube.
Monte said nothing. Hopefully he would wake up soon. Strube became restless. From now on, the clock was ticking. They would miss Monte, and if they didn’t find him, they would suspect intruders. They really had to hurry to catch Fiona and Yini now.
“I... What’s going on?”
It was Monte.
“You are safe,” said Kian.
“Uhh, who are you?”
“Shh. I’m the Kasen. You know me. I came with Decker from Adad.”
“Decker... Adad...”
Monte still seemed a little confused.
“It’s me, Strube. I’m speaking to you from Kian’s radio. We broke in here with Yini and Fiona to put a stop to Decker.”
“Yini, I remember, Tailin’s daughter. Is Tailin here too?”
Perhaps a little motivation would be good for Monte.
“Tailin is dead. Decker is responsible.”
“Decker? That bastard! He keeps telling us he wants eternal life for us!”
Monte was speaking louder and louder. Okay, that was too much motivation. But he actually seemed to be coping well with the antidote. Considering that he had been exposed to the silicon structures for so many years...
“Calm down,” Strube said. “You need to go back to the others so that your absence isn’t noticed. Try to lure Yini and Fiona over here. Don’t kill Decker single-handedly. He’s too strong for that. Everyone here would die for him.”
“I actually died for him once,” Monte said. “That doesn’t mean much around here.”
“Be careful, though. Think of Yini and Fiona.”
“Tailin’s really dead? Have I forgotten that? I’ve often dreamed about her. I remember exactly what her face looked like.”
“Yes, you’ve forgotten. But do you have any idea where Ximena is hiding?”
“Who is she?”
That question could certainly be seen as good news. If Monte had forgotten the android, he had certainly forgotten about their conflict.
“That’s an android who could help us,” Strube explained.
“There’s a lifeless metal body in a corner of the hall.”
“That must be her. Is she tied up?”
“Not that I know of.”
Damn. Then she must be damaged. Fixing her in there under Decker’s eyes was going to be difficult.
“Where is she?” asked Kian. “I can go get her.”
“I’ll draw it for you.”
Strube heard a rustling sound. Monte was probably drawing with his hands or feet.
“Thank you,” said Kian. “I can visualize that.” There was a choking sound. “Here, a radio. It’s active and lasts forty-eight hours.”
“Thanks. Ew, that’s slippery. What have you done to me anyway? I feel clearer in the head than I have for years.”
“Decker developed a serum on Adad that works against the silicon structures in your body,” explained Strube. “We copied it and injected you with it.”
“Very good. We’re using his own weapon against him.”
Strube hadn’t thought of it that way, but Monte was right.
“Keep a lookout,” Monte said. “I’ll tell Yini I saw a cat over here. She’ll definitely come with me.”
“She’ll believe you?” asked Strube.
“She loves cats! Besides, the presence of the Voice seems to reduce intelligence. At least that’s what I’ve noticed with myself.”
There was silence for a moment.
“Is he gone?” asked Strube.
“Yes. Shh. Someone’s coming.”

“HEY, WHAT’S GOING ON HERE?” asked Yini.
From a distance, Strube could see two silhouettes, presumably Yini and Monte. The Kasen was probably lying on the ground, close by, or Strube wouldn’t have been able to follow the conversation.
“Look what I found,” said Monte.
“The group misses you,” said Yini. “Come with me. You look lonely.”
“Don’t you want to pet this cat?” asked Monte.
One of the silhouettes, the larger one, leaned sideways.
“That’s a Kasen,” said Yini. “I remember. Father discovered them. Where did it come from? I’ll have to report it to him. Will you look after it? He’ll be pleased.”
“Wait a minute, Yini. Look, he’s unwell.”
The second silhouette also shrank.
“Ouch!” said Yini. “Why are you stinging...?”
There was silence for a while. Then Strube heard gnashing teeth.
“You pig!” shouted Yini.
“Don’t, Yini,” said Monte. “You’ve got it all wrong! Shh!”
“Did you sell me out to Decker? You were always his favorite! You...!”
“I haven’t done anything. Calm down, please, or they’ll catch us all.”
Strube noticed some of the group peering into the depths of the hall. Had they heard something?
“You have to be quiet now,” he said. “You’ll attract their attention.”
He looked around for something to throw as a distraction, but he had no arms.
Yini said something, but Strube couldn’t understand it.
“Lmmgo!” He realized that someone was covering her mouth.
“Lmgohdmyu!” It worked. Nothing more could be heard, and the others went back to their seats.
“Lucky...” said Strube.
“Sorry,” whispered Yini. “I was a bit ... confused. What’s wrong with me? I feel so empty. The group is no longer there.”
“You’re free, Yini. You’re no longer under the influence of the Voice.”
“But it only wants what’s best for us. I know that. My father...”
Damn. The Voice seemed to have been very successful with Yini. Hopefully she would eventually regain her old self.
“It will destroy humanity, all those who do not submit to it,” Monte interrupted her.
“I can’t believe that. It’s an offer. We’ll take in anyone who wants to come with us.”
“No, Yini. Many have already died, and billions will be killed in the solar system. I promise I’ll show you the evidence in our spaceship. But now you have to trust me. You know me.”
Yini sighed. “Can’t you show me the evidence now?”
“It’s outside, in the ship. But if you stay away from the group any longer, our cover will be blown.”
Hopefully Monte hadn’t given too much away. What if she told Decker everything?
“Would that be so bad? I feel quite at home here. We’re one big family. That’s what I always wanted.”
“I want to make my own decisions,” Monte said. “But I never had that option. Please, join me for a day and don’t betray me, and then I’ll leave you alone. We still have Fiona and the android to save.”
“Hm. Well, okay. How long does the stuff you injected me with last? And where did the Kasen disappear to?”
Those were two good questions. Apparently, he was now hearing Monte and Yini over the replacement microphone. “Kian, where are you?” Strube asked over the other line.
“I think I have found the android.”
“Very good.”
“I will drag her to the exit and drop her there.”
No one would miss Ximena. But they would notice if Monte, Yini and Fiona were gone.
“What about Fiona?” asked Strube. “She’s the last one.”
“Wait for me for a minute. I will be with you in a minute.”
“Kian, I’m not even here.” For a moment, Strube had forgotten that. It was as if he had become a tiny eye. “I’m sitting in the yacht and watching the group through a camera. You have to take care of Fiona on your own. Please, I need her especially.”
“Don’t worry. I have found a hiding place for the android.”
“How long do you think Decker’s serum will last?” asked Strube.
Yini and Monte were still breathing the hall’s air, which was guaranteed to be contaminated with silicon structures. They would surely fall prey to the Voice again. They urgently needed to make more doses.
“I do not know,” Kian said. “But it helps less and less as time goes on. The voice adapts.”
“We have to get her out of there tomorrow at the latest,” Strube said.
“So, Yini?” asked Monte. “Will you give me a chance? It may sound a bit pretentious, but the survival of humanity depends on it.”
“All right. The pain of separation has eased a little. I’ll try,” said Yini.
“Did you hear that, Strube? Please come up with something with the android. We have to get to Decker somehow. Once he’s eliminated, maybe we can crash the mountain on Mars or Venus.”
“Understood.”
But first they had to rescue Fiona.
“Kian, are you back in the hall?” asked Strube.
“Yes, I’m back.”
“Monte, can you somehow separate Fiona from the group so we can treat her?”
“To be honest, I’d rather keep an eye on Yini. If I leave her alone, she might start talking. She’s definitely unstable. It would be best if you prepared a second dose for her.”
Apparently, people reacted differently to the whispers of the silicon structures. They’d have to take that into account.
Suddenly the whole group stood still. Something was happening. Strube couldn’t see it, but an opening must have formed in the floor, because Decker stepped out and grew taller with every step. So he was hiding somewhere underground.
Decker first bowed, then turned in a semicircle with his arm outstretched as if he were blessing the group standing around him.
“My dear family,” he began. “We’ve had a good time.” The whole group nodded. “And we have paradise ahead of us. We have reached the solar system. Thanks to your hard work, we have identified the obstacles that the weak are using to stop us. Imagine that! Twenty-five people are nothing compared to a few billion, and yet they are everything. That shows our potential! We should be truly proud of each other.”
Decker stepped very close to the group, waved briefly, and suddenly everyone was hugging each other. Then Decker stood in front of the group again.
“Tomorrow will be the decisive day of our journey. We will reveal our potential to the people. Many will retreat, blinded. They are weak and not worthy of our care. But even more will join us. Our family will grow, and that is a reason to rejoice.”
Decker finished his speech. The ending seemed a little abrupt to Strube. No one complained, but the whole group seemed a little indecisive. Decker also seemed to notice this.
“Go about your business now,” he said.
The people turned around and trotted to the places from which they had risen. Enthusiasm looked different. Was it because of their intervention? Did the Voice sense that something was wrong? Perhaps Monte was a little too hasty. They couldn’t rely on Decker’s removal to solve all their problems. The voice would continue to exist, as it always had.
Decker seemed to be having similar, but probably quite different thoughts. He observed each member of the group in turn. Was he trying to find out who the weak link was? Suddenly their eyes met. Strube was startled. Decker came bounding in his direction. He had to remind himself that he was safe in the Starbird. Darkness - presumably Decker’s boot - descended on the tiny camera from above. Then the connection broke.
“Kian, Monte? Decker must have spotted the camera. That means he probably knows something is going on. Be careful.”
What did Decker suspect? It had been unwise of him to crush the camera instead of examining it more closely. The presence of the Voice had probably lowered his intelligence too. And what had he said about obstacles? Had the Terran Union and Neomars organized a joint defense after all? The Starbird’s passive sensors showed nothing. But it was possible that traps had been hidden to take the mountain by surprise. If what Decker said was true, the group had uncovered these secrets. He had to warn Earth. If he sent a warning, however, Decker would be sure to notice.
“Strube, I suggest we postpone Fiona’s rescue until tomorrow,” Monte said. “The atmosphere is very strange at the moment. If she moves away, it will definitely be noticeable. I’ll keep radio silence for a while now. Monte out.”

THE TUBE RETRACTED and the machine began to work. Kian had loaded Ximena’s body into the medical station. The screen immediately showed lots of error messages. The device was not designed to treat androids. But it was still capable of producing a proper computer tomogram, and that was precisely Strube’s goal.
The result was surprising. He hadn’t been there when the group was surrounded in the hall, and he had always wondered how Ximena had been overpowered. Her body showed no signs of damage, apart from that inflicted by the crash, which Monte had patched up in a makeshift manner. She simply had no energy left. Zero.
Even the radionuclide generator was empty. How was that possible? Strube had no idea. In a radionuclide battery, the radioactive decay of heavy elements generated heat and therefore electricity. However, the decay was purely statistical. It could not be accelerated. The battery lost power in line with the half-life of the particular element, but it would never fall to zero.
The Voice, however, had achieved the seemingly impossible. Of course, it had automatically put Ximena out of action. Every body was dependent on energy. The good news was that all they had to do was recharge her and she would come back to life.
Hopefully.
If the software hadn’t been damaged by the loss of energy.
“You can take it back out,” Strube said. “Then connect it to a power socket.”

IT TOOK LESS than ten minutes for Ximena to jump up and assume a defensive position. The movement ripped the plug out of the socket, and she fell over again three seconds later.
The next time she woke up was half an hour later.
“Stop,” Kian shouted, as Strube had impressed upon him, and this time Ximena stayed down.
“What’s going on? Where’s Decker? I’m going to find him...”
“Hold on, Ximena,” said Strube. “Just lie still until you’re recharged.”
Her face softened when he addressed her by name.
“What happened? Why am I in the Starbird? Did we get Decker?”
Strube filled the android in on the situation. Her mood worsened from sentence to sentence, judging by her grimaces.
“All I remember is a lot of blood, and then I fell into some kind of pool,” she said. “I would have caught him if that hadn’t happened!”
“The pool dissolved you and reassembled you,” Kian said.
Ximena winced but held the plug in the socket.
“Oh, it’s you, Kian! How did you get here?”
“You know each other?” asked Strube.
“Yes, from the astrobiology lab,” said Ximena, and Kian briefly described his journey to her.
“This pool,” said Strube. “What is it?”
“You are dissolved in it and reborn,” said Kian. “That’s how I survived the flight.”
“Apparently it’s unable to create or process radioactive elements.”
Kian shook his tail. “I didn’t know that.”
“Is there something wrong with my RTG?” asked Ximena.
“Unfortunately, it’s completely empty,” explained Strube. “You’ll have to find other sources of energy.”
Ximena looked down at herself. “The biological parts of my body don’t look good either.”
“A dip in the pool would help with that. Decker had you stored in a refrigerated cupboard.”
“In a refrigerator? How humiliating. I’ll pay him back for that.”
“We will. Together.”






     


November 8, 2920, Ceres     


“YOU’RE STILL ALIVE?” Hank asked.
Marina Gaudlitz wondered. The hulking spaceship had destroyed one Archangel after another without encountering any of the black holes. Of course, the holes were only invisible at first glance. They interacted via gravity. But the enemy must have been actively searching for them. It was probably Decker, the traitor. He knew the approximate mass of the asteroid belt and had probably ordered a search for the lost megatons.
They were not in the twelve archangels, so it had to be something that remained dark in all wavelengths. Whether it was ultimately the Hawking radiation that had betrayed them or their mass alone, the fact was that the enemy had been playing with them. The mountain had used its own mass to drive the black holes together and create a sufficiently large opening in the already holey ring of defense.
“Looks like it,” she said. “The thing probably didn’t consider Ceres a serious opponent.”
“I wish I’d known that earlier,” Hank said. “We always assumed your base would be a hard fortress to take.”
Now she had to smile. Her deception had worked. The Terran Union had never given her enough budget to expand Ceres because they didn’t fear an attack from Neomars. So she had equipped the asteroid with dummy weapons.
The new enemy hadn’t fallen for it. She had checked it in the databases: Decker had never been to Ceres, but Monte and X7 had. The AI was certainly not working with Decker, but in a biological body, Monte was a normal human who knew too much about Ceres.
So Marina was still alive, for whatever reason.
“This weapon the enemy is using: My people have analyzed it. They think it’s a plasma weapon.”
“Plasma? How would that work in a vacuum, Hank? I expected better from you.”
“Well, the thing uses its own plasma, which it generates inside itself. Somehow the ions stick together and form huge chains, which then assemble into these ribbons. They combine great heat and kinetic energy. It’s more efficient than a laser weapon.”
“Are you thinking about copying the principle?”
“It’s way too late for that. We have less than four weeks after ... you know.”
After Earth was destroyed, of course.
“And we don’t even know the principle by which the plasma ions cling to each other. They should repel each other!”
“Well, don’t ask me. You should have come here like I suggested. Then we could have watched the end of the world theater together.”
Marina had never met Hank in person. If it had ever happened, they probably would have tried to kill each other.
“I admit I always thought they’d get to you first. I wanted to see a time when the Terran Union wasn’t being defended by my arch-nemesis.”
Hank grinned, which she appreciated. Reality was cruel enough at the moment. In contrast, their old familiar rivalry felt like everyday life.
“I will not stand by and watch the destruction of Neomars,” she said.
The Neomartian swayed his head. “Maybe it won’t come to that. I hear they’re considering accepting the ultimatum.”
“What?” Marina sat up straight. “They want to surrender?”
“Well, I haven’t been officially informed – presumably because they know how I feel about it – but a few sources tell me that there are negotiations going on with the Terran Union about a joint declaration.”
That couldn’t be true! The traitors wanted to offer themselves as slaves to these aliens? Who was responsible for these negotiations, and why hadn’t she heard about them? Presumably for the same reasons that Hank hadn’t been informed. Politicians!
“Thank you, Hank. That’s very important information. I’ll get right on it.”
Hank waved briefly and she ended the call. He must have realized how she would react. She briefly toyed with the idea that he might have lied to her, but that would make no sense. Hank always acted for good reasons. And he had informed her so that she could help him prevent a surrender.

“I NEED to speak to President Echevaria immediately.”
“Of course, Admiral. I’ll put you through in a moment.”
What? Jean Renier, the President’s personal secretary, was notorious for holding up callers for as long as possible. And now he was putting her through without a murmur? Marina still expected to have to wait a while. Violeta Echevaria certainly had a lot of calls to make these days.
“Ah, Marina, I’ve been expecting your call!”
If anyone had predicted that the president would ever greet her like that, Marina would have laughed. Now she was too shocked to burst out laughing. The President even appeared on the screen in person instead of being represented by an avatar.
“Madam President, this is about our response to the cowardly and devious attack...”
“...by the alien spaceship, I know. Of course, I appreciate your concern. But I’d like you to take a look at something.”
Marina had no chance to object. The screen went black. Then an asteroid appeared in close-up. The surface looked completely natural, but Marina knew what was hiding a meter below. It was one of the Archangels, an impressive construct. She had seen the initial designs, which were only half this size, and had personally campaigned to upgrade them so that they could stand up to the expected enemy. They knew the approximate size of the mountain from the last transmissions from Terra Nova.
Suddenly, a luminous ribbon appeared out of nowhere, seeming to flutter in the wind. Their science team had discovered that it was aligned with the magnetic field lines of the solar field. It looked harmless, but Marina knew what it was capable of. The ribbon wrapped around the Archangel, the pride of Neomars and the Terran Union, once in a north-south direction and then perpendicular to that, as if it were gift-wrapping the asteroid. Then it jerked, and the celestial body broke into four segments that slowly drifted apart.
The Archangel was history. Marina swallowed, even though she had seen a scene like this before.
“At least only one person died,” she said. “We’ll compensate his family.”
The president appeared on the screen again. “That’s my point,” she said. “The enemy struck from a position beyond the range of our weapons. All our research tells me that this weapon can probably be used against the Earth’s moon, Earth and Titan as well. We don’t even need to talk about the Skyring. But billions of people will die. Have you seen this scene before?”
The screen showed a scene in the sky ring, which was filled with smoke. People had gathered in the large squares. They sang ancient songs and carried placards with inscriptions such as “Peace now!”, “Don’t sacrifice us!” or “Survival is more important than fighting”. But there were also a few groups - subjectively in the minority - with opposing slogans such as “Earth or death!” or “My children should not be slaves!” Security forces were posted between the two sides. There were repeated attacks on each other.
“In the Skyring alone, this has already cost us four hundred and twenty-two lives,” explained the president off-camera.
What would it be like on Neomars? The security forces there would certainly have dispersed all unauthorized gatherings early on. But the Neomartians would certainly not be united behind the idea of giving their lives for freedom, which was just as threatening to them in view of unrestricted control by the Voice.
“You should see this too,” said the president.
A camera panned across a large square in the Skyring. A bearded man with tangled hair appeared on the oversized screen that loomed above it, which had been showing commercials.
“I am Mark Decker, and I offer you peace and eternal life. Your politicians will claim that I bring death and destruction, but that is a lie. I invite you all to become part of something much greater than...”
The transmission cut out and a test pattern appeared.
“I don’t know how he did it, but word has gotten out. People believe him! Not all of them, but many. It must be the fear of death that motivates them. Now do you understand why we had to negotiate? Decker was able to feed a similar message into Neomars’ communication system. I’ve been in contact with Director Yunus ever since.”
“But Madam President, it’s too soon for that! My contact on the enemy’s ship could...”
“When did you last hear from this contact? Are you sure the person is even on the ship?”
“We’ve reconstructed all her routes. She can only be there.”
“With all due respect, Admiral - the person has had many years to eliminate the danger. She didn’t succeed. At some point it becomes too late. We have already agreed on a peace plan with the attacker.”
“Peace plan?”
“Well, that’s its official name. I won’t hide the fact that it’s more of a surrender. But the media will call it a peace plan. If nothing comes up, we, the governments of Neomars and the Terran Union, will board the ship the day after tomorrow to sign all the documents. We will retain a certain degree of independence.”
“And what will you deliver in return?”
“We will produce spaceships with which further rapid expansion is planned. Humans will become the dominant species in this sector.”
“Not humans, but what controls them.”
“Whatever. It’s a done deal. I don’t want you to put any obstacles in our way. Otherwise, I would have to take action against you, Marina.”






     


November 8, 2920, The Mountain     


“I’M FEELING QUITE A BIT BETTER,” said Ximena.
The android climbed out of the liquid. As she bent down to reach for her clothes, a drop came loose, flew across the octahedron, hit Kian on the tail and ate a hole in it.
“Be careful,” Kian said. “Use the towel first.”
Only shreds remained of the cloth Ximena was drying herself with. Strube was impressed. He would stay away from those pools if he ever had a body again. Ximena dressed herself. A hole appeared on her right sleeve where she had not dried herself properly. Kian slipped her the mobile energy storage device that he had taken from one of the computers according to Strube’s instructions.
“I’m still half full,” she said.
The pool was obviously capable of handling chemical storage. That was understandable, since they worked with common compounds like those found in biological systems.
“To be on the safe side, please charge yourself anyway, Ximena,” said Strube.
He always called her by name now; she reacted much more obligingly when he did. What had happened to the ice-cold killer X7?
“Okay.”
They waited. It was impressive how young and fresh Ximena appeared.
“That should do it,” she said.
“We’ll leave the memory here,” Strube said. “You might have to carry Fiona on the way back.”
“Don’t worry, Strube,” said Ximena. “We’ll get your body back for you.”
Strube mentally shook his head. It wasn’t primarily about the body. It was Fiona he wanted to keep safe.

THIS TIME they were better equipped than on their first attempt. They had seven syringes loaded with the serum, plus a dozen small radio cameras and three breathing masks, which Kian skillfully balanced on his tail.
“I’ll go upstairs,” Ximena said when they reached the hall, pointing to the ceiling.
Strube nodded, even though no one could see. He had two observer positions - at the tip of Kian’s tail and on the android’s shoulder. She was now turning several of her fingers into claws. While she shimmied up the wall, he had to switch to Kian’s tail to keep from getting dizzy. When Ximena was perched far above the hall, he simply imagined he was sitting in a flying camera.
Ximena made better progress than Kian, probably because she was less worried about being spotted. Who would be watching the ceiling for intruders? Strube soon spotted himself on the floor. He recognized himself by the male-pattern baldness he had developed in his early twenties. His mother had always claimed that he would never find a girlfriend because of it, and indeed he hadn’t found one. However, this was not due to a lack of hair, but rather to the fact that he was constantly on the move.
“Oh,” Kian spoke up.
Strube switched to his camera. A person was approaching. It wasn’t one of his friends, and the person had obviously noticed Kian. Since he was now pressing his upper body against the ground and moving his tail like a cat, Strube had a good view. There was no one else to be seen.
“You’re alone,” he whispered.
Kian let out a noise that sounded like a meow. If the Kasen resembled a cat, they might as well take advantage of it, they had decided, and taught Kian everything he needed to know. That had been Yini’s idea. Maybe she wasn’t completely lost after all.
“Don’t do that,” murmured the stranger, who was now standing right in front of Kian. He was clearly taller than she was, but she didn’t seem to be afraid. Perhaps that was normal when you had attained immortality?
“You’re not a cat. You’re a Kasen. What are you up to? But tell the truth, or I’ll call Decker.”
The woman sounded as if she wasn’t being controlled by the Voice. She also looked much older than the others. Strube estimated her to be at least seventy.
Kian let out a rumble.
“I’m sure you understand me,” the woman said. “So don’t bullshit me. I know the reports. Kasen live on Adad. You must have come from there on the space station and surely learned Neoterran from Decker. But why hasn’t he shown you to us yet? Did you escape from him? Don’t worry – if you tell the truth, I won’t betray you.”
“Tell her the truth,” Strube whispered into the microphone. “Ask her why she doesn’t listen to the Voice.”
“I’m Kian,” Kasen said. “We’re here to kill Decker and destroy the mountain.”
Ouch. Kian was taking “tell the truth” a little too seriously. But now it was out. The woman didn’t react in horror, though, but smiled.
“I’d just about lost hope,” she said. “I hope you succeed. How can I help you?”
“How did you manage to escape the Voice?” asked Kian.
“I don’t know. At first its effect was strong, but I somehow adapted to it. I have an artificial immune system. It was installed after I nearly died of bone marrow cancer. It’s a Neomartian invention. Nothing was too expensive for my parents. I’ve never been ill since.”
That was interesting. The immune system must have taken up the fight against the silicon structures and won. It must work like a permanent injection with the serum.
“I also discovered that the oh-so-peaceful Voice was responsible for the death of my friend Matta. It looks as if he’s living among us now, but he’s not. They have replaced his personality.”
“That’s how it is when you’re under the influence of the Voice,” said Strube.
The woman looked around in surprise until Kian pointed to his tail. “Ah, we have a spectator,” she said, but didn’t seem upset.
“It can be reversed, by the way,” Strube added. “At least temporarily. We’re using a serum that Decker himself developed.”
“I like that,” said the woman. “I’m Lena Hill.”
“I am Olaf Strube. I’m in a spaceship on the surface.”
He left out the fact that he had no body, and also that he was a professional soldier with the rank of first lieutenant. He didn’t know why.
“So there are two of you?”
Strube thought about it for a moment. But Lena Hill seemed honest, and her story was credible.
“No, there’s also Ximena. She’s climbing around on the ceiling above us right now.”
“And what are you going to do now? Killing Decker might be difficult at the moment. He’s barricaded himself in his hole, almost as if he doesn’t trust the Voice. And he’s probably right. In an emergency, it would sacrifice him without hesitation. He’s nothing more than a tool.”
“We want to give one of our injections to someone, a friend. Her name is Fiona, but she’s in a man’s body.”
In my body. But that sentence wouldn’t come out.
“Ah, Fiona. She revealed herself, of course. There’s no other way in the group. She’s quite ... strict, though,” Lena added.
“Strict?”
“She makes sure we all do our jobs, almost as if she were Decker’s second-in-command. I hope the serum actually works on her.”
Strube nodded mentally. “Is there any way you can lure her here?”
“I’ll think of something, I promise. It’s best if you wait here.”

WHILE THE KASEN waited for Lena to return, Strube looked over Ximena’s shoulder. She had attached herself to the ceiling almost at the opposite end of the hall. That gave the best view of the group.
“Have you found anything?” he asked.
“There’s an opening in the floor through which Decker can descend.”
“A door?”
“No, an octahedron that has to rotate in a certain way for a passage to open.”
“Does that make a difference?”
“We could break through a door. A solid octahedron is a real obstacle. We have to catch it when the passage is open.”
That wasn’t good. If things got dicey, all Decker had to do was retreat to his hiding place.
“And Yini?” he asked.
“Look, there on the side, the computer that looks like a radar screen.”
That was definitely Yini. She was wearing a long, dark braid. Next to her was a tall man, probably Monte.
“Monte takes great care of her. He never leaves her side.”
“She’s unstable,” said Strube.
“She needs a second dose, urgently. I’ve thought about jumping down, giving her the injection and disappearing again immediately.”
“That’s pretty risky.”
“According to my calculations, there’s a thirty-eight percent risk of my getting caught. But if she falls for the Voice, they’ve got us one hundred percent. We should have gotten rid of her straight away.”
“Are you crazy? Nobody gets eliminated here.”
“It’s too late now anyway. That would be one hundred percent noticeable.”
“If you ever get the idea to get rid of someone, ask first, okay?”
Ximena didn’t answer. Strube sighed. She was what she was. But should they dare give Yini the second dose?
“She’s coming,” Kian said on the other channel.
The Kasen relieved him of his thoughts about Yini. Strube switched back to Kian’s camera. That was him, his body. His hair fell over his forehead. It looked as if Fiona had tried to style it, something Strube had long since given up on.
“What the hell is this?” she cursed. “Hey, come over here, everyone!”
Damn. That seemed to have just gone completely to shit. Suddenly Fiona jumped towards him. No, the Kasen had jumped in Fiona’s direction.
“Ow! What...?”
She disappeared from view for a moment, but then Strube saw her again. She was lying on the Kasen’s back, where he was holding her down with his tail. The camera was pressed into Fiona’s back. Strube could only hear, and he didn’t like what he heard – loud voices that belonged to neither Monte nor Yini. They were getting closer. The Kasen was apparently having difficulty escaping them because of the low gravity.
“Hey, over here!”
That was Lena’s voice. Strube switched to the camera on Ximena’s shoulder. The group below had stopped, undecided as to who they should go after.
“Ximena, throw me down there,” he said.
The android swiped across her shoulder. The camera came loose and fell to the ground, very close to Lena. Strube had a panoramic view of the action.
“The unbelievers are here!” shouted Lena even louder. “It’s me! Ha, you bastards, you didn’t really think that, did you?”
Her strategy was successful. Most of the group turned around. Lena moved the other way, but from there it wasn’t far to the wall. Ximena was climbing down slowly. Did she intend to help Lena? No, instead she had made herself as small as possible. Monte and Yini had not gone with the group. Ximena was in the shadow of the computer they were working on, although it looked more like Monte was forcing Yini not to turn away from the computer. Ximena jumped up, raised her arm in mid-leap, spun in the air and stuck the syringe into Yini’s thigh. The plunger had not been pushed all the way down, but Monte reacted with lightning speed and injected the rest of the dose into Yini’s thigh.
Ximena grabbed Monte around the hips with her right arm and Yini with her left, and pulled the two wriggling bodies up. She simply clamped them under her arms and ran as fast as she could.
It looked good. Kian had used Lena’s distraction maneuver to push off. When the camera on his tail showed a picture again, he had reached the exit of the maze. Fiona was rather wobbly on her feet, but made no attempt to flee.
“What ... what have you done? You’re the Kasen! I know you!”
Kian explained to her as briefly as possible what had happened. Just then, Ximena came running with Yini and Monte. The three humans, the android and the Kasen were safe, so Strube switched back to the camera at Lena Hill’s location. He must have missed something, because Decker was standing opposite her and must have just finished another one of his speeches.
“You want to give up eternal life?” he asked Lena out loud.
Lena didn’t answer. She had no chance either way. Strube suspected what would happen, but didn’t switch the camera off. He owed it to the woman.
“Good, your behavior speaks for you. With this, I deprive you of eternal life.”
Decker raised a long, narrow, shiny silver weapon in both hands, unsheathed it and cut off Lena’s head. The move looked almost professional, as if he had practiced it many times before. Strube cried out. The head fell to the ground with the delay typical of low gravity.
“And woe betide anyone who throws even a hair of her into the fountain of life!” he shouted.
Strube was about to cut the connection when he noticed something happening on the screen. An asteroid - the size was difficult to estimate - was being hit by some kind of silver ribbon. The material cut through the rock like butter and tore the celestial body in half. But that was obviously not enough. The ribbon wrapped itself first around the left half, then around the right half, and repeated the process. It was like splitting an egg into four separate quarters. In the middle, instead of a yolk, there was a machine that flashed and steamed.
That was when Strube guessed it. What he was seeing on the screen was the destruction of humanity’s defense stations. Instead of building battleships, they had apparently converted asteroids to put in the way of the enemy. But they clearly didn’t stand a chance. The technology that the silicon structures had developed over millions of years was far superior to the humans’. Strube couldn’t tear himself away from the sight. As cruel as it was, if those energy bands hit the Earth’s moon, the sky ring or even the Earth, the consequences would be even more dramatic.
The image faded out and made way for another asteroid. A silver band appeared on the screen from the side, moving towards the gray celestial body. Strube spared himself the end. The mountain was systematically attacking the last bastions of humanity - and he hadn’t felt the slightest vibration, or been able to detect it with the Starbird’s sensors.

THEY WERE REUNITED AGAIN. But at what cost? Strube looked around via the on-board cameras. Yini, Fiona and Monte were sitting exhausted on the floor of the airlock. Decker now knew they were here. But what did that mean? The mountain’s weapons couldn’t harm them here. Decker only had his people and himself, and the Starbird was very well defended. If anyone approached, they would notice in time.
“I think Decker will leave us alone and hope we do the same.”
“We can’t do that,” Yini said.
After the escape, she had still expressed doubts, but then Strube had shown them all the pictures. The destruction of the asteroids had impressed them, but when Lena was killed, they had all turned pale and even vomited. Strube was glad not to have to smell the air in the airlock. The fact that the others didn’t leave revealed how exhausted they were.
“We have to hunt him down,” said Fiona.
Even though she hadn’t said anything about it, Strube was almost certain she felt guilty. At least it had made it easier for her to separate herself from the whispers of the Voice. The fact that all three of them were now breathing the untainted air of the Starbird reassured him. Nevertheless, he had Ximena produce more doses of the serum. The food synthesizer was permanently exhausted, but none of the three humans were hungry anyway. Strube had had to force them to drink something and eat a few salted sticks from a tin.
“I have something to tell you,” Monte began.
Ximena stepped through the airlock door, and he fell silent.
“Keep talking,” Yini said. “She brought us out, so she’s with us now.”
“I don’t like her,” Monte said.
“You have every reason not to,” said Ximena.
“I like you,” said Yini.
“You have no reason to.”
“That’s not how it works,” said Yini. “Now come on, Monte. What were you going to tell us?”
Monte shook his head and looked at Ximena. “It’s too dangerous.”
“What kind of crap is that?” Yini was visibly upset.
“He’s right,” Ximena said. “It is quite a risk.”
Monte stared at her as if he was about to pounce.
“What the hell is going on?”
“He’s got the plans for the tachyon weapon. That’s what’s going on. He got them from your mom.”
“I know he’s got it hidden somewhere,” Yini said. “You’re not telling me anything new.”
“No, he has them here with him. We could radio the plans to the moon, and the researchers there could build it and use it to remove this ship from the fabric of space-time.”
“What? Why don’t I know anything about this?” asked Yini.
“I’m sorry,” said Monte. “But you’d probably die too. I promised your mother...”
“Ugh, Monte. I trusted you!”
“I’m sorry. But we can’t. We can’t use them.”
“We could make a quick getaway in the Starbird afterwards,” said Fiona. “That wouldn’t be a problem at all.”
“I really resent you for not letting me in on this, Monte. But you’re right. It’s too dangerous. I’ve seen the reports of space-time anomalies. I was even there for one. The universe is already unstable, and humanity is to blame. The constant causality violations... We should really give up our tachyon transmitters. As it is, ripping such a huge chunk of mass out of reality could trigger an unstoppable reaction. The destruction of Earth is by far the lesser evil.”
“Wait a minute,” said Fiona. “We have the ultimate weapon against the mountain, but we’re not supposed to use it?”
“Billions of people will die if we do nothing,” said Strube.
“Do you want to be responsible for the destruction of the universe?” asked Yini. “All the humans will die anyway, along with all the other civilizations we don’t know about. They won’t even see it coming, because it will spread at the speed of light.”
“How likely is that?” asked Fiona.
“I don’t know,” said Yini. “It’s impossible to predict.”
Fiona laughed derisively. “You’d rather have humanity enslaved on a hunch? Monte, why don’t you say something?”
Monte looked down. “I don’t know. I wasn’t thinking about that.”
“Monte wanted to save you from another danger,” said Ximena. “Namely the risk that humanity’s only real AI could come into possession of this weapon.”
“Hahaha!”
“Why are you laughing, Fiona?” Ximena scrunched up her eyebrows.
“If humanity listens only to the Voice, you’ll have a problem.”
“That’s true, but it’s not funny. I can’t use the weapon to blackmail you anymore.”
“So?”
“So, I’m in favor of using it.”
“But then you’ll have to leave it to the humans,” Fiona said. “You’ll never get possession of it again on your own.”
“It looks like it. A conflict of interest that I’ll have to resolve somehow.”
“How?”
“When I find a way, I’ll let you know.”
“That’s very kind of you. So I can say that two of us are in favor of using the tachyon weapon and two are against it.”
“I’m still here too, by the way,” said Strube.
“Oh, that’s right. Sorry about that. So, for or against?”
“I’m against it. I guess that makes the majority against it.”
“Strube, I always thought you were a sensible guy,” said Fiona.
“I’m actually for it,” said Monte. “That thing there just convinced me.”
“I’m Ximena.”
“Ximena convinced me. If it means she doesn’t get the weapon, I’m all for it.”
“So you agree with me?” asked Ximena.
Monte nodded grudgingly.
“Good, then it’s settled,” said Fiona. “A majority are in favor.”
“We haven’t asked Kian yet,” said Yini.
“Hey, you have to realize when you’ve lost,” Fiona said.
“The Kasen is part of the team,” said Strube. “Without Kian, you wouldn’t even be here, Fiona.”
Fiona crossed her arms. “All right, then. Kian, are you for or against the use of the tachyon weapon?”
The Kasen, who was on the other side of the airlock, spun around.
“We can’t risk the existence of the universe. I’m against it.”






     


November 9, 2920, Ceres     


“I DON’T KNOW what to do.”
It was the first time Marina Gaudlitz had ever uttered this sentence - and it was to her arch-enemy Hank Berger.
Hank just nodded. He must have run out of ideas himself. Marina sat wordlessly in front of the screen and stared at her counterpart. It was good to see a like-minded person in front of her.
“I think we’ve lost,” Hank finally said. “Not even our elite crews are fighting anymore.”
The screen went black. Then several ships appeared on the left edge. Marina recognized the hulking forms of the Neomars corvettes that had inflicted such heavy blows on the Terran fleet in the Martian Wars. She counted them. It was a complete battle group of fifteen ships. Marina grinned. According to official statistics, Neomars had no more than a dozen, and five or six had been destroyed at Terra Nova.
“Don’t laugh,” Hank said. “We still had a few, as they say, hidden reserves.”
The ships approached in formation toward a hulking enemy that flew into view from the other side. So far, no shots had been fired, but suddenly the corvette at the head of the formation changed course. It flew out of the plane of the ecliptic in a hyperbola, as if it had decided to head for a completely different solar system. The two following ships initially reduced their distance to close the gap, but then also turned away. Shortly afterwards, there was chaos. One ship in the last row even fired at another, which maintained its fighting position.
“This isn’t just mutiny, it’s civil war,” said Marina.
“The whole formation is a mutiny,” Hank said. “I put them out there because I couldn’t stand the reaction of our leadership. They were volunteers, but as you can see, they got cold feet, too. No one believes we can do it anymore.”
“So what? That’s not why people let themselves be enslaved, is it?”
“That’s what you and I say, but we’re in the minority.”
Marina breathed deeply in and out. She still cherished the absurd hope that X7 would fulfill their mission. But because it was truly foolish, she preferred not to tell Hank about it.
Suddenly, a door was pulled open behind him. Marina noticed it a second before he did. Several armed men, she counted five, entered Hank’s office.
“Hank Berger, you’re under arrest for mutiny.”
Marina sensed what was about to happen. Hank reached into his bag. She didn’t know what was in it and couldn’t see it. The same thing occurred to the gunmen trying to arrest Hank. Three of them pressed the triggers of their guns. Taser needles and two bullets hit Hank in the chest. The two bullets exited from his back, which Hank turned towards her. He fell. One of the gunmen noticed that there was still a connection and switched it off.
Marina turned around. But it was unlikely that this was a coordinated action. She was out of range of the President at Ceres Fleet Base, and Violeta could count on Marina never openly rebelling.
Hopefully X7 would do that for her.






     


November 9, 2920, The Mountain     


MONTE TOOK a few puffs from the bottle to make sure that the spacesuit was shielding him properly from the vacuum. Then he quietly closed the outer bulkhead behind him and strode off. His destination was the crashed shuttle. It had a functioning transmission system, even if the antenna was still pointed at the Starbird. They had transferred Strube over it.
He felt for the memory chip. It was in the outer pocket of his spacesuit. When he felt the slight bump in the stiff fabric, his stomach clenched. It was a guilty conscience. They had sat together and discussed things for a while yesterday. The chip had made the rounds. Yini had passed it on to Fiona like a hot potato. Ximena had examined it for a particularly long time. No one had changed their mind.
He had promised Yini he wouldn’t override the group’s decision. But a stalemate wasn’t a decision. It was a non-decision, and that was exactly what they didn’t need right now. No matter which way they went, they needed clear decisions. Someone had to break the stalemate, and if he was going to be the asshole who put himself up to it, at least the decision should go his way. That was only fair, wasn’t it?
It wasn’t fair when he thought of Tailin. Yini’s parents in the Skyring had handed him the plans so he could bring them to Tailin. Tailin, however, would probably have sided with her daughter. She had collected the numerous cases of spacetime disturbances herself. And the cases were real. But now the universe had given them a single weapon against this destructive threat - and they shouldn’t use it? He couldn’t accept that, even if Yini would see it as a betrayal. The billions of people he was probably saving would thank him.
He chased across the surface in great leaps. He had covered maybe half the distance when the moon rose. Monte couldn’t help pausing. It was so nice to be able to look at the moon again. It looked much smaller than the asteroid that Strube had shown them on the video clip. In his mind’s eye, Monte saw a silver band wrapping around the moon and dividing it into four parts.
No, it wouldn’t come to that. He kept running. Rather, he tried to run, but a terrible pain in his back stopped him. Monte tumbled forward. His limbs trembled. Foam came out of his mouth. He bit his tongue several times. Something jabbed him brutally in the side. The impulse twisted his body. A man stood over him, grinning into his face. It was Decker. In his hand he held a primitive weapon with long, glittering threads hanging from it.
“You weren’t expecting me, were you?” Monte heard his voice in his helmet. Decker had found the right radio frequency. He had obviously been well prepared. “I knew I could catch you one by one. The group is looking forward to seeing you. I’m very curious to see if they’ll forgive you for your betrayal. I hope not.”
“You’re going to die, you bastard.”
“That’s an ineffective threat in the face of eternal life. What were you doing out here?”
Monte shook his head. He wouldn’t let Decker have the tachyon weapon. Decker lashed out and kicked him so hard in the side that his body rolled over several times. The threads from the weapon, which had punctured his suit, prevented him from flying any further. Monte expected another kick, but Decker simply turned him over.
“When you rejoin the group, you’ll tell us everything anyway. That’s why I don’t mind if you refuse. I’ve never liked your face. You’ve always been far too interested in my daughter. Yini is mine, do you understand?”






     


November 9, 2920, Starbird     


“YOU HAVE TO GET UP!” a voice called out.
Yini opened her eyes. It was Strube.
“What’s going on?” she asked. At the same moment, the door to the ex-owner’s room burst open and Ximena entered.
“Monte’s gone,” Strube and she said in unison.
Damn it. That traitor! Yini’s heart was beating rapidly. Was it anger or disappointment? Probably both.
“He’s going to send the plans to Earth from the shuttle, isn’t he?”
“It looks that way,” Ximena said.
“No, I don’t think so,” said Strube.
“What do you mean?”
“He left with the memory storage, about three hours ago,” Ximena said. “What do you think that means?”
“He’s not on the shuttle,” Strube said. “I was able to make contact with it. That means the antenna is still pointed at us, not at Earth or the moon.”
“He might have found another one and mounted it,” Ximena said.
“There’s nothing in the transmitter’s log about that either. Now don’t tell me he might have tampered with the log.”
“He couldn’t have tampered with the log. Only I can do that.”
“You see!”
“So Monte’s been gone for three hours, and he’s not at the shuttle,” Yini summarized. “But he can’t be reached either.”
“Correct,” said Strube. “So, he’s with...”
“Decker,” Yini interrupted him. “And certainly not by choice.”
“But the bulkhead wasn’t forced open,” said Ximena. “So he left on his own and Decker caught him. How careless can you be!”
“Wait, a transmission is coming in,” said Strube. “It’s Decker.”
“Put it on every speaker in the ship,” Yini said.
“Good morning, my friends!” Decker sounded decidedly cheerful. “You’re probably missing one of your companions. But don’t worry. He’s fine. Monte has come to me to bring me some interesting data. He hopes it’s valuable enough for the group to forgive him.”
“That’s a lie,” Yini said. “Monte would never have gone to Decker willingly.”
“Of course not,” Ximena said. “Decker is extremely predictable.”
“But we’ve decided,” Decker continued, “that designing a tachyon weapon isn’t the right choice for us. What are we supposed to do with it? No, we want something better, more beautiful. We want to expand. That’s why we want Yini to return to us. If she refuses, we will not forgive Monte. And you know what will happen to him then. Monte told us that you watched Lena being punished.”
“That was murder!” shouted Yini.
She wanted to wring her father’s neck herself. If she didn’t turn herself over to Decker, he would kill Monte too.
“Technically, murder hasn’t taken place until he doesn’t put Lena into one of those renewal pools,” Ximena said.
She might as well wring the android’s neck while she was at it. Yini stood up. She would shower and dress and then get into her spacesuit.
“I’ll fulfill his condition. Will you please answer him, Strube? I can’t talk to my father right now.”
It was good that she would be under the influence of the Voice again in the hall. It would probably drown out the hatred she felt for her father.
“Wait a minute, Yini,” Ximena said. “We should stall Decker. I have an idea.”
“There’s no way I want Monte to die because of me.”
“If he dies, it will be because of his own stupidity,” Ximena said. “Instead of acting on his own, he should have teamed up with me. Decker wouldn’t have caught me.”
“I guess he didn’t trust you,” Yini said.
She couldn’t blame Monte. The android had a very idiosyncratic way of solving problems.
“That was a mistake, although I have to admit that I wouldn’t trust myself either. But now I have to ask you to do just that.”
“What do you mean?”
“Decker does not have the data for the tachyon weapon.”
“You have it!” Yini remembered that Ximena had spent a particularly long time examining the memory yesterday. She had probably copied it at that time.
“It’s never a good idea to put anything digital in my hands.”
“You replaced the memory module?”
“Monte still has the real module. But I have its contents, and I tampered with the data in Monte’s copy to be on the safe side. I figured that, unlike me, he wouldn’t stick to our agreement.”
If nothing else, Ximena made good arguments. It was Monte who had betrayed her. She’d wisely had the foresight to back up the data.
“And what’s your plan?”
“I could take the data to the moon myself. We’re close enough now. Monte repaired my engine.”
“You want to make off with the plans for the tachyon weapon.”
“How could you think that of me? I’ll take the data to the moon and make sure only the right person gets their hands on it. Sure, you could send them by radio transmission, but then everyone would have them.”
Ximena’s idea was ... creative. But she was right. If she delivered the plans in person, she could at least try to ensure that they were only used once. That could not be guaranteed with a radio transmission.
“If you could give the data to Zahir or Kang...”
Yini got a lump in her throat when she thought of the moon. Her brother and his mentor were down there. And then there was Dr. Mike Wilson. She had felt comfortable with him. But he had probably died long ago. It had been two human lifetimes since she left. Kang was probably still alive and waiting for her. Her brother had always been pragmatic about consciousness purification, if she remembered correctly. Yini tried to conjure up his face in her mind’s eye, but she couldn’t.
“That’s the idea,” Ximena said. “We only bring in people who are trustworthy. I’ve looked at the plans. According to my technical understanding, it should be possible to integrate them into the existing tachyon transmitter on the moon in such a way that the weapon will self-destruct afterwards. I could even carry out the conversion myself.”
“But you’ll remember the plans, of course.”
“Yes. I’m being honest with you so that you can trust me. I can’t simply delete such valuable data. Could you force yourself to remove your brother’s image from your memory?”
The poor android was truly to be pitied. “I don’t have to,” said Yini. “We humans forget even what is precious to us.”
“That’s terrible.”
“It helps us survive.”
“I’ll help you survive, too.”
Ximena’s plan sounded well thought out. Why did she need Yini’s consent? Because Yini knew her way around the moon. Kang was the best possible contact. As janitor, he had the necessary access to the technology and could make changes without too many others noticing.
And what about their concerns about the stability of space-time? Ripping the entire mountain out of this timeline... But maybe it didn’t have to be the entire mountain! Who was to blame for this situation? The Voice. And who had been the vehicle that had helped it spread? Her father! The tachyon weapon could strike at any place and at any time, even in the past. If they just destroyed the Albatross-1 while he was on the surface, Decker wouldn’t be able to leave the planet Adad. They wouldn’t have to kill anyone. It would be enough to destroy the engines, even if that might not be the safest solution.
Yini explained her plan to Ximena.
“That might work,” Ximena said. “However, there are some in the scientific community who believe that timelines have something like a protection of the past built in to avoid paradoxes. That would mean that Decker would find another way to carry out the Voice’s plans.”
“I think that’s typical human logic. Humans hate paradoxes, but they’re still real and commonplace. Protecting the past would also actively change the past. Where is the protection in that?”
“I just wanted to point that out,” said Ximena. “If we only have one shot and it doesn’t work the way you want it to...”
“We’ll ask the others. It sounds to me like a good compromise that reduces the risk of the whole universe collapsing.”

“XIMENA? WE’RE READY,” said Yini, checking that the harness was properly fastened.
“Understood. I’ll take off fifteen seconds after you do.”
Kian, Fiona and Strube had agreed to the plan. It had been Fiona’s idea to stage a little diversionary maneuver.
“Start,” Yini said and pressed the button on the controls.
There was nothing more to do. Their course was pre-programmed. They would only be able to climb so far before the mountain’s weapons could reach them. The yacht’s bright infrared signal would outshine the much smaller spot of Ximena’s engine.
The ship rose. The metal girders groaned. It was only ten seconds before Decker spoke up. He was obviously watching them closely.
“What are you doing, Yini? Are you trying to run away from your father and abandon Monte?”
“I don’t want to be enslaved by the Voice,” she replied.
The screen in front of her showed thirty seconds to go. Then Ximena would have accelerated enough to switch off her engine and leave cover.
“Then Monte will die,” said Decker. “And you won’t change the fate of humanity.”
Yini shook her head but said nothing. Twenty more seconds.
“Yini, please.” It was Monte. “You have to come to me. I don’t want to die. I want to be part of the new humanity that will be the Voice...”
“You hear that, Yini? Your friend would die of grief if he couldn’t experience the bright future that awaits us all.”
Five more seconds. Decker loved to hear himself talk.
“Father,” she said.
Father, that was the word he always jumped at. It still struck deep into his consciousness, in a place the Voice couldn’t reach.
“Yes, Yini?”
She delayed answering until she became weightless. “You’re right. It was foolish of me to try to escape. We’re coming back.”
The yacht turned as programmed, and the thrusters kicked in again to dissipate the excess speed. Yini checked their surroundings. The yacht’s instruments couldn’t detect Ximena, and Decker didn’t seem to have noticed anything either. The plans for the tachyon weapon were on their way to the moon, and Yini would have to return to the hall to take her place at her father’s side. Hopefully, Ximena would be successful.






     


November 10, 2920, Ceres     


IT WAS AN ORE FREIGHTER – a damned, dusty ore freighter, with four-square-yard cabins for the crew, who had to share a bathroom – that brought the Terran president and her entourage, as well as her subordinate government, the Supreme Court and the heads of the various branches of the armed forces to the alien spaceship.
Decker obviously wanted to ensure that he would not be attacked at the last minute. Ore freighters were unarmed because they were huge enough to be unattractive to pirates. At most, they could only transport a fraction of the loot, and nobody could hide an entire ore freighter. That was where the phrase “as aggressive as an ore freighter” came from.
Marina watched the flight of the freighter, which didn’t even have a name, from her hiding place on Ceres. Although she commanded the Space Navy, the President hadn’t even tried to invite her on this trip. Marina sat in front of her sensors and waited impatiently for news from X7.

THE FREIGHTER DOCKED. The passengers left the ship in their spacesuits. The crew prepared it for another launch. Several thousand people were to board the mountain and swear their loyalty to Decker. It was a surprisingly small number, but they were people who had some say in Terran and Neomartian societies.
Was Decker hoping that these few people would be able to enforce his orders in the long term? That was unlikely. He must have something up his sleeve that would guarantee their cooperation and at the same time be contagious to others. On his arrival at Terra Nova, the researchers had found some kind of web on his body. Marina had done a lot of research on him in the last few hours.
Television cameras followed the path of the state delegation - that had been one of Decker’s conditions. It led through a labyrinth of strange, eight-sided rooms and ended in a huge, almost empty hall. The camera captured the president’s face. Sweat was running down her forehead, which could be seen even through the helmet lens. Was it because Violeta Echevaria was not used to moving around in a spacesuit, or was it the heat and excitement? Marina was glad not to be in her place.
A group of about twenty people approached the delegation. They all looked very young, except for one man who immediately looked familiar to Marina.
It was Monte. She recognized him by his gait.
Damn it. If Monte was in Decker’s hands, what did that say about her hopes that X7 could still turn things around? Now Marina was sweating too. Monte had traveled a long way, only to return to Earth after all. She only now realized that Tsai Tailin, the tachyon physicist, was standing next to him. Marina recognized her, even though she wasn’t wearing a name tag. How did she get here?
Now Decker pushed Tailin forward so that she could shake the president’s hand. Tailin then made a gesture under her chin, where the clasp of the helmet was located. The president hesitated for a moment, but then carried out the request and took off her helmet. Everyone else did the same. The air down there must be good, because the faces of the new arrivals showed increasing enthusiasm. It was amazing how the smiles traveled through the ranks. Finally, the president knelt down in front of Decker and bowed her head.
All he has to do now is say “Blow me, bitch”, and she would fulfill the order, she thought.
But it didn’t come to that. Decker stroked the president’s head like a priest. Violeta Echevaria wept. It was damn embarrassing, particularly as the show was being broadcast to every living room.
Decker waved to a cameraman, who brought him a microphone.
“My people,” he said. “Regardless of gender, color or creed, we are family from now on.”
Decker moved his arm as if he were blessing the whole group.
“My daughter,” he pushed forward the woman Marina had thought was Tailin, “was the first to believe in me. I’m just as happy for each and every one of you as I am for my daughter. The people I have invited here today have made this uncomfortable journey aboard an ore freighter to bring you eternal life. They are your ambassadors, and when they return to you, they will bring lasting peace and the light that the Voice spreads among us all.”
He reached under the President’s chin and pulled her up by it. She was still weeping.
“You feel it, Violeta, don’t you?”
“I feel it, Father. It speaks in me. It knows all my worries. It wants us to know eternal life.”
“Thank you, President.” Decker walked over to a man who was recognizable as a Neomartian by his stature. “And you, my friend, who are you?”
“I am Jorge Rodrigues, Foreign Minister of Neomars.”
“Do you feel it too, Jorge?”
“I feel it, Father. It speaks in me. It knows all my worries. It wants us to know eternal life.”
“Thank you, Jorge.” Decker moved on to a little girl, maybe six years old, apparently the child of a government official. “Will you tell me your name?”
“Josefa.”
“Do you feel it too, Josefa?”
“I’m hungry,” Josefa said.
Decker laughed and beckoned someone from the group to lead the girl away. “She shall have something to eat,” he explained, but Marina wasn’t sure if he was serious.
After that, Decker asked several other people, and they all replied exactly as the president had. Marina felt a shiver run down her spine. It seemed as if these people had no words of their own. She would rather be shot like Hank before she went down like that.
She pressed the trigger. A signal traveled through space at the speed of light, reached the ore freighter and detonated the explosive device that one of her agents had planted there. All the camera crews had accompanied the delegation into the hall, so they could not observe the success of the operation. But suddenly Decker stood still. It looked as if he was listening to someone. Then he waved nervously and turned around. The camera followed him as he walked away, and suddenly he was swallowed up by the ground.
Ha! Marina had disrupted his plans, at least for a short time. She was as happy as a little child. At least now Decker wouldn’t be able to spread his poisonous message among the people today.
Hank would have been proud of her.






     


November 10, 2920, Earth’s moon     


“WHAT ARE YOU AFTER, XIMENA?”
Kang leaned over the real wood desk that had once belonged to Ulita.
“I want to turn the tachyon transmitter into a weapon,” repeated the being sitting opposite him, who claimed to be a true AI in an android Biobag.
“We have been instructed to do nothing more against the enemy.”
Kang demonstratively twiddled his thumbs but kept a close eye on his guest. Was someone here trying to discredit him? There were envious people everywhere, as he had learned when he took over Zahir’s office. He hadn’t been the only one to be considered as the next administrator of the Great Archive. But in view of the impending surrender, that no longer seemed to matter.
“It’s just us, isn’t it?” asked Ximena.
“It is.”
You never knew where Smith might have planted a microphone, but there was probably plenty for him to do elsewhere at the moment. In any case, Kang hoped that the secret service was also primarily concerned with fending off the enemy, despite the new instructions from the top.
“Good. I’m not just anyone,” said Ximena. “I used to be known as X7.”
“I’ve never heard of you, I’m sorry.”
“Oh. I thought the rumor mill...”
“I don’t give a damn about rumors.”
“I see. Then perhaps it will convince you to say that your sister Yini sent me?”
Excuse me? God in heaven! Kang jumped to his feet. No, that couldn’t be true, could it?
“That’s an extraordinary claim, and you know it will need extraordinary evidence.”
“Of course. I have plans here for a tachyon weapon that your mother Tsai Tailin made. You’re welcome to take a look at them.”
Kang had to sit down again. This Biobag was getting old. His heart kept skipping a beat when he got excited. And he was excited.
“This is getting to be a bit too much for me,” he said. At the same time, he realized that Ximena was telling the truth. No one would make something like that up. Lies had to be digestible by the recipient. But it would take him a long time to swallow this news. “You know my mother?”
“Probably better than you do,” said Ximena.
The sentence hit him square in the stomach, making him wince.
“Sorry.” Ximena had noticed. “But I’ve been following your mother for many years, memorizing her habits and so on.”
“How is she?” Was she on board the alien spaceship? It couldn’t be a coincidence that this Ximena had arrived here just now. So why didn’t Tailin visit him in person? But it was his own fault. Yini had wanted to take him to Neomars to look for her there, but he had felt betrayed by Tailin.
“She died before I could complete my mission,” Ximena explained. “The hunt for your father then brought us together.”
His father, now, too. Kang had heard that the spokesman for the aliens called himself Decker, but hadn’t connected it with his father. How could he have been so short-sighted?
Ximena reported in a few sentences what had happened since the arrival of the Albatross-1 at Terra Nova. Kang had heard some of it on the news, but that had been many years ago. Space and its dimensions inevitably distorted perception.
“And my sister wants us to use this tachyon weapon against the attacker?” Kang asked.
“She would gladly give her life in defense of humanity,” replied Ximena.
“Her life? I don’t want it to come to that. And what about the dangers of this technology? I seem to remember that Yini was rather skeptical about that.”
As a chronoscribe, Yini had worked with tachyon technology on a daily basis. But perhaps she had also grown skeptical as she came to know the technology better. At least back then. Kang had gotten Ulita’s job partly because he had made some interesting improvements to the tachyon transmitter.
“I have to admit that Yini initially rejected this mission,” said Ximena. “But we reached a compromise. The idea is not to remove that huge mountain from the timeline, just to make a small change in the past – one that will have a positive effect over the years.”
Kang remembered his father’s notes from Adad. He had read the stories to his children often enough that they now seemed like fairy tales to him. Why hadn’t Decker left with the others back then? Because he had a guilty conscience. His friend Roger had died because their mother was determined to complete a project. He hadn’t been able to forgive her for that.
“If we kill Tailin on Adad, Mark Decker will never come into contact with the alien substance,” Kang said.
He couldn’t believe it: He had just suggested murdering his own mother. But if she had never left Adad, how could she have given birth to twins? Wouldn’t that change also affect him and his sister? He grimaced.
“I know what you’re thinking right now, Kang. But there is a theory of the smallest possible change. According to this theory, the timeline is so resilient that it only changes what absolutely has to change in order to minimize paradoxes. They can never be avoided when intervening in the past.”
“It’s a theory,” Kang said.
“Yes, although it is one of the best tested theories. After all, every tachyon transmission is a journey into the past.”
“The way the timeline changes, however, is impossible to predict.”
“That’s true. But dead is dead, right?”
That was correct. It was physically very unlikely for anyone to rise from the dead, so the timeline wouldn’t choose that option either. Kang sighed.
“Can we revise our choice if necessary?”
“Firing the weapon will destroy the transmitter. It’s not designed to be used as a weapon.”
“So, we have exactly one shot.”
“Correct.”
“How long will it take to refit the transmitter?”
“If you provide me with all the materials and a few people - one day at most.”
“Good, we’ll try. But if anyone asks, you’re doing the annual maintenance. Public opinion has shifted on the moon, too.”
“People are scared,” Ximena said.
“You can’t blame them. They’ve seen the destroyed Archangels.”
“Good. Should I get to work now?”
“Yes, please ask your way to the canteen. My assistant Ignacio Lopez will meet you there.”
“Aren’t you coming, Kang?”
“Yes, but I have to solve a problem first.”
Kang turned over the screen on his desk. It showed a symbolic representation of the moon’s orbit. Three heavy, red dots stood out in particular.
“What’s that?” asked Ximena.
“Ore freighters. They’re supposed to start evacuating people tomorrow at the latest.”
“That’s too soon.”
“I know. My assistant and I are on the list, too. But I’ll solve the problem.”

“WHAT IS IT?” asked Smith, looking at his watch.
Kang understood the look. Smith never had time. It had to be stressful playing the eyes and ears of the Admiralty.
“I need your opinion on something,” Kang said.
“Administrator Kang, you know that...”
“I know. You don’t have an opinion. It’s about your superiors’.”
Kang used the plural, though he knew better. Smith’s boss was Admiral Gaudlitz; she had admitted that at one point.
“Suppose I was to notice efforts here that were in opposition to the President’s latest decree...”
“Concerning the smooth cooperation with our visitors,” Smith added.
“Exactly.”
“Well, as far as I can tell, my superiors would take note of that with interest.”
Ha! Kang had guessed it. Gaudlitz did not belong to the faction that submitted to a foreign power. She would not throw a club between his legs.
“I understand,” Kang said. “Presumably, these endeavors would benefit if the preparations for surrender were to drag on a day longer. So, we should avoid any delay at all costs.”
“Thank you for the warning. Of course I will pass it on in exactly the same way. Would you like to make a personal statement?”
Kang nodded. Smith had never made a personal statement in all these years.
“I don’t fancy getting on that freighter tomorrow either. If that could be avoided, I would be very grateful.”






     


November 10, 2920, Ceres     


“COME ON, REZNIKOVA, FASTER!”
“Gaultier, your belt pouch is open!”
“Singh, you can call your mother from the cockpit!”
Marina Gaudlitz drove her people ahead of her. They were good people that she had trained herself, her personal bodyguard. Being an admiral in the Space Navy had its advantages. She was probably the only person in the solar system who had independent armed forces under her command.
It was good that Kang had contacted her through Smith. It was good, extremely good. She’d been telling herself that since she’d left the office. Because it also had a bitter aftertaste: they would probably die as a result, she and her little troop, for whom she almost felt sorrier.
There, the hangar doors. Reznikova was the first to open them. Ceres Station was more of an administrative center than a fortress, but there was a small hangar with a few warships meant for defense against pirates. It wasn’t a large fleet, but it should be enough to damage three ore freighters.
Marina looked around. Further back, some workers in blue overalls were mothballing a corvette. Fortunately, they didn’t take any notice of the new arrivals. Marina had already told her squad that they might have to fight their own people. For the cause. The fact that their admiral was accompanying them, perhaps to die with them, seemed to have convinced them.
Reznikova was again the first, with her fighter. They were small, maneuverable spacecraft, barely larger than shuttles. They only needed one pilot, who was also the gunner. Their armament was adequate, but their protection against hits was minimal. The idea was that speed was the best protection against fire. However, that didn’t apply when laser weapons were in use.
Marina was sweating. Ceres’ gravity was so weak that the salty sweat collected in her eye sockets instead of flowing. When she shook her head, it splashed against the helmet screen. Her own Jaeger stood on the far left. She climbed the ladder to the entrance, flipped open the transparent hatch and pulled herself straight into the pilot’s seat. How long had it been since she had sat here? But her preparations for take-off were still automatic. She worked through the checklist. Engine, weapons systems, communication. There was no life support - the spacesuit allowed her to breathe, drink and urinate. The fighters were not designed for long journeys. They would make it to the Earth’s moon, because Ceres was in a very favorable position, but they wouldn’t have enough fuel for the return flight.
There would probably be no one to fly back anyway. The President’s decree had put the remnants of the war fleet on hold, but an attack on the moon would not go unanswered. Marina hoped that Reznikova, Singh and Gaultier could eject to the moon in an emergency, but did not have high hopes. The booster packs of the spacesuits could not intercept a crash from lunar orbit.
“Ready for action,” reported Reznikova.
“Same here,” said Singh.
“Will be in a minute,” said Gaultier.
Marina requested the release of the fighters. Since she had supreme command, she went through the systems without hesitation. Red warning lights flashed in the hangar. The workers who had been taking care of the corvette left the room.
“I’m ready,” Gaultier said as the lights switched to green. That meant that there was no longer anyone unprotected in the hangar.
“Off to the moon,” said Marina and pressed the launch button.
Through the transparent dome, she saw the three other fighters gliding forward on the rails. Hangar doors opened. Marina checked her harness. The launcher released with a metallic crack. The impulse pressed her into her seat. Three seconds later, the fighters were about two hundred meters from the surface of Ceres, and the engine ignited.






     


November 11, 2920, Earth’s moon     


“WE STILL NEED ABOUT THREE HOURS,” said Ximena.
Two soldiers were standing outside his door, ready to escort him to the shuttle. Someone must have guessed that he wouldn’t make the journey to the alien ship voluntarily. There were several units on the way to the Great Archive. Kang had managed to stall them at the main entrance for an hour, but they were starting to get impatient.
Three hours. Perhaps he would have to bite the bullet and sacrifice himself so that Ximena could finish converting the transmitter into a weapon in peace. However, his assistant was also on the evacuation list, who was hardly less familiar with tachyon technology than Kang. Ximena was smart, but would she be able to handle the conversion on her own?
“Are you still there, Kang?”
“For now, yes. But it won’t be long before they come for me, and they’re after Ignacio too.”
“That would be bad. I need at least one helper here to sit at the computer and give me feedback while I reconfigure the emitters. Otherwise the whole system will explode without firing a shot.”
Kang glanced at the camera image. The two soldiers were still guarding his door. He couldn’t get out of here. But at least he could distract them from taking Ignacio.
“I’ll get you some breathing room,” he said.
“I don’t need air,” Ximena said. “In a pinch I can...”
“I mean time.”
Kang ended the connection, opened the drawer of his desk and took out a gun. It was about the same age as the desk - an old-fashioned pistol with no electronics, that could be fired by anyone who pulled the trigger with the safety off. Ulita had given it to him. Even then, she had smiled as if she was sure he would need it at some point.
Unfortunately, he had never asked her what she had used the gun for.
He pressed the button on the intercom. “Come in, gentlemen.”
The two men turned at the same time, bumped into each other at the door, politely excused themselves and stepped into the empty anteroom one after the other. They walked briskly to Kang’s office door, which opened with a squeak.
Kang received them with the safety off on his pistol. He noticed that one of the two men was gripping the chin strap that secured his helmet. The soldier intended to call for help. Kang pretended not to notice, and the man smiled at his ignorance.
“Now don’t make it any harder for all of us than necessary,” said the second soldier.
“Come closer,” Kang said. “Put your weapons down on the table.”
The men obeyed his orders. They seemed to have experience with situations like this and remained completely calm. Kang stood up, walked past them, never turning his back on them, and locked the door by turning the lock knob three times to the right.
Now they were as safe as in a bunker. The door had a Plastconcrete core. Officially, this was a protective measure against moonquakes, but those never reached a magnitude that would make this necessary. In fact, the architects had not fully trusted the stability of the tachyon transmitter, so they had installed such shelters in various areas of the archive. It was also possible to survive an explosion of the transmitter in the canteen.
“What’s this all about, Mr. Kang?” asked the other soldier.
“Now it’s just us,” said Kang. “This is a shelter. You’ll find that your radios won’t pick up anything either. This room was constructed as a Faraday cage to prevent damage from Cherenkov radiation if the tachyon transmitter explodes.”
Did Ximena know about the radiation? It was too late to warn her. The technical enhancements to her Biobag were certainly susceptible to electrical discharges.
“That may be, but what are you trying to achieve with it?” the soldier asked.
“Honestly, I’m just stalling for time. Hey, leave those weapons there!”
The other soldier had approached almost within arm’s reach of the desk. Now he stepped back again while Kang took his seat.
“Honestly, do you want to submit to the attackers?” he asked.
“The president’s reasoning makes sense to me,” said the soldier on the left. “I’ve seen the pictures of Terra Nova, and I don’t want my children to be killed.”
“Killed senselessly,” said the other soldier. “Nobody can argue with that! Anyone who refuses is either an ignoramus or a selfish asshole.”
“You have children too?” asked Kang.
“Three.” The man smiled wistfully; he was probably thinking about them.
“And you want them to grow up under the rule of the Voice, as Decker calls the aliens?”
“No, damn it, of course not. But do we have a choice?”
“I think we do,” Kang said.
“Are you a selfish asshole or an ignoramus?”
That was a good question. He knew more than they did, but was it really that simple? He also had plenty of areas of ignorance and often behaved selfishly.
From somewhere came the heavily muffled sound of a siren. Both soldiers reached for their wrists, but the devices they were carrying remained silent. One of them approached the desk again, and Kang had to shoo him away with the pistol in his hand.
“Let’s all keep calm now, please,” he said.
“You know what’s going on, don’t you?” asked the soldier on the left.
“No, but I’m hoping something will happen.”
“Man, if anything happens to my kids because of this, I’ll cut your balls off no matter where you’re hiding.”
“Your kids will be fine.”
The man grumbled something he didn’t understand. Kang could sense the two soldiers’ nervousness, as well as his own. He pulled the screen towards him. Apparently, something was happening in the moon’s orbit.






     


November 11, 2920, Near-Earth Space     


“REZNIKOVA AND SINGH, you take care of number one. Gaultier, number two.”
That made it clear that she would take on number three. The first ship in a group, even a trio, was usually a little better armed than the others because it had to survive any combat the longest. Marina didn’t expect any real resistance from the three ore freighters, but she preferred to be cautious.
After the three other fighters confirmed their orders, she corrected course herself. She had been hungry after the seemingly endless flight from Ceres, but once she put her finger on the trigger, everything that might have distracted her disappeared. She became one with her inner hunter. When was the last time she had felt this way? It must have been during the Martian wars.
They flew at the ore freighters from below. In the lower orbit, they could not only overtake. They would also be able to aim at the underside of the ships, where the engines were especially exposed. About thirty seconds to go. Marina put her left hand on the stick that controlled the corrective thrusters. The fighter’s weapons were located in the extended bow. Marina turned the ship so that it was facing about 110 degrees to the direction of flight - slightly to the rear. She followed the approach of the freighter on the screen.
She was the first to do so, as they rolled up the group from behind. Marina counted down from ten. At zero, the ship should be right above her. When she fired the railgun, the ballistic stream of tiny pellets would hit the base of the engines at the perfect moment.
Fire! She felt a slight pressure behind her as the railgun transferred the momentum of the fired projectiles to the fighter. There was nothing to see. Tiny metal pellets flew towards the target at relativistic speed and punctured it. There was no armor to protect it. But the question was whether critical parts had been hit. Electronics, the fuel line, that sort of thing. That was a matter of luck, although all those elements were also reasonably large on a huge ore freighter.
That was it. The freighter lagged behind.
“Attack complete,” Gaultier reported, and shortly afterwards Reznikova and Singh were also ready.
Marina tracked the orbit of the ships under attack. If they had hit anything, there would be some kind of change. Every explosion that occurred on board changed the orbit a little. If there was damage to the life support, the chief pilot would prepare to land.
But it wasn’t always guaranteed that something would happen. If the fire had only killed the pilot, the ship could continue on its course for years.
“Number two has turned on its longitudinal axis,” said Gaultier.
He was right. That was a good sign, especially as the freighter was apparently unable to stop turning. So the ship would be unable to land or dock anywhere until the damage was repaired.
“Confirmed, Gaultier. Join me.”

EVEN AFTER HALF AN ORBIT AROUND the moon, the first and third freighters showed no signs of failure.
“Reznikova and Singh, you take over number three now.”
She and Gaultier would take care of the flagship this time. It was only fair, since the other two had the more dangerous assignment.
“Gaultier, parallel formation.”
The other fighter approached. If they flew side by side, they could cover a larger area. Marina pulled up the fighter’s nose. Gaultier hesitated for a moment.
“Attack complete,” Reznikova and Singh reported in quick succession.
“Enemy at twelve o’clock,” Gaultier warned.
Damn. Where had that come from? There were no fighters stationed on the moon. But the radar clearly identified it. To defend herself, she would have to put her nose back down.
“I’ll do it,” said Gaultier.
Marina did not lower her nose. On the contrary, she turned the fighter back to 110 degrees. The engine of ship one came into range. She fired.
The dot disappeared from the radar as if it had never existed. She switched to visual and saw the remnants of an incandescent explosion. Damn. Who was that? Gaultier?
“Mayday, mayday,” she heard him say.
“Get out,” Marina ordered. “We’ll pick you up.”
“Ship three has serious problems,” Reznikova said.
“I think we can check that off,” said Singh.
However, the lead ship showed no damage. They would have to attack again. Hopefully it would stay with the one enemy fighter.

THEIR HOPES WERE NOT FULFILLED. By the time the four of them were set to attack the last freighter, they had two new opponents.
“Singh, you take care of the freighter,” Marina ordered.
“Understood.”
She didn’t have to say more. Their orbits ran parallel to the paths of their opponents. The battle would be short. It would be similar to the way knights used to fight on horseback. With their muzzles pointed diagonally forward, the fighters raced past each other on their orbits. Their relative speed was twice the speed of the track. It was just a matter of firing the railgun at the perfect moment. The right moment depended on the alignment of the fighters to each other. Even an automatic system could only guess here. Marina preferred manual operation. After all, she had survived the Martian wars with it.
“Here we go,” said Reznikova.
Marina froze. Her body was all concentration. The enemy was turned almost 90 degrees. This gave him more target area, but he could also fire longer at her fighter. She counted. Three, two.
“Got him,” Reznikova said.
One. Marina fired. The enemy was so close that she could see his helmet through the transparent cockpit. Suddenly his ship tore apart. Debris flew in all directions.
“Shit,” said Reznikova.
Marina looked to the other side, where another explosion was blossoming. Oh no! The enemy fighter must have been firing at Reznikova instead of her. The ultra-fast stream of metal bullets was invisible on radar. Reznikova had not expected it and had allowed herself to be ejected from the fighter a moment too late.
“Singh?” she asked.
“I’m here. Ship one has clearly recognizable engine damage. They’re not going anywhere.”
“Reznikova is...”
“I saw it. I’m sorry. I’ll pick up Gaultier.”
“Thank you.”
Singh didn’t have a seat in the cabin, but he could take his colleague with him on his snout. It was possible to land on the moon. Marina switched off the microphone and wept uncontrollably. The last time she had let herself go like this was after the Martian Wars. It felt good, even if she couldn’t blow her nose in the helmet. She set course for the tachyon station, but then changed her mind. Kang was up to something there, and if it happened, she’d better not be anywhere near it.






     


November 11, 2920, Earth’s moon     


“THAT SHOULD TERMINATE your mission for today,” said Kang, showing the men the screen.
“It could be a trick,” said the soldier on the left.
Kang ran to the door and opened it. “You have reception again. But no foolishness.”
Immediately, the two looked at their wrists. “He’s right,” said the one on the left. “The transport has been canceled. Someone sabotaged the freighters. Another attempt, the day after tomorrow.”
“Good. Would you get out of my office, then?”
Kang suppressed a beaming smile and feigned complete composure.
“We’ll be back,” said the one on the left.
“And we’ll report on your strange behavior.”
Kang said nothing and merely shooed them out with a gesture. As soon as they had disappeared around the next corner, he ran for the tachyon transmitter. He had an idea.

“DECKER, we have to take Decker out of the equation!” he shouted as Ignacio let him into the transmitter’s tiny control center.
“Ximena already had that idea,” Ignacio said. “After siring you, all he does is stupid things.”
“Tailin won’t stay on Adad because of him.”
“And he’s basically already dead, if I’ve understood correctly. We’re just bringing his demise to a definitive end.”
“Where is Ximena?” asked Kang.
“In the bubble chamber.”
She called the huge container in which they measured the interactions of tachyons the bubble chamber. Any human would die in there, but it didn’t seem to bother the android.
But Ignacio was wrong. Ximena opened the door and stepped into the control center. There was a smell of ammonia. Kang held his nose.
“Excuse me,” Ximena said. “The smell should be gone in a minute.”
“Are you finished already?”
“Already? That was ten minutes longer than I promised you.”
“Then we can trigger the weapon?” asked Kang.
“Ignacio has assured me that this room can withstand an explosion. Is that right?”
“It will.”
“Good, then we can start?”
“Please do, Ximena.”
Kang sat down at the control computer. They knew the coordinates of the events on Adad in both location and time. All he had to do was correct them for the known movement of Adad, its star and the Milky Way. This was no problem for the transmitter’s software. In transmission mode, such calculations were necessary all the time, but there they always had to go exactly as far into the past as a light signal needed to reach its destination. Relativity. He had hated it at school.
“Ready for action,” the system reported.
“What happens now?” Kang asked.
“You could call it a forced reception,” said Ximena. “Instead of sending something, we’re forcing the transmitter to receive something.”
“And that will destroy it?”
“No, the energy surge will destroy it. It can’t cope with that.”
“Then a tachyon weapon like this isn’t particularly efficient.”
“You’re forgetting that this was built as a transmitter, not a weapon. If we had a few months, we could expand the capacity until there are no more explosions.”
“Understood. Then I’ll trigger the weapon now.”
Kang pressed the button. Nothing happened at first, but then the floor rumbled under his feet, the walls shook, the computer shut down and the lights went out.






     


November 11, 2920, The Mountain     


“COME ON, you have to see this!” shouted Strube.
Where was Fiona? He heard her - technically his - voice from next door.
“I’ll be right there,” she replied.
“Kian, you too!” The Kasen did not respond.
Strube played the pictures on a loop because he couldn’t get enough of them.
“Impressive,” said Fiona, who was now standing next to him.
The tachyon transmitter was a field of rubble. The ground above it had risen and then collapsed. A hole in the moon, perhaps six miles across and a hundred meters deep, showed the true dimensions of the transmitter. In its center stood a structure, barely larger than a bathroom, that had been spared by the explosion.
“Have you seen Kian?” asked Strube.
“No. Isn’t he sleeping in Yini’s bed?”
Yini’s bed was the huge bed in the room of the former owner of the yacht. It was just big enough for Kian. Strube looked through a camera.
“He’s not there,” he said and activated a search. Wherever Kian was, he would find him. The Kasen had to see this.
“Impressive,” Fiona repeated. “But also depressing.”
“Why is that?”
“Didn’t you notice? We’re still here. The mountain. The earth. The moon. Nothing has changed.”
“Except for Kian. He’s gone.” The unsuccessful search had just told him that.
“We remember him. So he was here.”
“That may be. But he’s gone now. And before you ask, the airlock hasn’t been opened.”
“When did he last appear on one of the cameras?” asked Fiona.
“The footage is only stored for ten minutes. Data protection. But he took something out of the food synthesizer at thirteen-oh-five standard time.”
“What time did the explosion take place?”
“Thirteen seventeen.”
Fiona said nothing, but Strube knew she was thinking the same thing he was. Had Ximena and Kang accidentally aimed at Kian?

THE HALL LAY BEFORE THEM. Fiona held her breath, took off her helmet and put on her breathing mask. Although she had injected herself with another dose of the serum, she wasn’t sure whether it had any preventative effect.
“You go around to the left, I’ll go around to the right,” said Strube.
“What do you mean?”
“Well, you on the left, me on the right. Oh, nonsense. It really feels like I’m with you.”
Fiona carried a small camera on each shoulder, through which Strube was following everything.
“I’m going around to the left,” she said.
The hall seemed to have shrunk. Was it because they weren’t quite as scared as they had been before? It was clearly too soon for them to relax. Hopefully Fiona was taking care of the borrowed body.
It didn’t look like she was, though. She was taking long strides, which people must have noticed under the influence of the Voice. But basically, she was right. If the problem wasn’t solved, they didn’t stand a chance anyway.
The people didn’t seem particularly interested in the newcomer. They were standing around in small groups chatting, or busy at their workstations.
“There’s the president up ahead,” said Fiona.
Several men were standing around her. Strube recognized Monte.
“Monte is over there on the right,” he said.
Fiona turned around. “Do you see Decker?”
“No. He’s probably in his hole in the ground.”
Fiona pulled out one of the syringes and ran over to Monte, who didn’t recognize her and continued talking to Yini. She pressed the syringe into his thigh, took out the next one and injected Yini with the serum too. They both winced and felt the skin at the injection site. Suddenly they fell into each other’s arms like friends who hadn’t seen each other for a long time. Fiona had already moved on - towards the hole, Decker’s dwelling.
The hole was open. Fiona descended a narrow staircase. Kian lay in the elongated room at the end. The Kasen was stretched out on the floor, but picked itself up when it saw the visitor.
It seemed calm.
“Who are you?” it asked.
Why had Kian forgotten her name?
“I am Fiona. And you?”
“I am Kian. I am a Kasen.”
“I know that, because I know you. Why do you speak Neoterran so well?”
“The humans taught me. My friends.”
“How did you get here?”
“I walked down the stairs.”
“No, I mean aboard this ship.”
“I wanted to see my friend Decker. I met him on Adad. One day he disappeared. I used his shuttle to look for him. Then I followed him with his space station.”
That was a completely different version of the story Decker had told. The theory of the self-repairing timeline seemed to be true. Or Kian was simply confused.
“Followed?” she asked. “Had he left, then?”
“I don’t know. I never found him. The voice told me to try Terra Nova, and when he wasn’t there either, we set off for the solar system. Is he not here either?”
Kian’s voice sounded sad, as far as you could tell with a Kasen.
“Decker is dead,” she explained. “As far as we know, he died on Adad.”
“Oh.”
Kian wrapped his tail around his body as if he were cold.
“Do you miss him?” asked Fiona.
“Yes. He was a good friend. I wish I could have found him again.”
“He was a good person. But the Voice has been lying to you all this time.”
The Kasen straightened up and shook himself. Its fur stood up. It was reminiscent of a field of grain standing up again after a thunderstorm.
“You’re right,” said the Kasen. “I suspected that. Do you know what it wants here?”
Kian accepted her message, which had changed his whole life, with astonishing reasonableness. No human would have reacted so logically.
“It wants to control the humans,” Fiona said. “All humans.”
Kian nodded. His large compound eyes filled with a clear liquid. “That’s bad,” he said. “That’s what happened on Adad with the Kasen, my friends.”
“Don’t you have to follow it, the Voice?”
Kian shook his head. He must have picked up this gesture from the humans too. “No, I can hear it, but I’m free.”
“The people here on this ship have to follow it. That’s why we need to get rid of it at all costs.”
“I understand. That’s easy.”
Fiona hadn’t expected that. Was there a simple solution after all?
“Really?” she asked.
“Yes. The planet in the second orbit is perfect.”
What did the Kasen mean by that? Venus might be a rocky planet, but it was hell on its surface.
“It’s hot, it rains acid and the pressure is enormous.”
“That’s perfect. The Voice can’t spread under those conditions.”
Ah. That made sense. What they called the Voice was based on silicon structures that apparently could not exist at too high a temperature.
“But how do we get it there?” asked Fiona.
“I control it.”
“It’s that easy?”
“Definitely. The voice told me how to steer the mountain into the solar system. I’ve memorized the controls.”
She would have loved to hug the Kasen. But what would become of him with this plan?
“And would you do that for us?” asked Fiona.
“I’d love to. Soon?”
Kian went deeper into the corridor. The controls were probably further back. But they weren’t that far yet.
“No, first we have to get all the humans out of here.”
“Good, just let me know when you’re ready.”
Fiona nodded. But now she had to ask the Kasen. “Won’t you die in the process?”
“Yes, I probably will. But I have lived much longer than all my friends anyway.”






     


November 16, 2920, Earth’s moon     


THE FREIGHTER TOUCHED down hard on the lunar soil. A child screamed. A man sang a song in a language she didn’t know. Yini took a deep breath. The freighter pilot had outdone himself. Landing such a heavy ship on the surface without damaging it was quite a feat. And with only partially functional corrective thrusters to boot! The ships damaged by Gaudlitz had not been fully repaired in the rush.
“Please remain seated until the seatbelt signs turn off,” came from the loudspeakers.
That suited her just fine. While her fellow passengers had already jumped up, Yini remained seated. She could understand the other people very well. They had only just been rescued from enslavement by the Voice and were now supposed to travel back to their homeland. Those who didn’t live on the moon would have to get on to another ship. They had all seen the hole left by the explosion, where the Great Archive and the tachyon transmitter had previously been. The freighter, on the other hand, would return to the mountain to pick up more passengers.
Yini would also be back on board. She had only come to the moon for one reason: to see her brother again. But she was also afraid. Kang had survived this long because he had changed Biobags. He would not be the person she had known.
A man in a blue suit tapped her shoulder. Yini looked around. She was alone except for him.
“I’m going back with you,” she said.
“I’m sorry, but you’ll have to disembark while we clean,” the man said. “It’s protocol.”
Yini sighed, jumped up and bumped into the ceiling. The moon’s gravity was deceptive. She flew through the empty corridors until she reached the airlock. It was open. The freighter had been connected to the moon base via a tube so that the passengers didn’t need spacesuits. Yini passed through it. A man was waiting at the end, leaning against a ledge. Next to him was a bulky device, and he had also brought two spacesuits.
It was Kang. She recognized his face. He must be making plenty of money, because individual clone bodies with one’s own DNA were expensive. So this was what the janitor’s assistant had become.
“Nice to see you,” he said.
His voice was deeper, but that was no wonder. She guessed he was in his mid-forties. Kang spread his arms. Yini slowly came closer. Her brother smiled, although he could see the fear on her face. He had always been like that. Yini couldn’t help the tears trailing down her cheeks. They fell into each other’s arms. Kang smelled the same as back then.
“What’s that?” Yini asked, sniffling and pointing at the bulky device next to Kang.
“Don’t you recognize it? It’s a telescope. Your telescope. Seventy-six millimeters of lens aperture with a focal length of seventy millimeters. We looked at the ring. It must have been around 2800.”
“2802,” she said. Kang had played “Happy Birthday” to her with the telescope. “You kept it?”
“I found it when we were cleaning out your room. My children used it for a while, but they’re all grown up now. I hope you won’t be angry with me for not asking.”
Yini smiled. She hadn’t liked it when her brother used her things without asking. Suddenly, she felt like a little girl again, having to look after her brother. But it had been Kang who had saved the world, along with Ximena.
“How could I be angry with you? After all, you saved us all from the Voice.”
“From what I hear, you had a fair share in that.”
“Maybe, I suppose.” Yini couldn’t bring herself to think of herself as a hero. She had simply done what seemed necessary.
“What do you say we take a little trip to the surface?” Kang asked, pointing to his souvenirs. “Like back then?”
Yini shook her head. “I have to fly back on the freighter.”
“Don’t worry. Nothing takes off here without my permission.”
She had almost forgotten. Kang had long since taken Ulita’s place.
“But it’s not my birthday today,” she said.
“Isn’t it everyone’s birthday today?”






     


November 21, 2920, Venus     


“IT’S ALMOST TIME,” said Strube.
He was still in the yacht’s systems. There had been so much to do in the past ten days that there had been no time to get a replacement body for Fiona.
“There, it’s getting hot,” said Yini.
She was right. Strube checked the process in infrared. The mountain had reached a temperature of 800 degrees on the underside, and it was still heating up. Strube corrected the yacht’s orbit.
“Hey, what are you doing?” asked Monte. “Better stay closer, then we can see it better.”
“In the higher orbit, we can follow the crash for longer. Down below, we’ll reach the other side of the planet too quickly and you won’t be able to see anything.”
“Smartass,” said Monte. “Ouch!”
“I kicked his ass for you,” Fiona said.
Strube felt warm, although he couldn’t actually feel temperature. He could only measure it. By now he was wondering whether he would ever be able to empathize with a biological Biobag again. He had existed purely virtually for so many years.
“Has anyone seen Ximena?” he asked.
He had talked to the AI about it at some length. She had obviously never had a problem switching between virtual and real life.
“Not yesterday or today,” said Fiona. “The last time I saw her was on the freighter that picked up the President.”
That was a shame. Strube had somehow hoped that she would be involved in the rebuilding of the solar system. After all, she had saved humanity. Along with all of them. The President had announced that she would declare them heroes. To Strube, that was a threat.
“Now!” Monte shouted.
Of course it wasn’t happening now. Monte was wrong. Strube had already calculated the exact trajectory of the mountain. He couldn’t help thinking of Kian.
“I’ll go to the surface when the course is set,” he had announced.
Strube had then told him that he would be burned by the Venusian atmosphere if he didn’t hide inside the mountain.
“Isn’t that a nice idea?” Kian had replied. “My cells will be spread all over the planet. You’ll see me in the night sky. Earth has a clear night sky, doesn’t it?”
“Humans don’t live on Earth. They have built a sky ring in orbit. People look up into an artificial sky most of the time.”
Kian couldn’t believe that they didn’t live on their planet.
“We tend to destroy the things we love,” Strube had explained.
“Then why don’t you stop?”
Strube didn’t have an answer. Was Kian already on the surface? The first clouds were swirling around the mountain. Perhaps the Kasen was protecting himself with his tail. It must be wonderfully soft. The moment everyone said goodbye to Kian, Strube had envied his friends their bodies. He would never know what a Kasen felt like.
Kian must have noticed that somehow. “Strube, you can fly to Adad and hug one of my siblings,” he had said. “Say hi to them for me, please.”
If he could have, Strube would be crying by now. The others seemed to feel the same way. Monte swallowed loudly. The humidity in the cabin was rising. There would have been enough time to pick Kian up in a shuttle and save his life, but he had refused. He wanted to finish his journey.
And the end was coming now. The clouds surrounding the mountain were getting thicker and thicker. They tore material from the surface, burned it, reacted with it. It looked as if the ship was falling into a mountain of feathers, which were whirled up under the force of the impact, wrapped around the ship and changed color, from white to gray and finally to anthracite.
The clouds had swallowed the mountain. Surprisingly quickly, they returned to their normal state. After two minutes, only the infrared was still visible. Strube was able to follow the mountain’s descent from above. He transmitted the current coordinates to the holoscreen so that Yini, Monte and Fiona could also see something. The mountain would hit in the northern hemisphere. There were no human facilities there. The two bases in the south, belonging to Neomars and the Terran Union, had been evacuated as a precautionary measure.
“Now,” said Monte.
This time he was right. The huge mountain was plunging into the surface of Venus. The resulting heat could be seen even through the dense cloud cover. Jagged lines spread out from the impact site, presumably fractures in the crust of Venus. Planetologists had already predicted that there would be increased volcanism.
But there was no life on Venus. A few new volcanoes would not harm anyone.






     


December 31, 2920, Earth’s moon     


“HAPPY NEW YEAR!”
Someone touched him on the shoulder. Strube wheeled around. Every touch, no matter how small, felt like a 220-volt surge. He had only had his body back for three days and it still felt great.
However, his reactions were not always appropriate. He had turned around so quickly that the champagne in his glass had taken advantage of the low lunar gravity and splashed the blouse of the woman who had wished him a happy 2921. He didn’t recognize her. She had short, dark hair with a red tinge, freckles and an athletic figure, and was a little taller than him. He looked down, but she was wearing flat shoes, which was a shame; in that case, she would hardly be interested in him. Strube didn’t understand it, but even in the age of Biobags, half the population seemed to prefer certain proportions.
The woman seemed to know him, though, because she took hold of his arm and pulled him out of the niche he was hiding in. This had been happening to him a lot recently. Fiona, while still using his body, had been in the media from time to time, and even if her role and his were played down - which he was glad of - some people seemed to remember the face.
“May I ask... oh, sorry.” He pulled a Tempo from his pocket and wiped at the champagne stain. But the woman took the cloth from him without further ado and wiped the stain herself.
“It’ll dry, Olaf.”
She knew his first name. Nobody knew his first name. He felt warm.
“Don’t you recognize me?” she asked, pulling the corners of her mouth down. “I was hoping you would ... I mean, after we shared a body ...”
“Fiona?”
She smiled. He hadn’t seen her since the consciousness purification. But that had only been three days ago.
“It’s about time!”
“You’re ... different from what I imagined.”
“Don’t you like the Biobag? I specifically tested your body’s physiological reactions to various Biobags from the catalog, and this one came out on top.”
“You what?”
“You heard me right, or should I go into detail about how I recognized your preferences? It was an interesting experience.”
Fiona grinned. Strube shook his head. He had to admit it: He liked tall women and had a soft spot for red hair.
He nodded. “But ... why?”
“Well, you must admit that you have a thing for me. And I like you. You’re clever and reliable.”
Strube became even warmer. He had always convinced himself that it was only about protecting his precious body, but over time Fiona had somehow become a part of that body. Then he remembered why he had told himself that.
“Berenike and you, aren’t you a couple?”
Fiona shook her head. “We broke up. The time with the Voice - that’s not easy to cope with. And I realized how important you’ve become to me. Your voice in my ear, your camera eye on my shoulder, those have become fond memories.”
“I like you too, Fiona.”
It was a lame sentence. Why couldn’t he think of a better one?
Fiona pulled him close. He felt her chest against his, then they shared a passionate kiss.

AN ALARM SIGNAL snapped them out of their moment of happiness. The lights went out and flickered on again. The alarm fell silent.
“Dear colleagues, dear friends,” announced Kang, whom Strube had not seen yet today. “You heard right - the automatic system has just triggered a major alarm. However, after a brief diagnosis, I decided to cancel it. Anyone who feels unsafe can of course still visit the bunker rooms. We will set out part of the buffet there. But you should be informed of what has happened. At twenty-three twenty-eight, a geometrically narrowly defined part of the newly built tachyon transmitter disappeared.”
A timequake - this term had been established for the strange disturbances in space-time. But to his knowledge, this was the first time it had occurred so close to the sun.
“You all know what that means. We were lucky that there was no construction work going on today. In our previous experience with this phenomenon, there is no protection against it. It therefore seemed pointless to me to call for people to go to the bunkers. According to the current state of scientific knowledge, it is also unlikely that another quake will occur in the near future. We can therefore continue to celebrate into the new year with a clear conscience. I hope I can raise a glass with you all in a few minutes!”
Kang’s voice faded. The timequake had not hit them. They were here and now.
“The bunker, what do you think?” Fiona asked. “We’d definitely be alone there.”
Strube nodded. She was right. He didn’t need anyone else right now.






     


January 15, 2921, HD 219134 g     


“I AM PARTICULARLY pleased to welcome the new head of our tachyon station. Tsai Henry, may I ask you to say a few words?”
The administrator of the colony on HD 219134 g stepped back from the microphone and waved Henry over.
That’s all I need! He was already sweating. Of course, Yashoda Banerjee wanted to benefit from the glamor of his name. The Tsai siblings had single-handedly saved humanity, if the media was to be believed. His father had explained it to him in an expensive tachyon talk - his aunt and he were the only civilians who had taken part in the mission. The story had therefore been altered somewhat for public consumption. Henry could understand that, since the truth was that an illegal AI had also had a hand in it. Under no circumstances should that be made public.
But still, Henry wasn’t happy about it, since it made his work more difficult. He had to give a speech, for example, so that the administrator could shine along with him. Nevertheless, he nodded dutifully, stepped up to the microphone and wiped the sweat from his brow. Two thousand four hundred and three colonists were listening to him. The opening of tachyon station was a milestone for HD 219134g. Most of the people here hadn’t heard from their loved ones for years, so capacity was booked up for weeks. Henry had, of course, been allowed to use the new connection before the official opening.
“Dear colonists,” he began, “this station is the reward for many years of hard work. I was there when...”
He gave a brief outline of what everyone knew anyway, but which was perhaps not yet known on other planets. The opportunity should be taken for a bit of publicity. One of the first visitors to arrive was the editor-in-chief of a well-known travel guide.
“And with that, I would like to thank you all for your great cooperation,” Henry ended his speech.
After the applause, Yashoda Banerjee stepped up to the microphone again.
“One more thing,” she said, “I hope this will be a surprise for many of you. The Council has decided that HD 2191354 g will now appear on the star charts under an actual name. Our planet is now called Tsai, in honor of Tsai Yini and Tsai Kang.”
Whew. Banerjee had actually managed to keep the news from getting out. He admired her for it. And even if it was inconvenient for him personally, it would certainly boost tourism. He wouldn’t be surprised if the caretaker had plans for a Tsai amusement park in her pocket.
“And now, ladies and gentlemen, let’s hear it for our first visitor!”
Henry was curious to see how she would be received. He had already inspected the Biobag. It was the best you could get here, at least in such a short time - the order had only arrived a week ago.
The door of the tachyon station opened. A tall woman with broad shoulders, a flat chest and wide hips stepped out. She was perfectly suited to the high gravity of HD 219134g. Or rather, of Tsai. The woman waved without smiling. Maybe she wasn’t properly synchronized with her Biobag yet. An assistant handed her a microphone.
“Good afternoon, everyone,” she said. Apparently, she hadn’t been properly prepared for her appearance. Heads would roll for this. Virtually. “I’m ... well, my name is Ximena, Ximena, er, Seven, and I’m glad to have arrived on your planet. Thank you very much. I think we’ll be hearing a lot more about each other.”






     


January 29, 2921, Venus     


AN ELECTRICAL SIGNAL traveled through the cables, which had remained potential-free for weeks. It reached the control center of the Neomartian Venusian base and triggered a standard routine there. Another signal, which was supposed to activate a camera on the outer airlock bulkhead, ran in the opposite direction. The camera refused to operate, triggering a control loop that determined that the system did not have enough power for higher activity. Operating a camera was a higher level of activity, so the control system switched on a generator. The batteries of the local systems filled up. At a level of thirty percent, the camera switched on and sent its images to the control center.
The control system detected a logic problem that it could not solve and forwarded a rough version to the control unit on Neomars.
The man on duty there yawned. It had been a long shift, and his work was pointless. The base was empty. His superior probably didn’t like him. There it was again! Recently, the Venus base had been sending him regular photos from the external camera. They never contained anything interesting. Today was no different. He stared at the image on the screen. Hard ground with a few lumps of volcanic origin. He was a geologist! And condemned to stare at meaningless images from automatic cameras. The device probably had a loose connection. He had the station’s batteries force-discharged, even though that hadn’t helped so far, and slid the image into the folder he had created for it.






     


January 30, 2932, Earth’s moon     


KANG PUSHED the screen away from him. The construction site was causing him problems. No, it was actually politics. No one had told him that as an administrator he would also have to be a politician. Now he finally understood some of Ulita’s decisions.
He would have preferred to halt the new building altogether. There were demonstrations against it every other day, not only here but also on the Skyring. The timequakes scared people. As a result, companies kept refusing to do business with him, at least those for whom public opinion was important.
But the solution was quite simple. Neomars had offered to double the capacity of its tachyon transmitter. There were fears about that too, but the government there prevented any form of demonstration. It would no longer be possible to have quasi-real conversations with other systems from Earth, but that was not the main function of the transmitter anyway. Tachyon travel would be no less popular with a detour of a few hours.
However, the Great Archive on the moon would lose its function. It would have to move to Neomars, which removed it from the control of the Terran Union. The government spoke of the expected lost jobs, but in reality it meant loss of control. And he was caught between a rock and a hard place. Kang sighed.
Someone knocked at the door. Since Mr. Pedersen’s death, the outer office had remained unoccupied. There was simply no one who was as good at making tea.
“Come in!” he called, looking forward to a little distraction.
The man who stepped through the door looked familiar.
“Hello, Kang,” he said.
That voice! Who on earth was it?
“You’re right. I’ve gotten bloody old. The Miscellaneous department?”
“Mike!” Kang jumped up and hugged the old man carefully.
Mike smiled. “Nice to see you again after all this time.”
“Where did you come from? We thought we’d lost you.”
Mike had set off for Terra Nova with Monte to help Yini, but he had never arrived, or at least they had never heard from him again.
“I just landed on the transport from Neomars. I arrived there on a ship from Terra Nova.”
“Monte told me that you got separated on the way to Terra Nova.”
“That’s also true. It was that damn AI that was chasing him. It almost killed me. They took me to a hospital on Terra Nova. Then came the attack. It hit more than half the Old Mother trees and just about every human settlement. But we were lucky because the hospital was in an artificial cave.”
“We?”
“I met some people I’m supposed to say hello for. You should at least know them by name: Maria and Brinja. Maria was badly injured, and Brinja nursed her.”
“Oh, Yini will be pleased to hear that,” Kang said.
Mike winced at the mention of his sister’s name. Kang remembered. There had been something between them, but then the search for their mother had intervened.
“Is she okay, Yini I mean?” Mike asked.
“I think she is. The last time I saw her was at New Year’s. I think she was going to write a book about her experiences.”
Kang was skeptical. Not because he doubted Yini’s abilities, but because half of it would consist of secrets. Secrets that should never be published.
“That’s great,” Mike said. “I’ve got something for her.”
“I’m sure she’ll be delighted. I think she’s living in Skyring now. Our parents’ apartment was vacant. They signed it over to us.”
“Thank you, Kang. I’ll go and see her.”
“What have you got for her? Is it about Brinja and Maria?”
“No. I met a former colleague on Neomars. They have a Miscellaneous department there, too. He had heard about a recording. A person called Ximena jumped from there to HD 219134g. Her Biobag aroused the curiosity of the defense department, so they scanned the contents of her consciousness. The result is stunning. It appears to be a genuine artificial intelligence. At least that’s what the Neomartians claim.”
“You don’t believe it?”
“I’ve looked at it. It often doesn’t react intelligently at all. I think it’s a splinter of consciousness that has taken on a life of its own.”
“After a transmitter accident?”
“Exactly. But have a look for yourself, Kang. Surely you still have a reading bowl somewhere? It’s worth it, because whether it’s an AI or a shard, it’s been through a lot.”






     


Afterword by the Chronoscribe     


DEAR READERS,
“What is truth?”, I asked you in the first volume of my memoirs. I know the answer even less today than I did then. 130 years ago, I was sitting in a yacht on the way to Terra Nova, and I knew nothing. Now I feel like I know even less. So, have I made progress on the path to true wisdom? Perhaps you can tell me.
But yes, I have learned something - about expectations. Basically, nothing turned out the way I expected. I never thought I would become the protagonist of this story myself, even when my brother had written its second part. I also never expected the role Ximena would play. X7, our Mephisto, as Mike and I sometimes call her. I hope she also finds something that fulfills her.
For me, it was writing. That’s why I refused to let anyone help me with it. Mike gave me his material anyway. I had initially thought of formulating these passages in the present tense so that they would be easier to distinguish from the rest. That would have better reflected the chronoscribe's experience. But somehow it didn't read very well, and Mike advised me to abandon this stylistic device. I really appreciate Mike’s advice, and because this probably won’t satisfy your curiosity, I will say that we have become very good friends, or always have been, only that we didn’t realize it ourselves for a while. That’s all I really need to say, especially since I realize that age is taking its toll. The effect of radical rejuvenation therapy by means of the Voice seems to wear off quickly.
Kang has constantly warned me not to stick too close to the truth in this book. I tried anyway, and I’m grateful that my publisher gave me the legal support I needed to do so. I had to change the names of some less important protagonists for legal reasons, but otherwise the book will be published in all formats and available on all holosystems. You can even have it read aloud in my voice. We have refrained from obtaining rights for other voices, or the production would have been too expensive.
With that, I wish you a safe journey!
I am very happy to have arrived in the meantime.
Yours, Tsai Yini







     


Around the Campfire     


Dear readers,
I am really pleased that we have all made it to this point together. I have, perhaps surprisingly, been on a journey similar to yours. Because I don’t meticulously plot my stories like other writers, my main characters keep surprising me by making decisions out of the blue that don’t fit the plot at all. On the one hand, that’s completely natural. Haven’t you also occasionally taken paths that deviated from your previous life plan?
On the other hand, especially in the final part of a trilogy, this can become a problem. The audience rightly expects all the strands to be tied up by the end. What was laid out in the first part and diverged in the second must now come together again, and in good time, before the book grows to more than five hundred pages, because that’s all there are in the contract. I must admit that I was lucky this time. The characters’ special requests didn’t get out of hand, and when I had written down about two-thirds of the material, the final resolution came about almost by itself.
Two-thirds, yes. You have to be able to endure not knowing the ending until then. For you, it’s part of the suspense that kept you reading the book. For me, it’s a certain guarantee that I was actually able to create this tension. Because if I couldn’t imagine the ending myself beforehand, even though my characters are much more familiar to me than to anyone else, then it should be difficult for you too.
However, I am often wrong about how well I really know the characters. For example, I would never have expected X7 to start out by killing two people without mercy. If you know my novels, you’ll know that there are generally relatively few deaths in them. In the case of an alien invasion, of course, this takes on different dimensions than when a strange disturbance messes up a spaceship crew’s scientific work. Some battles simply have to be fought. But they are never the main focus. I’m more interested in why my characters act the way they do. I think (I hope) everyone you met in the Tachyon trilogy had an understandable motive. Even, and especially, X7 or the aliens themselves.
You may have noticed that I find it difficult to separate myself from them, the characters, and from you, the readers. When I read, I always imagine myself sitting around a campfire listening to a story. Who wants to get up and leave when the dry wood is still crackling so nicely? Perhaps I can console you with two promises: my good friend Zahir has provided me with a small description of state-of-the-art spaceship technology, which you will find right after the afterword. And we will see each other again regularly in my books, about which I provide information on hardsf.de. If you subscribe to hard-sf.com/subscribe, you will receive an illustrated PDF version of the handbook written by, ahem, Zahir - mail from the future, so to speak.
Best regards
Yours, Brandon Q. Morris

PS: Did you like the story? Then tell others who might be interested about it. All it takes is a short review on your favorite bookstore’s website: hard-sf.com/links/4310099
If you have any questions, you can always reach me at brandon@hard-sf.com. Yes, I answer them myself, as someone was once surprised to discover.












      


Also by Brandon Q. Morris      


The Portal
 
        
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
 
        
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
 
        
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
 
        
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
        
  
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
 
        
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
        
  
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
 
        
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)
        
  
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
 
        
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
        
  
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
 
        
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
        
  
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
        
  
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






     


A Brief Guide to Spaceship Construction     


THE TERM SPACESHIP refers to a vehicle that can travel in space. Humankind began constructing the first spaceships in the 1950s. Other intelligent life forms, such as the Grosnops, have had such technology for hundreds of years longer. But not every intelligence considers it absolutely necessary to travel into space in order to explore it. The best example of this is the life form in the icy ocean of Enceladus, which explores the universe by means of its senses.
Apart from locomotion, spaceships fulfill many different purposes. They can be used for research, to transport goods or life forms, or for military purposes. Sometimes they combine several functions. Humanity's first satellites, for example, had primarily scientific and military applications. In the 2200s, humankind mainly constructed combined research and transport ships to investigate the solar system and the Sun's nearest neighbors.
From the 24th century onwards, human spacecraft construction became highly differentiated, while the commercial use of space for trade, energy production and mining gained importance. With the conflict between the Terran Union and Neomars, military applications came to the fore for almost a century. They still play a major role today in maintaining the balance of power, but are experiencing hardly any technical progress.
Forms of spaceships
Humanity's first spaceship, Sputnik-1, was spherical in shape. The sphere remained the preferred shape for a good while in the early days of Terran space travel, especially in the Eastern power bloc. The Russian space company RB was still building ships in the classic spherical shape in the 22nd century. The reason why they stuck with it for so long was that the sphere was easy to manufacture and also made a good pressure vessel.
When the construction of spaceships in orbit became established in the 23rd century, conditions changed: Ships no longer necessarily had to be immersed in a planet's atmosphere in order to fulfill their function. NASA's International Life Search Expedition (ILSE) was one of the first spaceships in the 21st century to be unable to land.
The advantage is an almost complete freedom from certain shape constraints. A ship that does not move through an atmosphere does not need an aerodynamically favorable shape. This saves mass. In order to drop off crew or passengers, the ship either uses integrated shuttles that descend to the surface of the planet as gliders, or it docks to the infrastructure in the orbit of a planet, where space stations take over this service.
The cube shape of the Grosnops spaceship “Majestic Dracht” is a special case. It is based on the dark matter drive located in the center of the vehicle, which is surrounded by the actual ship. It is not known (not even to the builders) why the Grosnops chose the cube shape instead of the more obvious spherical shape.
Traditionally, Neomars has relied on the cylindrical shape, especially for its war fleet, often with a bow in the shape of a spherical shell. This design offers no real advantages, but is intended to make the ships appear psychologically stronger. The Space Navy of the Terran Union, on the other hand, does not use a consistent architecture for its war fleet.
The sleekest possible Glider shapes are particularly popular in the private space sector. This is primarily an optical element - a streamlined shape (achieved by additional cladding) is actually a hindrance to the movement of a spaceship in space because it increases the mass to be accelerated.
However, one particular element is found in almost all spaceships intended for the transportation of living beings: the rotating ring. The centripetal force generated by the rotation is the simplest and most cost-effective way of providing life on board with the usual gravitational force. This even applies to spaceships equipped with cryosleep chambers, as biological research has shown that even an organism in cryosleep benefits from artificial gravity. In the case of warships, the ring - which need not be continuous - can often be retracted in the event of a conflict so as not to provide an additional target.
With the advent of tachyon communication and the spread of Biobags, it initially looked as if the need for gravity rings in space travel would dwindle. But this did not happen: on the one hand, the need to transport clone bodies, which also require artificial gravity, increased. On the other hand, a not inconsiderable number of passengers are not prepared to give up their own bodies, even if this necessitates travel times of several generations.
Spaceship weapons
There's a classic movie that you're probably familiar with, even though it's over eight centuries old. It's called 2001 - A Space Odyssey and begins with man inventing the first tool, only to immediately use it as a weapon. Indeed, with each new technological leap, humankind has never waited long to cast the newly acquired knowledge in the form of a weapon. This process has continued to this day. Interestingly enough, we still have basically only two types of weapons - those that rely on energy to cause damage and others that work with mass or matter.
Matter weapons
Humankind's first weapons were made from materials that prehistoric humans found in their environment - stones and wood that were specially processed to increase their damaging effect. Whether bows and arrows, clubs or axes, and later cannons, halberds or pistols, the aim was always to use the kinetic energy of the weapon against the opponent. This is still true today. In fact, matter weapons have some major advantages that make them indispensable in space combat. They are generally cheap and do not require much energy to use. A cleverly placed projectile the size of a tennis ball can destroy an entire ship in a space battle, even if it is merely circling quietly in orbit - the relative speed of the enemy ship combined with the difficulty of detecting such a small object in time makes it a deadly weapon.
On humankind's spaceships, this type of weapon has its contemporary equivalent in the railgun. It uses electromagnets to accelerate small, solid projectiles to such an extent that their kinetic energy is enough to penetrate any armor. It is almost impossible to construct effective protection against it. The result of such an attempt is a super-heavy, poorly maneuverable spaceship. There are corporations that transport particularly valuable cargo in such ships. A single pirate may certainly be discouraged by a hull, but if several opponents join forces, the armored ship is an easy victim.
The Space Navy and Neomars units therefore take a different approach: Their ships are constructed with only thin walls. Ideally, a projectile flies through them as if through paper, releasing only a small amount of its energy and causing no more than a couple of small holes. Although the ship may lose atmosphere as a result, the crew naturally enter space combat in their EVA suits so that they remain fit to fight. The holes in the thin walls can easily be plugged later. Of course, this only applies if the projectile has not hit a critical component - which is hardly possible if it is targeted, as a railgun has to fire at the presumed future position of the enemy, since its projectiles move too slowly to hit the target on the spot.
Energy weapons
This is where energy weapons come into play. The burning torches that prehistoric man used to defend himself against predators could probably be described as the first human energy weapons, even if they did not yet have the decisive advantage of today's technology: Energy weapons act on a target at the speed of light. This makes them quite effective. It is true that the typical distances in a space battle are so great that there is a measurable time between launch and effect, even when using lasers. But the laser is invisible to the enemy until it is too late. Only when the energy pulse causes damage does the opponent find out that he has been shot at. Prevention is only possible to the extent that you can observe how your opponent handles his weapons. However, modern ships can no longer be detected visually when they are preparing to fire. Good camouflage is everything.
So why don't we generally use energy weapons in conflicts in space? They also have disadvantages. The greater the distance, the more a laser, for example, scatters. In addition, the energy impact per area is lower, so that a certain degree of protection can be achieved with certain coatings. And finally, lasers require a good deal of energy, which is then no longer available to the ship's engines. The faster a ship can accelerate, the more difficult it is to hit. If you want to fire the main laser cannon, you have to make a conscious decision that could make you a target yourself.
Incidentally, torpedoes are a mixture of energy and matter weapons. Basically, they are mini spaceships that deliberately seek to collide with the enemy. However, to avoid the disadvantages of railgun ammunition, they carry a chemical, nuclear or sometimes purely kinetic explosive device that discharges at the moment of collision. Torpedoes do not move significantly faster than spaceships, so they are relatively easy to combat, especially with energy weapons. They are therefore often used to deliver the coup de grace to an already battered opponent who can no longer muster any energy for his radiation weapons. What sounds so harmless usually means the death of the crew in reality. This is why the use of torpedoes is frowned upon in modern space battles.
Tachyon weapons
I must also mention the mysterious tachyon weapons at this point. Ever since we learned that tachyons can be used for peaceful communication, rumors have circulated that certain powers were also working on using them for war. There has never been any official confirmation of this from any side. However, it is absolutely certain that no one has succeeded in constructing a tachyon weapon, at least not yet, since whoever possesses it could immediately win all current conflicts. A weapon that can not only be used immediately, but also in the past - nobody could protect themselves against that.
Why in the past, you ask? With tachyon communication, the exchange of messages takes place in the present! Yes, that's right - because a conscious decision was made to arrange things that way. The communication channels are calculated in such a way that the message seems to arrive in the present - seems, because the communication still takes place in the past. But a very specific past is chosen: for a target fifty light years away, it is exactly fifty years in the past. A tachyon weapon would not be restricted in this way. This makes it infinitely more powerful. If one is ever developed, we should hope that it is never used, because it would undoubtedly damage the structure of space-time. There are already a number of cautionary treatises on the possible consequences, differing in detail but all predicting catastrophe for our part of the universe.
However, you are still reading this text, so a tachyon weapon will not have been used, at least not yet.
Spaceship drives
The first spaceships of most species will probably be based on the chemical oxidation (combustion) of a fuel. Hydrogen or methane, for example, make suitable fuels, but so do more complex compounds. Intelligent civilizations come into contact with fire as an example of combustion early on, so this is the easiest route. However, if the gravity on the surface of a planet exceeds a certain value, this method is no longer an option. If our Earth were only 50 percent larger, we would probably have developed space travel much later. Nuclear propulsion would then be the best possible alternative. This would make it possible to achieve a specific impulse of 4.9 miles per second, but that could be too low for an even heavier planet. A civilization on such a celestial body could never reach outer space.
But let's take a step back. The simplest propulsion system that also works in space is certainly gas propulsion. Compressed gas is simply expanded. The process was used in the 20th century in the so-called “space shuttle”, a primitive Glider that transported people and loads into space. There it was used to propel the “Safer”, a type of rocket chair that allowed astronauts to move freely in the space near the shuttle. Nitrogen served as the propellant gas. Even today, this technology is still often used for extravehicular activities (EVAs) because it is so simple and allows fine regulation. Nowadays, however, a technical advance is often used in which an external energy source is used to heat the gas. Solar collectors or lasers are examples of such sources. It should be noted that the achievable thrust is low, as is the range.
If you want to go a little further, you will need chemical propulsion. This uses an exothermic chemical reaction in which solid, liquid or gaseous fuels are used, sometimes split into several components. The big advantage is high thrust. However, as a huge amount of propellant must be accelerated, the specific impulse (i.e. the change in momentum per mass) is limited. A more recent alternative, which was first used in the 22nd century, is air-breathing propulsion, such as the so-called Sabre engine. The advantage of air-breathing engines is that they do not require an oxidizer, at least within an oxygen-containing atmosphere. This means that half the fuel is saved! This drastically increases the specific impulse. However, the Sabre engine can only be used within the solar system on Earth. Since the planet was turned into a protected area, demand has fallen drastically. On Terra Nova, however, shuttles equipped with them are very popular.
In interplanetary and interstellar transportation, electrical propulsion is the most widespread, and there are countless variants. Its mode of operation can generally be summarized as follows: Electrical energy is used to accelerate a so-called supporting mass. It leaves the nozzle of the rocket and, thanks to the conservation of momentum, the spaceship experiences thrust in the direction of flight. Almost anything can serve as a supporting mass. As a rule, a cheap and readily available substance is chosen. This could be hydrogen, for example, which is stored in large quantities in the atmospheres of gaseous planets but can even be collected in empty space.
The first difference between electrical drives is the principle according to which the supporting mass is accelerated. Sometimes strong electrical fields are used, sometimes magnetic fields or even strong radio frequency pulses. The second distinguishing feature is the way in which the spaceship generates the energy required to accelerate the supporting mass. This could be the heat of radioactive decay, or energy from nuclear fission or nuclear fusion. Since fissile material has become expensive in the solar system, the fusion engine has become the standard. The helium-3 industry on the moon makes significant profits from supplying the Terran Union with fuel. Since the 2700s, Neomars has made itself independent of Earth in this respect by extracting helium-3 from Saturn's upper atmosphere. In the future, this source could be even cheaper to tap than the supplies on the moon. Jupiter is therefore increasingly being targeted by mining companies.
The fuel of the future is probably antimatter. Presumably … because research has been announcing this again and again for centuries. However, the problem of low-risk storage has still not been solved. As soon as antimatter comes into contact with normal matter, mutual annihilation occurs. There have long been sophisticated technologies for storing antimatter. For example, it can be locked in a specific space with the help of magnetic fields. But as soon as the ship runs out of energy, these fields collapse and release the antimatter - every reader can certainly imagine the result. If not, it's best to get a holo of the Eros incident of 2639, in which a few grams of antimatter were released into the open air in a research facility on an asteroid when a micrometeorite impact put the voltage converters of the local solar power plant out of operation.
Unpowered drives are particularly popular in the cargo and scientific sectors. Or more precisely: drives that use external forces. On Earth, sailing on the sea was invented many thousands of years ago. In space, of course, the role of the wind is played by completely different forces. The best known of these drives is probably the solar sail, which uses the radiation pressure of the sun. It has the advantage that it can be additionally supported. In the 21st century, for example, the StarShot project of the Russian company RB launched tiny probes into interstellar space with the help of powerful lasers.
Variations of this principle include magnetic and matter sails. The former uses magnetic fields to propel the ship, while the latter uses the solar wind. While the matter sail works particularly well in the immediate vicinity of a star, the magnetic sail is also suitable for interstellar space, where solar wind and sunlight no longer penetrate. However, the magnetic lines on the way to the intended destination should be researched before the launch. One of the most important transportation routes between Terra Nova and the solar system runs over a pronounced magnetic line ridge, at least on the way to Terra Nova, which speeds up transportation by about a third and makes it cheaper at the same time.
The following types of propulsion take us into the realm of the exotic. Back in the 19th century, the earthly science fiction author Jules Verne had the idea of shooting a space capsule to the moon with a cannon. Spinlaunch technology, which the company of the same name successfully introduced at the beginning of the 21st century, works in a similar way. The launch engine spins the payload around like a discus throw, and then releases it at the right moment to shoot it into orbit. Due to the enormous load, this does not work with living or sensitive cargo, but it does with ores mined on asteroids. The AlphaOmega Group later bought Spinlaunch and is now successfully using the technology in space mining. For a while, the moon served as a target, but the frequent shocks caused by the impacts proved to be unfavorable for the operation of almost all lunar factories, so AlphaOmega was forced to use an asteroid as an interim destination. From there, conventional ships bring the ore for processing on the moon or Neomars.
The space elevator is still waiting to be implemented. The idea is simple: a cable is anchored to a station in geostationary orbit that reaches down to the Earth's surface. Elevators can then move up and down this cable. Since the 20th century, various companies have tried to put such an elevator into operation. They have failed time and again - first because of immature technology, then for economic reasons. The main problem here is the 21,000-mile-long and therefore extremely heavy cable, which of course has to be able to support its own weight. By the time science had overcome this hurdle, the increasing depopulation of the Earth meant that there was no longer a need for it, so that experiments in the 24th and 25th centuries were no longer economically viable. After the Martian Wars, the need for a space elevator on the Red Planet also disappeared, and on the Moon or Neomars there was no economic necessity due to the relatively low gravity.
This brings us to the drives of the future. It feels strange to include the warp drive in this list, as it has been anchored in Earth's mythology for centuries. In the so-called Star Trek universe, an optimistic fantasy world built up through books, games, films and later holos, the developer Zefram Cochrane tried it out successfully for the first time in the middle of the 21st century. The version from the Star Trek franchise is similar to the real research project in that in each case the warp core creates a distance-shortening space-time bubble around the ship, in which it moves at sublight speed. However, there are significant differences in the energy supply - in Star Trek, this is provided by an anti-matter reactor. Negative energy is not required. The speed is measured in multiples of the speed of light and ranges from warp 1 (single speed of light) to warp 10 (a thousand times the speed of light). Even more fantastic-sounding is the further development, the “transwarp” drive, which supposedly creates tube-like channels within the “subspace” through which the spaceship can move.
The myth has not made it into reality any more than the concepts from real physics. As early as 1994, for example, the Spanish physicist Miguel Alcubierre developed a concept in which space-time is compressed in the direction of flight, while it expands at the rear. Space virtually flows past the spaceship, which can remain stationary. However, the energy requirement is exorbitant. It is estimated at 10 64 kilograms (a 1 with 64 zeros) of matter. The visible universe weighs eleven orders of magnitude less, namely 10 53 kilograms. Moreover, this mass must be exotic matter with a negative energy density, of which it is still not known whether it exists at all.
Admittedly, there have been a few improvements to the concept. Chris van den Broeck, for example, suggested as early as 1999 that the warp bubble itself should be kept very small. With a diameter of only 10 -15 meters (one millionth of a nanometer), the need for negative energy is reduced to a few solar masses. The trick is to enclose two further bubbles in the warp bubble like a Russian wooden doll, with the innermost bubble, in which the spaceship is located, being 200 meters in diameter. Unlike a matryoshka, the inner bubble doesn't have to be smaller than the outer one - don't worry, I can't imagine that either. But there is still a problem: the warp bubble would have an event horizon like a black hole. Nothing that goes in would come out again, which is not very practical for space travel. In addition, the light inside would be shifted infinitely in the direction of blue (i.e. turn into ultra-hard gamma radiation) and, last but not least, there would be intense Hawking showers of charged particles both inside and outside.
Nevertheless, science has not been deterred from tinkering with the concept. The last breakthrough was achieved at the end of the 26th century by the tachyon physicist Yamamoto Miko with a concept in which energy is supplied from outside by tachyons. As these move at faster-than-light speeds, they can reach the spaceship in the required quantity at any time. The physicist imagines that tachyon stations in the orbit of numerous stars could supply enough energy to power an entire fleet of warp ships. However, Yamamoto has not been able to solve the problem of the warp bubble, and it is also an open question as to how exactly the tachyons can be converted into the required negative energy. Although tachyons themselves have an imaginary mass, they have positive energy.
So space companies and organizations continue to dream of the wormhole. In fact, the prospects of successfully traversing a wormhole seem more realistic than building a warp drive. A wormhole is a kind of shortcut in the universe. It connects two places that can be any distance apart. The entrance consists of a black hole, while the exit is a white hole. If we were to discover a wormhole, it would be spherical like a black hole and not a “gate” as in some science fiction depictions. Wormholes are also unstable. But they could be stabilized by matter with negative energy density. One plus point is that far less of it is needed than for the warp drive - only about the equivalent of a Jupiter's mass to keep a wormhole with a diameter of one meter stable. Two factors are problematic here: firstly, it is difficult to tell that a black hole is a wormhole. After all, whatever we throw into it will never come out again, or only at the target, whose position we do not know. It is easier to identify a white hole because matter can only come out of this object. It must be a unique sight - a source of matter in space. However, since the white hole is the exit, we would then have to find the - presumably distant - black hole that serves as the entrance. The AlphaOmega company has therefore proposed flying to all known black holes with special probes that work in a similar way to the StarShot project described above, but would also need to have a long-range transmitter. If one of these probes were to report back at some point, we would know that it had passed through a wormhole. Although the proposal is 120 years old, its implementation has not yet begun.
If we now compare desire and reality, we have to realize that the speed of light c is still the upper limit for spaceships. There are no real shortcuts. What does this mean for the further development of humankind? Firstly, it will be problematic to expand the Terran Union further. We have instant communication via the tachyon network, but without the personal contacts that have already become difficult between the solar system and Terra Nova, human colonies will increasingly turn into independent societies. Secondly, the exploration of distant stars loses its meaning. What good is it to know everything about a planetary system a thousand light years away if we can never see it for ourselves? Thirdly, the probability of extraterrestrial visits is reduced. Other intelligent species, if they exist, face the same problems as we do. Fourthly, moving at sub-light speed with parallel tachyon communication means that the concept of simultaneity loses its meaning. I personally appreciate the efforts of the Great Archive; after all, I worked there long enough. It is great that Neomars and the Terran Union have been able to agree on the joint operation of this facility. Time is our most important resource. But we will have to come to terms with the idea that it is becoming increasingly fragmented. The Great Archive can date significant events, but how important to the average human is the signing of a contract between two major corporations, compared to the birth of a child? The Great Archive cannot record the dates of all the inhabitants of the universe.
But I don't want to dismiss you from this brief outline with pessimistic words. Can't we still travel to the stars at a slower speed? Of course it is possible, and it sounds trivial when I say that it will take longer. But this time can be bridged, perhaps with the help of generation ships, even if they are associated with ethical problems - the generations that do not arrive at their destination have no purpose in life of their own, and all those born on board are denied self-determination over their lives. It is probably better to use cryogenic sleep, which is already common today, even if - like any technology - it does not work perfectly. Industry giants estimate that the maximum is currently reached at 600 years in cryogenic sleep. This means that targets up to 200 light years away would be achievable with today's technology. An alternative would be to give birth to the crew only at the destination, as the RB Group tried to do in the Proxima project - even if this is also ethically problematic. A better solution is probably a crew of mechanical Biobags, which can later be filled with human consciousness content via upload. To explore a destination 500 light years away, the spaceship would then have to travel for around 800 years, but the crew's consciousnesses would only have to be sent on the journey 500 years before arrival.
Of course, this is not entirely unproblematic either - but what would space travel be without dangers and challenges? A boring weekend trip to Earth's skyring. One of the unavoidable challenges of such a long journey is the length of time it takes to communicate with Earth. Messages from en route only reach those back home many years later, as tachyon transmitters are far too bulky, too heavy and too energy-hungry to be transported in an ordinary spaceship. The next problem arises on arrival: the necessary infrastructure and supplies for the return flight are usually lacking at the destination. Taking everything you need for the return journey with you on the outward journey makes the whole project even more expensive. Especially for long journeys of many hundreds of light years, technological development is likely to become a question of fate. What if, a hundred years after the departure of an expedition, space technology suddenly makes it possible to fly twice as fast? The crew would eventually be overtaken by their own grandchildren. Would anyone embark on such an adventure under these circumstances? Ask yourself this question. You would have to say goodbye to everyone you know. The benefits of your journey, if there are any apart from the gain in knowledge, would only be realized by later generations. Does humanity even think that far ahead? Would such an expedition ever be financed? Ultimately, it comes down to the crucial question: why do we want to go to the stars at all? I probably don't need to ask you that. After all, you are reading this short essay. But is your curiosity enough to set off for the stars?
I very much hope that I have been able to give you a few exciting ideas with my little essay on space travel. So it's time for a confession: I've never been beyond the Earth-Moon system myself. But as a kind of janitor in the Great Archive on Luna and not least through my work with the security authorities, I have nevertheless experienced and witnessed so much that I believe I have the necessary expertise. If I was able to convince you of this, then please tell others about it. I have to admit that I always wanted to be a writer. Maybe I will succeed - this is my first attempt.
Best regards
Yours, Zahir

Luna, October 5, 2799
Historical footnote: For a while, some scientists believed in the EmDrive - a microwave drive in which microwaves move back and forth in a tapered cylinder. Since one of the two base surfaces is slightly smaller than the other, an impulse was supposedly generated. Most people realized early on that this would violate the conservation of momentum. Nevertheless, the EmDrive had its fans for a long time until a large-scale experiment in the 23rd century finally proved it to be unrealizable. The great director Manta Mantova made a fascinating, interactive holo film about it at Neomars Studios entitled The Ship That Never Flew, in which you can slip into the character of inventor Daniel Rochester yourself. He actually managed to raise a sum of three million Neomars credits (the equivalent of 40 billion ring dollars at today's exchange rate) from investors to equip the first spaceship with an EmDrive. When it did not move a millimeter from its Titan orbit after launch, Rochester is said to have secretly tried to push it with a SAFER rocket backpack.
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