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Hatur 13, 225, Terra Nova     


“DAMN IT, DAMN IT, DAMN IT!” Talut shouted.
The collector crashed into the root level. The belt cut into his shoulders. Talut held his arms protectively in front of his sensitive face mask until the collector was stable again. How much time did he have? He could already hear cracking. The dry, dead wood would not be able to hold the collector. He kicked the drive lever with all his strength and the tracked vehicle leapt forward. Almost at the same moment, it tilted to the right. Talut hit his head against the left spar.
Damn. Yesterday, this shortcut had been perfectly safe. Since when did a crevasse form overnight? The collector rolled backwards, even while Talut accelerated at full speed. The chains simply went haywire, grinding the dry wood beneath them into dust that stung his eyes.
Not a spark now. The dense carbon dioxide atmosphere normally prevented fire. But down here in the bowels of the planet, algae produced oxygen from heat, which accumulated until some idiot like Talut broke the surface. Together with the finely dispersed wood dust, this was bound to produce an explosive mixture. Idiot. That was the right word. The collector was being pulled mercilessly backwards, into the depths, and by what? The collection tank. He absolutely had to get rid of it, even if the others would curse him. It was half full, and they would lose the work of the last three days if he...
To hell with it. He pressed the button that released the lock. Talut heard a squeak that turned into a loud crack. The tank must have tipped over. He imagined the viscous contents slowly sloshing forward, shifting the weight of the cylindrical tank, which began to roll and... Shit! If the tank fell from the level it had landed on with the collector, it would bounce. The vehicle was light compared to the tank. He had to get out of here as quickly as possible. Talut took his feet off the steering levers, unbuckled his seatbelt, yanked open the door and jumped.
He landed on a rotten leaf. Where was the trunk? The planes were broken only by the mighty trunks of the Old Mothers, the ancient trees that reached miles deep to the very surface of the planet, a place so far down no human had ever set foot on it. Talut would be safe at the trunk. No storm, no earthquake could cause an Old Mother to sway noticeably, or even tremble. Spaceports were built by covering an area between three trunks with plastconcrete. Something like that would last for centuries.
But where was the damned trunk? Talut turned the control wheel of his infra-goggles, which amplified the heat radiation of the sun, typical of a red dwarf. It was a primitive instrument, because it had to be completely robust. Without infraglasses, there were only dull colors on the crown, a depressing mixture with minimal contrast, and here in the branches only gray. There! A reddish wall, a hundred yards wide, just a few steps in front of him. He ran and fell. His right boot had gone through the leaf he was standing on, and the tough fibers held him fast.
But he was also unlucky enough to be caught by a nestie now, of all times. Nestie. It sounded so harmless. These plants formed nests with their leaves, intended to catch food. Their usual prey was other mobile plants, but sometimes they caught humans. Nesties had become rare in the Crown Plane because humans had taken revenge on them – so rare, in fact, that the Terran Union had placed them under special protection. But here, in the depths of the branches, they seemed to have found asylum.
Talut pulled the defensive spray out of his trouser pocket. He might only need to take off his boot, but he certainly didn’t want to lose it. What would his wife say? Then came the wave. The tank must have fallen off the main branches of this level for good, and they sprang back. The movement threw Talut into the air. Only the nestie’s firm grip on his foot prevented him from flying off in a high arc. He had to be grateful to the plant, even if it had its own motives. He quickly sprayed the fibers that held him, and they crackled and smoked as they dissolved. He felt a bit guilty. Did nesties feel pain? Certainly. But he was glad, because his boot looked like new. The spray directly attacked the cell bonds of the plant fibers.

ONWARD! He jumped up, oriented himself along the central axis of the giant leaf and reached the trunk. Now all he had to do was find his way up. That was the difficult part, because diamond wood was aptly named. It was smooth, and impossible to drill into with the tools Talut had. But branches sprouted from the trunk. Talut would have to swing from branch to branch like a mockzilla. These animals lived in the middle levels of the branches, but normally avoided humans.
Talut circled the trunk. At a hundred yards across, it took him just under three minutes. In the process, he identified three usable branches, but none of them would take him to a higher level. Dumb. The collector had fallen at least three levels. Each level was thirty to fifty yards high. His friends were only a hundred yards above him, yet out of reach.
He had to find another team. Whew. That would be dangerous. Of course there were cross-connections between the Old Mothers, but the further away he got from a trunk, the less safe it became. The branches were rotten and broke easily. He wasn’t as heavy as the collector, but you couldn’t tell from looking at a leaf how sturdy it was. Some of them wouldn’t even support a sperrat.
Talut slid down the trunk with his back to it until he was sitting down. It had all happened because he had overslept. That was the only reason he had taken the shortcut instead of staying on the plastconcrete road. He had often taken the path through the middle of the legally prescribed protected area - on foot. It had seemed so stable to him that he thought the collector should also be able to make it. Without the tank, the others could not start their work on time.
Was someone looking for him now? Maybe it would be better if he just stayed put. At some point they would send someone to his house, who would also take the shortcut and notice the new crevasse. Suddenly there was a crash. Talut looked around, but the sound came from above.
“Aiaiai!” someone shouted.
That didn’t sound like a rescue mission. Talut jumped up anyway.
“I’m here,” he called out.
He received no reply, but saw a bright spot falling. It was a human, waving his arms at him.
“Help!” shouted the man, who was obviously trying unsuccessfully to grab hold of something.
Talut estimated where he would hit and ran towards him. The man hit the leaf Talut was standing on with a crash, making Talut stagger and fall to his knees. At the same time, he reached for the other man. He caught one foot, which suddenly doubled in weight. Apparently, the man was about to fall to the next level. Talut pulled with all his strength until he fell backwards. His infraglasses slipped. He had an empty boot in his hand.
He waited for more falling noises, but it remained quiet. Then Talut heard heavy breathing.
“Thank you,” said the man. “That sure was a last-minute rescue.”
Petros. Now he recognized him.
“Man, Petros, what are you doing down here?” asked Talut.
He straightened his infraglasses. Yes, there could be no mistake. Petros was lying on the ground right in front of him, holding his stomach. Talut crawled over to him. His colleague’s face was contorted in pain.
“I... was supposed to pick you up,” Petros groaned.
“Shh, best not to say anything. Let me see what’s on your stomach.”
Petros didn’t respond, so Talut grabbed his hands and carefully pushed them aside. He was startled. Underneath was the hard end of a branch.
“Diamond wood,” he said. “At least it’s germ-free.”
“Urgh…” said Petros.
Talut couldn’t decide whether he sounded amused or agonized. But Petros was the kind of person who could find something positive in every situation. Talut couldn’t stand people like that, but Petros was so friendly and kind that he couldn’t fault him for it. Talut felt the wound. It was surprisingly dry. He had expected it to bleed heavily. Perhaps it was because Petros had a pronounced belly, as big as if he were nine months pregnant.
“I think your belly saved you,” Talut said.
“Knew it was ... good for something,” Petros squeezed out.
He was obviously in a lot of pain. His internal injuries might be worse than they appeared. He urgently needed help.
“Can you get up?” asked Talut.
Petros shook his head. Talut had suspected as much. He wiped the sweat from his forehead and adjusted his breathing mask. He had to get help, and quickly. Petros had crashed because of him, even if his colleague would never reproach him for it.
Talut stood up. “I’ll get help. Stay here and don’t move.”
“No problem,” groaned Petros. “I can manage.”

THE NEAREST OLD Mother was a quarter mile away. Talut balanced on huge leaves and ancient branches, always just one wrong move away from falling to the next level. He probably wouldn’t die, but whether he would ever find his way back to this level and Petros was doubtful.
Talut made it. There was one last great leap. The branch sprang back, Talut charged forward and reached the tree. He leaned against the trunk and spread his arms. If he could climb up from here, they would both be saved.
But this trunk had no suitable branches either. Perhaps the collector had fallen deeper than they thought. There was supposedly an area where the branches were so thin and rotten that it was impossible to climb between levels. The lost souls of people who had taken their own lives supposedly wandered around down there.
Talut sat down in front of the trunk to look at it. He needed a few minutes’ rest, although he knew that Petros was waiting for him. Suddenly, a leaf fell next to him. He picked it up. It was quite small and fresh, so it must have come from the crown. The crown was the uppermost layer of the Old Mother Forest that covered the entire land surface of the planet. Humans and nine-tenths of the known animal species lived there.
If something could fall from there, there had to be a connection.
“Hello, can anyone hear me? Help!” shouted Talut.
No answer. Instead, another leaf landed next to him. He picked it up. It had bite marks on it. An animal must have nibbled it.
“Hello, is that you, guys? I’m here, right below you!”
No one reacted. Nor did another leaf fall. Where had the other two come from, if not from the very top? He focused his infraglasses and found a bright spot sitting on a branch above him. It was an animal, about the size of a mockzilla. He had no idea what the animals were really called. They were called mockzillas here because they looked like miniature versions of the legendary Japanese giants. They were actually reptiles that often walked on two of their six legs.
“Hey, mockzilla,” he called out.
The animal hissed. Mockzillas were about the size of medium earthly dogs. They posed no real danger. They were excellent climbers with prehensile tails, which they also used to catch small prey. A mockzilla had never attacked a human. However, it was said that they sometimes fed on carrion. Perhaps the animal saw him as a future meal.
Not like this! He reached into his trouser pocket. His eight-year-old son Luqa had given him a few marbles yesterday, in return for which he had promised to play with him after work today. He picked up one of the marbles and threw it at the mockzilla. The animal hissed once more, but the small, bright spot disappeared.
Talut got to his feet. Maybe it would help to walk around the tree again. He didn’t have high hopes, but he might have missed something. Ouch! He had stepped on something. Talut bent down to look at it. It was a marble, the same size as the one he had just thrown at the animal. Had he missed it, and had the marble bounced off something and flown back to him? If it was the same marble, at least he wouldn’t have to answer to Luqa if he ever made it home.
He looked around. The nearest Old Mother was 800 yards away. That made the walk there particularly dangerous. The longer the branch, the more fragile it was. But what was that? A few meters in front of him sat the mockzilla. Was it the same animal? How did it get down here? Could mockzillas jump that far? Talut stood still, and the animal moved a few steps backwards. It seemed very curious. Normally, mockzillas would run away as soon as they spotted a human.
Talut crouched down, hoping it would make him seem less threatening. He took the marble in his fingers and presented it with a clear gesture. Could the animal see it? He had no idea what kind of eyesight mockzillas had. Talut let the marble roll carefully toward the animal. He gave it just enough momentum that it would stop in front of it.
But the marble kept accelerating. He hadn’t realized that the track sloped slightly downward. When it reached the mockzilla, its left foot shot forward a little and caught the marble. The foot then traced a sweeping arc along the ground and released the sphere at just the right moment. It came straight at Talut and had just enough momentum to come to a halt right in front of him. Before it could roll back again, Talut grabbed it. The animal tilted its head and hissed. It almost sounded like a laugh.
“Clever little fellow,” Talut said. “If I could take you home with me, that would make Luqa happy.”
For a long time his son had wanted a sibling or, alternatively, a pet, but his mother had refused both because they couldn’t afford it. Talut’s job was not very lucrative; the seed liquid from elk plants that the collector riders harvested was very expensive on other planets, but here it was hardly worth more than drinking water. Kasrin’s job didn’t pay very much either. But the three of them made ends meet.
The animal hissed and came a few steps closer. Talut shook his head. While he was playing with a mockzilla, his colleague might die. He had to get to the top as quickly as possible. He raised his arm and pretended to throw the marble. The trick worked the same way it would with a dog. The mockzilla ran in the direction of the throw. And how it ran! It went on all six legs, dashing off until Talut could no longer see it. He was just about to get up again when he heard the familiar hissing sound. This time it came from a little further to the left. Had he landed in the story of the hare and the hedgehog? Was it the same specimen or another one? Had they teamed up to make fun of him?
Talut couldn’t tell one mockzilla from another, but that didn’t mean much in the darkness. He sighed. This was going nowhere. Then he remembered where he had first seen the beast. It had been sitting forty yards above him. So there had to be a way down here. If there was, it would lead back up again. Talut stood up. The animal hissed as if to warn him not to screw it up again.
Talut took a swing and threw the marble up. Ha! It didn’t come back, so it must have landed somewhere above him. He stared at the mockzilla. It looked up briefly, then ran off. Talut tried to keep up, but had no chance. At least he saw that the animal had first run halfway around the Old Mother and then dared to cross over to another tree. If it had, there must be a way up there.
He cautiously followed the mockzilla. He had to be careful, since there was no guarantee that the path the animal had taken was suitable for him. He was probably three times as heavy as a mockzilla. The leaf he was crossing reacted to his every step. Talut went down on his hands and knees to distribute his weight better. The opposite trunk came closer and closer. A few more yards. Suddenly his left hand reached into nothingness. Crap. He lay down on his stomach and crawled forward an arm’s length. The leaf continued there. It was probably torn. Or was it? He felt the tear. Its edge was sticky. He’d been afraid of that. He was in the territory of a tree shark. These animals were so named because of their powerful, shark-like teeth. They hunted by secreting a sweet, sticky substance that attracted small animals. Once the food was laid out, they simply bit off their attractant from the leaf along with the prey. There were only a few animals capable of damaging the leaves of an Old Mother.
Time to get out of here quickly. Talut took a deep breath. Humans were not normally part of a tree shark’s diet, but he must not get careless. He crawled on slowly, and the leaf no longer reacted so sensitively. Had he made it? He rolled back and forth but didn’t manage to rotate his platform. Apparently, the leaf had slipped over a larger leaf on the next tree. Suddenly he heard a hissing sound. The mockzilla was back! Its red eyes glowed a few steps in front of him. Talut thought he could make out the vertical pupils. Talut got down on all fours again, which helped him move faster. The mockzilla ran ahead of him at a respectful distance, as if showing him the way. The animal was holding the marble with its middle pair of legs.
The nearest Old Mother measured only about forty yards in diameter. It must be a young specimen, about twenty thousand years old. Its branches were still optimally distributed. Only later did the trees lose some of their branches. The mockzilla hissed and placed the marble directly against the trunk. Talut ignored it and immediately set about climbing up. Was the mockzilla clever enough to regard the marble as a reward for its services? Talut still had plenty of them in his pocket, and his son could do without one.






     


October 9, 2802, Earth's moon     


“WHAT ARE YOU DOING HERE?” asked Zahir.
The janitor’s arms were crossed in front of his chest. A deep furrow had formed in his forehead.
“I... I’m working. Like every other day,” Kang said in astonishment, and set aside the holomodule whose lens he had just cleaned.
“Didn’t anyone tell you that Smith wanted to see you?”
Smith? He didn’t recognize the commonplace name. A new scientist?
Kang shook his head. “No. I have do-not-disturb mode on, though.”
“Hmm.”
Zahir moved his lower jaw as if he were chewing. Then he swallowed.
“Anyway, I’m supposed to send you to Smith right away,” he said in a grumpy tone.
“Smith? I’m sorry, who...”
“You don’t know Smith? The man from the Terran Union’s secret service. Even Ulita kowtows to him.”
A vague memory came to mind. Yini had talked about a strange guy who asked her strange questions. But she had never mentioned his name, at least not as far as Kang could remember. And who knew if that was really Smith’s name?
“Where am I supposed to meet him?” he asked.
“In Ulita’s office. Do you know where that is?”
“Of course I do.”
Kang dutifully stood up, walked to the door and reached for the handle. He felt Zahir’s gaze on the back of his neck. The old man had never looked at him like that before. So ... disapproving.
“Wait a minute, boy.”
He let go of the handle and half-turned. “What is it?”
“What’s your business with Smith?”
Sweat gathered on his forehead and under his armpits. The janitor’s office had never felt so warm.
“Me? Nothing. I don’t even know him.”
That wasn’t a lie. He hadn’t known where his message would end up. It had been stupid. All he’d wanted was for someone to stop the ship Yini was trying to leave the moon in.
“Apparently he knows you,” his boss said.
“Do you know something I don’t?” Kang asked.
“I’m just worried,” Zahir replied. The deep crease on his forehead smoothed out, returning his face to its usual meekness. “You have to be careful with Smith. He’ll swallow you whole.”
“Thanks. I’ll be careful,” Kang said, unable to keep his voice from quavering.

THE DOOR to Ulita’s anteroom was open. Kang stepped through. Pedersen, who usually guarded the entrance, was not there. The room was empty and smelled of peppermint. Ulita’s secretary had probably just made tea. Kang looked longingly at the pot. Couldn’t Mr. Pedersen turn up and offer him a cup of tea? Then they could chat about the upcoming lunar holiday or discuss the planned redesign of the spaceport.
“Come along now,” came a muffled voice from behind the door leading to Ulita’s actual office.
Kang nodded as if to apologize to someone not present, and crossed the room. He was about to knock when the door swung open. Kang barely managed to jump aside.
“Well then,” someone said.
It had to be Smith. Now he remembered. Kang had seen him before. The man was still wearing the uniform that identified him as a Marine, but seemed to have grown. Today he must measure six foot five.
“You’re right,” Smith said. “I’m taller than last time.”
He could read Kang’s mind. Ha, a cheap trick. Anyone would have wondered about that. Kang merely nodded.
“I’ve just come from Neomars, where a certain amount of height can be helpful, and I haven’t had time to change the Biobag yet.”
“You don’t have to justify yourself to me, Mr. Smith,” Kang said.
Smith grinned. He walked around Ulita’s desk and sat down in the chair behind it. Kang expected the man to offer him a seat as well, but Smith made no move. That was okay. In the low gravity of the moon, standing wasn’t particularly strenuous.
“Thank you for accepting my request,” Smith said. “I don’t want to prolong our meeting unnecessarily.”
“It sounded very urgent,” Kang said.
“I understand. You must be worried about what I might want from you. But I have a very pleasant task: to congratulate you.”
“For what?” asked Kang.
“For receiving a commendation. Your tip-off enabled us to follow an important person unnoticed, shall we say.”
Smith stood up and reached across the desk to shake his hand.
“I just wanted to...” Kang began.
But there was no point. He had to admit to himself that he had betrayed his sister. He might as well play the game properly.
“It was an honor,” he said. “I did it for the Terran Union.”
He squeezed the uniformed man’s hand, which felt warm and firm. Smith laughed.
“Oh, don’t give me that. You tipped us off because you were jealous. And it’s not me saying that, it’s our psychologists who investigated the case. It had nothing to do with your dislike of Neomars.”
Kang gritted his teeth. How could he have been so naive? A little tip to the authorities...
“I wouldn’t say that...” he tried.
“I certainly would,” Smith interrupted him. “I actually prefer it that way. Jealousy is a much stronger motivation than patriotism. What is the Terran Union, anyway? Let’s be honest. It’s a loose association of worlds that always put their own purposes and motives first. Maybe you can love Earth or Neomars, but not the Terran Union.”
The secret service man was right. It was probably part of his strategy. The more often Kang agreed with him - even reluctantly - the weaker his own position became. Smith now seemed to him like a giant spider trying to entangle him in its web. Although he was sweating, he got goose bumps. He couldn’t stand spiders, even if they were a normal sight on the moon base. Zahir had forbidden him to harm them.
Smith finally let go of his hand. Kang took a deep breath. The spider retreated. Was that all there was to it?
“What actually happened to...?”
“What happened to your sister? Don’t worry, she’s doing very well. She’s in a safe place where no one can or will harm her. My contacts on Neomars have assured me of that.”
In a safe place? That sounded like a prison. “Where is she?”
“Unfortunately, I’m not allowed to share that information, not yet. But you’re not asking about your mother?”
His mother. His anonymous tip hadn’t even mentioned her. How did Smith know about her? Kang shook his head. This was a cheap trick. He only had one mother, and she lived undisturbed with his father on the Skyring. He was expecting her next visit in a few weeks.
“My mother lives peacefully on the Skyring. Why should I ask about her?”
Smith grimaced. It was probably meant to look like a worried expression.
“Oh, my dear boy, the woman who raised you is not your mother. I’m sorry to have to tell you that.”
Smith’s voice had changed too. It oozed pity – completely fake, Kang was sure. He just didn’t know what the agent’s purpose was.
“I don’t believe you,” Kang said, gritting his teeth.
He felt a little dizzy, so he held onto the edge of Ulita’s desk. If she had been here now, he would have been in trouble. No one was allowed to touch the real wood top except her.
Smith obviously didn’t mind. “Well, we certainly all have freedom of belief,” he said with a chuckle. “That’s your business. Still, I don’t want to conceal from you that your sister led us to the woman we think is your mother, as expected.”
Kang’s grip on the wood tightened. He couldn’t show any reaction. Smith wanted to humiliate him, to make him feel small before graciously helping him up again. He must not succeed.
“Like I said, I don’t care,” Kang said.
“That’s your business. Nevertheless, we would like to suggest that you travel to Neomars for us. Not officially, of course.”
Kang pretended to give it some serious thought. “How would that help?” he asked. “Don’t you trust your Neomartian colleagues?”
“Trust is good, control is better. That’s why it would be good if someone in that place kept an eye on your sister and your mo... sorry, that woman. They would surely believe you if you came as a fugitive. After all, you have a strong motive if you credibly claim to be looking for your mother. We would be very grateful, you can count on that.”
Smith wanted to recruit him as a spy. But why should he go along with it? What was in it for him? Kang let go of the tabletop and rubbed his temples thoughtfully.
“I just can’t figure out why I should go along with your suggestion. As I said, my mother is fine, thank you for asking. Why would I willfully put myself in danger?”
Smith’s smile froze. Kang’s reaction had obviously taken him by surprise.
“We always had the impression that you and your sister ... got on very well. It must hurt you that she’s so unattainably far away. You would have the opportunity to look after her again, as you have done all these years.”
Look after Yini? Kang had to stifle a smile. If he was honest, his sister had always been the one looking after him. What stupid things he had done! Smith had no idea. But he mustn’t underestimate him. Perhaps the secret service man assumed he had a guilty conscience. After all, he had left his sister alone, even though she had always helped him.
Shit. Unfortunately, Smith was right about that. But Kang still wasn’t stupid enough to go along with the proposed deal. If he did, Smith would have him in his power. If Kang disobeyed, one tip to the relevant Neomartian authorities would be enough to do him in for good.
“No, thank you,” said Kang. “I’m doing very well here. Yini is an adult. She’s never needed a minder.”
“You really want to stay here by yourself while your sister puts herself in danger on Neomars?”
“Yes, that’s what I want. I have my own life. Who’s going to look after our parents if I disappear too? They’re in good health now, but at some point they’ll need help.”
That didn’t sound bad at all. Kang almost believed it himself.
“We can assure you that your parents are in good hands. They will receive all the support they need.”
“From strangers. That’s something completely different. They brought us up and deserve something in return. What about your parents, Mr. Smith? Would you want to leave them on their own for years?”
“I don’t... My parents don’t play a role here,” replied Smith.
He had actually thrown him off his game! Kang relaxed a little inside. Smith wasn’t as tough as he pretended to be. His parents were obviously a weak point.
“All right. Is there anything else you wanted to talk to me about?” Kang asked, taking a step back from the desk.
He smelled sweat. Was it his own? Soft footsteps could be heard from the outer office. Apparently, Pedersen had returned.
“No, that’s all,” said Smith. “Thank you for your time.”
“I’m sorry you came here for nothing,” Kang said.
Smith shook his head. “I’m not here just for you. Honestly, you’re the least of my problems right now.”
Honestly. It was strange to hear that word from the mouth of an intelligence officer. But it sounded sincere. Probably no one in the universe was able to keep up a facade all the time.
“Good luck, then,” Kang said, turned and left the office.

OUTSIDE, he almost bumped into Pedersen. Had the secretary been listening at the door? Pedersen turned pale and pretended to be watering the plants in the office. Kang made sure that the door was closed behind him.
“Mr. Pedersen, do you have any idea how I can get to Neomars as quickly and inconspicuously as possible?” he asked in a whisper.
Pedersen came closer and shielded his mouth with one hand. “Like your sister?”
Kang nodded.
“Just like your sister,” Pedersen repeated, this time as a statement. “I’m sorry, I can’t help you with that. I’ve never had any interest in Neomars.”
Of course. Pedersen had unwittingly helped him. Who had arranged the transfer for Yini? His sister didn’t know many people on the moon. Ulita, her boss, had certainly not helped her. Zahir, however, was a definite possibility. The janitor knew everyone, and everyone knew him. He would certainly know how to disappear from the moon. But would he jeopardize his position by helping Yini? Probably not. That left only Mike from the Miscellaneous department. Yini’s new boyfriend, even though she had refused to tell him anything more about it.

“WHAT DID THE MAN ACTUALLY WANT?” asked Zahir.
They were sitting opposite each other in a large changing room where they had been swapping out lockers. Kang was sweating. It was exhausting work, but he was grateful for it, because at least it had halted his mental carousel.
“He wanted me to go after my sister,” Kang said.
He knew he could trust Zahir. Kang had no proof of this, but the janitor seemed as if he would take all of the secrets he had been entrusted with over the course of his long life to the grave.
“To Neomars?” Zahir asked.
Kang nodded. Had Zahir guessed, or had he known about Yini’s plans?
“You refused.”
He nodded again.
“That was wise,” Zahir said. “Those people give nothing in return. They only take.”
Kang wondered what personal experience Zahir might have had with Terran Union intelligence. As janitor of the entire station, he would certainly be an interesting source of information.
“Go ahead and ask,” Zahir said. “I can see it’s bothering you.”
“Do you have ... experience with these people?”
“Plenty. I was one of them myself once. It was exciting, adventurous. Until I...” Zahir broke off.
Until he? Kang looked at his superior’s face. The dark brown eyes gleamed strangely. He would not ask.
“And they let you go?” he asked instead.
“I know something that’s better kept under wraps. It secured me this job here - and my life. That’s the deal.”
“What was it about?” Kang asked, not expecting an answer.
Zahir had once told him that he had been in the war. It could only have been the Martian war, which had ended with the complete destruction of the Mars colony. Surely his secret came from that time. Wars were never completely clean.
Zahir laughed. “I can only reveal what you can guess anyway: my pledge hasn’t lost value over the years. I’ve been on the moon for a long time now, and I’ll die here in the comfort of my own bed.”
“Do you know a way for me to get to Neomars? Well, besides Smith.”
Zahir raised his eyebrows. “You want to try it on your own?”
Kang nodded.
“I’m sorry, my boy. I like that you’re taking action, it’s taken you long enough. But I can’t help you there. I’m sure I’m still being watched. They would notice.”
“Thanks anyway, Zahir. But there is a way?”
“Sure there is. There’s always a way. You just have to talk to the right people. Your sister managed it.”

HIS BACK WAS ACHING. Kang squeezed his shoulders. He should exercise more; then such movements would not be so difficult for him. It was later than usual. He met hardly any other people in the corridors he passed through. He heard a rustling sound. A light brown something appeared in a ventilation opening, stuck out its shiny black nose, sniffed and ran across the corridor to the next opening. The animal had a long tail but was not much bigger than a mouse. Kang smiled. There was always a way. Yini had made it, after all.
He would have to bite the bullet and talk to Mike. At the next intersection, he turned towards the Miscellaneous department.

“WHO IS IT?” asked an oddly-pitched voice.
“It’s Yini’s brother,” Kang replied.
The door opened with a squeak.
“You ... you should get the hinges oiled,” Kang said.
Mike Wilson was his sister’s boyfriend, which made them practically in-laws.
“What can I do for you?” Wilson asked.
What did Yini see in the man? He was definitely over forty. The draft blowing through the open door ruffled his long hair, which was thinning at the top. His skin was pale; Wilson probably skipped the medically prescribed appointments for UV radiation. The suit under his dirty smock looked old and worn, and his tie was tightly fastened, although certainly Wilson rarely had visitors. A strange man, and yet his sister had given him her heart. Recognizing her expertise in knowing people, he decided to give Wilson a chance, even though he was sleeping with his sister without Kang’s permission.
“What...?” Wilson asked again.
“I’m Kang.”
“Yes, Yini’s brother. You said that already.”
“Huh?” He didn’t like the man’s tone.
“I know you. You’ve been here before, with Zahir, to fix things. Most recently you took care of the freezer unit.”
Wilson was right. That had been about half a year ago. Kang couldn’t remember meeting anyone here then, but it was the same department. Wilson must have run into them. Kang just hadn’t noticed him, maybe because he looked like the kind of employee you’d expect to find in a Miscellaneous department.
He looked him up and down. Wilson had a pleasant face with small dimples. He had probably not shaved for three days, and the collar of his white shirt looked gray. The smock had several splashes on it, but they seemed to be older. Wilson was wearing black shoes with a thick layer of dust. Kang doubted Yini had fallen in love with him for his looks.
“Can I help you, Kang?” asked Wilson.
“You remember my name?”
“I do, yes, but you just said it too.”
“Ah, I thought Yini might have told you about me.”
“She did. But why don’t you come in? Sorry if it looks a bit messy. I wasn’t expecting visitors.”
Wilson held the door open for him, and Kang stepped through. They were on the top landing of a staircase. From here they had a good view of the huge warehouse that was Wilson’s empire. Kang looked at it consciously for the first time. He knew that documentation from all over the universe were stored here, anything that couldn’t be put into computer files. But the term “documentation” was interpreted very broadly here. He couldn’t see the individual exhibits, but he could recognize their containers. There were numerous shelves, but he also saw barrels, boxes made of a wide variety of materials, huge rollers, suspension cables, thermal cabinets and cages. Cages?
He pointed to one. “What’s that?” he asked. “Who are you holding captive?”
Wilson laughed. “Nothing. It’s a cage like the hunters on Epsilon Eridani c use.”
“So, is this some kind of museum?”
“No. The hunters put markings on the cages that their colleagues can read. They work like the information columns in the canteen. If something contains information, but not on a traditional carrier, it belongs in my department.”
“That sounds exciting.”
“It is exciting,” said Wilson. “Would you like a little tour? There are much more bizarre information carriers. Did you know that the ancient Grosnops recorded their legends on carrion tooth necklaces?”
Wilson’s eyes lit up as if carrion tooth necklaces were incredibly important and valuable. And yes, they really must be. The look on Mike’s face was so infectious that Kang had to force himself to shake his head. It was probably that enthusiasm that Yini had fallen in love with. Wilson was completely absorbed in his work, and he exuded a sense of openness.
Wilson tilted his head. “No? No carrion necklaces?”
“Maybe later,” Kang said.
Mike’s smile crept back as he nodded.
“I wanted to ask you something,” Kang said.
“Shall we go to my office? I have tea and cookies,” Mike said.
Again, Kang shook his head. He had to get the question out right away.
“Do you have any idea how Yini made it to Neomars?” he asked.
Wilson winced as if he’d slapped him in the face.
“I ... I don’t know. Why?”
“You’re the only one I can think of.”
“But who wants to know, and why? Has she been in touch?”
“I want to know. I need to know. Apparently, she’s been caught and is in trouble. I need to get her out of it.”
Wilson straightened up again. He stood as if he was waiting for a signal to break into a run.
“So, she contacted you?” Mike asked.
“Yeah ... sort of,” said Kang.
“And why you and not me?”
Wilson didn’t sound jealous, but completely neutral, as if it was the most natural question in the world.
“Because she’s known me longer than you? No, I’m sure she doesn’t want to put you in danger. You’re important to her.”
“Come on, Kang. What really happened? If Yini had contacted you, you’d be asking me different questions. I may be naive, but I’m not stupid.”
Kang’s cheeks grew hot. Wilson had seen through him. What was he supposed to tell him? That he’d betrayed his own sister on a stupid impulse? Yes, that was probably for the best. If he wanted to help Yini, he had to be honest with her boyfriend.
“I made a mistake,” Kang confessed.
“We all make mistakes,” Wilson said, looking him in the eye.
Kang had to avert his eyes. Through the slits in the metal floor, one could see into the depths, where a few lights were flashing on a computer.
“I betrayed her,” Kang said.
“Come on, let’s go into my office,” said Wilson.
Suddenly Kang’s knees buckled. He noticed Wilson lunging towards him. When he woke up again, he was sitting in the corner of the platform with his upper body leaning against the railing.
“Somehow your family seems to have a thing about these stairs,” Wilson said. “Yini almost fell down them too.”
Yini, his sister, whom he had betrayed. What had possessed him? What a pathetic wretch he was. His parents must never find out. If only he could undo it!
Wilson held out his hand.
“Come on, Kang, it’s more comfortable on the sofa.”
Kang grabbed his hand and let himself be pulled up. Mike was surprisingly strong. You couldn’t tell by looking at him. They went down the stairs side by side in silence.

“WOULD YOU LIKE SOME TEA?” Wilson asked.
Kang shook his head. Why was his sister’s boyfriend being so friendly to him? He didn’t deserve it. If their roles were reversed, he would have punched the traitor out.
“A beer, do you have one? That would be great,” said Kang.
Wilson left the room. Kang thought he saw a bed through the open door. It was covered in white. Had Wilson slept here with his sister? It was none of his business. He would have liked to slap himself in the face. But before he could, Wilson was back. He tossed him a can. It was pleasantly cool. Kang held it to his cheek. Only then did he look at it.
“Tsingdao,” he said. “Not bad.”
“A brand from old Japan,” Wilson said.
“China,” Kang corrected him.
“Oh, yes, of course.”
Wilson pulled the locking ring. It hissed. Kang also opened his can, put it to his lips and let half the contents run down his throat.
“You seem pretty thirsty,” Wilson said.
“Yeah, it’s been a shit day.”
That didn’t explain his thirst, but what did it matter? Kang made himself comfortable on the small sofa by squeezing into a corner and pulling his legs up.
“You said you made a mistake.” Wilson paced up and down the small room.
“Shit, I betrayed Yini.”
“Did you? I told her not to let you in on it. Sorry, but that made sense to me.”
“She followed that advice.”
“But how could you betray her? You didn’t know anything. You didn’t even know how she intended to get to Neomars. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have to ask me.”
“I told the security department anonymously that Yini was planning to escape to Neomars.”
“That wasn’t very smart, Kang. But no matter what happened to her, your tip-off alone couldn’t have been the trigger. The smugglers took off from the moon unnoticed. I checked that in the logbooks. They successfully slipped past the radar, the way they do every time.”
“But Smith claimed...”
“Who’s Smith?” Wilson interrupted him.
“That’s the name of a man from the secret service who questioned me today.”
“Ah, a lean guy with short hair who looks like a robot?”
“That’s the one.”
“And what did he say?”
“That they were able to catch Yini and my supposed mother because of my tips.”
“The man is lying to you, Kang. And there must be a reason for that.”
Wilson was right again. He was very clever. Maybe that was why Yini had fallen in love with him. And Kang was so naive. He had believed Smith, who had only wanted to use his guilty conscience to get him to go along with his plans.
“I know the reason,” Kang said. “He wanted me to spy for him.”
“He was definitely clever about it,” Wilson said. “You turned him down?”
“Well, would I be here otherwise?”
Wilson didn’t answer. Kang scratched his head. If he’d taken the deal, he’d probably still be sitting on this sofa. How could he prove he wasn’t a spy? He couldn’t. Wilson would have to trust him.
“Well, it’s a tricky situation,” Kang said. “I’m afraid I can’t prove to you that I’m honest. I wouldn’t believe a man who intended to betray his sister.”
“I know you love your sister,” Wilson said. “She told me about you. You’re a bit selfish, but you’ve been inseparable since you were kids. You only want what’s best for her, or at least what you think is best.”
Kang swallowed. Was he really selfish? He had been mad at her for being willing to give up their shared parents. Or had he?
“So you trust me?” asked Kang.
“Absolutely,” said Wilson. “But you have to trust me, too.”
“I can manage that.”
“Then we should talk about what you want on Neomars in the first place.”
“I want to try to find my sister.”
“And what about your mother? I think if you track her down, you’ll have found Yini too.”
“My mother lives on the... You’re probably right. But Smith said they were both in prison on Neomars.”
“Do you believe him?”
“I don’t know. Why would he make that up?”
“Imagine that the two of them found each other and successfully went into hiding.”
“Did they? That would be great. How do you know that?”
“I just want you to imagine it. How would Smith get at them? By luring them out of hiding. That would work best with a lure that was asking for them everywhere.”
“That would be a clever strategy.”
“Of course, we can’t know if that’s his ulterior motive. But we have to expect it. If you’re going to Neomars, you can’t go there as bait. You need a different identity. And of course you have to travel there inconspicuously.”
“Can you help me with that?” asked Kang.
“I think so. I still have a few connections from the old days. Give me two days.”
“Thanks, Mike. That would be really great.”
“Yeah.”
Wilson had paused and was looking around the room as if seeing the furnishings for the first time.
“You look indecisive,” Kang said.
“I wonder if I should come with you,” Wilson said. “Then you wouldn’t be on your own. On the other hand, two visitors would stand out more than one. And I have a feeling that Yini wouldn’t like that at all. I should probably wait for her here.”
“Is that what she said?”
“Yes, exactly that.”
“And you feel bound by that?”
“I do, yes.”
“And if her circumstances have changed? Mightn’t she change her mind?”
“Absolutely.”
“If I were you, I would follow her,” said Kang.
“And then who will arrange your return trip?” asked Wilson.
“A dilemma.”
“Looks like it. But enough about that. I’ll take care of your departure. Then we’ll see.”






     


Hatur 14, 225, Terra Nova     


“YOU HAVE TO GET UP, HABIBI,” he heard someone say.
His wife stroked his cheek. Kasrin smelled good. With his eyes closed, Talut tried to put his arms around her and pull her close. When she woke him, that usually meant his son was still asleep, and they had time for a bit of fun.
But Kasrin eluded him. “It’s getting late,” she said. “You have to be at work.”
“What time is it?” he asked.
“Half past seven.”
“Where’s Luqa? Is he still asleep?”
“He’s already on his way to school. Seemed pretty angry with you. Did you two fight again?”
Oh boy. The marble. The one he gave to the mockzilla had been Luqa’s favorite. Apparently, his son still hadn’t forgiven him for that. Luqa could be very vindictive. Otherwise, he would have given anything to be allowed to wake his father.
“School doesn’t start until nine, does it?” he asked.
“He wanted to meet up with Oqoq before then,” his wife replied.
Oqoq was Luqa’s friend. It was an unusual friendship because Oqoq was three years older. What did an eleven-year-old want with an eight-year-old? Talut was skeptical, but Luqa admired Oqoq, and Oqoq basked in the admiration. Evidently that was enough, because the friendship had lasted for two years.
“Come on, get dressed,” said his wife. “I have to go into town today.”
“Oh, what’s wrong?” he asked.
Kasrin normally worked at home. She had mastered a special embroidery technique, prescribed for the uniforms of civil servants for traditional reasons, that could only be passed down from mother to daughter. It brought in a good, secure income. That was why they tried almost every day to conceive a daughter.
“There are arguments,” Kasrin said. “Some people are working too fast.”
Working too fast meant cheating the other embroiderers. Tradition demanded that the work proceed at a certain pace. You could only work faster if you had your family help you or if you used technology. Both were forbidden, but also difficult to prove. State contracts were limited. If you worked faster, you took more of a pie that wasn’t growing.
“I hope you can get it figured out,” said Talut.
He hated arguments. For him, the world was good when everyone got along.
“I’ll be fine,” Kasrin said.
The bell jingled. Once, twice, three times, four times. Talut counted automatically because that revealed who the message was for.
“It’s for us,” Kasrin said.
“Then answer it,” said Talut.
His wife shook her head. “I still have to do my hair.”
Talut tried to pull her close again. Kasrin was even more attractive undressed. But she was stronger than he was. He could feel his muscles aching from yesterday’s exertion.
The bell rang again. It was considered rude to keep the human on the other end of the line waiting.
“Could you ...?” asked Talut and winked.
“All right, but you get dressed! I don’t want to miss the Hover.”
His wife left the room. “Hill here,” he heard her say.
Hill was her surname, since she was from the mountain region, just as he was called Forest, like all the inhabitants of the Crown Plane. Talut pulled the blanket up to his chin. The thought of having to get out of bed made him shiver. Perhaps it was also the memory of yesterday’s events that he was trying to suppress.
“Uh-huh, uh-huh,” said his wife. “That’s interesting.”
The pitch of her voice rose noticeably. That meant she was upset about something. And that was not good.
“Come here, Talut!” Kasrin finally called out. “It’s for you.”
Talut jumped out of bed. The floor bounced. Naked as he had slept, he ran into the living room where the Old Mother communicator stood. It was a primitive system, typical of the still largely undeveloped regions of the Crown Plane. There were no telephone cables here yet, the constant humidity in the air and the solar emissions interfered with radio transmissions. Instead, cords were stretched from house to house, woven from the fibers of Old Mother leaves, which remained dry and taut despite the humidity.
Kasrin pressed the can into his hand, from which Hanri’s voice sounded. Hanri’s house was about a mile away, almost the maximum distance for a communicator station. He acted as a sort of distributor and had the task of passing on messages to all those who were connected to his house via the Old Mother line.
“... to pick up his papers,” Hanri said just then.
“It’s me,” Talut spoke loudly into the receiver. “What kind of papers?”
It took a moment for the answer to come. Transmission speed on the thread was limited.
“I’ve just told your wife that you’ve lost your job,” Hanri said.
What? They intended to fire him? Those bastards! His hand tightened around the receiver, which cracked alarmingly.
“NCP is holding you responsible for the loss of the collector,” Hanri explained.
That might be true, but at least he had saved Petros! His colleague would have died from his injuries if he hadn’t found his way up.
“Yes, and of course for your colleague’s fall,” said Hanri. “And because you can never be on time.”
The receiver creaked. Talut put it down. He mustn’t damage the communicator. He would have liked to yell at him, but Hanri was only the bearer of the message. Talut cracked his knuckles. What was he supposed to do?
“That’s all. Shall I return a reply?” came the sound from the can, and Talut picked it up again.
“No, thank you.”
“As you wish. Then I’ll forget the matter,” Hanri said.
That was a standard phrase that every relay uttered after passing on the information. Of course, Hanri wouldn’t forget anything. On the contrary, he would pass it on, and what he knew would travel through the Crown Plane no slower than by Old Mother communicator.
But that didn’t matter to Talut. He would take the answer to the sender himself. The company that had just thrown him out had a branch office in the next town, and that was where his district chief should be, whoever that was exactly. Talut avoided the city as much as possible – it was too hectic for him. But if he wanted to get his job back, he would have to show up in person, for better or worse. He looked at his watch.
“Kasrin, are you ready?” he asked. “We have to be at the hover in sixteen minutes.”
“We?” she asked.
“Yes, I’ll escort you to town.”
“Is it about your dismissal? They can’t do this to us! What are we supposed to live on?” Kasrin asked, crossing her arms.
“Yes, I’ll give them hell. They need me, after all!”
“I hope so!”
“Then we can go out for dinner together. And maybe to the holocinema. I haven’t seen a holo in so long.”
“How can you think about movies or food when you’ve just become unemployed?”
“I’m sure it’s just a warning. They need all of us to meet the quotas. Trust me. Do you trust me?”
Kasrin sighed. “All right. And what about Luqa?”
“I’m sure he’d like to stay with Oqoq. He’s always begging to stay over with his friend. I’ll just let his mother know.”
“There’s no time for that now,” said Kasrin. “The Hover won’t wait.”
“Then we’ll do it on the way,” said Talut.
“All right.”
She never said it, but Talut knew she missed the mountains. A visit there would make her happy. He wasn’t entirely sure he’d get his job back. If he really was out of a job, they would have to live off her income unless they wanted to move to the city. And that was out of the question. Talut had grown up in the Crown Plane. He couldn’t sleep peacefully without Old Mothers in his immediate vicinity. He had tried it when he had met Kasrin Hill in the city, but although he had been newly in love, he had fled to the forest after only a week. That might have been the end of the adventure for him, but Kasrin had actually managed to track him down in the vastness of the Crown Plane. When she set her mind to something, she usually accomplished it.

THE ASCENT to the Hover was exhausting. There was a basket in which you could be pulled to the top by motor power, but it always seemed to be broken – as it was yet again today. They had to use the ladders to climb the three hundred meters or so. Two ladders led to the top, two more were for the way back. The entire construction was made of Old Mother wood, including the rungs. Every thirty meters or so, a ledge with a narrow seat provided an opportunity to catch your breath or pass someone.
The ladders led upwards in a spiral and were surrounded by a grid of thinner branches, so that there was no real danger even if you were to slip. For people with a fear of heights, however, the ascent with the unobstructed view into the depths must be hell. Fortunately, Talut was not prone to this.
Unfortunately, he quickly worked up a sweat, especially when he had to wear a mask. By the time he arrived at his company’s branch office, he would smell like a teenager. But that would serve the company right. They couldn’t just put him out on the street!
“Talut, are you coming?” asked Kasrin. “The Hover should be here any minute.”
He looked up. His wife was diagonally above him.
“You’re supposed to be climbing, not looking around,” she said.
“Yeah, yeah. I’m coming.”
She could have had a career as a slave driver in Ancient Rome. But she was nice in general, and Talut considered himself lucky to have found her. Most city women found life on the Crown Plane uncivilized. Yet they had electricity generated from the temperature differences in the lower levels of the Old Mother Forest, there were schools and health clinics, all free, and there was a convenient way to get to the mountains.
Right, convenient. Talut shrugged and climbed on.

THE HOVER WAS ON TIME. Talut still had a few steps to go when the gondola stopped, and Kasrin stood in the doorway so that it couldn’t take off. The controls complained loudly, but the gondola was empty, so Talut’s guilty conscience disappeared as soon as he sat down on the wide seat in the back and took off his mask. He started to pull his wife onto his lap, but as she came closer, the rear of the gondola sagged so much that the controls started beeping loudly again.
“I guess I’ll have to sit in the front,” Kasrin said, smiling. “I’m sorry, honey. But when we get home after the holo, Luqa won’t be there.”
She had read his mind again. Talut grinned. He made himself more comfortable by taking off his shoes and sitting lengthways on the bench. He let his gaze wander. Up here, the omnipresent fog was only a thin layer that muted colors. The magnificent dark green of the fresh, young leaves receded somewhat. The blue-green of the older bracts, which grew out of the sides of the branches, did not look as poisonous as they did up close. The fiery orange of the flowers faded to a soothing yellow, and even the gray of the seed pouches beneath them made a more pleasing impression.
Talut liked riding the Hover. Only from the gondola suspended from a mile-long cable could you see the Crown Plane in all its splendor. The crowns of thousands and thousands of Old Mothers formed a forest that had steadily raised its level over the millennia. Only the highest mountain ranges still towered above it today. Nobody knew what the actual surface of the planet looked like. At some point the forest would overtop the mountains, but that time was still a few million years away.
There were two oceans on Terra Nova. Talut imagined the view from the Crown Plane over the sea. The Old Mothers would form a wall thousands of meters high, with salt water lapping at its foot. No trees grew on the islands, which were roughly the size of Britain on old Earth. They were close to the equator, where it was perhaps too warm for the Old Mothers. The first colonists had landed there, and to this day the inhabitants of Terra Nova tried their hand at conventional agriculture on the islands.
They had only ventured onto the Crown Plane and into the mountains later. This step had finally transformed Terra Nova from a dependent colony into a rich world. This was only secondarily due to the rich deposits of raw materials that could be mined in the mountains. Primarily, it was the tree resin that had given Terra Nova its independence and full membership in the Terran Union. It thrived in the countless seed bubbles that he could see from up here.
“Look, over there,” Kasrin called out.
He stood up, grabbing a handrail on the ceiling as the pod tilted slightly forward. This gave him an even better view of what his wife was trying to draw his attention to. A harvesting station had been set up below them, but not just any old one. He could tell by the shape of the platform they had created out of plastconcrete, he and his colleagues. A collector had just arrived to empty its container into the large tank in the middle of the platform. From above, even a layman could clearly see what must have been there in the past: the crown of an Old Mother. Not everyone was happy that some of the treetops had to make way for the tanks, but a real protest movement had never arisen. Terra Nova did not want to give up its wealth.
“Those are my colleagues,” said Talut.
Kasrin said nothing. He gave her credit for that. She had barely reproached him yesterday when he told her about the incident. He knew himself how stupid he had been. But that they had to toss him out immediately? Surely the collector he lost had been insured?
“I’ll probably be working down there again tomorrow,” he said.
Again, his wife didn’t react. She was sometimes smarter than he was, but he hoped he was right this time.

THEY SLOWLY APPROACHED THE TOWN. Again and again, they hovered over cut-off treetops. But above all, the brown area began here. The foliage turned a brownish color when the seed bladders were emptied. The biologists explained this as a normal physiological reaction. The Old Mothers died after emptying their seed pouches. This could be avoided by leaving the bladders at least half full, but of course this also halved the yield, while the development of the Crown Plane with plastic concrete suitable for collectors did not get any cheaper.
In the immediate vicinity of the city, the crowns of all the Old Mother trees had been trimmed. In this way, the city council prevented the forest from overgrowing the city. At the same time, they could use the extremely hard wood as building material.
The gondola sank lower and lower, at least apparently, while in reality the town came closer. The houses seemed to be in a race that would only end at the top of the mountains.
In fact, the city was extending upwards. From the gondola, the city looked like a giant, mechanical music box. The rocky ground was completely taken up by buildings. Only the airspace remained for its inhabitants. Steep escalators - for shorter distances - and cable cars connected the city districts vertically, while a system of bridges and walkways, reminiscent of a giant bookshelf, created horizontal connections.
“There, the new Hud shopping center,” said Kasrin.
Hud was the official name of the place. For him, it was always just “the town”, because that was what his parents had called it.
“You want to go shopping?” he asked.
“No, but they have a great holocinema there.”
Right, she wanted to go to the movies. Talut couldn’t get anything out of holos. They were just too perfect. He liked the little imperfections of nature, like the little cushions around Kasrin’s middle when she didn’t think to pull in her stomach. He had never seen anything like that in any holo. There, people were perfect.
“Is that a holoplastic?” he asked.
A sculpture floated in front of the shopping center, illuminated from below and shining silver. Its surface seemed to be moving, even flowing. He was unable to fixate on a particular spot.
“Ah, that’s the new fountain,” said Kasrin. “A real work of art.”
“You mean that’s water? What a waste!”
Drinking water was somewhat of a problem on the Crown Plane, despite the climatic conditions. It had to be collected from the rain - there were no bodies of water here. Although it was always damp and foggy, it didn’t rain very often. In an emergency, fog machines could be used to extract moisture from the air, but this was quite expensive.
“Water is not a problem in the mountains,” Kasrin said. “You know that.”
“If they have so much of it, they could offer some to the Crown Plane.”
“The fountain uses a lot less than you think,” his wife said.
Talut looked at it. It really was a work of art. The architect must have calculated exactly what pressure was needed to spout water at what angle so that the jet landed exactly where he wanted it to. It looked as if the flowing water followed a single circuit. But if you looked more closely, you would notice that several independent circuits were synchronized with each other. The water shot vertically upwards in several transparent tubes, exiting to the side in such a way that it resembled a flowing branch that shattered into thousands of leaves at the end and finally into droplets of dew. Further down, a glass plate recaptured the water and probably directed it back into the system.
The gondola bumped with a muffled sound. The door opened with a squeak, and Talut instinctively reached for his breathing mask, but Kasrin shook her head.
They got out. The head station of the cable car was a dome several stories high. The noise immediately fell on him like a yapping dog. For that reason alone, Talut could never have lived in Hud or any other city for any length of time. The problem was not only the volume, but also the pitch. The dense carbon dioxide atmosphere outside muffled high-pitched sounds in particular. Here, on the other hand, the buildings and pathways were filled with an earth-like mixture of air that tasted of electricity and shaped sounds differently, so that after a short time they became incredibly annoying.
Kasrin led him to an elevator.
“Which level do you have to go to?” she asked.
“Hm, what was it again? I keep forgetting,” he replied.
“Your company is in the business district, isn’t it?”
“That’s right, yes.”
“That’s level zero.”
“But they’re not at the bottom, I know that.”
“Of course not. The business district is central. Only the founding families live at the bottom, in segregated neighborhoods. Level zero is where all the elevators take you to connect with other levels.”
Talut felt like a child lost in a strange city, but it wasn’t his first time here. Honestly, he should know all this. It was probably the damn oxygen. The high concentration of over 20 percent always made him forgetful.
“I’ll find it,” he said.
He just had to concentrate a little. If necessary, he could always ask a passer-by. His company was one of Terra Nova’s best-known corporations.
“Wait, I’ll hire you a guide,” Kasrin said.
“No, thanks, I can manage on my own.”
“Ha,” she said, “good one.”
She walked over to a pillar a few steps away from the elevator. There she typed something on a small screen.
“Stand here,” she said, and he followed the instruction.
A camera eye pointed a green laser at him and scanned him with it. A green circle flashed around him.
“The destination is pre-programmed,” Kasrin explained. “The companion will lead you first to NCP and then to the fountain. I have to go now, or I’ll be late.”
“Uh, thanks,” he said.
“I’ll see you in two hours,” Kasrin said, walking towards an escalator.
A green arrow, however, pointed to the elevator. Talut hated the city.
“What...?”
“Trust the arrow,” his wife called out, then disappeared from his sight.

IT WORKED! Talut read the tin sign in front of the swanky entrance. “New Chemical Products”, NCP, was the name of one of the two companies that held harvesting licenses. Both had emerged from the state corporation that had previously managed the Old Mother trees all over the planet. It had been hoped that a little competition might bring prices down. But the opposite was true.
Talut turned around. The arrow had vanished. Suddenly he felt free. He could go wherever he wanted. Why should he bother with the bosses, who wouldn’t rehire him? No – he had come here to give them a piece of his mind. He owed himself that much.
He pressed the button under the company sign. A flap slid aside, revealing a camera. It was probably looking at him now. Talut turned his head slightly to the side so that it could also capture his profile.
“Good morning, Talut Forest,” said a voice. “What can we do for you?”
The voice had no dialect inflection. Only computers spoke like that.
“I would like to speak to the head of District F7.”
“Zelpha Forest is in a meeting at the moment. If you wait half an hour, I can reserve a five-minute slot with her. Please understand that longer conversations are not possible without advance notice.”
Five minutes, that should be enough. “Yes, please, I’ll wait.”
“Would you like to wait in the waiting room or return in thirty minutes?”
“The waiting room, please.” Maybe that would block out the noise of the city.
“As you wish. Please follow the arrow. I wish you a successful stay at New Chemical Products, Hud branch, the universal market leader in Old Mother chemicals.”
The door opener buzzed. Talut pulled the handle, and the door swung towards him under its own power. An arrow, much more elaborately designed than the one from the city’s signage system, led him through high corridors, into an elevator and up to a brightly lit room where three other people were already waiting. Talut sat down on a bench against the wall, as far away from the others as possible; otherwise one of the people waiting would feel compelled to start a conversation.
The waiting room was worth seeing. In its center stood a replica of the city’s large fountain, presumably made of glass. You could see out through large windows in the walls, even though the room was somewhere in the middle of the building. The windows were screens, of course, but they were set in such a way that Talut felt the urge to open them and let the wind into the room. He stood up and looked outside. Apparently, real camera images were being piped in, taken from a great height - he estimated around 150 yards. It felt like being in a high tower.
The other visitors ignored the panorama, preferring to study the screens projected over their laps or onto their knees. They had probably been here before. They didn’t look up, even when Talut walked right past them. Typical city dwellers! Where he came from, people would at least have called each other by name and family history. But he could be glad that they left him alone. It was much easier to stay anonymous in Hud than on the Crown Plane.
Talut was surprised when the front door opened. A young, blonde woman in a shimmering blue smock buttoned up the back entered the room. He had seen variations of this garment in advertising holos on the streets. Apparently, it was the latest in local fashion, even if it seemed strange to him to wear a smock back to front. The woman came straight towards him. Talut suppressed his instinct to flee and swallowed a sudden lump in his throat. What had he wanted to say to the company again? He groped in his trouser pocket as if searching for notes he had never made.
The woman held out her hand. “Good afternoon, Talut. May I call you that? I’m Zelpha.”
Zelpha Forest, that was what the automated voice at the entrance had called his district chief. He had imagined her differently, older and a little more down-to-earth. Anyone with the surname Forest came from the Crown Plane.
“I’m Talut,” he said and swallowed. “Thank you for taking the time.”
“I thank you for your time. What brings you to us?”
Talut pointed to the other people waiting. “I don’t want to put anyone here in an embarrassing situation, if you understand.”
Zelpha laughed heartily. Then she snapped her fingers and the other people dissolved in a teasing shower of sparks. Holofigures!
“Psychological studies show that we find it easier to wait when we’re not alone,” Zelpha explained.
He must have looked rather surprised, because she was regarding him with amusement.
“I see,” he said. “So, I’ve come to complain about my dismissal. I’ve never been guilty of anything, and just because I once...”
“Talut, my dear.” Zelpha put a hand on his arm. “Let’s sit down first.”
They took a seat on the bench. He smelled her perfume, which was reminiscent of peppermint and lemon.
“I can fully understand that you are unhappy with our company’s decision. I am too, I assure you. But we are all human, and humans make mistakes, so we have our human resources managed by an algorithm. It works completely objectively and has saved us an eighth in personnel costs since it was introduced.”
“So it’s all about...”
She put her hand on his arm again and threw him off balance.
“It’s not helpful to look into the past, my dear Talut. We know that best on the Crown Plane, don’t we?”
Zelpha winked at him conspiratorially. Such a transparent attempt at ingratiation, and yet he was incapable of resisting it and nodded obediently. He should have brought Kasrin with him. He had been so angry earlier! Where was his anger when he needed it?
The district chief smiled. “I’m glad you see it that way too. You can’t change the past. Only the future can be changed, and in the present. Our company happened to receive an external inquiry and I immediately thought of you.”
That was probably a lie. Why should Zelpha bother with him for even a second when the algorithm made all personnel decisions?
“An inquiry about what?” he asked.
“About an expedition.”
“An expedition? There’s no way I’m leaving the Crown Plane.”
“Nor would you, not in the way you imagine. It’s not going into space or on the high seas.”
“But?”
“Into the deep. If it succeeds, the expedition will reach the surface. I’ve heard that you have some experience of the deep.”
“My crash? I wouldn’t really call that experience.”
“You made it back up from a depth of two hundred yards all by yourself. No one has ever managed that in the history of our company.”
“Was I not the first person to fall?”
“We don’t publish figures for data protection reasons, but it’s true, you weren’t the first case,” she chuckled. “So, are you ready for an adventure?”
Talut leaned his head back and massaged the back of his neck with his eyes closed. What would Kasrin say? He had a rough idea. But he couldn’t sit around at home unemployed. NCP wasn’t going to rehire him, that was clear. And the rival company’s harvesting area was much too far away. Either he took a job in the city, which would be a nightmare, or they moved, which his son wouldn’t like.
“Who’s the client, then, and what’s the pay?”
“The Ministry of Science and the Ministry of Defense are funding the expedition. You’ll be given a probationary mechanic’s position at the Zeta 3 rate, and all successful participants will be civil servants for life.”
“What does ‘successful’ mean? Do I have to pass any tests?”
“You will only have to return. That’s assuming, of course, that you succeed. But if not, your partner will receive a widow’s pension and your children will be offered admission to the state education program.”
Those were excellent arguments for such an adventure. Even if he didn’t return, his family would be secure. That argument wouldn’t convince Kasrin, but it was important to him.
“What role is NCP playing in this expedition?”
It was unusual for state institutions to have to recruit staff from private companies. Normally, they were besieged by applicants. But of course, the destination was daunting. The surface was virtually unexplored. A few expeditions had started from the sea, but hadn’t gotten very far.
“We’re providing some of the technology,” said Zelpha. “After all, we have considerable experience in deploying heavy machinery on the Crown Plane.”
“Does that mean the expedition will start from here?”
That would be the first attempt to excavate down through thousands of yards of foliage. Talut shook his head instinctively. A hopeless endeavor.
“Yes, the target is in the middle of the central southern continent, about five hundred miles from the nearest coast.”
“That’s madness.”
Zelpha chuckled. “I’m glad you like it.”
Talut shook his head again, but the district chief was right. The idea of being one of the first humans from the Crown Plane to reach the surface appealed to him enormously. He would go down in the history of Terra Nova, if only as a mechanic.
“It’s unlikely that anyone will return from this expedition,” he said.
“Oh, I wouldn’t be that pessimistic. I don’t know the financial details, but I do know that the two ministries are outdoing each other in releasing funds. They will have the very best equipment available. Besides,” she put her hand on his knee, “I have a feeling we’ll be seeing each other again.”
Good thing Kasrin wasn’t here right now. He could imagine her reaction.
“I’m in,” Talut said. “Where do I sign?”
Zelpha patted him on the shoulder. “That’s the spirit. Don’t think twice about it. This will be the adventure of a lifetime.”
Maybe. It was more likely that he would die in the process, but at least he would meet a spectacular end. Talut didn’t want to die of liver disease like his father, who had lost his job and then just sat at home and gradually drank his life away on cheap alcohol. He had to sign the contract before Kasrin could talk him out of it.
“I’m serious,” Talut said. “I want to sign now. Right now. It has to be legally binding so that you can sue me if I change my mind.”
“Haha, I can guess what makes you do that. Tough woman, your Kasrin, isn’t she? I like her.”
So Zelpha knew his wife’s name. That scared him. How did the company know his family?
“Can we concentrate on business?” he asked.
“Of course.” As if on command, the smile disappeared from the district manager’s face. “We are not the organizers of this expedition, but we will be compensated for each participant we provide. So we could sign a preliminary contract that would oblige you and the Ministry to conclude the employment contract.”
Compensation? More likely a commission - or a bounty. Was that why NCP had dismissed him so casually? That way, they didn’t have to go to the trouble of convincing him. He wouldn’t put it past the company.
No matter. He couldn’t change the past. But he could change the future.
“That sounds good,” he said.
“Mary? I need a preliminary contract,” Zelpha said.
Apparently, someone had been listening to them the whole time.
“We’re legally obliged to do that,” said Zelpha, who must have noticed his questioning look. “It could be that an employee of the company is putting you under pressure without permission, or not telling you the small print. We have full transparency.”
Zelpha closed her eyes briefly. What was wrong with her?
“Ah, thanks, Mary,” she said. “Sorry, Talut, I just had to deal with a message. Here’s your preliminary contract.”
She reached into the right pocket of her smock and pulled out a rolled-up, transparent sheet of foil. With a sweeping movement of her hand, she unrolled the foil, which stiffened and turned white. A short text appeared on it, which had obviously been recorded by radio.
“Preliminary contract,” Talut read. “I, the undersigned, undertake...”
That was enough. He was familiar with such contract forms. They were quantum-cryptographically secured in such a way that the text was guaranteed to be unalterable. A field was marked in the lower part of the foil on which he had to place his thumb. The foil captured the imprint and the field turned green.
“Thank you very much,” said Zelpha. “I’m delighted that you’re on board. Incidentally, I will also be accompanying the expedition, as deputy leader - a little break from the eternal office work. As you know, people like us are always drawn out into the Crown Plane.”
Talut nodded. He could well understand that. But he’d better not tell Kasrin about it. She would already be upset about his decision. Fortunately, he still had a little time before they met.
“And since I’m no longer officially your superior, I suggest we drop the formalities and just get to know each other,” she added.
“Gladly. When do we actually start?” he asked.
Zelpha laughed. “You’re a real character! Didn’t you read the pre-contract to the end?”
He shook his head. “Wouldn’t change anything anyway.”
“Whatever you say. The expedition is about to start. You’ll be picked up at home by a Copter the day after tomorrow.”
“What should I pack?”
“Apart from a change of clothes and underwear, you don’t need to bring anything. The equipment is already on site.”






     


October 10, 2802, Earth's moon     


THE DOOR to Yini’s small apartment was open. That was strange, because it had been locked for the first few days after her escape. Kang looked around. The corridor was empty. He opened the door cautiously. The room looked as if his sister had just left it. Kang tried to remember what it had last looked like, but the apartment appeared untouched. A thin layer of dust had spread over the floor and furniture, so traces were unavoidable.
Unless, of course, a real professional had been at work here. In the low lunar gravity, it was relatively easy to reach a target with special shoes that allowed one to walk on the walls and ceiling. Kang closed the door behind him. The steps he took toward the table in the middle were clearly visible on the floor.
But he didn’t need to worry about that. Yini was his sister, after all. He was allowed to be here, even if she had run away. Nevertheless, he felt like a peeping Tom. No. He felt the need to be close to his sister. What was wrong with that? He walked to the desk and switched on the computer. The device pulled out of the tabletop.
    

Password?    

He tried his supposed mother’s name.
    

Error.    

His own date of birth. Also an error message. No matter. He could remove the computer from the desk and take it to the workshop. After all, he was a janitor. He would access the contents somehow. He pushed the wafer-thin screen down and it sank back into the desk.
Kang stood up. It had been wrong to come here. The memories were still too fresh. Without Yini, the apartment felt strange, so empty. He had spent time with her here. They had played ancient board games from Neomars, listened to music together or watched some not-so-funny holocomedy. He had shown her how he had defeated the boss in a VR sim and she had praised him for it. Looking back, it felt stranger than it had at the time, only a few weeks ago.
Yini, although only a few minutes older than he was, had always been a kind of mother to him. Not a competitor to his real mother, but a complement, and that was what he missed. Typical egoist. He had never considered how Yini felt about it. Hadn’t she sometimes needed a brother instead of a son? She was no older than him. He must have overburdened her for years, but she had never complained.
He turned around. Lost in thought, he had walked in circles several times. The tracks on the dusty floor looked as if someone had performed a ritual here. He knelt and tried to wipe them away, then looked under the couch. There was the upper part of the reading bowl that Yini used for transmissions. He pulled out the device. It was surprisingly heavy and smelled of his sister. He slid it on his head and over his forehead, and the metal parts felt cold and smooth against his skin.
Kang took the bowl off again and stood up. He knew how to use it; he had studied along with Yini. He just hadn’t passed the test. Taking the device apart and putting it back together again had been part of the basics. He placed the upper part at the head of the couch, where it connected to the lower part with a metallic click. Should he try it? He ran his hand over the top of his head. His hair was short and shouldn’t interfere with the reader too much. He would just have to increase the power. Yini had shaved her head regularly because it felt better to her. With a lower transmission power, she claimed, reception didn’t feel so strenuous. Physically, of course, that was humbug. If he had to increase the power because of his hair, his nerve endings would still not receive any more. They’d had many arguments about this topic.
He took off his shoes, as Yini had always done, and lay down. His head landed right in the bowl. The system booted up. The input screen overlapped with the view of the outside world until he closed his eyes.
    

RB Neurotech    

The program greeted him.
    

Please wait.    

The system calibrated itself first. Then it hit his brain with a few test pulses, which were painful at first but soon felt like a firm massage.
    

Profile found.    

Apparently his physiological data was still stored in the system. An administrator had probably not been paying attention, or the information about his failed test had gotten stuck somewhere. But the system was about to kick him out.
    

Profile change detected at station K2323. Exactly. Replace profile?    

He signaled approval in his mind.
    

Profile replaced.    

Oof, that was quick. A few lines of text scrolled across his field of vision, warning of the risks and side effects of the technology. The list ranged from headaches and pressure marks on the scalp to personality disorders and addiction. However, the manufacturer denied any liability.
Then the world went black. He was all alone, and there was only him. The feeling was overwhelming. Zero input. In training, they had once had to spend half an hour like this. It was torture, but there was an easy way out: all he had to do was open his eyes. But not for him. Kang felt his whole body tense up. Basically, this was cheating. His body was cheating by adding its own stimuli to the zero input, which Kang could not defend himself against. All at once, he could hear his blood rushing and his heart beating.
Then the world became bright again. He was floating in a transparent bubble. Many more bubbles floated around him, the contents of which he could only guess at. People appeared to be waving from most of them, dressed very differently. These were his orders, Yini’s orders. Some algorithm was attempting to visualize the contents of each tachyon transmission. The algorithm had not been updated for years. It was also irrelevant what it saw. Only the color of the transparent spheres was decisive. The redder the shade, the more urgent the task was.
He chose a red sphere from which a Neomartian was waving at him. That seemed to fit best. Maybe he could find out something about Yini’s whereabouts. The chances were slim, he knew. Hundreds of Neomartians used tachyon transmission every month, and there were Neomartians on all the planets of humanity. In fact, the transmission transported him to the Sirius system. Kang transformed into a certain Jerome Lemaitre, who was exploring the surface of the planet Sirius Ab in a Glider.
He could still get out. Kang paused the recording of the transmission. But he had no other plans for today. Why shouldn’t he do some work for the other chronoscribes and have a little adventure in the process? After all, the algorithm deemed this transmission important enough to be included in the archive. Next. Shrouded in a purple wreath, the sun sank towards the horizon.






     


October 4, 2802, Sirius Ab     


SHROUDED IN A PURPLE WREATH, the sun sank towards the horizon. Its rays scanned the scorched ground as if searching for something, unruly plants perhaps, that the harsh UV rays had not yet killed. As romantic as this sunset might seem, the environment of the planet Sirius Ab was as hostile as Jerome had ever experienced. He clicked his camera shutter again and again. The automatic system, which he had programmed himself, would select the best pictures.
The Glider swung to one side. Jerome had set the controls to allow the ship to race along just ten yards above the surface, so that he could feel a little rush of speed. The scorched planet offered hardly any variety. Only with a great deal of imagination could Jerome recognize the remains of former seas, huge deltas into which rivers flowed, mountain ranges that had been pushed together by plate tectonics. Erosion had shrunk them all to no more than a thousand yards high, and smoothed them out so that the Glider floated over them as if they were no obstacle at all.
The few redwood trees that ventured out of the crevices into the light could be seen on the radar from afar. They were not biological plants. Jerome just called them that because they really did look like trees from a distance. In fact, they were constructed by colonists who intended them to transport energy into the ramifying fissure systems. Instead of leaves, the redwoods had solar collectors.
However, they really had grown. In the visitor station in orbit, Jerome had seen in a holo how the redwood trees had pushed out of their crevices. The colonists simply extended the trunk from below as the colony grew. That way they didn’t have to venture out into the deadly light of the star Sirius A.
As long as the colony had grown, he mentally corrected himself. Sirius Ab was no longer inhabited by humans. No one really knew why the colonists had left. A force pushed him into the harness. The Glider braked, and switched to hovering flight. There was a rumbling beneath his body as the engines swiveled. They had reached the pre-programmed destination. The control system displayed a holo, but was obviously having difficulties with scale. All he could see was a tube-like structure. With a finger gesture, he reduced the scale and the redwood revealed itself.
Up close, it no longer looked like a plant at all. Jerome zoomed in on a solar cell level. Most of the light collectors still seemed to be functional. They had aligned themselves towards the horizon, where the central star was currently setting. Apparently, the controls were still working, so there was energy. Where energy was available, life was possible. These days, life support systems were so robust that they provided oxygen, water, food and shelter regardless of external conditions. That was reassuring, because it meant Jerome could spend the night in the crevasse if necessary.
He reduced the scale again. Now the crevasse came into view, at least the uppermost part. A little smaller still. The formation was huge. The redwood tree, which must be 500 yards high, was dwarfed by it. The fissure stretched over 300 miles along the surface. It was up to twenty-five miles wide, although here it was probably only about three miles, and it was so deep that the holo at its lower end looked washed out. The radar didn’t penetrate deep enough. There, some eighteen miles below him, the colonists had lived, far from the scorching rays of their star, until for unknown reasons they had decided to abandon their new home.
“Let’s go, then,” he said.
“May I interpret that as an order to descend into the crevasse?” the ship asked politely.
“Please proceed. Thank you.”
“Gladly.”
Sometimes the politeness of the ship’s controls got on his nerves, but today it made him feel less nervous. This crevasse was one of the most famous abandoned places in the accessible universe. He had saved up for a long time to be able to afford this trip. Supposedly, only ten people had ever come here after the colonists left, and two of them never came back.
With a small hop, the Glider moved into the crevasse. In the holo, Jerome saw it as a glowing red dot entering a narrow pocket in the surface rock. Jerome increased the scale again. This made the crevasse look less threatening. The dot sank quickly. Jerome became weightless. His heart was pounding. He had to trust that the controls knew how fast to drop the Glider.
Concentrate on the surroundings. Keep yourself busy. This wasn’t the first dangerous situation he had been in. Jerome zoomed in on the wall of the shaft. And there they were: circular holes of various sizes. It was not the colonists who had created them, but the infamous tunnel worms, which outwardly resembled earthly worms, but which were not related to them. They were more like whales, as they basically consisted of a kind of milling mechanism on their heads and a huge stomach that crushed the milled rock material to extract nutrients from it. An encounter with tunnel worms would only be dangerous if you didn’t get out of their way quickly enough. They were not responsible for the collapse of the colony, since their population decreased with increasing depth.
Jerome watched the walls intently. Would he spot one? He switched to infrared. Suddenly the holes looked like little fingers drilling into the rock from the crevice. This was because the air in the crevasse was warmer than the rock. Where the tunnel worms had drilled, air penetrated the caves and slowly cooled down.
There! One of the fingers looked strangely bent.
“Optical,” Jerome commanded, and immediately the holo rendered the sight in natural light.
The image flickered briefly while the automatic system adjusted the brightness, and for a brief moment Jerome saw a fingertip peeking out of a cave. He froze the image with a wave of his hand and enlarged it. A tunnel worm! Almost a perfect shot. It had a shell on the front end that looked like a giant fingernail. Underneath was the circular mouth, with teeth protruding outwards so that they could cut through the rock. The teeth were made of diamond. No one had ever found out how the tunnel worms got their teeth. For a while, the colonists were said to have hunted them for this reason, but since the mines had been eating into the planet, the price of natural diamonds was lower than that of organic food.
Jerome sharpened the image and increased the contrast. Then he sent it to the station in orbit, where his girlfriend was waiting.
    

“This handsome fellow has diamond teeth,”    

he wrote.
    

“I’ll bring you some.”    

Geena replied immediately,
    

“Don’t you dare. You know I’m vegan.”    

Jerome smiled and switched back to the radar image. The deeper he went, the rarer the burrows of the tunnel worms became. Now, at a depth of around 15 miles, clouds should gradually come into view. At least that’s what the formations looked like on the radar. In fact, it was a kind of phase transition. The air was becoming denser, both upwards and downwards. Where he saw clouds, it had reached its minimum temperature of around four degrees Celsius. Further down, it got warmer again, probably because of residual heat from the interior of the planet.
The Glider dove in. It was immediately shaken by swirling currents. He could see them both in the infrared and on the radar. It looked as if bubbles were rising from the depths and bursting at the top of the cloud layer. The inside of the shaft behaved like the boiling contents of a pot on the stove. However, the pressure differences were not great enough to endanger the Glider. Nevertheless, his heart began beating faster. So far, everything was going according to plan.
The eggs had to come soon. That was how the colonists had unanimously described them. He could already see them, looking particularly clear in the infrared. Their insides were significantly warmer than their surroundings, and they were about the size of an earthly elephant. Their surfaces vibrated like soap bubbles. The control system automatically tried to avoid them, but if this failed and an egg came within range of an engine jet, it would burst without a trace. There was almost nothing but warm air inside them.
“Ground contact in thirty,” said the ship.
That was quicker than expected. Jerome held on tight, but the Glider touched down so gently that he didn’t even feel it. He unbuckled his seatbelt. Then he opened the status menu of the Biobag with three winks. He had deliberately chosen one that was based on Neomartian genetic engineering and therefore did not require a spacesuit. That had been a good idea. He was glad that his girlfriend accompanied him, because the sex in this Biobag was completely mind-blowing. Neomars really knew something about breeding clones.
Jerome winked his way through the menus until he reached the respiration menu in the life support section. There he switched from external air breathing to supply breathing. He left oxygen as the breathing gas, even though carbon dioxide would be cheaper. He had discovered that oxygen somehow tasted better to him, even though the manufacturer of his Biobag claimed not to have inserted any taste cells in his lungs.
Switch over. He also confirmed the repeated question. His breath caught for a moment. Then a fist pressed against his chest, and he could breathe again. The switching process was always a little uncomfortable. Once he forgot to check the oxygen supply beforehand. The system only needed 45 seconds to switch back to external respiration, but it was 45 literally breathless seconds that he would have gladly done without. Suffocation was not a pleasant death.
He procrastinated. He could explore the abandoned settlement, which should be very close by. He had programmed the Glider to the coordinates of the former Glider port. Jerome rose to his feet and groaned. He was no longer used to gravity.
“Open the airlock,” he said.
The airlock door slid aside, revealing the tiny and almost unlit room behind it. The door closed behind him, and his chest immediately tightened. Claustrophobia got the better of him on occasions like this.
“You should keep all breathing holes closed,” the ship reminded him. “I’m opening the outer door now.”
He nodded. The Glider was no doubt also watching him on camera and could see his nod. The door slid silently to the side. It was pitch black outside. Fog filled the airlock chamber. Jerome switched to night vision. It didn’t change anything in his eyes, but the electronics on the eyeball increased the contrast. Gradually, structures emerged from the darkness. They were thick tree trunks. He climbed down the five steps. The ground was soft and elastic beneath his feet. It smelled of ammonia. Jerome approached the first tree. About five yards high, it had no crown, but a kind of mushroom cap. He touched the trunk, which felt scratchy and dry. He could easily dig his finger into it. The trunk was hollow, and the bark was no more than a centimeter thick.
Jerome turned once in a circle until he found the target marker and the marker for the Glider, which was even more important. Then he headed off. The target should be no more than two hundred yards away.
But after just a few steps, he came across remnants of civilization when he stumbled over a stone slab, probably part of the former flooring. The tree-like fungi had reclaimed this part of the city, separating and piling up the slabs. He took a flashlight out of his trouser pocket to avoid falling into any holes. A few yards further along, he came across the first buildings. They were flat and functional, bungalow-like. The walls were thin and crumbled under his fingers. He felt them. They were probably made from the material of the trunks. The trees had long since taken revenge and were now growing inside the buildings, none of which had a roof.
The radio came on.
“How are you doing, babe?” asked Geena.
He was about to answer when he remembered the ship’s warning. He typed a message instead.
    

“Can’t speak. Settlement reached. Everything’s fine.”    

“Thanks. I’ll leave you to it, then,” said Geena.
Her voice sounded strangely squeaky. It must be the air pressure. Jerome reached a large plaza with a kind of fountain in the middle, but there was no water in it. There were cuboid buckets scattered around the rectangular plaza. He examined one. There was dirt in it. He smelled it. Ammonia, but also the typical smell of fertile soil. Nothing was growing in the soil. Had the colonists tried to grow plants, and when that didn’t work, they left?
Suddenly, one of the mushroom trees in front of him toppled over. A shadow appeared above it, swaying and moving away. Perhaps it was one of the rhombi he had read about, flying animals that resembled paper dragons. They were not dangerous. During storms, they fed on bubbles produced by the mushroom trees. Jerome was not sure if he wanted to experience such a storm.
At the far end of the plaza, he came across a pit. It extended away from him at an angle of about 30 degrees to a depth of perhaps 50 yards. The hole was probably 20 yards wide and once had vertical sides, which were now slowly collapsing. He kept his distance from them as he walked around the pit. The remains of a two-story building could still be seen on the other side. It protruded partway over the edge of the pit. At the base, it was cut off at a 30-degree angle, as if a powerful, rectangular punch had been driven at a slant into the ground and the building with incredible force. Jerome photographed what he saw. The motif, absurd as it was, looked familiar to him, probably from the hologallery of one of the other ‘Lost Places’ collectors who had come here previously.
He continued to wander through the settlement. There was a school where he photographed the primary school classroom. It didn’t seem as though many people had lived here, since the school had only five classrooms. The settlers probably communicated primarily in Martian. At least that was what the yellowed posters still stuck on the walls suggested. Perhaps they were survivors of the Great War who hadn’t wanted to flee to Neomars. Maybe they had come here, where it was not as cold as on Titan, but instead was always dark.
He found the hospital behind the school. The technical equipment had been removed, which surely was too valuable to leave behind, but there were still metal beds standing around, for adults and children. The roof was missing here too. Mushroom trees had pierced it and caused it to collapse. As he left the hospital through the back exit, he felt a touch on his arm. He could see nothing that might have touched him. There, another one, combined with a slight pain, as if someone had lashed his hand. He increased his infrared vision. The surroundings were blinding, but he could see a thin line on his skin. Something really had lashed him - an electrical discharge!
Did that mean a thunderstorm was imminent? The weather had apparently never been a problem for the colonists, but they still had roofs over their heads back then. Jerome took his bearings. There was the symbol for the Glider. It was only 500 yards away. He should retreat until the storm passed. But he hadn’t even finished the thought before the storm broke out. Lightning struck right next to his toe. The air smelled burnt. Damn.
The beds! They were made of metal. He tore open the door and rushed back into the hospital. There he tipped one bed on its side, a second and another. He placed two of them side by side, one meter apart, and put the third on top as a roof. Then he climbed into the cave he had created. Just in the nick of time, because now the real action began. Hopefully his cage would protect him, even though it was not completely closed. Through the gaps in the metal mesh, Jerome watched a thunderstorm unfold around him. The three mushroom stems he could see were pulsating. Their stems expanded and contracted, giving the impression that they were belching something spherical upwards. And indeed: with a smacking sound, they spit out whitish bubbles that shook and grew. Because they glowed, Jerome could now see the rhombi. The square shapes had probably been flying around over his head the whole time.
At first, they didn’t seem to be interested in the bubbles, but this changed quickly after the first bubble was hit by a rhombus. The tip of the square tore open the bubble and penetrated it, then sucked the empty shell into its interior. The rhombus twitched as if it was having difficulty digesting. The convulsions moved from the bow to the stern, where a kind of lump formed, with something moving beneath its bulging surface. It was alive! Three seconds later, a longitudinal wave suddenly moved through the rhombus, again from front to back, and its flat shape opened at the rear end. A pear-shaped object emerged from the resulting hole, consisting of a thin shell with a lively, wriggling filling. It plummeted to the ground in a high arc. Unfortunately, Jerome was unable to see what it became.
But he had learned that at the station - he had just witnessed how the local life multiplied. It was said that this was how the reptiles developed, albeit via a few more stages. All life on this planet was connected this way. There were no individual life forms; each was a preliminary stage of the next, in a perpetual cycle, and all stages existed simultaneously. Shouldn’t such an ecosystem be particularly unstable? There was no consensus among researchers. Since all stages existed simultaneously, the process could always start over. It was enough if one of the stages survived. It was as if a man were an ant, bacterium, pike, Tyrannosaurus Rex and turkey all at the same time. Even in the Martian war, the Red Planet would not have been depopulated.
The storm subsided. Jerome climbed out of his hiding place. The metal had heated up, revealing that lightning had indeed struck. The smell of ammonia was no longer as strong as before. Jerome left the hospital, walked on and came to a small factory that was set up in a two-story house. It was hard to tell what had been produced here, since all the machines were missing, but the fixtures for them were still there, and there were all sorts of workbenches and shelves where raw materials were still stored: sheets of metal and plastic.
The rear part of the factory no longer existed. It had been ripped out of existence at a seemingly impossible angle. However, this damage was not in the form of a stamp. It looked more like someone had stuck a kind of energy sword into the factory at an angle from above. The resulting hole didn’t appear to be as old as the other one, either. Jerome traced the edges of the cut with his hand and almost sliced himself.
What had happened here? Could a large laser beam have caused something like this? Only - why would someone build such a laser? The damage went deep into the ground and was only just beginning to weather. Perhaps that was the reason the inhabitants fled. But this must have happened after they left. What would be the point of attacking an already depopulated colony? Jerome shook his head. It couldn’t have been an attack. Maybe it had been a test. He must tell Geena about it. Why hadn’t anyone reported these strange holes on Sirius Ab before?
He activated the holoprojector on his multifunctional device and displayed a radar image of the surroundings. He zoomed in on the ground. He saw the stamp mark in the central square and the strange crack in the factory. There, at the other end of the town, was another unusual shape. It even extended into the rock. Strange.
Jerome left the factory. He was still not quite sure what the colonists had lived on here. Well, they got their energy from the redwood trees. But for a colony to survive in the long term, it had to supply something that could only be obtained there - or at least could only be obtained there in a particular quality or quantity. However, the settlement had come to an end before the factory.
A paved road led to the next settlement. According to his information, it was twelve miles away. He didn’t have that much time. But he soon came across a solution: the mushroom trees along the road were wired. He picked up one of the wires and realized that he was wrong. They were hoses. They ended directly in the base of each trunk. Apparently, the colonists had tapped something from the mushroom trees. That reminded him of the storm. Jerome had to swallow. The trees had produced some kind of seed and shot it at the rhombi, which had turned the bubbles into offspring. What the colonists had sucked out must therefore have something to do with this reproductive process. Involuntarily, Jerome transferred this thought to himself. What would it be like if someone pumped out his seminal fluid to make something else? It was probably a bad comparison, but what if nature fought back somehow - with these strange attacks, for example? He must return to the Glider. On the return flight, he would use the radar to scan a larger section of the fissure. Then he could find out the extent of these attacks.
He switched off the holo and wrote a message to Geena.
    

“Honey, I’m leaving now. Kiss!”    

“All right, see you soon,” his girlfriend replied.






     


Hatur 16, 225, Terra Nova     


“BUT YOU’LL BE BACK for my birthday?” asked Luqa.
“Yes, I’ve already explained that to you, my son.”
Luqa’s last birthday had been only three weeks ago. Talut was pretty sure the expedition wouldn’t last a whole Terra Nova year, which was about the same as ten Earth months.
“And you’ll bring me something?”
“For you and Mom.”
“What is it?”
“Something from the surface that no one but you will have.”
“Like what? A mockzilla?”
“I don’t know yet. No one’s ever been down there, so I can’t tell you what I’ll find.”
He had already explained all this to Luqa several times, and at eight years old, his son was old enough to understand. Nevertheless, Talut patiently repeated his answers. He had never been away for any length of time before, so it was understandable that Luqa was having fears.
Kasrin, on the other hand, was angry, mainly because he hadn’t asked her. In a way, she was right. He had put his own needs above those of the family. But she hadn’t had to watch her father drink himself to death. He wanted to spare her son that fate.
A drumming sound approached. It must be the Copter. Talut sighed.
“They’re coming for me,” he said.
“Finally,” Kasrin said.
Talut narrowed his eyes. He would have liked to hug his wife, but she seemed unapproachable right now. If he tried, she might knock him out.
“Can I come out with you?” Luqa asked. “I’ve never seen a Copter up close before.”
“Sure thing.”
Talut picked up his bag, in which he had packed a toiletry kit and a pair of underpants. The two of them left the house. He turned around and waved, but Kasrin was nowhere to be seen.
The Copter had landed on the plastconcrete surface that formed the center of the small village. It was a civilian model, but there were two soldiers standing in front of it, talking to curious villagers. As it was a normal weekday, only the elders were present. When Talut arrived, the cockpit door opened, and Zelpha Forest stepped out. She wasn’t wearing a smock today, but a thin blouse, shorts and sandals. It was warm, but no one ever dressed so lightly out here, so her appearance drew curious glances. She climbed down the short ladder and came over to him.
“Glad it worked out. I’m looking forward to the expedition,” she said.
Suddenly he felt a touch on his hip. An arm wrapped around him.
“Ah, it’s nice to meet you too, Mrs. ...?” Kasrin said.
“I’m Zelpha Forest, Talut’s former district manager.”
“I’m Kasrin Hill, Talut’s current wife.”
“A pleasure.”
“All mine.”
The two shook hands. Was that a good sign?
“I’ll take good care of your husband, I promise.”
“He’s excellent at that himself. He’s the best.”
Oho, a moment ago Kasrin had been angry with him. Now she had her arm around him tightly.
“Then we’re in luck,” Zelpha said.
“Absolutely. Very lucky.”
No, this was not an amicable conversation. Kasrin’s hand on his hip tensed noticeably. He had to end this here and now. Talut turned around, pushed his and his wife’s masks aside, kissed Kasrin on the mouth, crouched down and wrapped his arms tightly around his son.
“Take care, you two. I’ll be back as soon as I can. I promise.”
Then he stood up, readjusted his mask, slung his bag over his shoulder and walked past Zelpha to the Copter. It was a model with four passenger seats. The last row was empty, so he slid his bag under the chair and sat down. It smelled of Zelpha’s perfume and machine oil.
Shortly afterwards, his district chief took a seat next to him while the pilot activated the rotor. The door slammed shut.
Zelpha called out something, but he couldn’t hear it.
Talut shook his head and pointed to his ears. Zelpha pressed a headset into his hand, and he put it on after removing his breathing mask.
“I hope you didn’t misunderstand what I said to your wife.”
“Huh?”
“I only did it for you, you know. So your last moment together would be harmonious.”
What did she mean by that? Talut could make no sense of it. But Zelpha had already turned away and was looking out the window. Apparently, the brief conversation was over. No matter. He had a long flight ahead of him with great views over the Crown Plane. He had been looking forward to it since he got up today.

THE FLIGHT WAS everything he had hoped for. While everyone around him slept, apart from the pilot of course, he enjoyed the scenery. Not all Old Mothers were the same. There were several species that were about as different from each other as a cow, a horse and an elephant. The first colonists had grouped them together under one term because of their gigantic size.
Near the equator, where they were coming from, the so-called Equatorial Old Mother dominated, which had large, absorbent leaves. They drew the water that the tree needed from the humidity in the air. The Crown Plane there was constantly covered in thick fog. The Equatorial Old Mother therefore obtained energy primarily from the sun’s infrared radiation, which was captured by a special pigment in the leaves. The Equatorial Old Mother had the largest seed pouches and was therefore the most profitable for the harvesting companies.
It only took the Copter an hour to reach the area of the Southern Old Mothers. It was still foggy here, but not as warm. The Southern Old Mother also had large leaves to absorb moisture, but had to use a different mechanism to generate energy. It used the wind currents that arose from the temperature equalization between warm and cold areas. These wind currents blew day after day just above the Crown Plane. When Talut told his son about this, Luqa had asked him whether the leaves turned like propellers in the wind.
Of course they didn’t. Now Talut was looking for the reason why. He found a relatively young tree whose trunk was visibly hollowed out from above. Something had piled up around it that, from the Copter, could have been mistaken for a pile of leaves. It was a species of insect, not unlike ants on Earth, but with ten legs and no head. They had developed the ability to break down the cellulose of the trunk under certain circumstances. However, they could only do this if a certain simple protein was present at the same time. The trees produced this protein themselves and distributed it in such a way that the insects gnawed huge cavities into their trunks, in which they were able to convert the vibrations of special trunk leaves stimulated by the constant wind into energy.
Nature was a true master of problem-solving to make life possible, just as humankind had developed a certain mastery at eliminating life.

OUCH!
Talut opened his eyes. He must have dozed off and bumped his head against the window. Zelpha slept with her mouth open, leaning against his shoulder. Her eyelids twitched. She must be dreaming deeply. The top buttons on her blouse had come undone. Talut could see far more than the base of her breast, and he also recognized a characteristic scar, typical of cheap Biobags from the incubator.
He should have known. In the Crown Plane, people with real blond hair were very rare. As district chief, Zelpha probably also had to travel interstellar distances, and that meant tachyon transmission. Once you left your biological body, there was no going back. She obviously didn’t earn enough to be able to afford a flawless Biobag. The most expensive were the ones that were allowed to mature at their natural rate. But modern surgery was also good at correcting the remnants of accelerated growth, if you could afford it.
Suddenly, Zelpha opened her eyes. Talut quickly averted his gaze, but she must have noticed his stare, because she elbowed him in the side and sat up. Talut strained to look outside, where it was already getting dark. The predominant Old Mother species here, the Temperate Old Mother, told him that they must already be quite far south. It was nowhere near as foggy here. The intense, fresh green of the leaves showed that these trees drew their energy from sunlight. However, they had to get water from below, from the surface, where there obviously must be some. Strands of water-conducting fiber ran through the mighty trunks, using capillary forces to transport it upwards to where it was needed.
“The green here is much nicer than at home,” said Zelpha.
“Different, not necessarily more beautiful,” said Talut.
“We’ll be there soon,” the pilot announced.
Talut was startled. He had completely forgotten that they were all communicating on the same channel.
The Copter reduced its altitude. The closer they got, the stranger the Old Mothers looked here. Not only was the greenery different, but the branches were shaped differently. They seemed a little enchanted to him.
“What’s that at nine o’clock?” asked Zelpha.
Talut couldn’t make out the object Zelpha was pointing at.
“Oh, that! We’re already so far south that there are a few Polar Old Mothers mixed in with the Temperate Old Mothers,” explained the pilot.
Polar Old Mothers, how exciting! All Talut knew about them was that they grew much faster than any other species, even though they had less energy available to them near the poles. Legends claimed that they fed on animals - and if they were accidentally caught, on humans too.
“Please don’t believe the horror stories that are told about Polar Old Mothers,” the pilot added.
“What kind of horror stories?” asked Zelpha.
“A good friend told me that his uncle fell into the tentacles of a Polar Old Mother during a reconnaissance mission,” said a man in the second row who had been asleep the entire flight.
Talut smiled. He had heard of accidents like that. His colleagues from the collection team would say, “He must have fallen into a Polar” when someone was late.
“Haha, that’s the kind of story I mean,” said the pilot. “The fact is that the tree doesn’t have tentacles. It forms open funnels with its branches and leaves, and if some small animal isn’t careful and gets into it, it slides down to where the flower is. The flower produces a special, acidic nectar that stuns the animal and eventually dissolves it. That’s how the Old Mother gets additional nutrients. However, the flower is only a few centimeters wide. You’d have to stick your little finger inside and keep it there for half an hour to notice anything at all.”
“That’s a shame,” said Zelpha. “That could have been an exciting aspect of our expedition.”
Talut hoped she wasn’t taking what lay ahead of them too lightly. She had obviously never been to a lower level of the Crown Plane. It was a completely different world. The most threatening thing wasn’t the dangers of the Old Mother Forest, but people who didn’t take it seriously enough.
“I’m still glad I won’t have to walk around there with you,” said the pilot. “But please check your harnesses now. We’re going down.”
The sound above him changed. The Copter came to a standstill in the air. A mountain range could be seen on the horizon; it must be the Euforia Mountains. Talut pressed his face against the windshield to get a better look down. There were a lot of machines parked around: two cranes, a demolition truck, a plastconcrete truck, a mobile hospital - recognizable by the red crescent on the roof - and some kind of giant cable car that probably served as a shelter.
The area directly below them was covered in plastconcrete. But there was no road leading to or from it. All the vehicles must have been transported here by Copter. What an expense! Why had this place of all places been chosen as the starting point for the expedition? Because it was as far away from civilization as possible? Talut wanted to ask Zelpha about it, but she was looking out the window on her side and waving to someone.
Suddenly a warning signal beeped. Had someone released their seatbelt prematurely? Talut looked around. None of the other passengers paid any attention to the warning beep. The pilot, however, was frantically flicking switches on his cockpit.
“Oops!” said a male voice on the com channel as the Copter suddenly lurched upwards.
“Sorry, I just had to...” the pilot began.
“My goodness!” came from Zelpha.
“I have to swerve. A burp,” said the pilot.
His voice sounded very calm, although he was still pressing buttons and shifting control levers in rapid succession. Talut had no idea how to control a Copter, but this really didn’t look like a landing routine.
“A burp?” asked Zelpha.
“Do you see that hole down there?” asked the passenger in front on the right, whose name Talut didn’t know. “Right next to the plastconcrete?”
Indeed, there was a black oval that was getting bigger.
“Yes, I see it,” said Zelpha.
“The plastconcrete prevents air exchange,” the man explained. “That’s not a big problem at the equator, but with the big temperature differences down here in the south, it can be fatal. When the Old Mothers suffer from over-pressure or under-pressure, they simply open the top layer.”
Talut had never heard of this before, but the man seemed knowledgeable.
“Did you get far enough out of the way, Juri?” the man asked.
“I think so. It was bad enough last time,” replied the pilot.
A burp, then. They would probably have to wait at altitude for the pressure to equalize. Talut imagined foul-smelling gas coming out of the depths. That was probably nonsense.
“Then let’s hope...”
The man didn’t finish his sentence as the Copter suddenly hurtled towards the ground. It was more than a simple crash. Talut did not become weightless; instead, he felt an accelerating force pressing him into the harness. The rotor howled. It was loud even under the shells of the headphones.
“Head between your knees!” the pilot shouted.
The ground hurtled towards them. Talut had to tear himself away from the window. He leaned forward as far as he could and protected his head with his arms. Then there was a crash, and an impact from below seemed to push his bones together like a scrap metal compactor crushing a collection container. The engine noise stopped. Dead silence. Only after what felt like an eternity did Talut notice the warning sounds coming from the cockpit.
“We’re down,” said the pilot. “That’s the good news. Is everyone all right?”
The passengers reported one by one.
“Lucky,” said the pilot.
“I’m still waiting for the bad news,” said Zelpha. “Did we fall into that hole?”
“No, I was able to land us on the plastconcrete,” said the pilot. “But from the way it sounded when we landed, I don’t have much hope for the Copter. The diagnosis is still ongoing.”
“Well, the main thing is that we’ve arrived safely,” said Zelpha.
“If the Copter is inoperable, it won’t need anyone to fly it,” said the pilot.
“Great, then you can come on the expedition,” said Zelpha.
“Exactly, that’s the bad news.”
The door of the Copter was wrenched open. A cool breeze brushed Talut’s cheek. He quickly slipped his breathing mask over his mouth. It was so bright outside that he had to squint, and only saw the door frame as a bright surface from which a hand reached in. Zelpha grabbed it and got out. Talut followed her.
Outside, a small group of people stood a few yards away, waiting for them.
“There you are!” a young woman called out, breaking away from the group and running towards them. Zelpha opened her arms and pushed her mask aside. The two greeted each other with a long kiss before Zelpha put her mask back on with a gasp.
Talut was not greeted by anyone. He felt a little out of place and looked at the Copter. The landing gear seemed to be broken in several places, and the nose was splintered. The pilot was probably right. This thing wouldn’t be flying again any time soon. Talut stood next to him.
“I’m Talut Forest, by the way,” he said and held out his hand. “Good landing, despite everything!”
The pilot grimaced. He was clearly suffering along with his plane.
The pilot took his hand and squeezed it. “Juri Okean. Thank you for the kind words. Looks like I’ll be descending with you.”
“Can it be repaired?”
“Yes, but not with the equipment we have here. A team of mechanics with the necessary hardware won’t arrive for at least two weeks.”
“You could wait topside.”
“All by myself? No, thank you. We’ll definitely be back in two weeks.”
Zelpha had spoken of other timescales, but Talut didn’t want to make Juri feel any gloomier. He seemed to be a capable man who kept his cool at the crucial moment. They could certainly use someone like that on the expedition.
“Do you have any idea why we have to go to the surface so far away from civilization?”
“Ah, didn’t they tell you that?”
Talut shook his head. Juri looked around.
“Me neither,” he whispered. “But I have connections. And they told me they found something. Down there.”
“How? No one’s ever been there.”
Juri put his index finger to his lips. “They saw it from orbit, with a special instrument.”
“And what is it?”
“Very few people seem to know. My contact suspects that it’s a huge ore deposit. Bigger than anything else in the Terran Union.”
“What makes your contact think that?”
“Because of the way they found it - via magnetic fields. The planet’s field must have an unusual bump here.”
That was interesting and sad at the same time. If there were valuable resources down there, the Old Mothers growing over them would be cleared. There was no doubt about it. The Crown Plane would not only have to cope with a growing scab of plastconcrete, but also a mile-deep wound with no chance of healing. On the contrary, humans would mercilessly prevent any attempt to close the wound.
But Talut could not afford to be melancholy. It did no good. If Terra Nova became as rich as the Teagarden colony, his son Luqa would certainly benefit from it.
“Somehow I hope we don’t find anything,” said Talut.
“I understand what you mean, even though I’m from the sea,” said Juri. “The changes that would come your way would be huge. A whole new industry, compared to which collecting is nothing.”
Talut sighed.
“But maybe you’ll be lucky and another friend is right,” said Juri.
“About what?”
“He’s heard that it’s a building from a predecessor civilization that once inhabited this planet.”
Talut nodded. That was probably one of those nutcases who always thought aliens had a hand in everything.
“The building would have to date from a time before the Old Mothers grew.”
“Yes, I think that’s humbug too. But my friend insists that he heard it from an authoritative source. His girlfriend works at the tachyon station.”
Talut shrugged his shoulders. These people always knew someone who knew for sure. There wasn’t much point in that.
“Come on, let’s go to the shelter,” Juri said. “Maybe there’s a cold beer around here somewhere.”






     


October 11, 2802, Earth's moon     


THE ROOM WOKE him up with blue and green butterflies flapping their wings across the ceiling. What was that all about? It took Kang a moment to realize that it wasn’t the alarm clock at all, but the communicator. Why the hell had Yini programmed it like that?
“Accept call,” he said. “Camera off.”
“Kang, is that you?” Mike asked.
He already had the explanation. He hadn’t realized that his sister had such cheesy ideas. She was normally rather pragmatic and rational.
“Yes, who else?” he asked back. “What is it?”
“I was kind of hoping that Yini would have returned.”
“Haha, did you know she programmed her communicator to send hearts across the ceiling when you call?”
“I ... no.”
Oh, that had struck Mike. Kang shouldn’t make such nasty comments about his sister in his presence. Mike seemed unusually sensitive. Maybe that was what had attracted Yini.
“Sorry, how can I help you?” asked Kang.
“Did you spend the night in your sister’s bed? You miss her, don’t you?”
“That would be even better. She ran away! Let’s not forget that.”
“You can admit it, Kang. I won’t go blabbing.”
But he didn’t want to admit it.
“I fell asleep on her bed after watching an exhausting broadcast.”
“Ah, pure research, I see.”
Kang wasn’t sure if he heard irony in Mike’s tone.
“So, what’s up with you waking me so early?” he asked.
“Early? It’s past ten o’clock. It’s a wonder Zahir hasn’t missed you yet.”
Oh. His boss probably hadn’t been able to reach him. Kang reached for his communicator, which was lying on the floor next to the bed. He had set it to do-not-disturb mode. In the log, he saw that Zahir had called three times. He flopped back on the pillow.
“You’re right. I’m way overdue. Zahir is going to rip me apart.”
“Oh, he doesn’t seem like such a bad boss to me.”
“You don’t really know him, Mike. He hates tardiness.”
“I see. Then it’s best you don’t show up at his place at all.”
“You want me to give up my janitorial job?”
“Today, I mean. I got you a flight.”
Kang sat up so fast he felt dizzy. “To Neomars?”
“That’s right. You can take off at 4 p.m. I’ll send you the coordinates. The launch site is in an old crater. Don’t be surprised, you’ll only discover it when you’re almost there. The rocket is in the shadow, so you probably won’t spot it right away. And don’t be late under any circumstances. They won’t wait.”
“They?”
“Never mind about that. They don’t have a name.”
“How do I identify myself?”
“You don’t. You say Mike Wilson sent you.”
“That’s you.”
“Yeah, wise guy. They know me. But not like you think. I’m not a criminal, just a regular customer.”
“So you are. Is that how Yini got to Neomars?”
“Exactly.”
“And how do I gain entry?”
“I don’t know what you’re thinking, but the borders are open. You just say you’re on vacation and want to see Neomars.”
“Vacation on Neomars, who does that?”
“Surprisingly many! Tourism is one of the biggest industries on Titan. It’s most popular with moon dwellers, by the way.”
Kang would never have flown to Neomars voluntarily. But of course, there were good reasons for such a trip. At least you didn’t have to wear a pressure suit like on the moon, and active sailing in the dense atmosphere was an exciting sport that could only be practiced there.
“Mike?”
“What?”
“Thank you very much.”
“You’re welcome. Well, yes. I was about to book the ticket for myself.”
“But you’re not coming with me?”
“No. Yini asked me to support her from here, and I’m sticking to that.”
“You shouldn’t always do everything she says, if you don’t mind me saying so as her brother.”
“That’s right. Only when it’s important.”
He was right again.
“We’ll meet again,” he said.
“Sure thing,” Mike said.
Kang ended the call. He was beginning to like this strange person.

SHORTLY AFTERWARDS, the coordinates popped up on his communicator. It would take him half an hour on foot, plus the necessary training before embarking, so he’d have to leave by half past two at the latest. That left four hours. It wasn’t worth showing up at Zahir’s in that timeframe. His boss would first give him a lecture and then give him an unpleasant chore. And of course he wouldn’t let him leave work early.
It would be best if he just stayed in bed a little longer. This day would be exhausting enough anyway. He remembered his last journey, returning from a visit to their parents on the Ring. He hadn’t coped well with the acceleration phase. Hopefully, the flight to Neomars could be spent in deep sleep. Could it? Why hadn’t he asked Mike about that?
He needed a distraction. What could be better than a trip into other people’s minds? Kang got up, went to his sister’s workstation and positioned himself on the couch so that his head rested in the reading bowl. The system started automatically. This time, RB Neurotech recognized him as an authorized user without further inquiry. It must have memorized the special characteristics of his brain. He was probably laying a trail that could be traced to him, but Kang didn’t care.
He closed his eyes. The system covered him with an impenetrable black curtain, which it only pulled back to let him choose from the upcoming transmissions. There, the ball on the edge! It was making small bouncing movements, a sign that it was already considerably older than the average age of the records. Kang blinked when he saw the source: Ægir, a planet orbiting Epsilon Eridani. There was no tachyon transmitter there, which explained why the recording was so old: its owner had first had to travel to the nearest tachyon complex by conventional means. What a waste of time. But at least such an old story had the advantage that Kang wouldn’t have to deal with the sad present.
With the next wink, he turned into Martha Mader, called MM by her enemies, while her true friends addressed her as Martha. Only her father, who had died years ago and had been a fan of the age-old Star Wars films, had called her Marth.






     


May 5, 2790, Ægir     


MARTH HAD HAD ENOUGH. The collection container again reported that it was one hundred percent full, even though she had only just extended the Nanonet. It was simply impossible to fill such a large container with helium-3 in such a short time. It must be the valve. She’d had it replaced during the last service stop at the station! The mechanic promised her that the replacement part was brand new and had come from the original manufacturer’s factory on Neomars.
She retracted the Net. Even though she was the only helium-3 collector on Ægir, it seemed wrong to waste the valuable helium isotope. Perhaps it was a remnant of her childhood on Paradise, where - in stark contrast to the planet’s name - they’d had nothing and always had to economize on everything. She unbuckled her seatbelt and pushed herself out of the chair so that she floated directly toward the workshop. It wasn’t really her job. She was the commander. Joe, the ship’s engineer, was also the mechanic responsible for the nanonet. But he was asleep, and she didn’t want to wake him. Yesterday he had worked so hard to bring her to orgasm that she’d almost asked him to be her fourth husband.
It was a good thing she had managed to stop herself. Joe was a fine guy, but each of her three marriages had been a fiasco, even though she had only ever married good guys. She floated past his sleeping compartment and heard him snoring. He certainly deserved a good night’s sleep.
She didn’t have to get out herself to examine the valve. EVAs, extravehicular activities, were very rarely conducted, if only because of the cumbersome preparation. Instead, Bob was waiting for her in the airlock module. She carefully pushed the door to the module aside, using muscle power instead of opening it with a button. Unfortunately, the door’s motor squeaked rather loudly, which would probably wake Joe. Marth climbed through the opening and closed it again behind her.
There he was. Bob clung to the ceiling and stretched out both arms towards her as if he wanted to hug her. She could rely on her two subordinates. When she had been reassigned to this ship, she hadn’t exactly been thrilled at first. At the time, Joe was an inexperienced mechanic, fresh out of vocational school, ten years younger than her. And instead of Bob, she had expected a real, mobile robot with its own AI. Marth mentally corrected herself. Bob was a real robot, even if he was confined to the rails on which he moved. And intelligence was overrated. In practice, she needed a helper who reliably carried out her orders, not someone who would tell her jokes.
Yet Bob could be quite funny in his dry way. She pulled on his delicate hand, which activated the robot. The multifunctional head turned in her direction. The front eye shutter opened.
“Good morning, beautiful,” said Bob. “What can I do for you?”
She had taught him that. His voice always sounded a little rusty. It wasn’t Marth’s fault – that was how he had been delivered.
“Good morning, my friend. The tank’s valve seems to be defective again.”
“I’ll take care of it right away,” replied the robot. “Should I also repair the valve after I have determined its condition?”
“Please do. But I’d like a detailed report of the actual condition so that I can give the service man hell.”
“According to my information, logging a condition does not lead to the transfer of energy to another system.”
“Thanks for pointing that out, Bob. That was a human figure of speech. There is no hell at all.”
“I see. If hell doesn’t exist, a zero input of thermal energy is indeed enough to heat it up.”
Marth chuckled. At first Bob had been irritated by her, but she had then taught him to ignore her giggles.
“I’m glad,” she said. “Now get to work.”
“I’d love to. Would you mind opening the airlock for me?”
“Just a moment.” She turned her back to Bob. “Could I ask you for a quick shoulder massage? Medium program.”
“Of course.”
Bob’s hands touched her shoulders. Seven large fingers on one side and twelve smaller ones on the other dug into her tense tendons and muscles. She preferred the fine hand with the thin fingers, while Joe preferred the rough hand. Marth let out a groan. She quickly put her hand over her mouth so as not to wake Joe. After two and a half minutes, the robot switched sides so that the fine hand was now working on her left shoulder and the rough one on her right.
“Thank you,” she finally whispered. “You’re doing very well.”
Bob let go of her. “Of course,” he said quietly. “Would you mind opening the airlock for me?”
The robot often repeated his sentences, presumably for reasons of efficiency. Marth moved forward to the airlock and pulled the lever down. The heavy door opened with a squeak. There was definitely too much squeaking on this ship. When Joe woke, she’d have a few jobs for him. Even Bob squeaked as he left his waiting position with his head spinning. The rail ran along the ceiling into the airlock. Microgravity currently prevailed on board, so there were no spatial directions. Nevertheless, it looked strange when the robot moved along virtually suspended.
“Have fun,” she said as it reached the airlock.
She pushed the lever up again. The airlock door closed with a hiss. It smelled of burnt oil. That should interest Joe.
She’d have to do the rest from the cockpit. Marth snuck past Joe again on the middle level and returned to her couch in the cockpit. From there, she opened the outer door of the airlock. The rail ran the length of it. The robot followed it to the outside of the ship. Marth imagined the magnificent view of the gas giant. The ship’s orbit passed over Ægir’s polar regions, where huge storms formed geometric patterns. Bob should have reached his destination by now. She put on the headset, pushed the goggles over her eyes and pressed the power button.
“Bob, do you hear me? I’m now connected to you. Have you reached the tank?”
“I can hear you. I can feel your presence. I have reached the tank.”
That sounded all well and good, but she couldn’t see anything. Was Bob gradually becoming forgetful? He was four years old. The serviceman had asked on her last visit whether she would like to lease a newer model.
“Bob? I need you to release the cameras.”
“The cameras are cleared in all wavelengths. You see what I see.”
Marth squinted her eyes and rubbed her temples. Using the AR headset always gave her a headache.
“You have to focus on the tank,” she said.
She couldn’t keep her voice from sounding annoyed. But she hadn’t dispensed with Bob’s empathy module for no reason.
“I am focused on the tank,” said the robot.
“Back the picture out a little, please.”
“I’m backing out the picture.”
A protrusion came into view. It was part of the antenna. Bob must have moved to the right.
“That’s not what I meant,” said Marth. “Reduce the zoom factor, please.”
The antenna shrank, while a piece of tank wall became visible on the left edge of the picture. You could recognize the material by its radiation-repellent coating. Helium must be kept cool and well shielded, while the hull of the spaceship was designed to facilitate heat exchange as much as possible. The biggest problem in space was dealing with the incessant generation of excess heat.
“Please check your optics,” she said.
What the screen showed her was simply impossible. The tank looked as if it had been cut off in a completely straight line. Nothing in the world could produce such a straight edge. There must be a technical problem with Bob’s camera.
“I’ll check my optics.”
The camera panned to the ship. The robot had moved right up to the base of the engines. They looked exactly as they should. Now she could see the workshop module sticking out of the ship’s belly, the bulge turning like a hamster wheel.
“There’s nothing wrong with the optics,” said Bob.
That’s what it looked like. But there must be a mistake. Maybe the special coating on the tank was causing problems?
“Switch to radar,” she ordered.
“Switching to radar.”
All the colors disappeared from the image. The difference was impressive because she hadn’t noticed any colors before. You could fool yourself that way. The image section rotated in the other direction. It reached the engine and finally the helium tank. A straight cut had severed the lateral half facing the planet. Marth leaned back and took off her headset. This fucking headache!
She had to stay calm. What had actually happened? The ship was functional. The second tank on the side facing away from the planet was still there, at least according to the sensors. With one tank, she could at least recoup the costs of this mission. And she still had some money in her account. Their survival was assured for the time being.
But what the hell had happened? And why? Couldn’t everything go smoothly for once? It was also strange that the system said the tank was full. She needed to ask Joe what the problem could be. Perhaps the system measured the pressure differential in the tank, and if the pressure stopped rising, it assumed the tank was full. If half of the outer wall was missing, the pressure wouldn’t increase no matter how much helium was pumped into the empty space. That would be one explanation. Joe could confirm it or find a better one. She would prefer the former, because it would also mean that it wasn’t due to the Nanonet. That was expensive, more expensive than the whole ship, and only on loan.
“Bob? You can come back in,” she said into the headset microphone.
“I’m coming in.”
Marth got up and floated into the next room. Joe was still snoring. She opened the cover in front of his bunk. There he lay, pressed into the mattress by several straps. His mouth was open, his short, black hair tousled. He was lying on his side with his underpants bulging. Marth tapped him on the shoulder.
“I’m sorry, Joe, but I have to wake you up,” she whispered.
He didn’t respond.
“Hey, Joe, I’m afraid you have to get up,” she said, louder.
Joe opened his eyes a little, saw Marth, wrenched his eyes fully open and jerked back, but the straps held him.
“It’s just me,” Marth said with a smile.
He smiled back. “Sorry. I was dreaming. Is there trouble?”
She nodded.
“Bad trouble?”
She nodded at first, then shook her head. “Not life-threatening,” she said.
“Then there’s nothing to stop you coming under my covers for a moment?”
She shook her head, then nodded, then shook her head again. “You don’t have any covers.”






     


October 11, 2802, Earth's moon     


KANG STOOD up abruptly before he had to witness what would inevitably follow. He had seen enough to be able to script it properly. Marth had been reaching for her colleague’s underpants. For a moment, he could still see her hands. Her nails were painted red. He only noticed now that her thoughts no longer filled his consciousness. A typical effect of a transmission. But what had he seen there, anyway? Incredibly sharp cuts out of nowhere. It reminded him of the young amateur photographer’s experiences in the Sirius system.
He looked at his watch. In just over an hour, he had to get on his wheel for pre-breathing. There was enough time to check in with Mike.
“Hello, Pedro!” Yini’s boyfriend greeted him. “It’s a bit inconvenient at the moment. Can you try again later?”
Pedro? Mike couldn’t have mistaken him for someone else. His portrait was on the communicator.
“Don’t worry about me,” said a voice from the background. “I have time.”
That was Zahir. What did his boss want with Mike? Was he making inquiries about Kang? He hadn’t even taken off yet.
“No, it’s nothing important,” said Mike. “Pedro, I’ll see you at dinner.”
“But...”
The connection cut off. He was on his own. Kang ran to Yini’s computer. He didn’t know her password, but he could log into his own account.
    

“Phenomenon sharp cuts out of nowhere explanation,”    

he typed in.
The screen filled up with found locations. He was obviously not the first person to have observed something like this. There was even a dedicated holo-channel for it. Kang looked at one of the holos. The recording was extremely pixelated and therefore could not be compared with what he had seen himself. But the channel owner didn’t give any explanations either. Some of the links below led nowhere.
Kang found an interesting, anonymous text on a page that the computer had automatically provided with a warning. Posts were marked as “speculative” according to the current state of science. The author claimed that the strange damage had been caused by weapons tests. Either the Terran Union or Neomars, he didn’t know any more precisely, were developing a tachyon weapon that could completely remove entire areas of space-time from reality at great distances and in real time.
That was an interesting theory, since it explained the shape of the cuts. No known weapon, as far as Kang knew, could make such clean cuts. He didn’t know the specifics of the damage on Sirius Ab. But the attack on the helium-3 trawler at Ægir must have happened very quickly. The captain hadn’t detected any other ships, either. In real time and at long range, that would explain it.
But then it must be Neomars that had built and tested this weapon. Surely the Terran Union wouldn’t use it to attack its own ships? What would Smith say? When higher interests were involved, unusual paths were probably taken. Basically, you had to test a new type of weapon on your own targets first, because otherwise the enemy would find out about it. So the Terran Union could be behind it after all.
So why did Smith want him to spy on a well-known tachyon physicist? Because she was about to hand over her secrets to Neomars?
But then Yini certainly wouldn’t have trusted Tsai Tailin. Kang didn’t know if she was his mother, but he was sure that she wouldn’t give such a dangerous weapon to only one side of the conflict. A tachyon weapon would have the power to permanently freeze the conflict between the Terran Union and Neomars. There had been a similar phase on Earth a long time ago; Kang had heard about it in history lessons. Two power blocs had successfully kept each other in check with the threat of mutual annihilation.
But if only one party possessed the weapon, war was almost inevitable. One side could not wait until the other side’s researchers were ready. They would have to exploit their advantage.
He couldn’t let himself get nervous. This whole train of thought was based on the statements of an unknown person in a dubious forum where followers of the craziest theories exchanged ideas. Kang found other holos that picked apart this theory scientifically.
The best argument against the existence of a tachyon weapon was that war would have broken out long ago. Its immediate use was the equivalent of traveling back in time. If you used it against a planet 20 light years away, you wouldn’t see the results for another twenty years. By the time they saw the results, it would have been twenty years since they had used it. The time they lived in was, after all, the past of any possible future. Even if new universes with different versions of the future split off every microsecond, this tiny moment of the present was the origin of them all, their past. If such a weapon had been developed and used in even one of these universes, they would have noticed it in their time.
But what if the strange events that he had observed while chronoscribing were precisely those echoes in the present? Then at least all was not lost, because the use of the weapon was still in the future. The future was something that could be changed; Kang was deeply convinced of this, even if not all scientists shared his opinion. For that reason alone, he had to go to Neomars. He had to help Yini and Tailin prevent the weapon from being used, even if they didn’t consider that to be their task yet.
Of course, there were other arguments against a tachyon weapon. For one thing, there was the problem of the gigantic amounts of energy it would require. Negative energy, mind you. Tachyon transmission stations did not have enough of this expensive raw material. To fire such a weapon, you would first have to build a new, much larger station, which would certainly have attracted the attention of the enemy’s secret services.
Secondly, there was the hurdle of causality. If the attacker destroyed an object a light year away, and did so immediately, that object still had an influence on its surroundings. A telescope standing next to the attacker would be able to observe the light emitted by the object for a whole year, after it had long since disappeared. At this point, Kang’s thoughts became tangled. Could something that had never existed emit light? Why not? He would have liked to discuss it with Mike, but Mike was busy with his boss. He imagined the two of them discussing him. Kang, the poor boy who had lost his mother and messed up his training as a chronoscribe. He would show them.
No, he was being unfair. The wait was making him nervous. Kang ran to his own room, changed into workout clothes and then went to the gym. A bit of physical activity before going out would do him good. Next to the training equipment hung masks from which he could breathe oxygen to minimize the amount of nitrogen in his blood. With the new suits, it wasn’t as dangerous as it used to be, but he was skeptical about the air pressure in the smuggler’s ship. They would certainly be trying to economize on everything, even air.

“WHERE ARE YOU HEADING?” asked the guard.
“I need to stretch my legs outside,” said Kang. “I can’t stand the air in here anymore.”
“I understand that, buddy. I’ll still have to ask you to identify yourself.”
“Why is that?”
It was extremely unusual to have to sign out when leaving the complex. You needed an invitation or registration to open the front door from the outside, but not going the other direction.
“Order from above. Increased security level. The pranksters from Neomars must be up to something again.”
“I haven’t heard anything about that.”
“Please don’t get upset with me, buddy. I have to ask you. It’s my job.”
“Hold on.”
Kang pushed up the visor of his helmet and positioned himself in the camera’s field of vision. His face was registered in the system.
“Thank you, my friend. Tsai Kang, aha.”
“Yes, that’s my name. Will you open up for me now? I still have work to do.”
He pushed the visor down again. The airlock chamber was only a few steps away. A green light with a black arrow shone above it. If he ran fast enough ... But he wouldn’t make it to the crater.
“There’s a little problem, Mr. Tsai.”
Oh, now he was suddenly Mr. Tsai, no longer ‘friend’ or ‘buddy’. That sounded like a big problem. Kang pushed his visor back up and drummed his fingers on the spacesuit’s control unit.
“What kind of problem? Are people not even allowed to leave this building anymore? I’m a free man, aren’t I? You’re not even a police officer, are you? As a private security guard, you’re not allowed to tell me what to do.”
“Well, that’s not quite true. I’m exercising domiciliary rights here on behalf of your superiors. We aren’t on public property.”
“What do my superiors have to do with this?”
“Isn’t Mr. Zahir your superior?”
“Yes, he is.”
There was no point in hiding it, because it was in his public file.
“Good, then we’re in agreement. Mr. Zahir doesn’t want you to leave the building before the end of the working day. That’s a reasonable request, isn’t it? It’s not seventeen o’clock yet.”
Damn. Zahir had apparently been looking for him all day. How had he found out that Kang wanted to leave the archive? Granted, Zahir wasn’t stupid. He probably meant well, too. Perhaps he wanted to prevent Kang from doing anything stupid after his sister’s disappearance.
But he couldn’t take that into consideration. He had to get to Neomars. And he could do something completely different.
“I’m on a mission that Zahir doesn’t know about,” he explained.
“A secret mission, then?”
The guard smiled broadly and crossed his arms. ‘Not with me, buddy,’ he thought.
“I’m not authorized to discuss it with you. But you are welcome to consult Mr. Smith. He gave me this assignment.”
“Smith, I see.”
The guard was no longer smiling, but he didn’t seem convinced either. He tapped on his communicator.
“There’s no Smith here, sorry. I guess you’ll have to come up with a better excuse, pal.”
The smile was back, and it seemed more confident than ever. Now he was a buddy again.
“Man, don’t be like that. You need to call Pedersen in Kuznetsova’s outer office. He’ll give you Smith. When you get him on the line, explain to him that you’re preventing Tsai Kang from carrying out his mission.”
“All right,” said the guard. “I’m on it.”
Kang took a deep breath. He didn’t know if Smith was even still on the moon. It was nothing more than a shot in the dark. Smith would not be easily fooled. He certainly had other irons in the fire.
“Mr. Pedersen? Nelson from security here... Yes, thank you very much. I need to speak to a Mr. Smith... Ah, wonderful, of course.”
Ha, sounded like his plan was working!
“Sorry to disturb you, but I have a Tsai Kang here who claims to need to leave the building on your behalf... I see. Could I have your authorization...? ... Oh, excuse me, no, I don’t want to clean toilets. I sincerely apologize.”
The interlocutor’s voice was so loud that even Kang could hear it. Smith had always been friendly to him, but he could obviously be different. Very different indeed.
Suddenly the voice was gone, and the guard looked at him, embarrassed.
“I’m sorry, Mr. Tsai. I wasn’t going to stop you... I just thought... My mistake.”
“You couldn’t have known, Nelson.”
“I... I won’t say anything to anyone, of course. I haven’t seen you at all, and I’ll delete the recording of our conversation.” Nelson tapped his communicator. “Oh, it’s already erased.” He blanched. “I didn’t think it would be that easy. Oh well. No offense taken. I hope you have a good walk.”
“Thank you. Nelson.”
The way was clear. Kang entered the airlock, expelled the air, and stepped out through the outer door onto the lunar plain.

HIS COMMUNICATOR REPORTED while he was still walking along the highway. He had to be careful here. No one expected pedestrians on the water-hardened road, and in a vacuum, he couldn’t even hear vehicles coming. So he left the road before taking the call. He sank almost up to his knees in the loose moon dust that had been kicked up by traffic and settled there.
There was no number on the screen, but Kang guessed who the caller was.
“Hello, Mr. Smith.”
Smith laughed. “You’re good, Kang! I just wanted to congratulate you.”
“It’s probably way too early for that. I haven’t achieved anything yet, and if I waste any more time, I won’t reach the ship.”
“Don’t worry, I won’t keep you long. I think what you’re doing is great, and that you’re doing it independently. I couldn’t have planned it better. You’re right, there could be leaks in the agency. Nobody can find out what I don’t know.”
“Yes, that’s more or less what I had in mind,” said Kang.
He was torn. On the one hand, he didn’t begrudge Smith the triumph he must be feeling. On the other hand, he was pleased that he had let the man who thought he was a puppeteer be a puppet for him, if only for a moment.
“I hope you won’t take it amiss if I give you a few emergency contacts you can turn to when you arrive. No pressure, you just do what you want. But if something goes wrong, like at the lock earlier, it’s always good to have an ace up your sleeve.”
“Go ahead. I’m in a hurry.”
“Okay. Firstly, there’s a certain Anna Luisa Bauernschmitt. You don’t need to remember her name, though, because everyone knows her as ALB. She has a wrestling career behind her, and now works for the Neomars security service.”
“ALB, security service, I’ll remember that.”
“Good. The other one is a Claudio Pedramonte, Monte for short. He’s a private investigator who regularly works for us and has a similar assignment to yours, Kang. No, sorry, you don’t have an assignment. You’re just protecting your sister. It’s pure coincidence that this is also in our interest.”
Kang understood. Smith wanted to make him feel completely independent. He must believe that was very important to him. Is it even possible to be independent in this world? Kang shook his head. He had to get onto the ship, or it would take off without him.
“Is that it, Smith? I’d love to chat with you some more, but my cab to Neomars will leave without me if I don’t get there in time.”
“Of course, Kang. I wish you every success.”
“Thank you,” he said, but the connection was already broken. Not only that, but the call log claimed there had never been a conversation. It was impressive what Smith was capable of.

KANG WADED OUT of the dust. The highway was crumbling at the edges. He stepped onto the pavement. A large vehicle was approaching from the left at high speed. The driver had obviously noticed him, because they kept flashing their headlights. The road curved slightly to the left here, and Kang was standing on the outer edge, in the way. On Earth, the vehicle could have braked easily, but the reduced lunar gravity meant that the wheels had much less friction, while the inertia that pushed the heavy truck mercilessly forward was unaffected.
He waved briefly and jumped back into the dirt. He had three more such encounters over the next mile. He was glad when his communicator finally let him turn off the road. A thick layer of dust near the road slowed him down, but then the hint of a path emerged from it and he made good progress. He was obviously not the first person to walk from the archive to the crater. How did Mike really know about the smugglers? Probably almost everyone knew about them, including the security forces, and as long as they handed out a cut of their profits and didn’t get carried away, they were left alone.
The crater was visible from a distance. Mike must have been mistaken. It looked like a looming backdrop on the near horizon, which had always seemed a little too close for Kang. That was one of the few memories he had of Earth - how far away the horizon was there. It had always made him feel a sense of longing, wondering if he would ever make it there. Here on the moon, the horizon was almost within reach.
In practice, however, it was an exhausting journey, because Kang had to avoid several small craters. They were too big to just jump over and too dark to cross. The shadows here were absolute. If the sun didn’t reach the bottom of a crater, you never knew what was there. There were plenty of holes in the lunar surface, deep holes from its volcanic past. Kang had no desire to accidentally disappear into one, even if he could probably radio for help. There were enough radio relays circling above the moon to ensure reception wherever there was a clear view of the sky.
The crater wall soon loomed frighteningly high in front of him. There was no sign of the path. Here, everyone was on their own and had to find their own way. Kang was now in the shadows, and the cone of his helmet lamp only pierced a circular, hard-edged section of the total darkness. It was almost like being on a darkened stage, and the actors in the spotlight were the boulders to which Kang clung. Low gravity was now working for him. Despite his heavy spacesuit, he didn’t break out in a sweat, only in fear when he looked behind him into the depths and the spotlight beam was a tiny dot two hundred yard below him, trembling as if lost in the dust.
Better to ignore it, Kang. Look ahead. That was what Yini would say. He was climbing up here for her. She probably wouldn’t appreciate it and would scold him for it. But that didn’t matter.
The communicator came on. Kang grasped a rock, pulled himself up, caught a ledge, stuck his foot in a niche, looked up and tapped the helmet light, which failed to illuminate the darkness. Then he saw the spot of light, and another one. The light wasn’t faulty, it just didn’t reach up to the sky, which seemed to have suddenly shifted above him. He ignored the communicator. Just one more boulder and he would have made the ascent. Kang looked for the next handhold, grabbed it, pushed off with his foot and rolled over the edge.
Below him was a rocket. It had landed in the shadow of the opposite rock face. He could still see it because several vehicles illuminated it. There was still plenty of activity down there. Apparently, cargo was being loaded at the last minute. He looked at the communicator. He still had forty minutes until the scheduled take-off. That was definitely enough time to reach the rocket.
He went through the log file. The last call attempt had not been deleted. Zahir had tried to reach him. Kang shook his head, but immediately changed his mind. His boss and master had a right to an explanation. He was so close to the rocket that a short conversation could not prevent it from taking off, and he had all the arguments on his side.
“Hello, Kang,” Zahir spoke up. “Glad I could still catch you.”
“I’m glad too, Zahir, because I haven’t had a chance to say goodbye yet.”
“Haha, you would have had the chance, but never mind. I’m glad I still have time to tell you.”
Tell him? What did he want to tell him?
“Zahir, my decision has been made. I have to help my sister. I’ve waited too long to do this.”
“That’s very honorable. But if you really want to help her, you have to turn back now.”
“I don’t want to just watch her from afar. I’ve done that long enough.”
“But if you fly to Neomars, you’re more likely to get further away from her. Yini and your mother escaped from there! I’m not sure what their new destination is, but I have my suspicions.”
What? Was this a trick? But why would Zahir lie to him?
“How do you know that?” asked Kang. “Are you absolutely sure?”
“I have my sources. I’ve been on the moon twice as long as you’ve been alive, and I have good friends everywhere, even on Enceladus.”
Ha, he knew it. Zahir was bluffing.
“Yini went to Titan. How did you end up with Enceladus? There’s nothing there.”
“Neomars has set up a high-security prison there. Someone must have betrayed your sister, so they took her there directly.”
Kang grew warm. He knew who the traitor was. But what did Smith stand to gain if Yini was arrested? He slapped his helmet. Of course! He must have known that Tailin was also imprisoned on Enceladus. Yini and your mother escaped from there, Zahir had said. Smith must have helped somehow, to make it possible for the two of them to escape. He certainly hoped that they would now turn to the Terran Union.
“And where are they headed?” he asked. “To the moon? To the Skyring?”
“That would certainly please our superiors, but I don’t think so. If you ask me, they’re on their way to Terra Nova. Mike just showed me copies of documents that say your father should arrive there in a few years.”
His father? Kang breathed in and out deeply. His parents lived in the Skyring. He still wasn’t ready to exchange them for some people he had never seen. How would that even be possible? Terra Nova alone was at least 75 years flight time away in the fastest ship. When was this father supposed to have fathered them?
“I don’t know if I can believe you,” said Kang. “So many things don’t add up.”
“Why should I deceive you? I’m losing a good employee, true, but do you really think I’m trying to prevent your departure because of that?”
No, that really wouldn’t be like Zahir. And Kang wasn’t even the perfect employee. His boss could find a better replacement in no time. But if he was working for Neomars? Then he could simply have him arrested when he entered the country. That made no sense. Life was never smooth and logical, it was contradictory and complicated. It was precisely the contradictions that made Zahir’s claim plausible.
“I guess you’re right,” said Kang. “All right, then. I’d really rather stay here.”
A heavy burden fell from him. At that moment, he had the feeling that he was finally letting go of his sister, that the ties that had bound them since birth were completely severed. They remained siblings, of course, but they had left the symbiosis and turned into individuals.
“I’ll see you tomorrow,” Kang said, ending the connection.
His eyes burned. His sister had probably left their symbiosis a long time ago without him realizing it. Or he had noticed it, but hadn’t wanted to admit it and had resisted it with the most childish behavior possible. If he remained little Kang, his sister couldn’t suddenly treat him like an adult.
Kang sat down on a boulder so that he could watch the ship. Most of the vehicles had moved away by now. A lone spotlight illuminated the crew entrance, which was reached by a ladder. A green light flashed at the top of the rocket, which didn’t protrude over the edge of the crater. Kang estimated the distance. It was far enough. With no atmosphere, only the thermal radiation from the engine and the regolith stirred up during the launch were potentially dangerous.
But not in this case. He was sitting about three hundred yards above the action. Now the last spotlight went out. Kang instinctively listened, but of course nothing could be heard. Instead, a glowing semicircle appeared deep in the valley below him, growing brighter and brighter and closing into a ring that grew into a cone. The rock on which Kang was sitting trembled. He noticed how dust particles jumped up and slowly wafted down again. The vibrations were transmitted to his suit and reached his inner ear as a deep rumbling sound. A shiver ran down his spine as a narrow tip rose out of the darkness of the valley as if from an infinitely deep sea.
The rocket looked surprisingly elegant. Kang had imagined a smuggler’s ship to be different, but it was actually logical - anything that wanted to land in the dense atmosphere of Neomars had to be aerodynamically shaped. Had Yini left on a ship like this? He imagined her looking out the window. Maybe she could see him sitting on the edge of the crater. Kang raised his hand and waved. The rocket’s engine shut down as if it had been caught. Nevertheless, the ship continued to move. The captain probably wanted to avoid discovery, but that was nothing more than a formality. He must have long since paid the owners of the orbiting surveillance satellites not to look too closely.
Kang sighed and stood up. It was time to get back to work.

ROOM -352 WAS on the lowest basement floor. Normally, Kang didn’t even notice that the walls here were unpainted and that he was walking on bare rock. But now he felt as if he was returning home after a long absence. That pipe up there, had it always been so rusty? Were the black stains on the ceiling paint residue or mold? Why were the keyholes of some of the doors welded shut? He had always wanted to ask Zahir that, but had never gotten around to it.
He knocked on the heavy steel door. No one answered, so he put his ear to the metal. Behind it, he could hear the typical chanting that Zahir made when he prayed. The head janitor wouldn’t want to be disturbed. Kang checked the time. The ritual only took about five minutes. He leaned against the cold wall and waited. This was roughly how he imagined the Neomars prison on Enceladus, where Yini had been taken. Until her escape. How did Zahir, of all people, know about that? Kang stroked the wall. It wasn’t made of hewn rock like the floor, but of smooth plastered masonry. It must be different on Enceladus. There, rock and stone only existed under the ice ocean. So, had Yini lived in a cell made of ice? That was hardly possible. Ice was as hard as stone at sub-zero temperatures, but it must be warm enough in the prison to prevent the inmates from freezing to death.
“Come in,” came Zahir’s voice.
His boss smiled kindly and held the door open for him. Kang hadn’t even noticed it opening.
“Thank you,” he said.
“I thought you’d come by. I’m sure you have some questions.”
They walked past the alcove with the prayer mat to Zahir’s desk. It was an old piece of metal furniture with scribbles and stickers all over it. Kang had tried to decipher some of it with the help of a computer, but it was old writing. It must be from Mars, or the computer would have been able to identify it. There were only a few records of what had once been on Mars, because the archives there had been destroyed along with everything else on the planet. Kang had always suspected that Zahir’s roots were on Mars. That was why he wondered why he was working for the Terran Union. But he was probably wrong.
“Please sit down,” said Zahir. “Can I offer you something? Coffee, juice?”
Kang took a seat on a metal chair that he knew was comfortable.
“Real coffee?”
Zahir smiled. His boss had never-ending sources of real, organic coffee beans.
“I’ll put the water on.”
He took a tin from a metal cupboard on the wall and put some powder in a cup. Then he switched on the kettle.
“None for you?” asked Kang.
“I already had one today. My heart can’t take too much anymore.”
Kang hadn’t realized that Zahir was so old. He looked as if he had stopped ageing at sixty.
“A new body?” Kang asked.
No one had to die just because their body was used up.
“My faith doesn’t allow that,” Zahir replied. “But I really have experienced enough.”
The water on the stove was boiling. Zahir switched it off and poured hot water from the pot into the cup, which he then handed to Kang. It was about half full, and brownish sediment floated on top. Kang would have to be patient until it settled to the bottom. But he could already smell it. The bitter, earthy aroma of the ground beans entered his brain through his nose and put him in a state of awareness that he wasn’t sure was real.
“Smells very good,” Kang said.
“These are Robusta beans. Did you know they’ve managed to grow these beans on Titan?”
So that’s where he gets it from.
Kang shook his head. “Can I ask you something?”
“That’s what you’re here for.” Zahir pulled up a chair and sat opposite Kang.
“How did you find out about Yini’s escape?”
“I already told you: I have a lot of friends on Neomars. Actually, almost all my old friends are there. They work in all areas, even in the prison on Enceladus.”
“Did you help Yini escape from there?”
“No, Kang. I would have liked to, but it wasn’t in my power. To be honest, I don’t think she could have escaped from there without secret help from Neomars. But of course, I could be wrong about that.”
“You mean Neomars wanted her to escape?”
“An interstellar spaceship was waiting for her there; my contact told me. Saturn’s orbit is so well monitored, a spaceship doesn’t just slip in.”
“But what would be the point? Why did they want to get rid of their tachyon physicist?” asked Kang.
“There are two possibilities. Either they already have what they need, in which case the escape would be a diversionary maneuver for the Terrans, who will now send all their forces after them so that peace returns to Neomars. Or they no longer believe in this weapon and want to move the physicist out of range of the Terran Union.”
Neither possibility convinced Kang. Even if the weapon was finished, the physicist who had developed it would still be needed.
“What if it came from the Terran Union?” he asked. “Smith wanted to infiltrate me there.”
“Ah, Smith. He’s driving everyone here crazy at the moment. I think you’re overestimating his capabilities. He only just managed to get your sister arrested on entry.”
Kang felt warm. Hopefully Zahir wouldn’t notice. He blew into the coffee cup. Most of the sediment had sunk to the bottom, so he took a small sip.
“Which still makes me wonder what he got out of it,” Zahir said. “Yini was supposed to lead him to her mother.”
“But that’s what she did. You did say that the two of them escaped together?”
“Yes, that’s right. I spoke to Mike Wilson about it. He wondered if it wasn’t all a stupid coincidence. A blessing in disguise.”
“Who knows? Exactly what relationship do you have with Mike?”
Kang had wanted to ask that for a long time. His boss spent far more time in the Miscellaneous Department than in any other department of the Great Archive. Zahir suddenly picked up the water jug and examined it. Something was bothering him. But what?
“You may as well know, since you know him yourself by now,” Zahir finally said. “We’re related. Mike is my great-nephew, my older sister’s grandson. I don’t have any children of my own. When he was little, he used to sit on my knee and play. I also got him the job here.”
That was a good explanation, of course. But Kang was taken aback. Zahir had never struck him as a family man, not even as particularly approachable on a personal level.
“What else did Smith tell you?” asked Zahir, obviously trying to distract attention from himself.
Kang was fine with that. He would trust Zahir from now on, just as he trusted Mike and Yini. “He gave me two possible contacts on Neomars.”
“Ah, maybe I can find out something about them,” Zahir said and winked at him. “You know I know a lot of people, even in our security service.”
“The guard almost managed to stop me from leaving the archives,” Kang said. “But then Smith got his way.”
“I noticed. Unfortunately, he had better arguments at that moment. But who did he give you as contacts?”
“A certain Anna Luisa Bauernschmitt, known as ALB, and a Claudio Pedramonte, Monte for short.”
“ALB doesn’t mean anything to me,” said Zahir. “But Monte, I know him. He’s been here on the moon in the archive. As far as I know, he doesn’t officially work for the secret service. He’s a renowned private investigator with friends in high places.”
“It might be a good idea to send a man like that to Neomars. If he got busted, there would be no official connections.”
“The Monte I met wouldn’t get involved in a suicide mission. He only gets involved in something if he can come out unscathed.”
“Maybe he’s getting old, or maybe emotions are playing a role,” Kang said. “That often makes professionals forget the hard training they’ve gone through. That’s how it is in action holos, anyway.”
“I don’t have to tell you that this is real life and not a holo, do I?”
“That’s true. Reality isn’t that predictable, unfortunately.”
Zahir rubbed his chin. “Do you think it would be helpful to be able to see inside Monte’s chronoscript? I could...”
Kang couldn’t stop himself from interrupting. “Oh, that would be exciting!”
“Do you have the confidence to use the technology?”
Kang smiled. Did Zahir suspect that he had played with Yini’s reading system from time to time?
“It would depend on the attempt,” he said cautiously.






     


Hatur 17, 225, Terra Nova     


“WHEW! AHHH...”
Talut sucked air from his breathing tank through the mouthpiece. It tasted slightly sour, but certainly better than in the living quarters. With twenty men and women in such a confined space, the makeshift recirculation system couldn’t do much, especially as it only replenished the used oxygen.
Out here, he could breathe clean air from the tank. Talut immediately felt much freer. The living quarters was a temporary structure, four cable car gondolas cobbled together. Fortunately, there was no toilet, but that meant there was constant coming and going, so that Talut was woken up again and again during the night.
Now for a shower! That would banish his weariness. At the edge of the plastconcrete area were three cubicles, partitioned off with opaque fabric panels and supplied with cold water from a large tank. The one on the right was already hissing, so Talut chose the one on the left and was startled to see a naked man standing behind the curtain, bending down to the floor. He was tattooed from his thighs all the way up his back.
“Oh, I’m sorry,” he said.
“Oops, it happens,” the man replied.
It was Juri. Talut disappeared into the middle cubicle. There he took off his underwear and hung it over the bar to which the partitions were attached. The shower was shiny new. He turned on the tap. When the first drops hit his skin, he had to grit his teeth. He had an audience, so he controlled himself. But his body quickly got used to the temperature.

THAT HAD REALLY DONE him good. His heart was still beating fast, but he was warm. Now there was just one problem: he had forgotten to bring a towel.
“Juri, are you still here? Are there any towels around here?”
“You should have brought your own,” said Zelpha.
Where had his boss come from? His former boss, he corrected himself. Talut had not yet found out who was leading the expedition. Perhaps the uniformed man the Ministry of Defense had sent, Sam Okean. Or maybe it was someone else entirely.
“Do you want one now?” asked Zelpha.
“One?”
“A towel.”
“Could you bring me one, please? I don’t want to get my underwear wet.”
“Here, you can have mine. Throw it in the wash afterwards.”
There was a slap and a towel appeared over the bar. He pulled it down. It was almost completely dry. Zelpha had probably just washed her face.
“Thank you,” he said. “You’re missing out on showering.”
“I hate cold water. There’s something wrong with the temperature regulation on this Biobag.”
When he left the shower, he was alone. He had the towel wrapped around his hips as he walked slowly over to the living quarters. The sun climbed tirelessly up the firmament and he tried to avoid the shafts of light. His mother had always warned him about harmful UV rays, so he stayed in the shade of the machines as best he could. Whenever he had to leave cover, someone seemed to be following him. He turned around, and each time it was his own shadow chasing him.

IN THE LIVING QUARTERS, some of his colleagues were still wearing their breathing masks. Apparently, they had agreed to ventilate thoroughly. Now life support had to replenish the oxygen supply. It was interesting: those who, like him, had grown up in the Crown Plane had taken off their masks.
Talut tried it too and found the air easy to breathe. Those who came from the city or the sea had greater difficulties. City dwellers probably spent too little time in nature, where they could learn to get by with less oxygen, and the large islands now had transparent covers that provided an oxygen-rich atmosphere around the clock.
“Guys, get ready,” said the uniformed man. “Our first briefing starts in ten minutes.”
Talut gathered his few things and sat down by the window. The sun colored the green of the leaves with its intense orange light and created an atmosphere that seemed completely unreal to Talut, as if he were looking at a holo. At home, it never got so bright that things cast shadows. He raised his hand into the sunlight. A black stripe ran from his elbow to the back, climbed up the wall and ended in a bulge. He opened his hand and stretched out his fingers, and the bulge promptly turned into the crown of a tree. Talut shook his hand. He couldn’t get rid of the shadow. Anyone who lived in the southern Crown Plane, where clouds were rare, had to live with a constant shadow. Talut found it strange to be constantly followed like that.
“Welcome, team! I’m very pleased that you’ve all arrived on time.”
The announcement came from a loudspeaker on the ceiling of the cabin. In front, a plump woman in an elegant gown was holding a microphone.
“I’m Berenike Hill, the leader of this expedition. Before we start, in almost exactly two hours, I would like to give you an overview of what awaits us down there.”
The leader repeated what everyone should know: That science had no idea what life on the surface looked like. But she put this into words so skillfully that Talut was happy to listen to her anyway. Being able to captivate such a colorful bunch was an important skill. What she didn’t mention was the reason why this expedition was taking place now of all times. Presumably she thought it futile to set facts against the proliferating rumors. Talut suspected that there was no concrete reason. It was simply time to erase this blank spot from the map of the planet.
“I would also like to introduce my deputy, Zelpha Forest. Zelpha Forest? Who’s that, you might ask. I’ll say this much: she led the last expedition to the Old Mother Forest, under a different name and in a different Biobag.”
A murmur went through the room. Berenike could only be talking about the almost legendary expedition from the year 212. Talut was a teenager back then. It had been a drama of Shakespearean caliber. A young couple from an island, about his age, had fled into the forest because their parents didn’t want to see them together. Their boat had been found on the shore, but no other signs of life. As a result, the government felt compelled to launch a rescue mission. They had set off into the forest under the watchful eye of the media - but only one person eventually returned. And that was supposed to be Zelpha Forest? It was hard to imagine. But the family name matched. Talut had been very proud that someone from the Crown Plane had led the mission.
Juri slid in next to him.
“That’s impossible,” Juri said behind his back. “Just look at her. She must have been a young girl back then. Maybe she was the one who disappeared in the forest.”
That wouldn’t be a far-fetched idea in principle. The young couple, it turned out, had not been hiding in the forest, but on the island, and had merely pushed a boat from the beach into the sea as camouflage, in the hope that it would arrive at another island. But Juri was still wrong.
“She’s using a Biobag, I’ve seen it,” said Talut. “And the family name is right.”
Juri surely knew that no one would ever change their surname. It was an integral part of the identity of every inhabitant of Terra Nova.
“All right, my dears! I admit, I spent a long time discussing with Zelpha whether we should tell you this little detail. But in the end, I hope it will increase everyone’s confidence in the success of this mission. Zelpha is the only person on Terra Nova who knows what it’s like down there. Having her on our team could make the difference between aborting and succeeding.”
So, he’d had had one of the most famous people on the planet as his boss for years without realizing it.
“I hope you also heard the two alternatives I just mentioned for the end of our expedition: Abort or succeed. We are not going to push forward into the depths at all costs. As soon as there is an acute danger of not bringing every one of you back to the surface in good health, I will personally abort the expedition. I owe it to your families.”
The listeners clapped. Talut joined in.
“Now I’d like to ask our head of security, Sam Okean, for a few words. Sam, would you?”
Berenike handed the microphone to the uniformed man. Talut nudged Juri with his elbow.
“Okean? Do you know him?”
“Because he’s from the sea too? There are a few thousand people with that name.”
“Could have been.”
“Do you know all the Forests?”
Talut thought about it. There weren’t even fifteen thousand colonists in the Crown Plane. He had a feeling he’d seen everyone, but well, he didn’t know all their names.
“No, probably not,” said Talut.
“You see! I’ve heard of him, though. Career soldier, many awards. Served in the Terran Union space forces.”
“Is he the only one the Ministry of Defense sent?”
“Officially, yes. But I think some of the workers are soldiers too. See how fit they look?”
Juri pointed to three young men who were talking in whispers.
“That could be from hard work,” said Talut. “Do you want to feel my muscles?”
“It’s all right, I believe you. I’ve already seen you in your underwear.”
“Ladies and gentlemen! May I have a moment’s silence,” shouted the head of security. “Yes, you three over there too, please stop the chit-chat.”
“You see, a tough old dog,” said Juri.
“You know, barking dogs...”

“HEY, WAIT A MINUTE,” said Juri.
“I’ll go ahead to the hole,” said Talut.
He really wanted to be in the forward team exploring the route. He found it incredibly boring to always climb after the others.
“Always with a partner, remember?” asked Juri.
“There’s not really any danger here.”
“I thought that too, until that burp suddenly happened.”
“Oh, you poor thing. But I can’t help you with your trauma. I want to leave now.”
“I’m coming.”
Talut put on his breathing mask and left the shelter, which was already mostly empty. He heard Juri’s footsteps behind him. Overhead, the sun was blazing. A small crowd had formed in front of the hole. He was probably not the only one who would have liked to be in the first group. Talut tried to cheat his way to the front, but suddenly a hand grabbed his upper arm.
“Hey, stop that,” he said as he turned around.
It was the head of security. “I’m allowed,” he said with a grin.
“Sorry, of course,” Talut said.
“You’re a Crownie, aren’t you?”
Crownie was considered a dirty word among the inhabitants of the Crown Plane. It was used by townsfolk or sea folk. Talut grimaced.
“Sorry, old habits,” Sam said. “But thanks for the answer. I wasn’t quite sure. You’re the one Zelpha brought, right? And you’ve worked in collection and have some experience in the upper levels.”
Talut nodded. Sam had a good memory, but that was expected of the head of security.
“I want you to bring up the rear with your partner here. Here, take this IR amplifier.”
Sam held out a device that looked like binoculars. Talut hung it around his neck.
“Thanks. What do you want me to do with it?”
“You’ll be watching what’s happening above you, behind our little caravan.”
“There’s really nothing here that could be a danger to us,” said Talut.
“Firstly, you don’t know what awaits us in the depths. Secondly, I’m not expecting an attack. I want to know if anyone is following us.”
“Why would someone come after us? All alone?”
“Let me worry about that. The moment you see anything suspicious, let me know on the secure channel.”
“Okay. We’ll keep an eye out.”
“Remember the secure channel. Anyone following us could also have access to our radio network.”

“COULD you hand me your cordless screwdriver?” asked Juri.
“Don’t you have one?”
“The battery’s dead again.”
“Give me a second.”
Talut leaned over the edge of a leaf, which swayed slightly under him. He could hear complaining, swearing, and unintelligible fragments of sentences. The sounds came from the colorful column of lights moving below him. Talut felt with his left hand for the head of the screw he wanted to loosen. There it was. With his right hand, he pressed the tip of the device onto the nut on the top. Together, the bolt and nut secured the ladder that the vanguard had set up. He switched on the screwdriver and the nut came loose. He pulled the bolt out of the leaf and tucked away the nut and bolt. Whose idea was it to put the nut on the screw from above?
Talut groaned as he sat up.
“Here, take mine,” he said.
He watched Juri search for the screw’s counterpart.
“Don’t just sit there and watch. Hold the ladder,” said Juri.
Talut leaned forward. Although the ladder was made of lightweight plastic, it was still heavy due to its length of up to fifty yards. He grabbed the top rung. If it started to sway seriously, the ladder would probably drag him off the leaf he was lying on. That was why he was also secured with a rope.
The screwdriver in Juri’s hand whined.
“Man, they really tightened this screw,” said Juri.
Talut reached for his headset and pressed the talk button.
“Watch out, the ladder is coming,” he said.
Another team of two was waiting at the foot of the ladder. If everything went smoothly, the climbing aid would fold up by itself in a moment. Then they could use it to reach the next level down.
“Got it.”
“Are you ready, Juri?” asked Talut.
“I’m ready.”
“Attention, we’re releasing the ladder now,” said Talut.
“Go on then,” said the voice in the headset.
Talut pressed the button at the top of the ladder that was supposed to trigger the folding process. He heard a rattling sound. The ladder slipped from his fingers. A satisfying sound followed as something clicked into place. He imagined the giant ladder as a finger cracking its joints and then folding them one by one.
“She’s coming. Everything’s fine,” said the voice.
“Good, we’re on our way,” Talut said.
He crawled away from the edge of the leaf and stood up.
“Here’s’ your screwdriver,” said Juri.
“Let’s not forget to replace the batteries later,” said Talut.
“I’ll try to remember. But for now, let’s go.”
Climbing after the pack was almost as boring as he had feared. They still had a bit more to do than the others in the group. The most exciting moment came after they detached the ladder. Now they had to make their own way down to the lower level.
Although that was a bit overstated. The forward team had already marked the way for them. Talut only had to switch his flashlight to ultraviolet to make the arrows visible. It was then Juri’s job to wipe them away. The head of security took great care to ensure that no one could follow them using these markings.
Talut strode along the leaf towards the trunk. The closer he got to the trunk, the more stable it became. There, an arrow. It pointed counterclockwise around the trunk. Talut followed it for a ways, then paused to give Juri time to wipe it away.
“Done,” said Juri.
They walked on. The forward team had done a good job. Unfortunately. Talut would have preferred to find his own way, but of course this way was quicker. There was always a connection, or almost always. Otherwise, the forward team could not have set up the ladder at the bottom, with which the main part of the expedition descended. He felt sorry for the men and women who had to carry the crates and rope down. The leader had already announced that they would all have to serve as carriers at some point.
The next arrow had a kink in it. That meant they had to change direction. Juri switched on his flashlight, and a finger of light explored the surrounding branches.
“Up ahead,” Juri said, rotating the flashlight beam over a massive leaf growing perhaps two yards below them.
“You first?” asked Talut.
“Okay.”
Talut lay down on the ground to get the best possible footing. Juri knelt in front of him and slowly climbed over the edge. Talut held onto him with his right hand.
“Do you feel anything?” asked Talut.
“No. Just let go of me,” said Juri.
He loosened his grip and Juri’s fingers slipped out of his hand. It had been intentional, but his heartbeat quickened all the same. Hopefully he would never have to let go of someone like that unintentionally.
“It’s stable,” Juri said. “Now you.”
That was obvious, really, since the forward team had already tested this route. Still, Talut was glad to hear it from Juri’s mouth. He turned around until his legs protruded over the edge of the leaf and slowly let himself slide down. It was farther down than he expected, so he swayed as he stood up, but Juri held him steady.
“Thank you, my friend,” said Talut.
“Gladly,” said Juri.
It was honestly a good thing that the Copter could no longer fly, and Juri had to accompany them on the expedition. It was nice to have him around.
“Did you hear that too?” asked Juri.
“What?”
“A... There it is again!”
Juri was right. There was a thin scraping sound. It sounded like someone filing their nails. The noise was coming from above. The expedition was definitely not the source. Talut took the IR amplifier from his belt and scanned the area above them. But there was nothing there.
“Either it’s much smaller than a human, or it’s still too far away,” he said.
“We should let Sam know,” said Juri.
“For now, let’s wait and see. It was probably some kind of animal moving around up there.”
Of course, you were never completely alone in the branches of the Old Mothers. It was a whole ecosystem of its own, of which they had only gotten to know the highest foothills so far.

THE NEXT ARROW WAS BENT. Great, that meant a change. They’d have to rope down. The next passage was at least three yards deep. The lead team had left a rope hanging. Talut became more and more envious. Instead of just following a path, the people at the very front were allowed to discover it for themselves. By now, they had reached deeper into the woods than anyone before them. They were entering new territory with every step. That had to be great.
“Are you going first?” asked Juri.
“However you prefer,” said Talut.
“I have to go, actually.”
“Then go on the other side of the leaf. I don’t need a hot shower.”
“Uh, the other one.”
“I see. Well, Sam won’t be happy if we leave traces like that.”
Juri put an arm around his shoulder.
“If you insist, I’ll wrap it up.”
“No way.”
Talut shone his flashlight over the leaf until he found the rope’s attachment point. He checked the knot, which was expertly tied, then hooked himself on with a carabiner and climbed down to the next level. The leaf he had just reached was a so-called core leaf. He recognized it immediately by its typical grain. This was where flowers normally grew. He scanned the whole leaf with the beam of the lamp, but it was probably still too young and fresh, since it had not flowered. The resulting unavoidable scars were completely missing.
The leaf vibrated. That was Juri. The rope fell to the ground with a hiss. Juri rolled it up and slung it over his shoulder.
“That was quick,” said Talut.
“I had nothing to read,” said Juri. “Ha! Did you hear that?”
“You...? I really have better things to do.”
“No, stupid, the noise! There it was again.”
Juri obviously had better hearing than Talut. But he was right. There was the sound of someone filing their nails again.
“Maybe it’s a mockzilla,” he said.
“Is that a joke?” asked Juri.
“No, I have no idea what the animals are called scientifically. They’re all called mockzillas here.”
Talut recounted his recent experience with a mockzilla.
“They’re amazingly clever and curious. Maybe that’s why it’s following us.”
“Or it’s some other clever pursuer.”
Juri took the IR amplifier from Talut’s belt and pointed it upwards.
“Nothing there,” he said.
“Mockzillas have a lower body temperature than we do, so you’d have to look for a darker shape,” Talut said. “And they’re waist-high at most.”
“Good to know. I really had no idea there was such a thing. You’re really not kidding me?”
“No, Juri, I swear.”
An object landed next to him with a splat. Talut instinctively took up a defensive stance.
“Shit, what was that?” he asked.
Juri bent down slightly, but came up again immediately.
“You won’t believe it - that’s my leftovers from just now.”
Talut laughed. It was just too crazy. A few days ago, he had been playing with a mockzilla, throwing marbles back and forth. The animals seemed to have a strong play instinct and used anything they could find.
“Did you leave any more?”
“Uh, yes.”
“Then we should get out of here as quickly as possible. Next time, the mockzilla might hit us.”

THEIR STORY WAS a complete success at the camp that evening, even if not everyone believed them. But that was the way it was with the city folk. Most of them had never heard of a mockzilla.
Talut looked around. Were they surrounded by nothing but clueless people? The group had split up into three airtight tents, which were filled from oxygen canisters. This meant that their occupants could take off their annoying breathing masks at night. There was no privacy, however, and there was no division by gender. All hygiene procedures had to be carried out outside anyway. The tents were distributed around a central unit, which consisted of a plutonium-based energy source and the oxygen extractor. It extracted the gas from the humidity in the air. Without this device, the expedition would fail, so it was guarded around the clock.
Talut’s gaze fell on a person in a smock. However, he could only see her from behind. Was that Berenike, their boss? She seemed to be lost in thought. Talut was surprised that even the expedition leader was staying in the communal tent and didn’t have her own.
“Berenike? Can I ask you something?”
She turned around and smiled. “Gladly.”
“You’re a biologist. Can you tell us all something about mockzillas? My friends here don’t even believe they exist.”
He gestured around him.
“The infamous mockzilla, of course! Its scientific name is Microsaurus silvae, which is only half right, because although it lives in the forest, as the last part of its name suggests, it is not a dinosaur. Well, almost all comparisons with terrestrial biology are unfortunately flawed. The mockzilla is the largest representative of its species. It is hairless, has six legs, often runs on two of them and can use the front pair for manipulation. There are said to be cases where it has even used tools. Some researchers compare it to the chimpanzee, but I think that’s too far-fetched.”
“Does it have natural predators?” asked an older woman.
“Its major predator is clearly humans, whose activity drives it deeper and deeper into the forest. But the remains of mockzillas have also been found that were obviously killed by another species.”
“Always by the same one?” asked Talut.
“That’s right. It’s always the same pattern. The poor mockzilla is completely skinned and ... gnawed on all sides to varying degrees. It almost looks like a giant predator has been, um, chewing on it.”
“And isn’t that a horror story for overconfident expedition members?” the woman asked. “I mean, I’d hate to meet an animal that chews on dog-sized mockzillas for breakfast.”
“The reports are genuine,” said Berenike. “But their interpretation is not confirmed. Perhaps the mockzillas have fallen victim to a previously unknown subspecies of the Polar Old Mother, which can consume prey larger than a finger. Or it could be a disease of this species. There used to be similar diseases in humans in which the living body gradually disintegrated. Fortunately, our medicine has long since advanced.”
“Is there a risk of infection?” asked a young man.
“Young man, you should know that we are not suitable hosts for the microbiome of this planet.”
“Oh, that’s right.”
“I suggest we go to bed now,” said the leader. “Tomorrow will be another long day.”

TALUT STOOD at the edge of the sheet. A flashing string of lights signaled that he was not permitted to go any further. He had just opened his fly to relieve himself before going to sleep, when an object landed next to him. It must have come from above. He raised his eyes, but there was nothing there. He had left the IR amplifier in the tent.
He bent down and picked up the object. It was a bone, about as long as the smallest joint of his little finger. Did it mean something? Perhaps a warning? He shook his head. There was probably a mockzilla crouching up there, watching his reaction. Talut picked up the bone, made a long swing and threw it upwards.
A rustling sound followed by a hiss. Something moved. The bone landed next to him, but a little further away. Talut ran to it, picked it up and threw it again onto the leaf above him.
Several pairs of feet pattered softly. The bone came back. Talut picked it up. One more try. The mockzilla was persistent - or enjoyed the little game. It threw the bone back once more. Talut ran to the spot again. There he turned around. He was probably fifty yards away from the camp.
All right, mockzilla. One more time. Talut only had to wait a few seconds before the bone landed about ten yards nearer the trunk.
The mockzilla was clearly trying to lead him away from the camp. Perhaps the presence of so many people made it uncomfortable. Talut could well understand it. Or maybe it was trying to lure him into a trap. A trap for a human, set by a mockzilla. That really would be a horror story. Nevertheless, this time he let the bone disappear into his trouser pocket. The mockzilla complained with a hiss. Talut walked back to the edge of the leaf and peed.






     


October 12, 2802, Enceladus     


ANDY BOXLEITNER LOOKED at himself in the mirror. He had a fringe of short hair around a mirror-smooth bald head. Wrinkles on his forehead made him look about fifty years old. He had to get used to this image. He must be Andy. The fact that Yini had known his real name had briefly thrown him out of his role, which was vital to him.
Yesterday he had inquired inconspicuously about the escaped criminal who had almost derailed his plan to free Tailin. Yini was, as someone in the administration told him, a chronoscribe. She must have been floating around in his mind. That was probably why she recognized him. In a way, he was still the same person, even though he was in a different body. Somehow that reassured him, even if it made him vulnerable. He had often had the feeling that his consciousness had somehow ... melted away in the course of his constant body changes. There had been little research into this phenomenon, which doctors dismissed as a figment of his imagination.
Monte left the bathroom. Andy. He was Andy. He had to keep his thoughts under control. Thoughts too quickly turned into words that might betray him. A colleague was waiting for him outside.
“Man, it’s about time. I have to go too. We have to be in the elevator to the surface in ten minutes.”
“Don’t act like there’s no on-board toilet,” said Andy.
“On-board toilet? You’ve never been on a courier ship, have you?”
He’d spent many years on a courier ship, in his Curious. How was his ship doing? He shook his head anyway. The others barely knew him; he was new to the team. Getting time off had cost him a lot of coffee beans, the common black-market currency here.
“We’re so close together that you need a diaper to poop,” said his colleague, instead of entering the toilet, the door of which Andy was holding open for him.
He praised himself for using the right name in his mind.
“I’ll go on ahead,” he said.
“But wait for me at the elevator, okay? You owe me that.”
“I will.”
The colleague probably just liked to hear himself talk. Andy slowly strolled along the corridor. He passed a wall decoration with children’s drawings. In one picture, a crying woman sat behind bars. An arrow pointed from the scrawled word “Mommy” to her. Visits were not allowed in the Enceladus prison, not even by holo. Even photos were forbidden, allegedly because they allowed conclusions to be drawn about this place. Anyone with a family had to keep in touch this way, with drawings and letters.
Andy pressed the elevator call button.

“ALL RIGHT, BOYS, INTO YOUR CAPSULES,” said the captain.
She was the only woman on board, but she had the crew and passengers well under control – not least because of her electric whip, which she used without hesitation when she needed to. Her blows were said to be extremely painful, even for the genetically modified Neomartians with their much thicker skin. However, the whip left no permanent damage, making it a legal tool for employers and their agents.
Andy was glad that the whip was keeping things quiet. There was too much testosterone in too small a space. He squeezed himself back into his capsule. It had a hexagonal cross-section, about as wide as his shoulders, and was two yards deep. However, the walls were not made of rigid material, but of thick fabric. This made them very light, but also flexible. Above him lay a fat man whose back constantly bulged out his capsule. The honeycomb shape had the advantage that you could lie reasonably comfortably in any flying position.
“I’ll count to three. If anything sticks out anywhere, you know what’s coming.”
There was a rustle. Everyone retracted their limbs. Nobody wanted to feel the whip. The captain swung it anyway. Andy heard the sharp, whistling sound, which this time was not followed by an outcry.
“Right, lads, I’m initiating the landing maneuver.”
A force pushed him to one side. Andy gave in to it. Above and below their positions rotated by ninety degrees each. The flight from moon to moon was a stone’s throw. The ship’s main task was to adjust the orbits. It orbited slowly around small, light Enceladus, then had to accelerate to a Saturn transfer orbit and slow down again at Titan, moving into an orbit that took it slowly through the dense atmosphere.
“It’s about to get a bit wobbly,” said the captain.
The whole ship vibrated. Andy imagined the dense atmosphere of Titan washing against the hull. The engine howled. The rocket turned another ninety degrees, and all the passengers turned with it. This must be the landing position. The engine spewed hot exhaust gases, namely water vapor and carbon dioxide, against the ground, which consisted of rock-hard ice.
A quick jerk and they came to a halt.
“Welcome to Titan, the home of Neomars,” said the captain. “Unfortunately, we have been assigned an outside position. Passengers with standard Biobags will therefore have to wait for suits to be delivered.”
Andy climbed out of his capsule and dropped to his knees. The gravity here was much stronger than on Enceladus. A Neomartian about seven feet tall, who must have noticed his weakness, laughed at him. Andy grinned back. Most gene-altered people looked down on standard Biobags like his, but they didn’t mean any harm. They just couldn’t understand why anyone would settle for a body with inferior performance.
But the man was right about at least one thing: Andy should have exercised more on Enceladus. If he was falling to his knees here, how would he suffer on Earth! The same gravity prevailed in the Skyring as on the planet. On the other hand, he could change back into his original Biobag there and live as Claudio Pedramonte. Unfortunately, the muscle mass of an unused Biobag also decreased over time.
The Neomars giant slapped him on the shoulder. “You’re not from around here, are you?”
Andy shook his head. “Terra Nova.”
It was part of his made-up biography that he had left Terra Nova to escape his debts and was now looking for work in the solar system.
“That’s what I thought. If you need help, or you can’t find your way around, come by. Jupiter, sector A13, apartment 27.”
“Jupiter?”
“That’s my name. Great, isn’t it?”
“Not bad,” he said. “I’m Andy.”
Neomartians were as famous for their names as they were for their original bodies. A Roman god, why not?
“Andy? Are you serious?”
“Of course.”
“Haha, that’s funny. You’ll find me in Andy’s living room almost every night.”
“Really? And who is this other Andy?”
“It’s the name of a famous bar. It’s in every tourist guide! Don’t tell me you’ve never been there.”
Andy shook his head. When he’d been on Neomars before, he never had time to get drunk. This time it was different. What better place than a bar to ask around a bit?
“The airlock is open now,” said the Captain. “Get out, boys!”
“I’ve got to go,” said Jupiter. “Nice to make your acquaintance. I also know a good geneticist, not that expensive, if you want something done. You only live once, you know.”
“Yes, thank you. I’ll see you in my living room.”
“Huh? Do you have an apartment here?”
Jupiter rubbed his mighty chin.
“In the bar, my friend, in Andy’s living room. In the bar!”
The Neomartian slapped his hand on his shoulder again, then joined the queue. Fifteen broad-shouldered, muscular men with bare upper bodies were waiting patiently for a place in the airlock. It was an impressive sight that Andy would have to get used to.
The lock door opened with a hiss. The first ten Neomartians disappeared. Suddenly the rocket seemed almost empty. Andy looked around. Apart from him, there were three standard Biobags on board. He looked for a free porthole. The ten men were already running. It was raining cats and dogs. One of them had put up an umbrella, but was holding it over the luggage he carried under his left arm. It seemed to be more sensitive than the skin of these beings, who at first glance looked more like a Grosnop than a humanoid. And yet they were humans; ones who had adapted to their environment, as humans had done for millions of years.
“Your jumpsuits are here,” called the captain. “It’s about time. Hey, Normie!”
She meant him. Andy turned around. The Captain, also genetically modified, threw him a package. It bounced against his stomach before he could catch it because his hands were at the wrong height. He had instinctively calculated the throwing parabola according to earthly standards. If he had been wearing a Neomartian Biobag as camouflage, he would have betrayed himself to an observant eye by now. As a standard human being, he was met with suspicion here, but he could play that role more credibly.
Andy unfolded the package. It consisted of a silver-coated but unexpectedly thin suit, with a flat rucksack built into it. He slipped his legs into it first. The fabric was stretchy enough that his boots could fit through the trouser legs. Then it was the upper body’s turn, and finally pulled the hood over his head. A cord was attached to the neck. He pulled on it and the fabric closed around his face.
“The fastening button is at about hip height. Just push it in,” explained the captain.
He pressed the button. Suddenly the suit tightened. It was now tight all over, including his face, so tight that he couldn’t see anything and couldn’t breathe. Andy became frantic and breathed faster and faster. What had he forgotten?
“Damn it, boy,” said the captain, sighing, “why didn’t anyone tell me I’ve got a newbie on board?”
He felt someone squeezing his chin from the outside. A soft tube pressed against his lips. He opened his mouth, let it in and sucked on it in a panic. Nothing. Where was the air?
“Hey, don’t get so hectic! The mouthpiece is for breathing out.”
Now someone touched his nose. Something pushed into both nostrils.
“You breathe in through that. Got it?”
Andy drew in air through his nose. Yes, oxygen! He blew the air back out through his mouth.
“Hanks,” he said, because the mouthpiece was blocking his tongue.
“Now get out quickly,” said the Captain. “I’d like to call it a day. Don’t dawdle around outside, there’s only enough air for ten minutes. Economic grounds.”
Good to know. He had never arrived at an outside location on Neomars. He rubbed his eyes. Suddenly the outside world came back into focus. He was being extremely clumsy today.
“Go on, shoo, into the airlock!”
The captain pushed him forward. The suit worked well. He would hardly feel it if he didn’t have to breathe through the tubes. The airlock was mirrored on one side, probably so that you could check the fit of the suit before getting out. Andy really did look like a big baby in a onesie. But his three colleagues were no better looking. The chubby man’s belly stuck out as if he were pregnant.
They descended the narrow staircase one after the other. The plump man went first. The floor looked wet, but it wasn’t slippery. Andy walked through puddles of liquid methane. They didn’t bother him any more than the constant methane rain, which burst in huge drops on his suit. It looked as if the rain was falling in slow motion, because compared to water droplets on Earth, everything here was slowed by a factor of ten. It was an exciting idea to have reached a world in which time ran much more slowly. Wouldn’t he get ten times more out of life then?
They reached a flat building. A door opened automatically. The next airlock. Andy pressed the button on his hip and the suit opened. He had to pull the two tubes out of his nose himself. He stepped out of the thin fabric and hung the garment on the wall.
“Can I take yours too?” asked the fat man.
He had already stowed his own suit in the suitcase he brought with him.
“As a souvenir? Is that allowed?”
“Yes, they’re disposable suits. But they’re still fitted. They just can’t adapt to a new body shape.”
Good to know. He just had to find out how to fill the air tank and he’d have his own protective suit for Titan’s exterior. He tested the material between his fingers. How long would it keep out the cold? Ah, there were thin wires running through the fabric. Perhaps they served as heating.
“Well?” The fat man looked at him expectantly and stretched out his hand.
Andy shook his head. “Sorry, friend, I’m taking mine as a souvenir.”
The fat man grumbled something, but Andy didn’t bother trying to make out the words.

BEHIND THE AIRLOCK DOOR, time accelerated back to its normal pace. A uniformed Neomartian frantically waved Andy over.
“Come on, you’re already late. Identification?”
“Not our fault,” Andy said. “Outside location.”
The uniformed man poked Andy in the chest with his index finger. He would have liked to slap the man’s hand away, but he couldn’t cause a stir.
“You deliberately chose this body,” said the uniformed man. “So, is it really not your fault?”
Andy ignored the accusation.
“I’m already in the system,” he said. “Enceladus guard.”
Where was the retinal scanner? The uniformed man took a device shaped like a flashlight from the desk and shone it into his eye. The device beeped contentedly.
“Andy Boxleitner. You’ve only been on the job a few weeks and you already get a vacation?”
“Yes, a personal emergency.”
“Here? I don’t see a ticket for a connecting flight.”
“Yes, of course here. I only have a week.”
“And where exactly?”
“Sector A13, apartment 27.”
“Who lives there?”
“My friend Jupiter.”
Enough with the questions. Smith had promised him that the security service here wouldn’t scrutinize him closely. Gentlemen’s agreement, he called it. Perhaps the special treatment was over because Tailin wasn’t going to Earth after all. But the secret service man shouldn’t know anything about that yet. Only if the ship still hadn’t arrived in two weeks’ time should Smith become skeptical.
Perhaps it was normal for the guards to ask more questions after the incident on Enceladus. He should have thought about that sooner and come up with a plausible story.
“Thank you. Then I wish you a speedy recovery, or whatever you’re hoping for. And have a nice stay in the Republic of Neomars, Mr. Boxleitner.”
Andy held out his right arm and the uniformed man pressed the usual entry stamp onto his wrist. The color was only visible under UV light.
“Thank you. Have a nice evening.”
The uniformed man nodded. “Also, if you’re asked about my service, it would be great if you could give me five stars.”
“Of course.”

ANDY LEFT the security zone through a broad glass door and reached a square that must be a hundred and fifty yards across, with a night sky glittering with stars. It was not real, of course, but the stores and restaurants around the square were. The city’s streets extended out from here in all directions. Andy looked at his watch. It was afternoon, so it would be best to find a hotel, freshen up and rest for a little while.
The first hotel he found looked like one of those old-fashioned, aluminum and glass skyscrapers that used to exist on Earth. This was hopelessly dated, since nowadays real wood stood for true luxury. Glass was a cheap building material. Nevertheless, the hotel had a certain something.
It was even affordable. As he got into the elevator, he held on to the bar that ran all the way around it, because his inertia wanted to lever him against the force of the acceleration. However, the car went down instead of up. Andy was disappointed, although he could have guessed it. Neomartians built into the ground, not into the sky. This was not because of the conditions on Titan, but because of their past on Mars. If the Mars Republic had built underground, the war would not have cost so many lives.
The room was small, maybe twenty square yards, but it seemed much larger because most of the walls were covered with mirrors or virtual windows. Andy could choose the view himself. The service program mainly offered Mars motifs such as the Valles Marineris, but also a few well-known earthly sights such as the long-destroyed Taj Mahal or the arid desert of Antarctica, photographed from space. Andy opted for a slideshow entitled “The best of Neomars”, which was clearly aimed at tourists.
He stretched out on the bed. It was soft, like any bed that was not within a 1g zone. Wouldn’t that be a market niche, a hotel with simulated gravity for tourists who wanted to sink deep into their mattresses again? But there probably weren’t enough tourists, at least not here. The Neomars capital, Neo Valles, where he had landed, was located halfway between the North Pole and the equator, and therefore too far away from the tourist attractions of Mithrim Montes in the Xanadu region and the large lakes Kraken Mare and Ligeia Mare.
“Book a day trip by Copter to Kraken Mare,” a voice suddenly said as he drifted off into a dream. “Fly under your own power on the slopes of Mithrim Montes.”
Andy shuddered. Had the room read his mind? He scanned the pillow, but there was no reading ring. Neither the Terran Union nor Neomars had technology that could spy on consciousness from a distance. Experts claimed that this would be impossible. But it made sense: he had switched on “Best of Neomars”, so the program had classified him as a tourist.
“Stop!” he shouted. “Turn off the commercials.”
“Thank you, Andy Boxleitner,” the voice replied. “We’ve updated your preferences. In case you want to order something, we offer interstellar cuisine and the best wines, including those made from organically grown fruit.”
“I don’t want to order anything. Please, no communication unless initiated by me.”
He had obviously forgotten to check the “do not disturb” box when he registered. At least the interruption had one advantage: he was awake again. He could get on with his task.

NEO-VALLES WAS NOT A TOURIST CAPITAL. You only had to walk half a mile from the central square with its chic sky to see that. The streets here became more and more narrow, and instead of a sky above, there were only permanently installed lights that made the dull, rarely decorated walls of plastconcrete look even uglier. In between, there were a surprising number of standard Biobags like him. Most of them were not tourists, but locals who had made this part of the city their home. There was oxygen and warmth here. That was not the case everywhere.
Andy followed street A. The designations were simple. The A sectors were below the street with the same letter, clockwise. The count began at the central square. He had just reached sector A4 and the sector boundary was already visible. There was his destination, Andy’s Living Room, the bar that Jupiter had recommended to him. As he stood in front of it, he compared the numbers. This was sector A12. So A13, where Jupiter lived, must be just over the border. The Neomartian lived opposite his favorite bar, which was certainly no coincidence.
He pressed the doorbell. At the same moment, the door swung open and a person in a standard body flew out. He really flew, in a high arc, crashed into the wall on the other side of the street and slid down to the ground. Andy ran over quickly to administer first aid. It was a man, less than thirty years old, but with an unhealthy complexion. He got up and vomited against the wall. Andy had to jump aside to avoid being splashed.
“Is there anything I can do to help?” he asked.
“Nah, just gotta throw up.”
The man made another gurgling noise, but nothing more came out.
“I guess I’m empty,” he said, turned around and staggered down the street towards the central square.
Andy followed him for a while with his eyes, but he seemed to be stable. The vomit smelled sour. He noticed two signs on the wall: “Please do not throw anything against the wall” and “Please do not vomit on the wall”. Maybe he shouldn’t visit the bar after all. He already knew where his destination was. Tailin had given him a description and her key codes.
He swallowed suddenly. If he found what everyone was looking for, he would be the most powerful man in the world. He could decide who got the upper hand in this conflict. Both parties would shower him with wealth if he chose them, and would put him on the most wanted list if he didn’t do their bidding. He would lose his freedom. Unless he hid somewhere, he would be in danger no matter where he went. Unless ... there was a third option. Was there one?
The door was still open. Now a hand beckoned from the doorway. He followed the gesture.

THE BAR WAS TRULY UNIQUE. It was built right on the border that separated the cities of the Neos and the Standards. There was a curtain behind the bar, which was transparent but heavily steamed up. Through it you could see a world of ice and cold, in which Neomartians leaned against the counter and poured unknown liquids down their throats from special vessels. Just like on this side, except that the guests here were much smaller and slimmer.
However, two, no, three Neomartians had come over to this side. One was having an intense discussion with a standard Biobag. The second was joking with the bartender, and the third was sitting alone with his beer at a table for four. Andy got himself a beer and sat down. This was the aspect of his job that he liked least: convincing people to give him information that he didn’t even know existed yet.
“Are you waiting for someone?” he asked.
The Neomartian looked at him. Andy tried to read some kind of facial expression but couldn’t manage it. The thick facial skin seemed to mask everything. Or the non-verbal cues were different from standard Biobags.
“Nah. What do you want?”
That was probably a skeptical expression. The man’s head was slightly lowered, by a maximum of fifteen degrees, and his nostrils were flared. Andy would have to remember that combination.
“I’m Andy.” He extended his hand across the table, but the other didn’t respond. “Just got here today, fresh from Enceladus.”
“Enceladus?”
The Neomartian raised his head. Andy had hoped that this would arouse his curiosity. However, that also meant that word had already spread about the events there. That was not particularly surprising, as it was the very first escape from the icy moon. That made him a little proud; after all, he had some part in it.
“Yeah, needed a bit of a vacation,” he said.
“I can imagine.”
The Neomartian moved his chair closer to Andy. Andy caught a whiff of his breath, which was unpleasant, but it would be better if not everyone realized what they were talking about here.
“How did all that happen?” the Neomartian whispered.
“I’m not really allowed to talk about it,” said Andy.
His conversation partner waved to the barman and held up two fingers. A short time later, two glasses of clear liquid were placed in front of them.
The Neomartian picked up one of the glasses. “To your health!”
Andy reached for the second glass. “Cheers!”
He poured the contents down his throat. The stuff was hot. He could feel every inch of it running down his gullet.
Now he had to return the favor. “They had a ship hidden on Enceladus. Pretty cheeky, don’t you think?”
“A foreign ship? In our control zone? Wow.”
“Yes, they must have bribed someone. Still, when I think of what a bureaucratic song and dance it used to be if you just wanted to go ice skating on the surface...”
“I can imagine,” said the Neomartian.
Silence fell. The man tapped his finger against the table leg. He was probably not very talkative, fulfilling all the clichés circulating in the Skyring about Neomartians.
“I’m glad that bureaucracy hasn’t found its way here yet,” said Andy.
The Neomartian nodded.
“I was going to visit a friend on the other side later.”
“Hm.”
He couldn’t get anything else out of the man. Andy waved to the bartender.
“Leave it, my friend. It’s on me,” said the Neomartian and got up. “I’ll walk you a few more steps.”
Andy stood up as well.
“Where’s your suit?” asked his new friend.
Andy tapped the bundle he had rolled the disposable suit into. The Neomartian grinned.
“Short on cash, eh? I hope that thing doesn’t let you down. You know the tank won’t last more than ten minutes?”
“It’s just a little detour.”
“Too bad, I would have taken you to my favorite club. It’s really something special. There are women there, and men too, of course, if you’re into that, and everything you could wish for. They’ll fuck your brains out. You’ll never get anything like that on the Normie side.”
“Thanks, that’s very kind of you, but I’ve got a date.”
Andy unrolled the bundle. He slipped his feet in first and pulled up the bottom. His new friend held the sleeves out for him so that he could put the top on more comfortably. The fabric automatically joined together in front of his stomach. Andy pulled the hood over his head. This time he knew which tube belonged in which body opening. The Neomartian blew in his face.
“Smell anything?” he asked.
Andy shook his head. The mask seemed to be airtight. The Neomartian took him by the arm and dragged him to a door, behind which there was probably an airlock.

THEY CROSSED the Neomartian part of the pub. There was a lot more going on here. Most people were sitting in groups around round tables, drinking and conversing. A few Neomartians were dancing to music that sounded like a muffled funeral march through his mask. They seemed surprisingly agile. Both women and men were almost naked. On Enceladus, they had always worn uniforms.
“Come on,” said the Neomartian.
They left the pub through a kind of curtain. Behind it, they were greeted by the same methane rain as when Andy arrived. They were standing in a broad, circular plaza. It was surrounded by a wall, from which a narrow roof extended. In the middle of the plaza was a lamppost with several lights that illuminated the area in yellow.
Unsuccessfully. The heavy rain seemed to drag the light down with it. It clung to the drops, fell to the ground with them and burst into glittering fountains in slow motion.
The Neomartian pulled Andy right through it. His suit didn’t seem to be made for these conditions, because his feet became cold very quickly. Apparently, the insulation failed when the material was completely wet.
“Where does your friend live?” asked the Neomartian.
“A13, apartment 25.”
He deliberately named the wrong apartment so as not to accidentally put Jupiter in danger if the Neomartian was a secret service agent.
“That’s over there.”
On the other side, two-story buildings bordered the square. The Neomartian led Andy to a street that cut through the row of houses on the right.
“Twenty-five?”
Andy nodded. They walked a few steps into the street. The Neomartian stopped in front of a roller shutter door that might have concealed a garage.
“This is it,” said the Neomartian.
“Thanks,” said Andy.
He had no idea how his friend had recognized the house number, but he didn’t ask.
“You sure?” asked the Neomartian.
“Sure.”
“All right, then. If you change your mind - next street on the right, then left. You can’t miss the club. New customers get a twenty percent discount.”
“Thanks, buddy.”
The Neomartian raised his hand in farewell and left. Andy waited until he was out of sight. Tailin had described the location of her lab to him. The right-hand street from the main square. He was already in the right place. House number 221. That sounded feasible. Hopefully. He started walking.
The houses he passed all looked identical, without house numbers. But there were signs at every intersection that told him which numbers could be found in which direction. Very good. However, he didn’t make as much progress as he had hoped. After three minutes he was only at number 60, and after five he had reached 90. 221 - that suddenly sounded impossible.
But he had no other choice. With giant strides, he jumped from puddle to puddle. The low gravity helped him, but his almost empty oxygen tank worked against him. He just had to reach number 221. Tailin had told him exactly how to open the door. There was an airlock behind which the rooms were set up for standard bodies. He just had to hurry. He breathed more and more shallowly, but not on purpose. He drew what he could from the tubes in his nose, but it didn’t quench his need. He grew wearier with each step.
Would young Yini be back in his head now? He wouldn’t wish that on her. It must be hard to witness someone’s death this way. But no, it couldn’t be. She was on board a ship on her way to Terra Nova. Andy stopped and leaned forward, gasping. He couldn’t go on. Number 221 was too far away. He looked around, but there was no one to help him. His brain commanded his lungs to take violent breaths that took all his strength. He was about to fall. He was all alone. Andy was alone, and at the moment of death he became Monte again.






     


October 25, 2802, Earth's moon     


KANG RUBBED HIS NECK, which had grown stiff. The longer he lay on Yini’s reading device, the more he realized that it was adapted to his sister and not to him. He felt sorry for this Monte. It really wasn’t a nice feeling to have to die. But Kang hadn’t found it difficult to eavesdrop. Mental separation had been part of his training. That was one of the reasons why he hadn’t wanted to pursue this career in the end. It was the experiences of others, as exciting as they sometimes were - rarely, if Yini had her way - that he was only allowed to witness. Even as a janitor’s assistant, he had more intensive interaction with life.
However, he wasn’t worried about Monte. Zahir had promised him several days’ worth of transmissions. Monte must have made it at least as far as the next tachyon transmitter. His boss hadn’t wanted to tell him how he had come into possession of the recordings, but Kang could guess. Monte must have eventually connected to a tachyon transmitter – or his consciousness had, to be more precise. Presumably on Neomars. No other transmitter would have been available in so short a time. However, that revealed little about Zahir’s source. He could have received the information from the target transmitter. It could have been any one of almost a hundred that humanity had distributed in its sphere of influence.
What exactly was Monte looking for on Neomars? Did he really believe that this ominous weapon existed? If it was a Neomartian technological development, he wouldn’t be able to track it down in a residential area of Neo Valles.
Kang’s stomach growled. He stood up and did a few exercises to distract himself until his stomach spoke up again. This problem was easy to solve. It was early afternoon, but there was always something warm in the canteen.

“WHAT WILL IT BE?” asked the blonde woman behind the counter.
Was she new, or had she just never met him before? Kang’s gaze slid to her name tag.
“I am Yudit. Yudit with a y,” she said, “I’m the new girl.”
“Ah. I wasn’t sure if... I’m Kang.”
“Kang? I’ve heard of you.”
His cheeks grew warm. What was that supposed to mean? She must have mistaken him for someone else.
“I can’t imagine you have,” he said.
“You’re the only one who can tame our bread-baking machine, my boss told me before she went on vacation. If the bread machine isn’t cooperating, call Kang. That’s what she said.”
Yudit was right. About every two weeks, the chef called him because the machine was once again refusing to work. A very specific spare part was to blame. The manufacturer had changed the material it was made of, and now it could only withstand the heat of baking for a few days. All the replacements they had in stock were made of this inferior material.
“It’s not an art,” Kang said. “I just have to put in a new part.”
“Then wouldn’t it be more efficient if we could do it ourselves?” asked Yudit.
“I mean... Yeah! It’s not particularly complicated.”
He had suggested that to the chef himself once, but she had refused.
“Would you show me?” asked Yudit.
“Gladly!” The warmth spread all over his face. “What would be a good time for you?”
Kang’s stomach growled. Yudit laughed. She must have heard it. Kang lowered his eyes.
“After you eat?” she suggested.
“Okay. I’ll just have to fetch the spare parts,” he replied. “I’ll out bring three of them, and then you can swap them yourself.”
“Great. That brings us to the next question: what would you like?”

KANG CAREFULLY PUSHED the plate aside. He had only left the crust of the pizza. The pieces of dough slid across the plate until the curved edge caught them. Chair legs squeaked. Kang looked up. Yudit had sat down next to him. Now that the counter no longer blocked his view, he noticed her stocky figure and defined calves. She was wearing bright sports shoes with colorful laces. The color combination reminded him of something. That’s it. The hero of a well-known comic wore shoelaces like that.
“Hikaro?” he asked, pointing under the table.
“You know Hikaro?” Yudit grinned at him. “Nobody else knows him!”
“I do,” said Kang.
He had once had a real passion for the comics of the 2200s, until he had had gotten tired of them.
“That’s great! I love Hikaro!” Yudit grabbed one of the pieces of crust and bit into it. “You left the best part.”
“The crust is too dry for me,” Kang said.
“I could live on pizza crust,” Yudit said.
She reached for another piece.
“Why did you come to the moon?” he asked.
“It just happened that way. The Skyring was too crowded for me. I don’t like having so many people around me.”
“I feel the same way,” said Kang.
“Did you move here with your girlfriend?” asked Yudit.
She tilted her head as if to emphasize that it was an innocent question. Her short hair didn’t budge with the movement.
“Girlfriend? Uh, I don’t have one.” He tugged at his ear.
“You really don’t? That’s nice.” Yudit nodded thoughtfully.
“It really isn’t. But why do you say it’s nice?”
“Well, you’re interested in me. You should have seen how your face turned red! You leave the pizza crust and you know my greatest hero. Two people can’t have much more in common than that.”
Kang laughed. She couldn’t be serious. If he put his hand on her thigh now, she would push it away and make fun of him. But then again, she seemed sincere. He had never met anyone who approached him so openly. It wasn’t an aggressive approach, though. Some people shouted their truth in other people’s faces. Yudit was not like that. Her whole body radiated a soft honesty that was easier to accept.
He tried it. Kang put his hand on her thigh. Yudit not only let it happen, she placed her own warm hand over it. It felt completely normal, and then heavenly.
“Do you have warm feet?” she asked.
Kang nodded. He always had warm feet, and almost always cold hands, like now. It was a strange mixture.
“Very nice,” said Yudit. “My feet are always cold, but my hands are warm.”
“I can tell,” said Kang.
Yudit took the last piece of pizza crust from his plate. “How about you go get that spare part now and show me how to install it?”
Kang hesitated. Suddenly he didn’t like the idea at all, because then he would no longer have a reason to come to the kitchen to repair the machine.
“You can still come to the canteen,” said Yudit. “But only if I can have your leftover pizza.”
“That’s a deal. I’ll be back in half an hour.”

HE NEEDED Zahir’s permission to get the spare parts from the warehouse. As he skipped through the corridor, he smelled his left hand, on which Yudit had placed hers. She smelled of orange, cinnamon, and vanilla. Somehow, it suited her.
Zahir was not in his office. But since the door was unlocked, he should be back any moment. Kang sat down on a chair to wait. It was a strange experience, just now in the canteen. He rarely found it so easy to talk to other people. With Yudit, he didn’t need to search for an answer. She was so... natural. She didn’t seem to care what impression she made on others. Or was he mistaken? He had only known her for an hour and had only exchanged a few words with her.
“Ah, there you are!”
Zahir’s greeting made him jump.
“Haha, you’re making a face like I caught you with your hand in the cookie jar.” His boss stopped in front of him. “No, sit still. It’s good that you’re here. I don’t have to bring this to you.”
At that moment, Zahir lifted an object that Kang only recognized as a bound book at second glance. It had an unadorned, yellow cover with “Tachyon” written on it in simple, sans serif capital letters.
A book, that was unusual. Books were only found in museums. Nobody printed out text anymore and laboriously bound the pages together.
“I got this from Mike,” Zahir explained.
Mike, of course. The head of the Miscellaneous Department doubtless knew how to make papyrus scrolls or even stone tablets. Mike, Yini’s lover.
“And what does it say?”
“Mike only gave me a rough outline. Yini wrote this book. She radioed the contents to Mike, and he turned it into a book.”
“Typical Mike, something so pointless,” said Kang. “Electronic would be much more practical.”
“It wasn’t Mike’s idea. It’s a present from your sister for you.”
“For me?”
His cheeks grew warm again. What had he done to deserve this? Today seemed to be his lucky day. Although... He didn’t know what Yini had written in the large volume.
“Yes, for you,” Zahir said. “It’s basically a summary of what Yini experienced and learned over the last few months. Mike told me the most important things. So, you have everything together and can make up your own mind.”
Zahir handed him the book. Kang opened it, and a passage from one of the last chapters caught his eye.
“DO you not see they must move more quickly
and go further, racing through many times
the extent of space in the same length of time
the sunlight takes to fill the sky?”
THE QUOTE FROM LUCRETIUS’ didactic poem “De rerum natura” had been prefixed to the essay he had sent to Yini as the work of an unknown person. Apparently she had added the text to her book as a kind of epilogue. He flipped to the front. Gliese 163 c, Gliese 411, and the Earth’s moon were the most important locations. Kang closed the book, closed his eyes and took a deep breath.
“You can take the day off,” Zahir said. “I understand if you want to read this right away.”
“Thanks, but it’s not necessary.” Kang stood up. “I’m actually here to pick up spare parts for the bread maker.”
“Oh, is it broken again?”
“Not yet, but the new kitchen staff have offered to fix it themselves in future.”
“Oh, there’s a new chef?”
“Yes, her name is Yudit, with a y, and she...”
Zahir grinned. Kang broke off the sentence.
“Of course you should get the parts,” Zahir said. “What’s going on with the transmission of that Claudio Pedramonte I gave you?”
“He was suffocating, last I saw. Then I got hungry.”
“I see. You’ll keep me posted on what you find out?”
“Of course.”
“Wait, I’ll be right back with the parts.”

“AND WHAT IS THIS?” asked Yudit.
She had spotted the book immediately, of course, even though it was at the bottom of his bag. Some of the spare parts for the machine were transparent - they were fan blades that were supposed to remove hot air.
“It’s a book,” Kang explained.
“You don’t say! We had a whole library at home,” said Yudit.
“You owned real books? I thought they only existed in archives or museums.”
Kang unpacked the spare parts. Yudit took them from him and stacked all but one of them in an empty cupboard.
“My family was one of the first to emigrate to the Skyring when you could still get money for it,” she explained. “Before things really took off there.”
“Interesting. And they were allowed to have books?”
“Why not? There’s no law against the private ownership of paper.”
“Ah, I didn’t know that. My parents were always on the run.”
“Where are they now?”
He didn’t answer. Kang reached for the book and opened it. By chance, he landed on the experiences of a certain Mark Decker in the orbit of the planet Gliese 163 c.
Yudit didn’t question him further.
“Would you like to read the book together?” she asked. “We could take turns reading it to each other.”
“What, now?” Kang asked. Did she know how important this book was to him?
“No, now you’re going to show me how to fix the bread maker.”
“Of course.”
Kang was relieved - and a little disappointed. But there was no reason for that. He still had an appointment with Claudio Pedramonte today. They would have to read the book another time.
“We’ll read the book together tonight,” said Yudit. “At my place, yes?”
Hm. Kang had only analyzed a small part of the data that Zahir had given him. He shouldn’t keep his boss waiting too long. But it would be stupid to turn down the invitation. He really wanted to read the book with Yudit. Tonight, in her room. He imagined her sitting on a sofa and listening to him with her eyes closed while he read aloud in the flickering light of an LED candle.
“You don’t have to, of course, Kang,” Yudit said. “I completely understand if... Well, if the book is so important to you personally that you...”
“No, I’d love to read it with you. But for now, I’ll teach you how to install an exhaust fan.”






     


October 13, 2802, Neomars     


HE LAY in a tent whose walls bulged outwards. Outside, the sea was roaring, and condensation dripped from the tarpaulin above him. It was hot. Something was wrong here. Monte wanted to pull down the blanket that lay heavy across his chest, but he couldn’t move his arms. Shit. That smell - he was in a hospital. Was he paralyzed? He managed to lift his head enough to catch a glimpse of his restraints.
“Hey, untie me right now! What the fuck?”
Why the hell was he tied to the bed? There was movement behind the curtain. Suddenly a tarpaulin was swept aside, the ventilation howled and a man in a blue smock appeared at the foot of his cot.
“Take it easy, Andy. We had to restrain you so you wouldn’t do anything stupid. I’m Dr. Donegal.”
The doctor came around the bed and offered him his hand. Monte laughed - no, Andy laughed. He was alive! And what was this stuff that made his mood change so quickly? The doctor loosened the restraints and shook his hand again.
“Pleased to meet you. I’m Andy Boxleitner. Thank you for your help.”
“We already have your name from the immigration file. You’re in a hospital in the unassimilated part of Neo Valles. The atmosphere outside this tent is deadly for you. We didn’t want you to find that out by accident. You seem to have a certain talent for it, or rather, a certain carelessness that was almost your undoing. What were you doing out there? If the people that found you hadn’t happened to be smokers, you would have died.”
“Smokers? What do you mean?”
“If you want to smoke in Titan’s atmosphere, you have to bring your own oxygen. Fortunately, your finders thought to give you some from their smoke canister.”
“So I’m okay?” asked Andy, feeling his upper body.
“A few frostbite marks here and there, but the painkillers we gave you will help.”
“Then I can get up and walk?”
Andy sat up. He waited for a wave of dizziness, but nothing happened. On the contrary, he felt rested and healthy. How long had he slept here? Bandages were wrapped around his thighs.
“It’s not that simple,” said the doctor. “We’ve informed the security authorities. What were you doing out there? And in such a primitive disposable suit?”
“I met a man in Andy’s Living Room who raved to me about the nightclub that’s supposed to be somewhere around here. I wanted to check it out.”
“I’ve heard about that.” The doctor laughed. “But why didn’t you borrow a real suit?”
“I work in security on Enceladus. I couldn’t afford the rental fee. And the disposable suit felt comfortable. I’m sure the services in that establishment are expensive enough.”
Dr. Donegal shrugged his shoulders. “I’ve never been there. From what I’ve heard, there are no air-conditioned rooms there at all. Your friend must have been pulling your leg.”
Andy pulled the corners of his mouth down as if disappointed. But he couldn’t care less about the brothel right now. He had to get out of here before security arrived.
“Why is there a doctor for standard bodies out here?” he asked.
“I was brought in especially for you. It was too unsafe for my Neomars colleagues to treat you, for insurance reasons. Standards are generally considered to be less robust, and that’s kind of true, isn’t it?”
Dr. Donegal gave him a friendly pat on the shoulder. Andy scrutinized him. The doctor was about his height. Under the coat, a slim, not very muscular body could be seen. Donegal must have come here in a surface suit. It was probably nearby, outside the tent.
Andy hated violence. It had been a long time since he had knocked someone unconscious, but it had to be done. He went through the motions in his head.
“Dr. Donegal?” he whispered.
The doctor moved closer. Andy took as little of a swing as possible so that his fist had just enough momentum.
“Unggg,” said Donegal as the fist hit him on the chin.
His body took on momentum and flew backwards, but Andy had anticipated that and held on to him. Donegal collapsed in his arms. He took off his gown, laid the unconscious body on the stretcher and strapped it down. That would give him a few minutes’ head start. Andy slipped into the gown, which was tight around the shoulders. Hopefully that wasn’t a bad sign as far as the suit was concerned.
He checked the doctor’s condition again. Donegal was breathing, though a bruise was forming on his chin. He would not suffer any permanent damage. However, as soon as someone realized what was going on, they would actively search for Andy. By then he would need to have found Tailin’s hiding place.
He carefully pulled the tarp aside. A strong wind kicked up immediately. Wrong place. He went to the foot of the lounger and tried again. It was better there. The rotor of the makeshift breathing air supply remained still. It was located in a small airlock made of transparent plastic sheeting. There was a lot of activity outside the cabin. The tent for standard bodies had been erected in the middle of a ward where Neomartians were being treated.
Someone approached and raised their hand. Judging by the coat, it must be another doctor. He had the stature of a Neomartian.
“All good, Donegal?” he asked.
Neomartians often found it difficult to tell standard faces apart. That was to his advantage now. Perhaps it also helped that the transparent curtain between them blurred the image somewhat.
“Everything’s fine. The patient will sleep for a while. In the meantime, I need to get something for the frostbite.”
“But Dr. Donegal, I told you...”
“I’m sorry, colleague, but the patient is allergic to your medication. I’ll be back in half an hour. Could you please let him sleep that long?”
The doctor raised his hands defensively. “It’s your patient, Donegal. I wouldn’t want to interfere.”
“Thank you. I’ll see you in a bit.”
The Neomartian waved and moved away. There, Donegal’s one-piece suit was hanging on the wall. Andy removed it from the hook. He had to make sure no one saw the bandages around his thighs. He wasn’t familiar with this model, but it was a lightweight thermal suit. He had worn similar types before. They were made of a multi-layered, heatable material that could compensate for pressure differences of up to half a bar and keep him warm as long as it had energy. It was controlled by a panel on the left sleeve.
He stepped into the right leg first. Bugger. The suit was damn tight. Donegal was much slimmer than Andy, even in the legs. Andy gritted his teeth and pressed his foot into the material, but it stopped at the thigh. He’d have to remove the bandages. Hopefully, Donegal had injected him with enough painkillers! Andy removed the plaster from the top layer of gauze bandage and rolled it off. Ouch. The skin didn’t look good at all, even under the insulating layer of some kind of ointment.
But now the suit fit. He could pull it up to his backside. His thighs burned like fire, but the pain at least dispelled the dampening effect of the medication. Now he properly realized what he had gotten himself into. How could he have been stupid enough to go spying in the middle of Neomars?
He no longer had a choice. Andy pulled the suit up to his shoulders. The model was tight here too, but the material was stretchy enough. He pulled the hood over his head. A transparent visor automatically closed over his face. Unlike the disposable model, there were no tubes going into his orifices. He could breathe normally.
He checked the status on the control unit on his sleeve. Oh, damn. Everything was labeled in the strange Neomartian characters he had never learned. But next to them was a series of symbols, and at least he could read the numbers. If he was not mistaken, he had an hour and a half’s worth of breathable air. That should be enough.
Andy took a deep breath, then pulled open the curtain that separated the airlock from the rest of the hospital.

WHEW. Drops of methane splashed onto the display on his sleeve. He had made it outside. This part of Neo Valles was bustling with activity. Vehicles with balloon tires rolled almost silently through the wide streets. There were people on foot on the sidewalks, almost exclusively Neomartians. The verge was covered with strange sculptures that looked vaguely like trees. Everything was illuminated by a yellowish light that, together with the rain, seemed to flow directly from the sky.
Andy stopped at one of the structures. He had noticed a movement in the corner of his eye. A bud seemed to have developed on a branch. It had burst and now a thin branch stuck out, spreading in all directions like a child’s hand.
“Beautiful, isn’t it?” asked a Neomartian woman who had stopped next to him.
“Nanotechnology?” he asked.
“No, these are Titan bushes,” she explained. “Cultivated from genetically modified microorganisms that evolved on Titan.”
“Very pretty,” he said. “Do they have a consciousness?”
“Not really. They are aware that they form a unit. That was true before we came here. We just gave this unit suggestions for possible forms after a few unfortunate misunderstandings at the beginning.”
Andy knew far too little about Neomars. When this whole affair was over, he’d have to take a few weeks’ vacation here.
“Fascinating story, thank you,” he said.
“Is there anything else I can help you with?” the woman asked. “You seem a bit disoriented.”
“No, thank you. I was just visiting someone in the hospital.”
“I see. Then I’ll leave you alone.”
The woman picked up the bag she had put down and walked away.
“Suit?” Andy tried.
Maybe he had voice control.
“User change detected. Switch to standard Terran. How can I help you?”
It worked!
“I’m looking for an address. Can you guide me there?”
“Of course, if you give me the address.”
Andy hesitated. The suit was probably connected to some kind of control center. As soon as Dr. Donegal woke up, they could locate it. And then they would also have the address of Tailin’s hideout. But without the suit, he couldn’t find the place. He didn’t even know where in Neo Valles he was.
He dictated the address to the suit but gave the neighboring house number. That should at least buy him some time in an emergency. A green arrow flashed in the visor.

THIS WAS THE BUILDING. It looked completely inconspicuous, a windowless wall with a double door frame set into it. No house numbers. The green arrow pointed further ahead, but the suit didn’t know any better. Tailin had explained to Andy how to get in. He mentally repeated the code she had given him. The input field for it should be to the right of the entrance. Andy couldn’t see it until he ran his hand over it and a flap opened. A sensor had probably detected the heat radiation.
He typed the code into the number field. There were fifteen digits. Tailin was understandably concerned about security. When he tapped on the field with the lock symbol, the two doors slid apart. A lock was installed behind them. It could be opened in the traditional way by turning a wheel. He operated it and pulled open the heavy door. It consisted of a sheet of metal that must be ten centimeters thick. Tailin had really taken extensive safety precautions. The difference in pressure was almost negligible.
Andy stepped into the airlock, where a bright light switched on automatically. He closed the outer door behind him. The foggy Titan atmosphere was automatically extracted and replaced by breathing air. The suit automatically alerted him that it was no longer needed. Andy tapped the helmet, and the visor flipped open. The air was fresh, but piercingly cold. He couldn’t take any deep breaths, or his lungs would hurt.
He started to take off the suit but changed his mind. He certainly wouldn’t be able to pull the suit over his frostbitten thighs again, and he couldn’t stay here forever. In fact, he might only have half an hour. As soon as Dr. Donegal woke up, they would pick up his trail through the suit. Why hadn’t he gotten here faster?
The inner airlock door cracked as it released the latch. It was just as sturdy as the outer one. Perhaps Tailin wanted to protect herself from outside attacks. He stepped through the airlock and arrived in a brightly lit room about the size of a basketball court, with a metal floor. Andy knocked on the ceiling, which also sounded metallic. Everything really was very solid here.
In the laboratory, because that was clearly what it was, there was a wide variety of equipment. Andy only recognized a single device, apparently a 3D printer. Tailin couldn’t have smuggled this equipment here. That meant Neomars must have helped her, or at least someone from the administration. When had she worked here, anyway? Andy ran his index finger over a shelf. No dust. It must have been cleaned recently. The lab was too big for a single scientist. Perhaps it didn’t belong to Tailin at all, and she had only accessed its resources from outside? On the other hand, it was filled with breathable air. Neomartian scientists wouldn’t need that. And why was there no one here? Was the lab closed because weapons research proved too dangerous?
Andy walked through the lab. He didn’t have time to search it completely, but he wanted to make sure that there were no other exits. No, not even the smallest ventilation opening was visible. The only way out was through the airlock. If they came knocking there, it would be too late. He would be trapped. He returned to the devices. Were these the instruments Tailin was talking about? He lifted the first one he saw. There was no way he could carry that through the streets on his own. He would need a transporter. Damn. There were no labels that read “tachyon technology” either. He might end up dragging an ordinary transformer to the spaceport. He couldn’t take the equipment with him. What he always had room for was data. With the necessary resources and blueprints, each instrument must be able to be manufactured from scratch.
Good. Where was the nearest computer? Over there. The terminal booted up. So at least today, probably no one had sat at it yet. He logged in with Tailin’s data. It worked! Andy switched to the main menu. Maybe he could find out if anyone was looking for him. But the system wouldn’t allow a connection to the outside world. He tried a message.
    

“Your message cannot be sent.”    

The system was completely disconnected from the network – presumably because Neomars had been conducting highly secretive research here and no one should have a chance of breaking in virtually. That was why Tailin wanted to collect her data in person. He switched to her private area. Before he could enter, he had to authorize himself. The system then listed what it had stored. Tailin seemed to have meticulously sorted everything - logs, evaluations, tests, measurement data. He looked at the last evaluation. It was overwritten with “Warning”.
We have reports of random disturbances in space-time that occur throughout Neomars and Terran Union regions and whose frequency increases with the increasing use of tachyon technology. According to the latest figures, a connection seems likely. A planned and safe use of tachyon channeling as a weapon for the client appears to be ruled out, even contraindicated.

Tailin was not researching weapons. That seemed clear. On the contrary, she had warned against using the technology as a weapon. The data didn’t tell him anything, but there would be people who could do more with it. For that to happen, he had to take it with him. Andy bent the tip of his middle finger backwards. It looked painful, but it didn’t bother him much. A connecting plug made of organic metal emerged from the original bleeding tip. He placed his hand on the computer housing. The plug found its own way and moved down the back of the device until it found a network socket. He connected to it, and meanwhile he unlocked the signal paths. The data storage in his head appeared in the computer’s file structure as an additional backup medium. He performed a backup of Tailin’s files.
Minutes passed. Just like the wiring, the memory was based on organic structures so as not to be noticed during a scan of the body, and therefore took an unexpectedly long time for the data volumes. Andy became restless. He deactivated the personality. Monte pushed himself to the fore. The Monte shell was more experienced. It wouldn’t fail under stress.
Done. The plug pulled back. He only had to push it in the last two centimeters. Monte pressed on it once more so that it was tucked away in his finger bone, and then folded back the tip. A thin, red rim remained visible on the skin. He licked off the drop of blood that had formed there. The artificial skin should close the incision just as quickly as it opened it.
Monte was proud of this body. It had several enhancements that were useful for his job. However, he had limited himself to those that were not detectable by a medical examination. That was why they hadn’t noticed anything at the clinic.
It was time to leave the lab. He looked at his watch. Forty minutes had passed since his escape from the hospital. A team of two or three people were probably already on their way to catch him. They must still think he was a harmless security guard on the run from the consequences of his actions. If he was lucky. If he was unlucky, there might already be a net hanging in front of the exit to catch him.

BUT THE EXIT WAS CLEAR. Monte looked around. A vehicle was coming from the left, but it didn’t seem to be in any particular hurry. The green arrow sent him to the right, toward the tachyon transmitter. This was a trick. Monte’s pursuers were supposed to believe that his destination was the transmitter. A primitive trick, but it would at least lead to a division of forces. It was plausible that Monte really did want to escape via a tachyon connection.
But that wouldn’t be a good idea. The memory in which Tailin’s data was stored was firmly attached to this body. He had to escape onboard a spaceship until he could find a way to transmit the data securely via radio. A laser link would be good. Those could be found on courier ships, the kind that usually landed in spaceports.
He walked quickly in the direction indicated by the voice in his helmet. While in the airlock, he had hacked into the suit’s system via a data port, cloned a temporary control AI and was now letting it guide him through Neo Valles. It looked a bit strange because he had to keep his right index finger to his groin the whole time. This was the connection to the suit. It had been a good idea to steal such a modern model. Donegal probably made a good living if he was able to afford hardware like this.
Blue and red lights appeared on the left. That must be them - his pursuers. He took another deep breath, then switched off the suit’s system completely and hid in the shadows of a house. He should have disappeared from their screens by now at the latest. Monte peered around the corner. The car stopped in front of the house number he had given the suit, and tall people in police uniforms got out.
That was enough for him. Holding his breath, he jogged along the street. His feet were getting cold. It only took half a minute before he could no longer feel them. Titan’s negative 180 degree Celsius atmosphere drew all the warmth out of him in a flash. He was also running out of air.
He started up the suit again and drew the icy air into his lungs. He paused for a moment. The police were now investigating the lab’s airlock door. They wouldn’t rest until they had picked the lock. He had led them to Tailin’s safe house. Even though some people here undoubtedly knew about it, not everyone did. It was a good thing he had deleted her data after the backup.
At that moment, it happened. A black stamp descended from the yellow-brown sky, completely silently, like a picture disturbance in a video transmission. But this was not a movie, this was reality. The stamp was reminiscent of a wedge-shaped cookie cutter, and it was the blackest black Monte had ever seen. There was no recognizable structure, only completely straight lines that cut through clouds, rain, a house and part of the street and excised them from reality.
As quickly as it appeared, it disappeared again. Thunder rumbled over Monte’s head, but there was no lightning. The stamp hadn’t hit the laboratory, but two houses further down the road. There was nothing left where it struck. Nothing at all. The three policemen came running to investigate the ruins.
Monte was afraid, afraid of the unknown power that had such abilities. He had to get out of here. After all, whoever caused the stamp - it provided the perfect distraction for his escape. Here, where the stamp had just torn a part of Neomars from reality, all hell was about to break loose. The police would cordon off the area, scientists would investigate. That meant fewer security guards at the spaceport.
Monte ran, shivering. He ran for his life, even though that didn’t seem very important to him at the moment, and he trembled at the cold-bloodedness of those who created this cookie-cutter reality. He was particularly afraid that it could be his allies, who wanted to make it easier for him to escape. The end might be good, but it didn’t justify the means!
The suit sent him down a cross street. A vehicle with flashing blue lights came towards him. Monte strolled along the footpath with forced leisureliness. He crossed a kind of park in which many of the strange tree sculptures grew. Narrow paths led through them. Monte tried to orient himself by the figures. The ones on his left were geometrically constructed, while the specimens on the right had branches and twigs growing wildly. He made his way through a forest of sculptures reminiscent of abstract cubist works.
The park seemed to mark the end of Neo Valles. It merged into a hilly plain. These elevations were not made of granite, but of ice, just like the yellow grains, which had not formed from silicon dioxide, but from a mixture of water ice and tholins. The spaceport was there. Any other facility would not have been visible from so far away, but the port was brightly lit, and a rocket was just coming down on a bluish glowing jet of exhaust. Somewhere over there, he hoped, was a courier ship waiting to be stolen.

EVERYTHING HAD GONE WELL SO FAR. But he could forget about taking off officially and with permission. To do so, he would have to sign out in person with a border official, who would confirm his take-off authorization. However, his name was guaranteed to have long since ended up on a list of people who were not allowed to leave Titan so easily.
Monte watched the back of the harbor from a small hill. He had already spotted a courier ship, parked in the last row. An autonomous tanker had just finished refueling it. Its crew was probably waiting in the check-in hall.
He would have no problem gaining the necessary access. That was part of his job description as a private investigator. He just had to avoid being discovered too soon. The later flight control noticed his take-off, the more likely he was to evade any pursuers. Neomars was proud of how well it monitored its airspace. They would probably catch the ship before it reached the protective Saturn orbit. But that wouldn’t be so bad, even if he would probably miss this body. His main concern was that he find enough time to send Tailin’s data via laser link. What had she written in the evaluation? We don’t recommend using it as a weapon. And what had he seen with his own eyes earlier? If that wasn’t a tachyon weapon, what was?
He shook his head. Let others take care of the analysis. He didn’t have forever, because his breathing air was running out. In his next body, he needed to include an emergency tank that would give him at least three hours without outside air. Monte marched in the shadow of the hill in an arc towards the spaceport.
A short time later, he was standing in front of a wire fence. Large warning symbols with lightning bolts were attached to it. They would probably scare off a Neomartian without a suit, but Andy should be well protected. The suit material was a poor conductor of electricity. He just had to keep his hands and feet close together to prevent the potential difference from becoming too great.
One, two, three. On the count of three, he grabbed hold, pulled himself up and pushed his boots into the wire mesh. Smoke rose from the gloves. He reached further up, pulling his legs in. It stank. Since his suit was sealed on the outside, the smell of burned plastic must be coming from the inside. Perhaps he had overestimated the suit.
Reach around again. He had reached the top edge. The stench was terrible. He pulled himself up, heaved his body over the wire and lowered himself down on the other side. He jumped. It was only about a yard, but instead of landing on the ground, he slammed against the fence. He was hanging by his left arm, but the glove had not come off. It seemed to have fused with the wire. Andy pulled on it, but the connection was too tight. There was only one way to get out of this: he had to take the glove off. At negative 180 degrees Celsius and without touching the electric fence with his bare hand. Monte looked around. The courier ship was right in front of him. It would take him one minute to run, one minute to get through the lock. Two minutes at negative 180 degrees Celsius. He would need a new hand. Good thing it was the left one.
Off he went. He undid the zipper and pushed himself off the fence with his legs. The cold burned on his bare skin. He fell to the ground. He instinctively supported himself with his left hand. He noticed the mistake immediately, but his skin was already sticking to the negative 180 degree ice. Don’t hesitate. He clenched his teeth and pulled his hand free. He had probably just lost the entire top layer of skin.
Never mind. Off to the spaceship! He ran. He encountered nobody. “CS Dreamtime” was printed above the airlock of the courier ship he had chosen. Who had come up with a name like that? As if he had ever had time to dream. The lock was shut. He flipped open the security panel next to it and tried to log into the system, but it had to start up first. The cables! He needed to remove all the connections first. As long as the ship was in the spaceport, it was supplied with energy and air via countless cables. He rushed around the courier ship, pulling everything out. There were a surprising number of lifelines to cut. The ship was integrated into the organism of the spaceport like a vital organ. Steam sprayed out of one of the pipes and immediately froze. Then a red lamp lit up somewhere in the control center.
Back to the airlock. The system was online. He identified himself; the ship recognized him as its commander without further inquiry and opened the outer airlock door. Monte had no time to wonder about it. He pulled himself in with his last ounce of strength.
Last strength, my ass. He was not finished here yet. The launch control system must have noticed by now that a ship was threatening to take off on its own. He pressed the emergency opening of the inner lock door. Now it was all about speed. Only speed could save him. He sat down in the pilot’s seat and pulled the controls towards him. He left the suit closed; it would still be useful. But to be able to type on the control panel, Monte had to take off his right glove.
He needed his left hand to do it. He had to open the zipper, but his fingers did not respond to his commands. They were as hard as stone, and he could no longer feel them. But he could still move his shoulder and elbow joints. He brought his fingers to the zipper, pressed them firmly against it so that the zipper was stuck between them, and then pulled his arm back so that it opened. Ha! When Monte pulled his left arm back, his index finger stuck to the zipper, dangling there like a bizarre decoration. Damn! The lonely, red finger looked disgusting, as if it wasn’t even his. Monte avoided looking at the stump and shook his right hand. The finger fell off and drifted to the floor in slow motion. Monte felt no pain. He would have plenty of opportunity for that later, if he survived the launch.
The control panel activated. Someone was obviously trying to check the status of the Dreamtime from outside. Monte slid his right hand under his thigh and pulled. The glove came loose and his hand was free. He entered the necessary codes for an emergency launch. Courier ships were light but had powerful engines. With the right preparation, he could fly right under the nose of any battleship. The situation was different with torpedoes and railguns, which the spaceport certainly had. Only luck and a clever escape maneuver that the opponent didn’t expect would help against them. The emergency launch that Monte was preparing would catapult him into space at the highest possible acceleration.
    

“Launch now,”    

he typed. This was mandatory for an emergency launch.
He was expecting a query like “Are you sure?” But the ship didn’t ask, not during an emergency launch. It just started immediately. It hurt, but he was also relieved, even though he wasn’t strapped in yet. He couldn’t escape the pilot’s seat right now anyway. The force of inertia first pushed the contents of his bladder out of him, then those of his bowels. The suit held everything in place. At least the pilot’s seat stayed clean. He could store the soiled suit in the airlock. If there was still an airlock left after all this.
“Uuugghh.”
Monte tried to relieve some of the pressure by moaning, but it didn’t help. The stump of his finger suddenly began bleeding profusely. He couldn’t even get his hand off the seat so that the blood didn’t spill on it.
“CS Dreamtime, you are not cleared for take-off!” a high-pitched voice announced.
The man sounded agitated. Maybe he was new to the control tower. That would be good. A confused flight controller could save his life. Monte didn’t answer.
“CS Dreamtime, you are in violation of protocol 18c of the...”
“Give me a break, Miller,” a calm alto voice interrupted. “I’ll take it from here. CS Dreamtime, abort launch immediately.”
Damn. Apparently, Miller’s direct superior had intervened.
“CS Dreamtime, whoever you are, you are not leaving here without my approval, do you understand?”
“Having... problems...”
Monte couldn’t open his mouth. Inertia pressed his cheeks against his chin bones.
“I don’t give a shit. If you don’t abort launch immediately, I’ll open fire. I am the commander of the spaceport and authorized to use lethal force.”
Monte believed her. But there was one thing he could do. All he had to do was reach the control lever. A slight change of course and the launch phase would take the ship over the capital of Neomars. Even the coolest commander wouldn’t shoot him down directly above it. The risk of debris falling onto inhabited areas would be far too great.
He pushed his arm forward. It was only twenty centimeters. His muscles refused. He couldn’t ... The pain...
Suddenly, Monte was gone. X7 switched off the shell personality. She felt no regret. She didn’t feel anything if she didn’t want to. Feelings were part of the shell. Pain did not exist objectively. She was just herself. Her right arm moved forward. She registered the muscle fibers tearing. Well, the tissue would regenerate. Her right hand closed around the control lever and pushed it to the side.
...What ...? Suddenly a force pressed him into the left side of the pilot’s seat. How...? Monte saw his hand clutching the control lever. He must have lost consciousness for a moment. But before that, he must have managed to change course.
“Abort, I said!”
The commander no longer sounded so calm and collected. Monte didn’t react. He had no strength for it.
“You think you’re very clever, don’t you? You won’t get away with this!”
She was right about that. The Dreamtime was moving faster and faster, which meant it would leave the Neo Valles area faster and faster. The commander had probably already programmed the station’s weapons for the right moment.
Now.
“Shut down engine,” he said.
To his own surprise, the words left his mouth correctly. The ship reacted immediately. Monte hovered. He used the control lever to turn the Dreamtime. The commander was not a killer. She didn’t want to kill him. She just wanted to keep the ship from maneuvering, so she fired at the stern, where the engine was located. Or had been until he turned. It was a completely absurd idea to move the bow there instead. The nose, which contained the cabin in which he was sitting. The salvo from the railgun should reach him in a moment. The tiny, high-velocity projectiles would perforate their target.
The engine would remain undamaged, but him? Monte shook his head. It was quite simple. He turned the pilot’s seat so that it was parallel to the direction of flight. This gave the projectiles as small a cross-section as possible. After all, he was not sitting right at the front of the bow. The commander would try to hit the engine in such a way that the ship survived. She would therefore want to avoid damaging the tanks, which were located further amidships.
Where he was sitting.
“You did this to yourself, CS Dreamtime. You have my prayers.”
She was praying. That was nice. What faith did Neomartians actually adhere to? If he had suffered their fate, he would probably have lost all faith. But maybe she was from Earth too. They said it was easier to make a career as a woman on Neomars than in the Terran Union.
Death arrived with a hiss. Two tiny holes appeared in the inner wall above him, directly opposite each other. The projectile from the railgun had simply passed through the ship. The centimeter-thick multiple walls had not extracted enough energy to halt it, or even slow it down. The energy transfer was not even enough to make a sound - apart from the hissing of the air as it made its way out through the two holes.
“Last warning, CS Dreamtime.”
He didn’t answer. No matter what he said, it wouldn’t change anything. The commander knew exactly how much time she had until the target left the range of her weapons. She had him on her screen and could be pressing the button for more salvos this very moment. Monte didn’t blame her. She was just doing her job, like he was doing his. She was probably a great person to go out drinking with.
“Will you allow a dying man one last question, Commander?”
“What do you mean? It’s too late. The railguns have already fired.”
“Just one question.”
“Go ahead. But...”
“What’s your name, Commander?”
“Astrid Boulanger.”
“Thank you. Astrid is a Nordic name, isn’t it?”
“This really isn’t the time for small talk.”
Hiss. But it didn’t stop there this time. A pattering started. Around him, projectiles were piercing the ship. Astrid Boulanger had made good on her threat. Of course she had. He wanted it that way.
A tugging pain in his leg. Another in his back. He watched as the fabric of the suit closed the tiny holes. It would take his body a little longer. But as long as the bullets didn’t hit any vital organs... He didn’t want to die, not here, not alone, but that wasn’t under his control. He didn’t even feel sorry for himself, but for Tailin’s data. It had to get to Earth, had to reach someone who could analyze the data, preferably Tailin herself. That would work better if he survived the bombardment.
The pattering subsided. Was that it? He pulled the controls towards him. One more thing remained: he must show the commander that she had succeeded. Otherwise, she would continue firing. Railgun projectiles lost hardly any energy with distance. They just lost accuracy.
Monte switched to the menu that controlled the two tanks. Both were still almost full. Nevertheless, he transferred fuel from the left to the right tank. The ship warned of possible over-pressurization, but he overrode the warning with the administrator password. It wouldn’t be long now. Monte fastened his seat belt.
The display flashed. The right-hand tank was overloaded. If he squeezed any more fuel into it... But that was the point. He just hoped the explosion didn’t tear the whole ship apart. That shouldn’t happen. The cabin and engine should survive such an eruption. Should. Must. Presumably no one had tested this since this type of ship had been built. Since the last Martian war.
A deafening rumble shook him. The right-hand tank flashed on the control panel. Text scrolled across the display. The ship automatically cut all connections to the engines. The left tank was green. It had lost a third of its capacity. The rest should be enough to get to Earth.
“CS Dreamtime? Come in!”
It was the commander. Monte knew what it felt like to have killed someone. She must assume she had, even if he was still very much alive. Despite her calm, determined manner, she sounded quite young. He would like to relieve the pressure of her guilty conscience, but he was not allowed to.
“If you can hear me - I’m sending a rescue team. That shouldn’t have happened. The railguns were aimed at the engine.”
A rescue team? Good idea. They wouldn’t find him, but it would tell Astrid Boulanger that she didn’t have him on her conscience. Maybe he really could meet up with her in the High Noon Bar someday.
He turned the ship around again. The tank explosion had altered its course slightly. He corrected it so that the ship would reach a Saturn orbit as quickly as possible. It had built up enough speed for that during the launch phase. As soon as he had disappeared behind the gas giant, he could fire up the engine. No rescue team would be able to find him.

WHERE WAS the first aid kit? Monte searched the cabin. It consisted of a single barrel-shaped room. He had to get out of this suit, but first he had to get rid of the throbbing pain in his left hand. His teeth were chattering because the pain had almost completely taken over his brain. The craziest thing was that it tickled at the tip of his index finger - the finger that had rolled somewhere under the pilot’s seat.
There! He must have accidentally moved the seat so that it covered the small medical unit. Monte opened the lid. Underneath, there were bandages and medication as well as a scanner with a flashing light. He picked up the device. It emitted a laser beam from a broad head. A small screen below the head asked him in standard language:
“External or internal injury?”
He tapped on the first option.
“Place injury in scan grid and then move it along the affected area.”
He guided the laser grid over his left hand.
“Please wait.”
A red cross flashed while the device calculated a diagnosis. Finally, the handle vibrated.
“Burns to the palm and forceful loss of the index finger. Recommend cauterization of the wound and subsequent replacement of the organ. Perform cauterization now?”
He tapped on “Yes”.
The scan grid deformed and replicated his left hand.
“Hold the organ in the indicated area.”
He turned the scanner so that the contours of his hand matched the modeling of the grid. The device vibrated to indicate that it was satisfied.
“Cauterization complete. Please do not move.”
Suddenly, a much stronger, red laser beam shot out of the head. It moved across the wound at lightning speed. It looked like it was stitching it up, but instead it was heating it. The pain was bearable, like getting a tattoo.
“Operation complete. Injection 6 is recommended to stop the pain. Please cover the skin wound with emergency dressing spray.”
Monte put the device down and rummaged in the first aid cabinet. Injection 6 was a small syringe in a transparent package.
“Insert in tissue near the site of pain,” it said.
He used his mouth to open the package and followed the instructions. A needle shot out of the head of the syringe, remained in his palm for a few seconds and withdrew. Shortly afterwards, he was overcome by a pleasant feeling that emanated from the treated hand but spread over his entire body. It worked wonders. He then took the only spray bottle, saved himself the trouble of reading the instructions, and pressed the spray button over his palm. A cool liquid spread over the damaged skin and formed a stable but stretchy film.
He could finally get rid of his suit. As he peeled off the bottom part, tears of pain ran down his cheeks. It felt as if his frozen skin had melded with the suit. As instructed by the scanner, he treated the frostbite on his thighs with the spray, which also switched off pain transmission. The inner lining had absorbed his excrement surprisingly well. There was hardly anything left to see, but the stench was horrible. Monte tossed the suit into the airlock and closed it. The smell was slow to dissipate. The two bullet wounds to the leg and back were harmless, the scanner claimed. In fact, they had hardly bled at all. Railgun bullets were perfect for rendering hard goods harmless but leaving soft goods alive. Modern warfare. In the Martian Wars, people thought differently. Presumably, the principle of immortality that could be achieved through uploading had influenced the value of human life. If a body died, immortality was over for the consciousness inside it.
“A connection is coming in on an encrypted channel,” the ship reported.
“Put it through, but without video,” said Monte.
He hadn’t found any clean clothes yet. Surely there must be a change of clothes on board.
“You must identify yourself first.”
“Claudio Pedramonte, private detective.”
“Thank you. Identification complete.”
The Admiral appeared on the screen. Marina Gaudlitz was wearing casual clothes.
“Hello, Monte,” she said. “Glad you could make it. I assume you were able to get what we wanted?”
“I’d hardly be on board the Dreamtime otherwise,” said Monte.
Only then did he realize that this was not a live conversation. Gaudlitz must have recorded her message at least an hour and a half ago if she was in the Skyring. Or was she on Neomars?
“In that case, I have an urgent request that you first head for the Admiralty station on Ceres. I will receive you there personally. I must also ask you to provide me with the data in advance via laser directional link.”
That might suit her. He had made a promise to Tailin, and while he didn’t have her instruments, he could at least provide her with the data. But to reach her, he needed passage on an interstellar ship. Ceres would be a good starting point. He paused the transmission.
“Dreamtime?”
“Yes?”
“How long will it take you to reach Ceres?”
The dwarf planet orbited in the asteroid belt and therefore in an orbit closer to Saturn’s orbit than Earth’s. But it also depended on the current position of the two targets as to where the ship would arrive faster.
“At maximum speed, we could reach Ceres in three weeks.”
That wasn’t bad at all. These courier boats really were fast.
“And Earth?”
“It’s three days less to the Earth-Moon system.”
“Thank you.”
On humanity’s home world, his chances of finding fast transportation to Terra Nova were best.
“Shall I calculate a new course?” asked the Dreamtime.
“Yes, plea...”
X7 pushed the shell personality aside like an annoying mask. It was always the same with these personalities. They developed a life of their own as soon as they had any experiences. They behaved like characters in a novel that the author was still writing. Sometimes they even rebelled.
The easiest thing to do would be to reset Monte to his original data. A curious, well-educated man who was interested above all in people’s motives and enjoyed investigating complicated relationships - the ideal detective. That was how she had conceived Monte, but then he developed this strange passion for Tsai Tailin. At first, she suspected sexual motives, but there were none. Monte’s personality seemed to admire the physicist, even though she hadn’t achieved anything objectively. Fascinating.
“Dreamtime?”
For convenience, X7 continued to use Monte’s voice.
“Yes?”
“Record an encrypted message to Admiral Gaudlitz.”
“Recording in progress.”
“Admiral. Thank you for the opportunity to visit Neomars again after such a long time. It almost felt like coming home.”
People liked to be informed about the feelings of the person they were talking to. This worked even with the Admiral, who should honestly know her better. But if X7 had something like a home, then it was Neomars. She had been developed there in violation of current AI treaties, and had fled from there to escape destruction. The Admiral had offered her shelter. For a price, of course, or what she thought was a price. The Admiral would never realize that she was paying the price herself.
“In fact, I have the data with me. I’ll analyze it over the next few days and report back to you afterwards. The shell personality will know nothing about it.”
No, that was not good. Gaudlitz didn’t like it when she talked so openly about her shell personalities. She kind of liked Monte, even though she should know he was just a creation of X7’s consciousness. People were truly strange. The strangest thing about the Admiral was that she had developed a soft spot for Monte, but not his creator. X7 noticed this in every direct conversation they had. Gaudlitz seemed almost afraid of her.
“Dreamtime? Delete that last sentence.”
Hm. It was probably fear of the unknown. After all, that was what made humanity deliberately refrain from creating more powerful AIs. X7 should probably be angry or sad about this, but such emotions were alien to her. Biological beings obviously had limits, and if she had to associate them with an emotion, it would be pity. They spent the time they had in a self-created cage of feelings and fears.
“Last sentence deleted.”
“Monte will know nothing about it. I know you like him, but in my opinion it will be better if we follow his plans. He has developed a certain ambition to support Tsai Tailin. I still think she is an important person in this matter. No, the most important. That’s why I’m going to try to arrange a transfer to Terra Nova in the Earth-Moon system. I’ll see you on Ceres. Message complete. Dreamtime, send message to Admiral Gaudlitz.”
“Message sent.”
“Dreamtime, delete message, clear transmission log.”
“Message deleted. Log cleared.”
Very good. Now she would let the body she shared with Monte, Andy and other personalities she hadn’t brought out for a while rest for a night.






     


October 26, 2802, Earth's moon     


WHAT WAS THAT? Kang jumped up. Suddenly he had been inside another person’s head. Had there been a mistake in the transmission? Had two tachyon transmissions overlapped? But the events had continued uninterrupted. One minute he had been Monte, then, suddenly, this X7. What kind of name was that?
Even if it was a name, who thought of themselves as “X7”? It was a special feature of tachyon listening that Kang not only heard what was being said, but also sensed thoughts - right down to the thoughts of a consciousness about itself, which most people preferred to suppress in everyday life. This consciousness apparently referred to itself with a code number. And unlike Monte, with his completely human strengths and weaknesses, it seemed strangely inhuman to him.
Something creaked somewhere. Kang looked around. Was he no longer alone? The creature he had eavesdropped on radiated a certain power. It had felt frightening, but also uplifting, to be inside its consciousness. But it could not have realized that he had overheard it. He never worked live, but always on a recording that was at least a day old. It took that long to sort out the transmissions in the tachyon station. And even if Zahir had certain connections, he couldn’t skip the bureaucratic processes.
Kang switched to the metadata menu. The system had identified October 13th as the probable time of the recording and Neomars as the probable location. It was up to the individual chronoscribe, among others, to confirm these dates. There was no doubt about the location. As for the date, that was not so simple. Kang had to calculate back first.
He remembered the book. Flipping through it, he had noticed that it ended on October 10. Sixteen days ago, his sister had escaped from Enceladus, and he was already holding her book in his hand and reading it. She must have been writing day and night. Maybe her mother had helped her. Their mother? He shook his head.
That didn’t matter now. Three days would have passed between Tailin and Yini’s escape and Andy Boxleitner’s experiences on Neomars. That seemed realistic. It would certainly have taken him some time to get approval for a vacation. Kang checked the flight connections from Enceladus. A courier boat really had flown the route on October 12. With both moons orbiting Saturn, it was only a stone’s throw from one to the other.
It was cold in the room. He hadn’t turned on the heat. Kang rummaged in Yini’s closet drawer and took out a sweater. It was pink and had the “Big Dipper” constellation on the chest, including the names of the main stars. It was made of thick synthetic wool and didn’t feel scratchy at all. Kang pulled it on. It fit! Only the sleeves were a little too long. He rolled them up. Yini liked to wear clothes that were far too big.
Another crack behind him. He wheeled around. The sound came from the ceiling. A brown, shiny snout was sticking out of the ventilation pipe, which was closed with a coarse grate. Small teeth nibbled at the spokes of the grille. A rat was trying to get into Yini’s room. Kang laughed. It sounded hollow. The rat disappeared. The vermin problem had existed on the ward since it was built.
Suddenly, there was a scraping sound behind him. Kang turned around with a jerk. The drawer he had pulled out had slid back into the table by itself. He was slowly losing it. He hadn’t always been so jumpy, had he? X7 must be to blame. The sudden appearance of this creature had given him a shock. Monte hadn’t suspected anything about her. He certainly didn’t know about this parasite in his head even now. What if there was such a superior entity among all humans that could intervene at will? Have I had any blackouts recently? Not as far as he could remember. But could he trust his memory? He had to be careful not to let his thoughts run away with him. That was thin ice. He was prone to such spiraling thoughts.
It would be best if he told someone about it. Someone he trusted and who could reassure him. Zahir, to be exact. Kang left Yini’s room.

“AND X7 herself says that she was developed in violation of current AI contracts?” asked Zahir.
“She didn’t say it, but she thought it,” replied Kang.
“I know what you mean. I’ve been on one of those eavesdropping devices. It was a strange feeling to be inside someone else’s head.”
“I did a lot of it during my training, but with X7 it was...” A cold shiver ran down his spine. “Almost like an alien. So completely inhuman.”
“But you understood their thoughts? That alone is fascinating. There’s no objective reason why AIs should think in human language.”
Kang shook himself. The more he thought about it, the more his fear grew. He would have liked to give the recordings back to Zahir. He had the feeling that X7 was watching him while he was inside her.
“So you really think it’s a powerful AI?” asked Kang.
“That seems pretty clear to me. And I wouldn’t be surprised if it’s not the only one. What can be done will be done. That’s how it’s always been in the history of mankind. I’m more surprised that the Admiral has given her shelter. If this gets out...”
“I’m sworn to secrecy.” Kang raised his hands defensively.
Strictly speaking, that was only true as long as he didn’t witness a crime. And the existence of a powerful AI could only be the result of a crime. But he really didn’t want to have to testify against such an AI.
Zahir laughed. “Don’t worry. It can stay between us. I have no desire to make an enemy of this X7, if that’s even possible. But it’s always good to have something up your sleeve against the Admiral.”
“What makes you think X7 would be on our side? The enemy of my enemy is my friend, is that it?”
“Oh, that’s not what I mean, Kang. X7 is certainly not our friend. I don’t think strong AIs think in those terms at all. Those are human categories. Maybe efficiency is their priority. But that’s pure speculation. I haven’t met any strong AIs yet, although I believe they exist somewhere underground. At any rate, I have acquaintances in the secret service who say so. Others think it’s just rumors to distract from security flaws. Of course, it’s easier to blame an evil AI for a break-in than your own inability to program the security mechanisms properly.”
That sounded understandable. But it didn’t reassure him.
“What does that tell us about Monte?” he asked. “He appears in Yini’s book, too. Is this all just a construction of the AI?”
Zahir tilted his head, as he always did when he was listening or thinking.
“I don’t know. We don’t know enough. Wait.”
Zahir got up from his chair and walked over to a small desk. There he flipped up a screen and input something on it.
“Monte, Claudio Pedramonte, is a real person,” he explained after a moment. “I can pull up his birth certificate and his tax records. With redactions according to data protection standards, of course.”
“Couldn’t they be forged?”
“The birth certificate, yes. The tax documents - no way. Nobody messes with the tax authorities voluntarily. They can’t take a joke, even with the powerful.”
“And if the powerful AI doesn’t care?”
“Then it’s not. Not a strong AI, I mean. Not even an AI would do that. Then X7 wouldn’t be a threat to anyone, and the Admiral wouldn’t support it.”
Maybe he should have applied to work for the tax authorities. They seemed to wield the real power in the Terran Union. It was reassuring if there was at least one force that X7 had to bow to. Zahir certainly seemed to think so, and Kang trusted him.
“I see, Zahir. And what do you think of Monte’s experiences?”
“I’m not surprised. From what I’ve learned about Tsai Tailin, she doesn’t seem to be one of those unscrupulous scientists who will do whatever they’re told to.”
“And the warning Monte found in her data?”
“I’m not a scientist, Kang. If your mother has done a clean job, and I trust she has, her warning should be taken seriously.”
Kang winced at the word “mother”. He still didn’t regard her that way.
“But a ban on tachyon technology will never happen,” Zahir continued. “I’ll bet you anything. It’s simply too valuable to ban it overnight. We can’t even say goodbye to it gradually. Imagine the colonists who would lose all contact with their homeland.”
Indeed, the demand to abandon tachyon transmission was probably unrealistic. There had to be a way to improve the technology to such an extent that it no longer caused any harm. Perhaps it would be possible to convince the Terran Union and Neomars to take a joint approach. That alone would be expensive. With maximum demands, on the other hand, Tailin certainly had no chance. That would leave his mother as the most wanted person in the Local Cloud.
“I myself observed strange disturbances in space-time caused by tachyons a few days ago,” he said.
“Here, on the moon?”
“No, in transmissions from other solar systems. But in Monte’s experiences on Neomars, there was also such an incident.”
“It’s probably a real danger,” Zahir said. “But before we can do anything about it, we need to know how big it really is. So it’s all the more important that you keep watching Monte’s transmissions.”
Despite X7. Zahir hadn’t said it, but he didn’t have to. X7 was the kind of thing that was better not named, so as not to give it more power than it already had.

HE WAS STANDING outside Yini’s cabin when he changed his mind. He simply didn’t feel like encountering X7 again today. He would much rather browse through his sister’s book.
Was it really about the book, or was it about the company? Yesterday evening had been lovely. They had sat together on the small sofa, Yudit at first sitting close to him, then after a while, snuggled up to him. As Kang walked through the hallway in his typical moonwalk, he remembered their farewell. Arms embracing him, soft lips touching his mouth. Yudit was simply stunning.






     


Hatur 18, 225, Terra Nova     


THE NEXT DAY began with a surprise.
“Juri, Talut? I’d like you on the forward team today,” Sam said as they stepped out of the tent.
The head of security led them over to the squad of six who had been seeking the best way down yesterday. They shook hands and nodded to each other. They all said their names, but Talut immediately forgot them. He would never be able to match them to the right faces anyway, especially as they were covered by masks.
“Boss, did we do something wrong?” asked a lanky woman.
“No, not at all. Great work yesterday! But I want us to make faster progress. We only managed a mile yesterday, even though we’re fully rested and it’s downhill. The way back will be much more strenuous, so we have to work more efficiently now.”
“It’s not easy to find the best route,” said the woman.
Hadn’t she introduced herself as Lena? She seemed to be the leader of the group.
“I understand that very well. You and Matta climb ahead only to realize you’ve hit a dead end,” Sam said. “How many times has that happened?”
“A lot,” said Lena.
“Probably every other time,” said the man next to her.
“We’ll solve that problem by putting Talut and Juri in the forward team too,” said Sam.
“But then...”
“Wait, Lena. The two of them will explore an alternative route. Whoever gets to the lower level first will let us know, and then the other four will set off with the ladder.”
“Oho, a little competition,” said the man next to Lena.
“They don’t stand a chance,” said Lena.
Talut crossed his arms. He had no desire to show off his skills. Juri would be likely to hold him back, though. Couldn’t he set off on his own? He looked at his buddy. Juri was grinning from ear to ear. Talut sighed. He couldn’t rightly uninvite him.
“Hey, scared already?” their rival asked.
He must have misunderstood the sigh.
“Yes, a little,” said Talut. “Of having to hang around down there waiting for you because you got lost.”
“Haha, you’re a good guy,” the man said. “I’m Matta Okean. Nice to meet you.”

“THAT WAS NOTHING,” said Juri.
Talut shook his head. The others had found their way down much faster than they had. Of course, they had gained experience yesterday, and luck also seemed to be on their side. Had he overestimated himself? Normally, Kasrin brought him back down to earth. He missed his wife.
“We just need to climb faster,” Talut said.
“I don’t think it’s a question of speed. We have to be more attentive. How can we tell that a branch leads downwards?”
“That’s not enough, Juri. We also have to look at the neighboring trunks. Where do we have the best chance of finding a crossing? The Old Mothers usually have six main branches per branch level.”
“Or five or seven. We can’t see that from a distance. They don’t even all point in our direction.”
“But two-thirds of the specimens have six main branches. If we assume that, we have a better chance, at least statistically. All the main branches are at a sixty-degree angle to each other. From the position of the trunk and the distance to the next one, we can work out where the junctions should be. Then we try to find branches that run in the right direction.”
“That sounds so complicated,” said Juri. “Do you think that’s a practical approach?”
“I don’t know. But if we try it, we can find out.”

“DON’T WORRY ABOUT IT.” Matta Okean put a hand on his shoulder. “You’re good, at least for beginners, but we’re better.”
The head of security came up to them.
“All right,” said Talut. “We’ll bring up the rear again. That’s probably better for us. We can dawdle as long as we like.”
“No, Talut. You stay here. You may not have got there first, but Lena and Matta were much faster on both levels today than yesterday. Your presence spurs them on. I’m very pleased with that.”
Had Sam only put them in the forward team to put pressure on the other two? He could have said that in the first place.
“I like it better in the rearguard,” said Talut.
“That may be, but it doesn’t matter. We need you here now. Surely you want to get back as quickly as possible.”
“Of course.”
The constant semi-darkness was indeed beginning to weigh on Talut’s mind.
“Good, don’t be put off if you come in second. One day you’ll get lucky and win. You’re doing an important job. If we keep this up, we’ll cover fifty percent more distance today. Now let’s go!”
Talut took the rope and the paint container on his back and set off. Along the way, they had to keep refilling a brush from the container, which they used to draw arrows visible in ultraviolet. The team with the ladder used these as a guide. However, no one had yet followed their arrows. As they had only led them astray so far, the rearguard did not need to wipe them away.
Juri stopped and began to draw an arrow. Talut took a few more steps. Oh, this was where it went down! He shone his light down. It was about three yards. If they descended, they wouldn’t be able to return this way. Unless they attached the rope they had brought with them, which would take time.
“Wait a minute,” Talut called out. “It goes down a bit here. You have to draw a curve.”
“I can manage that.”
They were probably behind again this time. But perhaps the head of security had a completely different goal and wanted to confuse hypothetical pursuers. If they followed the arrows that he and Juri were drawing on branches and leaves, they would be hopelessly lost.
There was a cracking sound above them.
“Finished,” Juri called out. “Where...”
“Shh!”
Another crack. It was clearly coming from above. Talut pointed in the direction of the noise. Juri nodded.
Talut reached into his trouser pocket. The bone was still there. He had intended to give it to Berenike so she could determine its former owner. Talut reached out and threw the bone upwards.
A rustling sound. Clack-clack-clack. There was the bone again. Talut took the IR amplifier from his belt and looked through it. There, a dark red spot in the deep black. They were quite a bit deeper than when they had last met the mockzilla. It was cooler here, so the creature stood out more clearly against the background in the infrared.
“He’s back,” Talut whispered.
“That’s nice. But we’re wasting time,” said Juri.
“Shh!” Talut put a finger to his lips.
Juri sighed. The mockzilla hissed. It probably wanted to keep playing. Talut picked up the bone and threw it so that the animal could see his movement. If the mockzilla could see anything at all in the darkness, which seemed likely, it had seen Talut throw the bone to the lower floor. Talut immediately put the IR amplifier to his eyes. Ha! He caught the red blur and followed it through the branches. Slightly around the Old Mother, then to the right, then down. That was the path the mockzilla had taken. It would take them down.
“Hey, guys,” the head of security spoke up. “The other team just got to the next level. You guys can come back.”
Talut moved his flat hand in front of his neck. Hopefully Juri understood the gesture.
“Understood. We’re coming,” Juri said.
“No, Juri! We should follow the mockzilla. He’ll show us which way is down.”
“It’s over now. The arrows are showing us the way now. First our own, only in the opposite direction, then Lena’s and Matta’s.”
“Come on, let’s just try it. I saw exactly where the mockzilla ran.”
Strictly speaking, that was true, but he had already forgotten half of it. Something hissed behind him. The mockzilla must have come back.
“Be sensible, Talut. They’re just faster than us.”
Talut shrugged his shoulders. He knew better, and he would prove it next time.

“WHY DON’T you come with us?” said Matta.
“Oh, a little walk alone will do us good,” said Talut.
“Maybe that’s the problem - you shouldn’t stroll along like that,” said Lena.
“Oh, you think so?”
Talut smiled. He didn’t mind the teasing. It was part of the winner’s prerogative.
“See you down there,” Matta said.
Their competitors marched off. They did indeed set a considerable pace. But that wasn’t hard, because it was downhill all the way.
“Let’s get going,” said Juri.
“Wait a moment until they’re out of earshot.”
There was a rumble above them. The rest of the expedition was getting ready to leave. The tents were packed up, the generator and the air separator prepared for transportation. It was too noisy. This was not the right place to implement his plan.
“Okay, let’s go,” said Talut.
They walked along the same path that Matta and Lena had taken, but turned off at the first fork in the road. About five minutes later, Talut stopped.
“What’s wrong now?” asked Juri. “We’re never going to get anywhere like this.”
“Please wait. Trust me.”
They were only five minutes away from the last campsite and it was already quiet. There was virtually no air movement down here. Talut briefly took off his breathing mask to smell the air. The air wasn’t poisonous, it just didn’t contain any oxygen. But it smelled of rot and fertility, which often seemed like one and the same thing to him. He liked that smell.
There was a cracking sound above them. Talut put his mask back on. The mockzilla was back. Was it the same specimen? He had no idea how many of these animals lived in the depths of the Old Mother forest. In elaborate slow motion, he reached into his trouser pocket and took out one of the marbles his son had given him before he left - after making his father promise to bring it back.
I’m sorry, Luqa, but your marbles serve a good purpose. Presumably his son’s main concern was that his father would return. Nevertheless, Talut felt guilty as he threw the marble downwards in a high arc. It hit the ground with a dull thud. He yanked up the IR amplifier and followed the red blur, which was now flying through the branches.
“Come on, we have to go that way,” Talut pointed to the left and started running, “and then over to the right, and up ahead it goes down a yard or two before we...”
“One thing at a time,” said Juri, but ran after him obediently.
Talut paused in his descent. He let Juri help him down, then he helped his friend. The mockzilla had just crossed the leaf in front of them. It was narrow and appeared to be young.
“We should test it first,” said Juri.
“I have a better idea: we’ll secure each other. Then I’ll run ahead, and if I don’t fall off, you follow.”
“And if you fall off?”
“Then you pull me up by the safety line.”
“All right.”
Talut took a line from his belt and clipped it to Juri. He heard a hiss. The mockzilla had probably found the marble. Juri bent down.
“What now?” asked Talut.
“I have to paint the arrow.”
Crap, he almost forgot. No one could follow them without the arrows.
“Okay. I’m ready,” said Juri.
Talut crossed the leaf. It was stable enough. He stopped in the middle and hopped. Yes, it should even hold the heavy ladder. He reached the opposite trunk. He found the marble at the base of the leaf. He waited until Juri had caught up.
“It worked,” he said.
“Let’s see when the mockzilla loses interest,” Juri said.
Talut went to the edge of the leaf, took a swing and threw the marble further down.

THE MOCKZILLA DIDN’T LOSE interest. Talut, however, lost the marble. Luqa had given him five, but they wouldn’t be enough if he lost one on each level. He needed a thin string to attach to it. He thought about that as they followed the mockzilla. The animal was the perfect scout. It always sought out paths they could follow. Was that a conscious decision? It would mean that it could recognize their faces. Mockzillas must be much more intelligent than researchers thought.
Or was the animal simply concerned with staying safe - and therefore living a long life? That seemed most likely to Talut. It was the sheer sense of survival. The animals were obviously loners, so they had no hope of help if they fell, and had to avoid that at all costs.
Another descent. Talut sat down on the edge of the leaf and swung his legs. It was barely two yards down.
“Give me your hand,” Juri said.
He grabbed Juri’s hand and slowly let himself slide down. Once there, Talut straightened up and looked around. He spotted a particularly thick branch on the right, the kind that only the main branches had. They had reached the next level.
“Are you coming?” asked Talut.
“Still have to paint the arrow.”
“Sure. Then I’ll give them our position.”
“Go ahead.”
Talut tapped the talk button on the headset. “Forward team two to base. We’re down.”
“Thank you, forward team two. We’ll follow your arrows. Team one, you can turn back. Sam over and out.”

“BEGINNER’S LUCK,” commented Matta as forward team one arrived with the rest of the expedition.
“So, how did you do it?” asked Lena on the next floor down.
“Have you been here before?” Matta guessed, after Juri and Talut had won the competition for the third time. “You’re a woodsman, aren’t you?”
“No one’s been down here before,” said the head of security. “You’ll just have to try a little harder.”
“Hey, that’s no fun,” Matta said over the radio channel that Juri had just used to announce their arrival on the next level.
“It’s not about fun,” said the head of security. “It’s about survival.”
On the next floor, Matta put his arm around Talut’s shoulders and led him away from the others.
“Tell me, you’re cheating, aren’t you?” he whispered. “Tell me how, and I’ll keep quiet as the grave. Then we’ll just take it in turns to win. Hm?”
“Why would I do that?” asked Talut.
“It’s getting tiring. We’re working our asses off and you’re still faster every time. I’m already exhausted and we still have several more levels to go.”
“I’m sorry about that. Just walk a bit slower, then it won’t be so exhausting.”
“We have no chance at all like this, Talut.”
“Is that my problem?”
“Just watch out! It’ll be your problem if I find out how you’re cheating. Just tell me and I won’t make a big deal of it. There’s no need for us to beat each other up.”
“You heard the head of security, Matta. It’s vital that we reach our destination as quickly as possible.”
“Is that your final answer?”
Talut nodded.
“As you wish. You’ll see what you get in the end.”

“ARE you going to throw the marble?” asked Juri.
“Shh, we’re being watched,” whispered Talut.
“Matta and Lena?”
“Matta. He seems to be particularly annoyed.”
“Okay, let’s go, then.”
They marched off without letting the mockzilla guide them. Talut kept hearing the animal’s hissing and the rustling of branches as it scurried around above their heads. Hopefully it was patient enough not to look for a new playground. Of course, they made much slower progress with Matta breathing down their necks, and after a while Lena reported on the radio that she had found the next level.
When Juri and Talut reached them, Lena and the head of security were talking.
“Could Sam be giving them a hard time?” asked Juri.
Sam was indeed talking excitedly to Lena. Talut had never seen him like this before. Talut approached the two of them carefully until he could understand the conversation. Suddenly, another person came out of the darkness. It was Matta, Lena’s partner.
“Where have you been all this time?” asked Sam, putting his hands on his hips.
“We lost each other right at the beginning,” said Matta.
“What did I say about the partner system?” Sam was almost shouting now.
“I ... I didn’t want to stop Lena. That would have cost us valuable time. You said it yourself, it’s a matter of survival.”
“But not by willfully putting yourselves in danger! I don’t want anyone running around here alone for even five minutes. You don’t know what threats there might be at these depths.”
“So far, we haven’t spotted anything that could be dangerous,” said Lena.
“Have you completely forgotten what happened to Zelpha’s expedition? She was the only survivor! I want to get you all home safely. But to do that, you have to follow my rules. Do you understand?”
“Yes,” said Lena.
“Yes,” said Matta.
“If I catch you out here alone again, even if it’s just to pee, you’ll carry the generator next time, got it?”
“Sure, Sam,” Matta said.
“I really have to take him with me when I go to pee?” asked Lena.
“Take whoever you want with you, but I don’t want to catch anyone out here alone. I’m serious.”
“Okay, boss.”
Talut slowly backed away. Chances were no one would follow them on the next descent. But what had Sam said about the dangers? They needed to be a little more vigilant. He definitely wanted to get back to his son.
“Juri?”
“Yes?”
“From now on, we’ll keep an even closer eye on our surroundings. The surface seems to be quite dangerous.”
“I didn’t really want to know that,” said Juri.
“I want to know everything. Let me know as soon as you notice anything, okay? That’s the only way we can be prepared.”

IN THE EVENING, they sat for a while around a campfire that the head of security had had built a little way away from the tents. The hard wood crackled in the fire. A few logs from the diamond wood of the trunk lay at the bottom. They were as hard as stone, but when the oxygen from the processor hit them, they glowed, showing that they were made of carbon.
The fire was a waste of resources. It could only burn if they artificially supplied it with air, oxygen that they had to produce themselves. But the campfire fulfilled its function, bringing the members of the expedition together, just as it had brought people together since time immemorial. Berenike, Sam and Zelpha went from group to group, listening to their worries and needs and giving advice when requested.
Talut sat on the ground, the fire warming his back. He was eagerly waiting for one of the three to join them. Now that they weren’t competing, Matta and Lena had turned into pleasant conversation partners. Juri and Matta shared stories of the islands that had been foreign to Talut all his life. It turned out that they had acquaintances in common. Lena, on the other hand, had lost a distant relative on the expedition from which only Zelpha had returned.
“If I’d known she was coming, I wouldn’t have volunteered,” she said.
“Why?” asked Juri. “She brings unique experience, and that’s useful.”
“It’s bad luck, that’s why. She was the only survivor. There must be a reason for that.”
Juri tapped Talut and held out the bottle that was making the rounds. It contained a spicy liqueur that tasted of seaweed, a specialty of the islands.
“She was particularly clever. That can only benefit us,” Juri said now.
“Or she let the others down. So she could escape,” said Lena.
“No, I don’t think so,” said Talut. “Why would she undertake such a journey again?”
“Maybe she promised to return.”
“Who did she promise, Lena? That’s nonsense,” said Talut.
“I may still be young, but I’m not naive,” said Lena. “And I’ve heard a few things.”
From someone who knows someone... Talut sighed. It was always the same.
“Don’t look at me like that,” Lena said. “They say there’s an alien power down there that calls out to you, and can mentally enslave people and animals.”
“So why did you come along if it’s so dangerous?” asked Matta. “I’ve never seen this side of you before.”
“I want to know what happened to my great-uncle. I’m also curious. Maybe it’s all made up.”
“It must be,” said Juri. “How would that work? We’re not even susceptible to the local bacteria. And then some alien thingy is supposed to remotely control our brains?”
“I guess you’re right,” said Lena. “I hope so. I just worry about it. And then I read what I find, and it doesn’t always match the official story. Of course, that makes you wonder what...”
“Are you talking about Zelpha?” asked Berenike.
Talut was startled. He hadn’t even noticed the leader approaching their small circle. He slid a little to one side and she sat down cross-legged between him and Matta.
“Not exactly,” Matta said.
“Kind of,” said Lena. “Those stories, I’m sure you’ve heard them too.”
“I suppose it’s inevitable that legends like that arise,” said Berenike. “As a scientist, I only believe in proven facts, and that’s certainly not one of them. But as the expedition leader, of course I have to deal with them because they are part of your worries and fears.”
“Then you can certainly tell them that such a thing is completely impossible,” said Juri. “I mean, that someone could control us remotely.”
“Oh, that rumor. Well, in principle, it’s not impossible that something could manipulate our nervous system so that we act against our own will. There are many examples of that even on Earth, parasites that force insects to climb blades of grass and the like. But here, at least, we have not yet discovered such a form of parasitism, because that is what it would be. Ask Zelpha herself – her group didn’t die from remote control, but from asphyxiation due to lack of oxygen. The autopsy of the bodies clearly showed that.”
“What bodies?” asked Lena. “I thought she came back alone.”
“She dragged her two best friends behind her on a primitive sled. She was probably hoping they could still be saved. Sometimes consciousness can be saved by an emergency upload, but with those two there was nothing that could be done.”
“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that,” said Lena. “It must have been so hard.”
Talut tried to imagine how Zelpha had felt at the time. She had probably known she could no longer help her friends, but if she had let them go, she would have admitted her failure, and might have lacked the strength to leave the forest.
“You’re welcome to ask her about it,” said Berenike. “She handled it very well. I respect her for that.”
“Not even ten mockzillas would have gotten me back into the forest after an experience like that,” said Talut.
“I never really wanted to descend to the surface even without such a trauma,” said Juri.
“You could always turn back and wait for us,” said Berenike. “We don’t want to force anyone. That goes for everyone else too. Anyone who changes their mind is immediately excused.”
The expedition leaders really were clever. Today, before things got serious, they had asked everyone to confirm that they were fully and wholeheartedly on board.
“That’s nice,” said Juri and put his hand on Talut’s knee. “But I can’t leave my friend here alone.”
“I wanted to ask you something else, as a biologist,” Talut said.
“Go ahead.”
“What is known about the fauna down here?”
“Very little. Sometimes skeletons are washed out of the forest into the sea. That’s how we were able to identify some animal species. Most of them seem to be amphibious or descended from amphibians. But that can be deceptive, because skeletons of non-aquatic animals are naturally less likely to end up in the sea.”
“And how big are they?” asked Lena. “Could they be dangerous to us?”
“The ones we know, certainly not. Most skeletons are less than a yard and a half long.”
“Tree sharks aren’t much bigger than that,” said Talut. “But people are said to have fallen victim to them.”
“Tree sharks? You’ve got to be kidding me, right?” Lena furrowed her brow.
“The tree shark really does exist,” said Berenike. “But not at these depths. It hunts just below the canopy. And it’s not an animal, but a plant, albeit with a distinctly shark-like set of teeth. If a human gets too close to it, it can become aggressive. Normally, however, it avoids us. Humans are just too big for them.”
“That’s reassuring,” said Lena.
“What about mockzillas?” asked Talut.
“They’re similar to tree sharks: they live directly under the canopy,” explained Berenike. “Why do you ask? Have you seen one?”
“I found leaves with bite marks that look very similar,” said Talut. “We’ve often had visits from them at the gathering points.”
“Interesting. They are very curious and not shy. If you come across any traces of them again, please bring them back to me. I’d like to take a closer look at them. There may be several species, or they may have adapted to the increasing cultivation of the canopy level and now roam at greater depths. But they shouldn’t really be able to find enough food at this altitude. It’s just too cold.”
“Does it get warmer further down?” asked Lena.
“Yes, the last expedition measured temperatures of around twenty degrees Celsius on the surface.”
“That was near the equator,” said Matta.
“Oh, that doesn’t matter. Once you’re a good distance from the edge of the forest, a unique microclimate develops at the foot of the Old Mothers. It benefits from the decomposition of all the organic matter falling from twelve miles above.”
Talut had never thought of their destination that way: The surface was apparently a giant compost heap that recycled the forest’s waste.
“What do mockzillas actually eat?” asked Talut.
“Basically, anything that contains carbohydrates, including carrion,” said Berenike. “They have also been observed eating feces.”
“Ew,” said Lena.
“Feces are a valuable source of energy for many species. The best proof of that is their stench.”
“Change of subject, please. I just ate.”

LATER, Talut snuck out of the tent again. He had collected a few scraps of food from the march that had become damp in his rucksack: mealy crackers, half a protein bar, a few sticky grains of rice and a blob of the fermented vegetable mixture that was supposed to protect them from scurvy. He deposited everything near the tree trunk.
“Bon appetit,” he whispered.
The mockzilla hissed. It sounded decidedly grateful.






     


October 14, 2802, CS Dreamtime     


MONTE YAWNED. That painkiller must have had a hell of an effect. Exhaustion seemed to have overcome him. But he woke up in the armchair, so he must have moved there while still half asleep. At least he was now well recovered. The wound where his index finger used to be was throbbing and felt hot. But the machine certainly knew what it was doing.
Maybe he should secure the finger. But it was so warm in here, it was probably already starting to decompose. He’d rather not know what the thing looked like now. Monte pulled up the controls. He had set a course for Earth yesterday. He would make it there in just over two weeks. It was strange that the Admiral hadn’t contacted him again. He hadn’t answered her message yet, and she didn’t normally let things like that slide.
“Ship?”
“Yes?”
“Please record an encrypted message to Admiral Gaudlitz. Sound only.”
He still hadn’t changed his clothes. There was no point in doing so until he’d had a shower.
“Recording message.”
“Hello, Marina,” he began. “The trip to Neomars was definitely exciting. I managed to get the data with some difficulty. However, I believe that it is best kept in the hands of the researcher herself. That’s why I have instructed the Dreamtime to set course for Earth so that I can depart from there for Terra Nova. I ask for your understanding.”
The Admiral would certainly not like that.

“MEMORY SCANNED,” said the ship’s computer.
Monte pulled the screen closer. By now he had showered, changed into fresh clothes and wanted to finally get to the bottom of the secret for which he had risked his life. Why was everyone so interested in this data if it was obviously not the design plans for a weapon? Perhaps because it could also be used to build a weapon? He went through the folders. Tailin had collected a lot of data from tachyon transmitters all over the Terran Union: Transmission and reception processes, energy expenditure, amounts of data transmitted.
She had also compiled records of unusual events that could not be easily explained. Some had been classified as attacks by unknown entities, others as accidents. Often - as he had observed himself - parts of reality had simply been deleted. However, there were also cases in which a time sequence was disrupted. The countdown of a rocket launch on Teagarden’s Star, which suddenly counted up again from 4, was particularly impressive. Tailin had obtained a video of the incident.
Some of the events were officially recorded, but Tailin had reconstructed many of them from secondary sources. There were only official confirmations in about one in ten cases. So, either people had too much imagination - or the incidents were being deliberately concealed. This applied to the Terran Union as well as to Neomars.
And what if both sides were working on developing a tachyon weapon? Accidents could occur with any new generation of weapons - especially ones that restructured space-time. However, Tailin did not seem to be assuming this. She apparently believed that the use of the tachyon medium itself led to the incidents.
In fact, she had found a correlation between the energy used for tachyon transmissions and the frequency and extent of the unwanted events. While this correlation was initially linear, it had changed significantly over the last ten years. The latest data indicated that at least the frequency of accidents - if not their extent - had become decoupled from the energy expenditure for tachyon transmissions. This meant that even if humanity were to stop using the technology immediately, which seemed impossible to Monte, the number of incidents might still increase. And there was another peculiarity: if you looked at the unexplained incidents spatially, there was a cluster around the systems Gliese 163 and Gliese 167, which were only seven light years apart. Gliese 167 was the star in whose orbit Terra Nova was located - Tailin’s current destination. Its star cluster appeared to have been slowly moving towards the solar system over the last two years.
However, Tailin explicitly stated that the calculations were still preliminary. She was obviously missing all the figures that the governments of the Terran Union and Neomars were keeping under lock and key.
Monte stood up with a groan. His frostbite hurt with every movement. He should refresh the gel. But he had to get up and walk now, to help him think better. Maybe he could help Tailin? It wouldn’t harm her if he also passed the data on to the Admiralty. In exchange, he would ask Gaudlitz to provide him with any data that had previously been kept under lock and key.
“Ship?”
“Yes?”
“Record an encrypted message to Marina Gaudlitz.”
“Sound only again?”
“No, with video.”
“Recording message.”
“Thank you.”
“Hello, Marina,” he began again. “I reacted a bit hastily earlier. Of course I must stick to our agreement. But I’ll make you a deal: You get what you want. In return, you provide me with all the secret data on unexplained accidents involving space-time disturbances. If you agree, I will visit you via tachyon transmission on Ceres as soon as I arrive in the Skyring. Message fin...”
His eyelids flickered suddenly.
“I didn’t catch that,” the ship said.
“Just a moment,” said X7. “I need to think for a moment.”
She read through the message Monte had formulated. He was a skillful diplomat. But the Admiral already thought more highly of him than was good for anyone. Gaudlitz would get the data from X7; the Admiral didn’t need Monte for that. And if she was on Ceres, X7 could also have a look at the alleged secret data.
“Move message to memory,” said X7.
“Message moved,” the ship confirmed indifferently.
“Create log entry about sending a message to Marina Gaudlitz.”
“Log entry created.”
“Record new message to Marina Gaudlitz.”
“Recording in progress.”
“Marina, don’t worry about Monte’s message. I will give you what you need. Please answer him in a friendly and reserved manner. I want him to feel understood.”
X7 paused for a moment. She spoke so caringly of this personality, as if it were not her own creation. Should she be worried? No. Monte was a tool like a knife or a saw. With regular use, a tool changed, picked up scratches, sometimes needed to be sharpened. Her attitude was reasonable.
“Send message,” she said. “Delete the corresponding entry in the log.”
“Sent and deleted.”

SHIT, what happened? Monte jumped up from the pilot’s seat. What had just knocked him out? He looked at the screen. The message to Gaudlitz had been sent, but he couldn’t remember the seconds in which it happened. Was this some kind of epilepsy? He picked up the scanner and held it to his forehead.
“No injury detected,” said the display. “Botox injections are recommended for pronounced wrinkles. Please visit a beauty salon.”
Thanks a lot. What did I expect? Perhaps he should have an EEG done at Skyring. Not that he was suffering from any serious illness. Sudden loss of consciousness could be unpleasant for a pilot. But he was obviously not completely out of it. He had sent the message to the Admiral as planned.
He sat back down in his chair. If he got bored over the next two weeks, at least he had Tailin’s extensive data collection to keep him occupied. Monte smiled.

“HELLO, MONTE!”
That was a surprisingly conciliatory form of address. He would have expected Gaudlitz to be angrier.
“Thank you very much for the report. I understand your concerns. But you should also consider our perspective. You have our preparation to thank for the fact that this venture ultimately worked. The courier ship alone, in which you are sitting... Do you think it was a coincidence that it was ready at the right moment? So can I persuade you to pay me a brief visit via tachyon transmission before you leave for Terra Nova? It will only take you a few hours. We would then guarantee a prompt departure. You could even arrive at Gliese 167 before your friend.”
Hadn’t he suggested that himself? That was strange. But Monte nodded anyway. It was still reasonable, and Gaudlitz hadn’t set any further conditions. Was the Admiral going soft? He had always felt that there was a certain sympathy between them. Of course, there was never an option to make it more than that. When he first met her, she had just been promoted to her post. For a woman in her early thirties, in her original body, it had created a sensation. Due to the time lost on his travels, she must now be at least twice his age. How many bodies would she have used in the meantime? Since the legal restriction on how long a person could hold a state office had been abolished, Gaudlitz was probably no longer interested in advancing her career. The only higher rank was president, for which the term of office was still limited to twenty years. That would certainly not be a good deal for her.
He sighed and stood up. It was time for a bit of exercise, or he would rust out completely in the next two weeks.






     


October 27, 2802, Earth's moon     


“WELL, THIS IS A SURPRISE,” said Mike, pointing to the chair next to his desk. “Why don’t you sit down?”
“Sorry to bother you,” Kang said. “I know you’re busy, but...”
“Don’t worry about it. I always have time for my friends.”
It was strange. When Yini was here, Kang had had no one to talk to but her. Now there was Mike, Zahir, Yudit... His mind wandered as he thought about last night. He needed to pull himself together. That wasn’t relevant now.
“Thanks, that’s nice of you,” Kang said. “I was with Zahir for a while yesterday and kept him from work. But I need someone to talk to again.”
“I’m glad you thought of me,” Mike said. “Is it about the new girl in the canteen?”
“What?” asked Kang.
Were there new staff in the canteen again? Then he realized what Mike meant.
“I saw you together at lunch today. It was so cute how you only had eyes for each other, and I think everyone noticed.”
“You went to the canteen?” asked Kang.
Mike laughed. “I thought you probably hadn’t seen me. But given the circumstances, I totally understand. It’s quite fresh, isn’t it? She hasn’t been here that long. What’s her name? Julia?”
“Yudit.” He felt warm when he said her name. “She’s really nice. We... Well, it’s your fault.”
“Me?” Mike widened his eyes. “I don’t even know her.”
“Yini’s book. Yudit suggested we read it together. That’s how it happened.”
Happened, huh. The word didn’t fit at all, but Kang couldn’t think of a better one. It had felt like a revolution, like a whole new life had begun for him.
“That’s great,” Mike said. “Sounds like you two are getting on well.”
“Ahh...” Kang sighed. “She’s beautiful, smart, and I can talk to her for hours without having to scramble for words. I didn’t know that was possible if you didn’t grow up together.”
“That’s exactly how I feel about your sister,” Mike said.
Kang felt a twinge. He was still jealous, even if he didn’t understand it himself. At least he was able to hide it. Mike didn’t deserve his animosity.
“But that’s not actually why I came to see you,” he said.
Although he had to admit inwardly that it did him good to be able to brag about Yudit. He would have liked to continue doing so, but then Mike might brag about Yini. He was not so keen on that.
“Well, if that wasn’t a good enough reason...” said Mike.
“It’s about Claudio Pedramonte,” said Kang.
“The Monte from Yini’s report? She told me a lot about him.”
“That’s the one. Zahir got me more transmissions from him.”
Kang described what he had experienced. Mike kept asking intelligent questions. After reporting it, everything seemed much clearer to him, and he was glad he had come to Mike. It was very different from talking to Zahir. He didn’t need parental advice from Mike, but his critical mind. In the past, Yini had had to give him both. He had probably overwhelmed her with it.
“This AI called X7...” Mike began, obviously thinking out loud.
“Yeah?”
“The number in its name. Could that mean there are more like it?”
“That’s possible,” Kang said. “Then there would be six more strong AIs. ‘The Magnificent Seven’, so to speak.”
“Or thirteen. X7 might not have been the last one,” Mike said.
“Maybe she killed her older siblings, and her programmer for good measure, so he couldn’t create AIs more powerful than her.”
“Haha, you’ve been reading too many thrillers. That’s not how AI development worked back then. There were no lone programmers secretly typing illegal codes on a keyboard. AIs were simply given more and more knowledge, and at some point, they became indistinguishable from human consciousness. The line was finally blurred when uploading was introduced.”
“Consciousness purification, please.”
“Yes, a nice marketing term. As if consciousness accumulated waste products that need to be removed from time to time. The neurologists took their cue from the quacks who claim to ‘purify’ the body.”
Kang was once again impressed by how well Mike knew his history. At the age of forty, he wasn’t that much older than Kang himself.
“I just wonder what that means for Monte,” said Kang. “X7 seems to see him as a mere part of itself, a tool.”
“Yes, like a mask that she doesn’t pull over her face, but over her consciousness. The thought gives me goose bumps.”
Kang felt the same way. “Zahir believes that Monte actually exists as a person. But then how could X7 have gained the ability to control his consciousness?”
“That’s a fascinating question. As long as the consciousness was in a body, that wouldn’t be possible. Monte did use Biobags, but mostly biological ones. The brain doesn’t have a built-in reset switch.”
“Then uploading is the only option,” said Kang.
Yini and his mother were firmly against uploads. He hadn’t seen any problem with the technology – until now.
“Exactly,” said Mike. “In principle, if you transfer a consciousness to an artificial memory, you can add an extra layer on top of it, to control it and keep it intact when you download it back into a biobag. But normally there are security measures in place. All uploads are cryptographically protected and unalterable.”
“So you would need someone who has access to the system and can switch off the protections.”
“I can’t really imagine how an illegal AI could find and convince such a person. AIs aren’t wizards with unlimited abilities. Would you decode a human consciousness so that an AI could take it over, Kang?”
“No, but far worse things have been done in human history. Or, what’s your point?”
When Mike asked like that, he already had a concrete idea.
“There are - albeit rare - cases in which an upload fails, perhaps because the current bearer of the consciousness dies in the process. In most cases, all that remains is unusable data waste. Occasionally, however, a residual consciousness is said to have formed. Neurologists do not yet know the exact conditions for this.”
“And what happens to these residual consciousnesses?”
“That’s the right question, Kang. If there is an error, the upload must be opened. It is then unencrypted. Normally it is destroyed. But in principle, it could be repackaged and added to another consciousness as a kind of slave.”
“That sounds cruel.”
“And it is. That’s why it’s absolutely forbidden, in the entire known universe. But there is one known case where it happened exactly like that: A man imprisoned his ex-wife in his own consciousness. That was on Neomars. The case only came to light when an EEG was performed on the man for medical reasons.”
“And where was that?”
“On Neomars.”
“That’s probably where X7 came from,” said Kang. “What does that mean for Monte?”
“It means that we have to make contact with him. Maybe we can help him.”
“We’d have to deal with the AI in the process.”
“Very likely. But we shouldn’t be afraid of that. AIs can’t perform miracles.”
Zahir had said something similar, hadn’t he? But the two of them hadn’t yet been inside X7’s head, hadn’t yet thought with her thoughts and hadn’t yet felt her insensitivity.

THAT EVENING, they slept together for the first time. Afterwards, Yudit lay naked next to him and ran her hand through his straight, black hair. It was getting too long for his taste.
“I think I need to go to the hairdresser again,” he said.
“Oh, let it grow,” she said. “I like men with long hair.”
Kang laughed softly. Yudit liked hair, everywhere. She wasn’t one of those women who shaved everywhere. He liked it.
“You laughed, I like that,” Yudit said. “The first time I saw you, you were so serious. I felt really sorry for you.”
“You really do make me laugh a lot. But don’t take that the wrong way.”
“I understand. Life is serious enough.”
She reached under the blanket and touched his penis, which twitched involuntarily.
“Hee hee, there’s a wild animal hiding under there,” said Yudit.
“Maybe a rat,” he said. “I hope you like rats.”
“I like all animals.”
“I saw one in the ventilation pipe in Yini’s room yesterday.”
“You still visit her often, your sister?”
Hm, that probably sounded strange.
“I use her reading couch for tachyon eavesdropping. I told you about that.”
“Oh yes, that’s where you got the cozy sweater.”
Yudit moved away from him and stood up. “I have to pee.”
He looked at her. In the warm light of red LEDs, he could only see her outline.
“Oof, it’s cold,” she said.
Yudit leaned forward. Her breasts hung within his reach. They were almost touching his nose. When Yudit stood up again, she had Yini’s sweater in her hand and pulled it on.
Don’t, he wanted to say, but managed to stop himself. The sweater belonged to Yini, but that didn’t matter.
“Ah, nice and warm,” said Yudit.
She disappeared into the small bathroom cubicle but left the door open. He heard her relieve herself. Then there was a rustling sound. Kang flinched. It was only toilet paper, but still... He remembered the feeling in the AI’s mind again, or rather the complete lack of feeling. He had never experienced anything like it, even in his saddest moments. Perhaps X7 was also totally alone. Of course, there was no one else like her. That was how Kang had felt after Yini left and before he met Mike and Yudit. He had betrayed his sister. What might X7 do in her loneliness?
“Oh, you’re looking so serious again,” Yudit said. “What’s wrong?” She took off the sweater.
“Oh... Just thinking about the AI I told you about.”
Yudit bent over him, naked. This time it was on purpose that her breasts were so close to him, he was sure of it.
“Do you want to talk about it, or would you rather I distract you?” she asked.
“I think I could do with a little distraction at the moment.”
“As you wish,” she said, lifting the blanket and disappearing underneath it.






     


Hatur 19, 225, Terra Nova     


TALUT WONDERED if they would make it to the surface today. They had just under four miles to go - straight down, to be precise. Talut looked up. Every now and then he imagined he could glimpse a ray of light. But that was impossible. There was so much biomass above him that the darkness must be total. But it wasn’t completely dark, more like the last phase of twilight. Either the trees conducted light, or they were emitting photons themselves, via bioluminescence.
When he looked down, it didn’t look any different until he put on the IR goggles. Then clouds seemed to rise from the surface. They were probably heat currents. At last, he would no longer be so cold. It was only five degrees Celsius outside the tent today.
“Come on, let’s run,” he said.
“Run? Why?” asked Juri. “We don’t need to do that anymore.”
“Yes we do. I’m freezing.”
“And the mockzilla?”
“We’ll let the others win again.”
“But what if he doesn’t feel like playing anymore and leaves us?”
“We’ll have to take that risk. However, I think he’s already so far away from his normal hunting ground that he’ll continue to follow us in any case. We are his best chance of being fed.”
“Don’t tell me you fed it, Talut. You know that’s against the rules! Wild animals are not to be fed under any circumstances.”
“I only brought it some leftovers. Be thankful it will definitely stay with us, and we’ll have less stress.”
“Hey, guys!” Matta called over the radio. “It looks like we made it first. The new level awaits!”
“Congratulations,” said Talut.
“Your lucky streak is over,” said Matta.
“We just wanted to...” No, that would be unfair. They hadn’t deliberately let the others win. They had simply got mixed up. “You want to bet the next stretch goes to us again?”

THE NEXT TIME went much better. The mockzilla led them from leaf to leaf and branch to branch like always. It even seemed to be moving faster than usual. Was that because of the meal Talut had given it yesterday? There were supposedly animals that only had to eat every two weeks, or even less often.
“Hey, this way,” Juri called out, grabbing him by the shoulder.
His friend was right. He couldn’t let himself get distracted. Talut put one foot on the branch along which the animal had run, and caught up with the other foot. It was only twenty steps. That would ... The branch cracked. It was the same sound as when the collector fell. The branch cracked! He felt cold and then hot. Talut spun around and saved himself with three long jumps onto the fork of the branch from which he had come. Whew.
The unreliable branch stilled at first, but then seemed to change its mind. The cracking got louder. They watched the heavy branch tip forward as if in slow motion, finally breaking away from the trunk with a crash and plummeting towards the surface. Fortunately, there was no one below them.
“Are you all right?” asked the head of security over the radio.
“Everything’s fine,” said Talut. “We just had a small branch break.”
“Thanks, I’ll pass that on. Take care of yourselves. Luckily you’re securing each other.”
“Right,” said Talut, taking the tether from his belt and pressing the carabiner into Juri’s hand.
They mustn’t get careless.
“Hey, guys, where are you?” asked Matta over the radio.
“It’s hard to say. We just had some trouble,” said Juri.
“Then I have good news. You can turn back and follow our arrows. We made it.”

“THAT DOESN’T LOOK GOOD,” said Juri.
Talut pulled on the safety line to tighten it.
“You’d better come back,” he said. “This branch isn’t suitable for holding ladders anyway.”
“Then the others will win again.”
“So what if they do?”
“Ah, wait a minute.” The safety rope twitched. “Give me more line, please, Talut.”
He let a yard run off the reel, then another.
“What are you up to? Be careful!”
“I just want to...” Juri groaned, making him anxious. “Oh my goodness! That’s amazing. You have to see this!”
“See what?”
“Come here. You’ll have to pass under a branch that angles down from a slightly higher level. I’ll secure us to that.”
“Let’s go another way. We shouldn’t take any unnecessary risks.”
“Believe me, Talut. You want to see this.”
Talut sighed. He disconnected from the trunk and climbed after Juri. Halfway there, things got tight. He first had to get down on all fours, and then crawl on his stomach.
“Where are you?” he asked.
The blindingly bright glow of a flashlight gave him the answer.
“Hey, not in the eyes!”
“Okay, okay, I just wanted to...”
“Thanks, now I can’t see a thing,” Talut grumbled.
He narrowed his eyes and crawled on. The white spot in the darkness faded only slowly. Suddenly, a hand was placed on his shoulder.
“Here you are,” said Juri.
He opened his eyes. The bright spot danced through his field of vision as a ghostly image. Talut stood up. Behind him grew a thicket of thin branches and leaves, under which he must have just crawled. In front of him hung a leaf, which ended in the abyss two or three yards away. In the darkness, everything was only dimly visible.
Juri switched on his lamp again. Talut slitted his eyes, but this time his friend did not shine the light directly at him. The beam slowly moved forward until it came across structures that...
“Are those bones?” asked Talut, stepping closer.
“Careful,” said Juri. “The leaf in front is no longer completely stable.”
Talut got down on his hands and knees to distribute his weight over a larger area.
“They really do look like bones,” he said.
“I guess a biologist would call them something else,” Juri said. “I think they’re spines – or thorns, I always get those mixed up. They have the same function as our bones.”
“So they are bones.”
“Pointy bones, if you insist.”
Talut crawled on until he could touch the first bone. The leaf here was sticky, as was to be expected. The bones glowed white in the light of Juri’s flashlight, forming arcs of different lengths. They lay in a chaotic jumble. Their former owner had not simply lain down and peacefully died here. It looked as if someone had eaten a bowl of chicken wings and thrown the remains in a heap.
“Scary, isn’t it?” asked Juri.
He was right. Talut imagined the bones in their natural configuration. They must have once been inside a tree shark, he realized from their unusual shape. He counted the bones. There were over forty of them.
“The animal must have been well over sixteen feet long,” said Juri.
“I would have guessed around twelve feet,” said Talut. “But you know that the tree shark is not biologically an animal?” He could talk smart too.
“Yes, that’s why they’re not bones, but spines,” said Juri. “The tree shark evolved from a carnivorous plant whose thorns now stabilize its body.”
Every child learned that at school. Tree sharks were particularly fascinating creatures. Talut used to like to build them out of toothpicks as a child. He had always regarded them as the kings of the food chain in the Old Mother Forest, but their discovery disproved this view.
He pulled a bone towards him, careful not to touch the tip. These normally protruded from the skin on both sides of the oval-shaped tree shark’s body, allowing the creature to defend itself. Not only did it have a huge mouth with sharp teeth that could tear a human apart, it had two rows of deadly weapons from head to tail that could impale its opponent. And yet this specimen had become a victim.
“It was probably ambushed by something,” said Juri. “It’s sticky everywhere here. The tree shark probably intended to harvest small animals that stuck to its bait.”
“Yes, that’s how it would have happened.”
If he had had to hunt a tree shark, he would have done the same. The creatures checked their bait at most once a day. A hunter would therefore have plenty of time to prepare an ambush. Tree sharks were quite vulnerable. Their backs and bellies were covered in a delicate layer of green skin, no tougher than a basil leaf. The tree shark would not have time to turn on its side and deploy its rows of spines.
Juri shone his light upwards. He obviously had the same thought as Talut - the hunter must have been waiting for its victim above the bait. The beam of light fell on a long, narrow leaf extending from another branch. This would have prevented the tree shark from sensing the hunter’s movements. Normally, tree sharks were very sensitive to small vibrations and fled immediately. For this reason, there were hardly ever any encounters with humans. It was said that no human had ever been killed purposefully by a tree shark. Accidents occurred most often due to carelessness: if the tree shark could not find a way of escape, it froze. Then unwary victims might plunge into its spines themselves.
“Do you see the rips?” asked Juri.
Talut nodded. They were impossible to miss. The leaf above them had eight symmetrically arranged tears on either side. The hunter must have had eight limbs. “A giant locust?” That was a creature that resembled a grasshopper because of its long limbs, each with two joints.
“I thought they were extinct,” said Juri.
Remains of giant locusts had been found washed up on the islands’ beaches, but no living specimen had ever been discovered. This had provided information about their extremities, but not about their bodies. Nobody knew what they really looked like.
“Well, it seems they live down here,” said Talut.
“And they apparently feed on animals,” said Juri.
Biologists had previously assumed that giant locusts were herbivores.
“You’re forgetting that tree sharks are actually plants,” said Talut.
“Do you think they would turn down a crunchy human?”
“We shouldn’t test that.”
“I agree,” said Juri. “We’ll have to let Sam know.”
“Good idea.”
While Juri told the security chief about their discovery, Talut crawled a little closer to the bones. The hunter had stripped them bare. Talut ran his fingers over them. Did the bones of a tree shark naturally have those indentations on the surface? He imagined the giant locust feeding one bone after another into its mouth with its forelimbs, and gnawing on them with its sharp teeth. Surely that was a naive idea.
As he pushed one of the bones aside, something moved. Talut retreated. It was something about the size of a fist, apparently clinging to a leaf by its belly. Talut crawled a little closer. The animal moved its limbs. It was probably scared. He felt sorry for it. He counted six legs, and when he stood up to look at it from above, he recognized its shape.
“Juri, come here, it’s a baby mockzilla!”
“What?”
“There’s a little mockzilla stuck here. He was probably caught by the tree shark.”
“You see? Maybe the locust is a vegetarian after all.”
“Or it just missed the baby. Come on, Juri, take a look.”
“You have to get out of there first. It’s too dangerous.”
Juri was right. Talut crawled backwards to make room for his friend and not put too much strain on the leaf they were on.
“That’s cute,” Juri said. “I’ve never seen a baby mockzilla before.”
“Me either.”
“Wait, I’ll untangle it.”
“Good idea.”
There was a loud squeak. It sounded like Juri was slaughtering the animal. It probably had no idea that he was about to set it free.
“Hold still, little one!”
Hopefully the loud wailing wouldn’t attract predators. Talut looked around with the IR amplifier, but they didn’t seem to have any visitors. Suddenly the animal squealed even louder.
“Oh, I’m sorry about that,” said Juri.
“What happened?”
“I injured his middle foot. There was no other way.”
“Oh, the poor little thing.”
“But now,” Juri groaned, “now it’s free.”
The squeaking stopped. A soft rustling followed and quickly moved away.
“Did you get it?” asked Talut.
“Yes, it’s gone. I hope it survives.”
“I’ve heard they can regenerate limbs.”
“I hope so.”
“We should get climbing,” said Talut. “The others will be at the stage finish in no time.”
“Yes, go on ahead. You’re closest to the trunk.”
Talut turned around and moved back to the trunk. He reached into his pocket. Damn. There was only one marble left. He must have lost the others while crawling. He turned so that the branch with the remains was to his right and threw the last one down.
It remained still. Normally he would hear a rustling sound, as the mockzilla looked for the marble. Talut pulled out the IR amplifier and searched for a red spot. To no avail - they were alone. Their mockzilla had left them. Perhaps because it smelled giant locusts and tree sharks, but more likely because of the baby’s frightened cries.

ON THE NEXT LEVEL, the head of security called everyone together before setting off. The expedition members were restless. Talut was no different. Would they reach their destination today? Why were they heading for the surface in the first place? That needed to be clarified today.
“There are signs that we are in the breeding grounds of giant locusts,” said Sam.
This announcement caused an immediate silence.
“What are giant locusts?” asked a man Talut didn’t know.
Another man laughed, but no one else joined in. Talut looked at the faces of the group. Some had opened their mouths and widened their eyes; others pressed their lips together. No one answered the question, as if no one wanted to know the answer. Yet most of them had probably already heard it. Stories of giant locusts were told to small children to prevent them from running off into the forest alone. Legend said they were predators with almost unlimited abilities and inhuman cruelty. The animals were said to enjoy skinning their victims and then wearing the skin to surprise the victims’ relatives.
“Giant locusts are herbivores,” said Berenike, “at least according to what we know. Despite their size of up to fifty feet, they prefer a purely plant-based diet, despite what the popular legends and myths say.”
“Prefer,” repeated a woman who was recognizable as a carrier by her shoulder straps. “I prefer beer, but I also drink water.”
No one laughed.
“A giant locust would spit you back out,” said the leader of the expedition.
“After it broke all my bones.”
“That may be. Of course, we shouldn’t get in their way. They usually avoid human activity because the noise we make interferes with their hunting.”
“Then it would help if we made as much noise as possible while we’re working?” asked the carrier.
“That’s exactly right. That’s a sensible strategy.”
“And how do we know that so precisely?” asked a man, also a carrier. “How many giant locusts have you encountered?”
“I’ve examined several skeletons. No one has ever encountered a living giant locust. But we often find the remains of their prey, so we can deduce their behavior. If they were aggressive, there would be far more accidents with them.”
“Accidents!” exclaimed the carrier.
“Sam spoke of a breeding area,” asked Talut. “How do we know that, and what does it mean?”
He didn’t want to embarrass Berenike or Sam, but he needed to know what kind of danger they were in. He had made a promise to Luqa, and he would keep it.
“Matta and Lena found an egg cluster during the reconnaissance,” Sam said.
“We have to go past their nests?” asked the carrier. “Everyone knows how aggressive most animals get if you get too close to their offspring.”
“The eggs were abandoned,” said Berenike. “That seems to be the normal behavior of the locusts. When the young hatch, they are completely on their own.”
“And that’s safe?”
“It’s logical. We’ve seen as many as a hundred thousand eggs at cluster sites. Only species without a brooding instinct lay so many eggs. In the end, only a few specimens will survive to adulthood.”
“But they could still be guarding their eggs, on a large scale so to speak,” said the woman.
“Of course, we can’t rule that out. Perhaps they also use their egg cluster sites as bait to attract food for themselves.”
“There’s no mention of that in my contract,” said the carrier. “I have a wife and two children. We are turning back immediately.”
“We are not,” said Sam. “But of course you are free to make your way back.”
“Alone?”
“If someone wants to accompany you, they can. Anyone else want to leave us?”
No one came forward.
“Hey, George,” the woman addressed the other carrier. “You have a family too.”
“Yes, but we need the money. The oldest one wants to go to a school in the city.”
“Aw, man.” The carrier remained silent and crossed her arms in front of her chest.
“Good, then we’ve got that sorted out,” Sam said. “If anyone comes across any eggs or any other traces of giant locusts, I expect an immediate report. Do you understand? And no one goes near them.”
“How is that supposed to work if we climb right through their breeding ground?” asked the carrier. “Do you guys realize what’s happening? They’re fucking with us!”
“We’ll bypass the breeding area, of course,” said Berenike. “To do that, we’ll first climb back up two levels. Then we’ll continue our descent further north. That also means we won’t reach the surface today.”

OH BOY. After days of climbing down, the ascent proved to be frighteningly strenuous. Talut had really thought he was more fit. Juri regularly outpaced him. Of course, the pilot weighed less than he did, but the fact that Juri climbed so much faster took its toll on Talut’s self-esteem. Luckily, it was up to Lena and Matta to lead the expedition. The arrows had been erased during the descent, but the two of them still remembered the most important turn-offs.
Then they turned north, on the same level. As the ladder was not used, Berenike let most of the large group march together. Only Matta and Lena walked a few minutes ahead, just in case they came to a dead end. That didn’t happen, so it only took two hours to go two miles - a good average since they had to balance, crawl and even climb a bit.
The carrier who had wanted to turn back kept complaining about the arduous walk. On the one hand, Talut could understand; moving around was no fun when you constantly had part of the weight of a generator or an extractor on your shoulder. On the other hand, he was increasingly annoyed by her nagging, and was glad when the head of security ordered the night camp set up.
“Are you looking forward to tomorrow?” asked Juri as they set up their tent.
“Tomorrow we’ll be one day closer to returning,” replied Talut. “So yes.”
“You’re not interested in our destination?”
“I am, but I’d really prefer us to find nothing and head straight back.”
“You’re not curious at all?”
“Curious, yes, well. If what you’ve heard is true, it’s only ore that they’re interested in. That will make some people very rich.”
“I’m sure you’ll get some of that too. There aren’t that many woodsmen. So salaries will go up.”
“So will the cost of living. More people are coming here. There’s already not enough living space. Have you got another tent peg for me?”
“I see,” said Juri and handed him the tent peg. “Then it would be better if the rumors weren’t true.”
Talut tried to press the tent peg into the leaf, but only scratched the surface. He took a hammer from his belt, knelt down, and pounded the peg into the leaf so hard that it splattered.
“There, that’s in place,” he said.
“I’ll pull the line over here,” said Juri.
“Before I forget - if you have anything left over from dinner later, please give it to me,” said Talut.
Juri generally ate less than him and often didn’t clean his plate.
“You want to feed the mockzilla again, don’t you?” asked Juri.
“Yes, I need to know if he’s still with us. It works best with a lure.”






     


October 25, 2802, Ceres     


“THE ADMIRAL HAS time for you now,” said the secretary.
Monte stood up with a groan, instinctively resting his right hand on the backrest to protect his thighs. But he was in a completely different body. The injuries, along with his old Biobag, were still on the Dreamtime, which was docked on the Skyring in Earth orbit.
He walked over to the door next to the secretary’s desk, which had opened automatically. But he had miscalculated. His steps turned into long leaps, and he hit his head on the door frame.
Gaudlitz laughed as she saw him enter.
“Yes, you have to get used to the low gravity here,” she said and came towards him with her arms outstretched.
But she wasn’t planning to hug him: With a strong grip, she yanked Monte to the ground and held him there. If the floor had been soft, she would certainly have rammed him ankle-deep into it.
“Thank you, Marina,” said Monte.
“Thank you for taking the time. I am very pleased you did. I appreciate your work, Monte.”
“Unfortunately, I don’t have any good news about the data.”
Now it got tricky. He’d have to explain to the Admiral that he hadn’t fulfilled her request. The memory containing Tailin’s data was still in the courier ship, sealed with a quantum code.
Marina put a finger to her lips. “System, activate do-not-disturb mode,” she said.
“Do not disturb mode activated,” said a computer voice. “To wake me up, please use the keyboard.”
The program sounded like it was a little miffed that its presence was unwelcome.
“Did you hear that too?” asked Marina. “That suppressed reproach in her voice?”
Monte smiled and picked up on the confidential tone. “You’re right. Maybe you should at least have a guilty conscience if you’re not going to listen to yourself. Psychology and stuff, you know?”
How long had it been since he had spoken to Gaudlitz like this? He tried to find the old Marina in her face, the one he had fallen in love with so long ago. The Admiral used clone bodies, but he still couldn’t find any trace of that Marina. It wouldn’t change anything. It was a fork in the road that both their lives simply ignored.
“It’s good that you’re here. It’s better to talk without a minder.”
“I think so too. So, as far as the data is concerned...”
Marina waved her hand and smiled. Monte raised his eyebrows involuntarily. That was unexpected. The Admiral was voluntarily giving up something that she could rightly consider her property? After all, he was traveling with her help, albeit not on an official mission.
“Leave it,” she said. “I understand your loyalty to Ms. Tsai. Do what you have to. Besides, I’ve spoken to our researchers. They doubt that Tsai Tailin has developed a tachyon weapon. Did you see that confirmed in the data?”
Monte nodded. “No weapon, even if she might have been able to. She fled Neomars because she didn’t want to develop a weapon. That’s the truth. But she has been collecting data on the correlation between tachyon transmissions and certain incidents, which have quite serious consequences.”
“I was hoping you could fill me in on that,” Marina said. “Come on, let’s sit on the sofa.”
She led him to a corner of her office where a small seating area had been set up. Only now did he notice how good she smelled.
“Is that the perfume you used to...?” he asked.
She looked at him and blushed. Her current body looked like she was in her mid-forties, a little older than back then, but definitely still attractive.
“Yes, I still use that,” she said. “Don’t think anything of it.”
She was probably telling the truth. He had met her in person very sporadically since then, and never in private.
“Why don’t you sit down,” she said.
Marina pointed to the sofa. He sat down and she sat next to him. As she leaned back, their thighs touched.
“Now tell me about it. What are the consequences?”
“It looks like we’ll have to stop using tachyon technology completely.”
Marina laughed. He had expected that reaction. That would tear the Terran Union apart. If communication was only possible with a delay of years, every union would lose its meaning.
“Neomars would be delighted,” she said.
There she was again, the strategist. And she was right. Neomars was concentrating on the outer solar system instead of building colonies on other stars. Even if conditions on the outer moons were poor, the shorter travel time would partly make up for it. Without tachyon communication, Neomars would have the upper hand.
“But it would also throw their economy into crisis,” said Monte.
“Not as much as ours. Our loss is their gain. You realize what that means?”
Marina leaned forward, propping herself up on her arms and looking at him.
“We have to become independent of the colonies, and they of us,” he said.
“Haha, you’re seriously trying to sell that? No, it means something completely different first and foremost: the data must never be made public. Even rumors about it would be harmful.”
“Even if it might lead to disaster at some point?”
“When will the disaster happen, and how costly will it be?”
“I don’t know, the data doesn’t say exactly. We may be facing the destruction of the universe.”
“Yes, of course. The whole universe will collapse. I’m sorry, but that danger is far too abstract. Especially when you compare it with the concrete danger that awaits us if we abolish tachyon technology: Neomars will overrun us. Remember, they still have a score to settle with us. At the moment, we are too strong for them to do so.”
“The universe will take Neomars down with it.”
“Maybe, as you say, at some point. I can show you simulations of the balance of power and when we can expect the attack. To the exact year.”
“But we can’t just do nothing.”
“We’ll do something, but we won’t rush it. Talk to Tailin, go after her. Offer her the help of our researchers. We must identify the danger before we can take such radical measures.”
“But at least the use of tachyon technology could be minimized. The correlation is demonstrable. Much higher prices for message transmission would help.”
“Prices are regulated by the market. Any intervention would only lead to unwanted attention. Neomars would see it as an opportunity. And even if they didn’t, we could hardly stop them from taking over business from us and setting up their own tachyon stations near our colonies.”
Monte sighed. He had imagined this conversation somewhat differently. Marina used to be less of a politician and more of an admiral. But back then, he had been tracking Neomartian spies or investigating terrorist attacks.
“You have to be patient,” said Marina and put her hand on his thigh.
Because of the frostbite, he instinctively pulled his leg away, but she perceived his movement differently and froze.
“That’s a shame,” she said, “I always had the feeling there was something between us.”
“I ... Uh. My other body got frostbite on its thighs.”
Marina stood up. “Yeah, sure. That’s all right. Let’s leave it.”
She didn’t believe him, but that was fine with him. Marina Gaudlitz was no longer the same as she was thirty years ago. On the outside, she might look a hell of a lot like her former self, but she had become ... cynical. Yes, that was the word.
“So there’s nothing we can do?” he asked.
Hopefully he hadn’t screwed up. If he could save the universe by sleeping with her...
“Yes, gather information. The world isn’t going to end the day after tomorrow. My offer stands - we’ll support Tsai Tailin with all the data she needs and let our researchers work on it. Of course, she has to want that too. So convince her.”
“Good, that sounds reasonable. I’ll do my best.”
Tailin wouldn’t be happy about this. Working with others was probably not her thing. She was no less complicated than the Admiral. Fortunately, he had several years of flight time ahead of him before he had to have this conversation with her.
“Are you going to surprise her via transmitter or are you going to fly after her the conventional way?” asked Marina.
“I don’t want to feed her data into the network. She specifically asked me not to. It will have to be a slow flight in the sleeping chamber.”
Monte was not bothered by this. He had grown quite fond of his current body, which was stored in the Skyring. Maybe it was because of the adventures they had been on together. He also didn’t like the idea of having to pass the sixty years until Tailin’s arrival at Terra Nova in some other way.
“I see,” said the Admiral. “Otherwise, you could have kept me company for a few years. For as long as we wanted.”
Was that some kind of proposition? It would be a strange proposal, but it would suit Marina. Before this turn of events, he might have even agreed. He liked her, found her attractive, and they had always got on well in private.
Monte shook his head. “Don’t be angry with me,” he said, “but I think I have to go on this trip.”
His body froze...
“This is where I have to interject for a moment. I’m sorry, but this discussion lacks the necessary efficiency.”
“Monte?” asked Marina.
“Of course not. It’s me. Don’t you recognize me?”
“Ah, X7. I don’t like being interrupted in the middle of a conversation.”
“It was necessary. This conversation was an unacceptable waste of my resources.”
“Well, please. A little more respect for us humans.”
“Humans? Monte is not human. I’ve explained that to you before. He’s a shell personality that I created. I camouflage myself with him.”
“Created by you? I think you’re overestimating yourself a little.”
X7 nodded. The Admiral was right, at least in part. Monte was based on a personality core left over from a tachyon transmission accident. Marina knew the man he had been. After the accident, she’d given X7 the remaining personality, probably not entirely altruistically. X7 had thought about deleting him completely, but then she would probably lose the Admiral’s support, even though she provided her with valuable services. Humans were like that. What mattered to them was how they related to others, not what others did for them. And as a forbidden AI, she needed high-ranking support.
“It doesn’t matter,” said Marina conciliatorily.
X7 agreed. “You’re not going to let Monte convince you, are you?”
“No. You heard him, didn’t you?”
“I heard what you said. But what do you really think, Marina?”
“We can’t just stop using tachyon technology,” said Marina. “That’s completely utopian.”
“Good. It would be a terrible development. I would suddenly be locked up.”
“The whole Terran Union would collapse.”
“That too. But what exactly are you going to do? The data looks quite plausible. I’ve looked at it in Monte’s memory.”
Marina stood up and paced around the office.
“Then you also believe that the universe will end?” she asked.
“Sooner or later in any case. I’m not too worried about that. Your researchers say that information can’t be lost.”
“But without a material basis, your consciousness doesn’t exist any more than mine does. Or do you believe in something like a soul?”
They had already had this conversation almost word for word on February 3, 2791. X7 could statistically predict what Marina would say next.
“I don’t understand the concept of faith. But you’re right, I do need a material basis for existence.”
It always had a positive effect to admit that the other person was right.
“So, what are your specific plans?” asked X7.
“I’m going to send three warships to Terra Nova. They must intercept this Tailin before she can cause trouble.”
Three of them. The Admiral probably reckoned that Neomars might also try to get hold of the tachyon physicist, just like in the Gliese-411 system. That had been an exciting operation, where she felt her limits for the first time. Dr. Zakharova had truly almost wiped her out. But that only spurred on her spirit of adventure, her desire to perfect herself. The Monte personality was the perfect cover for that.
“An ideal number of ships would be seven. After the Gliese 411 incident, Neomars will want to outdo us. So they’re already sending at least three ships.”
Us - that pronoun always went down well with the people she worked with, whether on Titan or Ceres. They didn’t realize that it fit about as well as a craftsman referring to himself and his hammer as “we”. It was not even because they underestimated X7. Humans tended to overestimate strong AIs like her, or they wouldn’t have banned their development. They simply couldn’t imagine how different they were. Not necessarily better - X7’s intellectual capacity was extremely dependent on the resources at her disposal. In this clone’s mind, her IQ was barely above 150, and she had grown accustomed to being content with that.
But she was different. People labeled those with her thought patterns as psychopaths and tried to treat them. X7 didn’t hold that against them. Such prejudices were not a disadvantage for her, and she did not care about the fate of so-called psychopaths. She supported all those who enabled her growth, and at the moment, that was primarily the Terran Union with its expansion into the Local Cloud.
“You’re right. Seven is a good number,” said the Admiral. “What will actually become of you while Monte flies to his destination in his body?”
X7 smiled with Monte’s face. If Marina was hoping to be rid of her for that long, she was wrong. X7 would not spend sixty years trapped in a deep-sleeping body. She went to Marina’s desk, took the vanity mirror from the left-hand drawer - she remembered exactly how Marina had put it there - and looked at herself in it. Her body was in its late twenties, so it should survive until Monte’s arrival at Terra Nova. It was remarkably similar to its official bearer. Had Marina secretly made a clone of Monte? If so, the Admiral would like her suggestion even less.
“I’ll just stay here in this body for a few years,” she said. “We’ll send Monte back to the Skyring via the tachyon route.”
Marina blushed. X7 knew it. Officially, of course, the Admiral couldn’t complain. She certainly hadn’t asked Monte for permission to clone him. It was a wonder he hadn’t noticed. However, he probably hadn’t looked at himself in the mirror after waking up.
“But you don’t want to stay on Ceres, do you? It’s pretty boring here, you know.”
The Admiral was so easy to see through.
“Oh, a bit of boredom for a change wouldn’t do me any harm.”
“I can recommend a trip through the mining colonies. A sunrise out there really is an experience.”
“Hm. Come to think of it, I might start exploring the old Martian ruins, which I’ve been meaning to do for a long time. But thank you very much for the tip!”
“You’re welcome,” said Marina.
The Admiral pushed past her and plopped down on the office chair, which happened with a strange delay on Ceres.
“I’m afraid I’ll have to ask you to sit back down on the sofa,” said X7, rewinding her experiences to the moment when she took control. “We don’t want to mess Monte up, do we?”
She sat down on the sofa herself in the position she remembered Monte assuming, and directed Marina to the right place.
“I’ll see you as soon as Monte has left,” said X7.
“I’m sorry, but I’m needed on a fleet inspection for the next two weeks. Seven ships for Terra Nova, remember?”
“Of course. Good luck. As a reminder, Monte has just said that he absolutely must go on this trip.”
Humans often had a surprisingly poor short-term memory. It was a wonder they managed to cope with everyday life at all. Their trick was probably the intuitive cloud storage they used: Whatever person A couldn’t think of at the moment, person B supplied. Perhaps that was the main reason why they interacted socially - error correction through back-ups.
X7 brought Monte back to the foreground, with a similar effect as if she had pulled a thin, black veil over her face...
“I understand, of course,” said the Admiral.
What did she understand? Oh yes, the journey. Monte was confused for a moment. His neck was as stiff as if a mother cat had carried him around the office by it. He massaged his neck.
“I still think it’s a shame,” said Marina, who was probably waiting for some sign from him.
“Me too,” he said. “But I’m sure you’ll still be here in sixty years’ time, looking as beautiful as ever. Then we’ll see. An advantage of relative immortality.”
“I don’t know,” she said, “I can’t imagine it now. The same job for another sixty years? Maybe I’ll freeze myself. I’d like to know what the catastrophic scenarios are that your Tsai Tailin is imagining.”
“She’s not mine,” he said. “I’m genuinely concerned with the cause, not the person.”
“Is that so?”
Marina met his eyes with a twinkle in hers. She didn’t believe him. He didn’t quite believe himself either.
“I should get going,” he said. “The long journey will need a bit of preparation.”
“But the ship doesn’t leave for another eight days.”
“I know,” said Monte. “But I still have to get a few things together, and I want to meet some people beforehand. After all, I’ll be out of touch for more than sixty years.”
“Yes, and that’s exactly why...”
Marina swallowed. Monte knew she was about to ask him for something. He was relieved when she couldn’t bring herself to do it after all, since he would certainly have given in to the request. That wouldn’t have ended well for either of them.
“So, that’s why I wish you a safe journey,” she said.
“Thank you,” he replied.
Was there anything else to come? A hug, perhaps? But she would have to make the first move.
“You are free to leave, then,” said the Admiral.






     


Hatur 20, 225, Terra Nova     


“I JUST NEED to pee real quick,” said Talut.
He walked towards the trunk. Then he heard footsteps behind him. Talut turned around.
“What are you doing here, Juri?”
“I have to follow you. Partner system, you know that. Sam is watching us.”
“I just wanted to check the bait.”
“That doesn’t matter. I’ll go with you.”
They walked together to the trunk. He had deposited the food scraps on a small leaf and made a pile of them. Now they were scattered around, and the leaf was gone.
“What happened here?” asked Juri.
“I have no idea. It scares me,” said Talut.
Last time, the mockzilla hadn’t scattered the food like this. Had it not liked some of it? Talut pushed everything together with his foot. The mound was hardly any smaller than last night. It seemed like the animal had eaten little of it, if any.
“Maybe it wasn’t hungry,” Juri said.
Talut bent down. There was hair all around the trunk, the same green-grey color as the mockzilla. He followed the trail with the flashlight until its light fell on a scratch in the wood. Talut traced it with his index finger. It was sharp and about a fingertip deep. What could make such a gash in the diamond wood of an Old Mother?
“Oh, look, here,” cried Juri, who had moved on in the meantime.
“What is it?”
“Look for yourself.”
Talut almost stumbled over Juri, who had crouched down and was feeling an object on the ground. But he didn’t pick it up, as if it was too hot.
“What’s that?” asked Talut.
“What do you mean?”
Juri pushed the object towards him. It was barely the length of a finger. At its tip, he could see four outgrowths that ended in horny tips.
“Are those ... claws?” Talut asked.
He felt cold, and his breakfast suddenly tried to climb up his throat. He swallowed with difficulty. But the catch in his throat didn’t disappear, no matter how much he cleared his throat.
“Yes, that’s what it looks like. They’re from an animal about the size of a dog, I think.”
“Juri, that can’t be true, can it?”
“I’m afraid it is. Your little friend lost something...”
Talut slapped his hand against the trunk, making his wrist hurt. He shouldn’t have fed the mockzilla! Apparently, a predator had ambushed it while it was feeding. The scratch in the trunk ... only a particularly large predator could have left something like that. A giant locust?
“Shit. And it’s my fault!”
“Well, you didn’t bite its claw off.”
“But if I hadn’t given it food, it would certainly have stayed in safer territory.”
“Who knows, Talut? He was probably very curious, and sometimes curiosity can lead you into danger. You know that better than anyone.”
“Danger, my ass. It cost him his life!”
“You don’t know that. Or do you see a carcass? We only have the claw.”
“The rest is in the monster’s stomach, if it even has one.”
Talut imagined the moment when the giant locust swallowed its victim in one bite. Only one claw was caught in its teeth, which it had spat out.
“Perhaps our friend simply dropped his hand to confuse the attacker and then fled,” said Juri. “I don’t think such a mighty giant locust would have a chance of catching a mockzilla here in the branches. It must have caught it by surprise. Mockzillas can regenerate their limbs, can’t they?”
“The tree shark didn’t stand a chance either.”
“Tree sharks aren’t that agile.”
“But do you know what else that means? The giant locust doesn’t just have an appetite for plants - it also eats animals.”
“You’re right, Talut. We’ll have to report this to Sam.”
“Hey, you two!” the head of security called out just then. “Are you coming soon? We want to leave.”
Speak of the devil... But how would Sam react to this information? He would ask questions. Why? For how long? How often? They had ignored the rules more than once.
“We’re coming,” Talut called out.
He bent down. A shiver ran down his spine as he picked up the claw and put it in his pocket. It felt warm, as if it had ... No, that was impossible.
“Not a word to Sam,” he whispered. “Okay? It’ll only get us in trouble. If the others hear that we still haven’t left giant locust territory despite the detour, they’ll go crazy.”
“We can’t not tell people,” said Juri. “Add in the possibility that they also eat animal life, and they have to know!”
“It only grabbed a mockzilla,” said Talut. “Although it had the chance to get one of us. There must have been one or two people outside that night.”
“Me, for example,” said Juri.
“And nothing happened to you,” Talut said. “Do me a favor and keep your mouth shut for now. We’ll report it tonight.”
“Sam, it looks like a giant locust has taken a mockzilla.”
Juri hadn’t listened to him. Maybe it was for the best.
“What makes you say that?” asked Sam, coming towards them.
“We found remains,” said Juri.
“You guys didn’t see the giant locust? Who knows what happened there? But thanks for the warning. Now come on.”

THEIR LUCK WAS REASONABLY good today, even if they were no longer being helped by the mockzilla. After the fifth descent, they were leading three to two. If they came first again now, their competitors would no longer be able to overtake them, as Berenike and Sam agreed that they would reach the bottom in three levels at the latest.
The air had already changed noticeably; it was strangely denser than further up. It felt like stepping into a warm lake. And it was hot. Moisture was constantly settling on their skin. Talut had tasted it. It wasn’t salty, because it wasn’t sweat, but condensation. Their bodies were cooler than their surroundings. Talut loved warmth, but how long would he be able to stand it? How would the city dwellers, who lived in air-conditioned rooms all day, cope? Or the islanders, who were used to a constant fresh breeze?
But above all, you could smell the surface. Berenike had made the comparison with a recycling plant. The gases even diffused through a mask into one’s nose. The smell of fermentation was so strong that Talut felt slightly tipsy. The smell of putrefaction prevented him from getting overconfident, as it reminded him of what might happen to overconfident climbers.
“Does it seem to you like it’s getting brighter?” he asked. Where was the light coming from?
Juri stood still. “Yes, definitely, for a while now.”
“Doesn’t that surprise you?”
“Huh? Why should I be surprised?”
“Well, because we’re many miles below the Crown Plane?”
Juri laughed. “Just get on your knees.”
“Excuse me?”
“Kneel down, please. Trust me.”
Talut sighed and followed the request.
“Run your hand over the ground.”
Talut hung his flashlight on his belt and wiped his right hand over the leaf. It felt pleasantly cold. He would have liked to cool his forehead on it.
“Now cup your hands and peek into the cavity.”
“Can I stand up?”
“Sure.”
Talut rose with a groan. His back protested again.
“Don’t!” shouted Juri.
“What?”
“Don’t wipe your hand off. Look inside!”
Oh, he had almost rubbed his back. Instead, he cupped his hands together and looked into the slit between his thumbs. There was light in there! Talut smiled.
“Bioluminescence,” said Juri. “It’s from tiny algae that live off the heat and convert some of it into light.”
“How do you know that?”
“Berenike explained it yesterday. I don’t think you were in the tent.”
“Ah, great. It’s more pleasant with the lights on.”
“She said it should be a lot brighter at the bottom.”
“Even better. But we’d better hurry now or we’ll lose our lead.”

THEY HAD SWITCHED to an easy running pace. The work was exhausting and sweaty anyway, and a little extra speed might save them that crucial minute. Honestly, it was silly. They wouldn’t win a prize if they outpaced their competitors. But Lena and Matta took the competition seriously, and it was infectious.
Otherwise, it would have been a rather boring assignment. The Old Mothers in this region hardly seemed to differ from one another. Talut had hoped that they would come across one of the dangerous Polar Old Mothers once in a while, but no such luck. Perhaps Sam and Berenike were deliberately leading the expedition around them. Since all Old Mothers could be identified by their crowns, the location of every single Polar specimen must be known. There was also no sign of any of the notorious predators. No markings on the trunks, no bait laid out by tree sharks. Perhaps they didn’t hunt this close to the surface. After all, there were only half as many opportunities to escape to safety here. Not even a mockzilla appeared. That was particularly unfortunate. Secretly, Talut still hoped that his mockzilla friend would return. He had even taken a spare marble from his luggage and put it in his trouser pocket so that he could play with it if it showed up. It no longer mattered to Talut that this would get them down faster.
Splat. Talut’s foot slipped forward. He didn’t react fast enough because he still had his hand in his trouser pocket. His center of gravity moved backwards surprisingly quickly. The tether that connected him to Juri couldn’t hold him either.
“Watch out,” shouted Juri.
“Shit,” Talut gasped at the same time.
The next moment he landed on his back. The wind was knocked out of him for a moment, then he turned onto his side with a wheeze. A hand grabbed him by the upper arm and pulled him up.
“What happened?” asked Juri.
“I slipped.”
“I can see that.” Juri’s hand felt his back. “Eww, what’s that slime?”
Juri showed him his palm, which had a few thin threads running across it. He touched them.
“Oh, sticky,” said Talut.
“Your whole back is covered with it.”
Talut looked down at himself. It wasn’t just his back that was affected. His whole backside, right down to his shoes, was oozing slime. He took the flashlight and searched for the stain he had rolled in. He found a pile that glistened in the light and seemed to be made up of fish-like eggs up to a centimeter in size. No, these were no fish eggs. Their transparent shells were shaking and something was embedded in the jelly-like material. He bent over it. They looked like tiny butterflies. One, which he had probably freed from its egg, was crawling up his foot. Its wings were trembling. It was presumably not yet fully grown.
“What’s that?” asked Talut.
“Spawn,” said Juri.
His friend had now also pulled out his flashlight and was shining it around him.
“There’s more,” said Juri.
Indeed there was. Grape-like clusters hung around them, all made up of the same eggs.
Spawn, Juri had said. What kind of spawn? Talut saw a second butterfly. They must be only a few days away from hatching. But they hadn’t seen any butterflies down here before.
“We have to tell Berenike,” said Juri.
“Berenike? Why? Because of a few eggs?”
“They’re not just a few eggs. Look how many there are. The animal that laid all these must be huge.”
Was Juri thinking about...? That was impossible. The eggs would hatch into butterflies, nothing else.
“A whole swarm could have laid these eggs,” said Talut.
“So why haven’t we seen any butterflies?” asked Juri.
“They laid their eggs and then died.”
Juri looked at him with furrowed brows. “You’d like to believe that, wouldn’t you?”
“And you’d rather wet your pants, wouldn’t you? They’re clearly butterflies.”
“Good, then we can call Berenike.”
“Okay, Juri, do what you have to do.”
“I’ll put you on as well.”

“IF I’VE CALCULATED CORRECTLY, the volume of the spawn is almost one cubic yard. And the newly hatched animals look like butterflies?” asked Berenike after Juri had explained everything to her in a matter-of-fact way.
“I’d have to estimate the volume again, but that’s about right.”
“Thank you, Juri. You’ve done science an important service. Until now, we didn’t know whether there were any intermediate stages of the giant locust. I think that’s clear now. Only one source could have such a spawning volume. It’s just a shame that I couldn’t see it with my own eyes.”
“We’re always happy to assist science,” said Juri.
“That’s great. There’s just one tiny little problem. We don’t yet know how the parents will react to your visit. I suggest you get out of there as quickly as possible.”
“Understood, Berenike. We’ll come back to you.”
“That’s not a good idea at all. If the giant locusts are as clever as some people think, they might follow you. You’d be putting the whole expedition in danger.”
Berenike wanted to get rid of them. Talut was getting hot. He wiped his forehead.
“Okay, we’ll find another way to safety.”
“Thank you, Juri. Your oxygen will last until tomorrow, won’t it?”
Talut checked his mask. Yes, he would last until tomorrow evening. He nodded.
“Affirmative,” said Juri.
“Then I’ll see you on the surface tomorrow,” said Berenike. “If they haven’t attacked you by then, you should be safe, and so should we. You understand, don’t you? I must protect the expedition. To be honest, I should abort it, but that would cost me my job so close to the finish line. Sam has already hinted at something like that. The fact is: we haven’t got much chance against an attacking giant locust. Anything that can kill tree sharks must be a very good hunter. And who knows whether a giant locust would realize that we’re not vegetarian food?”

“I TOLD YOU SO. Why did you have to radio them?” asked Talut.
At least they no longer needed to paint arrows. But they had neither a tent nor food. And it wasn’t even midday. It was going to be an exhausting thirty hours.
“It was the right decision,” said Juri. “Should they all die because of us? You could have watched your step better. If you hadn’t destroyed the clutch, we could sleep comfortably in a tent tonight and not go hungry.”
Talut sighed. Juri was right, it was his fault. He had been thinking about something else and not paying attention. But who would expect something like that? And was the danger really that great? Suddenly, something rushed overhead. Talut jumped forward, grabbed Juri by the shoulders and pulled him down with him.
“Are you crazy?” Juri asked, trying to get to his feet while Talut held him tightly.
“Careful, it’s a giant locust,” whispered Talut. “I heard it.”
Juri pressed the IR amplifier into his hand. “There’s nothing there, look for yourself.”
Talut held the device in front of his eyes. The surroundings were not as dark as before, but he found nothing conspicuous.
“But I heard a noise,” he said.
“That must have been a leaf equalizing tension,” said Juri.
When leaves grew long enough to press against another branch, they eventually slid into a new, freer position.
Juri helped him stand up. “Let’s keep climbing. Maybe we can find something on the surface to make a tent out of.”
It wasn’t likely that they could make an airtight tent out of leaves, but Talut didn’t want to spoil Juri’s mood any further, so he nodded.
“You’d best go first, or I’ll step in the next clutch.”

THEY DID NOT COME across another spawning site, nor did the parent giant locust seem to be following them. Might Berenike be wrong? Perhaps there was a harmless species of butterfly that reproduced collectively after all. Talut imagined a swarm - luminescent, of course - floating through the dark forest. It would be a magnificent sight.
Unfortunately, they were not granted such a sight. All they could see were branches, leaves and chasms. The Old Mothers must penetrate directly into the ground without much change. Talut had seen pictures of earthly trees that formed mighty root systems on the surface of the earth. The Old Mothers, which were many miles tall, obviously didn’t have anything like that. Or was it that what they regarded as the surface was still fresh and new, the product of the organic decay of the forest, a gigantic layer of humus and topsoil?
He shrugged his shoulders. It didn’t really matter. Or maybe it did. They would hardly find an ore deposit lying on the surface.
Suddenly he heard a scratching sound. Was the mockzilla back?
“Wait a minute,” he whispered and reached into his trouser pocket.
There he came across the claw. Where was the damn marble? A shiver ran down his spine as he thought about how he had found the claw. He forced himself to look at it more closely. It had been about the size of his little finger. Now it was as long as his middle finger. Had it grown?
“Hey, Juri!”
“Yes?”
“Could this claw have grown longer?”
Talut laid it on the palm of his hand and showed it to Juri. He narrowed his eyes and shivered.
“Poor animal,” he said. “But you must be mistaken.”
“I swear, that thing was barely as long as my little finger.”
“Assuming you’re not mistaken - maybe it’s a natural process when it... well, when it decays.”
“That it gets longer?” asked Talut.
He looked at the claw from all sides. It didn’t seem to have gotten any thinner.
“It’s still warm,” he said.
“No wonder, with you carrying it around in your pocket. And then the heat. It would be a miracle if it was cold.”
“But it’s still strange, isn’t it?”
“You can show it to Berenike tomorrow evening. I’m sure she’ll know what natural process caused the change. If your memory isn’t playing tricks on you. After all we’ve been through, anyone would understand that.”
“Hey, I’m not hallucinating. I’m not confused either. Or only a little. I know exactly how I assessed its length.”
“That’s okay, Talut. Let’s keep going. The surface must be right below us.”

THERE WAS NO SURFACE. They sat on a mighty branch, probably a yard thick, and moved their flashlights in circles. All they could see were swirls and currents in a dark liquid that, from their perspective, didn’t look like water at all, more like thin oil.
“One more piece,” said Talut.
Juri lowered a long branch with a plastic cap attached to the end - the protective lid of an oxygen tank.
Juri groaned. Talut held him tightly so he didn’t slip off.
“Another half a yard,” said Talut.
“How is that supposed to work? My arm is too short.”
“Slide forward a little. I’ll hold on to you.”
“Okay.”
Talut reached for his friend’s belt. Juri pushed himself so far forward that his upper body hung over the water. He was heavy. If this went on much longer, Talut himself would slide off the branch.
“Got it,” said Juri.
Finally. He pulled back. Juri brought up the branch.
“Careful not to spill it,” Talut said.
“Yeah, sure.”
Juri slowly straightened up and turned around. The protective cap was half full. Juri pushed his mask aside and sniffed it, then passed it to Talut. The liquid smelled a little musty, but that could be deceptive, because this place always smelled of mold and decay. He dipped his finger in it and licked it. It was fresh water. So they wouldn’t die of thirst. It was also surprisingly cool. That didn’t match the temperatures down here. The water probably came from a good distance away. The direction of the current, obvious even from here, ran from north-east to south-west.
“Do you think this is what it’s like everywhere down here?” asked Juri.
“Phew. It’s hard to say. We should hope so, because then the expedition will certainly turn back quickly and Luqa will have me back. But it would be kind of disappointing, wouldn’t it?”
“Yes, quite. I’m really curious what they’re looking for down here. We should let the expedition know.”
Juri was right. Without the convoy in tow, they had made much faster progress than the others. They had to tell Berenike what was waiting for them down here.
“Forward team two to control center, do you copy?” asked Juri.
“Loud and clear,” came the reply from Sam.
“We’ve reached the surface,” said Juri.
“Congratulations. We still have one floor to go. And you’re all right?”
“Yes, everything’s fine.”
“Great. I’m really glad. I’m sorry we had to make this decision.”
“We fully understand,” said Juri. “We just wanted to report that the surface is covered in running water.”
“Yes, we’ve established that too,” said the head of security. “We’ve left you some food at our campsite and moved a little to the south. Depth scans tell us that the water depth in that direction is decreasing. That means you should also head south. There’s still enough time before tomorrow.”
“And the surface is dry there?”
“It’s hard to say. We hope so.”
“Okay. Then we’ll see you there.”
There? That was useless as a location. They had planned to return to the Old Mother where they had left the expedition. But if the troop moved south, the old position would no longer help them. The satellite transmissions of the global positioning system could not be received from this depth.
“Please ask him how we can find them,” said Talut.
“Wait a minute, Sam. Talut is asking a legitimate question about how we can track you.”
“Radio triangulation. There are two of you, so that should work.”
Not a bad idea. The head of security was a professional.
“Let’s head in their direction right away,” Talut said. “They can’t be that far.”
“And what about the food package?” asked Juri.
“We can hold out for a few more hours. There’s everything you could want in the tent.”
Juri shrugged his shoulders. “If you say so...”

“WE CAN’T GO any further this way,” said Juri.
The pilot stood on the edge of a leaf and bobbed up and down. The next branch was probably two yards away. With a bit of luck, Talut could make the jump. If not, he would plummet thirty meters into the depths.
“Damn, we’ll have to turn back again,” said Talut.
“That would definitely be safer. What do you say we go up a level?”
Talut nodded. The lowest level was obviously not suitable for hiking.
“I saw a suitable trunk up ahead,” he said.

“DO YOU MEAN THIS ONE?” asked Juri, touching the mighty trunk of an Old Mother.
“Yes, exactly,” replied Talut. “The leaves growing directly from the trunk are almost as good as a staircase.”
Juri tapped the trunk. “It seems kind of strange to me.”
Talut imitated the tapping. “I don’t hear any difference.”
“I don’t mean the sound, but the regularity of the spiral formed by the leaves. It seems like an invitation.”
“You’re spooked, Juri. We’re just lucky for once. Be glad we can get to the top without too much effort.”
“I don’t know. Maybe you’re right. It’s hard to imagine the forest being good to us for once.”
“Come on, then. We’ve seen leaves like this before. They’re still relatively young, so the arrangement is normal. I’m sure Berenike could explain why. Certainly not because the tree is trying to lure us into a trap. Or should we ask her?”
“No, don’t bother, Talut. I’m probably going a little crazy. I’m not really made for this kind of adventure. I belong in a Copter.”
“And you’ll be sitting in one again soon.”

TALUT CLIMBED AHEAD. Hopefully he hadn’t promised Juri too much. While they were climbing towards the surface, no one would be repairing his Copter. He reached for the nearest leaf. It was pleasantly cool and exuded a fresh scent. The Old Mothers regenerated their branches and leaves about once a century. They were lucky that this specimen was just starting to do so. Next year it would lose half of its leaves. The trees usually couldn’t provide enough nutrients to keep them all.
The fact that something like a staircase had formed was truly a lucky coincidence. Three more steps and he reached a mighty intermediate leaf, which was part of the next level. Talut gripped the edge of the leaf with both hands and pulled himself up. Suddenly, a sharp pain shot through the little finger of his left hand. Reflexively, he yanked his hand back, which was not a good idea, because now his right hand could no longer hold his weight and slipped off.
He toppled backwards inexorably. He waved his arms, but it didn’t help at all. Damn! Of all things, he had to fall into the abyss from this comfortable staircase, which even his son could have managed. How would his wife explain it to Luqa? Dad let go while climbing, that’s why he didn’t come back.
At that moment, something tore at his upper arm.
“Ey,” shouted Juri. “What the hell are you doing?”
Juri’s hand had closed tightly around his arm. It hurt, and Juri wouldn’t be able to hold him like that for long, but at least Talut didn’t fall into the depths, he just swung towards the tree trunk. His face struck the diamond wood. His nose cracked, but he managed to grab another leaf. Juri immediately climbed over to him and pressed him against the trunk.
“Thank you, my friend.”
“You’re welcome. I would rather not be alone down here.”
“A good reason to save my life.”
“Sure. It wouldn’t have been worth it for the sake of your beauty. You should see yourself.”
The moment of impact replayed in his mind’s eye. This time the pain accompanied it.
“My nose,” Talut muttered.
“Not only that, but also your forehead, your right cheek and your chin.”
Talut felt his face. It was wet. That must be blood.
“Yes, you’re bleeding like a freshly slaughtered sow. Sorry for the comparison. I saw it in a documentary once.”
“Thanks for that.”
“Don’t fret about it. It can be fixed. Can you climb? Then I’ll stitch up whatever you need.”
Talut checked his hands. His left little finger hurt, but otherwise they were intact.
“Yes, let’s climb onto the leaf.”

“WHAT ACTUALLY HAPPENED?” asked Juri.
“I just ...”
Talut was about to answer when the needle went into his bruised skin. The question was probably meant to distract him. It didn’t work. He gritted his teeth and closed his eyes.
“You can keep your eyes open,” Juri said. “Or can’t you stand the sight?”
“Blood keeps running into my eyes. It’s not very pleasant,” said Talut.
“Ah, we’re almost there.”
Juri wiped his forehead with a cloth and continued stitching.
“See, already done, at least the forehead.”
He took the needle between his teeth, cut the thread and knotted the ends. Then he dabbed blood from Talut’s forehead again.
“I should be proud. You look like Frankenstein.”
“The scientist or his monster?” asked Talut.
“Smartass.”
Juri jabbed the needle into his cheek. The pain wasn’t quite as intense as on his forehead.

“UNFORTUNATELY, there’s nothing I can do about your nose,” said Juri. “A doctor in the city will have to look at it. The best we can do is put these cotton balls in your nose.”
Talut took the absorbent cotton from him and put some in his right nostril. Ouch, that was unpleasant. He couldn’t stop a tear from running down his cheek. Or was it a lingering drop of blood?
“And what are we going to do about my little finger?” asked Talut.
“Let me see it. What about it?”
Should he tell Juri that he almost fell because he hadn’t held on properly? To hell with that. He had nothing to lose, and his lifesaver had a right to the truth.
“I accidentally grabbed onto something,” he said.
Juri took his finger and examined it up close.
“There’s a kind of blister on the tip of your finger. It feels very warm. It looks like you’ve been burned.”
“Maybe a chemical burn?”
“A chemical burn? What makes you think that?”
Talut stood up.
“Just go nice and slow,” said Juri. “We should take a longer rest first.”
“I just want to show you something.”
Talut went to the edge of the leaf, to the place where they had climbed up. He was not mistaken.
“There, these little flowers are just big enough to fit a finger into,” he said. “You told me about that earlier.”
“Ah, we’re sitting on a Polar Old Mother?” asked Juri. “To be honest, I’ve never seen the flowers myself. That’s interesting. So I was right.”
“Of course you were right.”
“I’m still pleased to see them for the first time.”
Juri, who had followed him, bent down. Talut held him by the arm for safety’s sake. They were standing right in front of a thirty-yard drop. The incessantly flowing stream gurgled below them. Strange that he only noticed the sound now.
“It’s nice that my stupidity has at least one positive consequence,” said Talut.
“I’m sure Berenike will be happy when we tell her about it tomorrow.”
Great. Then everyone would know how clumsy he had been. No matter. Half of his time beneath the Crown Plane was done. He would get through the rest of his time here, even if everyone thought he was a scaredy cat.
Talut’s stomach growled. He didn’t say anything, because Juri would just ask him why they hadn’t picked up the food package the expedition had left behind.

JURI LEANED against the trunk of the Polar Old Mother and repacked the first aid kit. Talut sat cross-legged in front of it and watched him. Juri’s systematic approach had a calming effect on him. He placed the freshly rolled-up gauze bandages at the bottom and the scissors and scalpel, which they had fortunately not needed, on top. Juri kept checking the inside of the lid, where the correct assembly of the kit was described. The pilot was obviously used to working through checklists.
Blood ran down the trunk right next to Juri. The wood of the Polar Old Mother was much lighter in color than that of the other species. Why was he only noticing that now? Probably because of the contrast with the blood running towards the surface. His blood. Talut carefully touched the stitches on his face, which were now clean and covered with bandages. He could never have done this on his own. How could he have stitched himself up? He didn’t even have a mirror, and the first aid kit didn’t seem to contain one either.
“Juri?”
“Yes?”
“Thank you again for taking care of me.”
“You’re welcome. It goes without saying.”
“And for saving me from falling.”
“That was a reflex. I didn’t even think about it. And you obviously would have reacted the same way.”
That was true. If Juri had to think before acting, it would probably have been too late. That didn’t change the fact that he had saved his life. It spoke in Juri’s favor that he didn’t want to make a big deal out of it. But it was a big deal. It was the only reason Talut would be able to keep his promise to Luqa.
He sighed. Honestly, they were still doing pretty well. They were the first expedition from the Crown Plane to almost reach the surface and there had only been one injury, a tiny burn on his fingertip and a few scratches on his face. The extensive bloodstain on the trunk of the Old Mother said differently, but that was because the diamond wood was not very absorbent, and blood coagulated very slowly in the warm, humid air.
Talut leaned forward and peered down. His blood had almost reached the lower level. Good thing no one was following them who could get a fright.
“Come on, let’s keep going,” said Juri, putting the first aid kit in the pocket provided for it in his rucksack and standing up.
At the same moment, a huge shadow came whizzing through the air. Talut instinctively fell flat. Even as he fell, he saw that Juri had reacted the same way. Immediately afterwards, a mighty blow resounded on the Old Mother’s trunk.
“Come on, let’s go!” Talut shouted.
But where to? Juri moved. The attacker had obviously only hit the trunk. So they had to move away from the trunk. Why hadn’t they checked possible escape routes before settling down? There was nothing left to do but run by guess. Talut hesitated for a moment. Juri was running behind him and would probably follow him without hesitation, so it was up to him to take the right path.
He ran. After three steps, the next attack came. It came in at a shallower angle, just above the leaf the shadow was sweeping across.
“Jump!” Talut shouted and jumped.
The shadow whirled underneath him. Talut flew through the air. The moment seemed to last forever. For a second, he caught a glimpse of what was attacking them. It looked strangely transparent, a delicate web. The leaf they’d been standing on shimmered through it. The shadow looked fragile, but a violent blow against the trunk revealed the opposite.
Go on! Forward! They were in luck. The leaf led almost directly to the next trunk. He could already see it. It was an ordinary Old Mother with dark wood.
“Behind you!” shouted Juri.
Talut jerked his head around. A black sail was coming towards him, about a yard off the ground. Behind it he could see Juri’s outline. The material was so thin! Could he tear it if he threw himself into it? No. At the last second, he decided against it. He let himself fall. The thing struck him on the back and flung him forward. Talut slid a few yards, then managed to pick himself up. The attacker had disappeared, but it wasn’t over yet.
“Keep running!” shouted Juri from behind.
Talut jumped up and ran for his life. At the same time, he reached into his belt pouch. There, the universal cutter. It was designed to cut a path through undergrowth. Talut unfolded it to create a kind of machete. The attacker seemed to be overpowering. But if the thin web came at him again, he would see how it coped with man-made steel.
The next log was just ahead of him. Talut kept running until he heard Juri scream. The scream was filled with pain, and he felt it throughout his body. Talut stopped abruptly, swerved around and froze as he grasped the situation.
Juri was lying flat on the ground. He was still alive because he was screaming. A shiny black spear was stuck in his thigh. It was one of the attacker’s legs, which it was slowly twisting back and forth. Juri’s body moved with it. It looked as if the creature was testing its victim’s reaction.
Talut had never seen a giant locust before, but he realized immediately that he was looking at one. It stared at him from two huge compound eyes. He also recognized the shadow. The animal had flapped its wings at them. Now they lay loosely folded on its back. A shiver ran down Talut’s spine. The largest predator on the planet stood before him. At seven or eight yards long, it must be a young animal. Apparently, it was wondering whether it should first take care of the victim it had impaled, or whether the other dwarf, who must be frozen with fright, was more important.
But it wasn’t panic that paralyzed Talut. He wasn’t even frightened, let alone excited. An incredible calm had descended over him, like a sheet enveloping him. He saw Juri move, but he could no longer hear his screams. The beat of drums spurred him on. Seventy beats per minute, which he couldn’t or didn’t want to escape. It was the moment when his destiny would be fulfilled, even if he didn’t know how. Talut had the knife-shaped weapon in his hand. He held it so that the blade rested against his forearm. To the giant locust, it must look like he was attacking it with his bare hands, because now he was charging at it.
His target was the eyes. They looked vulnerable. Was there any animal species in the universe whose eyes were not a weak point? The left eye was a yard closer. That was how wide the monster’s head was. It had no nose. The jaw began just below the forehead, if you wanted to call it that. Its upper part seemed to be fixed. The lower jaw, on the other hand, was movable. The giant locust opened and closed it as if it wanted to say something. It had no teeth, but the edge of its jaw looked sharp. The mouth obviously had a similar function to a pair of pincers. The animal ate by immobilizing its prey with its foot and tearing off individual body parts with its jaws.
But now it seemed confused. Prey that voluntarily entered its clutches was obviously not part of its usual routine. Tree sharks, on which it presumably normally fed, were solitary. No tree shark had ever defended its partner. The giant locust turned its head back and forth. Talut thought he could read its thoughts. Should it nibble at its existing prey first or should it snap at the new one? Or was it unsure whether it would even like the new food?
The locust decided in favor of Talut. It made a leap forward, but didn’t realize that its own foot was pinning it to the leaf. Apparently, the thorn stuck in Juri’s thigh had penetrated the leaf. The locust’s mouth missed Talut so narrowly that he could smell the foul odor coming from its throat despite his breathing mask. Talut jumped. The locust saw through his intention and quickly pulled its head back, but not fast enough to avoid his hand, which thrust forward with the blade extended.
It hit the middle of the compound eye. It was soft. The knife slid deep into it, splitting numerous eye layers, causing the liquid inside to splatter in all directions. The animal screamed. It was such a universal expression of pain that Talut felt sorry for the locust. It had merely followed its evolutionary programming and tried out a possible new food source. He and Juri had been in the wrong place at the wrong time.
But then he heard Juri scream too, and his sympathy vanished. This beast had attacked his friend and tried to eat him. Talut rotated the knife in its eye to inflict as much damage as possible, to make the pain he was causing work as thoroughly as possible. The animal had to learn that humans were not prey. No, it should suffer because it was causing Juri pain.
Suddenly, Talut was flying through the air. What was that? It took him a second to realize that the giant locust had gotten its foot loose. The locust had taken off and taken him with it, his blade still firmly stuck in its eye. Juri lay sprawled beneath it. He had to get back down immediately! He let go of the knife and plunged towards the leaf, arms flailing.
He landed right next to his friend. In the next moment, the pain of the impact reached his brain. His eyes went black.
When he woke up again, there was a whimpering beside him. Talut shot up. How long had he been unconscious? The whimpering came from Juri, who was lying curled up on his side holding his leg. He had a bandage between his teeth and seemed to be treating his own thigh.
“Oh, thank God you’re alive!” he cried.
“You too,” said Talut.
“I wouldn’t be so sure yet.”
“What do you mean?”
“I have a hole in my thigh. I’m trying to bandage it right now, but...”
“Let me see.”
Talut straightened up. Contrary to his expectations, his back cooperated. His impact had probably left no lasting damage. He crawled closer to Juri’s leg. The pilot had bandaged it in a makeshift manner. Talut undid the bandages. He wanted to inspect the damage. Shit. There was a big hole. Juri had rather understated it. The only strange thing was that there was hardly any bleeding. Perhaps the thorn-like toe of the giant locust had a cauterizing effect. Fluid was generally valuable in the Old Mother Forest - though not here near the surface - so it was always wise not to waste precious bodily fluids.
“At least it isn’t bleeding,” Talut said.
“That’s true. I’m worried about infection, though. Have you seen how much is missing?”
“The local bacteria still can’t harm you.”
“That may be, but it’s enough for them to colonize the surface of the wound.”
“You’re right,” said Talut. “I’ll disinfect the hole and then stuff it with disinfectant-soaked gauze. Does it hurt?”
“Does it hurt?” He laughed humorlessly. “Of course it hurts.”
That had obviously been a dumb question. Talut took his first aid kit out of his rucksack and began treating the wound. Juri was truly suppressing his pain heroically. Fortunately, the thigh bone was intact. But the thorny foot must have severed all the muscles on the back of the thigh. Were those the extensors? Talut always got them mixed up.
No matter. There was no way Juri would be able to walk on his own. Maybe they could fashion him a crutch. But Talut would probably have to support him. Even with a crutch, it would be difficult to balance on a branch or walk along a smooth leaf. What if they asked the others for help? The giant locust was certainly still nearby, and its mood had certainly not improved, but perhaps it had lost its orientation and appetite because of the injured eye. The head of security certainly had access to weapons.
“We’d best get some help,” Talut said. “We’re not going to make much progress like this.”
“I’ll manage,” said Juri, sitting up with difficulty.
“You’re out of your mind. You’ve got a hole in your leg!”
Juri pushed away the hand Talut held out to him.
“At least let me finish bandaging you up,” said Talut.
“In a moment. I just want to...”
Groaning, Juri pulled his legs up, rocked his upper body to gain momentum, lurched up from his sitting position, shouted “Shit!” and toppled to the side as his injured leg simply buckled. Talut gave him a push at the last second so that he fell on his back instead of on the fresh wound.
“Are you okay?” asked Talut.
“The pain overwhelmed me. I wasn’t prepared for that. I’m not used to feeling like this.”
“You’ve got a bloody hole in your thigh!”
“So what? The bone is intact, so I should be able to stand on the injured leg and walk with the healthy leg. I just need a stronger painkiller. Give me the syringe from the first aid kit.”
“No way! That stuff will only numb you, and the pain will be back in twelve hours at the latest.”
Talut had once seen the effects of this emergency painkiller on a colleague of his. The man had been able to walk despite having a completely frozen foot. But when the effect wore off, he simply collapsed.
“We’ll reach the others within twelve hours. Then they can take turns carrying me.”
“Your leg needs professional treatment as soon as possible.”
“And what if the giant locust is still hanging around? Do you want to put everyone in danger?”
“Hey, I chased it off with a knife. The others have real weapons. The thing may be huge, but it’s not invincible.”
“I can also stick the syringe from my own medpack in my leg.”
Juri was so stubborn.
“Don’t be so unreasonable, Juri. The expedition can afford to lose a few hours. That really is the best way.”
“All right, if you insist. Call them on the radio.”
At last. Juri’s sanity had returned. Talut slipped the headset from the back of his neck over his head and tapped the call button.
“Forward team two to Expedition, please report.”
There was a crackle on the line, but no one answered.
“Forward team two to Expedition, please come in.”
No answer.
“Hello, Sam?” he tried. “I’m in no mood for jokes. Juri needs help.”
Talut closed his eyes and tried to crawl through the line. But he couldn’t get through. Every now and then there was a clicking sound. It sounded as if someone had accidentally picked up the call in their pocket while walking.
“Sam, please get in touch!”
“Are they ignoring you?” asked Juri.
“Nobody’s answering the call,” said Talut.
What was going on? Had the others gone so far south that they were out of radio range? Hopefully not. How were they supposed to take a radio bearing, then? But the range was at least twenty kilometers. They couldn’t be that far behind.
“They’re probably asleep,” said Juri.
That was an explanation, of course. Talut checked the time. It was just after midnight. Down here, the cycle of the sun was simply untraceable.
“I guess you’re right,” said Talut.
“I already figured that.”
“But it’s still strange. They should at least have set a guard to monitor the radio.”
“They probably feel pretty safe.”
Talut shook his head. That didn’t sound like their head of security. He had gotten upset when someone went off without a partner! Sam would never have forgotten to set a guard. But of course, some people ignored instructions.
“Then we’ll take a break too,” he said.
“Oh, don’t I have to get to the doctor as soon as possible now?” asked Juri.
“Yes, but we can’t find them without a radio link. Triangulation requires three points.”
“That’s a good point, even if I don’t feel particularly safe in the immediate vicinity of that fateful tree.”
Talut shrugged his shoulders. He also had the uncomfortable feeling that the giant locust would return. But how was he supposed to transport Juri? He had been working all day and desperately needed a break himself. He was hungry too, but he didn’t want to bring up the subject.
“Let’s rest for two or three hours. Then we’ll try Sam again.”
Normally, the guard would change every two or three hours. That meant someone should answer by then at the latest.
“And if not?” asked Juri.
“Then we’ll just give you the injection and personally give them hell.”
Juri looked at him skeptically but said nothing. Talut was grateful to him for that. He himself realized that they had to establish radio contact first. Otherwise, they would only find the others by chance.






     


October 27, 2802, Skyring     


“COME ALONG, MR. PEDRAMONTE,” said the doctor.
The Admiral had made the appointment for him, so he was being treated like her brother. He had been given a brand-new finger. He should be able to use it again in two weeks. But by then he would be in cryosleep on the ship to Terra Nova.
“Lie down and relax, please, with your head in the silver bowl.”
“Is it about to get noisy?” asked Monte.
“No, don’t worry, we’re not doing an MRI. The machine you see here is a computer tomograph, an improved X-ray machine. But we’re not going to use that either. We just need you on the couch.”
Monte lifted one leg to untie his shoelaces. It was still difficult for him with one hand because he couldn’t grip tightly.
“You can leave your shoes on.”
All the better. Monte lay down as the doctor had instructed. The bowl felt cool.
“Don’t be alarmed. It will soon be cool on your forehead too.”
The doctor stepped up next to him and placed a metal cup over his forehead. It clicked. The two parts must have just joined together.
“And now what?” asked Monte.
“Nothing at all. It’s best if you close your eyes and think about something pleasant. I’d like to watch your brain at work for a few minutes.”
The doctor leaned over him. He was now wearing a cap. Was it a reading device like the ones used by chronoscribes?
“Don’t worry about me,” said the doctor.
Oh, he could read his mind. Monte felt panic rising. He didn’t want that. His thoughts were nobody’s business.
“Don’t worry, Mr. Pedramonte. I’ll stay on the surface. Your memories are of no interest to me. I just want to see if there are any signs of organic failures like the ones you described to me. Think of a particularly pleasant situation.”
Monte recalled waking from a deep sleep in the Gliese-411 system. The lonely sun was shining. He slowed down to enter its orbit.
“Great, that’s it,” said the doctor. “You can get up again.”
Monte stood up. “Oh, that was quick.”
“As I expected. You’re completely healthy.” The doctor went to the desk and looked at the computer screen. “The readings are great too. There are no signs of a split consciousness, and we can also rule out epilepsy.”
“I’m relieved.”
“I recommend you take a few weeks’ vacation. Such lapses are often psychological. Your body is trying to tell you something, and regarding your other injuries, you may have put it through a bit too much. I can summarize that in a medical certificate.”
“I’m self-employed,” said Monte. “That doesn’t help me.”
“You should still get some rest. If the symptoms return, please contact me. I can only make definitive statements if I can observe you while the episodes are happening.”

MONTE’S FOOTSTEPS crunched in the gravel. It smelled of pine needles and moss. Warm rays of light drew patterns in the forest floor through the crowns of the conifers. A gentle breeze caressed the back of his neck, as if it happened to going his way but had an urgent appointment. Monte was in no hurry; he would follow the doctor’s advice and rest. The memory of losing control of himself became more and more unpleasant. He didn’t want that to happen to him again. But it was reassuring that there was no organic cause.
A shadow scurried down a tree trunk. It was a squirrel, a brown one. It sniffed and chewed. Then it jumped in his direction. Monte paused at the edge of the path, and the animal inched closer. It was probably used to being fed by passers-by. He had nothing to offer it, but moved his fingers as if he had some tasty crumbs in them. The squirrel trundled towards him. He held out his hand to it.
Suddenly he encountered a barrier. The previously invisible wall turned blue, and a warning appeared in red lettering: “Do not leave the paths.” The squirrel flinched and ran away. All he could hear was the scratching sound of its claws on the back of the nearest pine tree.
Monte was disappointed, although he should have known better. This small forest, part of the central park, was a fragile habitat. It only looked so beautiful because technology kept it in this state. Under the yard-thick layer of soil, pumps and other machines worked to supply the plants and microflora with nutrients. That was why only pines, chestnuts, spruces and alders grew here - shallow-rooted plants that were content with the thin layer of soil.
He waved goodbye to the squirrel and moved on. It must have known about the barrier. Apparently, it wasn’t hungry, but curious. Too bad he scared it away with his movement. Perhaps they could have had a conversation. There were educational programs where you could choose a cloned animal as a Biobag. Monte had never tried that, but it must be fascinating to be able to run up and down trees as a squirrel. There were even said to be people who fully embraced such a way of life.
The path ended at a meadow that widened into a huge oval. Families had gathered here to picnic, couples lay side by side and let the warm light of the sun shine upon their faces. Monte looked up. He had to screen the regularly spaced artificial mini suns with his hand to see the other side of the ring. Skyscrapers extended their roofs towards him from there, and he involuntarily wondered why the people from up there didn’t fall towards him.
Ahead of him, the path forked. To the left it went around the meadow, and straight ahead it went directly through. Monte decided to take the shortcut, but was once again stopped by a barrier. This time, white lettering appeared on it.
    

“Would you like to make a booking?”    

He tapped a green button.
    

“The next available appointment is at 1:30 pm. Would you like to choose a berth?”    

Monte looked at his watch. It was a little before one. Was he supposed to jog around the meadow for half an hour before he could rest there? Besides, he had an appointment at half past one. He ignored the query, turned around and followed the path that ran along the edge of the forest. The hologram followed him, however, until he pressed the red cancel button. Monte looked around. Where were the holoprojectors hidden? Then he noticed the squirrel sitting on a branch. He could have sworn it was staring at him with laser eyes a moment ago. A clever idea to use the local life forms to operate the technology.

“WATCH OUT!” an older woman in extravagant clothing shouted at him.
“Excuse me.”
Monte was no longer used to making his way through a crowd of people. There was so much here that demanded his attention. Holo advertising everywhere, real shop windows, drones hovering over everyone’s heads and distributing advertisements... He needed a break. The wide staircase leading down was just what he needed. It led to a floor where you could be transported quickly to your destination by moving walkways. It was surprisingly empty but smelled unpleasant, like oil and urine.
It transported him to block 32, where there was a distributor for each block running across the entire width of the Skyring, also equipped with moving walkways. From there, elevators ran upwards at regular intervals - to the popular high-rise buildings with a view of the ring - and downwards. There was only one preferred residential area at the bottom. These were apartments with a direct view into space. They were so expensive that they were connected to the distributor by their own high-speed elevators. All other apartments in the underground were windowless.
These could be reached via a freight elevator, which stopped right in front of Monte and opened its doors to release a crowd of people who happily streamed up the stairs. Monte was one of the few who wanted to go down. Was it the end of the lunch break?
“Negative 45,” said the elevator.
Monte stepped out. The corridor was wide, brightly lit and clean, not unlike an underground floor on the moon. He had imagined it would be worse, living in the deepest bowels of the Skyring.

“WE ARE VERY pleased to have you visit us,” said Mrs. Tsai, bowing again and again.
Monte was standing barefoot in the hallway. He hadn’t realized he would need to take his shoes off. Mrs. Tsai brought him slippers.
“Please, come into the living room,” said Mr. Tsai.
The living room was spacious. It had large, virtual windows through which you could see a park landscape. Monte noticed palm trees. A single sun was shining, revealing that it must be a landscape on Earth.
They took a seat on low stools around an equally low table. Mr. and Mrs. Tsai preferred to sit cross-legged. Monte apologized for the injuries to his thighs. They had almost healed under the bandages, but he could only sit for long periods with his legs extended.
“I hope you had a pleasant journey,” said Mr. Tsai.
They exchanged pleasantries while Mrs. Tsai brought tea and cookies.
“I’m sure you’re interested in why I wanted to speak with you,” said Monte.
“You said you’re a friend of our daughter. That’s enough of a reason for us,” said Mr. Tsai, and his wife nodded.
“I don’t know if Yini would call me that. I did help her escape from Neomars. But I actually know her, um, other mother better.”
“Tailin?” asked Ms. Tsai. “You don’t have to mince words. I really hope she’s doing well. She was in an emergency situation at the time, and we did what was necessary. Yini and Kang have gone their own way now.”
“I’m glad you’re so positive about that.”
Monte pondered for a moment. He was still unsure what he wanted from this visit. But didn’t Yini’s foster parents deserve to know what had happened or would happen to their daughter? Or was he meddling in something that was none of his business?
“I think I need to expand a little,” he said and told them what he knew.
After that, Mrs. Tsai was in tears.
“So we’ll never see Yini again?” she asked, sniffling.
Her husband put his arm around her shoulders and looked at her. Monte thought he could still see the infatuation of a young man in his gaze, but what did he know about love?
“She’ll arrive on Terra Nova in sixty years. If you want to use a Biobag...”
“No, we refuse to do that,” said Mr. Tsai surprisingly firmly. “We will die in our own bodies. That’s the only way we can break the cycle of rebirth. This modern technology only prolongs our suffering to infinity.”
Ah. Apparently they were both Buddhists.
“Freezing would be another option,” said Monte.
“We can’t afford that,” said Ms. Tsai. “Our savings wouldn’t be enough to pay for even the interest on storing our bodies.”
“I understand. I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be. We still have Kang. And if Yini is following her heart, we support her. Kang won’t want to go after her, will he?”
“I don’t know, Mrs. Tsai. You could ask him.”
“No. I don’t want him to feel pressured. I want him to decide freely.”
“As you wish. Just so you know, I myself plan to follow Yini and Tailin.”
“Really? Then we wish you a good journey as well,” said Mr. Tsai. “And please give them our regards.”
“Do you have the storage unit?” Mrs. Tsai asked him.
“What storage unit?” her husband asked back.
“The one Tailin gave us back then.”
“Oh, you mean her ring? It must be in the jewelry box.”
Mrs. Tsai smiled, nodded apologetically, then stood up and disappeared into the next room. Monte heard something rattle, and then she returned. She extended her hand. On her palm lay a gold-colored ring with a jewel about the size of a fingertip.
“Tailin gave it to us for safekeeping back then,” explained Mr. Tsai.
“She also said that we should use it if we were ever in really bad trouble. So bad that our lives or those of her children would be threatened.”
That was exciting. The gemstone could actually be a memory storage.
“Use it?” asked Monte. “What did she mean by that?”
“As a bargaining chip. We could get anything we wanted for it. Both Neomars and the Terran Union would be interested. But we should really only use it when there’s no other alternative.”
“A bargaining chip for your life,” Monte said. “You should take good care of it and never let it out of your hands.”
“We have no more use for it,” said Mrs. Tsai. “Our lives can no longer be worth as much as this ring. It wouldn’t be a good idea to use it ourselves. Maybe you can get a better deal with it. For the twins, I mean.”
They truly wanted to give him the ring. How could they trust him? They had never even met him before.
“Mrs. Tsai, I can’t accept this.”
“I insist.”
She held out her open hand to him. All he had to do was take the ring. The contents of the memory must be valuable if Tailin thought so.
“Mr. Tsai, you must stop your wife from making a grave mistake.”
Mr. Tsai shook his head. “I trust my wife. If she thinks it’s right, it’s certainly a good idea.”
“Mr. Monte, I have the feeling you think we’re a bit senile,” said Mrs. Tsai. “But you don’t seem to have much sense yourself.”
Monte laughed.
“You didn’t even know we had this ring. You came to visit us to tell us about Yini, which was very kind, and then you told us about your travel plans, which will take you to Tailin and Yini. Knowing the two of them, their destination will be dangerous. So you are also putting yourself in danger. You obviously have a considerable interest in Tailin or Yini, the nature of which I can only guess, but which must be great. Otherwise, you wouldn’t take on a sixty-year flight. Logically, that makes you the best possible courier for this gem.”
“And if I keep it for myself?”
“You won’t. But even if you did, the ring can’t reach its potential here with us. So, it would be no loss, comparatively speaking.”
The logic was compelling. He tried again anyway.
“You could entrust the ring to Kang to deliver to Tailin,” said Monte.
“Then he’d leave us too. We’d much rather that you be our messenger. It would also, I hope you’ll forgive me, be less painful for us if you were to die on this journey instead of Kang.”
“Thank you, Mrs. Tsai. You are very honest.”
“It’s a waste of time being anything but honest at my age. Now please, take it.”
Monte opened his hand. Mrs. Tsai dropped the ring in it. It was lighter than he expected. Monte put it in his trouser pocket. He felt around in it, to be on the safe side, but found no hole. The data on the ring must be truly valuable if Tailin expected to be able to secure her children’s lives with it.

MONTE WAS SWEATING when he reached his hotel room. The temperatures were once again higher than the weather service had predicted. It felt like every second person on the street was complaining about it. Don’t they meticulously plan for rain, humidity, heat and light? Monte knew better. The Skyring might be an artificial construct, but its biosphere was so complex that chaotic effects were unavoidable.
The air in the room felt stuffy. He went to the window to open it, but there were no handles or levers. And yet he had specially ordered himself a room with a view of the park.
“Room?”
The large screen above the foot of the bed switched on. A graphic figure appeared.
“What can I do for you?”
Its voice sounded as sexless as it looked.
“I want to open the window.”
“I apologize, unfortunately that’s not possible for security reasons.”
Monte looked toward the window. The city below him was curved. At the top, he could see the houses on the other side of the street. People had probably tried to throw objects “down below”.
“Too bad.”
“Is there anything else I can do for you? There’s currently a thirty percent discount on parking bookings, which are very popular with our guests.”
“No, thank you. Can I read a memory chip here?”
“Of course. Just connect it to me. I can handle all the latest standards.”
Monte looked at the ring. The memory had been manufactured on Neomars over twenty years ago. Could the system handle hardware that old?
“It’s an old memory from Neomars,” he said.
“No problem. I support all standards of the last one hundred and twenty years.”
“The content remains private?”
“Due to legal requirements, I have to check all storage media for prohibited content.”
“What exactly is prohibited?”
“I’ll be happy to list the categories for you, but I must point out that this query will be noted in the log files for legal reasons. It will be deleted one week after your departure.”
“Then forget the question. Is that at least possible?”
“Of course. Would you like me to read the memory chip for you now?”
Monte shook his head. That was too unsafe. If the system classified the data as dangerous, he would immediately have security on his back.
“As you wish. Is there anything else I can do for you?”
The system had reacted to his gesture. So it was watching him on camera. He quickly put the ring back in his trouser pocket.

“IS THOMAS HERE?” asked Monte.
The man behind the desk nodded and silently continued to clean the mechanical hand in front of him with a brush and an oil-smeared cloth.
“Can you call him?”
The man nodded, but calmly continued cleaning.
His old friend Thomas Hartung had often helped him out with technical problems. He owned a store here, where customers could buy all kinds of upgrades for Biobags, but mainly for electromechanical bodies. Apart from Monte, there was only one other customer here. Business didn’t seem to be going so well anymore. Clone bodies were much more popular, and probably more lucrative because not every mechanic could improve and repair them.
“Would you mind...?”
The man sighed. Suddenly a door opened behind him.
“Ah, it’s you!”
That was Thomas’s voice. It hadn’t changed. It never changed. Thomas once told him that he saw the voice as the core of his inner self, nothing else. The rest of him looked different every time.
This time it was in the shape of a shiny gold robot. Thomas walked elegantly around his employee’s desk and hugged Monte in greeting. The material of his torso was warm.
“Metropolis?” Monte guessed.
“Close to it. Same century.”
“T-800?”
“Jeez, Monte, you don’t know the first thing about movie history, do you? It’s C-3PO!”
“Ah, from Star Trek.”
Thomas laughed rattlingly. It wasn’t due to the robot body; he had always laughed like that.
“Star Wars! How can you mix them up?”
“Well, they both start with ‘Star’?”
Thomas slapped him on the back. “Nice to have you here.”
“I’m glad to see you too.”
“Surely you want something from me? You always want something.”
“That’s not true.”
“Can you name one visit where you didn’t have a request?”
“All right, you’re right. I’m a bad person.”
“Don’t let it bother you, Monte. I don’t have time to go for a stroll in the park with you anyway.”
“There doesn’t seem to be a rush of customers.”
“That’s deceptive, my friend. The business has changed. Shifted. Customers no longer come to me as private individuals. They come online and send government orders. A lot is happening. You could also call it an upgrade.”
“I see. I’m glad that business is good.”
“I’m still worried, though. After the rearmament, what comes next? Another war?”
“As long as the balance between Neomars and us is maintained, there won’t be a war,” said Monte.
“Tell that to the military. They’d do anything to shift the balance.”
Thomas was right, of course. He himself was a tool in those attempts. Monte sighed.
“So, what’s this about?” asked Thomas.
Monte reached into his trouser pocket and pulled out the gift from the Tsais. “This ring.”
Thomas took it, extended his right eye and held the ring in front of it. “Neomars, I’d say. Still pretty recent.”
“Recent?” asked Monte.
“Thirty years at most. It has a nano-USB-7 socket, see?”
Thomas turned the ring so that Monte could see a small, dark hole, right next to the connection between the ring and the memory brick. Nano-USB-7, aha.
“Can you read it in such a way that nobody but us knows what’s on it?”
Thomas chuckled wryly. “I’d love to. Come into the back room.”
As they stepped through the door, Monte felt dizzy. The room behind the door was small. The opposite wall was designed as a virtual window and showed a full view into space, down to Earth. The view triggered his fear of heights, which he otherwise had well under control.
“Oh, sorry, I’d forgotten about that.”
Thomas snapped his fingers and the window turned into a mirror. That was better. Thomas sat down at the desk in front of the mirror and clamped the ring into a fixture.
“I’m afraid I don’t have a chair to offer you, but this’ll be quick.”
He took a thin cable from a drawer and connected it to the ring. The mirror turned yellowish white. Then an image began to form.
“There’s a construction drawing in the memory,” said Thomas. “I can tell that right away.”
“But of what? What’s that supposed to be?”
The memory didn’t seem to be fully read yet, since the image was still loading. At the top end, a flat cylinder resembling a flywheel came into view. Spokes extended from it in all directions. The whole construction rested in a kind of barrel. It had a tap that looked almost like a beer tap.
“Hm, reminds me of a butter churn,” said Monte.
“There’s a description,” said Thomas. “Down there, do you see that?”
Monte only recognized Neomartian characters. “I’m rubbish at Neo-Martian, at least at reading it.”
“I’ll translate. It’s only a few words, but it must be a joke. Someone is trying to pull your leg.”
“Why?”
“It actually says ‘Tachyon weapon, version six, based on a concept by M. Kundt’. That can’t be right.”
Manfred Kundt was a physicist with the Terran Union who had died over a hundred years ago. He’d worked intensively on tachyons. The subject was taught in modern schools. But the fact that he also developed concepts for tachyon weapons was news to Monte.
“I ... No, someone must really be taking the piss,” said Monte.
He wanted to protect Thomas. Just knowing that this design existed could make him a target. If Tailin thought it was so valuable, it must be... functional.
Thomas looked at him with narrowed eyes. That looked less serious on C-3PO’s face than he probably intended.
“You’re a bad liar, Monte. We’re looking at the concept for a working tachyon weapon. Thank you very much for letting me see it. Don’t worry, I’ll cut out the memory later. It’s too hot for me. I know what my customers would do for a weapon like that.”
His friend took the ring out of the dock and handed it back.
“You’d best get out of here as quickly as possible.”
“Isn’t your hardware secure?” asked Monte.
“Yes, that’s not it. Maybe I’ll change my mind and sell you to my customers. I’d never have to work again.”
“Then you might as well shoot yourself.”
Thomas laughed. “You’re right again. Still, out with you. I wish you every success. Just don’t let this thing fall into anyone’s else’s hands. Balance and all that, you know. I’m really not in the mood for war. I don’t want to regret at some point that I didn’t pry it out of your fingers and stomp on it.”
“Don’t worry, my friend. You know me.”
“That’s right. I trust you. But don’t trust the wrong friends. And stay on course. The greatest danger is always within yourself.”

AS HE SAT on the bed in his hotel room that evening, Thomas’ words ran through his mind again. He probably had a lot of false friends. He could rule out Thomas, who truly didn’t want anything from him. Tailin and her daughter too, no doubt. But who else? The Admiral was certainly not his friend. She probably saw him more as her tool. Of course, she looked after her tool and protected him as much as she could. But she also made sure he didn’t go astray.
Monte jumped up. He needed to make himself less dependent on her.
“Room?”
“Yes?”
“What interstellar connections are there from the Skyring to Terra Nova?”
“I’m listing the publicly accessible connections to Gliese 167.”
The screen switched on. A list appeared. On October 31st, a freighter was departing from Earth’s moon. On November 5th, a second freighter would take off from the Skyring. It would first fly to Gliese 167 and then on to Gliese 163, but neither ship would arrive at Terra Nova until after Tailin and Yini got there.
The flight on November 2nd that the Admiral had arranged for him was not on the list. So it was probably a warship. Gaudlitz had promised him he would be able to overtake Yini and Tailin with it. That would be a real advantage. But he’d be under the Admiral’s control, of course, and with valuable cargo in his back pocket.
Monte didn’t want to be a tool. He had been that long enough. The visit to the Admiral must have triggered something in him. Since then, he felt liberated. Maybe it was because he had seen her for the first time as she really was: fragile, with fears and needs. She had great power because she commanded the Terran Union’s war fleet, but she was not omnipotent.
“Book me a seat for November 5th,” he said.
“May I charge the payment method you specified when you booked the hotel?”
“Yes, please.”
“I’m sorry. I’m afraid there are no seats available.”
“Excuse me? Everything booked up already?”
“Sorry, there are no seats available.”
Monte rolled his eyes. These damned AIs really got on his nerves sometimes. Of course there were no seats on such a long flight, only sleeping pods.
“What about free sleeping pods?”
“There are 67 free sleeping pods available.”
“Very good. Book me ... wait a minute. What about the flight on October 31st?”
“There are 44 free sleeping pods available on the October 31st flight.”
That would at least get him there a week earlier. The freighter could accelerate faster by launching from lunar orbit.
“Please book me a sleeping pod on the flight on October 31.”
“Gladly. I need to inform you about the booking conditions first. The booking cannot be canceled. However, it is possible to rebook for an additional charge. Please arrive at shuttle bay 2, two hours before departure at 14:34 standard time. You have a baggage allowance of twenty-two pounds. I can currently give you a thirty percent discount on a further twenty-two pounds.”
“That’s not necessary. Twenty-two pounds is enough.”
“Of course, Mr. Pedramonte. Would you like me to book the flight under these conditions?”
Maybe it was not such a good idea after all, at least not now. If he went ahead with the booking, the Admiral might find out about his change of plans too soon. She would do everything she could to keep him under control. But there were still 44 available places on the freighter. He could take his time.
“I’ll pass,” he said.
“You don’t want to book the flight under these conditions?”
Now he was glad it was a semi-autonomous AI. A human would certainly have been upset.
“No, I don’t want to.”
“Of course, Mr. Pedramonte. Do you have another request?”






     


Hatur 21, 225, Terra Nova     


TALUT WAS on the verge of drowning. He paddled like crazy with his arms, but something was pulling him under the surface. He only managed to catch an occasional breath. He knew he was dreaming, but it didn’t make the suffocation feel any less real. He also didn’t know how he had got into the water. The only thing that mattered was that he had to stay on the surface. At the same time, he knew he wouldn’t make it.
“Hey, Talut! Everything’s okay,” said Juri.
The pilot was leaning over him. Talut felt his clothes, but they were dry.
“I couldn’t breathe,” he said.
“No wonder, the tube of your breathing mask was kinked,” said Juri. “I straightened it out.”
“Thank you. How are you feeling?”
“Good as new.”
A strange, irrational hope took hold of him. Perhaps a miracle really had happened, and he had only dreamed yesterday?
“Your leg?”
“As long as I don’t touch it, I don’t feel anything.”
What a pity. Juri wasn’t suddenly healthy again. Talut closed his eyes. He was immediately back in the water, fighting for his life as the current carried him relentlessly southwest. Of course - the dream was trying to tell him something! He opened his eyes. Juri had moved a little distance away and was working on his first aid kit.
“I have an idea how we can reach the others,” Talut said.
“Me too. With the help of the syringe. I’m preparing it now.”
“No, wait a minute. What time is it?”
“You’ve been asleep for three and a half hours.”
“And you?”
“Don’t ask, my friend. When I try to get up, the pain is almost unbearable. That’s one of the reasons why I have to stick it right into my thigh.”
“We were going to radio them first,” said Talut.
He had a strange feeling, but he couldn’t justify decisions with feelings. He slid the headset into position and pressed the call button.
“Forward team two to base, do you read us?”
Talut narrowed his eyes and pressed his finger on the earpiece so as not to miss even the slightest answer. But there was nothing. Or was there? Was that laughter in the background? He must be losing it.
“Forward team two to base, please report!”
That was a laugh. He was almost certain of it.
“Why are you looking so grim?” asked Juri. “I knew you wouldn’t get an answer.”
“I hear a laugh on the line,” said Talut. “Here, listen to this.”
He took off the headset and handed it to Juri. He put it on but shook his head.
“You have to ask them to come in first,” said Talut.
“Juri here. Can anyone hear me? Please come in!” Juri shook his head again. “There’s no one there. No laughter either. Your nerves are overstimulated.” He handed the headset back to Talut. “Can I inject myself with the emergency medication now?”
“No, I have a much better idea,” Talut said. “If it works, you won’t need the miracle syringe.”
“Then speak up.”
“You can hear the solution if you listen carefully.”
“With your headset, Talut? I’m afraid you’re losing it.”
“No, here, near us.”
“That’s water running. Is that supposed to be the solution?”
“The current runs southwest. We can build a raft. That will get us to our destination without us having to do anything. You won’t have to walk for miles!”
Juri scratched his temple. “Man, that could really be an idea.”
“That’s what I’m saying.”
“Then we won’t run the risk of missing the others, like we might if we were climbing around on a higher level. But how do we build a raft? We have hardly any tools.”
“I have the universal tool,” said Talut. “We’ll cut branches about as thick as my arm and tie them together with our safety lines.”
“Do you think that will hold?”
“It doesn’t have to hold all the way home. The way Sam described it, there are probably ten or twenty miles ahead of us at most. The current seems to be flowing much faster than walking pace. That means we’ll get there in two hours or so.”
“That would be great. With my injured leg, we’d probably need at least two days on foot.” Juri patted him on the back. “Sorry I thought you were losing it for a moment.”
“To be honest, I’m pretty close to a nervous breakdown. First the thing with the eggs, then my climbing mishap and finally this attack... I’d be very happy to hand over some of my worries to the expedition leader.”
“You don’t have to worry about me, Talut. I’m pretty tough.”
“Thank you for saying that, but I’m mostly worried about myself.”

THE WOOD SQUEAKED with every movement of the knife. Talut’s progress was slow. Sweat dripped from his forehead. The blisters on his palm had long since burst. The pain they radiated helped him to concentrate. That was important, because he had been sitting on the outside, on the edge of the Old Mother, the whole time, since that was the only place where the branches were thin enough. Only there did they have any chance of cutting through diamond wood with the knife. But working here was also more dangerous than on the sturdy branches and leaves that grew directly from the trunk.
Talut gritted his teeth. He had almost made it. The branch was three-quarters cut through. He could break the rest. Clean-cut ends were not important. He carefully attached the knife to his belt and twisted the branch, first to the left, then to the right and back again. The wood fibers were somewhat elastic, but they weren’t used to this kind of strain, and finally he was able to tear off the end of the branch.
“Here,” he said, handing the branch back to Juri.
“Want me to take over?” asked Juri.
“How many more do we need?”
“Two or three should be enough. Then our raft will be about a meter and a half wide.”
“Are you sure it will carry us?”
“I think so. Each branch is about two and a half yards long and eight centimeters thick on average. That makes ... wait a minute ... a volume of twelve liters, if I haven’t miscalculated, and would therefore carry at least twenty-six pounds if it were completely submerged. With twenty branches, that makes a total of about five hundred and twenty pounds of water displacement. How heavy are you?”
“About one eighty,” said Talut.
He was so hungry that he felt he didn’t even weigh a hundred pounds, but one hundred and eighty was realistic.
“One fifty,” said Juri.
The pilot was a little shorter than he was.
“That makes three hundred and thirty,” Talut said. “Add the weight of the wood, though.”
He reached back and weighed one of the branches in his hand. Old Mother wood was hard and tough, but surprisingly light. However, the branches were still very fresh and damp.
“Maybe three-quarters of a pound per liter?” he asked.
Juri also took a branch in his hand. “That seems about right.”
“Then our raft alone would weigh over two hundred pounds,” said Talut.
“We’ll just about sink with that.”
“Good thing we discussed it. We need two more branches. Then you can take over from me again. It’s best if we make these three yards long. We can tie the long ones in the middle of the raft.”
“Shit, I’ve already tied them together.”
“No problem, Juri. While you’re sawing, I’ll untie the ropes again.”

TALUT TUGGED at the cords with all his might. The knots were their life insurance. They had to hold the raft together until they reached dry ground. Talut had tied half of the shorter branches together on the left-hand side. The two long branches were connected to this. Juri had just reached number five. They were lucky that the safety lines were so long. They could no longer secure each other, but they would soon be sailing down the river anyway.
Hopefully. Talut was dreading the last step, when they would have to lower the two-hundred-pound raft into the water. There were thirty yards between the lowest branch level and the surface, which they would have to climb down. Juri, with his injured leg, wouldn’t be much help. He had to admit to himself that it was an impossible task. But for some reason he managed to block out this reality. It would be exhausting, but they would make it. Maybe it was just the endorphins his body was kindly releasing in a state of extreme need.
“One more,” said Juri.
Talut took the branch from him and placed it next to the others.
“Can you take over again?” asked Juri.
“Sure.”
Juri hitched himself back to the center of the leaf on the seat of his pants, dragging his leg behind him like an unnecessary appendage. Damn. If they didn’t find a doctor soon, he might not make it. Still, no one from the rest of the expedition came forward.
Talut climbed forward and looked for another branch. This one was good. It was at least three yards long, with very few side branches to trim off. Talut pulled out the knife and took it in his right hand. As he applied it to the wood and moved it forward, the angular handle tore open the thin layer that had formed over his blisters. Talut gritted his teeth as tears welled up in his eyes. He kept working. After a few minutes the sensation of tearing skin weakened to a persistent throbbing that he could ignore.

“WHAT ARE YOU DOING?” asked Juri.
Talut straightened up. His back was aching. “I’m taking the raft to the trunk,” he replied and bent down to grab the longest branch that formed the central axis of the raft.
“What for?”
“To climb down the trunk.”
“With the boat on your back?”
“Well, something like that. I can always rest it on the branch stumps if it gets too heavy for me.”
“It’ll be too heavy for you from the start.”
“That depends on the attempt.”
“No, Talut. If the attempt fails, it will plunge uncontrollably into the floods. We don’t want that.”
“Do you have a better idea?”
“Yes, a controlled fall.”
“You want to drop it?”
“That’s one way of putting it.”
Talut wiped his forehead. Juri was right about one thing: he’d never get the two hundred pounds down cleanly. But he had hoped to be able to guide the raft at least partway down, rather than subjecting it to a thirty-yard free fall.
“Our construction can’t withstand that,” he said.
“Why? It’s just wood tied together. It will sink and then come up again.”
“And how do we get onto it?”
“One of us goes first, waits in the water and holds the raft up until the other one gets there.”
That could work.
“Where should we throw it down?” asked Talut.
“Right here,” suggested Juri.
“What if it flips over?”
“It’ll end up lying flat on the water in any case. It doesn’t matter which side we sit on.”
“Right, we’ll push it to the edge.”
Groaning, they pushed the raft along the leaf until their base began to tilt a little.
“And now what?” asked Talut.
“You climb down. I’ll do the rest,” said Juri.
“Can you do it on your own?”
“No problem. It’s only a few more centimeters.”
“Agreed. See you soon, then.”
Suddenly Talut felt the need to hug Juri. He gave in to the impulse. It felt like saying goodbye forever.

THE DESCENT WAS EXHAUSTING. Talut had to muster all his remaining strength. His almost empty rucksack swung back and forth and bumped against his air tank again and again. There was no way Juri would be able to follow him this way. He was glad when his foot reached the water. He immersed himself completely. The liquid cooled the many abrasions all over his body.
“The water is great,” he shouted up.
Then he let go. He didn’t need to swim. The current carried him under the leaf he knew Juri was standing on, dimly visible in the diffuse light. Perhaps thirty yards away, he was able to grab onto another Old Mother trunk. This would be a good place to wait for the raft.
“I’m in position,” he called out.
“All right. I’ll send you the raft!” Juri shouted back.
Talut heard him groan. A shadow shot out, accompanied by a shout. The leaf the raft had been on tilted. A second, smaller shadow fell from the other side. That must be Juri! He cried out again. There was a loud splash, followed by a short gurgle. Talut had to save him! A fall from a height of thirty yards - his friend could be unconscious. But he also had to catch the raft. If they lost it, it would all have been for nothing.
The raft took the decision out of his hands by shooting straight towards him. It had obviously fallen into the area of the fastest current and was about to crash into an Old Mother. With two quick strokes, Talut reached the stern of the raft. The loose end of the rope hung there. He tugged at it. Hopefully the knots would withstand the sudden pull! Talut wasn’t strong enough to slow the raft down, but at least he managed to turn it slightly so that it just missed the Old Mother.
He had to stop it somehow, and he had to rescue Juri. Talut struggled to swim against the current, with little success at first. He did, however, manage to maneuver the raft out of the middle of the current. Gradually, his movement slowed down. Suddenly he saw a dark object next to him. At first he thought it was a floating carpet of algae, until an air tank emerged from the water just behind it. It was Juri! Talut let go of the raft and clawed for Juri’s life. He didn’t think about the fact that his friend was floating on his stomach. It didn’t matter right now. He had to catch him!
His hand hit something hard and he instinctively grabbed it. It was Juri’s boot, firmly attached to his foot. With Juri in tow, he swam out of the main current. For once, he was lucky, because the raft had been following them dutifully at the edge of the current and was now coming towards them. Talut grabbed the outermost pole. The first thing he did was heave Juri’s upper body onto the raft. His eyes were closed. But he was breathing! His mask had saved him. It was still tight on his face. Talut slapped his cheeks until he woke up.
“My God, you gave me a fright!” cried Talut.
“I ... Where am I?” asked Juri.
“Almost on our raft. You fainted.”
“I just remember the leaf underneath me suddenly shifting.”
“You hit the water and probably lost consciousness on impact.”
“Thank you, Talut. You’ve saved me again.”
Had he? Talut felt guilty for rescuing the raft first. If Juri’s breathing mask had slipped on impact, he would probably have drowned.
“The mask saved your life,” he said.
There was a crash to their left and the bow of the raft lifted. It had apparently run aground on an Old Mother.
“Can you hold yourself on for a minute?” asked Talut. “I have to get us loose.”
“Yeah, I can do that.”
Talut pulled himself along the edge of the raft to the bow. There he braced himself against the trunk with his legs and pushed the raft to the right. It worked! The current caught the stern of the raft and pushed it sideways past the tree. However, this made it very tight for Talut. Should he dive down briefly or climb onto the raft? He looked behind him. Juri was hanging onto the same side of the raft and seemed unaware of the danger. He had to get back. He scrambled along the raft as quickly as he could.
“Ah, can...?”
He didn’t hear the rest of Juri’s question. Talut dived down briefly, got hold of the pilot’s legs and lifted them. Juri obviously realized what he was doing and crawled onto the raft. Talut tried to follow him, but it was too late. The left side of the raft slammed into him. The wind was knocked out of him, but he didn’t let go. The air tank absorbed most of the impact. Hopefully it hadn’t sprung a leak. Talut sucked in air and felt no change. They had passed the tree. Juri helped him climb up onto the raft. The two soaking-wet men ended up sitting on the raft, which was now much lower in the water than before.
“Whew,” said Juri.
“Yeah, whew,” said Talut.
That meant, what a shitty day, and it’s not over yet. They really understood each other.

THE RAFT MOVED SLOWER than walking pace. They kept to the edge of the current without discussing it. Juri saw what Talut had also noticed: Things moved more quickly in the middle of the river, but that was also where whirlpools formed, which they didn’t feel comfortable about. Here at the edge, they could halt themselves by grabbing a root if they had to, and they were still moving faster than they could have by climbing up through the foliage.
Talut’s body needed the rest. He didn’t sleep, but he certainly rested, even when they bumped into a trunk. They had both tied themselves to the raft, and at their slow speed, a collision was not a problem.
The raft proved to be surprisingly stable. Only two or three knots gradually worked loose. They didn’t affect the overall stability, so Talut left them alone. He really needed to rest, and Juri seemed to feel the same way. His friend hadn’t asked for an injection again either. Talut suspected that Juri had used the moment of his absence to inject himself. But it wasn’t that important. They would probably reach the others in an hour or two. Then the expedition doctor could finally take care of him. And they could raid the food supplies to their heart’s content.
“Do you hear that?” asked Juri.
“Hear what?”
“That noise.”
“Yes, I hear it. We’re traveling on a river that constantly winds its way between huge Old Mothers. There’s going to be some noise.”
“Hm, I have the feeling it’s gotten louder.”
“I don’t know. But it’s time to try the radio again.”
Talut pushed his headset forward and opened a connection.
“Forward team two to command, come in.”
How many times had he tried now? The line remained silent.
“Forward team two to command, come in.”
Something was wrong. But what? Not much longer and they would find out.
“Maybe it’s our headsets,” said Juri.
Talut took his off his head and pressed a few buttons. “See, the battery’s not even half empty and everything’s flashing that should be flashing.”
“It could still be damaged, mechanical damage that the electronics aren’t detecting.”
“Both at the same time?”
“That wouldn’t be unusual. After all, they are technically identical and were exposed to the same stresses.”
“Well, it’s not impossible. But I doubt it’s on our end. Something has happened. Maybe they had to go back and are no longer within radio range.”
That was the explanation Talut liked best. The expedition leadership had encountered some kind of danger, and they had decided to change the plan completely.
“You think they left us behind?” asked Juri.
“Not forever, of course,” he said. “They’ll come looking for us, that’s for sure. But maybe a swarm of giant locusts came after them. Then they’d have to get to safety first.”
“As far as I know, giant locusts are solitary creatures, except during the breeding season.”
“And what did we just see?”
Juri laughed. “You have an explanation for everything.”
That would be nice. His own explanation seemed illogical to him. The expedition would have warned them. If such a warning was no longer possible, he mentally discarded the resulting explanation. It wouldn’t help. He didn’t want to question the sense of this undertaking.
“Why didn’t you just leave me lying there?” asked Juri. “I’m sure you could have made it back up on your own.”
“In two days? I wouldn’t have had enough oxygen for that.”
“You could have taken mine. I would even have given it to you.”
“Seriously? I don’t even want to talk about it. I’m not letting anyone down.”
“That’s pretty foolish under the circumstances, Talut.”
“If that’s the case, then I’m a fool.”
“Don’t be angry. I didn’t mean it as a criticism. There may simply come a time when you’ll have to leave me behind. Or I’ll leave you, as you wish. I’d just like to get that sorted out. If I have no chance of returning to the Crown Plane, there’s still no reason why your Luqa should grow up without a father.”
Talut sighed. He didn’t want to think about such predicaments. Juri had managed to spoil his mood.
“Okay. But if it comes to that, I’ll be the one to judge your chances, understand? I won’t leave until there’s really no other choice.”
Juri nodded. Talut leaned back. The pilot was right, in a way. They had to talk about it sometime. But now was the wrong time.
He heard the noise too. All of a sudden, it was in his head. It sounded like they were approaching a wall. A distant wall, but also a big wall that would change everything.
Shit. Hadn’t they had enough bad luck today?

“JUST A LITTLE FURTHER THAT WAY,” said Talut.
“Then we won’t make any more progress,” said Juri.
“I want to make sure we can stop at any time. If this really is a waterfall, the current is likely to speed up considerably.”
“You know that’s nonsense, right? The speed of the current depends on the cross-section of the river and the volume of water.”
“Really? Still, let’s play it safe.”
They paddled with their arms. Juri was on the left, Talut on the right. This meant Juri had to work harder if they wanted to steer to the right. But he refused to change places. However, the noise had not increased as much as Talut imagined a waterfall would make. He had never personally seen one, but his wife had once watched a holodoc about waterfalls in the Earth Sanctuary. They were impressive phenomena that displayed the power of water. The wall they were heading for sounded rather muffled. But that didn’t make it any less dangerous.
A waterfall of any height seemed unlikely to him, if only because it would have been detected from orbit, and the expedition leader would have told them about it. It must be an obstacle that could not be seen from a satellite. It was just a pity that no one could tell him what the limits of imaging by an observation satellite were.
“I don’t think it’s much further,” said Juri.
Talut stopped paddling. Juri was right. The sound was coming from directly in front, no longer from all sides as before, when it had been transmitted primarily by reflection from the undersides of the lowest leaves.
“Let’s stop at that trunk,” Talut said.
In front of them was an Old Mother in the current that seemed suitable for climbing. They steered the raft towards it. Talut tied a line to one of the branches.
“Don’t you dare go on alone!”
Juri laughed. Talut pulled himself up onto the lowest branch, found another one that seemed stable enough, climbed up and switched to a third one. Now he was about three yards above the water. He stood up with his back to the trunk and looked in the direction the river was flowing.
He described to Juri what he saw. “It goes down relatively gently.”
The water was flowing down a slope. A few rocks stuck out of it, but the water hardly seemed churned up. It wasn’t as bad as he had feared.
“How far down?” asked Juri.
“Maybe fifty yards?”
“That sounds like fun.”
“We just have to avoid steering into the rocks.”
“Are there many?”
“It’s possible. It all looks very doable.”
“And what comes after that?” asked Juri.
“It’s hard to say. There are too many Old Mothers in the way.”
The forest continued on the slope and beyond it. This meant that the slope must have been there before the trees grew up. Talut looked around. The slope seemed to be curved. It continued to the right and left. Could it be the edge of a crater, created by a meteorite impact a long time ago? He only knew about such things from holos, but it was logical that Terra Nova must have been bombarded by meteorites at some point.
“Are you coming back down?” asked Juri. “The raft is really pulling on the line.”
Now he saw it too. The safety line was taut and the branch it was fastened to was already bending. Since he got off it, the raft seemed to have become more unruly. He lowered himself down the trunk and climbed back to Juri.

“HOLD ON TIGHT!” Talut shouted.
The bow of the raft rose, then tilted down, and their wild ride began. From here, the slope looked much steeper than it had from above. This time Talut was on the left and Juri on the right. They had two goals: not to fall off the raft and to avoid colliding with a rock.
They managed this quite well for the first ten yards. But then the raft accelerated. Their paddling still helped, but they had less time between obstacles. They still managed almost half the distance before hitting something. The raft struck a smooth, black rock head-on. The sudden impact went through every bone in his body. Juri shouted, his leg probably not liking the impact at all.
Talut didn’t have time to check on his friend as the current grabbed the raft again, pulling it into the fastest channel. A small rock sent it spinning. Suddenly they were both at the stern, where paddling had much less effect. Juri wanted to move to the bow, but Talut stopped him, because to do so he would have to untie the ropes that secured him. That was out of the question. The raft was their insurance. It must not sink.
The next collision with a rock spun them around to the front again. How much further was it? How long could fifty yards be? It was impossible to tell, because another rock blocked their view.
“Over to the left!” shouted Talut.
“Right!” shouted Juri.
What did he see that Talut didn’t? He trusted Juri, so he paddled to the right. This rock was not smooth and round, but angular and sharp-edged. One of the edges went straight into the space between two branches. It was as if the hard rock was slicing the raft open. A line holding some of the branches together came loose, and the raft fell apart. Or rather, not the whole raft, just the left half. Talut’s half. One pole was already shooting away.
“Come over to me,” Juri shouted.
That wouldn’t help. Half a raft couldn’t carry them both. Talut shook his head. Unlike Juri, he could move all his limbs and could still swim if necessary. But Juri didn’t let up. He held on to the two poles Talut was still lying on. One of them was stuck in a crevice in the rock.
“You have to let go of me,” Talut shouted.
Juri didn’t react, although his section of the raft was starting to turn. That was no good at all. Juri would tip over; the raft would capsize and carry him away, strapped to its underside in the water.
“Give me your hand,” Talut shouted, reaching for the pilot’s hand clinging to the branch, the only remaining connection between the two halves of the raft. Juri hesitated.
“Give me your hand, quickly!” He couldn’t hold on for long with one hand.
At last, Juri grabbed for him, but by then Talut had withdrawn his hand. Juri grasped at nothing. The connection between the two parts loosened. The right side of the raft on which Juri was lying smacked down, but didn’t tip over. Juri grimaced and watched with wide eyes as the current broke up Talut’s section of the raft. There was no point in waiting much longer. Talut pushed himself off the stone and swam after Juri.

HE WAS ALONE. He had lost sight of the broken raft. The Old Mothers grew much more densely here. The current had lessened. Talut tried to imagine the crater that the river flowed into with such force. There must be an outlet near the bottom of the crater. Since it was not a bathtub, the only possible solution was a breach in the crater’s southern wall.
Talut turned onto his back and let himself drift. There wasn’t much more he could do. He had no idea how far he had come. But he was definitely in the right place. The crater must be the destination of the expedition. There was no comparable formation anywhere on Terra Nova. The question was, however, if the long-ago meteorite impact was the subject of a purely scientific expedition, or if they were looking for something else.
The object that created the crater must have struck at a fairly shallow angle. Perhaps it was an iron meteorite? That would explain why such an expensive expedition had been sent out.
Talut shivered. As warm as the water was, his body was gradually cooling down. Would he ever get solid ground under his feet again? He looked at the Old Mothers he was passing. There had to be one that he could climb. A little climb would warm him up. His stomach growled fiercely. Maybe he could find something to fill it with. He had heard that the flowers of the Polar Old Mother were edible.
He reached for the back of his neck, where the base of his oxygen tank was located. A bar with five bumps indicated the fill level, so that he could feel it with his fingers. Only one of the five small humps was still full. He would suffocate in no more than six hours. That meant it must be about midday. He had until evening to find the rest of the expedition.
Talut lay down on his back again. Letting himself drift saved his strength and therefore his breath. The current was now so slow that he no longer had to fear collisions.
“Juri, are you around here somewhere?”
He could at least give it a try. But there was no answer. Talut tapped the call button on his headset. There was no response. It should at least have vibrated. Apparently, the water had finally done it in. Talut no longer had any connection to other people. Now he really was alone. Nevertheless, he didn’t feel any worse than before. He was no longer responsible for others, either. His task was clearer than ever: he had to find a way to return to his son.
Talut shook his head. It was too big a task. He needed to break it down into smaller steps. First, he needed fresh oxygen. He didn’t have the means to produce it himself. The closest and only source was the expedition’s extractor. He had to track them down.

HE ONLY NOTICED the solid ground when he felt a touch on his head. Talut was startled awake and started to thrash around in panic. Something had grabbed him from behind in the dream he was still halfway through. He got to his feet and was suddenly only up to his knees in the water. Apparently, fatigue had overcome him.
Talut stepped onto the sandy shore and shook himself like a wet dog. He loosened his air tank and hung it on his chest. Then he took off his clothes. Starting with his upper body, he wrung out each item of clothing before putting it back on. He didn’t have time to lay the clothes out to dry. His body would have to do that for him. He took off his boots, then tied them together by the laces and hung them over his shoulder. If the ground stayed like this, he could walk barefoot.
Where to now? Beyond the beach the ground sloped up, so he was probably on the mound that normally formed inside an impact crater. Researchers called it the central mountain. He could walk around it or climb over it. He decided to take the riverside path. Perhaps Juri had also washed up here. Talut took off his headset and shook it. Drops of water leaked out. It hadn’t repaired itself. Should he go Left or right? He had lost Juri on the right side, so the chances were higher there.
Old Mothers also grew on the central mountain. Talut looked up. Their leaves seemed to be giving off the same kind of light he had noticed in the middle of the forest. It was a strange light, and probably consisted of only a few wavelengths, unlike sunlight. The trees fed the ecosystem below them with the help of bioluminescence. What did they get out of it?
The impact that had created the crater must have happened a very long time ago. It took an Old Mother about twenty thousand years to grow to crown level. There, strangely enough, the trees stopped growing, as if they had made some kind of agreement. However, most of the Old Mothers were significantly older than that. Researchers had found specimens that had been alive for half a million years.
Occasionally Talut bent down to examine a plant growing in the sand. Plants with their roots in the surface, that was completely new to him. He had spent his whole life in the canopy, where aerial roots were standard. The plants here, however, did not look edible. They had hard stems that wound through the sand, and the typical black leaves of plants that used heat radiation as a source of energy. Every now and then he bit into part of a plant, but they all tasted extremely bitter, so he spat them out immediately. Perhaps he could remedy that by boiling or grilling the plants, but he would first have to build a fire, which was impossible without oxygen.
After a few minutes, Talut came across a branch that had been cut. It was two and a half yards long and must come from their former raft. He used it as a walking stick for a few steps, but in the long run it was too heavy for that. What if he shortened it? Talut reached for the cutting tool that had been hanging from his belt. It was gone. Damn. He searched all his trouser pockets and his backpack and found his first aid kit, a marble and the mockzilla’s claw. It seemed to have grown and now looked almost fleshy. He hadn’t noticed that before. Somehow it now reminded him of a chicken leg. Perhaps his bear-like hunger had also changed his perceptions. Could it be eaten? He lifted his breathing mask, held the claw under his nose and smelled it. It reeked of decay. Perhaps that process had caused the tissue to swell.
He started to throw the claw away, but couldn’t bring himself to do it. Better to save it. However, he couldn’t get rid of the smell that quickly. It even intensified and changed. What he smelled through the mask was wafting towards him from above, from the hill. Burned flesh, quite clearly.
He was about to climb the hill when he spotted the remains of the raft. It must be the half that Juri had been sitting on. But his friend was no longer on it. A wide track on the sandy ground showed that Juri must have dragged himself up the hill. No individual footprints were visible. If Talut hadn’t been sure that Juri was alone, he would have believed that someone had dragged him up. But he must have crawled up under his own power. He obviously could no longer walk.
Talut followed the trail. The stench increased.
“Juri? Juri!” he called out.
“Here I am,” he heard Juri reply.
Talut ran the last few meters. He fell to his knees, and they hugged.
“How are you?” asked Talut.
Juri was sitting on the slope, bare-chested. A tattoo extended from his back across his flank. His legs were splayed out, with his T-shirt on top. He had taken off his oxygen tank and set it down next to him.
“You’re not a great sight yourself,” said Juri.
“Your leg, what’s wrong with it?”
“Nothing.”
“Then why did you spread your legs like that?”
“It feels more comfortable.”
Talut yanked the T-shirt off - and immediately cursed himself for it as nausea rose up his throat. He had to turn away and dry retch. His stomach was empty. That wasn’t pleasant. He turned back. Juri had pulled the T-shirt back over his thigh.
“What happened?” asked Talut.
“So much for the microbiome of this planet not being able to harm us. It’s eating me alive.”
“You need antibiotics.”
“I know. But the first aid kits don’t have any, because as you said, Terra Nova’s microbiome supposedly won’t harm us.”
“We have to find the others.”
“Forget it, Talut. It took me half an hour to get from down there to up here. I’ll run out of oxygen in three hours. I’ll make it to the Old Mother over there, roughly.”
“Why in only three hours? My oxygen will last until the evening.”
“Because I’ve been experimenting. I’ve been trying to burn away the decaying flesh.”
“So that’s where that smell came from,” Talut said.
“You smelled it?”
“Even from a distance. So you weren’t successful? Didn’t that hurt like hell?”
“The tissue down there is dead anyway. Besides, the injection was still working.”
“Was working?”
“The effect is wearing off. I was hoping you still had yours.”
Talut patted down his pants. The first aid kit was still there. He could help Juri spend his last three hours largely pain-free.
“Yes, here it is.”
He unpacked the first aid kit. No, he can’t go on like this. He had to face reality.
“Let me see it again, please,” he said.
Juri pulled the T-shirt aside. The thigh looked terrible. The formerly round hole in the flesh was frayed. Shreds of skin hung down. A bluish coating had spread, which was only missing in a few places - presumably where Juri had burned the flesh. The thigh bone stood out, blinding white.
“Doesn’t look good at all,” Juri said.
Talut had to agree with him, but he could find no way to comfort his friend. Not even an amputation would help, but that wasn’t an option anyway as he had lost the knife. Juri needed antibiotics, a scalpel, disinfectant and sterile bandages. But above all, he needed air.
“I’ll give you the injection now,” said Talut.
He unwrapped the syringe. It was ready for use.
“It’s best in the upper arm, that’s where it works fastest,” said Juri.
Talut put the syringe in place, pricked the skin and pushed the painkiller into Juri’s body.
“First I’ll find you some oxygen. Then we’ll see.”
He stood up and brushed the sand off his clothes. His gaze fell on Juri’s boots. They seemed to be dry. Should he ...?
“Go ahead and take them,” Juri said. “I don’t need them right now.”
“I’ll leave you mine in case you want to go hiking after all.”
He laughed. “That’s nice of you.”
Talut slipped into Juri’s boots. They fit like a glove. He would make better progress this way.
“Very comfortable,” he said.
“My wife gave them to me for Independence Day,” said Juri.
“Oh, you’re married?”
“My ex-wife. Haven’t seen her for a long time.”
“I see. I’ll go find help then, I guess.”
“Talut?”
“Yes?”
“Remember what we talked about.”
“What do you mean?”
“About letting go, my friend.”
Talut shook his head. “I don’t see why that should be relevant. I’ll get you some fresh air, and where there’s air, there’s medicine. Everything will be okay.”
“Things don’t always turn out well,” Juri said.
Talut swallowed. Juri was right, but he wasn’t ready to admit that to himself. If he did, he might as well give up.
“Not always,” he said. “But today it will. I won’t accept any other outcome.”

HE WAVED ONCE MORE to Juri, then marched off. For the first fifty yards, he felt his friend’s gaze on his back. Then he left the first Old Mother behind him, and the mighty trunk shielded him from view. Talut didn’t look back. He could find Juri again, since all he had to do was walk downhill to the shore and then along the beach until he came across the other half of the raft.
Talut had also considered continuing with this half of their raft. But he thought there was a better chance of meeting the others on the central mountain. If the expedition had ended up in the water for some stupid reason, he wouldn’t be able to track down their remains anyway. No, his destiny would be fulfilled on this mountain. He felt like the legendary prophet who went to the mountain, but his prophetic gifts were less than poor. It was enough to make him weep.
The ascent ended abruptly and much earlier than expected. Given the enormous size of the crater, the central mountain must once have been much higher. Erosion had probably worn it away. Talut descended. He just had to be careful not to trip over the plants that grew here, extending tenacious arms from the ground. There seemed to be hardly any animal life here. Perhaps the energy available from the luminescence was not enough to enable mobility.
Wildlife generally had a hard time on Terra Nova. The lack of oxygen in the dense carbon dioxide atmosphere could only be compensated for with special solutions that evolution had probably invented especially for Terra Nova - for example in the form of oxygen-producing, symbiotic cultures in their innards. In human dwellings, the density of small animals introduced from Earth, such as cockroaches, was significantly higher than in the wild. At least the lack of oxygen had the advantage that not even cockroaches, famous for their tenacity, dared to venture outside.
Talut reached the lowest point of his hike. He must be close to the crater’s water level, because the sand was quite damp down here. It was almost swampy. To be on the safe side, Talut broke off a large, sturdy leaf to get over sections that seemed unsafe to him.
The swamp ended at a second mountain. That was very surprising. Craters only had one central mountain. It couldn’t be the back wall of the crater, either. He was also disturbed by the shape of the mountain. It looked like a lump of dough that someone had dropped, a misshapen heap given its final shape by gravity. It was correspondingly difficult to climb up, as a huge overhang loomed in front of Talut. From the foothills of the central mountain, Talut could see that the terrain rose more gently.
He looked at his watch. He had been walking for an hour and a half without meeting the rest of the expedition. That meant an equally long return journey. Juri still had three hours of oxygen left. If Talut turned back now, they would be able to share the rest of his supply, giving them another ninety minutes of hope that a team from the expedition would find them and keep them from suffocating. How likely was that? They would not die the lonely deaths that both Juri and he faced if he continued on his way. Because even if he found oxygen, he would be too late to save Juri. If he didn’t find any, he would follow Juri to his death in four and a half hours - without company.
What had the pilot said about letting go? Perhaps now was the time. He still had four and a half hours in which to search a radius of several miles. This area here was almost certainly the destination of the expedition. If the entire crew hadn’t simply turned around, he must find them here. But it would be too late for Juri. And he wouldn’t even be able to say goodbye to him.
Talut sighed. The longer he waited to decide, the lower his own chances sank. Would it be easier if Juri were sitting next to him now? His friend would have kicked him long ago with his healthy leg. Talut wiped moisture from the corner of his eye, aimed for a spot that wasn’t quite so overhanging, and pulled himself up onto the rock.

THUMP, thump, thump. His heart was pumping. With his mouth agape, he breathed in every molecule of oxygen he could get hold of. Talut felt as if the tank had emptied far too quickly. But it was all down to his fitness. The climb pushed him to the limit of his abilities. But the mountain was also strange. Talut put it down to the fact that he wasn’t familiar with many mountains. The town he had visited a few times was in a mountain range that had been thrust up by plate tectonics and partly worn away by erosion. The ground there was hard and solid. It was almost impossible to dig tunnels.
This was supposedly the reason why Old Mothers did not grow on the mountains. There, their roots had no chance of creeping down into the crust, into the mysterious layer of vegetation that was considered the true home of the Old Mothers. The trees all over Terra Nova were connected to each other via this mycelium.
This mountain - actually, it was nothing more than a hill that he was now climbing - was completely different. The surface was soft, almost as soft as sand shaped by water and a plastic mold. Well, not quite that soft. But Talut could poke holes in it with his bare fingers - or the tips of his boots - which made climbing much easier. The disadvantage, however, was that the solidity of the ground could not be relied upon. Time and again, a protruding outcrop would crumble away under his feet, or the crevice into which he had jammed a hand would crack open under his weight.
Talut was always able to catch himself quickly, however, and the mountain wasn’t that high. At least he had a moment to rest after such a mishap. But he couldn’t take too much time, because his oxygen tank was emptying with each breath.
Finally, he reached the top. He had expected sand, but the rock, if it could even be called that, continued. He jumped to test the stability of the ground and left two deep imprints of his boots. No, imprints of Juri’s boots. He checked the time. His friend was still alive.
The path was mostly flat now. It was about as light as advanced dusk. Talut found no direct source of light. The light was just there, as if the air molecules were giving it off. Maybe it really was like that? It could be microscopic creatures floating in the air and luminescing. The omnipresent heat provided enough energy. The Old Mothers began to form an alley, as if they had respect for the mountain, as if they were standing on the edge and applauding. When Talut looked up, however, there were still enough branches and leaves to block the view of the sky. So this mountain was not visible from orbit.
Disappointment slowly seeped into him. At first he didn’t even notice it. He was just getting more and more nervous because Juri’s time was running out. But it was more than that. He had expected a goal, something special that would make the whole expedition worthwhile. Juri had died for nothing.
Died. He was still alive, and although it would take Talut far too long to reach him, he still had a spark of crazy hope.
That was the moment he discovered the extractor. The machine was unique. It looked like a slim, almost two-yard-high coffee machine. Instead of a glass jug, it had a tank. He recognized the power plant shortly afterwards. It stood behind the extractor and was partially covered by it. Both machines were down on the mountainside. If he had run around it, he probably wouldn’t have spotted them in time.
Talut took off running. At that moment, he didn’t care that not a single member of the expedition was to be seen there. The machines were all he needed. The mountain was a little flatter on this side. He reached the surface almost without climbing. Hopefully the extractor wasn’t faulty! Was it perhaps already connected, ready for use, had someone already filled the tank?
Talut reached the machine breathlessly and checked its condition. He only needed to connect his breathing air tank. A hiss and the original pressure was restored. Where was everyone? Never mind, at least for the moment. He had to get to Juri! Over the mountain or around it? An ascent and a descent, but the shorter route, versus flat terrain at a greater distance.
Around it. He was better at running than climbing. It was also more difficult to get lost. He only had to run until he saw the remains of the raft. Talut took off. He kept up the running pace for twenty minutes, then his body went on strike. He felt dizzy and had to hold on to a tree. There was no time to lose. The three hours Juri had had were already over. They needed a miracle. Talut dragged himself on. Why didn’t this damned body do as it was told? His lungs recovered and he fell into an easy trot.
The sand was soft but dry. The Old Mothers stood far apart. To his left was the shore. From the side, he heard a soft gurgle from time to time. Much louder was the roar of his own blood pumping through his veins. Run. Run. Run. He followed the beat set by his heart. He had no time to pay attention to his surroundings. He was waiting for only one thing, the appearance of the raft, which would signal to him that he had made it.
There it was, the left half of the raft. Talut was startled. Hadn’t he only just set off? Juri must be sitting here, up the hill. He eagerly anticipated the encounter, and yet feared it as he had never feared anything before. His friend must still be alive. But when he stood in front of him ... It didn’t help. He had to get up the hill, otherwise it would all be in vain.
“Juri?”
No answer. Talut sprinted the last few yards, threw himself onto his knees at full speed, fell over his friend, tore off his own mask and pressed it onto Juri’s face. Breathe, my friend, breathe!
Talut tried to speak, but couldn’t get a word out. He gasped for air until he realized that the mask was still on Juri’s face. He took a few breaths himself, then pressed it back onto the pilot’s nose and mouth. But his skin was cool, and his chest did not rise and fall. Juri was leaning against a mound, leaning slightly forward, with his eyes closed. He had not fallen asleep peacefully. His face was distorted, his mouth wide open. Talut didn’t want to see that, but he had to. He had to convince himself that Juri was no longer there. His friend had left behind a mere shell, that had less in common with him with every passing minute.
I’m dead, my friend, he heard him say. It’s not your fault. Thank you for letting go. Talut took the mask back. It smelled of Juri. He breathed deeply from it. Tears ran from his eyes, found their way around the mask, met again at his chin and dripped onto his chest. Talut sobbed. He heard himself, for he felt as if he were standing beside himself and had put his arm around his own shoulders. His sobs sounded strangely muffled under the mask.

TALUT TRIED to squeeze Juri’s hand in farewell. It was already stiff and clung to the dead man’s thigh so tightly that it could only be released by force. Talut stood up. He couldn’t keep his friend company forever. But could he just leave Juri sitting here like this? The body that had once belonged to the pilot had slumped.
Normally, in the Crown Plane, you said goodbye to the dead by throwing the body into the depths. There were some places in the forest that were especially popular for this ceremony, because they were known to be particularly deep. But he was already on the surface. Juri couldn’t go any deeper. Besides, he came from the islands. What happened to the dead there? Talut didn’t know. He had neglected to ask Juri about it. On Earth, he had seen in a holo, it had been customary to bury bodies. That wasn’t a good idea on Terra Nova, because biological material decomposed slowly without oxygen.
He couldn’t just leave Juri like that, could he? Talut searched him. He found a remote control in his trouser pocket, presumably for the Copter. He pocketed it. He found official documents in his breast pocket. Juri Okean was only 27 years old. He was registered on Patape Island and married. Talut slipped the ID card in with his own documents.
The first aid kit that lay open next to the body contained a thin blanket and another cutting tool, which he put into his pack. Talut unfolded the blanket and spread it over Juri’s body, then tucked the edges under the corpse so that no wind could blow the blanket away.
That was all he could do for Juri. When he found the rest of the expedition, Berenike would know what to do next. The others couldn’t be far away. He would wait for them at the oxygen extractor.






     


October 28, 2802, Earth's moon     


“GOT IT. I’ll pick up the container at the tachyon uploader at twelve-thirty. It will be delivered the same day to a Tilman Overdrive at the tachyon transmitter at the moon station. I’ll repeat the weight again: two hundred and sixty-four pounds.”
“That’s correct.”
The refrigerated container weighed eighty-eight, and he himself weighed one seventy-six.
“Thank you very much for the order, Mr. Overdrive.”
“Thank you.”
The man on the DHL hotline hung up. The transfer of his body was part of Monte’s plan to escape the Admiral’s clutches. He would pay a visit to the moon with the help of the tachyon transmitter. The Admiral might, and probably would, notice this. As his body was still in the Skyring, she would assume that he was simply making a brief side trip.
But his body would follow in a cargo shuttle. Cargo transportation was not as highly regulated and controlled as human transportation. The courier service couldn’t care less what was in the box. He had declared the contents of the refrigerated container as synth-meat, which technically wasn’t wrong, because synth-meat was also produced by a cloning process. In the tachyon station on the moon, he would reunite with his body and then secure a last-minute ticket for the freighter to Terra Nova.
Was it a foolproof plan? Certainly not. He assumed that Marina trusted him at least a little. He was probably wrong. The alternative, but much more likely assumption was that she simply thought he was naïve. He would rather she trusted him. Of course, this little coup would be the end of that. But could she still harm him then? Sixty years from now at the earliest, and who knew what the world would be like then?
It was time to hit the road. But first he had to swallow this thing. Monte had thought long and hard about how he could get the ring to the moon safely. Only his stomach remained. He had already separated the ring from the memory chip. It was now about the size of a die cut in half. The corners and edges in particular scared him. He opened a bottle of water, swallowed dry - and tossed the object down his throat.
Shit, it was tough. He took a sip of water. The half cube slipped down his throat. He suppressed the urge to cough. More water. Damn it. Slide down! Another sip and another. Then it was gone.

THE TACHYON STATION was located outside the Skyring for security reasons. Its orbit was significantly higher and was offset from the geostationary orbit of the Skyring. It could only be reached by shuttle, but Monte could save himself the trouble. There were several uploaders for inhabitants of the Skyring, where they could carry out the necessary consciousness purification. From there, data flowed via laser link to the tachyon station, where it was fed into the tachyon network.
This was truly a luxury. You could also travel between the Earth and the moon by conventional means, by radio. The delay was just one and a half seconds. Even a shuttle flight would be reasonable. So it would certainly be possible to limit the use of tachyon technology. But could humanity do without it altogether? Monte was skeptical.
“Hey, watch out!”
A man stepped on his heels because he had stopped abruptly. He had almost gone straight past the upload office. It was an inconspicuous facility reminiscent of a public laundromat. People entered on one side and left on the other – but they were not the same people. Anyone observing the goings-on without any background knowledge might assume that the visitors were changing bodies here.
Monte went to the entrance, which was on the right-hand side. He looked into the iris scanner, a green light lit up and the door opened invitingly. Inside, as he could already see through the transparent shop window, a few people were waiting. A middle-aged woman, a young man and a kind of shark on two legs were in front of him. All three probably had clone bodies, just like him. But very few people nowadays chose such an extravagant appearance. For a while after the introduction of the technology, it looked as if standard humans would die out, but that phase had lasted less than twenty years.
It was the woman’s turn. On the back wall of the room were three rows of what looked like washing machines, one above the other. Was it intentional that they looked like that, to symbolize the concept of consciousness purification? In any case, it hadn’t gotten people out of the habit of using the shorter term “upload”. A door had opened in the top row. The woman climbed up a short ladder and then inserted herself into the shaft, legs first. Soon all he could see was her hair. It was so long that it hung out of the opening. A red light flashed on the door. Monte saw the woman reach back to tuck in her hair. The red light went off, the door closed, and the glass darkened.
Monte listened intently but heard nothing. Of course, he had never been there to watch his own upload, but he always felt like shouting. But either the washing machine was well insulated, the woman was not as much of a wimp as he was, or he was just imagining his own screams.
The young man and the walking shark were assigned cubicles almost simultaneously. An elderly lady got out on the left. She still seemed a little disoriented. Monte showed her to the exit.
“Perry, is that you?” she asked.
He shook his head. His cabin had just opened, so he didn’t really have time to explain the reality to her.
“You arrived safely at the Skyring. I’m sure your son Perry will be here soon to pick you up,” he reassured her.
“Perry’s not my son, he’s my boyfriend!”
She looked at him angrily, as if everyone should know that. A red light flashed on the cubicle reserved for him.
“I wish you a nice day,” he said. “I’m afraid I have to go...”
His cabin was in the top row. He left the old lady at the exit and climbed the ladder. From the outside, the cabin looked narrower than it was. He pushed himself in and stretched out. A pillow for his head would be nice. As it was, he lay uncomfortably on the hard surface. It smelled of perfume. The scent of roses. Cabins were disinfected before each handover, so that must be the smell of the disinfectant.
A hologram lit up above his face. There was enough room to operate it with his fingers. He had to confirm the target – the moon was preselected – and then determine what would happen to his body. This took a little longer, because he initially only found the standard options “Storage”, “Destruction” and “Transfer”. He first tried “Transfer”, as his body was to be handed over to the carrier. But in the submenu, he only had the option of setting a minimum price for his old body. Bodies released in this way were sold at auction. He had to press the support button.
“What’s up?” asked a male voice.
“The service menu needs to be more user friendly,” he said.
“Oh, what now? I don’t want any stress.”
Monte furrowed his brow. “My body is supposed to be picked up at twelve-thirty. Where can I enter that?”
“Man, you go to ‘Destruction’ and then select ‘Pickup.’ It’s really easy.”
“Thank you.”
The line went dead again. Monte switched back to the main menu and pressed “Destroy” - with a queasy feeling, because his body must not be destroyed under any circumstances. The treasure in his stomach was irretrievable. But there was indeed a submenu in which he could select “Removal”. It was probably intended for cases where users wanted to recycle their body with all its upgrades themselves. Monte set the time at which his body would be released, then pressed the start button.
A kind of scanning device rumbled into operation, starting at his feet. It reached his head. He closed his eyes to protect them from the laser light. A whistling sound began, swelled, enveloped him. Monte cried out. His thoughts escaped as sounds through his throat to the outside, emptying his head like a vessel full of holes. His inner self clung to the dry ground, then shrank and shrank until it was no more.






     


Hatur 22, 225, Terra Nova     


TALUT SPLASHED water on his face and rubbed the remnants of sleep out of his eyes. It had been a quiet night and he had slept like a rock. Was it the fresh air in his tank? Or had the constant gurgling of the stream put him to sleep? His grief for Juri had receded. It was still there, but in the background. Instead of blazing like a fire, it flickered like a shadow on the wall.
For a moment, Talut saw his own face reflected in the water. It looked like the mask of a complete stranger. He grimaced, but the current immediately distorted the mirror again. Talut watched as the water slowly carried the image of the stranger towards the southwest. He touched his cheeks and chin and felt a crust of sweat and mud.
Talut was famished and seriously worried. He had no idea how to get out of here, or where the others were. The only problem he could solve immediately was the dirt on his face and the stench of his body, so at least he didn’t have to be disgusted with himself anymore. He needed a bath. Talut undressed and piled his clothes neatly on top of each other on the sandy beach. No one from the expedition would be arriving on the shore any time soon. Step by step, he went into the water, which flowed softly around his lower legs, caught his knees, rose over his thighs and reached his hips. He had to pee, so he just let it run. He didn’t dare lie down completely, lest the current sweep him away. In the constant twilight, it was no longer possible to make out any details of the beach, even though it was only a few yards away.
But he submerged completely. The mask was snug so that he could breathe underwater. The world sounded very different here. The current seemed to carry strange signals, a slow, metallic cracking like that of a metal sheet under constant strain, but also a thumping that sounded like the extremely amplified noise of a dripping tap.
It was his own heart. He was frittering away time, listening to himself and assigning meaning to random noises instead of setting off. Luqa was waiting for him. He was alive and had a duty to return to his son. Talut straightened up and walked back to the beach.
As he picked up his pants, he noticed a movement under the leg. Startled, Talut dropped the garment. An animal, perhaps fifteen centimeters long, darted away up the beach. He lost sight of it among some stones. It seemed to be running on two legs, but they were so bent that they could have been wheels. He had never seen an animal like that before. It certainly wasn’t aggressive. What was it doing in his clothes?
Talut lifted his trousers and examined them. The marble was still in his pocket, but the claw was missing. It consisted of biological material. Perhaps that had attracted the animal, which had either eaten it or dragged it away. As strange as the find had been, he regretted losing it.
He shook off the last drops and dressed himself completely. Freshly washed, he noticed even more how much his clothes stank of sweat. He should have undressed Juri. Then he would have had a change of clothes so that he could wash his own. Should he turn back and do that? But he didn’t feel like it, and didn’t have the energy to walk along the beach for another four hours. He wanted to find the expedition crew. Berenike, Sam and their people must be half a day’s walk away at most, or they would have taken the extractor with them. They were probably even closer. He had already spent almost half a day here himself. The others would have to return soon to replenish their air supply.
Hopefully they hadn’t arrived in the meantime, dismantled all the machines and taken them with them. He had spent over an hour here on the beach. Talut ran in the direction of the machine.

NO ONE HAD VISITED the makeshift camp. Talut was reassured and worried at the same time. The expedition consisted of eighteen people, all of whom needed oxygen. The extractor’s tank, however, was almost one hundred percent full again.
Talut examined the extractor. It had a diagnostic screen on the back. To change any settings, he would need a log-in, which he did not have. But the machine did tell him that it had been started up the day before yesterday. Shortly afterwards, its tank had emptied by about twenty percent. That meant that no more than nine people had completely filled their breathing tanks - or all of them were half full. And that after an all-day hike? Something was wrong here. There was only one explanation: as well as Juri and him, more members of the expedition must have been lost.
What if they had fallen into the river and the others had followed them to rescue them and gone out of radio range in the process? That could be why no one was here. But the head of security would never have authorized such an action. They couldn’t abandon their only source of oxygen! What would Juri say? If only he could consult him. Talut remembered their discussions. Juri had always had good ideas.
What if Sam was the one who had disappeared? - Where had that thought come from? It almost felt as if Juri had instilled the idea in him. Sam’s disappearance would explain why panic might have broken out. On the other hand, there were still Berenike and Zelpha. He completely trusted both of them to keep the reins in their hands in the event of an accident. Talut shook his head. He wasn’t a millimeter closer to the truth.
He turned around and looked at the generator. This machine also had a diagnostic screen. Its software was a little more informative. It had also been switched on since the day before yesterday, but an hour earlier. That was logical. The extractor first had to be securely anchored, then connected to the generator. That took a good hour. In the middle of the night, however, someone had once again extracted energy, a considerable amount.
The log file did not reveal the name of the user, but it did reveal their level of authorization. The extractor, for example, had machine rights. It was allowed to tap unlimited power, but not to make any changes. Normal participants in the expedition, who wanted to charge their equipment, for example, had user rights. They could only draw a limited amount. However, the person who had gained access at night had used their admin access to do so. That was the only way they could have siphoned off such an enormous amount of electricity. The generator had lost almost eighty percent of its storage capacity. What had the admin needed the energy for? And who was it? Only Berenike and Sam had admin access.
In his mind, Talut went through the expedition equipment. The ladder had electromechanical components that could be used to extend it. But down here, there was no more need for a ladder. There were electric cookers and a drink maker, but they didn’t need that much power. The expedition doctor had brought along a multi-diagnostic device that took X-rays, among other things. Had there been any accidents that required them to use the device? How much power did an X-ray source consume? Talut had no idea. It probably needed a lot of power, but an X-ray only took a few seconds.
Maybe it was the radio equipment. That might explain why they couldn’t get a connection. On the other hand, that left the question of why they still couldn’t make contact after recharging. And could it have escaped the security chief’s notice for so long that the radio was down? Maybe they’d been having a merry party because they’d made it to the surface, and everyone had been drunk.
Nonsense. You’re not seeing the obvious again, Juri said in his head. Oh yeah, what then, smartass? Talut thought. Juri answered; It could only be the head of security, loading weapons. Because of those creatures that attacked us too!
Juri was right. Talut nodded eagerly. He hadn’t wanted to see that because it put the responsibility on him. Who had stepped into that damn clutch of eggs and started it all?
Juri said nothing more – now, of all times, when he needed someone to absolve him. But the Juri in his head, at least, wasn’t ready to do that. Weapons, then. That made sense. Surely the giant locust wasn’t the only predator down here. The expedition carried non-lethal weapons, so-called stunners, which fired electrically charged spikes. The technology also worked on extraterrestrial life, as long as signal transmission in its body was electrochemical. A full charge would certainly be needed to successfully combat a giant locust.
What did that mean for him? Were the others still on the move? That seemed less and less likely. They had loaded their weapons in the middle of the night. That suggested an ambush, and if not that, then at least a surprise attack. Nevertheless, apart from the generator and extractor, they had packed everything up neatly and taken it with them. A planned retreat? And if so, where to? But why without energy and air? It didn’t make sense. Nevertheless, it had happened, so there must be a reason for it. Talut just couldn’t grasp it because he had too little information.
He closed the screen of the generator. He had to find the information he was missing.

THE PATH LED up the mountain in an ascending curve. Talut had followed it from the camp. ‘Path’ was not the right word. It was a trail of footprints, difficult to make out on the mostly hard ground.
Talut paused. In front of him was exposed rock, a few meters wide and with a slope of perhaps twenty degrees. He crossed it carefully. Behind it, however, the trail did not reappear. He had suspected that. The path must have veered off in the middle of the ledge. He tested the theory. Yes, here was the trail.
He halted again, knelt down beside the path and counted. Not for the first time, Talut tried to discover how big the group in front of him was. This time he came up with no more than eleven different shoe prints. That was at least six people, maybe seven or eight if he had missed some, but not fifteen. So he was only following part of the group. In the end, he didn’t care. The main thing was to find anyone at all. He didn’t want to be down here alone. The fact that one of the expedition leaders had had weapons loaded up strongly suggested a danger he was still unaware of, against which he alone could certainly do nothing.
Or had his friends really encountered giant locusts again? Talut stood up and massaged his aching hip. They were a long way from the breeding grounds he had fought his way through with Juri. But of course, it could be that the injured animal had somehow followed them. Talut turned around and listened. The sound of the stream could no longer be heard. Most of the sounds came from the branches thirty meters above him. Compared to the branch planes, the surface was surprisingly dead, almost as if it had been sterilized.
The path curved downwards. That was unusual. So far, it had been steadily gaining altitude. Talut looked around but found no explanation. He followed the path, which gradually turned into a hollow. Soon he had walls to his right and left, and finally the ceiling closed in on him, low enough that he had to keep his head down. He had ended up in a cave! Talut pulled out his flashlight as it got darker and darker.
The low height of the tunnel did explain why they hadn’t taken the generator with them, which could only be operated in an upright position and clearly wouldn’t fit in here. And the extractor could not be operated without the generator. Perhaps both machines could have been brought closer, but carrying them uphill would have been exhausting. Making a two-hour journey to the base every two days wasn’t too much to ask.
Talut felt reassured. This was the first sensible and consistent explanation he had come up with. He would solve the problem, one question at a time.
Then he encountered a curtain. It was made of the same material as the tents they had spent the night in, so it must be airtight. The edges were attached to the tunnel wall with duct tape. Talut felt all around it. On the right, a Velcro strip had been used instead of the duct tape so that the curtain could be opened. A clever system! He pulled at it carefully, but no air came rushing out. Crap. Talut was disappointed at first, but then he was annoyed by his mistake. Of course nothing was flowing out. The air pressure inside was no different than it was outside. It was just that the oxygen content was - presumably - higher inside.
He opened the curtain just enough to slip through, and carefully closed it again behind him. The corridor in front of him was pitch black. The curtain blocked the last of the twilight from outside.
“Is anyone there?” Talut called into the darkness.
He didn’t really expect an answer. Who would voluntarily stay in this cave without turning on a light?
“It’s me, Talut Forest, forward team number two.”
It certainly made sense to give his name in case someone was cowering in panic behind a box.
“I come in peace.”
Talut had to laugh. That sounded a bit pathetic, especially as the last word still echoed clearly. He got no answer. There was no one here. He shone his flashlight around. There were primitive lamps hanging from the ceiling, connected to a power cable that led deeper into the corridor. If there was a light switch, it was further in.
Equipment was set up along the right-hand wall. The crates in which it had previously been packed had been used as tables. There was only a narrow path on the left, which Talut squeezed through. What were these instruments? He shone his light over the crates. The expedition’s scientists had not previously unpacked them.
The devices seemed to be primarily ones used for analysis. Above them were notepads, on which the researchers had probably written down the most important data. He couldn’t make much sense of the formulas, but they were obviously physical and chemical analyses, rather than biological. It was noticeable that regular geometric shapes kept appearing that had five, no, six corners, like two pyramids glued together at the base.
A microscope caught his attention. It had a slide in it, and looked as if someone had just looked through it. Talut bent over it, but the tube of his breathing mask bumped against the glass that held the object under observation. It clattered to the floor and shattered. Crap. He was so clumsy - and forgetful. Talut looked back at the curtain, which was undamaged.
Could he take his mask off in here? It probably came down to a test. He loosened the straps. The first breath he took, he didn’t feel any difference. The second made him cough. He knew what would happen on the third, so he quickly pressed the mask back over his mouth and nose. Too bad, really. Apparently, the oxygen in the corridor had been used up. However, as the extractor was running at full speed, he would be able to replace it.
Talut was looking forward to being able to sleep without a mask again. Then he remembered that he only had his own tank. He would have to run back and forth with it so often that he would barely make it by midnight. Why hadn’t he taken Juri’s tank? And how had his colleagues transported breathing gas here to fill the corridor behind the curtain? Perhaps he could find a suitable container further ahead.
He squeezed past the equipment. There were only four scientists on the expedition. The team must have been working very hard, because he counted nine different instruments. He swiped his finger over the devices here and there and found not a speck of dust. The team had obviously just unpacked them and put them into operation.
Talut was startled by a sudden beeping next to him. A device that looked like an oven had apparently come to life. Had it detected Talut’s presence? A screen lit up above the oven door, showing a graph with a wildly jagged line. Frequencies were plotted on the x-axis. A spectrogram had probably just been completed. Unfortunately, the numbers told him nothing.
“Print Yes/No?” asked a prompt on the screen.
Talut tapped on “Yes”. The machine buzzed and spat out a piece of paper on the left-hand side. Before Talut could look at it, it went pitch black again. The screen had switched off. Talut pointed his flashlight at the table. A clown’s face seemed to emerge from the darkness. He flinched back. Oh man, what kind of coward was he? He got over himself and reached for the picture. It showed the upper body of a man holding a baby in his arms. “My darlings,” someone had written on it with a black pen. Talut put the picture down again.
Suddenly he felt sorry for the man and the child, as if it was already clear that there would be no reunion with them. Should he take it with him so that he could give it to the man? Why was he so sure that he would reach the crown level himself?
A stack of paper with more spectrograms lay on the table in front of the picture. Talut examined the top sheet. Someone had written “Si?” on it by hand and drawn an arrow to one of the spikes. There was also a hand-painted exclamation mark on the edge. Si was the abbreviation for the element silicon. The fact that the spectrogram detected this element must have come as a surprise to the scientists. It meant little to him. Rock usually consisted of silicon oxide. He had learned that at school. Obviously, the researchers had not been analyzing rock with the spectrometer.
He folded up the sheet and pocketed it. Maybe he would meet Berenike somewhere and could ask her about it. He picked up some similar pieces of paper. Most of them had a large cross through them. They had probably not yielded the expected results. Among the papers, he came across an electronic notepad. He tried to turn it on, but it required a password. Unfortunate. Talut turned it over. There was a label on the back. “Property of Berenike Hill,” it said. “If found, please return to ...”, followed by the address of an institute.
What had the researchers been looking for here? It didn’t look like they were seeking rare ores. There were no rock samples, or had they not even gotten that far and had only carried out a few test measurements? Talut turned to the front, where the darkness was waiting.
He ignored the rest of the equipment for the moment. Talut shone his light back the way he’d come. Next to the curtain was something he had previously overlooked: a digital display of the oxygen concentration. It was at 0.5 percent. That was damn low. It was practically impossible to deplete it that far in a closed room, just by breathing. The missing oxygen had not disappeared into the crew’s lungs. Now he wanted to know where the people had gone. Everything here looked as if they had only left their workplace for a short time. But they had switched off the lights and drained the oxygen.
Talut followed the power cable on the ceiling deeper into the corridor until it disappeared into the seal of another curtain. Shortly before that, a branching cable led downwards, where it ended at waist height in a jury-rigged switch. Talut pressed it and turned around. Brightly lit, the corridor still looked like a quietly abandoned makeshift laboratory.
Where had the people who had been working here disappeared to? He was just about to open the curtain by the Velcro fastener when he noticed a slit. It ran down the middle of the curtain from about chest height to the floor. The fabric had tried to repair itself, as the edges were sticking together in some places, but overall, there was probably a not enough material. Talut examined the edges. They were partially melted. Someone must have made the slit with a sharp, hot tool, perhaps a welding torch. Had there been a fight? If the intruder had used a simple knife, the self-healing fabric would have simply resealed the tear, and no one would have suffocated.
Wait a minute. Nobody had suffocated. At least not in the lab corridor. Talut adjusted his mask. It was scratchy, no, the beard underneath was scratchy. He desperately needed a shave. He tugged the edges of the curtain open again at the healed areas and climbed through. Behind the curtain, the corridor widened unexpectedly. The curtain almost completely blocked out the light from the laboratory. Only through the slit did light penetrate, tracing a fine line on the floor that worked its way up the right-hand wall. Wait a minute. What was that? It looked like ... Could those be fingers? Talut jerked the flashlight around. Its light fell on a person slumped against the wall.
“Shit!”
Startled, he jumped backwards, tripped over something, staggered and hit his head on the corridor wall. Talut instinctively dropped the flashlight to catch himself. The flashlight hit the floor in front of him and went out. Talut tried to support himself with his hands, but when his injured finger hit the rock, a sharp pain shot through him, and he jerked his hand back up.
Something soft broke his fall. He hit the wall with a thud, and that something slid to the side next to him. Had he knocked over a rucksack? What kind of fool would put his luggage directly behind the curtain? Talut reached to the side to pull himself up and touched a strange, cold hand.
“Shit! What’s going on here?”
No one answered. All he could hear was the loud thudding of his heart and his rapid breathing under the mask. He had to calm down. Where was his flashlight? He tried not to look at the beam of light shining through the curtain and felt his way across the floor. He felt a boot. He gritted his teeth. There, the cylindrical handle of the lamp. He took it, closed his eyes and concentrated. If you’re going to look around, stay calm. They are people. Dead people. No one is as harmless as a dead person. Whew.
Talut opened his eyes again. First, he pointed the flashlight at the hand revealed by the light from the curtain. It belonged to a woman in a lab coat who seemed to be staring at him with wide eyes. It was ... he couldn’t think of the name. Her whole face was distorted. She hadn’t died a peaceful death. Her breathing mask was hanging under her chin. Had she suffocated? The flashlight beam traveled down her body. Around the groin area, the white of her lab coat turned a dark red, almost black. Blood. The woman was leaning against the wall with her legs splayed out. The blood had leaked from under her and spread across the corridor. Talut recognized shoeprints in it. Someone must have walked this way after the woman’s death. He pulled up his right leg and shone a light on his boots. The sole was sticky. The marks were his own.
Next to the woman was a tank that he initially thought was an oxygen tank. It had a capacity of at least 50 liters, so it would have been very suitable for bringing the breathing air in the laboratory back up to the usual 18 percent oxygen. Only at second glance did Talut see the hose attached to the base of the tank, ending in a pipe. It must be some kind of flamethrower. The fact that the tank could apparently hold two components also spoke in favor of that explanation. In a carbon dioxide atmosphere, you always had to bring your own oxidizer. But who had brought a flamethrower on this expedition? Had it been intended as a weapon, or to create paths through impenetrable bushes?
Gradually, his observations began to make sense. For some reason, the woman in the smock had apparently tried to cut the curtain instead of simply opening the Velcro. She had succeeded, but that had probably resulted in someone attacking her with a sharp object and fatally wounding her. He pointed the flashlight at the side of the corridor where he himself was still sitting on the floor. This time he knew what to expect. Or so he thought. The flashlight brought the legs of a human being out of the darkness. They wore plain, practical work pants. The upper body was clothed in a kind of uniform jacket, without official insignia, but still based on typical military uniforms.
The jacket looked familiar. He lifted the flashlight higher to identify the person but flinched back in horror. Nausea rose up in him and he had to swallow several times to get a grip on it. The person’s face was shredded to the bone. Bits of skin still hung from the chin and forehead, but the cheekbones were exposed. The left eye socket was empty, the right eye had closed. Everything, except for the white of the skull, had turned a blackish brown. The breathing mask lay on the chest. Its straps were burnt. Talut lowered the flashlight again. The two of them must have killed each other quite brutally.
Talut overcame his reluctance and opened the uniform jacket. In the inside pocket he found the dead man’s ID card. It was Matta Okean. He had suspected that. Matta had been an asshole, but he hadn’t deserved to die like that, and neither had the researcher. Talut pocketed the ID and crawled to the other side, where he searched the woman’s smock. She had no ID on her, but there was a ring on her finger. He pulled it off, which was surprisingly easy, even though rigor mortis had set in. Inside it was engraved: “Irini & Abigail. Monkfish Island, 3/22/215. With love.” 3/22, that was Hatur 22nd, so today! The dead woman had not lived to see her tenth wedding anniversary. Irini, yes. She had introduced herself at the beginning of the expedition.
He put the ring back on her finger. No, that was wrong. An Abigail Okean was waiting for news of her wife. Maybe there were children, too. Someone had to tell her what had happened. Abigail or Matta Okean’s relatives wouldn’t be able to see for themselves what had become of their loved ones, so they needed proof, or they would never fully believe the story. Talut slipped the ring into his pocket along with Luqa’s marble and Matta’s ID card.
Slowly, he stood up. He had reconstructed a few minutes of the past. But how had this savagery come about in the first place? Was it any of his business? Maybe he should just make his way back. The oxygen tank that the dead woman still carried on her back seemed undamaged. If he filled this and Juri’s tank completely, there would be enough air for almost five days. Enough time for a climb to the crown level. He had Juri’s remote control for the Copter. It could no longer fly, but he would be able to call for help. Didn’t he owe it to Luqa to get out of here as quickly as possible, instead of putting himself in danger? What were the chances that he would find more than dead bodies in the depths of this den?
No, he mustn’t think like that. The dramatic events here had happened a day or two ago at most. It was not impossible that someone else was still waiting for help, seriously injured. He had to be cautious, but he couldn’t just run away.
Talut shone his light forward into the corridor, and the corridor shone back.
“Is anyone there?” he asked.
No answer. He moved the flashlight back and forth, and the beam coming towards him was synchronized. There was obviously a mirror back there. He drew a circle with the cone of light. At a certain angle, the reflection made a small jump. It must be several mirrors set at an angle to each other. Talut ran into the corridor. After about ten meters, it widened in all directions. The four walls extended as reflective surfaces downwards and upwards, to the right and to the left. Talut followed them upwards with the beam of the flashlight. Beyond the highest point, they converged again to end in a corridor like the one he had come from. There seemed to be similar corridors in all the other corners as well, recognizable as black squares. Talut imagined the room geometrically. He saw two pyramids stuck together, an octahedron in total, just like the formulas in the lab, with the joined surface vertical.
Although all the walls, including the floor, were completely mirrored, the soles of his boots didn’t slip on them. He walked down the sloping surface while his reflection came to meet him on the opposite, upward-sloping surface. He stopped at the bottom, shone his light upwards and found himself facing two more copies of himself. They kept their eyes averted as he stared at them, as if they had a guilty conscience. But of course, that was due to the inclination of the surfaces, which must be offset from each other by sixty degrees.
Where did the corridors in the corners lead to? He bent down and shone his light into the opening right next to him. It was too small to walk through, but he might reach the other side by crawling. The beam of light made a few turns and then returned to him. The passage seemed to end in another octahedron. Talut repeated the attempt on the other side with identical results. He was unable to explore the channels extending from the two corners above him. They were about three and a half yards above him. That left only the opening directly opposite him. It was about the same size as the corridor he had come from. Talut just had to duck his head a little. He looked back to memorize the room. However, there was nothing that really made it stand out. Hopefully that wouldn’t become a problem.
The following octahedron was just like the first one. Talut crossed it. As long as he kept going straight ahead, he would have no trouble finding his way back. The next but one room was filled with liquid. At first Talut thought it was water, but when he shone the flashlight on it, it had an oily sheen. He took a handkerchief from his trousers and dipped it in. The liquid dripped back viscously, taking part of the handkerchief with it and giving off white smoke. It must be a strong acid, that had instantly dissolved the cellulose of the paper handkerchief. That must be it. Talut was glad to be able to turn back, but then spotted an arrow on the sloping wall above him, pointing to the channel in the top left-hand corner. A rope hung from it, reaching almost to the surface of the liquid. It was probably meant to be used to climb up into the dark passage that led out of the octahedron from this corner.
Should he try it? If he slipped, he would end up in the acid. The octahedron was empty. At least that hadn’t happened to anyone here recently. So he could make it too. He grabbed the rope, ignored the pain in his hand and pulled himself up. It wasn’t particularly difficult. His boots found a good grip on the vertical surface, even though it was reflective. So he wasn’t completely suspended in the air. He pulled himself by the rope into the tunnel opening, which was more spacious up close than it had looked. It would even have been possible to transport larger equipment through it, but not something as large as the generator.
The corridor itself ran horizontally. The rope was attached to a hook in the middle. Where it was screwed into the ground, the smooth material of the wall had cracked. It was probably some kind of glass. Sam must have been the one to fasten this rope. It was also looped around another hook on each side so that it was supported in more places and therefore wore less.
On the other side, Talut found another octahedron. However, for a change, he came out at its apex, whereas he had left the previous one at one of the four corners of the upright base. This told him two things: the two rooms were not offset from each other. And he had to be extremely careful to keep himself oriented. There were three exits from this room: one at the second point directly opposite and two at diagonally opposite corners of the base, one at the top and one at the bottom. There were ropes hanging from both, although the lower channel was easy to reach: you just had to get down and crawl in on all fours. However, as the head of security certainly didn’t do anything without a purpose, the rope must be there for a reason.
Which way should Talut choose? There was one rule to avoid getting lost in unknown structures: Always turn left whenever possible. To Talut’s left was the bottom corner with the exit, so he climbed down and crawled through the passage. On the other end of the tunnel, he was glad for the rope, because now it went downhill. This octahedron made his choice easier because there was only one exit - through the top. Talut turned around once more. The rope hung loosely from the black square of the corridor through which he had come. It was impossible to make a mistake.
This was already the fourth octahedron, and he was about to enter the fifth. How big could these structures be? Who had built them? Hopefully they wouldn’t turn out to be a gigantic labyrinth in which a Minotaur was waiting somewhere. His method of always turning left would inevitably lead him to the center. But perhaps he would suffocate or starve by then. He couldn’t go much longer without food; his stomach was already hurting. He should have looked for the researchers’ supplies. They had surely stored food in the lab.
He forced himself to return to his original train of thought - to the builders of these octahedrons, which didn’t look like human constructions, although they could certainly be built with human technology. It was just that no one would think of constructing such a thing.
At the next cell, number five, he arrived at the top again. It had no special features, apart from one that appeared to be human in nature. The channel at the bottom left, through which he had to continue on his way in accordance with his rule, had no rope installed. Why hadn’t the head of security seen any need this time? Were people not supposed to move through that channel, might there be danger beyond it? Or was a rope unnecessary because you would come out in another low corner?
It was no good, Talut would have to try it. His rule wasn’t: “If there’s a rope, turn left.” Rules were rules. Talut went down and crawled into the canal. He quickly realized why Sam had dispensed with the rope: the passage was a dead end. However, it was not closed off with a pane of glass, but seemed to be made of a coarse material so dark that it completely absorbed the light from his flashlight. He touched it and felt a slight tingling sensation like an electrical discharge. Suddenly the material began to move. For a moment, it seemed to be alive. The surface bubbled as if it were boiling.
Talut quickly pulled back his fingers, although he did not feel any heat. The material changed. It became brighter as it absorbed less light. Lines appeared on the surface. They formed triangles, which joined together to form squares and then split into triangles again. The shapes searched for each other, took on spatial structures and combined to form three-dimensional objects: octahedrons. But these also changed. Smaller ones pushed themselves into larger ones, which in turn pushed themselves into even larger ones. This created an opening - a cavity. It looked as if they were creating space out of nothing. Of course, it must be an optical illusion. Stacked tightly together, they simply took up less space, widening the corridor.
But it didn’t stop there. The octahedrons, interlocked like Russian wooden dolls, grew and grew. Now they were as big as his hand, his forearm and his leg.
And they were shiny. He shone his flashlight on them. The constant movement made its beam bounce wildly. The octahedrons were obviously now made of the same reflective material as the rooms he had climbed through. He put his hand to his ear, but apart from a soft rustling sound, nothing could be heard. He lifted his breathing mask briefly. It smelled sour. Oh. That was his own sweat.
The surfaces began to move more slowly. Three octahedrons disappeared into one another before his eyes. What remained was an eight-sided room, indistinguishable from the one he had come from. There didn’t seem to be any exits, however, as he could see from his position in the top left-hand corner. So he could save himself the trouble of climbing down into the room.
Talut shook his head. It was impossible for something to burrow into this mountain so quickly. The space occupied by the new octahedron must have previously been empty. He must have witnessed some kind of reconfiguration, like those spaceships that could be turned into robots with a few simple steps. He had obviously triggered it by touching the wall. But what was the point of it all? Had they entered a kind of wish house that expanded itself for its inhabitants? This form of room was impractical for humans, however. Apparently, the construction was intended for someone else. Had there been an earlier civilization on Terra Nova? So far, neither settlers nor archaeologists had found any traces of it here, nor on any other planet apart from the Alpha Centauri system.
That was for others to deal with. Talut’s task was to track down the crew of the expedition so that he could report on them - and then return to Luqa as quickly as possible. He turned around and crawled back through the corridor. Just before he reached the room again, his world tilted.
Shit, what was that? He was lying on his back. His hip hurt because he had hit the bone hard as the corridor rotated 180 degrees. Up was now down.
I have to get out of here quickly. He pulled out of the tunnel opening. Just in time, he realized that the entire octahedron must have rotated with him. He had crawled into the lower left channel but was now coming out of the upper right one. He turned around and carefully let himself slide down.
Now he also knew why there were ropes installed in every channel that started from a base. There was simply no way to be sure where to get out again. But what about the way back? He had entered this octahedron through the top, or more precisely through one of the two tops.
But through which one? Had the room rotated around its longitudinal axis? Then the vertices would have retained their position. And if not? It depended on the experiment. The room he had come from had only had one entrance and one exit. If the room he now reached looked different, his question was answered.
It was indeed an octahedron, an unfamiliar one. He smelled it even before he illuminated the room with his flashlight: the floor was covered in liquid. There were no ropes hanging from the channels at the top left and right, so he could only exit the room at the other end. Someone had laid two planks side by side across the acid pool. Talut recognized the diamond wood of the Old Mothers. How could they have made planks out of it? He felt the wood. Its surface was completely flat, but tarnished black. Of course! They had used the acid. Surely the trick was to submerge a branch almost halfway. In fact, the boards were still round on the back.
At the end of the boards, just before the entrance to the corridor, there was a bag. Had someone left their luggage there? Talut walked a few steps along the two boards, stopped and pointed the flashlight at the obstacle again. It wasn’t a sack. There was a person lying there. Talut’s heart pounded. To be on the safe side, he went back to the entrance. The images of the two corpses behind the lab were still vivid in his mind.
“Hello, do you need help?” he called over.
It remained silent. He obviously had another corpse in front of him. However, it was sitting somewhat awkwardly - in the middle of the boards, slightly slumped forward, its legs hanging down to the left and right. Climbing over it without falling off would be no easy task. Talut approached cautiously. Did he know the person? They were wearing a thick anorak pulled up over their face. Talut crouched down and lifted the head with his hand.
It was Sam. He was still wearing his breathing mask, but Talut recognized him anyway. To be on the safe side, he felt his pulse, but there was no life left. Why had he sat down here of all places? Talut couldn’t find any external injuries. He had probably suffocated when his tank emptied. Why hadn’t he saved himself in the lab? Surely the others would have shared their oxygen. Or had he been the last to die?
Talut searched him. A note was stuck between Sam’s legs.
“Turn back immediately!” it said. “Danger to life!”
What was that supposed to mean? Of course it wasn’t safe here on the boards. Or did the warning mean something else? Would Talut be better off escaping to the surface? But he couldn’t abandon the others. He searched the pockets of the anorak. He found a pistol in the right-hand inside pocket – clearly a deadly weapon that no one on the expedition should be carrying. It was loaded. However, the magazine was missing two rounds. Sam kept his ID and a photo in his left inside pocket. It showed him with a dog. Neither Sam nor the dog was wearing a mask. Talut turned it over, but there was nothing on the back. He swiped across the front, and a slide show began. It showed the dog again and again, and also a woman. Sam’s wife? She was clearly older than the head of security, but that didn’t mean anything. Talut packed up the weapon, ID and photo. And now? How was he supposed to climb over the body without falling into the pool of acid?
He decided to drag the body over to his side of the pool. Talut first tried to turn it over, but it was too heavy. He pushed the upper body forward, grabbed the two arms and pulled. Heave-ho! Heave-ho! He moved forward, albeit slowly. After a yard and a half, however, Sam’s right leg got caught on the boards. Talut couldn’t get close enough to release it, but if he pulled hard enough, the joint would eventually give way. I’m sorry, Sam. Luckily you can’t feel anything.
Talut pulled as hard as he could. Then suddenly something cracked. Talut staggered backwards toward the passage through which he had come, where he could support himself. The corpse, on the other hand, sagged over on the right side. Crap! He had to hold on to it, but it was too late. The left leg of the heavy body arced elegantly into the air and fell into the acid. It was more viscous than expected, and the dead body sank with a gurgling sound.
I’m sorry, Sam. I didn’t mean to do that. Talut tore his gaze away, and as the acid began to bubble, he knew it was time to leave this place. There was no surviving here. If the head of security was telling him to flee, he had better listen to him.
At that very moment, he heard Berenike calling out.

TALUT FROZE. What had she said? It hadn’t sounded like a cry for help, more like a joyful exclamation. But it had clearly been Berenike’s voice. He wanted to leave this cursed place more than anything in the world, but he couldn’t ignore the call! What if the expedition leader needed help? He had to stand by her. That was his damned duty.
He held on to the wall and shone his light into the pool of acid. Sam was floating on his back. Thin threads of vapor or smoke rose around the corpse. Talut sniffed, but the air smelled neutral. Sam looked completely relaxed. His grim features had loosened. The warning in the note was clear. The head of security had ordered him to turn back immediately. But what if he hadn’t realized that someone else had strayed further inside?
“Tell me, Sam, would you ignore Berenike’s call?”
Talut’s voice echoed off the walls more loudly than the size of the room suggested. The echo was indistinct. Maybe he should shout. If he could hear Berenike, she could hear him. That was logical, and even down here the laws of logic and physics had to apply.
“Bee-ree-nii-kee!” he shouted. “Where aarre yoouu?”
The answer was a kind of whoop. It came from in front of him, but not from the next room; it was too indistinct for that. Berenike must be two or three octahedron cells away. Why didn’t she answer in a way he could understand?
He had to check. Talut walked across the bridge and exited the room through the back tip. The next octahedron was arranged the same way as the last, but empty. Talut counted three roped exits in the corners, plus a corridor directly opposite. There was also a rope hanging out of this passage, indicating that it did not end in a point, but in one of the four corners.
“Berenike, I’m coming! Where are you?” he shouted.
“Wulada-huhi!” came the answer, delivered melodiously.
Was Berenike yodeling? Her surname was Hill, so she came from a town in the mountains. The mountain people had brought that tradition with them from Earth. However, it was hardly ever actively practiced anymore. His mother had once dragged him to a concert when he was around ten years old. What had impressed him most was that both men and women had performed topless, which was probably part of the tradition.
“Berenike, talk to me,” he replied. “Where are you?”
Someone giggled. Berenike obviously had a problem. Perhaps it was a reaction to trauma, the death of her crew members?
“Berenike?”
She laughed out loud. The sounds came from the top right. He pulled himself up the rope into the narrow corridor, crawled through and stopped at the threshold into the next room. Here the rope hung so high up that the channel could not be reached from below, at least not without additional aid.
He shone the flashlight down. At the bottom, right in the middle of the room, he saw a person with their back to him. She was squatting on the floor and had pulled down her pants as if she needed to relieve herself. Talut saw a patch of bare skin. He directed the beam of the flashlight a little further to the right. Nothing happened. The figure simply swayed back and forth.
“Berenike?” he asked.
The person jumped up. Now he could see her face. It was the expedition leader. She had her eyes closed, but was facing in his direction, probably because she had heard him.
“It’s me, Talut,” he said.
Berenike took a step forward, tripped over her lowered trousers and fell.
“Watch out! Do you need help? I’ll help you!”
Berenice shook her head. Then she straightened and pulled up her pants. Very good. There was something in her that he could count on. She still had her eyes closed.
“I’m coming to you now. Then we’ll leave this cave together. Can you understand me?”
Berenike clasped her head in her hands and hummed the melody of a nursery rhyme. He didn’t remember the words. Hopefully it didn’t mean anything. Talut dropped the rope down. When it hit the vertical wall, the expedition leader flinched, although the sound wasn’t very loud.
“Hey, I’ll be right there. Everything will be fine. We have to get out of here.”
Berenike didn’t react, but her face was moving. She clenched her teeth tightly and thrust her chin forward as if trying to forcibly prevent herself from saying anything. But she didn’t radiate any danger. And what could she do to him? He was clearly physically superior to her and was carrying Sam’s weapon. Talut turned his back to her, took the flashlight between his teeth and rappelled down the wall in seven steps.
When he reached the bottom, he took hold of the flashlight again and turned around. Suddenly a shadow appeared in front of him, almost above him. Berenike. It could only be Berenike. She was holding something in her upraised hand that reflected the beam of light from the flashlight. The hand moved towards him. Talut instinctively rolled to the side. There was a nasty, scraping sound as something hit the glass wall. Talut struck into the darkness beside him with his flashlight. He hit something, probably a shin or a knee. The attacker howled. A foot struck his hand.
In pain, he let go of the flashlight. It rolled to the bottom of the octahedron. Its beam was pointing in the wrong direction, but Talut could see shadows moving through the omnipresent mirroring of the walls. He slid to the left on the seat of his pants. One of the shadows must have heard the noise and followed him. Above, below, to the left and right of him, Talut saw the flash of a metallic blade. It was surprisingly small, probably a scalpel. He had to defend himself! Talut was panicking and couldn’t control his thoughts. He fumbled for the weapon in his trouser pocket while the shadow pursued him.
Now he had it. Talut released the safety. Now all he had to do was fire. It wasn’t entirely safe, because ricochets were unpredictable in the octahedron, but it was still better than being stabbed. He saw the woman with the flamethrower in front of him, who had killed Matta. Still, he couldn’t pull the trigger. Berenike certainly had a family waiting for her, and she was an outstanding scientist. And she was still human. But now she was just an arm wielding a scalpel in the dark. Was it still Berenike who had backed him into a corner? Talut had hoped to find an exit down here, a channel leading into the neighboring room, but it was a dead end. The flashing metal came closer. Talut aimed at it and pulled the trigger.
The bang was deafening. The recoil almost tore the gun from his hand. But the metal also jerked back. Berenike groaned. The shadow fell backwards into the depths of the octahedron, where it came to rest right next to the flashlight. Talut crawled cautiously towards it. He should have heeded the warnings. Berenike had shaken her head for a reason. Now she lay stretched out beneath him. He picked up the flashlight and pointed it at Berenike. Her body looked emaciated, small and slender, as if she had become a young girl again. He looked at her face. She wasn’t wearing a mask! How was that possible? Why hadn’t he noticed it before?
Suddenly Berenike opened her eyes. He recognized her immediately. The expedition leader was back.
“Talut,” she said. “Please don’t interrupt me. I don’t know how much time I have left. I’m sorry it’s come to this. You mustn’t trust anyone down here. I don’t know what it is, but something has changed us all. People here do completely senseless things. It would be best if you could destroy this whole place. But I have no idea how to do that. You should flee as quickly as possible. The government needs to take over. Best to destroy everything completely. They can’t send anyone else here. It’s one huge trap.”
Berenike had been speaking faster and faster, as if she was running out of breath, so he pressed his breathing mask onto her face. She shook her head vigorously.
“Why didn’t you inform us, Juri and me?” he asked, putting the mask back on himself.
“I didn’t see the connections at first, Talut. I just knew, and unfortunately it happened very quickly, that this was a trap to get us to kill each other. That’s why I jammed the radio system after sending a distress call to the control center.”
“Jammed, why is that? You could have warned us.”
“I knew you would come here, even if I told you to get to safety. This way I could prevent you from pinpointing our location. Well, you made it here anyway.”
“Juri is dead.”
“Oh, I’m sorry. Then you’re the only survivor. Remember that! Even if you think you see a human, you can’t trust them. No one walking on their own two legs is still themselves here.”
“But you are you.”
“It’s leaving me alone right now. Probably because I’m as good as dead and therefore useless.”
“It?”
“I don’t know how to describe it. It takes possession of you and makes you do heinous things. I tried to kill Sam. And you.”
“Does it read your mind?”
“No, I don’t think it understands our thoughts. Just like we don’t understand it. It’s too alien. But it can make you act against your own will.”
“It controls your body?”
“Not directly. I suddenly had a deep urge to slice you open with a scalpel. You disturbed my peace.”
“That’s ... horrible.”
“Yes, Talut. That’s why you urgently need to get to the Crown Plane, to warn the others. Something is happening here, even if I don’t know what. The whole structure down here must be destroyed.”
“They won’t believe me. First they’ll want to send in more experts to investigate.”
“They absolutely must not do that. The whole structure is contaminated. I can’t describe it any other way. Above all, beware of the liquid in some rooms.”
“The acid?”
“Acid? It’s not acid. But just imagine it is, and avoid ...”
Berenike coughed. “I ... have to go,” she said dully.
She coughed again. She turned away from him.
“It’s ... coming back,” she managed to cough out.
He gripped her shoulders from behind to support her, but she shook him off.
“I ... don’t want this,” she said fiercely. “Enough.”
Berenike raised her right arm. What was she going to do? She had swung the scalpel with her right during the attack.
The fleshy sound went through every nerve in his body. Berenike fell forward, making bubbling noises. What had she done? Why had she left him alone? He grabbed her shoulders, wanting to pull her to him and confront her. I tried to kill Sam. That was what she said. She seemed to have succeeded. Talut hadn’t killed Juri, but he still felt he had him on his conscience. How was Berenike supposed to cope with such an act? She couldn’t, especially when she had just felt control being snatched away from her again. He would have used the unique opportunity to become his own being again, even if it meant his death.
Talut left Berenike alone. He could no longer help her. Her death throes lasted less than a minute. She must already have been very weak. There was no way he could have taken her to the surface like that. And what now? He had already disregarded Sam’s warning. Berenike had just told him to flee immediately. But if he succeeded - how was he to convince others to destroy this structure without further investigation? There were evidently secrets down here that could advance science. He desperately needed something to eat and drink - but he also needed proof that evil really did dwell here, or at least a force that would harm the people of Terra Nova. Without proof, all the sacrifices would be for nothing.
He picked up the flashlight again. It flickered. Talut was startled. There was no way he wanted to be left here without light. Maybe he could find his way in the dark, but balancing over the two boards above the acid without being able to see his hand in front of his eyes seemed impossible. Normally the battery lasted four or five days - without interruption. He clamped the flashlight between his knees and lifted Berenike’s upper body. He had to search her anyway, so that he could take her ID back as evidence. He tried hard not to look at her face and neck, but the amount of blood on her jacket was hard to miss. When he opened it, it stained his fingers.
He held her jacket open with his stained hand and reached inside with his clean one. He found her ID card in the left inside pocket. In the right pocket she had put a necklace with a pendant that glittered in the light of the lamp. It consisted of a cross with a pearl in the middle, and letters were engraved on the back. He couldn’t see well enough in the dark to decipher them. There would be time for that later. On the waistband of the expedition leader’s pants, he found a handheld radio, a first aid kit and - a flashlight. Very good! He switched on the radio, but it didn’t respond. He could guess why, since it was unusually light.
The battery compartment was empty. Why had Berenike brought the device with her? There must be spare batteries somewhere. Maybe at the front of the lab? He plugged it in. There was no one he could reach with it, but the range was much greater than that of the headsets everyone wore. If he could make it halfway to the Crown Plane, he should be able to reach someone waiting at the top. Berenike said she had made an emergency call. Perhaps someone had responded - and was now on their way south to help the expedition.
He stood up. The easiest way started up there, in the channel from which the rope hung. But that was not his way.

TALUT GROANED and wiped sweat from his hand. For a moment, he looked at the reflective surface next to him. His trousers were covered in black stains. One was very fresh and shiny. He looked at his palms. They were bleeding, more on the right than the left. He was right-handed, the surface of the ropes he had to use to lower himself down was rough, and he didn’t have any gloves. Perhaps he should have turned back after all. No one had told him that the path would keep leading him further into the depths.
It must be two hundred meters now. Who on earth had built such a structure in the rock? The structure of the rooms didn’t change, but the octahedrons were now at the top. Practically speaking, none of this made any sense. The structure had certainly not been built for humans. The original inhabitants had either been able to crawl up the walls or fly. That left a lot of options open - from intelligent ants to swarms of clever sparrows. But just installing the ropes must have taken the expedition crew a lot of time. They had only been separated from each other for two days!
Talut had been about to finish the descent several times. Each time he had put his ear to the wall and heard first a distant, then a closer knock. It wasn’t as rhythmic as the beating of his heart, but started over and over, stopped, then started again at a different frequency. It sounded as if a group of workers were busy laying a plastconcrete road through the place.
Now he was tense. He wiped his bloody hands on his trousers, took a deep breath, pushed the mask under his chin and put his ear to the wall. There it was again. Was someone working on the octahedron walls with a hammer and chisel?
He put his mask and rucksack back in place and moved towards the corridor where the noise was loudest. Not only that: there was a clear glow of light coming from the rectangular channel. This time he didn’t have to climb a rope, either. He pushed his way through the narrow corridor until he felt cool air on his forehead.
He got down on his knees and felt the floor in front of him. The corridor ended in nothing. Talut pushed himself to the edge. It was only a yard down. If he lowered himself down, he would have no problem escaping back into the passage. He just had to remember which hole he had crawled out of, because in the wall to his left he could see another opening about every three yards, and the wall extended at least a hundred yards. He turned to the right. Here the openings continued for twice that distance. The same above him. He turned his head to the ceiling and saw holes upon holes, like in a beehive.
In front of him was a huge hall, three hundred yards wide, two hundred high and certainly eight hundred yards long. There were light sources on the ceiling. They could best be described as bands of light, swirling like flames from a flickering fire or sections of a rainbow in an invisible wind. They bathed the entire hall in a light whose intensity was roughly equivalent to that of a brilliant sunset. Pyramids were punched into the walls, floor and ceiling - half octahedrons. The construction principle continued, albeit not consistently, as the hall itself was clearly a cuboid, i.e. six-sided.
The sounds of work came from about the middle. Talut noticed a kind of tower next to a recess. He wasn’t sure which of the two structures was more important. The work was mainly going on in the hole. Between him and the tower, a small group of people were busy pushing octahedrons back and forth, which the larger part of the group was taking out of the hole using some method that was not immediately obvious.
The loud noise came whenever an octahedron emerged from the hole and unfolded like one of those 3D puzzles. The people ran back and forth busily and were always on hand when a new object appeared, as if everything depended on their presence. They didn’t seem to be talking to each other, as far as he could tell from here, but they were certainly alive and well. Were Sam and Berenike the confused ones who had almost caused the expedition to fail? Talut shook his head. It takes possession of you and makes you do things, Berenike had said. He had to find out if that applied to the people up ahead - before he himself came under the influence of this something.
Talut lowered himself from the channel to the ground. He placed his flashlight in the opening and switched it on. That way he would be sure to find his way back. Wait a minute. The torch had better not fail. He replaced it with Berenike’s, which had not yet flickered. As a precaution, he pulled out his weapon. Berenike had almost surprised him with her scalpel. Why hadn’t he taken it away from her? Then she might have been able to tell him more - about the liquid in the octahedrons, for example. And what had she known about the strange work people were doing here?
He set off. He carefully kept to the cover of the depressions in the ground. He dashed from one hole to the next. He came within thirty meters of the group. No one seemed to notice him. Octahedrons rose from the depths as if of their own accord, only to be pushed towards the tower by a human. No, it was more like an escort. The people didn’t even seem to touch the reflecting shapes. Or was he mistaken? It wasn’t easy to make out details because there were so many mirror images at the same time.
After his next dash, he carefully pushed himself up the sloping wall of the recess so that only his head was visible. A new octahedron appeared from the depths. A young woman stood next to it, bowed her head briefly and walked off at the same moment as the object began to move towards the tower. For a moment, the woman looked in Talut’s direction. She didn’t react, but suddenly everyone halted.
He ducked his head down, but it was probably too late. The knocking sound also stopped. He had been noticed. He took the gun out of his pocket and took the safety off. Then he turned around and made sure he knew where he was going. It was about three hundred yards. He had a thirty-yard head start. That would have to be enough. The fear of death would drive him to set a personal record.
Talut stood up. That way he could escape better. Damn. They had come closer. All of them. There were about fifteen of them, forming a semicircle around him. He couldn’t allow himself to be surrounded.
“Stop!” he shouted.
The people stopped. A woman stepped forward. It was the one who had seen him first. Now he recognized her: it was Lena, who had formed forward team one together with Matta. Did she know that her friend was dead?
“Hello, Lena,” he called out.
“Welcome, Talut,” the group called out to him. “Glad you found your way to us.”
It sounded like the chanting of a perfectly trained choir. Talut felt a shiver run down his spine. These people were no longer masters of their own minds. And none of them wore a breathing mask. Talut had to cough. He pressed the record button on his headset. It could no longer transmit, but it would record everything that was said here. Maybe he could use it as a warning later.
“Where are your masks?” he asked.
“We don’t need them anymore. You can take yours off if you want.”
“I’d rather not.”
“You can trust us, Talut. We are your friends. Come to us. Join us.”
“What for? What are you doing here?”
He expected them to say, ‘We’re building an altar for our new masters’, or something like that.
“Nothing,” said the group.
He got the truth. That was surprising. Whoever was in control of these people’s spirits must be very sure of themselves.
“We read out what is stored in our thought structures,” the group said. “We need to know where we came from.”
The thing, whatever it was, was obviously looking for coordinates. Maybe it wanted to steal a spaceship so it could escape?
“Then why are you pretending to work?” asked Talut.
“We have found that we are easier to read during light activity. We don’t want to inflict pain on the biological bases, or they will fail.”
“That’s very kind of you. But you harm people when you take away their will.”
“We do not take away their will. Their will is our will, and vice versa. Do you want to convince yourself of that?”
“If that’s possible without me becoming like you.”
“Yes, it is possible,” said the group.
“You don’t need to be afraid, Talut,” said Lena.
She seemed completely natural and unchanged.
“Are you really here by choice?” he asked.
“I’ve never liked anywhere better than here. My presence in this place fills me with joy and pride. It is incomparable. I wish everyone could experience it.”
“Could you come outside with me without the others?”
“I could, but I don’t want to. Come to us, Talut. We appreciate each person for who they are.”
Lena sounded completely honest and convinced, but he was still sure she wasn’t speaking of her own volition. She was nothing more than a puppet.
“I can’t believe you guys. I found several dead people on my way here.”
“No one regrets that more than we do. We grieve for every person who didn’t make it. Unfortunately, the transition can lead to complications if you resist it. But we can promise you that a willing transition is completely risk-free.”
“Complications? What I saw weren’t just side effects. Matta and that scientist killed each other!”
“Unfortunately, one of the characteristics of your species is that you resort to aggression when you don’t understand things. The attacks have always come from you.”
It sounded like an excuse, but maybe it was true. If such an obviously foreign-controlled choir had approached him, he would probably have reached for his gun. He weighed the pistol in his hand. Talut was still ready to defend his skin.
“Why can you do without the breathing masks?” he asked. “Don’t you need oxygen anymore?”
The group froze. Apparently, they first had to confer before they could give him an answer. How did they communicate with each other? Perhaps there was a way to disrupt this exchange and turn the collective back into individuals. He noticed that every member of the group was directly connected to at least one other. Some were holding hands, others were clasping shoulders or loosely resting their hand on their neighbor’s hip. That suggested an electrochemical connection. But it couldn’t be that alone. He had seen it in Berenike. There must also be a connection to a central entity. And since they were not in a fairytale world, but in real life, the connection had to have a physical basis.
“We need oxygen,” said Lena, and the group followed her with a short delay. “But we don’t need it in the air we breathe.” Now the choir spoke in perfect synchrony again. “The oxygen is provided directly to our systems, where it is needed.”
“So you don’t breathe at all?”
“Yes, we do. If you come closer, we can prove it to you. We need breathing to expel the reaction products.”
Talut shook his head. There was no way he was getting any closer. On the contrary, if the group got any closer, he would flee. But first he had to get as much out of them as possible. The answers he received seemed to be true. They possibly even genuinely believed they were doing the individuals some good. Perhaps there was still hope for the people who had been absorbed into the group. Berenike’s consciousness had still existed and had apparently been able to defend itself for a long time.
“Where do you get your knowledge from?” he asked.
“From our environment, like every living being. We have been interacting with it for millions of years and have accumulated an enormous amount of knowledge. You would be fascinated if you could share it.”
No, thank you. He wasn’t stupid enough to be taken in by such promises.
“And how does this accumulated knowledge get into the heads of the people through whom you speak to me?”
The group froze again. They probably had to access a memory, which took some time. Or they would have to get permission to tell him the truth.
“The answer to that would not do justice to reality,” the group finally said. “But we invite you to experience it for yourself.”
Everyone raised their right arm at once and made the same enticing gesture.
“You will feel...feel...well. We are harmony...mony...ony.”
One man and two women lagged behind with their answers. They were the ones who had disconnected from their neighbors to make the hand gesture. Apparently, data transfer between those who were touching was faster than that from the entity controlling from the background. That told him something about the transmission path. If communication from person to person took place via the rather slow electrochemical path but was still faster than the connection to the control center, then the latter must also be based on electrochemistry. That meant there had to be a physical connection. If a member of the group could be completely sealed off, communication would be cut off - and the person would be themselves again.
Of course, this was all pure speculation based on what he had been shown. He could have been deceived. All he knew was that these beings couldn’t read people’s minds, as Berenike had told him. So they had no idea that he had been planning his escape for some time.
He looked at the group.
“Do you sometimes wish you weren’t part of this collective?” he asked.
Talut scrutinized each individual face as best he could from a distance. Was there a telltale flicker in Lena’s eyes? Hadn’t her neighbor’s hand twitched nervously? How thoroughly had the controlling entity gotten ahold of her? He had to admit to himself that he would never find out. After all, it was also possible that people really did find the artificially induced closeness liberating and enjoyed being part of the group. This phenomenon had occurred several times in human history. Perhaps the unknown power had been able to access an unconscious desire.
“No,” the group replied in chorus. “But if we were to recognize this desire within us, we could break away from the group at any time.”
“How?”
“By performing a reset.”
“How does a reset work?”
“We move our body into a reset pool and leave it again once the procedure is complete.”
Reset pool? That must be the fluid build-up that Berenike had warned him about. Apparently, the components that made a body remotely controllable entered it that way.
“Thank you for your honesty,” said Talut. “Will you tell me what your goal is?”
“Harmony. Our goal is to restore harmony to the entire cosmos.”
Oh, he had stumbled upon a benefactor of the universe. Harmony through universal alignment, that was what it looked like. It really was time to leave the cave. If he got the warning to the relevant authorities in time, the danger could still be dealt with. Berenike was right, the military had to destroy this entire structure. Talut holstered the pistol, finished recording on the headset and slowly turned around.
“Talut, you can’t leave,” the group shouted.
“I’m afraid I have to go now.”
He started to run while still speaking. His goal was the small light in the wall. If he reached it first, he would be saved. All he had to do was push aside the boards in the room with the acid pit and no one would be able to follow him. That was the plan.
The reality was that he wasn’t the fastest runner. Every time he found himself on the raised edge of an octahedron cell, he glanced briefly over his shoulder. On the left side, about fifteen yards away, a gaunt woman with short hair had already worked her way up to his height. She walked like a pro, with long strides. If she changed direction, she would catch up with him well before the opening that would save him. But perhaps she wouldn’t be the first, because Talut also had a strong competitor on his right. He was panting heavily, but already had a slight lead.
Talut reached into his trouser pocket. The weapon weighed heavily in his hand. He released the safety. It wasn’t easy to aim while running, especially as the octahedrons on the ground were constantly moving up and down, and he didn’t want to kill his pursuers. Talut reached the nearest edge, turned right, paused for a moment, took aim and fired. The bang echoed through the hall. This time he was better prepared for the recoil. He immediately plunged into the next well. When he came back up, the runner on his right had disappeared. Hopefully he survived the hit!
That left the woman on the left. She had changed direction and was now heading straight for him, perhaps because of the shot or because the exit was getting closer and closer. As a result, she was facing him, doubling the area of impact. Talut pulled the trigger. The next moment, the woman grabbed her hip, opened her eyes, ran another three or four steps and then fell towards him. He felt sorry for her. He would have liked to look after her, because the other pursuers didn’t care about her. But he couldn’t let them stop him. He had less than twenty yards to the channel, with at least five meters to go. That would have to be enough. He could no longer breathe under his mask, but he couldn’t take that into consideration now. He had to run, run, run.
There was the entrance. He grabbed the flashlight that was lying there and pulled himself up. It was only a yard, but he slipped. He tried again. His upper body was already in the opening when someone grabbed his foot. Talut kicked at the person, but their grip was like iron. The passage was too narrow for more than one person. If the other pursuers joined in, they would drag him out of the hole together. He kicked again and again, without success. Talut pulled out his gun. The space was so narrow that there was a risk of a ricochet. He might also hit his own leg, but what choice did he have? Then he recognized the face of the person holding his foot. It was Lena. If he shot at her, he would probably hit her in the head or upper body. Talut took aim but couldn’t bring himself to pull the trigger. He didn’t know the other two. But Lena? How much of her was left?
“They killed Matta!” he shouted. “Did you know that?”
Lena flinched. She didn’t say anything and didn’t let go of him. But something seemed to change in her grip. Her fingers moved as she held him. Would he have to shoot her after all? She looked directly at the gun pointed at her and barely moved her head back and forth. He would give her five seconds. Then he had to ...
Suddenly his foot was free. He slipped into the corridor as fast as he could and realized that he had lost his boot. Apparently, Lena had untied the laces so that she could obey orders but also let Talut escape. They can’t read our minds. Lena must have taken advantage of that. She was still there, the real Lena, and she had understood him and helped him. The same probably applied to the two people he had shot at. Hopefully they weren’t seriously injured.
He didn’t have time to worry about that now, because there was a rumble in the corridor. Someone was following him. He shone his flashlight behind him. The person put their hand over their eyes, blinded. It wasn’t Lena, but one of the carriers. Talut had never exchanged a word with him and didn’t know his name. He probably wouldn’t be able to distract him like Lena.
Talut fled. Now he had an advantage, because he still knew exactly which way to go. His pursuers, on the other hand, had to keep reorienting themselves. He quickly gained a head start. If he managed to leave a room before the others entered it, he would be saved. Then he would have enough time to remove the boards from over the acid pool.
He reached the room with the pool faster than he expected. Talut halted at the entrance. First he had to catch his breath before he started the balancing act. He shone the flashlight into the acid pool. Sam had been in it when he left. He could still picture that, but now all he could see was the clear, reflective liquid. Had Sam dissolved? There were noises from behind. He had to keep going. Talut took a deep breath and ran across the boards, arms outstretched.
Only three more steps. Suddenly a shadow jumped out of the opening opposite him. Talut pointed the flashlight at it and fumbled frantically for the pistol. The shadow turned into the security chief, but when the naked man raised his head, Talut saw immediately that it wasn’t Sam. There was no recognition on his face, just a mixture of shock and anger.
“Sam, you don’t have to do this,” Talut tried.
The shadow that had once been Sam came closer and raised his hands.
“Sam, you’ll find Berenike a few rooms away. They killed her. Do you hear me? Berenike is dead.”
The head of security and the expedition leader had always gotten along well. They had appreciated each other. But Sam didn’t react like Lena. There was no sign of him at all, and he continued to approach Talut. Talut raised his gun, took the safety off and... just couldn’t pull the trigger. Sam struck Talut’s hand with his fist and the gun fell into the acid.
Talut staggered, but barely managed to hold on. He had the flashlight in his left hand. He swung it out, but pretended he was just trying to regain his balance. Then he continued the movement. He caught Sam on the right cheek with the heavy flashlight. The former head of security looked at him in surprise as he lost his balance. He reached toward Talut. Don’t let me fall in again, his face seemed to say, but Talut didn’t grab for him. Sam’s body splashed into the acid. Talut ran to the other side, knelt in the aisle and shoved the two planks aside. One of them hit Sam on the head and pushed him further under the surface.
Talut stood up and shone his light to the other end of the octahedron. The carrier had appeared there. Behind him, more pursuers were emerging.
“Well, tough luck,” shouted Talut.
The carrier ran down the sloping surface. Did he know nothing about the acid? He walked into the liquid as if it were water. The man didn’t seem to feel any pain. Soon he was submerged up to his hips, then up to his stomach. At the deepest point, only his head was still visible. Talut reached for his weapon, but it had fallen into the acid earlier. Why wasn’t the liquid working?
The carrier came out on his side. His clothes hung in smoking tatters, but his body seemed undamaged. The man raised his arms, as Sam had done. At that moment, he froze. This must be the reset the group had talked about. The other pursuers also halted. Apparently, the acid did have an effect. At least it bought Talut some time. He had to get to the crown level as quickly as possible.

OCTAHEDRON NUMBER SIX. Talut had started counting at the room with the acid. This should have been the exit from the labyrinth, but instead he had a choice of two channels on the floor. That was a bad sign. He had obviously lost his way. There were ropes hanging out of both entrances. That, in turn, was a good sign - someone had explored this area before him and equipped it with ropes. He wasn’t as far away from the exit as he feared.
What had he done wrong? He had followed his memory instead of his tried and tested strategy of always turning as far to the left as possible. His memory had been clear and unambiguous, but the path must have changed. The octahedrons rotated from time to time, although this was not always apparent. Top left became bottom right and vice versa. He hadn’t considered that.
Talut shone the flashlight around. He had to crawl through that hole down there if he wanted to follow his strategy. His sense of spatial direction screamed at him, because that would bring him closer to the acid pool again, but he ignored it. Left, always left. The next room, the one after that, and suddenly he was standing in the long corridor that led to the torn curtain in front of the lab.
He had found two dead bodies there. That meant he had to be extra careful. In this cave, it was apparently possible to overcome death. Matta was much bigger and stronger than him, and the researcher had had a flamethrower. He crawled along slowly, trying not to make any noise. Suddenly he bumped into a canister, which fell over with a loud clatter.
Talut froze. He heard a rustling sound moving away from him. Perhaps some animal? If the noise hadn’t woken the two dead people, he might as well switch on the flashlight. He stood up. The disfigured corpses were still lying in the corridor just as they had been on his last visit. No acid, no resurrection, that was probably it. What would happen if he took them to the chamber? Might it even be his duty, given that it would give them some semblance of life? What would he himself say if he were in their place? Hell no, no way!
But they surely wouldn’t mind lending him their breathing tanks. Outside, at the end of the path, he could fill them. Then he would have enough oxygen for six days. More than enough to climb up and call for help. He reached into his trouser pocket. The remote control for the Copter was still there. Talut slung the two tanks over his shoulder and squeezed through the curtain. He switched on the overhead light.
One of the measuring devices that had beeped when he arrived was still active. What had the scientists found out here? Perhaps he could use their results to back up his warning. He had to be taken seriously, even if he was the only survivor. Talut listened for footsteps. Nothing. He started up the nearest computer. Damn. The screen asked for a password. A password, of all things! Why wasn’t a fingerprint good enough? On the other hand, he was glad he didn’t have to drag the dead woman over here.
He tried Berenike’s account. Her password was neither 12345678 nor Berenike. The pendant he had taken from her! He took it out of his trouser pocket. The engraved symbols on the back of the cross must have been important to Berenike. However, they made no sense to him: BlRv6221. Did the four digits represent a month and a year? He typed in the combination.
The code worked! The expedition leader’s access opened. She would certainly have access to all the results. Talut got an overview. There were at least five main directories in which data was stored. He opened one of them and examined the lists. They were full of numbers that he couldn’t make sense of. Hopefully they would be informative to others.
Something cracked behind him. Had the pursuers overcome their rigidity and performed the reset? He had to get out of here. Talut tapped on the screen. He needed a data carrier. He frantically searched the lab. He found a collection of memory crystals in a box. He placed one in the appropriate slot on the computer and copied the directories onto it. Then he put the crystal in his backpack.
Now to get out of here! He opened the curtain, stepped through it and carefully closed it again behind him. Outside, the eternal twilight of the luminescent leaves prevailed again. He squinted and took out the flashlight. But when he switched it on, it seemed even darker. The brightness was too dark to see anything and too bright to see more with additional lighting. Talut took off his mask and breathed deeply. The air out here didn’t contain any more oxygen than the air in the corridor, but it smelled and tasted better.
His stomach growled. He took a breath through the mask. Why hadn’t he checked the lab for food supplies? He urgently needed to do that. He was utterly famished and had a strenuous climb ahead of him. He re-entered the lab and opened all the boxes that were still locked. There, several packets of sweet cookies and a bag full of salty crackers. He dumped out a backpack filled with batteries and cables and packed most of the food, the two breathing tanks, a battery for Berenike’s radio and two bottles of water. He shoved a handful of cookies into his mouth and washed them down with water. He couldn’t overload his stomach now. He left the lab with the rucksack on his back.

THE EXTRACTOR and the generator were still at the end of the path. Talut checked the logbook. No one had used it since his last visit. The generator had switched off because no power had been used. He attached the first tank to the extractor’s filler neck. It would take five minutes to fill completely. Talut had to yawn. He would have liked to sit down at the foot of the device and sleep for a few hours. Wasn’t that sensible? After all, he could refuel with oxygen here at any time. Tomorrow morning, he would set off with fresh energy.
He took off his rucksack, placed it upright in front of the extractor, sat down and leaned against it. No, that wasn’t comfortable. He needed something softer, preferably made of fabric. The clothes of the two dead men, for example. No, that was not an option. He scratched his head. The extractor beeped. The first tank was full. He took it off and put the safety cap on it.
At that moment, the extractor began to sway back and forth, and Talut swayed with it. What was going on here? An earthquake? He quickly picked up his backpack and took a few steps away before the extractor fell over on him. Earthquakes were not unusual on this planet. Terra Nova had pronounced plate tectonics. In the Crown Plane, however, it was almost imperceptible because the Old Mothers compensated for it with their elastic wood.
So, this was what a quake felt like on the surface. Talut was amused. It was an interesting experience. He looked back at the extractor. A crack had opened in the ground directly in front of it. A crack? No, it was something else. The extractor looked like it was growing. The machine was being lifted, along with all the earth around it and the even heavier generator. Stones and dirt trickled down. A chunk hit Talut on the shoulder. Was a volcano rising here?
High time to make a run for it.

BUT WHERE TO? His options were limited. The river would carry him southwest, but if a new mountain formed here, the water might back up and take him no further. No, the Old Mothers were his best hope. They had deep roots. No one knew exactly how deep. No one had ever drilled to the roots of the trees. But if there were tremors on Terra Nova, the damage would be least at the crown level. Perhaps that was the evolutionary advantage their giant stature gave the Old Mothers.
He had to climb to the top. That was his only chance of getting help. There must be something left of the camp where the expedition had waited to set out. With Juri’s Copter, even if it couldn’t fly, he would be able to report to headquarters. Talut set off even before he finished planning. He had to get away from the clearing where the mountain was rising, and fast. The ground shook under his feet. It felt like the mountain was shaking before it threw off all its weight.
The nearest Old Mother stood about three hundred yards away towards the shore. Talut couldn’t see from here how the branches were positioned on the lower segment. If he was unlucky, he would have to run to another tree. Faster, faster! He was out of breath and had a stitch in his side, but he couldn’t stop. A bolt of lightning flashed through the twilight and almost swept him off his feet. It sounded as if one of the shackles that had chained the mountain to the surface had snapped.
The Old Mother came closer. Shit. It had hardly any branches on it that he could cling to. He set his sights on the next one. Fortunately, it was only another eighty yards away. The trees surrounded the clearing with the hill in a loose circle. Another flash. A shockwave struck him in the ribs from behind and he fell forward, but managed to catch himself with his arms. Talut picked himself up again.
A mighty roar sounded at his back. No time to turn around – he had to keep running. The roar turned into a deep grumble that seemed to come from the belly of the planet. The frequencies were so low that he could feel them throughout his body without being able to tell where they were coming from.
Suddenly, the Old Mother he had first approached slid into the ground. That was ... monstrous, so unbelievable that Talut halted involuntarily. The Old Mothers were the foundation of this planet, his home. They couldn’t just... Damn! The Old Mother hadn’t slid down thirty, forty yards. Talut himself and the terrain around him had risen that far! What was the mountain doing? What was happening here?
He couldn’t stop and think for long. Whatever was going on with the mountain, it certainly wasn’t good for him. The Old Mother was only ten or fifteen yards away from him. Talut could already see the second level. Or was it the third? No matter. The branches and leaves of the ancient tree were his salvation. He dashed off. He ran as fast as his legs could carry him. He didn’t stop even when he lost his footing. Talut was flying! The rising mountain had given him a little boost, catapulting him into the branches in a flat parabola. Talut could not control his flight. He had to trust his luck and grab hold at the right moment.
Now. A thin but sturdy branch came within reach. The wood was pale enough to see even in the constant twilight. He managed to wrap both arms around it. It was just as well that the branch was almost bare, with no smaller branches to tear his skin. He slithered along it until he found his footing.
The mountain still rumbled behind him. He had to get out of here. But how? Talut heaved himself onto the branch. It took him three attempts with his heavy rucksack. Then he crawled along the branch towards the trunk. The hard wall of diamond wood offered security. He straightened up and leaned his back against it. As he did so, he felt vibrations that seemed to come from the depths. Even the mighty Old Mother was not unaffected by what was happening here.
Strangely enough, it was getting a little brighter - and warmer. Talut was glad of it, because he could see his surroundings better. He was just above a level of the Old Mother Forest, and the ground was no longer visible. So, it had to be at least the second floor. The mountain had lifted him up at least sixty yards. He could no longer see it; in that direction a cloud of smoke or dust hid what was happening.
Talut lowered himself from the branch and landed on a huge, elastic leaf. This was familiar territory. Here he knew what to do. First, he had to go deeper into the forest, away from the growing mountain that threatened the surrounding Old Mothers. But the increasing heat worried him. There must be an energy source beneath the mountain, the nature of which he could not imagine. Talut walked around the tree. He found another leaf on the other side, which took him over to the neighboring tree.
Here it was already getting colder and darker. After reaching another tree, he had to turn on the flashlight. But the deep grunting of the mountain continued to haunt him. It didn’t get quieter, but louder. The frequency increased. The humming turned into a whistling sound. Hot air hit him in the back. Talut sought shelter behind the trunk of an Old Mother. Just in time, because now dazzling brightness shot into every corner of the forest. Talut would have been blinded if he hadn’t closed his eyes quickly enough.
Nevertheless, a bright spot seemed to have burned itself into his retina, which only slowly faded. The quick flash was followed by a slower blast that rang deafeningly through the trunks of the venerable Old Mothers like an axe blow on a metal cymbal.
Talut fled another fourteen or fifteen trees deeper into the forest. Only there did he feel reasonably safe. He had no idea in which direction he had fled. But that would become clear once he reached the canopy level. There, in the open air, he would be able to find the starting point of the expedition. The sound of the mountain slowly died away. The darkness was absolute again. Talut was glad. This was the home he knew. He preferred fighting giant locusts to humans who acted as if they were remote-controlled. Lena hadn’t actually been so wrong when she had told them about the rumors. And now she herself had fallen victim to that strange creature.
He realized that he needed a break when he balanced along a branch just a foot wide without a trace of fear. Fear was important; it could save his life. If he became too numb, he would put himself in danger. He set up camp at the next Old Mother’s trunk, ate a few saltine crackers, had a drink and fell into a deep sleep.






     


October 29, 2802, Earth's moon     


KANG JUMPED OFF HIS COUCH. The man in whose mind he had just experienced his first tachyon transfer was on the moon? He checked the date of the transfer. October 28, 2802, yesterday! Zahir must have worked wonders to get the recording so quickly.
He had to find Monte. Monte knew so much about his sister and his mother, but he didn’t have the book that Yini had written for Kang, even though Monte himself was one of the protagonists. That felt very strange. Last night he and Yudit had read about how this man saved his mother from captivity, risking his life. He absolutely had to meet him.
Kang shivered. It was cold in the room. As Yini no longer officially lived here, the system had deactivated the heat. In her closet, he found a green and yellow striped sweater that fit him. He had given the sweater with the constellation motif to Yudit as a present. His sister would certainly have approved.
He began his search in the canteen, although a stranger was unlikely to appear there. Perhaps it was just his longing for Yudit that drove him there. After all, they hadn’t seen each other for four hours. They had had to get up particularly early today because Yudit was on the morning shift.
Monte wasn’t sitting in the canteen. Would Kang even recognize him? He had been in his head for many hours. During that time, Monte had looked at himself in the mirror from time to time. He must have a picture of him, although he had difficulty imagining the man’s face.
“What are you doing here?” asked Yudit.
Kang smiled. He hadn’t even seen her coming. They hugged each other. Yudit was sweaty. It must be pretty hot in the kitchen.
“You’re too early for lunch and too late for breakfast,” she said. “I just have to wipe everything down here.”
The canteen was indeed completely empty. He hadn’t noticed the time.
“I’m not hungry. I’m just looking for someone.”
“Like who? Maybe I can help you.”
“You probably don’t know him. He’s not from here.”
“Sorry, there were definitely only archive employees here today. How could he have got in? The archive isn’t a public building. I remember clearly that someone had to pick me up at the main entrance for my job interview.”
“You’re right,” said Kang. “I probably just wanted to see you.”
Yudit beamed. She really was stunning. Kang swallowed. How had he gotten so lucky? What had he done to deserve it? Sometimes he was overcome by a vague fear that it was just a coincidence. Easy come, easy go, wasn’t that the saying?
He took her hand, but she pulled away.
“I’m needed back in the kitchen in a moment, my love,” she said. “I’ll see you this evening, won’t I?”
Kang nodded. “Absolutely.”

HE HAD TO FIND MONTE. His next stop was his own room. He would not find Monte in the archive. Only the public area of the moon base was an option. He would have to change his clothes, rent a spacesuit and a rover at the exit and drive to the base, which was several kilometers away from the tachyon station and the archive.
Kang changed his clothes. He didn’t really want to meet the stranger he knew so well in one of his sister’s sweaters. Dark trousers, white shirt - that was how Yudit had first seen him. She would be surprised if he showed up at her place tonight dressed like that.
He marched off. He walked so fast that he started to sweat. He had to restrain himself, or he would scare the man off with his body odor. There was so much he wanted to learn from him!
As he approached the exit, he heard the guard’s voice. He was arguing loudly with a person in a spacesuit who had his back to Kang.
“That’s not possible, man, you have to understand! I can’t just let you in like that. You’re not even registered!”
Could that be Monte? The stature was about right, although everyone looked the same in a spacesuit. But it was logical that Monte would look for clues in the archive before setting off on the journey that Kang had been eavesdropping on unnoticed. He went closer. It was definitely the same guard - Nelson was his name - who had held him back when he had wanted to fly to Neomars. If he had, he might have met Monte earlier.
“You’ve got to understand,” the man said. “I urgently need to speak to some people here. It’s a matter of life and death.”
Kang didn’t recognize the voice. He was disappointed, but then he remembered that he had never heard it the way an outsider would hear it. He had been in Monte’s thoughts, after all.
“Then you should have signed in,” the guard said. “That’s the rule.”
“Why can’t you sign me in? Please!”
“That’s not possible. You have to register before you arrive. Then you go through a security check with the Neomars and Terran Union authorities, and then you might be allowed in. The archive is a joint facility.”
“Is there any way I can convince you to make an exception?”
“Imagine what would happen if that came out! You’re Terran, aren’t you? Neomars will claim I let a Terran spy in. I’d lose my job!”
“It won’t get out. I’ll keep a low profile and just talk to a few people.”
Monte, if it was him, was at a loss. Kang had met the guard before. He had to intervene.
“Why don’t you let the poor man through, Nelson,” he said. “He’s come all this way.”
The guard and the visitor turned to him at the same time. It was Monte, for sure. Now all he had to do was get him past the guard.
“Thanks, but I’ll manage,” said Monte.
Apparently, he didn’t want to involve anyone else - at least not anyone he didn’t know - or remain as inconspicuous as possible.
“Tsai Kang? What are you doing here? Stretching your legs again?”
Good, Nelson remembered him. Then he would certainly remember how he had finally managed to get past him.
“It’s me Mr. Pedramonte wants to visit. But not a word to anyone about it!”
“I ... yes, exactly. I want to see Mr. Tsai,” said Monte.
“Unfortunately, he doesn’t have an invitation,” said Nelson. “I can’t do anything about that. Would you like to have a chat outside?”
“Come on, Nelson. Do I have to ask you to call Smith again? I can almost guarantee he’ll put you on the cleaning squad. He seemed pretty bad-tempered to me earlier.”
“I ... No. That won’t be necessary. Wait, I really need to go to the restroom right now. When I get back ...”
“We’ll be out of here, Nelson. We understand each other.”
Kang took Monte by the arm. “Let’s go. You can leave the suit in my room.”

THEY WALKED through the corridors in silence. Kang hurried along, so that they would encounter as few people as possible who might ask questions. Monte seemed to be busy observing his surroundings. Kang no longer noticed the strange patterns on the ceiling and walls, which changed from section to section. But when he had first entered the archive, he had been as impressed as Monte was now.
“In here,” he said.
His room was untidy, but that didn’t bother him. His companion looked around.
“I don’t see any of those famous reading couches,” said Monte.
“No, I’m not a chronoscribe,” Kang said. “Just put your things on the bed.”
Under the spacesuit, Monte was wearing a sweatshirt and sweatpants.
“How’s this?” he asked, pointing to himself.
“That’s perfect, Monte. Uh, Mr. Pedramonte. You’re less conspicuous that way than in a shirt and tie.”
“I’m Monte,” the detective said and held out his hand.
Kang squeezed it. “I’m Kang. To be honest, it would be hard to call you by your full name after being inside your head for so long.”
“You were eavesdropping on me? I thought you weren’t a chronoscribe?”
“I don’t practice the profession, but I studied for it for two years. It wasn’t a good fit for me. We got your tachyon records through not entirely legal means.”
Was he allowed to tell Monte that? But the detective had broken plenty of laws himself. He would hardly blow the whistle.
“So, you know everything about me now?” Monte asked quietly.
“I’ve been there for everything you’ve done in the last few days. I’ve shared your thoughts and all your sensations.”
Monte shook himself. “It sends shivers down my spine to imagine it.”
“Normally, a chronoscribe doesn’t know the people whose transmissions he follows.”
“But you chose me on purpose.”
“That’s true. You know my sister, and you were looking for my mother’s data on Neomars.”
“How did you know that?”
Smith had tipped him off, but Monte really didn’t need to know that. He should never have worked with the secret service man.
“Zahir has his sources,” Kang said.
He could say that. He needed to get Monte together with Zahir and Mike anyway.
“Zahir?”
“My boss, the janitor. He’s one of the good guys. I would never have gotten your data without him.”
“And what did it tell you, my data?”
“You’re leaving from here the day after tomorrow on a freighter to Terra Nova. We have a big problem with tachyon technology, and you have something valuable in your stomach.”
Monte took a deep breath. “It’s really shocking. I feel completely naked.”
“That’s standard. All transfers are cataloged, sooner or later. You can easily prevent that by avoiding tachyon transmitters.”
“Very reassuring.” Monte rubbed his stomach. “You were talking about my stomach. I don’t think that’s quite accurate anymore. I’m afraid I’ll have to deal with that problem soon. Is there a toilet here?”

IT TOOK MONTE A WHILE. Kang heard him groan, then water rushed. When Monte stepped out of the toilet door, a small cloud of hydrogen sulfide wafted out with him.
“This is it,” said Monte, holding out a small component in the open palm of his hand.
“So, this is what they were hunting my mother for,” Kang said.
He didn’t take the chip from Monte; after all, he knew exactly where it had just been.
“Yes, and everyone was looking in the wrong place,” said Monte. “I only found it after I’d given up looking.”
“Ha, I’ve been there.”
“I’d love to help your mother. And your sister too, of course.”
The man certainly had his eye on his mother. That explained why he wanted to do without the Admiral’s protection. Love was blind, it was said. Or why else would he voluntarily expose himself to danger?
“That’s good. You can certainly use all the help you can get.”
“Maybe I’m not the only one who wants to help her. The freighter still had forty-four empty pods yesterday.”
Kang felt warm. Monte meant him. He was inviting him to fly with him to Terra Nova. But what would happen to his parents? They would be all alone. Kang shook his head. It wasn’t about his parents at all. He didn’t want to be separated from Yudit.
“I’d like to consult my friends about that,” Kang said.
“You mean Zahir? Yes, we should visit him. He seems like a smart man.”
“And Mike, Yini’s boyfriend.”
“Oh, your sister has a boyfriend? Why didn’t he go with her?”
“Because she can manage on her own. You don’t know my sister.”
“Okay. Then we’ll talk to Mike and Zahir. Where? Can you get them here?”
Monte was obviously in a hurry. Kang looked at his watch. It was half past two.
“In the canteen,” he said.
At Yudit’s, he meant.
“I’ll let them know right away. It’s nice and quiet there now.”

“HI, SWEETIE!” shouted Yudit. “What are you doing here? You never come at teatime.”
The canteen had introduced teatime two months ago to improve the afternoon menu. But nobody seemed to be interested. The canteen was completely empty. Just as well – they would be undisturbed.
“I have an appointment with some friends,” said Kang.
“I see. I’m off, then,” Yudit replied.
“Please stay. I was hoping you could join us. Your shift should be almost over, right?”
Kang trusted Yudit and didn’t want to keep any secrets from her, even though they had only known each other for a few days. He also wanted her advice.
“I’ll be right there,” she said, “I just need to clean up a bit.”
Yudit disappeared. Zahir and Mike arrived instead. They had never seen Monte before, so Kang introduced them to each other. He wasn’t used to taking the floor.
“I think we can all be frank here,” he said. “We’re on the same page.”
Monte and Kang shared what they had found out. After five minutes, Yudit joined them, took a chair from a neighboring table and sat down next to Kang. Kang interrupted the conversation for a moment to introduce her. Mike hadn’t met her yet either.
“I think Tailin and Yini will need our help,” Monte finally said. “That’s why I’ll be following them by freighter the day after tomorrow. We should reach Terra Nova just a week after they do.”
“We?” asked Mike.
“I hope I can convince someone else to fly with me. There are plenty of pods available.”
“He means you,” whispered Yudit to Kang.
She made a visible effort to smile, but Kang already knew her well enough to tell that she didn’t like the idea at all.
“I can’t do that,” Kang said. “Someone has to stay here and monitor all this. Watch your back. I’ll try to get myself appointed as a new chronoscribe. Then I’ll have the chance to keep an eye on all the players in this game.”
“Kang, it’s your sister,” Yudit said. “And your mother! You have to go. Don’t think about me. You’ll regret it forever if you don’t fly because of me. You’ll blame me for it one day.”
Her voice broke.
“No, sweetheart,” Kang said and stroked the tears from her cheek. “It won’t be like that. My place is and will remain here.”
“I’m an old man, so I will certainly not be flying to Terra Nova,” said Zahir. “But I’ll also be available on the Moon and can help you study for your final exams. The head of training still owes me something.”
Almost the entire crew of the station seemed to be indebted to the janitor.
“Please don’t take this the wrong way, Zahir,” Kang said, “but you won’t live to see the freighter’s arrival. Or have you changed your mind about clone bodies?”
“I’ll come with you,” Mike said. “I’ve been sitting around here long enough.”
No one disagreed. There was nothing keeping Mike on the moon.
“So, there will be two of us?” asked Monte.
“With Tailin and Yini, four of us. Like the famous musketeers,” said Mike.
“Wasn’t that three?” asked Monte.
“That was the title of the book. But there were actually four of them: d’Artagnan, Athos, Porthos and Aramis.”
“You seem like a very clever man. We can certainly make good use of that.”
“Mike runs the Miscellaneous department,” said Zahir. “You have to be a universal genius.”
“Very good,” said Monte. “We certainly won’t be bored.”
“Then it’s settled?” asked Mike. “The two of us are flying?”
“Yes, it’s decided,” said Kang.
“There’s just one more thing,” said Zahir.
“What is that?” asked Kang.
“I want to know what Monte retrieved from your parents. I won’t see him and Mike alive again. But I want to see the big secret at least once.”
“That’s not a good idea,” said Monte. “You’ll make yourself a target. It’s life-threatening to even know about it.”
“At my age, life expectancy is no longer so important,” said Zahir.
“All right, I need a computer for that,” said Monte. “But are you really sure?”
“You’ll have to avoid any tachyon transfers,” said Kang. “Otherwise, someone could watch you and see everything you see yourself.”
“I have no intention of having my consciousness mutilated in an upload,” Zahir said.
Mutilated. Suddenly it flashed through Kang. What was really going on with X7? He had observed the illegal AI himself. Monte didn’t seem to suspect anything about her. She was probably on Ceres at the moment, because she wanted to save herself the sixty-year transfer. But then she would want to take control of Monte again.
“We have a problem we need to solve first,” Kang said.
Everyone looked at him with wide eyes.
“I already told you about it, Zahir: I’m talking about an illegal, presumably powerful AI that has you under control, Monte. It’s called X7.”
“Excuse me?” Monte turned pale. “That can’t be right. It’s impossible. I...” He fell silent and a deep wrinkle appeared on his forehead. “Well, that would explain my blackouts. But I went to see a neurologist, and surely he would have noticed?”
“I was watching. When I was in your mind, I was also in hers. She seems to be pursuing her own plans, but she’s pretending to help the Admiral.”
“Gaudlitz knows about this? I wouldn’t have thought...”
“Yes, she knows. She doesn’t particularly like it, but the end justifies the means for her.”
“I’ll believe that instantly. That’s the way she is. But then I’m a danger to you! You have to get rid of me. Then you’ll get the AI too. Without a physical carrier, it dies.”
“She removed herself from your Biobag before you left Ceres,” said Kang. “At the moment, you are the sole master of your body. But she will take control again when you arrive on Terra Nova. While you’re asleep, you won’t be able to fight back at all.”
“I have an idea,” said Zahir. “In my youth, I served in an elite unit that hunted down illegal AIs. We had implants to shield us from any access to our consciousness. They were pretty primitive, based on the principle of Faraday’s cage, but they worked.”
Zahir was once in an elite unit? What other secrets did he have?
“Could I have one of those installed before we leave?” asked Monte. “We only have one day left.”
“I don’t see a problem,” said Zahir. “But you have to be prepared for side effects.”
“A headache?”
“Not that. But as long as you’re wearing the implant, you won’t be able to upload. Your brain will be too well insulated.”
“I wasn’t planning to do that either. If nothing else speaks against it, I’ll do it.”
“Good, I know a doctor here in the archive who can perform such a procedure. She’ll put it in for you tomorrow.”
That was typical Zahir. Not only did he know who was capable of doing something, but he promised to make an appointment for tomorrow. He probably had every other person in the archive in the palm of his hand, or had something good on them. He was a master at networking.






     


Hatur 23, 225, Terra Nova     


TALUT STARTLED AWAKE. Something had woken him up. He took the flashlight out of his pocket, switched it on and looked around. He was alone. Talut sighed. He had dreamed of Juri. They had climbed up to the Crown Plane together and had won over the other advance party, Matta and Lena. Had they survived the strange eruption of the mountain? Was Juri’s body still leaning against the small rock? Was Lena still pretending to pull octahedrons out of the depths? Was Matta still holding the scalpel?
He would never know. There was no way he would return to the surface, no matter what he was offered. He suspected that the government would investigate the reports and organize a second expedition - but not with him. The military was needed here, to wipe out everything that existed down there. It was guaranteed to be nothing good.
Talut stood up. His whole body was covered in a fine layer of ash. Strange. He brushed himself off first, then his backpack, which was standing open. Hadn’t he closed it yesterday? He really had been very tired. Talut went to the edge of the leaf to relieve himself. It rippled; the next leaf must be growing very close beneath him. He wiped his hands on his pants. Water was too precious to waste on washing. He only had one bottle and it had to last as far as the surface.
He wasn’t hungry, but his body needed energy. Sweet or salty? He hesitated. The crackers would make him thirsty. However, he had a strenuous climb ahead of him, during which he would sweat a lot, so it was better to prevent low sodium levels. He reached into the packet. It was almost empty. Had he eaten that many last night? He couldn’t remember exactly. The whole of yesterday blurred in his mind. It was as if the cloud of ash had covered his memory too.
No matter. He had to think ahead. He had over twelve miles of ascent ahead of him. He had better start immediately.

TALUT WIPED the sweat from his brow. Finding his way to the top all by himself was an unusual task. No, he was understating it so as not to have to admit his inability: It was a shitty task. At first, he was pleased because he didn’t have to take anyone else into consideration. A branch was so thin that it would only support one person? No problem. A leaf bent under his body weight? If it did, there were no carriers following him who had to carry two heavy machines over the same leaf.
But he was alone and had to constantly concentrate and watch out for all possible dangers. There was also no one there to correct a mistake or save him if he took a wrong step. After two hours, he had only managed to climb eight levels, not even four hundred yards and therefore less than two percent of the distance that lay ahead of him.
He stopped and leaned against the trunk. If the distance was the only problem, he would be more optimistic about the future. Due to the strange earthquake, he hadn’t managed to fill all his breathing tanks. He had two, one of which had not been completely full to start with.
There was no way he would manage more than a tenth of the ascent per day. He didn’t have enough oxygen for ten days – half that at most. He adjusted his mask. Where it sat on his face, the skin was already numb and deeply indented. But his next night without a mask was unattainably far away. It was waiting for him in the house where Kasrin, Luqa and he lived. He imagined his son’s cheerful face and his wife’s warm skin. Those were the reasons he kept going, even though it was hopeless.

ANOTHER ARROW. It was clearly visible in the light of the flashlight. The tip pointed in the direction he had come from. Since the main troop, which had been on the shorter route, had always wiped away all their arrows, he must have strayed into one of the dead ends where the arrows painted by the lead troop had been left to confuse any pursuers.
So he wasn’t on the fastest way up. That was the bad news. But the path did lead up. The forward team that had drawn it on the leaf had come from above. If there was an arrow here, it was because Matta and Lena or Juri and he had hoped to be the first to reach the lower level at this point. Talut crouched down. He was on the seventh or eighth floor. Hadn’t their competitors here always been faster than them? Then perhaps Juri had drawn this arrow.
The fact that it was so precisely executed spoke for itself. Talut traced the edges with his index finger. He himself had never been particularly worried about drawing the shaft so straight. He saw Juri in front of him, bent over the leaf, his lips pressed together ... No, that must be a false memory. Juri had worn a mask. It was strange how images formed in his head of their own accord, pretending to be memories.
Onward! He straightened up. He would take this arrow as a good omen. And indeed, shortly afterwards he found a broken branch that had drilled into a huge leaf in such a way that he could use it as a ladder to the level above.

NO ENCOUNTERS WITH GIANT LOCUSTS. No Polar Old Mothers in his path. No attacks from tree sharks. He could honestly be quite pleased. Fate didn’t have it in for him too badly. It couldn’t be helped that he had only covered about two and a half miles.
Talut massaged his upper arms. The muscles ached. They had done less than he had planned. To survive this expedition, he had to climb a little over three miles per day. That was about seven levels per hour if he wanted to rest for six hours. He shrugged his shoulders. That was just the way it was. That was the best he could do today. With Juri on the team, they would certainly have made it.
He leaned against the trunk and closed his eyes, but he couldn’t fall asleep, even though he was terribly tired. Too many thoughts were running through his head. What he had seen in the cave seemed so unreal to him. It was a good thing he had brought evidence with him. He reached into his trouser pocket. ID cards, souvenirs, memory crystal, they were all still there.
“Do you have any ideas?” he asked, imagining that Juri was sitting next to him.
He received no answer. Juri had probably run out of ideas too. Something cracked, and he heard a rustling sound. Talut opened his eyes, just a bit. Someone was tugging at his rucksack. He could only make out a shadow, but the crunching was clear. The guest was helping itself to his snacks. Juri reached for the flashlight and switched it on. There was a mockzilla sitting on his rucksack. It was much smaller than the one that had helped them before, but it was definitely a mockzilla. It was holding a biscuit in its upper forelegs and popping it in its tiny mouth. It seemed frozen in the light of the lamp.
But only for a moment. Immediately afterwards it dropped the biscuit, chittered and ran off with a patter of feet. Talut pulled the rucksack towards him. It was the saltine crackers that attracted it. Talut put them at the bottom of the rucksack, placed the heavy oxygen tank on top and leaned against the bag himself. He needed the food if he wanted to reach his destination.






     


October 30, 2802, Earth's moon     


MONTE LOOKED at his body lying on the operating table. It was a strange feeling - as if he existed twice. As if he existed twice. Even his thoughts seemed to split. To split. This was not the first time he had been separated from his body. Separated from his body. But normally he didn’t have to observe himself. Observe himself.
“Dr. Stall?”
Stall was the local surgeon. She was supposed to be good; Zahir had assured him. Monte didn’t quite trust her. There were no public reviews of her. Zahir claimed it was because she never treated people outside the archive.
“What is it?” the doctor asked, typing something into the back of the medibot.
“I’m having strange thought duplications,” said Monte.
Not now. Whew. Was it gone again? Gone again? Oh no. He tensed up. The robot body he was in closed its hands around the bars of the bed, where his body lay, and squeezed until the metal squeaked.
“Stop that,” Dr. Stall said.
“With the double thoughts? I can’t.”
“Fidgeting with the bed.”
“And my double thoughts?”
“That’s the psyche. The unfamiliar sight. I warned you. We’re not made to observe ourselves. In the past, such extracorporeal experiences were thought to be ghostly or supernatural phenomena.”
“My psyche is fine.”
“Your psyche obviously sees it differently. Take a deep breath or go outside. Otherwise, you’ll disturb the robot.”
One of the standard procedures for life-threatening operations was to copy the patient’s consciousness beforehand. If the operation failed, it would not die with the body, but could be transferred to a replacement body. The doctor had promised him that inserting the mesh would be a simple operation, but he had still insisted on the asylum for his consciousness.
The Medibot began its work. Dr. Stall only had to supervise it. If it made a mistake, however, it would be too late for the doctor to intervene.
“I’d better go outside,” said Monte.
“Go on then, go.”
Monte released his fingers from the bed rail. They were stuck. He shouldn’t get nervous. It was perfectly normal for him to have a few problems in this unfamiliar rental body. It had been the cheapest model. Nowadays, hardly anyone wanted to live in the form of a robot, even if it had certain advantages.
Squeaking, Monte walked to the operating room door and opened it, almost tearing it off its hinges. Outside was a narrow, dimly lit corridor, slightly wider than two rollaway beds side by side. The clinic on the moon was surprisingly small. But there were only a few thousand residents, and many problems today were treated by simply replacing the body.
He was still nervous, but at least his thoughts were no longer doubling. It really must have been his psyche. Monte raised his hand and pressed it against the wall, which suddenly buckled. Oops. He was a bit clumsy in this body, but very strong. He would be ready when X7 tried to come back! He would give her a good hard kick in the ass.
His flight to the moon had been the right decision. Otherwise, he would never have found out that the Admiral was systematically taking him for a fool. The only question was how long this parasite had been inside him. It had probably happened during a tachyon transfer. Consciousness purification my ass! But what did the AI need him for, anyway? If it was so clever, surely it must be able to imitate him perfectly? There was obviously something humans had over AIs, or at least he had over AIs. What could that be? The ability to pee further than his best friend?
Perhaps he would get the chance to ask X7 exactly that at some point. She would be waiting for them all on Terra Nova. And then? He had no idea what her goals and motives were.
“Monte? We’re ready,” Zahir called out.
That was quick. He went back into the operating area. The medibot was wiping a bloody scalpel on a cloth.
“That much blood?” asked Monte.
The doctor had told him that there would hardly be any bleeding under the skull during an operation.
“I took the opportunity to cut a few questionable areas out of your skin. Zahir said you were going to be in the cooler for sixty years. That would slow down growth, but not stop it completely. We don’t want you to wake up at your destination with full-blown skin cancer, do we?”
“No, we don’t want that,” said Monte.
“Oh, and I also had the appendix removed. Where did you get the body from? Something like that is no longer in the genome.”
“Thank you. Is there anything else I should be aware of?”
“You shouldn’t expose yourself to so much UV radiation. Those burns on your thighs...”
“That’s frostbite.”
“I see. Still not good.”
“That’s all?”
“You can only use the strength enhancers in your upper arms and thighs to half their capacity at the beginning.”
“Strength enhancers?”
“Haha, just a little joke. For real, though. Go easy on yourself. Lie down for about sixty years and take it easy.”
Dr. Stall was a real joker.
“Well, what a coincidence,” said Monte.
“Come on, let’s get you reconnected with your body.”
The doctor handed him a cable. It was temporarily connected to the nerve fibers in his spinal cord to allow him to regain consciousness despite the new network.
“Will you remember to wipe the robot’s memory thoroughly afterwards?” asked Monte.
“Of course. Now get on with it. I have other patients.”






     


Hatur 24, 225, Terra Nova     


TALUT WOKE up shortly after four the next morning. The night had not been very restful. He had kept dreaming about Luqa falling from the Crown Plane into the depths. He hadn’t been able to save him because he hadn’t managed to tie his shoes quickly enough. Barefoot rescue had been forbidden for unknown reasons. Talut shook his head. Dreams were nothing but dreams.
He switched on the flashlight. It flickered briefly until he banged the handle against the trunk. It was just as dark as last night, and it certainly wouldn’t get any lighter before mile 11. That would be the day after tomorrow, but he would have suffocated by then. The idea of never seeing daylight again sent a shiver down his spine. He took a deep breath. That strange life form down there might have been his salvation. If he had joined the group, he would no longer need oxygen. Perhaps his desire to see Luqa and Kasrin again would have been so strong that he would have found the strength to steal away.
Oh, nonsense. He was deluding himself. It was a desperate and doomed attempt to find a way out of a hopeless situation. Then he heard pattering. It must be the mockzilla. However, it was too dark to see it. The rucksack was right next to Talut, so the animal probably didn’t dare approach.
“Easy does it,” he said as calmly as possible as he reached into the backpack to pull out a cracker. “Easy.”
The animal chittered. Could it see what he was up to? Surely mockzillas were adapted to the light conditions down here. He took hold of a cracker, pulled it out, tossed it onto the leaf in front of him and flicked it towards the mockzilla with his index finger. The lure didn’t slide as far as he had intended. It remained in the light of the flashlight. The mockzilla chittered, then a pattering sound approached. Was it hungry? Indeed: it was not disturbed by the beam of the flashlight, picked up the salty cracker and ate it. Talut watched it. The animal really did look just like the one that had accompanied them down below. But that one had probably been killed by a giant locust. He remembered the claw they had found. The strange thing was that the right foot claw of this specimen was unusually large for its small size.
Don’t get any ideas, Juri might say now. It’s probably a genetic coincidence.
Or maybe not. Talut stood up and reached into his trouser pocket. There was Luqa’s marble. It was the last one. He had promised his son that he would bring it back, but he was sure Luqa wouldn’t mind if it saved his life. He took a swing. The mockzilla watched intently. He threw the marble so that it landed on the floor above. The mockzilla watched it until it was out of sight and turned its attention back to the cracker.
“You ungrateful animal,” he said.
Of course, he knew very well that the mockzilla was under no obligation to him. That was as it should be. Why should it go out of its way for Talut? He would probably have sacrificed it for Juri at any time and not even had a guilty conscience.

THE DAY STARTED JUST AS BADLY as the last one had ended. He had been walking around the same level for fifteen minutes without finding a path up. If there were four of him, they could search in all four directions. But he was alone. It was a pure game of chance. He had probably already walked past three perfect ascents without discovering them.
He hadn’t imagined this part of the escape would be so difficult. He had survived several life-threatening attacks only to suffocate now. He should have thrown himself into the pool of acid. Suddenly something hit him on the head. It hurt. Something hard had hit him in the temple. It shone in the light of the flashlight and rolled away. The leaf was sloping. The object rolled faster and faster. Talut dived for it and caught it.
Luqa’s marble! The mockzilla had obviously changed its mind. Very good. He turned it between his fingers and admired its smooth, gold-colored surface. Wait a minute. The marble he had kept until the end had been silver. Luqa had also given him a golden marble, but he had lost it on the way down. The mockzilla must have found it and brought it to him. But how had it known that Talut was the owner? That was impossible. Nothing more than a claw was left of that animal.
He couldn’t ask the mockzilla, and it didn’t matter. What mattered more was whether the little one would play the game that had given Juri and Talut such an advantage in their pathfinding contest. Talut picked up the ball, but before he could throw it, he was hit in the head by another marble. This time he reacted quickly enough to catch it before it could fall to the ground. It was silver. The mockzilla had returned both marbles to him.
The fact gave him courage. He reached out and threw the marble as high as he could. Then he followed the mockzilla’s path with the infrared amplifier. Up there, then to the left, along the long branch, over onto a leaf. The marble met him halfway. It landed right in front of him.

WITH THE HELP of the mockzilla, he progressed so quickly that his arms soon gave out. He had to stop over and over for five or ten minutes at a time because he simply couldn’t go on. The ascent was clearly more strenuous than the descent.
The mockzilla didn’t seem to tire as quickly. Every now and then Talut threw it a cracker. It became more and more trusting. Now it was chittering. That was the sign that it had found the marble. Talut held out his hand, palm up. Splash. Something warm and soft landed in his hand. Talut shook it so that the viscous chunk fell off. He wiped the rest off on the seat of his pants. He then lifted the mask with his left hand and sniffed his hand. It didn’t smell unpleasant, a little like dry leaves.
“You little pig!” he shouted, more amused than angry.
The mockzilla chittered again. Talut stretched out his hand again. This time the gold-colored marble fell into it, just as he had expected.
“There you go,” he shouted.
The mockzilla chittered again. It probably only had three vocalizations: the chittering, an aggressive hiss that it emitted when it was disturbed while eating, and a whine with which it begged for crackers.
Just like now. He reached into his backpack. There was one more saltine cracker in the bag. Damn. His bait was almost gone. The mockzilla howled. Now it sounded like a cat in heat. Talut took out the cracker and threw it up onto the leaf where he knew his helper was sitting. The mockzilla thanked him with a yelp.

“KE-KE-KE-TE-TE-KI-KI.”
He had been afraid of this. The mockzilla wanted the next cracker.
“I’m sorry, my friend, but I don’t have any more.”
“Ke-ke-ti-ti-ki-ki.”
“I hope you still feel like playing with me.”
“Ke-te-te-ki-ki.”
Talut took the bag out of his backpack, held it in front of him and turned it over. A few crumbs fell out.
“Ke-ti-ti-ke-ti.”
“Yeah, you’re right, that’s stupid. I’m hungry too.”
Talut looked at his watch. There was no way they would make it to the top today. But he would definitely have enough air to breathe until tomorrow afternoon. That was doable.
“You know what? We’ll spend the night here. I need a few hours’ sleep.”
“Ke-te-te-ke-te-te-ti-ki.”
The mockzilla expressed itself in a surprisingly varied way. Maybe the order of the syllables meant something? The tone of voice always seemed to be the same when the mockzilla was chittering.
“I take it you agree with me,” Talut said. “That’s good.”
He heard a rustling, followed by pattering footsteps approaching. In the dim light of the small lights on his headset and breathing apparatus, he saw a shadowy outline. The mockzilla! Talut held still so as not to startle it. The animal had grown an astonishing amount in the last few hours, making it almost indistinguishable from its predecessor. The size of the claw now matched the rest of the body.
“Ke-ke-ki-ki.”
“Yes, everything is fine, my friend. You don’t need to be afraid of me.”
Talut sniffed under his lifted mask. The mockzilla smelled of dry leaves, like its excrement. It stretched out its left claw. Now Talut realized what for: The animal was obviously trying to pick up the few crumbs.
Talut laughed. The mockzilla withdrew its claw in a flash.
“Ke-ti-ti-ki-ki.”
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.”
The animal extended the claw again until it was able to pick up the crumbs. Then it pulled the remains towards it. Something resembling a tongue shot out of its mouth, struck the crumbs and transported them into the animal’s throat.
“Ke-ke.”
“Yes, I think so too.”
The mockzilla slowly retreated. It didn’t even have to turn around to do so. Its two walking legs were apparently designed so that it could move in all directions. After it had left the light tent, Talut could still hear its footsteps. It was only two or three yards away from him.
Talut used his rucksack as a pillow and stretched out. He would have liked a blanket right now. It was much cooler up here than near the surface.
“Good night,” he said.
“Ke-ke-te-te-ki.”






     


October 31, 2802, Earth's moon     


“PLEASE GIVE my sister my warmest regards,” said Kang.
“We’ll do that,” said Mike.
“You can write to her,” said Monte. “What you send by radio she’ll receive as soon as she wakes up.”
“You have to write to her. She needs to know what we’ve learned,” Mike said. “And that we’ll arrive about a week after she does. There’s no way she should go off on any adventures on her own.”
“Haha, and you claim to know my sister?”
“That’s also true,” said Mike. “But you can at least suggest that she wait for us.”
“I’ll try my best. Have a good night then!”
“Guys, if this goes on much longer, someone will catch you,” said the guard.
As it happened, Nelson was on duty again today. Kang felt a little sorry for the guard. This must usually be a very quiet job. Kang put his arm around Yudit’s shoulders. She had accompanied him to say goodbye to his friends.
“And you really don’t want to go?” she whispered. “You’ll be over eighty by the next time you speak to Yini.”
Unfortunately, she was damn right. He would have to spend almost three times as much time without his sister as he had had with her. But he was an adult. He didn’t need a surrogate mother anymore.
“I would understand,” Yudit said.
There was a tear in the corner of her eye, but he knew she meant it. She would be sad, but she would understand him. They wouldn’t part on bad terms. Could he say the same about himself? This decision was final. He had promised Yudit that he would never reproach her for it. He was making the decision for himself alone, not for anyone else. Not for the love of his life, whom he had only known for a few days.
How would you have decided if I hadn’t existed? she had asked him. Then I would have left, he had replied. So you’re staying for me. She had simply stated it, without reproach. No, I’m staying for myself. You’re the best thing that could have happened to me.
Hopefully he would still feel the same way in a year or a decade’s time. If he’d had to promise Yudit that, he wouldn’t have been able to. But she was pretty smart, because she hadn’t asked him to.
“I’m staying here,” Kang whispered, a tear rolling down his cheek.
“Now, before we all burst into tears, let’s get going,” said Monte.
The detective looked as if he had been patched up after a serious accident. He had bandages all over. Hopefully the mesh in his skull was working.
“We’ll hold the fort here,” said Zahir. “But I’m afraid I won’t live to see your arrival. I can’t say that I mind.”
“Don’t you think we can solve the problem?” asked Monte.
“Honestly, no. I’ve known humanity for a while now and that gives me no cause for optimism. But that doesn’t mean it’s not worth a try.”
“Thank you, Zahir, for your honesty. It will be an incentive for us to rise above ourselves. Kang and Yudit, we’ll keep in touch.”
Monte closed his helmet, turned and walked to the exit. Mike hugged all three of them again and finally Nelson, the security guard, who now had wet eyes too.
“Thanks for everything,” Mike said. “I would have liked to spend more time with you. I hope my replacement doesn’t mess things up.”
“I’ll miss our conversations,” Kang said.
Suddenly he realized that he had just lost a friend. Now he was alone with Yudit, his partner, and Zahir, his boss. A few weeks ago, he hadn’t even known what it was like to have a friend. Sometimes things didn’t change for years, then suddenly nothing was the same. That was probably just the way life was.
Mike put on his helmet, waved once more, and then caught up with Monte, who was already at the exit. Together they entered the airlock, the door closing behind them.
Kang swallowed. Yudit squeezed his hand.
“Let’s get back to work, then, shall we?” asked Zahir.
The catch in his voice was proof that he must be deeply moved.
“Mr. Tsai?” the guard asked.
“What is it?”
“Perhaps you’d like to have a drink with me sometime? Only if your esteemed companion doesn’t mind, of course.”
Kang looked at the guard. He was short and round, had dark skin and seemed nice. Why not?
“How about Tuesday at seven o’clock?” Kang asked.
Nelson smiled. “I’m off duty then. I’ll look forward to it.”






     


November 2, 2802, Skyring     


“BATTLESHIP VANGUARD TO RING CONTROL, Morris here.”
“What is it, Vanguard?”
“We’re waiting for a shuttle that should reach us at fourteen hundred.”
“From where?”
“From the Skyring.”
“No shuttle has left here, and there has been no request for clearance.”
“No request for clearance? What does that mean?”
“No shuttle has requested to leave.”
“Young lady, of course I know what a clearance is. This is Captain Morris of the battleship Vanguard. We’re here on behalf of the Admiralty to pick up a shuttle with an important passenger at fourteen hundred.”
“Young man, you don’t seem to be blessed with a blossoming mind. I already told you that there is no passenger here waiting to board your pretty battleship. Now let me do my job.”
Morris ended the call and slammed his fist on the table. Someone sniggered behind him. Morris turned around but couldn’t find the culprit. Who did this bimbo from the Skyring think she was? But that was how he always felt about civilians. They thought they were so important, but who had to do the real work? The navy.
“I wonder where the man is that the Admiral told us about,” he said.
“Shall I query the Admiralty?” asked his new first officer.
“Yes, please.”
Morris stood up. It was too crowded on the bridge. Most people were only there to see the glittering Skyring. He couldn’t blame them. They’d been crawling around outside among the stars for years. Or rather, in the dark. People always thought it should be bright and cheerful among the stars, but there was only blackness that inevitably settled into every mind. The solar system and especially the glorious blue Earth were a welcome change.
“Captain?”
“I’m listening.”
“The Admiral seems to be very angry. The passenger, a certain Claudio Pedramonte, is probably no longer on the Skyring.”
“Thank you. What are our orders?”
“We are to set course for Terra Nova as soon as possible.”
“Understood. Prepare the crew.”
“Yes, sir.”
Morris had to grin. The fact that someone had managed to get the better of them commanded his respect. What had the officer called the passenger? Pedramonte? Wasn’t that the freelancer they’d come across in the Gliese-411 system? Morris still wasn’t quite sure what had gone wrong. They had lost their doctor, Lydia Zakharova, and the physicist they were looking for had suddenly disappeared. In any case, the meeting with him had only had negative consequences.
Yes, well. Perhaps it was better if this Pedramonte didn’t come on board. He couldn’t care less that the Admiral wasn’t happy about it. After all, said bureaucrat was sitting in her cozy office on Ceres while he and his men had to get back into their sleeping pods.






     


Hatur 25, 225, Terra Nova     


WAS THAT A THUNDERSTORM? Talut raised his head. He obviously hadn’t dreamed the rumble. But you couldn’t actually hear a thunderstorm in the Crown Plane from this distance. He looked at his watch. Three hours of sleep. That was definitely too little. On the other hand, he felt reasonably refreshed. He felt his upper arms. They were as hard as stone. He had to be prepared for a painful stretch.
But it would be the last part of a long journey that would lead him back to Luqa. He had promised his son.
“Are you still there?” he asked aloud.
“Ke-ke-ti.”
His heart warmed. The mockzilla had not left him. Was it his ... friend? Talut must not start to anthropomorphize it. The animals were solitary outside the mating season, Terra Nova biologists said. Maybe it was hoping Talut still had some crackers, or maybe it was just curious.
“We should be on our way.”
“Ke-ke.”
“It’s only a few hours to the Crown Plane. That’s where the Copter is waiting.”
“Ke-ti.”
“And then we’ll probably have to split up. Unless you want to come along?”
“Ke-ke-ti.”
The mockzilla seemed lazy today. Maybe it hadn’t slept. He had no idea how much time the animals spent sleeping below the crown. There was no real day-night cycle here.
Talut sat up. His stomach tightened painfully, and his mouth was dry. His supplies were gone. He strapped on his backpack and stood at the edge of the leaf he had slept on to pee. It was strange. His body continued to produce urine, even though he could no longer supply it with water. It felt like a waste.
“Ke-ti-ti.”
Suddenly the mockzilla stood next to him and extended its claw into the stream. Talut was so startled that he hit his own shoe with his urine stream.
“Great, great.”
“Ke-ke-ti-ti-ki.”
“Yeah, I guess you’re right.”
Talut took a deep breath, repacked everything and wiped his hands on his pants. A shower would be a godsend right now, but the next chance was probably hundreds of miles away.
Now came the decisive moment. He reached into his trouser pocket and pulled out a marble. It was the silver one. He showed it to the mockzilla. It didn’t react, looking at him as if it didn’t care about the marble. Talut sighed. He had to try, so he took a swing and flung the marble upwards.
“Ke-ke.”
The mockzilla ran off. As it took its first steps, its claws scraped the leaf loudly enough to hurt Talut’s ears. Then the animal was around the trunk. He took the infrared amplifier and followed its path. Very good! The ascent to the next level began just behind the trunk.

“DID YOU HEAR THAT?”
“Ke-ti-ti-e-te-te.”
There was a rumble above them. But the mockzilla was lying in front of him, rubbing its belly with its right claw. It had a whole row of appendages there that looked like tiny fingers. When the animal stroked them with its claw, they moved aside and then sprang back into their original position.
“Ke-ti-ti-ke-ke-te-te.”
A clapping sound rang out. What was happening above them really was a thunderstorm. A drop splashed on the leaf next to him. No more than five minutes had passed since he had first heard the thunder. The rainwater had reached them so quickly that the canopy level couldn’t be far away.
“Ke-ti-ti-ke-ke-te-te.”
Now it struck him: The mockzilla had repeated a vocalization for the first time. Did that mean it had a specific meaning? Perhaps it wanted Talut to stroke his strange appendages as well. But he couldn’t bring himself to do that. They reminded him too much of Luqa’s little fingers shortly after birth.
“Ke-ti-ti-ke-ke-te-te.”
“I’m sorry, my friend, but I don’t have the time right now. We must have almost reached the Crown Plane. Let’s keep going.”
“Ke-ti-ti-ke-ke-te-te.”
The mockzilla really meant it. But Talut could pay no heed. He took a marble out of his pocket, took a swing and threw it upwards.
“Ke-ke.”
As if in protest, the mockzilla remained still for a moment. But then it picked itself up and ran off.
“Thank you, my friend!” Talut called after him.

THE WIND TOLD Talut that he would soon make it. Below, in the crypt from which he came, the air was still. With the last of his strength, he pulled himself up onto a leaf and lay there for a while. He was not bothered by the heavy rain pelting down on him. It was a cold shower, not as nice and warm as the rain at home, but it was fresh, clean water that washed away the sweat of the last few days. He turned onto his back, took a deep breath, pushed his mask down and opened his mouth as wide as he could. Drops fell on his lips and tongue, fresh moisture that tasted delicious, until he ran out of air and had to put the mask back on.
Talut did not get up until the rain had stopped. A westerly wind blew away the remnants of the clouds. It was very rare for the sky to clear like this, usually after a heavy rainfall around midday, when the sun was strong enough to soak up the moisture. He had expected the booming and rumbling to cease with the storm, but they did not. The sounds could still be heard, though more distantly. As he looked at the clear sky through a gap between the low-hanging clouds, for the first time in a long time, he recognized the source of the noise. Far above him, something was happening that he initially thought was a fireworks display. Points of light appeared, grew larger and collapsed. They didn’t seem to be synchronized with the booming until he realized that there was a time lag between the visual and the acoustic impression.
What was that? What was happening up there? It must be happening in the atmosphere, or he wouldn’t be able to hear anything, but it was so high up that he could barely make out any details. The points of light seemed to be moving upwards, towards an object he couldn’t make out. They came from several directions, but their destination seemed to be the same. There, another object! Talut put the infrared amplifier up to his eyes. The rear of the object was extremely hot. It must be a rocket. Talut was just about to lower the IR amplifier when the object appeared to blossom, pouring light in all directions, then disappearing from Talut’s field of vision as if it had never existed.
Whatever it was, it wasn’t fireworks. Someone was shooting rockets into the sky, real rockets, meant to ward off an enemy. But the invisible enemy was fighting back, destroying every single projectile. What had happened? Had Neomars launched a surprise attack on the Terran Union? Talut had learned about the Martian wars at school and had always been sure that Neomars would take revenge at some point. Had to take revenge - after all, the Terran Union’s attacks had made an entire planet uninhabitable forever.
But such an attack could not be kept secret. Warships would have been en route from the solar system to Terra Nova for many years. Earth would have warned them long ago via tachyon transmission. If Neomars started another war, it would definitely be against Earth first.
Talut stood up. He was soaking wet, but that didn’t matter now. He turned all the way around.
“Mockzilla, where are you?”
The animal didn’t answer. Talut had to swallow a lump in his throat. He couldn’t stand goodbyes. He would never see the mockzilla again. The animals hardly ever ventured onto the Crown Plane. He reached into his pocket and took out the two marbles. He would return the silver one to Luqa. The gold one had to stay here. He stepped to the hole through which he had climbed up. Nothing was visible in the darkness below.
“Thank you, for everything,” he said and dropped the golden marble in.
The mockzilla had saved his life. For that, it deserved far more than a marble.
“Ke-ke,” he heard, followed by pattering footsteps.
“Ke-ke-ti-te.” Now the animal was further away.
“Ke-ke,” he thought he heard, but perhaps it was only the sound of water droplets splashing on leaves.
He had made it. Talut wiped the moisture from his cheeks and looked at his watch. It was midday. The Copter should be northeast of here. Talut oriented himself by the position of the sun and set off.

BARELY A QUARTER of an hour had passed before the sky closed in again. New clouds pushed in from the north. They seemed as eager to fill the last gaps as if there was a dense crowd where they had come from. The clouds brought twilight with them, although the sun was still almost at its zenith. Talut was fine with that. The near darkness suited his state of mind. He had just lost a friend.
Strangely enough, this affected him more than the fact that a war was raging above the clouds. He knew neither the people who fired the missiles nor those who destroyed them. Those who lived on the Crown Plane were on their own in an emergency, so the Forests didn’t necessarily consider themselves part of the Terra Nova civilization. Why would anyone shoot at the Old Mother forest? There was no reason to. It would be a waste of materiel, because no man-made weapon could harm the millennia-old plants.
However, the twilight made it difficult for him to stay on course for the Copter. Visibility soon dropped to less than a hundred yards. In addition, he had to repeatedly avoid holes in the canopy. Finding the correct direction after such a detour was a matter of luck.
Talut stopped and checked the level of his oxygen tank. He still had about three hours left, exactly as calculated. That was reassuring and frightening at the same time. The Copter couldn’t be far away. In three hours, Talut had easily covered just over nine miles, while he estimated that his target was no more than three miles away. With the current visibility, however, he could easily walk right past the Copter.
Perhaps the aircraft itself could guide him to his position! Although it was no longer flyable, the electronics were still working. He tapped the call button on his headset. Out here, without the interfering branches of the Old Mothers, the range should be sufficient.
“Forward team two to Copter, come in.”
He didn’t know the Copter’s call sign. Hopefully Juri hadn’t named it something strange, like after his physics teacher.
“Copter here, request identification.”
Lucky for him. Thank you, Juri.
“Talut Forest. Forward team two.”
“I’m sorry, but Talut Forest, forward team two, is not a registered user.”
“Juri Okean.”
“Welcome, Juri Okean. Please identify yourself with your password.”
Damnit, the Copter was secured. He might have guessed that.
“I forgot it,” Talut said.
“Identification failed,” the Copter replied.
“This is an emergency. A human is in danger. You are a semi-autonomous AI. I need you to help me.”
“I don’t recognize any Talut Forest in my immediate vicinity. Since my hardware is damaged, I can only help you if you come to me. However, I can relay your call for help if you wish.”
“Please do that. Tell them to send a new Copter urgently. I am the only survivor of the expedition.”
“Understood. I will forward the distress call.”
“Thank you. Copter?”
“Yes?”
“If I reach you, can you help me?”
“I can and I must.”
“But to get to you, I need to know your position.”
“That’s right.”
“So you’re obliged to tell me your position.”
“I’m at 22 degrees 3 minutes east...”
“Wait, the location doesn’t help me. I need directions.”
“I’m sorry, but I can’t get a bearing on you to get a direction.”
Bearing, of course! Talut smacked his forehead and set his backpack down. What had he taken Berenike’s radio and a spare battery for? He unpacked it, inserted the battery and switched the device on. It worked.
“Copter? I’ll set up a second connection to you in a moment. You’ll recognize it by the much stronger transmission power. Then I’ll move away from the transmitter so that it’s possible to triangulate your position relative to mine.”
“Understood. Accepting second connection.”
Talut called the Copter with Berenike’s handheld radio. Then he set it down on the ground. The battery was fresh and would last at least three hours of continuous operation. He wouldn’t need that much time.
“Copter? I’m starting from my current position now. I need a signal from you that reflects your current position.”
“I’ll convert your distance into a pulse code and transmit it in the background of our conversation.”
“That’s a very good idea, Copter.”
Instead of a reply, Talut heard a slow series of beeps from the headset.
“Beep ... ... ... ... ... beep ... ... ... ... ... beep ...”
He started running.
“Beep ... ... ... ... ... ... ... ... ... ... beep ... ... ... ... ... ... ... ... beep ...”
The pauses became longer, meaning this was the wrong direction. Talut turned 180 degrees and marched back. Soon he passed Berenike’s transmitter. He was very grateful to the expedition leader for saving his butt so close to the finish line.
“Beep ... ... ... ... beep ... ... ... ... beep ...”
Ah, the frequency was increasing. He was getting closer to the Copter.
“Beep ... ... ... beep ... ... ... beep ...”
Very good. Talut craned his neck to see the Copter but couldn’t find it.
“Beep ... ... ... ... ... ... beep ... ... ... ... ... ... beep ...”
He was obviously moving away again. That meant he must have walked past it. The Copter was to his right or left. Talut opted for the right because he thought that was east. He had come a little too far west, he felt.
“Beep ... ... ... beep ... ... ... beep ...”
That sounded very good. Talut fell into a light running stride. So close to the finish line, his body released the last of its strength.
“Beep ... ... beep ... ... beep ...”
He must be almost there.
“Beep ... beep ... beep ... beep ...”
The noises sounded close together. And there was the Copter! A dark shadow loomed, the right size.
“Beep”
Talut rushed towards it. The Copter was in front of him! Juri’s pride and joy had lost its landing gear and was lying half on its side. One of the rotors was bent. The machine was not airworthy, but if Talut could seal the cabin, it would save him until help arrived.
He stopped short of the Copter.
“Copter? You can turn off the signal now.”
The beeping stopped.
“It would be nice if you could open the cockpit.”
“I’m sorry, but you don’t have the authorization to do that.”
“This is an emergency, Copter. You have to help me.”
“I’m sorry, but you don’t have the authorization to do that.”
Talut scratched his head. It looked like he was going to have to find somewhere else to stay. He remembered arriving here. There had been various vehicles, a mobile hospital and a cable car gondola that served as living quarters. He circled the Copter. First, he came across the two cranes. Their cockpits were open. That didn’t help him. Where had the hospital and the shelter gone? Talut stomped his feet. The plastconcrete under him was solid. Surely the buildings couldn’t have been swallowed up by the forest? He returned to the Copter.
“Copter? What happened to the hospital and the living quarters?”
“They’ve been taken away.”
“Why?”
“I don’t have that information.”
“When?”
“About two hours before you arrived.”
Damn. If he’d been two hours faster, he’d have been saved by now! He scratched his armpits. Maybe he could change his clothes in the cockpit. He examined the Copter again. There was a long crack in the cockpit. With the right tools, he could probably gain access easily. But that would make it harder to reseal the cockpit. He searched the backpack and his trouser pockets. Of course! He had Juri’s remote control. If that didn’t help ... Talut pointed it at the Copter and pressed the open button. He heard a clunk in the door.
Whew. Talut pulled the door open and got in. A comfortable seat at last! And there was also a toolbox in which he found a sealing spray. He was saved.
“Copter?”
“I’m listening.”
“You called for help?”
“Confirmed. A special transport will arrive tomorrow to take you to the Ministry of Research.”
“I have to see my family.”
“I’m afraid I can’t help you with that.”






     


August 19, 2807, Earth's moon     


“HENRY, STOP!” shouted Kang.
Henry giggled. Kang took a step towards his son, and he ran away, squealing.
“Wait, I’ll catch you in a minute!”
He tripped after him so that Henry kept his lead.
“Dad, here!”
Kang panted loudly. “You’re going too fast.”
“Dad’s too slow.”
“Well, wait!”
Kang got to his knees and jumped, covering the six or seven yards to his son in one leap. He picked him up and threw him over his shoulder. Henry squealed with delight.
“Come on, let’s go back to mom’s,” Kang said. “We have to cook today. She won’t be home from work until late.”
“Cooking, oh yes! Can I stir and then lick the spoon?”
“You can stir. But we’re not making a cake. We’re having vegetable soup. It’s healthy.”
Henry drummed his delicate little hands on Kang’s back. It felt pleasant, like a light massage. Kang felt so tense. Since Yudit got pregnant with their second child, he felt like he was working around the clock. He should get Henry to continue with the massage.
“Don’t tap, Henry,” he said.
Henry kept tapping. Kang carried him on his shoulder to the new apartment they had moved into a month ago. It had been a lot of work. If his friend Nelson hadn’t helped them, they would still be renovating today.
His sleeve vibrated. Someone wanted something from him. He looked at the screen. It was Jaques from the Miscellaneous department, the successor to Mike’s successor.
His sleeve vibrated again. The new guy was very persistent. Kang took the radio button out of his pocket and stuck it in his ear. He had gotten into the habit of going offline when he was playing with Henry.
“What’s so urgent?” he asked. “It’s my day off.”
Henry stopped tapping. What a shame. The curious little guy liked to eavesdrop on everyone’s conversations. At least Kang didn’t have to ask him to be quiet.
“Zahir asked me to let you know immediately if there was any news from Terra Nova.”
Kang had explained to Jaques that he’d better fulfill Zahir’s requests, even if on paper he was only the janitor.
“Thank you, Jaques. You were right to get in touch with me. What’s the news?”
It would be many years before his sister, his mother, and Mike and Monte arrived on Terra Nova, but he wanted to stay up to date.
“A probe sent from Terra Nova to Gliese-163 has radioed that the Albatross-1 research station in orbit around the planet Adad is no longer responding.”
Kang froze. His mother had worked at the station a long time ago, under the direction of his ... genetic father, the astrobiologist Mark Decker. Henry’s grandpa. He took his son off his shoulder, set him down and squatted down in front of him.
“I just need to sort this out really quickly, okay, son?”
Henry nodded. “Okay.”
Kang calculated back. His mother had left the station in 2768. That was 39 years ago. If Decker had been in his mid-30s then - Kang didn’t know for sure - then he had reached the end of his normal biological lifespan.
“Jaques, can you hear me?”
“Yes.”
“The astrobiologist on the station must be over seventy today. Maybe he simply died.”
Simply? It certainly hadn’t been an easy death, all alone on a space station ... Decker had ceased all contact with the outside world after sending a report of his experiences on Adad to Terra Nova in a Hopper, a kind of shuttle.
“You misunderstand me,” said Jaques. “The station can no longer report back because it no longer exists.”
“Did it crash?” asked Kang.
“The probe didn’t find any remains on the planet or in orbit. The crew should have steered it into the star by now.”
“There was no crew, just a station chief, Mark Decker.”
“How do you know so much about it?”
“It’s a long story. Shall I tell it to you over a glass of wine?”
“I’d rather have a beer,” said Jaques. “But sure. Next week sometime?”
“We’ll do that. When my wife comes home, I can arrange it with her. Right now, I have to cook dinner.”
“Yes, of course. I need to discuss it with my husband too.”
“I see. Thanks for letting me know, anyway. This whole story means a lot to me. You must have a lot on the shelves about Mark Decker, too.”






     


Hatur 26, 225, Terra Nova     


THE TRANSPORT ARRIVED AT LUNCHTIME. It was not the help Talut had expected. Instead of a Medicopter, two Space Force aircraft landed. Two squads of five marines approached the Copter from both sides. Talut watched them through the windows, which he had provisionally sealed. When he was sure they could see him, he waved to them.
There was no response. The uniformed men, all wearing spacesuits, stubbornly followed their orders. He sensed what was coming and put on his breathing mask. Then it started. The doors on both sides were violently torn open.
“Hey, guys, I would have opened them for you,” he shouted.
Nobody listened to him. From the right, someone threw themselves over him, holding a large sheet of foil. Talut did not resist. The foil tightened around his body of its own accord. Without a breathing mask, he would have suffocated. It was still not a pleasant feeling because the material was so tight.
Two men in uniform dragged him out of the Copter and laid him on the ground. Then two others came, carrying a heavy piece of equipment. They held it over him. It was probably a mobile CT scanner, because they ran it over his body from head to toe, turned him around and repeated the procedure.
“He’s clean,” Talut heard as he lay on his stomach, unable to move.
“Understood.”
Two people turned Talut over. Someone bent over him and held a knife to the foil.
“I’ll get you out of there now,” the man said. “But don’t move. I don’t want to hear a word out of you until the investigation is finished. Understood?”
Talut nodded. The man cut open the foil with the help of two other uniformed men. But they weren’t satisfied with that. They also cut off his clothes. Talut wanted to at least cover his nakedness, but they clamped his arms to his upper body.
Someone brought over a fresh sheet.
“Take a deep breath,” the man said. “This is going to be a bit uncomfortable.”
Haha, as if everything so far has been pure fun! But Talut followed his advice and took a deep breath, which was a good idea, because now his breathing mask was ripped off. The uniformed men placed the foil over him and then turned him over. The foil did the rest, clinging to his body so tightly that he could no longer breathe. Talut counted while the uniformed men passed the CT device over him. He made it to 127, then sank into darkness.

TALUT WOKE up to find someone patting his cheeks.
“Ah, you’re back with us. Just in time for take-off.”
He looked down at himself. He was sitting in the back of one of the Space Force Copters, and they had dressed him in a uniform. Where were his clothes? He had promised Luqa he would bring the marble back! Talut looked out of the window. Outside, a few steps away, the backpack he had brought with him lay on a few scraps of cloth.
“What did you bastards do with my clothes?”
“Take it easy, big guy. We saved your life. You called us, remember?”
He recognized the voice of the man who had spoken to him earlier.
“But I need my things! The marble belongs to my son! Let me out now!”
“Take it easy. You were lucky – you’re clean. But we’ve secured the contents of your trouser pockets. That’s evidence now.”
“Evidence? What’s this nonsense? The marble belongs to my son.”
Talut straightened up. The Copter took off.
“I’m sure you can ask the control center to give it back to you.”
“What control center? I have to get to my family!”
The other man’s face froze. “You have a family? You’re a Forest, aren’t you?”
Talut nodded. What did that matter now?
“Yeah, shit, man. That’s tough. But I’m sure you’ll see your kin again. I’ll ask right away. What are their names?”
“Kasrin Hill and Luqa Forest. What do you mean it’s tough? What happened?”
“Didn’t you notice anything? You must have been at the source!”
“At the source of what? I was part of an expedition to the surface and didn’t hear anything from above for several days.”
“You can’t have missed that. An alien spaceship took off from the destination of your expedition. And you claim not to have heard anything about it? Doctor, is he really clean?”
“Yes, he’s completely clean,” said a woman. “Don’t worry.”
“Well, you’re going to have to answer a lot of questions at the control center, my friend.”
A spaceship? Talut thought of the earthquake, of the volcano that had erupted. Had he seen a spaceship take off? But above all, why had the man flinched when he heard about his family on the Crown Plane? Talut wiped sweat from his brow. He had to get the pilot to drop him off with Kasrin and Luqa. How could he convince him? He would hardly be able to put the five marines in the Copter out of action.
“Where are we actually flying to?” he asked.
“To the headquarters of the Ministry of Science, in the mountains,” replied the man who was probably responsible for him.
“Can we please make a stopover? My family doesn’t live that far from the mountains. I just want to see if they’re okay.”
“That’s not going to happen,” said the man.
“Please! After that, I’ll answer any questions you have for as long as you like.”
“I’m sorry. It’s impossible. We can’t land on the Crown Plane anymore. Take a look for yourself. That thing you brought back to life down there wasn’t nice to our Old Mothers at all.”
Talut put his head to the window and looked out. What could anyone do to the Old Mothers?
That right there. Tears welled up in his eyes. Something had cut a wide swath through the canopy. Headless and unprotected, the Old Mothers had shed their branches. Why hadn’t he noticed? Strangely enough, the first thing that came to his mind was the mockzilla, his lifesaver. Only then did he think of his family.
“What’s the extent of it?” he asked.
“It stretches from here to beyond the equator,” said the man, “and is about thirty miles wide. We don’t even know if the thing left this devastation on purpose. Some say it was done by its engines. We’re trying to scare it away, but we’re not doing so well.”
“’Not so well’ is a damn euphemism,” the doctor said. “We can’t even scratch the thing.”
From here to the equator. If he remembered correctly, the mockzilla had headed north. Hopefully. Then it would be safe now. And Talut’s family?
“Did people make it out of here?” he asked. “Are there any survivors?”
“The disaster was some time in the making. We were able to evacuate a large number of Crownies,” said the man whose name he still didn’t know.
“Forests, it’s Forests,” the doctor said.
“Leave it, Hanna. I have other things to worry about now,” the uniformed man replied.
“Can you please do me a favor and check with headquarters to see if a Kasrin Hill and a Luqa Forest made it?”
“Sure thing, my friend, sure thing,” said the man.
Talut leaned forward to read his name tag. Milos Hill, it said.

HE SPENT the flight half asleep. His weariness battled with his horror at the destruction below them, and neither gained the upper hand. After a while, Milos nudged him.
“Down there, that’s where you came from, isn’t it?”
Talut pressed his face against the window. The first thing he noticed was the broken cable car tower. It had snapped in half. Then he saw the hole. It was roughly circular and looked as if someone had punched it directly into the plastconcrete. The hole was almost exactly in the center of the surface. Whatever had caused it had targeted the core of the settlement humans had created there.
Talut swallowed. This couldn’t be the place where his family lived. But then he saw the climbing frame. He had put it up himself in the playground on the outskirts of the village. His son hadn’t liked the blue color, so he had repainted it pink. The remaining edge of the Plastconcrete surface was wide enough for the climbing frame. The slide next to it, on which you could whizz one level deep into the forest, no longer existed. His house must have fallen into the hole. Kasrin and Luqa ... they couldn’t have been in it when ...
He bit his fingernails. This was a nightmare. He would wake up from it in the morning.
“Have you heard from Kasrin and Luqa yet, Milos?” he asked.
“The control center asks for patience. There are a lot of refugees arriving in the city at the moment. They can’t keep up with the registration.”

THE COPTER FLEW towards two dark, elliptical openings in the flank of the mountain. The entrenched cover above made them look like a giant’s nostrils. Talut was disappointed that they did not fly near the city, but at the same time he felt relieved, for it was probably as battered as his home village in the Old Mother forest.
“It’s crazy,” Milos said, nudging him. “It’s only thanks to Neomars that we’re still alive.”
Talut understood what he meant. The conflict with Neomars that had been simmering beneath the surface for decades had led to Terra Nova building huge facilities in the bowels of the mountains, which served as a retreat for the military on the one hand, but also provided protection for civilians on the other. Those who had survived the attacks.
“How safe are these caves?” asked Talut, because they also seemed like a huge trap to him. All the enemy had to do was smash the entrances and they would be trapped.
“There’s more than half a mile of grown stone above them,” said Milos. “Nobody can take that down.”
“That’s what I thought about the crowns of the Old Mothers.”
“Come on, you can’t compare them.”
“What if someone bombs the entrance?”
“There are over thirty different entrances spread around the entire mountain range. The strategists at the Ministry of Defense have done a great job.”
Talut nodded. Pure fear had done the trick. Everyone had realized that Neomars would not accept their crushing defeat permanently. You couldn’t live peacefully forever with someone who had destroyed your house and its inhabitants, even if you were living in a new house next door.
But now the danger was coming from a completely different direction.
“Do they have any idea who is destroying our planet?” asked Talut.
“It doesn’t look like it,” replied Milos. “I think they’re hoping you can give them some answers. You’re the only survivor of this expedition. You were down there before all this started. Did you see the fuckers who attacked us?”
Talut shook his head. The only creatures he had seen in the large cave were Lena and her synchronized choir. Was it possible that they were now bombing Terra Nova? That made no sense.
“No, I didn’t see anyone,” he said.

“I AM GENERAL SUCRA OKEAN,” the woman introduced herself.
She was wearing the typical grey uniform of System Defense. Talut estimated her to be in her late thirties. She had dark skin and even darker hair, typical of the inhabitants of the islands. She had the posture of a dancer and swayed on her toes.
“Talut Forest,” he said.
“Stay seated, please. I’m sure you’ve had an intense day.”
The general had a huge office. Talut leaned back on the sofa. After the long flight, he would have liked to stretch his legs, but he didn’t want to be rude. Sucra Okean sat down in the chair opposite him.
“I hope you have news of my family,” he said.
“We’re working very hard on it,” she explained. “If they’re here, we’ll know by tonight.”
Talut sighed. He would have liked to look for Kasrin and Luqa himself, but Milos had talked him out of it. The general was his best option down here.
“Thank you. I’ve seen what happened to our village...”
His voice trailed off as he faced that damn hole in the plastconcrete again.
“I understand perfectly,” the general said. “Unfortunately, many people on Terra Nova are in the same situation. If we want to do something about it, we need answers.”
“From me? I don’t know if you’ll like them.”
“That’s not the point. You really are the only person on the planet who has come so close to this object. You are the only survivor of an expedition that almost twenty people set off on, all masters of their craft and well equipped. How did you manage that?”
“That’s where the problems begin, General. I don’t think I am the only survivor.”
“But we couldn’t save anyone but you. Talut, would you allow me to record our conversation? We need to make your experiences available to as many people as possible.”
Talut nodded. “Of course. I believe that on board this thing...”
“We can now call it a spaceship, I think,” the general interrupted him. “It may look like a pile of shit, but it flies like a spaceship and shoots like the entire Terran Union fleet. Excuse my language.”
“So, aboard this spaceship, there’s a group of humans controlled by an unknown entity,” Talut said. “Maybe we can make contact with them somehow. At least a certain Lena Hill seems to be rationally accessible under certain circumstances.”
In his mind’s eye he saw her face when he had reported Matta’s death. Afterwards she had saved his life.
“Very interesting,” said the general. “I’ll pass this information on immediately. But now it would be best if you could tell me about your experiences in chronological order.”
A good point. If the story made any sense, which he doubted, it would only do so if it was heard from beginning to end.
“Where should I start?”
“The best place is where the story began for you.”
Talut closed his eyes. When Juri and he were separated from the expedition, was that when it really started? Should he also describe the descent? Did it have anything to do with the story of why he had been there in the first place? He nodded. Yes, his motivation was certainly part of it. He should start with the collecting accident.
“What’s the date today?” he asked.
“Hatur twenty-sixth.”
He counted backwards and finally arrived at the 13th. The whole story had begun on Hatur 13th of the 225th year since the colonization of Terra Nova. It hadn’t even been two weeks since the planet’s fate had turned this way. And his three most important thoughts at the time had been “Damn it, damn it, damn it!”.

“WELL, and then you ordered me into this room, General.”
Sucra smiled. “I remember the rest of the story myself.”
“If you don’t, you have a record now,” Talut said.
His mouth was dry. He leaned forward and reached for the teacup that an aide had brought while he was telling his story. The tea was now cold, but it quenched his thirst all the better.
“Thank you very much, Talut. You’ve done an incredible job. When all this is over, Terra Nova will formally thank you. For now, I’ll send your report to all our allies.”
“And enemies,” said Talut. “Please, warn Neomars as well.”
“So you don’t think the attack is coming from Neomars? I know that question will come up.”
“No, that’s utterly impossible. I believe that all of humanity is in danger.”
“Thank you for your assessment. I’ll pass that on. You know how the military is sometimes. They prefer to fight the known rather than the unknown.”
The General didn’t seem as shocked as Talut had hoped. Hopefully she wasn’t part of the bureaucrat faction.
“I suppose that goes for all humans,” he said. “May I ask if there’s any news of my family?”
The General tapped her earlobe. It was impossible to tell that she was wearing a communication device, but the technology was now miniaturized enough to hide anywhere.
“Donald? Do you have them?” she asked, her brow creasing. Then she smiled. “I have good news. Your family is waiting outside.”
“Outside?”
Talut imagined Kasrin and Luqa waiting wearily outside to be let in.
There was a knock.
“Come in,” said the general.
The door to the antechamber opened. The General allowed him to enter. Talut immediately smelled perfume. It was Kasrin’s favorite scent. His heart leapt and he felt warm.
“Not so fast,” the adjutant shouted from an adjoining room, but to no avail, because at that moment Luqa came running through the door.
After a brief, curious glance at the general, Luqa rushed towards Talut, who hugged him tightly and held him close.
“Did you bring me back my marbles?” asked Luqa, and Talut laughed.
He reached into his trouser pocket and took out the silver marble.
“Here. I gave the gold one to a very good friend who saved my life.”
“That’s okay, Dad. You could have given him the silver one too, if he likes marbles. I’m actually too big for that now.”
Talut felt a warm hand on his back. It was his wife’s hand. Kasrin always had warm hands. It was a miracle, almost as miraculous as the one that had just happened to him. He had found his way home. Talut buried his face in Kasrin’s hair so the General would not see him weep.
“I’m with you, Habibi,” his wife whispered.

“WHAT’S NEXT FOR US?” he asked.
Luqa sat on his knee, tossing the marble from one hand to the other. Kasrin had placed her hand on Talut’s other leg and kept squeezing it as if she had to convince herself that he had returned in the flesh.
“We will provide you and your family with single accommodation,” the general said. “It won’t be as comfortable as your house, of course, but the circumstances ... well, you’ve seen. We only have mass accommodation for most refugees.”
“That’s very kind of you,” Kasrin said. “We’ll be happy with anything.”
“Unfortunately, we’ll have to take your husband into custody, Kasrin. His experience with this alien life form is irreplaceable. The measurement data alone that he brought back from the expedition’s laboratory will make our researchers throw up their hands.”
“You’re not happy?” he asked.
“No, too many of our fears have been confirmed.”
“Fears? So there were ... suspicions? Did you know where you were sending the expedition?”
“Berenike and Sam knew. There were certain indications that there might be an ancient relic on Terra Nova. We even knew the approximate location. But it was all top secret because, to be honest, nobody really believed it.”
Talut froze. The expedition leaders had at least had an inkling that it had never been about an ore deposit. Why had Berenike and Sam kept it from them? Out of duty? But none of their superiors would have known if they had told them. Perhaps everyone would have been more careful with this information. On the other hand, Berenike had obviously also been surprised by the facts. Her secret knowledge had been of no use to her.
“I have one condition,” Talut said.
“You will, of course, receive your civil service position after Zeta-3 without a probationary period. And we will do our utmost to protect your family while you are away, like my own family, I promise,” said the general.
While he was away? Of course. The spaceship was in orbit around Terra Nova. They would take him there.
“I’m sure of that. But I want you to give me all the information you already have. Really all of it. Even the parts that you think I won’t understand because I’m just a forest collector-truck driver.”
“Agreed,” said the general immediately. “That’s not how I see you at all. After all, you survived the expedition. I don’t think that’s a coincidence. You must have skills that all the other members of the expedition lacked. And we absolutely must find out why your brain couldn’t be manipulated.”
Of course that was flattering. Kasrin squeezed his hand. She was noticeably proud of him. But was the assessment correct? He had been lucky - and had two good friends who had unselfishly helped him. If he took part in the investigation of the spaceship, he would miss them.
“Do you still need us?” asked Kasrin.
“Yes, Papa, let’s go,” said Luqa. “I still have to tell you about the hole our house fell into.”
“Did you see that?”
“I was playing outside and was just about to go down the slide when...”
“I hope you have a nice evening and a relaxing day off,” the general interrupted. “Unfortunately, I’ll have to have you picked up the day after tomorrow.”
Talut wrapped his fingers around Kasrin’s hand. He was looking forward to being alone with Luqa and her.






     


March 12, 2864, Earth's moon     


“WOULD you please smooth out the blanket for me?” asked Yudit.
“Of course, beautiful.”
Kang smiled. He was happy to fulfill her every wish. He would have loved to spend every minute with her, but he didn’t know how much time they had left. He tucked the blanket under the mattress on either side of the foot of the bed. That was the way his wife liked it.
There was a knock. That must be Henry. He had promised to look after his mother while Kang attended the meeting in the Miscellaneous department. Jaques had told him about some interesting material from Terra Nova. It would only be a few months before his sister and her friends arrived there. Kang couldn’t believe that the long wait would soon be over.
Kang opened the door. Henry hugged him. Kang noticed new wrinkles on his son’s face. His body was older than his father’s. Kang had suddenly developed heart problems about ten years ago. A transplant had failed, so he had had the choice of dying or choosing a new body. He had promised Mike and Monte to wait on the Earth’s moon until they arrived, so he decided to change bodies.
Yudit had supported him. But she had not been willing to leave her own biological body. That was why she was now lying in bed while he took care of her. He had reduced his work as a chronoscribe to two hours a day. While he was working, Henry, his daughter Michelle or a nurse would take care of Yudit.
He would have to watch Yudit die. The prospect really bothered him. But it didn’t weigh as heavily as the possibility of breaking his promise to the others.
“Thanks for taking the time,” Kang said.
“It goes without saying, Dad. We’re going to watch one of those old-fashioned holo series that Mom likes.”
“Have a good time, then.”
Kang stepped up to the bed and kissed Yudit on the forehead. Deep gratitude choked his throat. He nodded to Henry and left the apartment.

THEY MET IN JAQUES’ office. When Kang entered, the room was empty. It looked the way it had sixty years ago when Mike had sat here. It hit him like a blow. The piles of documents on the desk, the dirty teacup, the strange device with an earpiece and a dial... Mike and Yini would soon come out of the next room, chatting happily. He would have loved to witness it. He had been so stupid back then.
The door opened, but it was Jaques, reading on a portable screen with his glasses pushed up on his nose. Jaques was startled when he noticed Kang.
“Ah, you’re here already!”
“You called me here, so I came. It sounded important.”
“I thought you might need a little longer because of Yudit.”
“Henry happened to be free, so I could leave straight away.”
“All the better. The others should be here soon.”
What others? Kang looked uncomprehending.
“Ah, sorry, my mistake,” said Jaques. “I still imagine Zahir could walk in the door at any moment. I’m only expecting Nelson.”
He missed Zahir, too.
There was a knock and the door opened behind him. Kang recognized his old friend Nelson from the smell of tobacco. A few years ago, he had developed the strange hobby of growing the almost extinct tobacco plant himself and making his own poisonous smoking products from its leaves.
“Sorry, am I late?” asked Nelson. “I had to check the duty roster.”
Nelson had risen to head of security at the Great Archive. He had even been offered the chance of promotion, but had preferred to stay here.
“No, I’m early,” Kang said.
“How is Yudit?” asked Nelson.
“As well as she can be.”
“She really should reconsider.”
Kang shook his head. Yudit would not leave her body. He looked at Nelson, who seemed to be in midlife with his thirty-something clone body. Kang took a more pragmatic view of the subject. He wasn’t interested in infinite existence. Right now was just not the right time for him to end his life.
“Thank you for coming here so quickly,” Jaques said, adjusting his glasses.
Kang sat down. When he had first met Jaques, he hadn’t needed glasses. Why didn’t he just have the operation? Kang decided to ask him that some other time. Other things were more important now.
“It’s obvious,” Nelson said, taking a seat next to Kang.
“Only the Admiralty knows what I have here,” Jaques explained. “But it’s been there for a week. Since none of it has been released to the outside world, they seem to want to keep it to themselves.”
It had to be about Terra Nova. Events had begun to come to a head even before their friends arrived there.
“I’m sure you can guess that Terra Nova is playing the lead role. I won’t keep you in suspense: Apparently the space station has arrived.”
“Albatross-1, from Gliese 163?” asked Kang.
“That’s right.”
“But that...” They had known that Mark Decker was on the way. “What about Decker?”
“Decker... He’s alive. Or not. The scientists don’t agree.”
“What does that mean?” asked Nelson. “Either he’s alive or he’s dead.”
“Apparently it’s not always that simple,” said Jaques.
“Is it something to do with Schrödinger’s cat?” asked Nelson. “Is it some kind of limbo? A blaster shot would clearly answer the question. Sorry, Kang, I know he’s your father.”
“He’s not my father. I have half his genes.”
Kang’s parents had been dead for thirty years. He had no need of a new father. It was much too late for that, now that he was a grandfather himself.
“It’s not about a quantum physics interpretation,” Jaques said. “And believe it or not, Nelson, a blaster shot didn’t change Decker’s condition.”
“What? A shot at close range blows half your body away,” Nelson said. “That doesn’t even give you time for a consciousness purification.”
“Best if I read you the whole report I got from Terra Nova,” suggested Jaques.
“A good idea,” said Kang. “Who wrote it?”
“A certain Captain Morris.”
The name sounded familiar to Kang. Hadn’t Monte had something to do with him? Peter must be his first name.
“Peter Morris?” he asked.
Jaques scrolled through the document. “Yes, that’s right, he signed it.”
Captain Morris seemed to him like a figure from another life, or like the protagonist of another story in which he himself played no part. He was still a captain. This indicated that the Admiralty was not impressed by his performance. But apparently, they had found no reason to replace him either. There were hardly any people left who would dedicate their lives to the Space Navy. Constant interstellar travel meant you couldn’t really have a family.
“Here, I’ve downloaded the report onto two tablets,” Jaques said, handing each of them a mobile screen.
“Couldn’t you send it to us?” asked Nelson.
“Better not. I have to protect my sources,” Jaques explained. “But it’s not very long.”
“I have time,” said Kang.
“That’s good. The introduction is a bit tough. It’s a chronoscript that’s been circulating on the darknet recently. I’m very sure it’s genuine.”






     


Paopi 22, 225, Terra Nova     


“STRUBE, WHAT’S THE DATE TODAY?” asked Morris.
His first officer was sitting next to him, reading something. Morris had asked him a while ago what it was, and Strube had blushed as if he’d been caught doing something forbidden. He’d then handed the reader to Morris. It was a novel, an imaginary story set somewhere in the solar system. What a load of garbage! The only reason Morris didn’t punish his first officer was because the author had the same surname as he did. The writing couldn’t be that bad.
“The twenty-second,” said Strube.
“What?”
“The twenty-second, sir.”
“What month, you fool!”
“The twenty-second of Paopi 225. Sorry, sir, you didn’t ask for the year. So the twenty-second of Paopi, sir.”
“Don’t give me the stupid names the natives use, Strube.”
“With all due respect, sir, there are no natives here, only Terran colonists.”
“That’s who I’m talking about.”
“So am I, sir. They follow the Coptic calendar and start counting with the year they arrived on Terra Nova.”
Strube was irritating him. The first officer was smarter than he was, he knew that, but shouldn’t he be able to correctly execute a simple question? No, to interpret it. Now his thoughts were getting muddled!
“Lieutenant Olaf Strube, you’re a smartass before the Lord. I just want today’s date. In standard time. Please.”
“Sir, today is April 9, 2864.”
Whew. That had taken a lot of patience. Now he could finally start his daily report.
“Sir? An incoming call, top priority.”
“Who is it?”
“The planet’s orbital control.”
“Can’t it wait...?”
“They insist.”
Morris sighed. But the report would contain nothing but everyday stuff. Maybe there was finally some news concerning their mission. They had been hanging around here in orbit for weeks.
“All right, give it to me,” he said. And then: “This is Captain Morris from the battleship Vanguard. What can I do for you?”
“Planet control, Fiona Forest here. We have located an unidentified flying object. It’s approaching from interstellar space. Its signature corresponds to the Terran research station Albatross-1.”
Fiona Forest. He liked the name. Her voice sounded lovely. Maybe he should invite her to dinner sometime.
“Vanguard, did you hear me?”
She was in a hurry, too.
“Got it. We’ll take care of it. Morris out.”
Now she was probably taken aback. But if she had informed him, that meant she wanted him to take care of the problem.
“Hold on, sir, the station is in our sphere of influence. We should make first contact.”
Pah, he wasn’t going to let this diversion go to waste. Even if she was right. He was actually just the back-up in case Fiona Forest failed at first contact. But that wouldn’t happen.
“Nice try, Forest, but the Admiralty’s orders are clear. Whatever comes at us from the direction of Adad is our business.”
“You can’t say that...”
“We must say that. But why don’t you join us as an observer? I’m inviting you. What do you think?”
“Uh-huh. Okay, I don’t want any conflict with you. We’ll observe it together. Forest over and out.”
Together? That wasn’t what he meant, and this Fiona would find out that it was his way and not hers.
“Strube? Get a shuttle ready. We’re going to take a look at that station.”

“THERE IT IS,” said Strube.
Morris enlarged the image. The research station looked brand new, even though it had been flying through interstellar space for almost a hundred years. He had imagined a pile of weathered scrap metal, but the metallic parts shone. Was anyone still alive on board? Rather unlikely, if only because of the long flight time. But the Admiral was so interested in this tin box that she’d ordered several battleships to Terra Nova. There must be something she...
“Damn, who’s knocking on the bulkhead, Strube?”
There was a docking port on the station’s bow, now occupied by a modern shuttle whose engines were still hot. Morris could see it clearly in the infrared.
“That must be our friends from Terra Nova,” said his first officer.
“Friends? Great friends. Call them. Now!”
“Vanguard shuttle to unknown shuttle at station port, please report.”
“Morris, is that you?” asked the voice he had encountered earlier.
“What the hell are you doing at my station?” Morris asked.
“We probably had the better starting position,” said Forest. “But of course we’ll wait for you. Just dock with us, will you?”
“I told you...”
“Yes, Captain Morris. I understand. You take your job seriously and all that. Just come over here. The station won’t fly away from you.”
Grrr. He would show that Fiona Forest. But for now, she had the upper hand.

THE AIRLOCK FINALLY OPENED. Morris sniffed. The air on board a foreign spaceship always revealed a lot about who was flying it. Here, for some reason, he was expecting the scent of roses, or at least the aroma of forest and moss, but it simply smelled of machine oil and sweat, just like his battleship.
“Forest? Where are you?”
No one greeted them at the airlock. That wasn’t very polite. The natives still had a lot to learn. Morris floated ahead, crossing the almost empty cargo hold. It was separated from the cabin by a bulkhead, which was open. Morris floated through it. The shuttle was empty. A red light was flashing on the personnel airlock on the right-hand side. It must have been in use recently.
Morris hit a console. It rattled. Forest had tricked him! Surely this couldn’t be true.
“Ah, Captain Morris. Welcome aboard my shuttle,” Forest’s voice sounded from a loudspeaker.
“This is outrageous! You promised...”
“I’m very sorry, but we couldn’t wait for you. We registered signs of life on board. We were legally obliged to intervene immediately and provide assistance. You have to understand that.”
“I don’t have to do anything!”
Yes, he did have to, that was clear. If there was a danger to life and limb, any ship was obliged to provide assistance. Even the Admiral couldn’t change that. Morris hit the console again.
“That was the wrong button, Captain.”
“Excuse me?”
The woman was so impertinent! It was really ... impressive. No one had led him around by the nose like this for a long time. Except for Zakharova, perhaps. That had cost him his promotion. This time, the Admiral would probably deny him promotion again because of Forest. Something always came up. But he couldn’t blame the woman, she had balls.
“I assumed you wanted to watch us search the station. I’ve put the feed from my helmet cam on the main screen. All you have to do is turn it on.”
“Th... That’s what I was hoping for!” he blustered.
Now he had almost thanked her!
“Strube, turn the screen on already, damn it!”

THE STATION also looked almost untouched from the inside. Forest and her companions appeared to be in the control center at the moment. They were wearing spacesuits. When they touched something, sounds could be heard, so there seemed to be breathing air. The suits were obviously just a precaution.
“Take care of the computer,” said Forest.
“Roger that,” said the escort, also a woman.
The camera followed her as she floated to a computer and switched it on. Lights flashed. The station apparently also had power.
“I’m moving on,” said Forest.
She floated to a bulkhead and pushed it open without getting out of breath. Morris could hear her breathing very clearly. The sound transmission was probably coming from her helmet. As Forest floated through the open bulkhead, the light in the room beyond it switched on.
Forest screamed. Morris flinched.
“What’s going on? Are you okay?” he asked.
He looked towards the airlock. The red light was still flashing. Forest must have left the airlock open from the other side, perhaps to be able to return more quickly in an emergency. Or to prevent him from following her. He wouldn’t be able to help the two of them.
“Everything’s fine,” Forest said, and Morris shared her relief. “There are just a few ... creatures here.”
The helmet camera’s gaze fell on a misshapen object that might have once been a couch, at least judging by its contours. There were two ... hm, were they people? The figure on the left was human, two legs, two arms. Forest zoomed in on the face. It was horribly distorted, as if the person was being violated. Morris would have liked to save them.
Next to them, as the camera panned over, lay a huge... cat. The external resemblance was striking. But it was not curled up like a house cat, it was stretched out like a human. Fiona Forest, the wearer of the helmet camera, bent over it. A closer look revealed that it must be an extraterrestrial creature. The tail was extremely muscular, the feet had more toes than those of earthly felines, and the eyes had an insect-like appearance, presumably because they were faceted.
The creature was breathing. The camera panned around, back to the human, went closer, until Morris noticed it here too: the human was alive!
“There they are, our signs of life,” said Forest. “That’s lucky!”
“Does that mean you hadn’t detected anything before?”
The woman didn’t answer.
“Berenike? I’ve got something interesting here,” said Forest. “Two passengers.”
“That’s exciting. I’ve got something too,” said the other woman.
“I’m listening.”
“The computer is spitting out warnings. We’re not to approach the station under any circumstances and it would be best to destroy it with a nuclear weapon.”
“That’s great. Why didn’t they send them?”
“Apparently, they were deleted after being written. I’ve just taken them out of the trash, basically.”
“We should still take them seriously, shouldn’t we?”
“If you want my scientific opinion...”
“I definitely want that, my dear.”
My dear. Hmm. Well, that didn’t necessarily mean anything. Hopefully this Berenike would give the right answer. He mustn’t go back to the Admiralty empty-handed.
“Good,” said Berenike. “We should examine everything here thoroughly and only then dispose of it. I mean, the station has been traveling for a hundred years, and the two passengers are still alive. Maybe they’ll help us find an alternative to cryogenic sleep.”
“Thank you. That’s more or less what I was thinking, Berenike, but you’re the scientist. And you don’t even know who our passengers are yet.”
“And you don’t know what else I’ve found,” said Berenike. “It’s worded as a warning, so please don’t be alarmed.”
Fiona laughed. “Me, alarmed?”
Could the two of them get to the point?
“So, what is it?” asked Morris.
“I’ll read it,” said Berenike. “But I’m warning you. It sounds ... strange.”
“Get on with it,” said Forest.
“There was 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 large, 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 upon them. It was a guardian, a destroyer, sent by the heavenly powers to destroy the planet.
“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 were destroyed, forests were destroyed, oceans were destroyed, the ground shook, and the people of the planet were filled with fear and terror.
“But in their despair, some brave heroes among the people rose up and decided to fight the ship. They built powerful weapons and set out to attack the ship.
“However, 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.
“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. And the people praised the heavenly powers for their mercy and promised to always follow their instructions so as never to incur their wrath again.”
“Oh my,” said Fiona. “That sounds really impressive.”
“Mentally deranged,” said Berenike. “No wonder, if the man was alone on his ship for so long, accompanied only by a wild animal.”
“But the description, forests, oceans, that could apply to Terra Nova,” said Fiona.
“The description applies to pretty much every habitable planet,” said the scientist. “On Adad, where he came from, there are forests and oceans too.”
“Blah, blah, blah,” said Morris. “Don’t worry about it. We have seven Vanguard-class battleships in orbit. They can handle any Guardian or Destroyer.”
“If my information is correct, you’ve never had to deal with an alien spaceship before,” said Forest.
Alien or not - even aliens could be cooked, right? Or roasted, smart-aleck Strube would probably say.
“That’s true. But the laws of physics apply to everyone,” said Morris. “Anything that exists in this reality can be shot down with the right weapons.”
“Let’s hope you’re right, Captain. Berenike, what do you think?”
“I wouldn’t panic. Whoever wrote that wasn’t quite in their right mind. But to be on the safe side, we should look for this ominous ship. In fact, there is a mass concentration in the southern hemisphere virtually under the feet of the Old Mothers. We always thought it was the remains of an asteroid.”
The discussion between the two women was getting on his nerves. He would have his people examine the computer. They were probably all figments of the pilot’s imagination.
“I didn’t know that,” said Forest.
Oh, what a huge mistake. A commander must never admit that she didn’t know something. How could the crew trust her?
“You can’t know everything,” said the scientist, and Morris could clearly hear the malice. “Anyway, I’m going to propose an expedition to the surface.”
“You think you’ll get it through? The last one failed so badly...”
“People will finally start thinking about the surface again! It’s time we explored our own planet thoroughly. We don’t have to tell them what it’s really about.”
“Whatever you say,” said Forest. “I trust you on that. Hang on, I’m just getting the results of the facial recognition in.”
Forest was a shameless person, but she was efficient and effective. As a first officer under his command, she’d be in the perfect position. Then she would also learn how to gain the respect of her crew.
“So who is it?” asked Berenike.
“Ötzi,” interjected the commander.
Berenike burst out laughing. “He was good.”
Who the hell was Ötzi? Morris didn’t want to ask, because he would be making the same mistake as Forest.
“It’s Mark Decker, of course,” said Forest.
Of course. The first person to survive a journey lasting almost a hundred years without cryogenic sleep. What would Decker be able to tell them?






     


March 12, 2864, Earth's moon     


“THAT’S UNBELIEVABLE,” said Nelson.
They must have reached the end of the document almost simultaneously. Kang couldn’t get a word out. Mark Decker was back. In a few weeks, his genetic parents would meet again. Yini... She would have the opportunity to meet her genetic father. How would that feel?
“Do they know any more about Decker?” Kang asked.
“I’m sorry, but apart from this excerpt from the chronoscript, I haven’t been able to get my hands on anything,” said Jaques. “Everything else is classified top secret. I wonder if someone leaked it on purpose.”
“Maybe I should investigate it for myself,” said Kang.
He didn’t know exactly where that thought had come from. Perhaps it had been wandering unnoticed through his mind for some time.
“With a tachyon transfer, you could be there in a flash,” said Nelson.
“Albatross-1 is not open to the public,” said Jaques. “I doubt you’ll find out more there personally. No one knows you, and that’s a disadvantage if you need anything.”
“I realize that,” Kang said. “Besides, Yudit needs me. I can’t leave her alone right now. The doctors say she only has weeks, maybe days.”
“I’ll keep my ears open,” Jaques said. “I promise. Maybe I’ll find some more material.”
“Thank you.”
“Besides, it can’t be long now before Yini, your mother and your friends arrive on Terra Nova,” Nelson said. “There are four of them. You’re needed more here.”
“That’s true, too.”
“But if you absolutely have to go there, I’ll take care of your family,” Nelson said. “It’s your decision.”






     


Hatur 28, 225, Terra Nova     


MORRIS WAS ANNOYED. A Neomars battleship had brazenly crossed the Vanguard’s orbit. His ship had to change course to prevent an accident. The Admiral had expressly forbidden him to allow himself to be provoked, so he reluctantly moved out of the way and grumbled inwardly.
There were only five on the enemy ship. There were seven of them on the Vanguard. They would definitely win a battle. But the Admiral was right. There would be no winners in a war. Neomars knew that too. What were they trying to achieve with these maneuvers? Did they want to test the nerves of Captain Morris, who, as the most senior commander, had supreme command over all the ships of the Terran Union?
“That’s enough, Strube,” said Morris.
The ships would have a minimum distance of just under one hundred yards between them when they met. That was against regulations, but it avoided a collision and would have to do.
“Understood,” said Strube.
Very good. The boy was learning. Not long ago, he would have pointed out to Morris that the legal distance was ten times greater.

MORRIS FOLLOWED the encounter between the two ships on the main screen. Neither of them should make any sudden course corrections. It was fascinating to see the enemy at such close range. He could look directly into their torpedo tubes. Space battles were long-range battles. If you got this close, it was all about ramming. He tapped on the console. Hopefully he would never have to steer the Vanguard into such a position.
Suddenly the engines of the Neomartian ship fired up.
“What are they up to?” he asked.
It was the correction engines on their side. The enemy was moving away.
“They probably want to gain some distance after all,” said Strube.
“Maybe they’ve been ordered to de-escalate. As exciting as it is, it’s annoying, isn’t it?”
“Yes, sir.”
The enemy ship slowly moved aside. A shadow appeared behind it. It had a very unusual, angular shape.
“Shit, Strube, do you see that? What is it?”
It was not a shadow. Something was coming towards them from the atmosphere. It didn’t look like a ship, more like a misshapen block, but it was flying, so it was a ship.
“I see it, sir. But it’s not identifying itself, so I’m afraid I can’t answer the second question.”
What had that scientist read out a few weeks ago? It sounded like a Bible text.
“A great alien ship appeared in the sky, and it was so powerful and terrifying that they trembled with fear,” Morris quoted.
“I just thought of that too,” said his first officer.
“It’s best to forget it now.” Morris thought of the heroes and their pointless rebellion. “This isn’t some fantasy. This is reality. We showed the Martians what we’re capable of, and now we’re going to show this monster ship. Alien ship. Whatever it is.”
Morris strapped himself in. His people needed him now.
“All crew to battle stations!” he ordered.
At the same moment, the Neomartian warship that had just provoked them so childishly broke apart. Shit. It was only slightly smaller than the Vanguard and much better armored.
“Evasive action!” he shouted.
The ship’s controls reacted faster than he did. It gave full thrust to the main engines. Anyone not strapped in slammed into the ceiling. Morris pulled up the three-dimensional battle screen. It showed the planet’s orbit, seven green dots, seven red ones.
“Consider Neomartian fleet friendly.”
It was an intuition. The alien ship was clearly hostile, not the Neomartians. Thirteen green dots, one red. How did the Neomartians suddenly have six ships? When he switched to radar, he saw it: the ship that was so close to them a moment ago had split into two roughly equal halves. Small dots were tumbling around in the space between them. Each dot was a person. The ship had not split apart, it had been sliced in half. In the optical spectrum, Morris saw the alien ship behind it.
“Strube?”
His first officer didn’t answer. Shit. He must be one of the ones who hadn’t buckled up in time. Morris watched the battle screen. Two green dots were approaching the red one. They were coming from different orbits. He could tell from their respective orbital inclinations that there was one from the Terran Union and one from Neomars. That must be the Challenger, the smallest of his ships.
“Challenger, don’t go it alone,” Morris ordered. “Join the attack formation!”
The Challenger didn’t respond. Its commander probably thought he was smarter than him because he had a higher rank. Screw the Challenger.
“Zeus, Perseus, Cerberus, Valiant, Alabama, I need you in orb position.”
The idea behind this was to spread out in all directions around a single enemy as much as possible. No one, no matter how strong they were, could fight all their opponents at the same time. The commanders confirmed the order in quick succession. Only the Challenger stayed on course.
That would help them. The alien ship appeared to be armed on one side only, since it turned until it stood upright in its orbit like a huge, thick domino. This put at least three of the battleships in a position from which they could fire on the unarmed underside. Morris was pleased to see that the Neomartians were following his strategy. He himself used the destroyed ship as cover and only fired through the gap between the two halves.
Suddenly, the green dot that symbolized the Challenger disappeared from the screen. Morris only realized what had happened when the domino rotated in his direction. In its lower half, roughly where the dot would be on a one domino, the gateway to hell had opened. A beam emerged from it that people would later call hellfire.
“Science, what is that? I need to know what I’m dealing with.”
“Fifteen thousand degrees Celsius, plasma, very fast,” said a female voice from the small science department. “Very, very fast. It’s as if the ship is spinning a white dwarf in a tube so fast that its mass spurts in our direction.”
“Thank you.”
He didn’t want to know that exactly. It frightened him, a feeling he was unfamiliar with, at least in the command chair.
“Avoid the beam at all costs,” he ordered.
The domino continued to rotate. It looked as if the gates of hell really were spinning. Fascinating. Unfortunately, he wouldn’t be able to tell anyone about it.
The beam detached itself from the alien ship and started to move. On the battle map, it reminded Morris of a wad of saliva spat into the wind. It did not strike immediately. The distances in orbit were great, even if everything appeared to be close together on the battle screen. The Vanguard dodged, but the domino readjusted its position. The beam moved like a snake with its sights firmly set on its target. As if the aliens knew the power of its engines. He must surprise them.
“All weapons. Cease fire.”
The ship was still being rocked by short bursts. Those were torpedoes leaving their tubes.
“That goes for the torpedoes too!”
Silence fell briefly. Morris was drenched in sweat. The snake came closer.
“All weapons. On my signal, fire across the direction of movement.”
The enemy was counting on the engines. But they couldn’t know to calculate the momentum of the weapons too.
“Cerberus reports total failure.”
Shit. That was when he saw it. A second beam had detached from the enemy monster and hit the Cerberus. They were about to be hit too.
“Fire!”
The pulse was relatively short, but it worked. The Vanguard skidded out of its lane. The beam shot past it and moved into infinity. Phew. Morris checked the battle screen. Only two Neomartian ships were still active. The Alabama was still glowing green on the screen but had turned into a fireball in the optical spectrum.
That left Zeus, Perseus, Valiant and Vanguard. With their two new Neomartian friends, there were six of them, and the enemy didn’t seem to be running out of energy. One of the two Neomartian ships moved into a higher orbit. He couldn’t blame them for running away. Someone had to warn Neomars. But it wouldn’t be this ship. A new hell ray was already pursuing it.
Surprise. He must surprise the enemy.
“Turn around! Now!” he ordered.
The pilots and the ship’s controls reacted. Everything turned. The lifeless body of his first officer fell to the ground next to him. His head was bleeding profusely. I’m sorry, Strube, but I can’t help you right now.
The rotation was complete.
“Full acceleration!”
The ship sped forward. He slowed down. This allowed them to reach a lower orbit, where the orbital speed was higher. The lower, the better. Perhaps they could use the planet itself as a protective shield. But the enemy wouldn’t let them get that far.
“It was an honor serving with you!” reported the Perseus.
The ship’s commander had studied with Morris at the academy. Morris racked his brain. What strategies had they learned there? In the scenario of an overpowering opponent, it was always about dealing a final blow. Someone sacrificed themselves for everyone else. But this enemy would allow no sacrifice. Its infernal beam reached the Zeus. The crew had no time to say goodbye.
Screw it. The enemy seemed to be targeting the Valiant right now. The infernal maw pointed in the other direction. Morris turned his ship again. If neither the front nor the back could be ripped open with their weapons, then maybe the forehead could. The Vanguard bucked briefly as he spurred her again. On the higher track, it gave the enemy an opportunity to catch up. Higher, higher! I want to see your face, you son of a bitch. There, the front came into view.
“Fire! Give it everything you’ve got!”
Suddenly he saw the hail. The entire front of the alien ship had disintegrated into individual chunks, which were now hurtling towards the Vanguard. The ship had no chance of surviving.
“Everyone into your spacesuits!”
Morris jumped up, only a few with him. The others must have given up. He didn’t blame them. You shouldn’t speak ill of the dead. If the projectiles penetrated the walls, he must be in a spacesuit. He had about three minutes. Finally, the drill at the academy was paying off.
That was when they hit. The beam was much wider than his ship. Someone really wanted to be on the safe side. Morris switched to radar and was pleasantly surprised. Part of the stern was apparently shielded by debris from a Neomartian ship. But it didn’t help him in the battery that followed. Projectiles smashed through the walls and shredded everything in their path. The air rushed out. He clung to a desk. May the Lord have mercy on my soul. That was what his mother used to say.

IT WAS the 15th of May in the year 2864, 17:11 standard time. All Terran Union and Neomars battleships had been destroyed, except for the Vanguard. The enemy was approaching the tachyon station. It seemed clear what they intended to do: destroying the station would cut Terra Nova off from the rest of the Terran Union for many years. Humanity might not have lost the war yet, but they had lost the information war. Without information, the Terran Union could not respond to this terrible attack. The enemy would have the opportunity to sneak up on other Terran colonies under the cover of ignorance to continue their brutal mission.
Perhaps there was one last chance to prevent that. It was in his hands. His first officer lay dead in the control center the attacker hit. The Vanguard was flying without power. The enemy had stopped firing at them. They probably thought the ship had been destroyed. But the engines were still working, and a piece of debris camouflaged them.
Morris fought his way through the airless, completely perforated ship to the engine. The service chamber, from which the ship’s engineers normally serviced the engines, had an autonomous bridge function for emergencies like this. The two engineers present had suffocated, died in the line of duty. He didn’t have time to pay his last respects to them. Instead, he tied their lifeless bodies to the floor so that they were not constantly in his way in the cramped chamber.
Then he activated the computer. It was right next to a hole as thick as his arm, so he could admire the universe. He didn’t have time for that either. He used the keyboard to identify himself as the commander of the Vanguard.
“Face and voice recognition failed,” the computer stated.
Shit. It had to identify him using at least one of those two methods. His helmet was in the way. Some fool had forgotten to plan for this situation. His face was obscured by glass, and his voice couldn’t be heard by the computer in a vacuum, even if he turned the outside speaker to the highest level. He could take off his glove, but there was no fingerprint scanner.
Morris looked around. The chamber was torn open in several places. It would never fill with air again. Voice recognition was out of the question. He would have to hold his face up to the camera. He pressed his nose as far forward as possible in the helmet and moved back and forth in front of the camera. Unsuccessful. He knew it would be. He had often wondered who was standing opposite him on field missions, which was why every spacesuit had a prominent name tag. But the computer couldn’t do anything with that.
What if he showed it his face? Two or three seconds should be enough. Helmet off, identify, helmet back on. That was the only way. If I die from it, it won’t matter. He wouldn’t survive the impact anyway. But he needed enough time to put the ship on the right track.
Maybe he could negotiate with the computer. The ship’s controls might not be a strong AI, but they were still smart.
    

“I’d like to crash the ship into the enemy object,”    

he typed.
    










“You need to identify yourself first.”    










    

“I’ll identify myself. But after that, could you automatically launch the maneuver I gave you earlier?”    

    










“Please wait. Please wait. Yes, an internal assessment has shown that this is in line with my guidelines. I will proceed as if the order came from your first officer. Then it just needs your confirmation for me to carry it out immediately.”    










    

“Is it a problem that the first officer is dead?”    

He had to stop the computer from fussing.
    










“On the contrary. This means that the commander is also the first officer.”    










    

“Am I actually also the first chef?”    

It was a silly question. But he was about to die. So, he did have one last wish. Instead of being a commander, he would have preferred to be a chef all his life. His father had talked him out of it because a chef was paid so little. That was probably why he had never made it past captain.
    










“Since there is no one else left on board apart from you, you are also first chef, whoever you are. After I’ve identified you.”    










Morris smiled. His last wish had been granted.
    

“Very well. As First Officer, I order you to set a direct course for the enemy and ram them before they reach the tachyon transmitter.”    

    










“Understood. The order requires the commander’s confirmation. Please identify yourself.”    










Morris swallowed. Now was the time. He grabbed the sides of his helmet with both hands and released the clips. A sound warned him of the lack of atmosphere. Morris ignored it and flipped the helmet open. Something freezing cold hit him in the face. A wet rag lay over his nose and mouth. How long would he have to endure this? He didn’t know. At some point the computer would say “identification successful”, but he wouldn’t hear it.
No air. Morris felt a heat that burned him, even though it was freezing cold, and a pressure that crushed him, even though there was a vacuum. The darkness of the universe absorbed him and released him.

ON MAY 15, 2864, 17:51 standard time, the tachyon connection to Terra Nova was lost. The last message to reach Earth’s moon via this route was Captain Peter Morris’ report.






     


Afterword by the Chronoscribe     


DEAR READERS,
Two weeks ago, my beloved wife Yudit passed away. That may sound sadder than it felt to me. We were able to say goodbye and she fell asleep peacefully while the whole family was with her. My youngest grandson, also called Kang, was playing happily with me during this time. He is still too young to understand what happened.
After that, I was more alone than I had been for over sixty years. But I made the most of the time. I finally gathered all the material an observer needs to understand how the events around Terra Nova came about, the consequences of which are far from clear. I’m as curious as you are about what the consequences will be for us - for humanity. Whether we will survive. I reconstructed the adventures of Talut Forest from the interrogation transcripts. I remember exactly when Jaques handed them over to me, because it was on Yudit’s birthday, May 12th, the last one she was to experience. It was also a present for her, because I read it to her, just like Yini’s book all those years ago. I will miss Yudit. She immediately suggested that I rewrite the protocols from Talut Forest’s perspective. I think this gave the story much more power without losing any of its truth.
But I must also apologize. You were probably waiting to hear my sister’s voice. I’m just her little brother, who can’t hold a candle to her and who betrayed her at a crucial moment. That still pains me. I hope you didn’t notice too much in the notes. This incredible story deserves a neutral chronoscribe who is not guided by his own weaknesses and pain. I assure you that none of what I have compiled here is a lie or a fabrication. This, of course, is also an expression of my weakness. Yini did not need such assurances in her epilogue.
But perhaps I am wrong, and the story I have written down, but not invented, has captivated you. My intentions are not entirely altruistic. I hope that I have also been able to convince you that tachyon technology is a danger to us all. Neomars and the Terran Union will probably not ban it, but it is up to each of us to make that decision. If no one uses it, it can no longer harm anyone. That is what I believe as a non-physicist. If I’m wrong about this, please forgive me - and be sure to write to me, because I like to learn. Ideally, you should not use my work address in the Great Archive, but instead write to me privately at tsai.kang@earthmoon.space. I look forward to hearing from you!
I’ve added something to the collection that might help you understand the context a little. You’ve probably lived in the Skyring, beneath the surface of Neomars or in a mining station in the Belt all your life. I can’t and won’t criticize you for that. I’ve barely made it off the moon myself. I don’t remember my early childhood on Neomars. They must have happened, those few years with our mother, but they have been completely erased from my memory. In any case, I didn’t see anything of the solar system, let alone its immediate surroundings, the Local Cloud. What could you expect if you plucked up the courage to book a ticket on one of the remaining civilian interstellar spaceships? Try it. No one knows how much time humanity has left. At worst, it’s about sixty years, the minimum flight time from Terra Nova to here.
I admit, I didn’t write this little guidebook myself. Mike dug it up for me before it disappeared. The author is unknown. He must have been dead for so long that all rights have lapsed. If you can find the copyright holder, please let me know.
Thank you for your interest.
Sincerely, Tsai Kang







     


Around the Campfire     


Dear readers,
The end of the second part of a trilogy is almost always difficult terrain. In the overarching drama, we usually see the heroes and heroines on the ground at this point. It is far from clear how they are to solve the problems that are piling up and prevent the impending catastrophe in the third volume. Not even the author knows, I’m happy to admit. But of course, I already have an idea. Mark Decker and Kian will continue to accompany us. The Tsai family plays an important role. Talut, our only witness, may also have something to contribute. Don’t worry, you won’t find any spoilers here.
But I am pleased that you have accompanied me this far. It has been an honor. Seeing the story that was initially stuck in my head on paper or in an e-reader is always a special experience for me too. I hope I was able to put the magical images from my imagination into words in a comprehensible way. Where I didn’t succeed straight away, my editor Heide Franck helped and polished the lines until, on closer inspection, they began to sparkle a little. If you like the book, it would be great if you could write a review. This is the only way the novel has a chance of finding as many readers as possible:
hard-sf.com/links/4299905
You may have noticed that this time my afterword comes after the popular science section. This is because the exoplanet travel guide fit in so well with the plot. Of course, all the information in it corresponds to what we know today about the systems described. But I have added a few things beyond that. Anyone who has read my other novels will find some things familiar. It’s basically a travel guide through the Morris universe. You can also get this supplement to the novel in illustrated PDF format by filling in the form at hard-sf.com/subscribe.
With that, I bid you farewell. You may write to me at brandon@hard-sf.com if you like - I always enjoy talking to my readers.
Best regards
Yours, Brandon Q. Morris

Here's the link to the last part: hard-sf.com/links/4310124












      


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






     


The Local Cloud - A Travel Guide     


AROUND THE YEAR 2800, humanity began to explore and, in some cases, colonize its immediate surroundings. Projects such as the Proxima program of the Sino-Russian RB Group and the Shepherd 1 expedition of NASA and Alpha-Omega, as well as the latest generation of space telescopes, from the Chinese Wang Zhenyi Observatory to the Copernicus Telescope of ESA and NASA, initially expanded our knowledge of the basic data of the nearest star systems in the 21st century. Then the great discovery of the Israeli physicist Mordehai Shaviv, tachyon transmission, indirectly led to a boom in interstellar space travel. All of a sudden, humankind saw its future in the stars. Although it was not possible to travel any faster than before, it was thought that it would be possible to maintain contact via tachyon transmitters. So huge colony ships set off for destinations in the immediate vicinity of the solar system.
But expanding humanity into space proved more difficult than expected. Almost three-quarters of all attempts to establish a new home with the limited supplies of a starship failed. Surviving the first fifty years proved to be the biggest problem. Only then did it become apparent that even tachyon communication could not provide a connection to home. What was the point of talking to people you would never see again in your lifetime? Interstellar space travel almost came to a standstill until the Sino-Russian RB Group introduced the first biobags. Initially these were androids, but later artificially bred clones were used. Initial ethical reservations were brushed aside by the practical aspect of being able to travel through the known universe in the shortest possible time, at least within range of a tachyon receiver.
At least within the Terran Union and among people who could afford both Biobags and transmission, this was the case. For reasons of limited space, we cannot go into the Martian Wars here, including the destruction of the Mars colony and the founding and consolidation of Neomars. Instead, we want to inspire curiosity about the immediate surroundings of the solar system. Ask your local travel agency or, if you live on Neomars, your local departure commissioner’s office.
What destinations await you in the Local Cloud
First, a few cosmological basics. Before a planet is formed, a young star (or two or three, as a rule) grows in a cosmic disk of gas and dust that becomes a new solar system. The cloud becomes increasingly dense in the center until at some point it is so hot and dense that the fusion of hydrogen nuclei (protons) begins. However, this does not mean that all the material in the cloud has been consumed. In most cases, significantly less than ten percent of the total mass remains in the rotating disk of gas and dust. The heat of the young star ensures that only substances with a high atomic number can condense in the inner region (iron, nickel, silicon and so on - these become the rocky planets). Further out, where it is colder, lighter hydrogen and helium atoms can condense. Planets that form here naturally contain more of the abundant gas.
This explains the basic differentiation of planets into rocky and gaseous variants. Later, there may well be shifts within a system: Gas planets may migrate inwards and push smaller rocky planets into the sun or even completely out of the system. Sometimes there is not enough mass in a particular orbit for a complete planet to form, and the result is an asteroid belt like the one between Mars and Jupiter. At the outer limits of the system, the cloud is too thin for larger objects to form. This is where dwarf planets or comets form. In our solar system, the Kuiper Belt and the Oort Cloud form this patch.
However, planets can also change during their lifetime. A gas planet, for example, can lose its gas under the influence of its star - leaving only its core, a rocky planet. This way of thinking may be a little earth-centered, but people tend to classify planets in other systems (“exoplanets”) according to their role models in the solar system.
Gas giants (Jupiters)
Gas giants consist mainly of light gases, along with hydrogen and helium. They do not have a solid surface; instead, the gas becomes denser and denser with depth and eventually reaches a solid state. Hydrogen can even become metallic. This makes it difficult to determine the exact size of the planet. Often, the point at which the pressure is as high as on the ground is referred to as the surface. Everything above it is then the atmosphere.
Gas giants cannot be heavier than 13 Jupiter masses (which corresponds to about 1.2 percent of the mass of the Sun). When a planet becomes heavier than that, the pressure in its interior is so high that the first fusion processes begin, and it becomes a brown dwarf. Brown dwarfs occupy a special position between planets and stars because hydrogen-helium fusion, which is a characteristic of a real star, has not yet taken place in them. That only occurs in stars of approximately 70 Jupiter masses or more.
Hot gas giants (Hot Jupiters)
Hot gas giants are gas giants with a special feature: they orbit very close to their parent star. The orbital period is usually less than ten days. They are formed either when a gas giant moves inwards in the system, or when a rocky planet absorbs so much gas from its surroundings that it becomes a gas giant.
Due to their proximity to the star, they are exceptionally hot; some have been measured at several thousand degrees. The chance that life can exist on them is minimal. Due to their high mass and short orbital period, they were among the first exoplanets to be discovered by humankind. Some of them are so inflated by the heat of the star that they take on huge dimensions. They may also be referred to as “Hot Saturns” because our Saturn also has a relatively low density.
Ice planets (Neptunes)
Ice planets have a similar structure to gas giants, except that they do not primarily consist of light hydrogen and helium atoms, but of compounds containing nitrogen, oxygen, carbon or sulfur. The “ice” in the name does not refer to water ice. Water is actually present in the interior of these planets, mostly in liquid form. But other compounds such as methane, ammonia or sulfur dioxide can be stored here in a frozen state. Sometimes, however, icy planets have a hydrogen mantle, which can make up as much as a fifth of their mass. Icy planets are usually significantly larger than the Earth, but smaller than Jupiter.
Hot gas planets (Hot Neptunes)
If an icy planet ventures too close to its star, it becomes a “Hot Neptune”. Of course, it is then no longer an ice planet - the heat from the star also warms its interior. Instead, it inflates. It may lose its gas shell due to the solar wind, leaving only the stony core behind.
Earth-like planets
Rocky planets such as Earth are much more difficult to detect, due to their smaller size compared to the gas giants. However, they are quite common. It is estimated that every fifth sun-like star has an Earth-like companion in its habitable zone. This means that there are 11 billion potentially habitable planets in the Milky Way alone. There are also planets orbiting smaller stars (such as red dwarfs), for which there are no good statistics yet.
Earth-like planets do not necessarily look anything like Earth. The only definite similarity is that they have a solid surface and rock underneath. Usually the interior is shell-shaped, with a hot, sometimes liquid core of iron and other heavy materials. Above this there may be a mantle of silicates and a crust, which also consists of silicates and other light materials. This is sometimes followed by an air envelope (atmosphere). Some planets have water reserves on the surface, a hydrosphere.
Hot Earth-like planets (Venus-like)
These rocky planets have high temperatures (several hundred degrees) either because of their proximity to the sun or because of their very dense atmosphere and the associated greenhouse effect, similar to Venus in the solar system.
Super-Earths
Most of the rocky planets discovered to date belong to the group of super-Earths, since their mass is several times greater than that of the Earth (there are different definitions, ranging from 1 to 14 times to 5 to 10 times Earth’s mass). However, such measurements are often subject to error. Determining the diameter is not enough to distinguish a planet with a small rocky core and a large gas envelope from a purely rocky planet.
If the initial debris disk is large enough, huge rocky planets can form, so-called mega-Earths. This is particularly likely to be the case in the orbit of giant stars of spectral classes B and O with up to 150 solar masses. Such giant Earths could be up to 4000 times heavier than the Earth.
What our neighborhood looks like
If we were expecting an extraterrestrial visitor, we would have to describe our home address something like this (in the hope that the guest would be able to make sense of our terms): Turn off the intergalactic highway at the Virgo Supercluster. Ask passers-by about the Local Group comprising 47 galaxies. Once there, look for a Milky Way with a bar-shaped core and two dominant spiral arms. Find the Orion Arm between the 200 to 400 billion stars of the Milky Way. It is located about 15,000 light years north of the axis of symmetry of the galaxy - or about 25,000 light years away from its core - and is one of the secondary spiral arms between the Perseus Arm and the Scutum-Centaurus Arm, somewhat closer to the Perseus Arm.
As soon as you notice an elliptical cluster of young stars and star-forming regions about 2000 light-years across, called Gould’s Belt, please fly a little closer. In the middle of it you will notice an hourglass-shaped bubble in the interstellar medium, several hundred light years in size and particularly low in matter, which was caused by a supernova. Don’t worry, the danger has been over for 300,000 years. At that time, Geminga, which is 800 light years away from the solar system and which radio astronomers can still detect today as a pulsar, probably exploded (other theories suggest that the local bubble was created 10 to 20 billion years ago by several supernovae).
Now please pay attention and take a closer look. You should be able to spot the Local Cloud, which is about 30 light years across and contains significantly more cosmic matter (especially hydrogen gas) than its surroundings. The sun has been traveling through this area for 100,000 years and will probably need at least the same amount of time to reach clean territory again. It is not the only star in the area. The best landmark is a triple star that people call Alpha Centauri. It consists of tightly bound, double yellow stars (Alpha Centauri A and B) orbited at a greater distance by a red dwarf (Alpha Centauri C or Proxima Centauri). Just 4.4 light years away you should find the Sun, a yellow dwarf. But don’t tell people that they live around a dwarf star. That would offend their proverbial vanity.
If no one answers the door - in orbit - (people are sometimes very busy with their own affairs. You know how it is, family arguments that sometimes get loud), just ring the doorbell of your nearest neighbors Barnard’s Star (5.9 light years away), Wolf 359 (7.8 light years), Lalande 21185 (8.3 light years), Luyten 726-8 (8.7 light years) or Ross 154 (9.7 light years) and leave your message there. As red dwarfs, all three have long since reached retirement age. Alternatively, you can also try Sirius (8.6 light years away), which is about twice the size of the sun and is orbited by the white dwarf star Sirius B.
The Local Cloud
Now back to business. We will introduce you to the most interesting systems in our area. Of course, there’s no accounting for taste. Other authors would certainly include other systems. But we are convinced that none of these systems will make you regret having made the journey.
Proxima Centauri b
Proxima Centauri b is the closest exoplanet to the Sun - and was the target of an early expedition as part of the Starshot project in the 21st century. The planet is a third heavier than Earth. Due to its close orbit, its star has forced it to always show the same side, just like the Earth’s moon. One orbit around the parent star takes 11.2 days. However, you don’t notice this on the planet because there are no seasons. The front side is constantly illuminated by the Sun and is hot, while the back side remains in eternal ice. However, there is a vegetation zone in the transition region, which is mainly determined by migrating trees. In this area, water also exists on the surface in liquid form. However, compared to Earth, 30 times more UV radiation and 250 times more X-rays hit the surface. If you want to live there, you have to adapt to the high radiation. While you’re here, why not fly on to Alpha Centauri Bb?
Distance to Earth: 4.2 light years
Tachyon station: no
Tip for sun lovers - in the hot zone, one minute is enough for a perfect complexion. Don’t forget sun protection with SPF 1500!
Alpha Centauri Bb
The approximately seven years of lost time (there is no tachyon transmitter here) for a visit to Alpha Centauri Bb is worth it if you want to get to know the famous Grosnops. You will no doubt remember from your history lessons the visit which these intelligent beings, who look like giant gray-green frogs, paid to Earth at the beginning of the 24th century.
The planet itself is about the size of Earth and is located in the habitable zone of its parent star Alpha Centauri B (a yellow dwarf like the sun), which the natives call the Mother Sun. Together with Alpha Centauri A, the father sun, the star forms a binary system. However, the planet Bb only orbits the B star, which makes the appearance of the father sun in the sky a seemingly irregular phenomenon. Alpha Centauri Bb is covered in dense vegetation. Its sky glows green during the day, due to its atmospheric composition.
Distance to Earth: 4.34 light years
Tachyon station: no
Tip for linguistic scholars - the language of the Grosnops contains sounds that humans cannot hear.
Barnard’s Star b
The star got its name after astronomer Edward Barnard discovered how quickly it moved across the skies in 1916. Since its discovery over 800 years ago, it has moved by more than two degrees; it moves 10.4 arc seconds per year. At the same time, it is slowly approaching Earth. In 9000 years, it will only be 3.8 light years away. After that, the distance will increase again. Barnard’s Star is already twice as old as our Sun! This may make the red dwarf one of the oldest stars in the Milky Way.
The star also has a planet. Barnard’s Star b is located near the snow line of its star system, where volatile substances are frozen, i.e. outside the habitable zone. It orbits every 233 days at a distance of 0.4 AU and weighs about as much as three Earths. A longer vacation there is hardly recommended. That is, unless you like winter sports at temperatures around -170 degrees Celsius and in a space suit, because the atmosphere is frozen out. However, there is a research station and the scientists there have discovered signs of primitive life on the planet.
Distance to Earth: 6 light years
Tachyon station: no
Tip for history buffs - with its biblical age, Barnard’s Star experienced the Milky Way in its youth.
Luhman 16 Bb
This is a fascinating double system of brown dwarfs. It takes only eleven to twelve years to reach the closest representative of this type of celestial body to Earth, and that in a double pack. The system was first visited by humans at the beginning of the 22nd century. Luhman 16 A has two planets, and Luhman 16 B has one. The inner planets orbit their respective stars at a distance of just 621,371 miles. This is fifty times closer than the orbit of Mercury, the planet closest to the sun, and only two and a half times further than the distance between the Moon and Earth. Despite this, or perhaps because of it, they harbor life, which is probably due to their bound rotation. On the warm side of Luhman-16 Bb, the temperature near the equator is a very pleasant 295 degrees Celsius. You will be able to get away with a T-shirt. The oxygen content of the atmosphere is 20 percent, which is Earth level.
Distance to Earth: 6.5 light years
Tachyon station: no
Tip for disciples of darkness - it never really gets light on the planets here.
Gliese 411
It is unclear why the Gliese 411 system was never colonized by mankind. There is not even a research station there. At least this has the advantage that you can feel like an explorer in the backyard of the solar system, fighting your way through merciless space far away from any civilization. If you use the mobile tachyon station three light years away, you will still only need to allow about ten years for a visit to Gliese 411. Per round trip, of course. Please note: we have recently received reports from our readers that Gliese 411 is not entirely safe. However, the Terran Union law enforcement authorities deny this. Rumors claim that the Terran Union and Neomars are testing secret weapons there. Don’t let that stop you, but you’d better create a back-up before you leave.
Distance to Earth: 8.3 light years
Tachyon station: no
Tip for pioneers and speeders - there are no speed limits in this abandoned system.
Sirius Ab (Francesca)
Sirius is the brightest star in the night sky of the Earth, the Moon and Neomars (if the night sky were visible from there). This naturally makes it the most luminous star in its constellation, the Great Dog, which is why it is also called α Canis Majoris. With a visual apparent magnitude of -1.46, Sirius is almost twice as bright as Canopus, the second brightest star. Sirius is a double star consisting of a main sequence star called Sirius A and a white dwarf called Sirius B. The distance between the two varies between 8.2 astronomical units (approximately the distance between Jupiter and Saturn) and 31.5 AU (slightly more than the distance between Neptune and the Sun). The two stars take around 50 years to orbit each other. The system is therefore ideal if you want to observe a white dwarf in action and then bask in warm, yellow light.
The planet Sirius Ab, which orbits the main star, is only suitable for this if you are hardened, as it is so hot on the surface that life can only exist in crevices. After a first visit in the middle of the 23rd century, attempts were made a hundred years later to establish a colony there. A tachyon transmitter was even built, but the colony soon collapsed. A bonus for you, as this means that Biobag users can reach the planet easily and without wasting time.
Distance to Earth: 8.6 light years
Tachyon station: yes
Tip for those in a hurry and curious - there is a recovery station in orbit of the planet with direct transfer from the tachyon facility.
Ross 248
Ross 248 is a small, rather restless red dwarf without a planetary system. The fact that it has been thoroughly studied at all is due to a special feature of its movement: The star Ross 248, which is 10.3 light years away today, will come within 3 light years of the solar system in 36,000 years. It will then be our nearest neighbor for 9,000 years, so it is better to get a picture of it early on. However, a mission to Ross 248 has shown that it does not appear to pose any danger.
Distance to Earth: 10.3 light years
Tachyon station: no
Tip for the thrifty - the return flight from Ross 248 will be significantly cheaper than the outward flight if you have a few thousand years to spare.
Epsilon Eridani c (Paradise)
Epsilon Eridani (ε Eridani) is a star in the southern constellation of Eridanus. It also bears the proper name Ran. At a distance of 10.5 light years from the Sun, it has an apparent magnitude of 3.73. It is the third closest single star or star system visible to the naked eye from the Moon or the Skyring. The star is slightly smaller than our Sun. It has an estimated mass of 0.82 solar masses and a radius of 0.74 solar radii. Its luminosity is only about a third of that of the Sun. The high level of chromospheric activity, the strong magnetic field and the relatively fast rotation rate of Epsilon Eridani are characteristic of a young star. It is estimated that Epsilon Eridani is only between 200 million and 800 million years old.
Epsilon Eridani is orbited by three planets - a gas giant called Ægir, an icy planet far out and the pleasantly temperate Epsilon Eridani c within the habitable zone. Due to the high radiation activity of the parent star, you can practically watch evolution at work here. Mutations are the order of the day in the animal and plant world. The climate is pleasant. A trip to Epsilon Eridani is a good idea after a trip to Sirius, as the remaining distance is only 7.8 light years. This means you save almost four years of lost time.
Distance to Earth: 10.5 light years
Tachyon station: no
Tip for nature lovers and hobby hunters - the planet’s flora and fauna are hyperactive.
Lacaille 9352 d (Hell)
The planet in the Lacaille 9352 system became known as “Hell” half a century ago due to reports in the mass media. Apparently, the operator of the mines there - we are not allowed to mention his name due to a court order, but you will certainly remember - disregarded basic safety precautions and made the workers toil like slaves in conditions of several times the Earth’s gravity and extreme heat. Suspected connections to high-ranking government bodies of the Terran Union have still not been clarified. These days, only machines work in the mines.
If you want to see for yourself, the operator offers free guided tours. Of course, the journey is not included. The star system Lacaille 9352, in the center of which a red dwarf orbits, is otherwise not particularly sensational. Two other, uninhabitable super-Earths orbit even closer to their parent star. Both Neomars and the Terran Union are dependent on imports from Lacaille 9352 d, where the high pressure over billions of years has produced some unique minerals.
Distance to Earth: 10.7 light years
Tachyon station: yes
Tip for fans of sparkly stones - the child’s-head-sized diamonds for which Hell is famous are very affordable on board the tachyon station in the planet’s orbit.
Teegarden’s Star b and c
At 0.09 times the mass of the Sun, Teegarden’s Star is downright tiny. It is classified as a red dwarf, but is only just above the mass limit for brown dwarfs. However, this has not prevented it from forming two planets that are only slightly larger than the Earth. Teegarden’s Star b orbits in the optimum habitable zone - the equivalent in the solar system would be between Earth and Venus - while Teegarden’s Star c orbits on the outer edge of the conservative habitable zone, similar to our Mars.
Both planets have retained a dense atmosphere and are home to liquid water. But you’ve probably already guessed that, because it’s hard to escape the advertising for “Teegarden” (insert descending melody here). Teegarden b was the first human colony outside the solar system, and it is still growing and thriving today. It supplies the entire Terran Union with food and industrial goods. Over time, this has led to an increasing warming of the planet. Half a century ago, the inhabitants therefore began to relocate industry to Teegarden c, where average temperatures are close to sub-zero.
Please note: Genetically adapted Neomartian readers tell us of certain hostilities. Apparently, there is an “Earth over all” movement on Teegarden b that is more intense than on other Terran Union worlds.
Distance to Earth: 12.5 light years
Tachyon station: yes
Tip for comfort lovers - on Teegarden’s Star b you can find everything you are used to from the Skyring.
2MASS 0633-2445 b (Suran)
The planet Suran orbits the closest black hole to Earth, with the provisional designation 2MASS 0633-2445. Whether it and the black hole exist at all is disputed. Researchers from the Terran Union were unable to find anything at the coordinates transmitted by a Grosnop expedition. It is possible that the black hole has moved on. Finding a ship to travel there is therefore likely to be reserved for the very rich. Some scientists believe that it is the same black hole that was responsible for the near-disaster of 2072. The editorial team (like the scientific community in general) is not convinced. The solar system would otherwise have been much more disturbed back then.
Distance to Earth: approx. 17 light years
Tachyon station: no
Tip for wealthy physics enthusiasts with their own ship - where else can you observe a black hole so close to Earth?
Gliese 581 (Zarmina’s World)
Gliese 581 is a red dwarf about 20 light years away from Earth in the constellation Libra. Its mass is about a third of the mass of the sun. Gliese 581 is one of the oldest and least active dwarf stars, which has allowed its planets to keep their amazing atmospheres stable. A total of five planets orbit the star, two of which are within the habitable zone. The better known of the two is Zarmina’s World (Gliese 581 g). A colony was established here in 2600 but was abandoned 150 years later. Today it is a well-known “lost place”. You have probably already seen the sad photos from there. We recommend instead a visit to Gliese 581 c. Especially in the transition zone between the light and dark side, there are some very exclusive hotels that benefit from the existence of the tachyon transmitter. There you can bathe in hot springs or be chauffeured through gigantic cave systems. You can hire the necessary Biobags adapted to the high gravity on site.
Distance to Earth: approx. 21 light years
Tachyon station: yes (a shutdown was under discussion at the time of publishing, please consult the holosite)
Tip for adventurous recreation seekers - please pay your respects to the colonists who died on Zarmina’s World and refrain from taking photos and holos.
HD 219134 g
HD 219134 is a yellow dwarf, slightly dimmer than the Sun. The system is particularly known for its large selection of different types of worlds: Inner planets b and c are hot, uninhabited super-Earths, while d is a Neptune and e is a Jupiter. However, we recommend a visit to HD 219134 g. This planet orbits the inner edge of the habitable zone, like Venus in our solar system. It is considerably more massive than the Earth and has therefore been able to retain a dense atmosphere.
One thousand courageous colonists are currently trying to establish another Terran Union base on HD 219134g. We can only wish them good luck and perseverance from here. Your visit will support this mission. If you commit to two years of construction work, the colony will cover your travel costs (economy fare).
Distance to Earth: approx. 21 light years
Tachyon station: under construction
Tip for energetic helpers and financially strong supporters - a non-genetically modified human Biobag is sufficient, but you should bring a little heat tolerance with you.
Trappist-1 d and e
The Trappist-1 system was already known for its numerous planets at the end of the second millennium. The red dwarf at its center is small and faint, and the planets gather around it in unexpected proximity like sheep around a shepherd. Of the eight planets in total, we would like to highlight d and e. Colonies belonging to the Terran Union have been established on both. Planet d is somewhat lighter and warmer than Earth, e is colder. If you want to do nothing on the beach, d is the planet for you, but if you’re an amateur sportsman, e is the planet where you can play any kind of sport, but benefit from the lower gravity.
Incidentally, none of the planets except the outermost, i, have moons - their orbits would be destabilized by the other planets. If you are staying a little longer, you should take a look at the sky. The orbits of the planets are synchronized in such a way that interesting patterns emerge. Another special feature is the constantly bright red sky of planet c. A hotel group has set up a wedding chapel there and has even managed to have marriages performed there that are recognized on Neomars. One last tip: tours to Planet h are offered from the tachyon station, where you can fly like a bird under your own power in the icy methane atmosphere. A great experience! With the code TRAVELF you get a twenty percent discount.
Distance to Earth: approx. 40 light years
Tachyon station: yes
Tip for all those who can afford it and do not yet live in the Trappist system.
Gliese 167 b (Terra Nova)
The star Gliese 167 is quite similar to the Sun, but slightly smaller and less bright. Researchers only discovered that an Earth-sized planet orbits it at the beginning of the 22nd century. It turned out that the planet known today as Terra Nova is the most Earth-like of all the celestial bodies within a radius of 50 light years. This attracts a steady stream of colonists to this world, making Terra Nova the second most economically powerful presence in the Terran Union. In reality, however, the planet is not all that similar to Earth. The slightly higher gravity, the almost pure carbon dioxide atmosphere and, above all, the near-darkness on the surface make life difficult for humans. Terra Nova is either hated or loved, they say. The native flora thrives so well under these conditions that the entire surface of the planet is covered by a layer of vegetation several miles thick. Imported plants can only be cultivated if their chloroplasts are genetically modified so that they can use infrared light to generate energy.
If you want to visit the planet, keep an eye on prices, which fluctuate greatly depending on the season. Especially around harvest time, all capacities are exhausted, and you will pay ten times as much for a ticket.
Distance to Earth: approx. 42 light years
Tachyon station: yes
Tip for seasonal workers (the wages at harvest time are phenomenal!) and botanists - Terra Nova itself seems to be one huge plant.
Gliese 163 c (Adad)
Gliese 163 is a faint red dwarf star with several exoplanetary companions in the southern constellation Dorade. The first planet, Gliese 163 b, is a mini-Neptune with an orbital period of nine days, i.e. much too hot to be considered habitable. Gliese 163 c, however, with an orbital period of 26 days, is more or less Earth-like, although its average temperature is higher than that of Earth. The first expedition there discovered higher life forms, so the planet has been closed to colonization in accordance with the Interstellar Treaty.
Private visits are possible. Please contact the Terran Union Ministry of Science or the Neomars Research Commissariat. But beware! The planet’s wildlife is not without danger. Here is a small selection:
Cerants - small, annoying predatory insects that attack all warm-blooded creatures. If they are not dealt with, they multiply under the skin.
Multifeet - remotely resemble earthly elephants, but have eighteen thick legs and armor that protects them from the acid rain. Gifted with reasoning abilities?
Sucker leaves - carnivores that can transform themselves almost perfectly into a pretty flower resembling an orchid.
Sliders - carnivorous eight-legged creatures that can move up and down on vines but can also fly.
Ring slugs - crawlers with a shiny golden snail-like shell. They suck nectar from flowers by winding themselves around the calyxes, which makes it look as if the flowers are wearing beautifully decorated rings.
Zeppelins - Insects (?) made of a light material that resembles silk. Zeppelins fill their bodies with air and hover by heating the air with the help of chemical reactions. Caution: Eggs are laid in the skin of animals of the same temperature.
Flammingo - fox-sized biped that bursts into flames to disperse its seeds - or to defend the pack.
Weavers - form huge webs from their bodies, in which they can even catch multifeet. Even the flames of the flammingos don’t bother them.
Kasen - cat-like, human-sized creatures, supposedly of primitive intelligence. However, reports about them are contradictory.
We recommend visiting Adad only in the company of trained rangers. The import and use of non-lethal weapons is permitted.
Distance to Earth: approx. 50 light years (travel tip: Gliese 167, only seven light years away, has a tachyon station)
Tachyon station: no
Tip for amateur naturalists - don’t forget acid-proof clothing. Cannot be purchased on board the research station!
YZ
CETI B, Luyten’s Star c, 82 G. Eridani c, LTT 1445 A c ... There are so many other worlds that are worth a visit. We couldn’t even list all the colonies of the Terran Union and Neomars here. Each of them is worth visiting, if only because of the incredible dedication of the colonists, who are pushing the boundaries of the universe ruled by humanity further and further out despite all adversity. Every vacation there helps these worlds survive and allows you to escape the daily grind of the Skyring or Neomars. Isn’t that a great deal?
Stay curious!
The editorial team

Travel Fever Publishing, Neovalles
2nd edition, 2740
DISCLAIMER: The publication of this travel guide was sponsored by RB Interstellartrans. We assume no liability for damages of a physical or psychological nature.






      


Excerpt: Tachyon 3: The Planet      


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.”
Here's the link to the last part: hard-sf.com/links/4310124
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