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GJ 1061 d  
BLOODY FIRE DRAGONS. Adam crawled across the ground. The stalks were almost completely burned, gray ash scattered around them. He scanned the ground. The permafrost must still be relatively near the surface. Perhaps that was lucky. At this time of year, it normally lowered to a depth of ten meters.
That wouldn't have been bad luck, but a disaster. He looked up at the sky. The sun was fighting through the ice crystals of the low-hanging clouds. Fire dragons hated flying in clouds. That must be why it had raced so low over their fields. He stood up and brushed dirt off his knees. The drill pig hide of his pants felt almost like leather. The lingering smell was a reliable protection against stingers.
Adam sighed. The protective walls on each side of the field were too low. If only he hadn't agreed with Eve's suggestion to cut the iron tree trunks in half. It had saved them a lot of work, but now the fire dragons didn't take the barrier seriously and flew far too low.
It wasn’t as if the creatures were destroying their fields on purpose. They had found that out during a winter excursion to the fire dragon spawning grounds: The flying animals ingested substances they needed to speed up their metabolism. What remained after digestion was extremely flammable, and the animals expelled it through two holes above their cloaca. Artificial fire might attract the animals—they didn't have particularly good eyesight and probably mistook any open fire for a member of the same species.
Eve whistled. High, low, high, and then one to four additional whistles depending on the position of the sun. That was their recognition signal. Adam counted along. One whistle too few. Stay calm, Adam. It's Eve. She just isn't looking at the sky properly again. He recognized her by the water carrier extending far above her shoulders into the air.
She stepped through the gate in the fence and waved to him. He pointed to the burned stalks. Eve looked at her wrist. They hadn't had watches for probably ten years, but she had retained the gesture. It meant something like Time will tell. Or the grass will grow back by summer. That was how it was. Adam pointed at the barrier.
“It's too low,” he said. Eve tapped him on the shoulder. “You have to look at me,” she said. Eve had been deaf since she had suffered an illness as a child. At least that was what Chenko had told him. Adam sighed as he thought of the robot. If Chenko were still here, they would be better off. Chenko had always been able to come up with a solution.
Eve tapped him again. She didn't like it when he didn't repeat sentences she hadn't seen. Eve was very good at reading his lips, but of course he had to give her the chance.
“It's too low,” he repeated.
Eve whistled once, which meant “yes,” hesitated and whistled again, for “no.” She was better at whistling than he was, but speaking was difficult for her. Not even Chenko had known for sure why she didn't speak. Maybe she didn't think it was fair to make it easy for him to communicate when she had a harder time.
“The fire dragon flew so low it got all the stalks,” he said.
Eve nodded. Now she was about to change the subject, and sure enough, she took off her backpack and opened it. There was a thunderworm swimming in its own blood. She took the animal out. Green liquid dripped from a hole the same diameter as the handle of her water scoop. Eve was skillful. She must have caught it at close range.
Where the blood fell, hungry tongues extended from the ground. These were the larvae of the thunderworm, as Chenko had discovered. Eve pointed first to the shelter and then to her stomach. She wanted to prepare the animal. Adam nodded. He was getting hungry too. But where had Eve left the water bags?
He grabbed her by the shoulder, which she hated because she didn't see it coming, but sometimes it had to be done. Since Chenko was no longer here, Adam sometimes felt like her father, which Eve liked even less. She looked at him with furrowed brows.
“What about the bags?” he asked. “You set off with all eight of them. Where are they now?”
She bit her lower lip and stomped.
“They're still at the fissure?” he asked.
Eve nodded and rubbed her hands together, palms up. She felt sorry. It was one of the few gestures she often used. Then she pointed at the worm and at him.
“No, leave it. You prepare it, and I'll fetch the water.”

THE FISSURE HAD BEEN HERE when they arrived with Chenko. It extended across the landscape for many days’ journey north to south. The ground had been torn open to a depth of several hundred meters. As a result, the permafrost came into contact with the atmosphere. The ice in it melted and the water could be collected in bags.
Chenko had made ten bags, of which they had lost two. The remaining eight held enough for two days—drinking, cooking, and hygiene. They had to take good care of them. The problem was that they were made of trample leather, and only Chenko was able to hunt the six-legged animals that lived near the southern tundra. They were harmless herbivores, but attacking one of them meant you would have to deal with the whole herd.
Adam followed the trail. It reminded him of a river delta. That was because the ground softened where they often walked. So, they had to keep making new paths if they didn't want to return with muddy boots. Eve sometimes walked through the mud on purpose. Adam saw some of her footprints. They must be ten centimeters deep. But since he refused to clean her boots for her, she rarely allowed herself to do so.
She had called him a buzzkill on the pad.
She was great at reading and writing. When they had nothing to do, which was less often since Chenko's disappearance, she read old books on the pad, the appeal of which Adam didn't understand. He preferred to use the device to have long conversations with his sister. It was then wonderfully quiet, at least until Eve laughed at something he had written. That was always a perfect moment; almost as good as in the old days when Chenko had made up stories for them.
The fissure announced itself with a chilly wind. Adam shivered. Normally the temperature was above twenty degrees by this time of year. He zipped up his jacket. It would be even colder at the edge of the fissure. Cool air from the ice-covered south flowed along the wide channel towards the equator. Chenko had once calculated that without the fissure it would be up to five degrees warmer in this area on an annual average, which would have completely thawed the permafrost. They would be living in a huge swamp.
Chenko, Chenko, Chenko. Somehow he popped up in every other thought. Adam had hoped that would start happening less often, but the opposite was true. He shook himself, trying to shake off the past. The fissure was right in front of him now and he had to concentrate on his work.

ADAM CHECKED THE CABLE WINCH. The wheel spun loosely. He had oiled it just yesterday. He carefully engaged the first bag. The bags were cut so as to open towards the edge of the fissure. This allowed fresh water to run directly from the channels into the opening without either bag or water coming into contact with the dirty edge of the fissure.
Slowly. In order to move the small boom over the fissure, you had to be calm and focused. Eve was more relaxed about it. Adam always imagined how far down it went. The gurgling of the river at the bottom of the crack hardly allowed him to block it out. Perhaps Eve had an advantage in this respect. Or maybe she was just braver than him. Adam had no problem with that. There had to be someone who thought about dangers before taking them on. They made a good team.
He rotated the boom. He was only two feet away from the abyss. The cool air gave him goose bumps. Adam looked into the distance. About a hundred meters away was a dragon nest, a kind of platform in the middle of the fissure. Chenko had explained its existence by saying that it was made of a harder rock whose surroundings had eroded. Adam preferred to believe that the fire dragons had built it so that they could take a break when crossing the fissure. In fact, he had often seen a fire dragon there. The animals possessed a certain intelligence. Chenko had compared them to earthly dogs, which Adam only knew from the Creator's records.
Adam stepped back from the abyss. Now he had to turn a crank to lower the bag. He didn't know exactly where the water emerged from the ground, but he had never seen the bag not find water somewhere. There it was. The pressure of the water spraying out of the ground moved the boom. Adam stopped cranking.
Now all he had to do was hold it until the bag was full. The heavier it got, the harder he needed to pull on the crank. Adam could tell when the container was completely full only from experience. He passed the time by letting his eyes wander over the fissure. He had never been to the other side. What might it look like there? Chenko had taken photos from the Messenger when they landed, but those didn't give Adam any sense of what it was really like.
Perhaps they should attempt the expedition they had been thinking about for so long. The fissure ended well before the equator. They would have to push north for about twelve hundred kilometers and then walk that far south again to be able to wave to someone here. Adam stared at the far bank and waved his free arm.
There, an answer. His eyebrows drew together. No, some dragon had probably just taken off on the other side. He couldn't worry about that, though, because the bag was full. He cranked it back up, turned the boom so he could take it off, closed it, and hooked on the next bag. Then he swiveled the boom back over the fissure and gradually lowered the load.
Only now did he notice the shadow. He had been correct. A dragon was approaching at a height of about ten meters. It was not a fire dragon. That was good. Most species did not breathe fire. Nor did they attack humans, since they fed on a mixed diet of plants and minerals.
But they were curious. The dragon was probably a worm dragon; at least, the shape of its wings was reminiscent of that species. It seemed to be interested in the sack. Perhaps it looked to it like a one of the thunderworms it preyed on. Adam quickly swiveled the boom back in, but he hadn't realized that the bag was hanging much too low. The leather slapped audibly against the wall of the fissure. The dragon dropped, disappearing into the crack. Adam just managed to throw himself over the end of the boom before the extra weight could pull him into the abyss.
The worm dragon must weigh thirty kilos. What was it doing? Adam couldn't watch it because he had to stabilize the boom with his body weight. The rope was being yanked back and forth. He heard the same sighing and groaning noises as a fight between two dragons. Was it trying to tear the bag apart so it could eat it?
He had to prevent that. They couldn't lose another sack. Adam rotated the boom back and forth. For a moment the extra weight disappeared, then it was back again. He turned the boom again to strike the sack against the wall. The dragon cried out, but that was not enough to drive it away. He let the sack smack against the wall once more.
Now everything became very light. Too light. The boom no longer registered the weight of the sack. The rope hung loose. The dragon rose into the air with a screech, flapped its wrinkled wings and flew away.
“Son of a bitch! What have you done to my sack?” he shouted after it.
The dragon made no reply. Adam stomped over, turned the boom to the side and caught the rope. It was made of indestructible nanomaterial from Chenko's workshop, but its end had disintegrated anyway. Probably acid. Dragons had very aggressive stomach acid that could dissolve almost any organic material, even tree trunks.
Adam sighed. Now what? He lay down on the platform that supported the boom and pulled himself forward to the edge. Man, that was deep. The fissure was wide enough that there was still plenty of light coming in. Since they were on the eastern side and the sun was just to the west, he spotted the sack immediately.
It was only about twenty meters below him on a slightly protruding ledge, which must have stopped its fall. Luck in misfortune? What was twenty meters? The wall was relatively smooth, though. He wouldn't be able to climb down it. But he had the boom and the line, which was much longer than that. All he had to do was secure the small machine and rappel down the line.
Take a deep breath. Nothing happened. Good thing Eve was at home. She'd be upset. Adam stood up and looked around. There were enough boulders here to secure a rappelling trample. The six-footers must weigh two hundred kilograms. He collected one large rock after another, piled them over the end of the boom, and finally looped a rope around the boulders.
That should suffice as a counterweight. Adam pulled hard on the rope to test it. He managed to bend the beam of the cantilever, but the base remained stable. The structure would easily support him.
He just had to make himself climb down into the depths. Adam clipped a snap hook to his belt. He would hang the bag from that. He threaded the cord through a second hook to create a loop. He put on his gloves to make it easier to climb. Then he crawled backwards on all fours towards the abyss. He wrapped the cord around his right hand and felt his way down with his left foot.
The edge was the hardest part. He just had to... Yes, that was how it worked. He let himself hang with his chest on the platform. If he gave himself a bit of a leash, he would slip down... Just like that! Watch out for the edge—he tilted his head back. His feet scraped against the smooth wall. His heart was pounding in his throat. Just don't look down. Another section of line. The rope cut deep into his hand.
Despite the tight glove, it hurt. Eighty kilos for him instead of ten per bag, which was quite a difference. But it was only twenty meters. He could rest on the ledge before starting the ascent. But slowly. One step at a time. He braced his legs against the wall to take some of the strain off his hand. Onwards. Meter by meter, he slid down.
Suddenly he felt wetness. A jet of water from the wall had caught his trousers. Damn. Best to get through it quickly. He let himself slide a little faster. Whoosh. The water splattered his face. Now the line was wet, and he slid faster. Ooooh. He clenched his fist. The line kept slipping through. Shit! He used his other hand and wrapped a leg around the cord. Why hadn’t he used this technique in the first place? It worked better that way. He braked and finally reached the ledge.
Whew. Adam looked up. Was that really twenty meters? From here it looked more like twice as far. Carefully, he crouched down. He had landed directly on the bag so as not to accidentally push it into the depths. Now he had to lift first one foot, then the other, to be able to hang the sack on his belt. But the ledge was no more than a square meter in size.
Where was the bag? Adam looked down for a moment. That was a mistake. His fear of heights took its chance and attacked with vertigo. He stabilized himself on the line. This was just routine. All he had to do was stay calm. He had the bag in his hand. He clipped it to his belt. That secured it. They still had eight water bags. When Chenko came back, he would be proud of them. He just couldn’t tell Eve about this little adventure.
Well then, let's go! Twenty meters down, twenty up, that was no problem. He took another snap hook out of his pocket and clipped it onto the line. He started to loop it around twice, but he let go of the hook too soon and it fell, clattering into the depths. Without it then. As Adam grasped the line to pull himself up, he quickly realized that the real problem was not gravity, but water. A trickle of water was running down the line for ten meters above him.
No problem, Adam. You'll just have to grip harder. He gritted his teeth, wiped spray from his forehead, and started the ascent. After just a few meters, the muscles in his hands were burning. It wasn't a climbing rope, but a thin cord he was hanging from, and it was still wet. Adam helped as best he could with his legs, but he needed most of the strength in his hands, despite the pain caused by the cord.
Never mind. Pull yourself together. Fifteen more meters. Fourteen. Every meter cost him more strength. He was not yet in the dry area when his right hand slipped. The line slipped through just like that, and his left hand wasn't strong enough to stop his fall. He couldn't think quickly as he struck the ledge. The surprise made him sway. He took a step to the side. One step too far, and the nothingness beneath him gave way, pulling him in. Adam fell screaming into the depths.




  
August 3, 2302, Akademgorodok  
A DULL RUMBLE sounded through the room. It was a noise Marchenko had never heard before. All conversation died away. And then it happened—Gronolf vomited all over the white table. Everyone in the room jumped up and shouted in confusion.
“A doctor! Quick!” shouted Tikhonova, the young RB secretary.
“We need an exobiologist!” That must be Papugin, the chief scientist, who of course realized that a human doctor would hardly be able to help a Grosnop.
“Cleaning robot!” shouted Tikhonova.
Marchenko grinned. Gronolf had warned him that emptying both stomachs would result in very voluminous sputum.
“I'm so sorry, Mr. Gronolf!” cried Shevchenko, who had invited them to the headquarters as the manager of RB. “What can I do for you?”
Gronolf just shook his small head. The fold in his stomach opened up again.
“You should drink something,” Papugin recommended.
A sour smell spread. Where was Cosima? She had gone to the toilet. Marchenko looked around. What a mess! Gronolf really had been right. The door opened and a slender hand beckoned. Cosima! Marchenko put his hand over his mouth. He didn't have to pretend to be sick. That was one of the disadvantages of these biological bodies—they often reacted on their own, as if they had a certain autonomy.
As he left the banquet hall, he was met first by a shiny chrome cleaning robot, then by two women in white coats who looked at him disparagingly. Marchenko shook his head and let them pass.
Cosima waved at him. “I've found the office!” She ran off, and Marchenko followed her. To bystanders, it would look like a man over fifty running after a young woman. But they were more alike than they seemed. Their bodies were clones and their consciousnesses were much older. Marchenko had lived for over three hundred years, while Cosima Liva, as the Omniscience called itself here, had lived for many thousands of years.
“There it is.”
Marchenko stopped and wiped the sweat from his brow. Cosima didn't seem to have exerted herself. The RB founder, Shostakovich, creator of her body, had probably used a few tricks. After all, he had originally intended to use it himself, which the Omniscience on Enceladus had prevented.
Cosima knocked. Marchenko’s eyebrows drew together. Shostakovich was stuck on Enceladus. Surely, he wouldn't be answering the door.
“I thought courtesy demanded that you knock?”
Marchenko nodded. The Omniscience had quickly adapted to the habits of humans. He looked at the door sign. SHOSTAKOVICH was written plainly on it in Cyrillic letters.
“Nobody there,” he said.
Cosima touched the handle, and an input field lit up above it. It asked for a code, which they didn't have. Cosima smiled. She pressed her right index finger on the field and the door thanked her with a melodic triad before the lock clicked open.
“He gave you his fingerprint?”
Cosima shrugged her shoulders. “Must have been a pragmatic man, this Shostakovich.”
Pragmatic, yes, certainly. And unscrupulous. Marchenko found the fact that the man had modeled this new body on his daughter's outward appearance frightening. But of course, that was nothing compared to his project to send human DNA to all the stars near Earth.
A plan that, according to the new head of RB, which was the company Shostakovich had founded, had never existed. Marchenko shook his head. They wouldn't get away with it.
“Do you mind?” Cosima held the door open for him, and he entered the office of the man he had always referred to as ‘the Creator’ around Adam and Eve, his children.

IT WAS CLEAN AND TIDY. There were no personal belongings to be seen. Copies of two Goya paintings hung on the wall. Or were they originals? The company was still doing good business, after all; it had a monopoly on fusion engines based on the direct fusion drive principle, operated several asteroid mines and was well established in robot construction.
Cosima quickly searched the cupboards and desk at lightning speed.
“Nothing. That just leaves the computer.”
She switched it on. Marchenko felt like a spectator. It was a good thing the Omniscience was not their opponent. The computer booted up and Cosima logged in.
“This is what you're looking for,” she explained, pointing to a table on the screen.
“Project StarShot target options,” Marchenko read. A series of stars were lined up below it.
“Proxima Centauri” was at the top. He suddenly felt warm. The entry was repeated in triplicate. The first two were labeled “failed”, and highlighted in red. The third was tagged “Landing”. That line was yellow. “Uninteresting” was written at the very end, as with all yellow lines. The Creator must have quickly lost interest. That was probably something he shouldn’t reveal to Adam and Eve.
He continued to go through the list. It contained one hundred items. The DNA of one hundred Adams and Eves must have traveled to foreign stars along with a copy of his consciousness, without their consent. About two thirds of the entries were colored red. What had happened to the rest?
“Can you copy that list?” he asked.
“I've already saved it.”
Cosima pressed her lips together. In another window, she scrolled through data at breakneck speed without stopping. She made a strange grumbling noise, reminiscent of the sounds Gronolf made when he was angry.
“What's wrong?” asked Marchenko.
“Nothing.”
That probably wasn't an answer to the question, but a summary of the results of their search.
“I told you.”
“You did. But I also know that you humans have plenty of secrets.”
“Something like the Builders visiting Earth wouldn't remain a secret, though.”
That was Cosima's point. It—the Omniscience—had been brought to Alpha Centauri from the solar system a long time ago by a mysterious civilization that the Grosnops just called the Builders.
“But they came to the gas giant with the rings.”
Marchenko nodded. “They weren't interested in Earth back then. Humanity didn't exist yet. But they must have been fascinated by Hydra.”
Hydra, the Enceladus creature. Marchenko had had his own encounters with it, and in the end, it was Hydra that had made him immortal. It had managed to separate his consciousness from his mortal body two hundred and fifty years ago.
Sounds came from the corridor. Footsteps.
“Come on, we have to get out of here,” he said.
Cosima nodded. “I hope at least you've benefited from this visit.”
He had. Now, for the first time, he had a list of all the planets where he could search for his children.
“I have. We'll find the Builders, believe me. Or their remains.” They must have once been very active in the Local Cloud. Since there was no trace of them today, they had probably emigrated at some point—or died out. “Why do you care so much about them? Do you see them as a kind of parent?”
“No. That concept doesn't make sense to me. However, when I visited the ice moon, I had the feeling that more than just one piece of Hydra was taken back then, which then became me.”
“You think you still have sisters somewhere?”
Cosima breathed in loudly. “Yes, that concept seems to fit me.”
More noises came from outside.
“Let's go.” Marchenko opened the door a crack. The way was clear. He slipped out. Cosima followed him. Suddenly, a squad of robots came around the corner, dragging a stretcher on which Gronolf was lying. His heavy load arms dragged on the ground, but his eyes blinked intently. When he recognized Marchenko and Cosima, he jumped off the stretcher and put a grasping arm around each of them.
“As soon as I see you, I feel fit again.”




  
GJ 1061 d  
AT NIGHT, the biting mouths crawled out of their tunnels. Eve hated leaving her quarters in the dark. Adam would have some serious explaining to do if she found him! She fastened her trousers and boots, and buttoned her protective coat up to her neck. Then she pulled on gloves, which were attached to her sleeves with Velcro fasteners.
Eve had once gotten a biting mouth in her clothing. That one experience had been enough to last the rest of her life. She took the flashlight and checked the batteries. Eight hours should be enough. It wasn't that far to the fissure. She left the quarters that had once been an interstellar spaceship, closed the door behind her and aimed the flashlight at the path.
There they were. Biting mouths were sensitive to light. When the light hit them, they contorted their mouths, which were filled with small, pointed teeth, as if they were grinning. Chenko had once dissected one of the things with them. The openings were not actually mouths but led directly into the stomach. It had a sticky inner skin that the mouths could cover their prey with. The tooth-like structures then acted as a filter so that the stomach would not be ruptured by oversized prey.
However, they could still bite. They did that when they felt threatened, which was the case whenever they were approached. No matter how big the potential enemy was, the teeth would dig into its surface.
Just like now. The material of her boots was sturdy enough to prevent them from succeeding, but Eve could feel the fine, clacking vibration when another one of the biting mouths attacked. The ground was soft, and it would soon be even softer. It already felt like she was walking on wet sand.
She looked down at her legs. There, a biting mouth had managed to climb up her, using its sticky feet to do so. Depending on their age, they had eight to twenty pairs of legs. She flashed her light on the animal, and it dropped.
That was the strangest thing about the biting mouths: they were very sensitive to light, even though they had no eyes. After dissecting some, Chenko had shown them the cause: A biting mouth’s surface was occupied by microbes that emitted electrical signals when exposed to light, thus warning their hosts. In return, the mouthparts fed them by releasing their feces through small glands in the skin.
It must be a strange life that the biting mouths and their tiny partners led. When she examined it more closely, it wasn't so different from her own. At least now that Chenko was gone. He wouldn't be coming back, either. Though Eve would have liked to believe in his return, like Adam, she couldn't. She had discovered his remains, but didn't dare tell Adam. He was so attached to the dream of being reunited with their father that she didn't want to be the one to take that hope away from him.
Eve sighed silently. It wasn't going to happen today, anyway. Why was he taking so long? It wasn't difficult to find the way back to the shelter; the path was well-trodden. There, another biting mouth. It tickled as it tried to bite the back of her knee. Eve saw how its false teeth kept slipping off the fabric. Oh, another one had secretly worked its way up to her hip. She swept it away with the flashlight. But the animal got hold of the lamp and tried to grab it. She shook the handle, and the biting mouth flew off.
Wait a minute, Adam. If you don't have a good reason now! Sometimes Eve imagined how her words would sound. But the reality would never come close to her imagination, so she preferred not to speak. Adam understood her so wonderfully. It was only fair that they both had to make a little effort. They never wasted words or even sentences.
She approached the fissure. There were fewer biting mouths here. Eve shone her flashlight ahead. There was the construction they used to lower the water bags. But where was Adam? Had he taken a different route back? She should at least have seen his flashlight. The machine with the boom also looked different from the day before yesterday. The end of the beam was weighed down with a large pile of boulders. There were six empty sacks and one full one scattered around it.
Eve felt thirsty and decided to open it. The water was fresh, but not as cool as it would have been immediately after filling. Where was the eighth sack? It was missing, just like Adam. Or was it still hanging on the rope? Eve crouched down in front of the machine and turned the crank. It turned easily, but nevertheless, it took a while before she held the end of the cord in her hands. They never lowered the sacks this far. Had Adam been fishing for something? She examined the cord. She wasn't surprised that it was wet. But the end was frayed. That never happened with Chenko's patent cord. Eve sniffed it. Acid. She immediately thought of dragons. Had one of the animals attacked the sack?
If that was all that had happened, there was nothing to worry about yet. But where the hell was Adam? She stepped right up to the edge. A few small pebbles crumbled off and fell down. She followed them with the beam of the flashlight. One pebble landed on a ledge. But there was nothing there either. Eve had to swallow. Some ten kilometers further north, she had discovered metal remains on a similar ledge some time ago. That ledge was much further down. She had examined the heap with binoculars—it had to be Chenko's remains. There was no other pure metal on this planet.
At first she hadn't been able to tell Adam about it, and then she hadn't dared. Eve leaned forward a little to shine her flashlight deeper into the crack. If Adam were here now, he would have pulled her back long ago. You mustn't do that, Eve! She shook her head. There was only one explanation—he had walked home another way. She needed to check that first.
Wait a minute. What was that? Something was glimmering down below. She moved the flashlight back and forth. Hmm. It was probably a jet of water being squeezed out of the ground. And that there? Something else was glistening behind a stone sticking out of the wall. She lay down on her stomach. It was the only way she could get far enough over the abyss to shine her light past the boulder.
What shone there did not glitter as vividly as running water. It was more like a smooth surface that reflected light better than the rough rock. Eve shone the light back onto her boots. Yes, something like that. But how was that possible? There was no ledge under the boulder, and no one could hold on there forever. Had it got tangled up somehow? Or was her imagination running wild? It could also be a smooth rock surface. It was difficult to tell in the darkness.
Eve put her index and middle fingers in her mouth and whistled. Once more. That must be audible all the way to the bottom of the fissure! Adam always covered his ears when she whistled like that. She hoped that Adam—if he was down there—would reply with his flashlight. If he had one with him. He had come here late in the afternoon and had certainly not intended to spend the rest of the day in this place.
No. He had probably taken a different route and was already waiting for her at home. Eve got up and turned back, taking the opened bag with her.

IT WAS all Chenko’s fault. Why had he landed near the fissure? He had set the Messengers down at a safe distance, on purpose, he had once told them, so that they wouldn't fall in by mistake. And then he himself was the first to do so.
But Adam was caution personified! He never stood closer than three steps to the abyss. It couldn't be that he of all people... Eve didn't want to imagine it.
And yet here she was again, on the edge of the cliff. She was afraid for her brother, who hadn't been waiting in the shelter. Very afraid. But she was also pragmatic. The longer he was away, the more certainly his fate was sealed. It was like losing a piece of jewelry. Once stalks grew over it, you were guaranteed never to find it again.
She had an idea. She had brought Adam's flashlight with her. It had been lying next to his bed, clear proof that he hadn't planned a nighttime excursion. Eve tied it to the end of the cord. Then she swiveled the boom over the abyss and turned the crank. If it speeded up too much, she slowed it down with her feet while she watched the beam of light descend.
It soon began to spin, which didn’t bother Eve at all. This had two advantages: The light would be visible from a greater distance, and it constantly illuminated different parts of the depths. Not every detail was immediately recognizable, but Eve believed she could identify a possible corpse.
Corpse. Nonsense. A body. She didn't want to think about how Adam might have gotten there.
Onwards. The beam of light from the lamp grew shorter and shorter. That was due to perspective, of course, but to Eve it looked as if the lamp had less and less power. Or as if the air down there was getting thicker and thicker so that the light could no longer penetrate it.
Then the rotation stopped. The cord slackened. The lamp was lying on the ground. No one was reaching for it. What did that mean? Nothing, except that there was no one down there who was interested in flashlights. Although that didn't seem quite right. The light was dimming, as if someone had put something over it. Eve pulled the crank, but even when the cord tightened again, the light didn't get any brighter.
No matter. There was no point in leaving it down there any longer. She turned the crank and, swaying, the flashlight rose again.

WHAT WAS THAT? Eve gripped the flashlight with a pair of pliers and dropped the bag she had been carrying it in on the floor. The light was still on, but it shone through a transparent, fleshy layer wrapped around the head of the lamp. Behind it, something hung limp and brownish black. She set the flashlight down on the examination table. This was where Chenko had dissected the biting mouths with them, and pretty much every other creature on this planet, at least if it fit on the table and they could catch it safely, which wasn't true of most dragon species.
But it was true of this. It looked a bit like a sock that had overextended itself trying to swallow the flashlight. Eve decided to call it a “swallow sock”, the first of the sock-like species. She searched on the tablet for the table Chenko had created of the local flora and fauna. There was nothing there that looked like it, so she photographed it and created a new entry.
Then she picked up the dissecting kit. It was not possible to pull the animal off of the flashlight. It was actively resisting. She would have to slit the edge of it. When she cut into the edge, which was reinforced like a real sock, some sour-smelling green blood came out; then the whole sock relaxed and let go of the flashlight. She examined the lamp with a magnifying glass but found no damage. She took a sample of the slimy mass the sock had left behind and put it in the mass spectrometer. The analysis would take half an hour.
The sock had not contracted completely. It looked like the other end of it was filled with something. She lifted the edge she had cut into with a pair of pliers and inserted long tweezers into the opening. The creature seemed to notice this somehow, because it tried to close itself up, probably to catch the tweezers. But Eve pressed the tweezers against it, and the partially severed muscles evidently didn't have enough strength to resist.
She pushed the tweezers a little deeper until she struck something hard. Eve closed her eyes and tapped the obstacle with the tip of the tweezers. She couldn't hear anything, but she could feel vibrations in her fingers. It was definitely metal on stone. She tapped it again. Was that really stone? She wasn't quite sure. But that wasn't a problem. All she had to do was grab the object with the pliers and pull it out.
It was a snap hook. She cleaned it off. The metal shone, with not a speck of rust to be seen. They used hooks like this to lower the sacks, but this one had certainly not been on the bottom of the crack for long. Chenko might have been able to tell her more precisely, but Eve couldn't remember losing a carabiner in the last few days. If Adam had, he probably wouldn't have mentioned it to her. That limited the validity of her memory somewhat.
Eve supplemented the table on the tablet with a description of the creature that was apparently after metals. That was not unusual on GJ 1061 d; almost all living creatures here needed inorganic food as well as organic food. That was all she could do at the moment.




  
August 15, 2302, Tuscany  
A CAR APPROACHED, whirring. It shone golden in the evening sun. Eve couldn't make out who was sitting in it. The car stopped with its warning lights flashing. The right-hand door opened, and Adam got out. Eve ran to meet him. Her brother had a three-day beard, and his hair fell to his shoulders. They hugged each other.
“Nice to see you,” said Eve.
“Good to see you, too. I almost missed the train in Rome.”
Adam broke away and waved to Takumi, who was slowly approaching. “Oh, he's here too?”
Eve looked him in the face, trying to discern what he was thinking, but Adam didn't let on. Marchenko had given her the option of bringing her boyfriend along.
“Yes, he's kind of part of the family for me,” she said.
“Then for me too.” Adam smiled.
Eve's heart sank. All this time, she had been worried that Adam would prefer to travel to this new earth alone because of their new friend.
“Hey, there you are!”
Eve jerked around. She knew that voice as well as she knew Adam's. “Marchenko!”
Her father wasn’t alone either. A woman stepped out from behind a wall next to him. She looked thirty years younger than Marchenko, but her appearance was very deceptive. The Omniscience!
“Hey, are you two together now?” asked Adam.
“Yes, we are together,” confirmed the Omniscience.
“No, he's asking if we're lovers.” Marchenko shook his head. “We're friends. Right?” He looked at the Omniscience.
“Yes, we are friends. Everything else I have to explore for myself first. I haven't had this body that long. It really does feel very different from the engine core of the Majestic Draght."
Adam laughed. “I can imagine. It must be fascinating to be able to explore such a completely different body.”
“Sometimes it's also frustrating because it's weaker than it should be.”
“Did Shostakovich give you some upgrades too?” Adam turned around and bent his head forward. A narrow slit opened in the back of his neck. “I can breathe underwater with this.”
“Wow,” Takumi said. “Can you do that too, Eve?”
She nodded. But she would never go so far as to demonstrate it here on the street. The Omniscience didn't seem to have such inhibitions. She pulled her T-shirt up over the top of her chest. A motorcyclist honked his horn.
“Um, don't do that,” said Marchenko. “Showing certain parts of your body is considered indecent on Earth.”
“I only wanted to show the pectoral fin...”
Somehow that sounded like Shostakovich. He seemed to think a lot of life in the water.
“Let's go,” said Marchenko. 

THERE WAS A SMELL OF OLIVES. The heat made the air shimmer, even though the sun was low. They walked along a bumpy cobbled path between two natural stone walls where lizards skittered.
“It's...beautiful.”
Eve was startled when a broad figure in a gray cloak stepped out of an alcove. Only at second glance did she recognize Gronolf. He was holding out his three-fingered hand. A small lizard was sitting on it and seemed to be sunbathing.
“It is...not afraid.”
Gronolf's language skills had improved considerably. His accent sounded a bit Russian, which was probably due to Marchenko.
Eve looked at the lizard. It looked completely relaxed, even though it was sitting on the hand of a giant alien frog, which always caused a stir among humans.
“It is...related.”
Yes, perhaps the lizard really did recognize the relationship. Or perhaps it simply classified Gronolf as harmless because it had never been harmed by a Grosnop. But Eve didn't want to deprive Gronolf of the joy of not being seen as a monster, at least by one living creature on Earth.
“Here we are.” Marchenko had halted in front of an iron gate, which he opened. The hinges squeaked, momentarily drowning out the droning of cicadas. Beyond it was a cemetery. Why had Marchenko invited them here? He didn't explain but simply walked through the gate.
Beyond it, an avenue of old cypress trees ran slightly downhill. To the left and right, narrow paths led to individual graves, crypts and columbaria. Their owners had not been stingy with pretty statues. Small portraits of those buried there could be seen on many gravestones and monuments.
Marchenko seemed to have a very specific goal. He turned right shortly before the end of the avenue and finally stopped in front of two gravestones lying flat on the ground.
Francesca Rossi, 1998 - 2076, said one.
Dimitri Marchenko, 1985 - 2078, was inscribed on the other.
“I searched for a long time to find this,” he explained.
“Didn't you say her ashes were scattered at sea?” Marchenko had told them that while they were watching the Fourth of July fireworks.
“Yeah, this is just a memorial stone, the head of the cemetery department told me.”
It was a strange feeling to stare at Marchenko's grave. He was standing in front of her in the flesh!
“What is it like for you to look at this grave?” she asked. It could have been his life if Shostakovich had not secretly and illegally duplicated his consciousness.
“I'm sad, but mainly because of him.” Marchenko pointed to the inscription. “He's a bit like a brother to me. We shared the first part of our lives until we both fell in love with Francesca. She only had one life, so I would have gone my own way in any case.”
“Do you envy him?”
Marchenko shook his head. “He had a wonderful time with her, but he was also the one who had to let her go. He had to watch her illness get worse and worse. I spared myself that.”
Eve nodded. That was a very sensible way to deal with the loss. Would she be able to do the same? Hopefully she would never have to find out.
“They've been lying here for over two hundred years now,” Takumi said. “Is that the custom in cemeteries in Italy?”
“No,” said Marchenko. “The head of the authority told me that RB is paying for the grave, and very generously. That's why the municipality maintains the two stones.”
The RB Group again. It really did seem to have its fingers everywhere.
A shadow fell over them. It was Gronolf, bending over the gravesites. He reached out his tactile hand and traced the writing with it.
“It feels wonderful, this hard surface and the soft channels that flow in curves like water.”
No one could describe touch as wonderfully as a Grosnop with their sensitive tactile hands. Gronolf seemed genuinely impressed by the way the words flowed out of him.
He added his carrying hand, the one the lizard had been resting on. It was still there, but it didn't move, even when he carefully placed it on the tomb slab.
“It must have known...where we were going,” he said.
Eve swallowed.

BZZZ... Eve slapped her thigh. There, she got the damn thing. She wiped the red stain away with a handkerchief.
“Ah, are the mosquitoes bothering you? Wait, I'll turn on the sound curtain.” Marchenko placed a device he had brought from the living room on the flat table on the terrace.
“Francesca, turn on the mosquito repellent.”
In response, several blue LEDs lit up on the open window frames and at the entrance.
“Francesca?” asked Adam.
Marchenko shrugged his shoulders. “That was pre-set; I can't help it.”
“And that helps against the bugs?” asked Eve. On balmy evenings like these, she missed Two Suns. There, the local insects spurned her human blood.
“It's a kind of curtain made of ultrasound,” Takumi explained. “They won't fly through it. But it doesn't work on the ones that are already in here.”
“I also have a spray that works pretty well. Does anyone need it?” Marchenko switched on the device.
A kind of cloud appeared above, glowing dark blue. It probably wouldn't have been visible during the day, but by now it was dark enough. Eve tried to pick a fiber out of a gap in her teeth with her fingernail. That was also a change of pace—the food from the Draght's food preparers didn't have such an unruly texture. The Grosnops generally swallowed their food whole rather than chewing it.
“So, anyone want the spray?”
No one answered. Eve hoped the swat would be a lesson to other mosquitoes. She took some spit on her index finger and spread the liquid over the bite, which was warm and itchy.
“Well, let me show you all something else.” Marchenko inserted a memory chip into the device, which was probably a mobile holographic projector. A number of golden dots appeared, more than could be counted on both hands. Marchenko turned a wheel, and the three-dimensional image enlarged to envelop the entire terrace. Eve reached for one of the dots, but of course she couldn't catch it. A chair scraped on the floor. It was Takumi, moving close enough for them to interlace their hands on the backrest. His skin was surprisingly cool. Eve almost always sweated groundside.
"These stars are the targets of the special version of the StarShot project that Shostakovich set up. I'm now blocking out the ones that he himself considered failures.”
Perhaps nine out of ten points went out. One was still hovering close to Eve. She groped for it until the projector sensed her efforts and placed a floating inscription nearby.
 
Wolf 1061 
 
M3 dwarf 
 
14.04 light years 
She made a spreading gesture with her thumb and index finger. The projector responded by enlarging the system. It apparently contained three planets, one of which was orbiting in a green habitable zone. However, the planet in question was three times heavier than Earth. It was lucky she hadn't had to grow up there. Life there must be hard. And apparently Wolf 1061 was one of the targets listed as “successful”.
“You're thinking about a new journey?” asked Adam.
“Yes, that's right. There are still so many Adams and Eves out there... I can't just forget about it.”
“If they started around the same time as us, they've long since died.”
“You're forgetting that many of the stars on the list are two to three times further away from Earth than the Proxima Centauri system. So they probably arrived much later.”
“But add in your travel time, and it seems very unrealistic to find any traces there.”
“Adam, don't you think it's your siblings' right to return to their homeland, as you were able to do?”
Eve stiffened. She suspected where this discussion was heading.
“We also have the right to grow up with our father, don't we?”
Marchenko sighed. “Of course you do.”
“Look, you're basically immortal. We have maybe another thirty or forty good years. You could postpone your departure for that long.”
Why was Adam putting so much pressure on their father? The fact was that they were adults. They no longer needed him.
“No, I can't do that. Our friends the Grosnops are not immortal. Even if they live longer than us humans, they still have a right to return to their homeland. I have to make this journey now.”
“And it has nothing to do with your new girlfriend?”
Now Adam was getting really rude. Eve should remind him of the past.
“Brother, you've known the Omniscience as long as I have. So please leave her out of it. I'm sure it has nothing to do with this departure.”
“Well, to be honest, I'm also pushing for an early start,” said the Omniscience. “I'd like to track down the Builders. They've left traces in your system that we might be able to find on nearby planets.”
“You see, Eve? Don't be naive.”
At least the Omniscience was honest. In the darkness, Eve couldn't make out her expression. It must be confused. Humans were complicated.
“Adam and Eve, you're welcome to come along, of course,” Marchenko said. “Takumi, you too, of course.”
“No, thank you,” Eve said. “I'm never setting foot in a spaceship again.”
Takumi stroked her hand gently. Then he whispered: “We need to talk about this again. You know my profession, don't you?”
She shook her head. No, it wasn't something she would be discussing anytime soon. She had spent almost half her life in space. Now she had the right to her home planet.
“Is that why you invited us here?” asked Adam. “I'm sorry, but I just can't right now. I...”
He broke off the sentence, stood up and left the terrace. Shortly afterwards, gravel crunched. Two parallel lights illuminated the olive trees in the garden, and the car drove away.
“I'm sorry, Father. He'll calm down.”
Eventually, anyway. But she wasn't sure whether there would be enough time before Marchenko's departure. Adam could be stubborn.

NOBODY SAID ANYTHING FOR A WHILE. It slowly grew cooler. Without her having to ask him, Takumi brought a throw for Eve to drape over her bare legs. The holo projector caused the projection to rotate slowly, so that the golden dots floated through the night like fireflies. Thyme and juniper scented the air.
“I'd like to show you something else,” said Marchenko.
All the dots went out, except for one.
“That's GJ 1061. There are three planets orbiting this red dwarf. The first one, GJ 1061 b, may not interest us. However, the second and third, GJ 1061 c and d, are both in the habitable zone of the system. As their central star is unusually quiet, they do not run the risk of being roasted by intermittent flares. Both are at least one and a half times the size of Earth. Planet c has an equilibrium temperature of two degrees Celsius, and for planet d, it’s minus 55 degrees. But there could be areas on both planets where liquid water exists.”
Marchenko moved his fingers and the system expanded to fill the entire terrace.
“As you can see here, the orbit of planet d is quite eccentric. The elliptical shape is clearly visible. That probably means that this planet does not rotate bound to its star, which would be an exception among such long-lived systems. If the Earth had a bound rotation, the same side always facing the sun, we could hardly live on it.”
“You're saying that planet d would have been a particularly good choice for the Creator,” said Eve.
The Creator. Somehow the word slipped out, even though Shostakovich had been a ruthless criminal. Or could such a person still be a creator?
“Yes, especially as this data has been available since 2019. RB didn't have access to many later discoveries in the 2050s, when the project became a reality.”
“This system would be my favorite too,” said the Omniscience. “Especially since it offers a second potentially inhabited planet.”
“I'm convinced,” said Gronolf. "We still have to solve the problem of overpopulation on Two Suns. I don't suppose a larger number of Grosnops would be welcome here.”
“Absolutely not,” Marchenko said. “I've had to allay fears in every other interview that you all want to move to Earth.”
“Well, the fact that you don't get bitten by zinktrunkler anywhere here is an advantage.”
“Then let's swap,” said Eve. "We'll move to Two Suns. I've never been bitten by a mosquito there.”
Marchenko laughed, but it didn't sound genuine. Eve could imagine how such questions annoyed him. At least there had never been any official hostility towards the Grosnops. Most people had taken the fact that they were not the only rational creatures in the universe quite well. Perhaps it was because they felt superior to the giant frogs, as the Grosnops were called in the media, at least on the outside.
Well, Gronolf and Murnaka had never shown what impressive warriors they were, and the dragon had been deliberately hidden in the asteroid belt.
“Is there another candidate?” asked Eve.
Marchenko let the GJ-1061 system shrink again. Space rotated and a new star lit up. “That's the Trappist system. It has four potentially habitable planets.”
“But?”
“Well, the central star often coughs up hard radiation. Secondly, the system is almost four times as far away at forty light years. And thirdly, it's part of the so-called Wayfarer Project.”
“What's that?” asked Takumi.
“I'm not surprised you haven't heard of it. But there are a group of people who plan to build a huge colony ship called the Wayfarer and send it to the Trappist system.”
“That's interesting.”
“Please keep that to yourself.”
“Thank you, Marchenko. Of course.”
“After FY 1061, I'd like to take a look at Ross 128 and Teegarden's Star,” Marchenko said. “But that's all in the future.”
“Why not go straight to Teegarden's Star?” asked Takumi. “After all, Teegarden b has an ESI of 0.95 and is only slightly larger than Earth.”
“What is an ESI?” asked Eve.
“It's a measure of similarity compared to Earth,” explained her friend. “There's nowhere else with an ESI of 0.95 within a radius of twenty light years.”
“Because of the eccentricity of the orbit, which Marchenko already mentioned,” said the Omniscience. “The Teegarden’s Star orbits are almost circular, which makes it very likely that all the planets rotate in a bound manner.”
“Like Proxima Centauri b,” said Eve. “Shostakovich didn't mind. He sent us there anyway.”
“Because of the apparent distress signal,” Marchenko said.
“I was just saying that you shouldn't limit yourself to optimal planets when you're looking for more Adams and Eves. Shostakovich certainly didn't do that."
“You're right.” Marchenko switched off the holobeamer. “I'm pretty tired. How are you?”
“To be honest, the fact that we're heading for GJ 1061 first is also down to me,” said the Omniscience. “I believe I will be able to find traces of the Builders mainly in places where life has developed, and we have a better chance on GJ 1061.”




  
GJ 1061 d  
THERE, a movement! This time Eve had brought the binoculars with her. She squinted. Was there really something there? If there was, it had noticed her watching it, which seemed unlikely at this distance.
It was still mid-morning, so the eastern side of the fissure was in shadow. But the atmosphere was so thick that the shadows weren't very dark. That had been one of the few pleasant experiences after landing, after the long journey in space that had been nothing but total darkness and blinding brightness. She could have done without gravity, however. Without it, the fissure would not be an obstacle, but merely a stimulus to look at the world from a different angle.
But gravity was a fact. Eve put the binoculars down and rubbed her temples. It was exhausting to focus her gaze like that. And somehow it was also pointless. She struck the ground next to her, kicking up a cloud of dust. At least she had slept surprisingly well before scanning the area. She was probably still in the phase of not wanting to admit final separation. How could such a thing be true? There were no humans here except her. Chenko and Adam couldn't abandon her!
She tried the binoculars again.

TWO HOURS LATER, the sun was at its zenith. It was pleasantly warm, and Eve took off her jacket. The binoculars had revealed nothing to her. She was probably asking too much. If Adam was down there, and she must assume there were no other alternatives, then he was dead or at least immobilized—or he was on his way north.
At least that's what she would have decided. There was no alternative. No human could climb the wall of the fissure alone and unaided. The ice world of the south was hostile to life. But if he made it to the northern end of the rift, he could get back to his starting point after a good ten- or twelve-day walk. If he got that far. Adam certainly hadn't packed any equipment. The only thing he was sure to find inside the fissure was water.
But then there was the long trip back. The only thing that certainly wasn't on the rim of the fissure was water. It flowed underground to the fissure and into it. In the worst-case scenario, that meant almost two weeks in one direction without food and then two weeks back without water.
What could Eve do about it? She could descend into the fissure. That was feasible. She couldn't make it back up, the line was too thin to climb, but she could definitely make it down. Then she could catch up with Adam and share the food she brought with her. Alternatively, she could hurry along the rim to meet him, carrying food, water and bandages. She would use up some of the water in the process. They would have to share the rest on the way back. No, that wasn't smart. The best strategy was to catch up with Adam and provide him with food.
She would have a lot to carry, but once she caught up with him, they could share the load. That was doable. Eve nodded. Best she set off today.

HER HEART BEAT FASTER as she stood on the edge of the cliff again. And it wasn't because of the distance she had covered. Eve had put on two pairs of gloves so as not to injure herself on the cord. She had enough dry food in her rucksack to last two people for four weeks. She had also clipped all eight water bags to her belt—empty, however, to make the descent easier. She would be able to fill them at the bottom.
It was time for the descent. Once again she checked the boulders Adam must have loaded onto the end of the outrigger. Their mass had supported his weight, so it would support hers too. Eve loosened her arms. They were her biggest worry. Until she got to the bottom, she wouldn't be able to shake out her arm muscles. It would be a constant strain that she had never practiced before. Of course, she would use her legs to help her, wrap the cord around her and try to benefit from the friction. But she had to slide downhill, and she needed her arms for that.
Thinking too much about it wouldn’t help. Eve checked her equipment again. She had even packed the gun Chenko had designed for her. She only had one shot left, an explosive projectile that could destroy even large targets. Chenko himself had killed a trample with it once. Her knife would have to suffice for any minor nuisance caused by the local fauna.
Eve wrapped the rope around her body, grabbed it and let herself slide down into the depths. The place where she was holding the rope warmed up quickly. She slowed down by extending her legs, which tightened the cord around her body, increasing the friction. The effect was noticeable. She still had to use her hands.
Then came the first shower. Eve hated water in her eyes, but couldn't do anything about it at the moment. When she tried to turn away from the wall, the rope started swinging, so she stopped trying. Another shower. Best to look at it as an advantage. After all, she wouldn't be thirsty by the time she reached the bottom and would hardly sweat.
The cold was more of a problem. She was now about fifty meters down and already in the middle of the cold air current from the South Pole. Fortunately, the showers from the side had now stopped, since the ground down here was still frozen. A constant shower trickled down on her from above, but it spread over a larger and larger area as the depth increased.
She looked at the walls. They had never ventured this deep. Chenko had once sent a drone into the rift, but had retrieved it before it reached the frost zone. Eve felt a bit like she was traveling back in time. Summer had given way to spring, and now it was winter. Ice crystals glistened on the walls. She noticed a few impressive icicles, but they disappeared again further down. It was probably too dry for them. Eve licked her lips. Hopefully her naive assumption that there was enough water down here wouldn't kill her. Both of them. But no. If necessary, they would just have to melt the ice. Chenko had managed to do that on the journey to the South Pole. If only she had watched him more closely back then, to see how he did it.
Her hands remained warm despite the cold. And not only that. They got hotter with every meter. Eve wrapped her legs tighter around the rope to slow herself down, but it didn't help. She squeezed harder with her hands, but this only made the inside of the gloves heat up even more. Then the rope started to sway. The small swings at the beginning continued to build up down here. She struck the wall for the first time. One of the water bags protected her from the worst. Now having so much luggage was an advantage. She just had to keep the rucksack safe—the preserved food would spoil if it was exposed to the air.
Eve looked down. Just in time—the ground was rushing towards her. She hadn't realized how fast she was going. Slow down! She closed her hands around the cord as tightly as she could. A sharp pain cut into her palms, followed by a heavy thud against her feet. She went to her knees, toppled over and rolled sideways.
She had arrived.
The first problem was the rope. It was stuck to the gloves, its core completely fused with both of them—and with her skin. Eve screamed as she freed her hands. To her, it sounded like the loudest scream she had ever heard. She turned around, but no one seemed to have noticed. A pity, really. She was obviously all alone down here. Somehow, she had hoped to see Adam spring out of the shadows.
She managed perfectly well without him. First, she treated her palms. The ointment Chenko had made worked wonders if she gave it a few days. Unfortunately, that wasn't enough. She had to pick up her luggage and set off in search of Adam.
Eve stood up. Her left leg buckled. She was startled, but it was probably fine. She could walk normally on it. A sprain or even a fracture would have been very inconvenient. Despite her luggage, she had to move faster than Adam if she wanted to catch up with him.
She left her gloves on the ground. A swallow sock was already busy trying to ingest them. Apparently, the animals didn’t prefer metal after all. Presumably, creatures often fell off the cliff into the crack, and this strange species specialized in cleanup.
She looked up. The rim of the fissure was no more than a line where wall and sky met. If someone waved to her from up there, she wouldn't see it. That meant Adam wouldn't spot her either. So, she first had to examine the area around the suspected crash site.
Eve kept holding her breath. She didn't want to find anything here. If Adam hadn't left the area, he was dead, so any unusual arrangement of stones alarmed her. Fortunately, she found no remains. It was possible, of course, that the swallow socks had done all the work, but the specimen she'd caught hadn't seemed like it could digest its prey in less than a day.
She did, however, find a paper tissue with blackened bloodstains, and a drag mark leading away from the wall. The ground was too hard to read more into it. Either someone had been dragging Adam—which seemed unlikely to her—or he had crawled under his own power. That meant he must have been alive, but it also meant he was injured.
Unless it was the trail of a bag. Eve couldn't rule that out. But it was probably smart to move away from the edge of the crack to avoid a possible rockfall. She started on her way. While sand crunched noticeably under her soles at first, the path became firmer and firmer the closer she got to the center of the crack. The sand had probably been created by the erosion of the wall and blown in from above. Here, however, she was walking directly on the original ground.
After a few meters, she knelt down for a brief examination. She would have expected to find grown rock, gray granite for example. But the ground was surprisingly dark and more reminiscent of volcanic rock. Chenko had explained the history of the planet to them. The rock here must have once been molten. So how had it been exposed over such a long and wide stretch? Were wind and water really responsible, as Chenko had assumed? Then why was the crack not flooded now? She stood up again and continued walking. Since the sun had cooled down, Chenko had assumed that the planet had also entered a new, colder phase. The streams of water running from the eternal ice in the south towards the equator had dried up accordingly.
Eve shrugged her shoulders.

THE FIRE BURNED HIGHER than she had intended. Eve had actually found fuel in the center of the fissure. It looked a lot like the logs they used for their protective walls. Fortunately, it wasn't as hard, so she could chop it small enough to pile up into a fire. She had thought long and hard about whether she should set up camp for the night at all. But with darkness falling, the march had become too tiring. She needed at least a few hours' sleep.
She felt a sudden pain. The tin had burst! She had only wanted to warm up the shelf-stable food a little. Using a stick, she picked up the remains of the tin from the fire to spoon it out. The stuff wasn't too bad. Chenko had called it mashed potatoes. Of course, it wasn't really made from potatoes—it had been synthesized in the food processor. But her father had developed a certain mastery in making the food taste like something.
Maybe it was just habituation. Their food seemed to have little to do with the food they had seen in old holograms from Earth.
There was a fierce gust of wind, and something knocked her over. Eve rolled to the side. What was that? She recognized the typical shadow of wings on her side of the fire. A damn dragon. What was the animal doing here? Eve didn't have to guess for long, because now the dragon was emitting flames too. It must have mistaken her fire for a fellow dragon. The flames reacted, moving in time with the beating of its wings, which the dragon probably interpreted as approval. But when it tried to land in the middle of the fire, it must have learned what a misunderstanding was. It somersaulted and fluttered rapidly away.
Eve inspected her camp for damage. The tent smelled charred but was still usable. The dragon had not helped itself to her supplies. She scattered the fuel with a metal rod from her rucksack. The larger flames went out. The logs smoked. Sparks flew. Eve closed her eyes. Adam had always said a fire crackled. She concentrated. But there was nothing until she put her ear to the smooth basalt. Yes, there might be something there. She didn't know what “crackling” was. What she sensed was a regular vibration. Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap. The intensity increased. She couldn't help thinking of a trample, but those animals could hardly survive down here. Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap. Wouldn't a trample sound different?
She opened her eyes. The remnants of the embers illuminated a two-legged figure approaching, with eyes like red coals. But then she recognized him: it was Adam, his pupils reflecting the light of the fire. What luck! Eve jumped up and threw her arms around his neck. Her brother collapsed.




  
2. September 2302, Spaceport Florida  
ADAM WASN'T COMING. He had informed her AI assistant yesterday. She had been available all day, but he hadn't mustered enough courage to tell her in person. She raised her arm and the display tattoo lit up. Its edges were still pink. She’d only had it done three days ago. Her skin still burned a little when she ran her finger over it, but otherwise it felt no different than before. And it was practical to always have the screen with her.
She swiped back through her message list. Adam had spoken to her assistant, but the AI had automatically transcribed the content. Eve didn't like voice messages. She could read much faster than she could hear.
“I'm on my way to Kilimanjaro,” Adam had said. “I'm sorry. If I'd known about the departure earlier, I would have planned things differently. Please let Marchenko know.”
What a lame excuse! Adam could be here in three hours. He had known for a week that their father was flying back to the Majestic Draght today. She should have refused to pass on Adam's message to him, but then Marchenko would have been even more disappointed when he left. She didn't want to do that to him.
She switched to the map view, tapped one of the green, i.e. available, vehicles and ordered it to the hotel. She had to leave now if she wanted to be on time.

“THANK YOU FOR RIDING WITH US,” said the taxi's voice. A hologram appeared in front of her, allowing her to set the tip amount. She chose the middle option. Her budget was almost unlimited, since the RB Corporation had retroactively paid them a cosmonaut’s salary for the time they spent in space. In return, they had to sign a contract waiving their right to have the questionable circumstances of the StarShot project investigated in court. On top of that, there was half of Marchenko's salary, which he had divided between them.
Eve got out. It was a hot, late summer day. Many people were on their way to the launch site. It was the last chance to see a live Grosnop. That's how most of the media was selling it. Eve swallowed. This would probably be her last encounter with Gronolf. She had accidentally awakened the Grosnop in an old spaceship on the icy side of Proxima Centauri b, and he had hunted her down. Until they realized that they had common interests. Adam and Marchenko had only met him later.
She let herself be carried along by the people streaming toward a gate. At the entrance, Eve placed her tattoo on a scanner. The barrier wouldn't open for everyone. Now there were fewer people. Beyond the next gate, she was almost alone. Everyone she met greeted her. Her face had probably been seen often enough in the media. Hopefully that would change over time. Once the Draght had flown away, she would be stuck groundside.
Eve came to another gate. There was no scanner here. Instead, a uniformed woman stood behind the turnstile, to wave her through and pat her down.
“Welcome, Eve Marchenko.”
It felt strange to be addressed like that. She had had to choose a surname when she registered. Adam had chosen Zero, which was also kind of typical. Takumi was supposedly busy with work today. But he probably just wanted to give her the space she needed to say goodbye to her former life.
Because that was what it was. She was transformed from an adventurer into an Earthling. Never again would she explore exoplanets or fly too close to a black hole in a shuttle. There were no adventures like that here. The solar system was known from top to bottom; if you wanted to set foot on untouched ground, you had to fly into the asteroid belt, where the only thing new was the number of objects orbiting.
Eve sighed. She had been mulling over these thoughts a lot for the last few nights. But there was something she really wanted to try—a normal life. She only knew it from holograms. People in the solar system had friends, they went out, fell in love, started families—she had missed out on all of that because Shostakovich had decided to transfer her genetic material into a tardigrade and shoot it into space aboard a tiny probe.
“Kurzukhan-la karlak-ti ha-ti ha!” A hand landed hard on her back. Eve was startled, but then recognized the three fingers of a load hand. Gronolf! How had he sneaked up on her? And why was he suddenly speaking his native language again?
“Hey, Gronolf! Where are you going?”
Her face grew hot. That was a very stupid question.
“Ha, you look almost like you did back then.”
“Back then?”
“Bright Night 36 of the year 3876. I remember it well. The huge eyes, the reddened skin on your face—I thought you were dehydrated.”
“You remember that?”
“Of course. You were the first living creature I saw after my long sleep. And I chased you, how stupid of me.”
“Yes, I didn't mean any harm. You should have realized that.”
“No, you were as weak as a stricklefish. I could have brushed you away with my tactile hand.”
Gronolf removed his load arm from her back and placed the seven fingers of his tactile hand on her shoulder.
“I said, ‘Waat goess herr!’ to you then.”
Eve didn't remember exactly. She could only remember how frightened she had been of the huge creature. If someone had told her back then how peaceful and loyal Grosnops were, she wouldn't have believed them.
“But you didn't understand me, even though I tried so hard.”
She nodded. It had taken days for her to approach something resembling trust. “And now we are going our separate ways.”
“The Plex will always find each other, even if it's in the Eternal Sea.”
Yes, the Grosnops had their own motivational wisdom. The fact was that by the time the Draght returned from its journey to GJ 1061, she would be around a hundred years old. The paradox of relativistic travel speeds showed no mercy to those who stayed at home.
“Hey, there you are at last!” someone called out to them. “The ceremony is about to begin! The president wants to say a few words to you!”

THE PRESIDENT'S entourage left the meeting room, followed by the reporters. Eve had been too excited to take everything in. Apparently, there was to be a friendship and mutual assistance agreement, which Gronolf had provisionally signed—a treaty between the Grosnops and the US!
It was a real coup. Journalists from all over the world had been falling over themselves with questions.
“We have to go!” shouted a man in a blue jumpsuit with NASA logos. Gronolf, Marchenko, and Eve followed him, but they were stopped at a door by a man in uniform.
“From here on, only passengers, ma'am,” said the man as she started through the turnstile. “Please let our guest from Two Suns through.” He pointed to Gronolf.
She felt a pang. Marchenko had already hurried through the gate. “Father!” she called after him.
He turned around and spoke to the man in overalls, who shook his head. “This is a secure area. We can let you out, but then you'll have to go through all the checks again.”
Marchenko nodded, then ran back to the fence.
“You can go ahead, Mr. Gronolf,” said the uniformed man in front of the turnstile. The Grosnop didn't move. The uniformed man reached out, as if to move the guest along, but then he probably realized that he had no chance of getting a Grosnop through the turnstile against his will.
“Come here,” Marchenko said. The fence slats were far enough apart to stick his arms through. Eve leaned against the metal and hugged Marchenko that way.
“Stay in touch,” she said.
“Please tell Adam I love him.”
Eve's eyes filled with tears. She looked around, but no one was coming.
“He...” She broke off.
“You could still come with us,” her father said. “The Draght will be refueling at Jupiter.”
Eve shook her head. “You had your time here, Father. I missed out on those years.” She thought of the grave in Italy where Marchenko's biological body rested. Her father had missed the years he had spent with Francesca. Because of Shostakovich. He must still be angry with him.
“I understand,” said Marchenko. “I think it's a great pity that I won't be here to see you settle in.”
He had the power to change that. But Eve would never ask him to—not like Adam had. She could also understand that he felt for all the other siblings whom Shostakovich had banished to space, like them.
“Have a good trip,” Eve said, breaking free from the strange embrace. The metal had warmed as if sharing her grief.
“It would be very nice if you could put down the weapon,” Gronolf said behind her in almost perfect English. This time she remembered. He had been carrying a harpoon, and she had asked him not to use it with that sentence. Later, he had explained to her how it worked and that he would have been too close to use it against her anyway. On Two Suns, he had even invited her to go hunting for carrion tooths with it once. It had been a wonderful time. What if she found herself missing those adventures after two or three years?
Then we'll fly to Enceladus together, Takumi had whispered when she couldn't sleep the night before last.
“Ho-ha!” Eve shouted, just like Gronolf had back then, who was now stretching out his tactile and load arms. They hugged each other. His body was pleasantly cool; he had taken on the icy chill of the air conditioning. Eve thought about how strange hugging Takumi had felt at first, because he was so warm. He seemed used, like an armchair someone had warmed up for her. She smiled. There would be a lot to discover on Earth—certainly no less than in the local group, where the Draght was soon going on a voyage of discovery.
“Thank you for waking our ship back then, little alien.” Gronolf turned his head and briefly fixed each of his four eyes on her. It looked as if he wanted to memorize her image.
“Go on now. Murnaka is probably waiting for you.”
He rolled the eye that was looking at her. “If you ever need help, send a message to Two Suns, and we'll be with you in less than fifteen Earth years.”
Gronolf clapped his tactile hands on her palms. Then he ran over to the turnstile. He started squeezing himself in sideways, but it was too narrow.
“You can't be serious,” the NASA man said to the uniformed men. “We have a countdown!”
The security guards shrugged. Suddenly an alarm sounded. Gronolf had extended his load arms out to the side and bent the turnstile far enough to fit through.
The uniformed men drew their weapons.
“Are you crazy?” shouted the NASA man. “Yes, come on, Mr. Gronolf, we're in a hurry.”
Gronolf pushed against the turnstile one more time and finally made it through. Two sections of fence fell over. Someone saw what was happening and turned off the alarm.

A FEW DAYS LATER, Eve saw the Majestic Draght for what was probably the last time. She was in bed with Takumi when her boyfriend turned on the ceiling hologram. The camera was in Jupiter's orbit, and zoomed in on a huge black cube moving surprisingly low over the atmosphere of the gas giant.
Now that the friendship treaty had been signed, they apparently no longer hesitated to show the dimensions of the Grosnop spaceship. It was truly impressive, even with the engine core not yet visible.
“Our Grosnop friends are currently filling the tanks of their impressive ship with hydrogen from Jupiter,” explained a voice. “The technology behind the incredibly thin screen that makes this possible is currently being analyzed by American researchers. It could enable completely new applications—such as filtering all microplastic residues from seawater. With the help of our new friends from Alpha Centauri, our world will gradually become an even better place.”
Eve shook her head. The Grosnops came from Alpha Centauri A b, the planet around Alpha Centauri A, not from the binary star Alpha Centauri. The reporters should be more accurate.
“I think it's your presence that makes this world a better place,” said Takumi, sending his hands on a journey that was as new to Eve as the planets around GJ 1061 would be to Marchenko, Gronolf, and the Omniscience.




  
GJ 1061 d  
“YOU SHOULDN'T HAVE COME HERE,” Adam said after she had nursed him back to health with a little food.
His mouth moved slowly as she read his lips. He must be very exhausted.
She turned to face Adam so that he could see her face clearly. “You're funny. Was I supposed to abandon you?” she mouthed.
She had expected a different reaction. But that was just the way he was, her brother. Eve loved him anyway.
“You should have stayed up there in the house. It's my own fault I fell.”
“Yes, and? Just because you do stupid things doesn't mean I'm going to let you die. Without supplies, you would have had no chance of getting home.”
Adam had strange ideas. Surviving as a pair was hard enough. If she lost Adam too, she might as well throw herself into the fissure.
“And now we might both die.”
“Nonsense.”
“Look at me. I'm a wreck and I'm only holding you back.”
Adam sat leaning against a boulder. His clothes were dirty, especially on his knees and elbows. Eve felt him over, starting at his feet. When she touched his right knee, Adam cried out. She could feel that he had attached metal rods to his left and right knees under his clothes.
“Is it broken?” she asked.
“I don't know.”
“Come on, take your pants off.”
Wincing, he pulled down his pants. Eve helped him expose his right leg completely. It showed a series of bruises and a few superficial scratches with dry scabs. The metal rods were secured with bandages. Underneath, his leg was extremely pale. She removed the bandages and rubbed the skin gently to get the blood flowing again.
“I'm going to check the mobility now.”
Adam nodded and closed his eyes. Eve knelt down beside him and slowly lifted his thigh. The lower leg moved freely without Adam crying out. A good sign. She continued the movement. No problems. Then she straightened his whole leg again. Adam only grimaced when she pressed on the sole of his foot.
“Nothing's broken. How far did you fall?”
He didn't answer. She tapped him to get him to open his eyes. Then she repeated the question.
“No idea. Fifty meters? A hundred?”
“You were incredibly lucky. Do you hurt anywhere else?”
He shook his head. Very good. The luck of fools and children, Chenko would have called it. Which category did Adam belong to? Eve didn't know.
“You don't need a splint; you need a walking stick.”

“IS THIS OKAY?”
Adam slipped his hand into the glove she had taped to the end of the bar. He hesitated.
“Trust me,” said Eve.
She could see from his face that he didn't trust her. When he pressed his lips together slightly asymmetrically, it looked as if he was forcing himself not to contradict her. Finally, he shifted his weight to the injured side. The pole dug a few millimeters into the ground. This was intentional so that it wouldn't slip. But then it was halted by a plastic plug. Adam wiggled the pole as if to test its stability and shifted his weight back to the other side.
“It's okay,” he said.
Eve wrinkled her nose.
“No, you did well.”
She nodded. She had done really well. Eve checked their campsite. The fire was completely out. She scattered the ashes until nothing was visible, then smoothed away her tracks in the dust.
“Are you afraid someone is following us?”
Of course not. It was just the right thing to do.
“Oh, I just realized I need to go,” said Adam.
Eve nodded. Her brother hobbled away with his improvised walking stick. He crouched down behind some boulders. His silhouette disappeared. Eve sat down. A short time later, he picked up a few stones and rearranged them. Eve slid her hands under her thighs and pressed them against the ground. Tak-Tssh. Tak-Tssh. The rock transmitted vibrations surprisingly well, probably because it was so hard. She had never noticed that on the plateau. The “Tak” came from the metal rod, the “Tssh” stretched out when his uninjured foot rolled over the dusty rock.

TAK-TSSH. Tak-Tssh. Tak-Tssh. Whenever her brother appeared, she imagined this sound. Was this how Adam experienced the world? The regularity made her sleepy, even though it was just her imagination. The sun was high in the sky. Time for a lunch break? Adam was keeping up well. He walked ahead of her so he could set the pace, but Eve hadn't had to slow down yet.
She tapped him on the back so he would turn around. He stopped. “How about a break, Adam?”
“Sure. But we need water.”
Eve nodded. To do that, they would have to move closer to the edge of the cliff. The ground became noticeably loose. Adam stumbled twice because the walking stick slipped too far into the loose rocks.
“You'd better wait here.” Eve took off all but two of the water bags. Then she marched on. To her surprise, Adam really did stay behind with the luggage, sitting down on the bags.
Eve had to search a little to find the perfect spot. Water sprayed down from the sky everywhere, but it was mostly such a fine drizzle that she would have had to wait days to fill a bag. She followed a trickle on the ground that did not disappoint her. Close to the wall, a stream of water as thick as her fist ran down to the ground, dispersing there and creating a dense, damp cloud.
It was cold. But if her clothes got wet, she would be freezing all day. Eve decided to take them off. Adam was far enough away, and there was no one else around to see her.
Except for the swallow socks. She was just about to take off her boots when she noticed the first one. So she left her boots on, took her two bags, and stood under the shower with them. At first it was freezing, but she quickly got used to it. By the time she had filled the bags, she was cleaner than she had been in a long time. She shook off most of the water and got dressed again.
Adam looked up at her as she stood in front of him with the bags.
“You look like you had fun,” he said. “Your cheeks are all rosy.”
He made a face that she didn't like at all. “What's wrong?” Something must have happened. He wasn't usually jealous.
“This is what's wrong.” He held out the hand he was using to support himself on the walker. It was covered with blisters. Two had burst. Damn. That really didn't look good.
“You need a real walker,” she said. “But I can support you.” Eve stood next to him, pulled him up, and put his arm around her shoulders. “See?”
“It's the other leg. But never mind. Dragging me along isn't a solution either.”
“I'm not dragging you. You're walking just fine. I'm just your walker.”
She already knew what Adam was getting at, but she wasn't going to let him get away with it.
“But this way we'll only be half as fast, if that.”
“So what? No one's waiting for us at home.”
“But we won't have enough food.”
“As soon as we get back up there, we'll find something. Remember the sand grass tubers.”
They had lived on those tubers for the first six weeks after landing. However, Chenko had collected them, which was not easy. Sand grass was easy to identify on the surface, but the tuber attached to each plant was centrally located at a depth of about two meters.
But there was other organic food. The main thing was to get out of the fissure.
“It would really be best if you left me here, sister. I'll manage somehow, and then you can just pull me up with the rope.”
Eve had already thought of that. If Adam meant to die alone, why hadn't he stayed near where he had fallen? Then they could have spared themselves all this. She looked at his leg. She might not be able to pull him up with the rope in this condition. On the other hand, it might heal over the course of two weeks, which was how long it would take to get home.
Or Adam would have died of thirst and starvation by then. Would he be able to survive alone for that long?
Eve shook her head. “I'm dragging you with me. You have no choice, my dear.”
“And if I refuse?”
“Then I'll stay with you. We'll either die together or not at all, understood?”

SILENTLY, they ate a few dry biscuits that Chenko had baked for them and drank from the first bag.
“The water is delicious,” said Adam. “Maybe we can cook something tonight.”
Suddenly, he seemed like a different person. That could be a reason to be happy. Maybe he had really changed his mind. Or it was a reason to be really worried, because he was planning something stupid and didn't dare tell her.
She needed a plan B, or Adam would secretly carry out his plan. Actually, she already had a plan B. There was a vague feeling in her head, as if her subconscious had already formulated an idea that hadn't risen to the surface yet. They would... They would...
“Let's build a fire,” she suggested.
“Now?” Adam's eyes widened. “We could make a few more kilometers before sunset.”
“No, better now. You're right. The idea of walking to the end of the fissure and back in your condition is pure madness.”
“Yes, leave me here. We'll light a fire together, and then you can go on your way alone.”
Eve shook her head. “That's not going to happen.”
“But you have something planned.”
“Yes.”
“What?”
She didn't answer, but instead gathered fuel. It was easier here near the edge of the fissure than in the middle. It took Eve about twenty minutes to prepare a decent fire that would burn until at least midnight.
“Should I light it?” Adam asked.
“No.”
“Come on, let me at least be of some use.”
“I have to get you ready first.”
Adam tilted his head. “Get me ready? For what?”
It was too early to tell him. He would try to wriggle out of it somehow. Adam was like that. He always wanted her to be saved first. But that was nonsense. He was injured and needed a shortcut to get home. She could make it all the way.
She rummaged first in her belt bag and then in Adam's. There, the safety lines. Each of them had a whole roll. Chenko had often explained how important they were and that you could take them anywhere because they weighed almost nothing. Eve cut five-meter-long pieces from each roll, eleven from hers and eleven from Adam's. Then she tied the strands together to form an almost invisible carpet measuring five by five meters. The holes in it were fifty by fifty centimeters, large enough that the construction was barely noticeable. She cut one of the water bags apart to make straps. They would provide additional support so that the lines wouldn't cut into the fabric.
“Hold still, I need to attach this to your back.”
Adam squinted. “And that's supposed to help?”
“Just watch.”
“Eve, please.”
She didn't answer. There were still about two hours until dusk. Too much time to tell Adam the truth.

TAK-TSSH. Tak-Tssh. Tak-Tssh. The pulse in the ground woke her with a start. Adam was several meters away. It was a good thing she had placed her hands on the ground.
“Where are you going, brother?”
It was almost dark, so Eve couldn't see his face. “Where are you going, brother?” she repeated.
Adam took a few steps closer. “Sorry, I didn't think... I just need to pee.”
“Wait, I'll help you.” She stood up. Adam leaned on her. They moved away from the fire pit.
“That's far enough,” said Adam. “I can manage the last few meters myself.”
Tak-Tssh. Tak-Tssh. Tak-Tssh. Adam returned to her, and together they walked over to the fire pit.
“If you want, you can light it now. Or I can do it.”
“Let me do it.” Adam hobbled over to the pile of fuel. Shortly afterwards, she saw white sparks. He returned. Together they stared at the flames blazing high. Glowing sparks flew, the cool wind carrying them toward the equator.
“Very nice,” said Adam. “But that's not your plan, is it?”
Eve laughed. No, it was just a pleasant side effect. She thought back to the previous night, just before Adam had appeared.
“The fire yesterday didn't only attract you, you know.”
“Oh, did you have other visitors?”
“Yes, a fire dragon. I think the dragon thought there was a mate here. There would hardly be any natural fires down here. So, anything burning indicates a fire dragon.”
Adam covered his mouth with his hand. “You want to... You're...”
“Yes. Exceptional times call for exceptional ideas. You know fire dragons forage up there. And those things are big and strong. When you get there, just undo your belt buckle and you'll fall right down.”
“And break every bone in my body.”
“I hope it won't fly that high carrying your weight.”
“It could work. The dragons generally fly pretty low over the plains. Probably to save energy. That's how one of them set the stalks on fire.”
“See!” Eve was relieved that Adam wasn't totally against it.
“But you should go first. You're lighter than me. You have a better chance.”
“You're injured. I can walk home. Besides, your arms are stronger. You can pull me up.”
“Come on, Eve. This is silly.” Adam tried to fiddle with the net but couldn't reach it. She had deliberately tied it that way. It didn't occur to him to simply loosen his belt.
“Just this once, be reasonable, brother. The injured have priority. It's logical. We'll see about the rest later.”
He sighed. She had him almost convinced. Then a gust of wind hit her face. A dragon was here! It was probably the same one as yesterday. It swerved away when it felt the heat. Shouldn't a dragon be a little more tolerant of heat? Had they lost it? A shadow flitted over them. Eve threw the net. At first, nothing happened. Had she caught it or not? Then Adam was snatched off his feet. His boot hit her in the face as he was dragged away. The dragon flapped its wings. Gusts of wind struck the flames and made them blaze. Adam struggled in the net. Hopefully he wasn't provoking the dragon too much.
It rose upward with powerful wingbeats. It seemed to be struggling. Flames shot out of its rear, narrowly missing Adam. He was hanging slightly to starboard, no longer struggling. The dragon dropped briefly, then rose again. But instead of heading for the plateau, it flew in the direction of the wind, toward the equator. Damn. That wasn’t their plan. What should she do? The weapon! She searched for it in her luggage. There it was! Eve took aim, but by now the dragon was too far away to hit easily. Every now and then, it marked its path by spewing flames. The reddish dot gradually moved northward before disappearing completely into the night.




  
Dark Night 3, 4076, Majestic Draght  
HIS BODY WAS MELTING like a snowman in the rain. Marchenko groaned. When he arrived in the solar system, he had imagined it all so romantically. A body of his own would be able to feel things again, unfiltered by damping loops and adjustable feedback channels. No one had told him that this would also mean unbearable nausea after cold sleep. No wonder Adam and Eve hadn't wanted to accompany him.
It didn't stop with the inability to get used to the changing gravitational conditions on the drift. This body, no matter how well he had edited the DNA, was incapable of fulfilling the simplest requirements. His carrying capacity was inadequate, his sensory abilities were limited to a few frequencies and molecules, and at the slightest deviation from optimal environmental conditions, the body risked losing its functionality. That would have been bearable, but in such a case, all memory modules would also fail after a few minutes. His consciousness would be lost forever.
Like that of the other Marchenko, whom he had visited in the grave next to Francesca. Was that why he had been interested in having this body? Did he want to know what his other self had experienced? It was true—only with such a weak body could he understand the essence of what it meant to be human. But now he understood. It was enough.
"Hey, Dimitri.”
Marchenko almost collided with Gronolf, who was holding him with his tactile hands.
“Right before left, I know,” said Marchenko.
The Grosnop turned him around so he could see his face. “Ho-ha, what's wrong with you? You seem so gloomy. Is that the right word?”
“That's a very good word. You're speaking almost perfectly.”
“I'm afraid I can't return the compliment.”
Marchenko shrugged. “This stupid body. I need a metal one again.”
“But not because of me, right? Look, brother, you don't have to speak our language perfectly. It's totally okay. What are universal translators for?”
“To be precise, it would be handy if everyone on board could speak the same language.” The voice of the Omniscience came from the ceiling.
“Have you been monitoring us again?” asked Gronolf. “That is not acceptable.”
“No, I just wanted to invite you to the research dome. But I had to locate you first.”

“ARE YOU TRYING TO KILL ME?” In front of Marchenko was a kind of terrace projecting from the black cube of the Draght out into open space. There were no windows and no roof, only infinity.
Gronolf laughed. “Good joke. Now come on. If the Omniscience is calling us, it must be for an important reason.”
Marchenko took a deep breath. He stared at the platform, which looked solid. Under his feet, it felt like hard plastic. Every step made a clack sound. Clack-clack-clack. It was strange. Gronolf led him right to the edge and placed his hand on a warm surface. The outer wall.
“Don't tell me you don't recognize the dome,” said Grosnop.
Marchenko furrowed his eyebrows. He had never seen the structure from a human perspective. When he had entered here in his robot body, he had perceived the wall immediately, of course. That was probably why the room had seemed small to him, not as huge as it did now with his impaired senses.
“Yes, I remember, but it looked completely different.”
“We haven't changed anything.”
“But I've changed.”
Gronolf slapped him on the shoulder. “You're still the same joker.”
“If I may interrupt your bonding behavior,” said the Omniscience, “I would really like to show you something.”
“Does it concern our destination?” asked Marchenko.
The Omniscience did not answer. Instead, she suddenly zoomed in on a star that had been little more than a dot. Marchenko had to close his eyes for a moment, but that didn't help. When he opened them again, a planet was floating before them in space. It was rotating relatively quickly, which was good news, since it would make the emergence of life easier. From the mighty ice caps in the north and south, he realized that it must be the planet GJ 1061 d, which was located toward the outer edge of the habitable zone.
The image continued to enlarge—and in the next moment, Marchenko knew why the Omniscience had brought them here. A broad, straight line ran from the south pole toward the equator.
“Is there a natural process that could have created such a formation?” he asked.
“I don't know. At least, I don't know of one.” It wasn't often that the Omniscience admitted to not knowing something.
Marchenko tried for a moment to tap into the onboard network to retrieve all available planetary knowledge—until he realized once again that he had given up this ability with his robotic body.
“But do you have a theory, Omniscience?”
“This fissure in the planet's crust, several hundred meters deep and several kilometers wide, must have been caused by enormous forces,” explained the Omniscience. “However, it is also very, very straight. That rules out all natural causes for me.”
“Could it have been made by a weapon?” asked Gronolf.
“Perhaps. But I have a better idea.”
Without warning, the ship started moving again. Marchenko thought he could feel the acceleration. He had to hold on to the wall as they plunged toward the planet. The wall vibrated as they passed through several layers of cloud. Shortly before they reached their destination, the weather cleared up. Marchenko glimpsed an inhospitable environment just before the craft hit the ground. The noise was infernal. It sounded as if the ship was being torn apart. He held his breath in case there was a drop in pressure. Marchenko felt the fear of death slowly climbing up his spine from his tailbone until the Draght finally came to a halt.
“Very vivid,” said Gronolf.
“I simulated the crash of a ship like the Draght,” explained the Omniscience. “However, for the fissure to occur as we see it on GJ 1061 d, the spaceship would have had to be about twenty times the size of the Draght.”
“Could it have been a moon or an asteroid instead of a ship?’ asked Marchenko.
“No. The unbraked impact of an object always results in crater formation. But we’re not seeing any craters. Whatever caused the fissure must have been steered. The crew seemingly tried to prevent the crash but was unable to do so.”
“What crew?” asked Gronolf.
“Excuse me. The existence of a crew is actually an unjustified assumption. The ship could have been guided by a consciousness like mine.”
“You mean the Builders?” asked Marchenko.
“Indeed. The Majestic Draght's engine could power a much larger ship. The Grosnops simply couldn't build a bigger one.”
In fact, the Grosnops had found the wreck of a ship and converted it for their own purposes.
“Hey, the Draght is perfect as it is,” said Gronolf.
“How old is the fissure on the planet?” asked Marchenko. “Can we find out?”
“I estimate that it is relatively fresh. The planet is very fertile in the lower latitudes. The crack would surely be overgrown if millions of years had passed. The ice cover at the pole also indicates that everything is still quite fresh.”
“Did they crash recently?”
“No, I would estimate a period of about a thousand of your years.”
“Thanks. That's very exciting. Will you take us into orbit? Then we'll take a shuttle down.”
“I'd like to accompany you, Marchenko.”
“Gronolf is the boss. You'll have to ask him.”
“Of course we'll take you with us,” said Gronolf.
“Oh, one more thing. I found evidence of artificial structures near the fissure. I'll send it to you, Marchenko. You'll probably be able to make more of it.”

IN HIS QUARTERS, Marchenko once again regretted that he no longer had a robotic body. What had possessed him to create a biological shell for himself? He should have known better. It was probably the desire to blend in with the people on Earth. But that had never been a real danger. Even the British king wouldn't have noticed him among the Grosnops. Gronolf had attracted everyone's attention.
Perhaps that hadn't been the decisive factor, and he had been more concerned with being close to the original Marchenko. It was only at his grave that he had realized how little they actually had in common. The person who had returned from Enceladus had never raised children. He had never known Adam and Eve.
His children. How were they doing? Had Adam forgiven him? They would be around fifty by now. The last news he had of them was over ten years old. Eve had been pregnant with a boy at the time, after previously giving birth to twins. She had married Takumi. She had known very little about Adam.
Marchenko sighed. He turned on the computer he had brought with him from Earth. As a robot, he would have simply loaded the data from the Omniscience into his memory. An extensive table appeared on the screen. He checked the values; they were data from the gravity sensor, which the Omniscience had probably used to search for mineral resources and mass distribution inside the planet. With a few commands, he visualized the data according to its location coordinates. GJ 1061 d was a fairly ordinary planet with a core that was still partially liquid. It had a small bulge at the equator, just like Earth.
On this belly was something that reminded him of a belt buckle. The belt had slipped slightly and was hanging at an angle of about twenty degrees. The buckle was located west of the fissure. He enlarged the area. There was something there. It was roughly teardrop-shaped and reminded him of something he hadn't seen in a long time.
The Messenger. The spaceship in which Adam, Eve, and he had landed on Proxima b. His heart beat fast. At least that was something his robot body couldn't do. Biology allowed him to feel his emotions more intensely. He zoomed in a little more and added optical data. Marchenko nodded. Down there was something like a settlement, in exactly the spot he would have chosen for them.
He closed the computer. They were down there. Adam and Eve were waiting for him. Marchenko jumped up and paced back and forth in his quarters.
“Omniscience, can you hear me?”
“I've been waiting for you to contact me.”
“How soon can we get there?”
“Tomorrow, if nothing comes up.”
That sounded good. He could keep his curiosity in check until tomorrow.
“I really need to investigate that settlement.”
“We will, after we've looked into the origin of the fissure.”
He’d been afraid of that. The Omniscience always put its own needs first. But the Messenger was clearly the more important find.
“No. The settlement first. Adam and Eve could be in mortal danger.”
“I don't think so. Their spaceship must have landed at least ten years ago. If they've survived that long...”
Marchenko pounded on the wall. “Human lives are very fragile and can be snuffed out at any moment!”
Had the Omniscience just sighed? It had never made a sound like that before. “I didn't want to tell you because I didn't want to worry you, but…”
“But? But? Spit it out!”
“There are no life signs coming from the area in question.”




  
GJ 1061 d  
SHE HAD KILLED HER BROTHER. Probably. Eve dragged herself northward across the plain. She had to stop blaming herself. It had been a clever idea. Why hadn't the damn dragon flown toward the plateau? What was it doing at the equator? Were there more of its kind there? She had checked her supplies that morning. There was enough rope left to weave a second net. But knowing her luck, the dragon would drop her right in front of her home—further away from Adam than ever before.
No, she had to cover this distance on foot. One step at a time. At least it wasn't too hot. Eve sighed. If Adam hadn't fallen to his death, he would have spared himself the most boring part of the march. Hopefully he was sensible enough to wait for her. After all, the crack had the advantage that it was difficult to overlook. She would build a fire every evening so Adam could see her slowly approaching.
At noon, she took a longer break. She had slept very poorly during the night, so she curled up on her side in the fetal position and closed her eyes.
Where was that noise coming from? Whenever she pressed her ear firmly against the rock, she could feel it. It was a rapid pulsing that reached every fiber of her body through her skeleton. It must be coming up from below. From the depths. What was that noise? Water. The current was probably coming from the South Pole, where there were huge glaciers. When the rock here had melted and re-solidified, the process must have created underground caves. They must be connected, if water could flow through them.
Drinking water.
More than that: moving water.
Energy driving north. Toward its destination. Couldn't she use that somehow? She still had enough water bags in her luggage. She could inflate them, and they would carry her, and in an emergency, she could even breathe from them. Sure, the water would be cold. It came from the southern ice sheet and flowed underground. But if she submerged as little of her body as possible, she would survive. Eve shivered. Depending on how fast the water was flowing, it might only be a few hours. And that would save her days of travel. Maybe Adam still needed help.
There was only one problem. She had no idea how to reach the river under the rock.
Eve pressed her ear against the ground again. The deep pulsing wasn't her imagination. It didn't seem too far away, either. She thought of the pictures of the Earth’s moon that Chenko had shown them. The black holes that concealed lava caves had always fascinated her. On the moon, they were empty even of air. Here, water flowed through them. All the more reason there must be more cavities caused by erosion, right?
She looked around. On the plateau, the vegetation would probably be different near running water. Down here, nothing like that could be expected. The few animals that lived here probably knew where to find water, but they weren't sharing their knowledge with Eve. There was only one way: she had to find a hole. She was certainly not going to turn back. She would keep running.

THE NOISE WAS STILL THERE. Eve took her ear from the ground and dusted herself off. The sun was only a hand's width above the horizon. She wouldn't be able to reach the river today. She sighed. Why couldn't anything go right for her? It was enough to make her tear her hair out. Adam was probably lying helpless somewhere out there, with maggots waiting to chew on him.
What if she made an opening herself? Eve put down her backpack and rummaged through it until she found the gun. It gleamed and smelled of machine oil. A bullet from it had been powerful enough to kill a trample. Would it be able to blow a hole in the ground?
Maybe, if she prepared it carefully. Eve marked a rectangle as her target area. She crawled around on all fours and tested where she could feel the pulsing best. She found a narrow area where she thought the rock covering might be thinnest. Of course, the river could simply be flowing more rapidly and loudly there than elsewhere. She shrugged. She couldn't see through the rock.
Should she build a raft now? No. Eve estimated her chances of success at less than fifty percent. The projectile might bounce off; the rock might be too thick. She kept her distance, held her breath, took aim, and fired.
A shock wave hit her stomach. It traveled across the fissure, hit the two slopes, was reflected, and returned to her. Something in the distance flew upward, probably a dragon. Nothing else happened. She tossed the weapon away. She had no more use for it. Too bad. But she had expected that.
Eve ran over to the spot where she had struck the rock. The ground there was blackened. Thin, jagged lines ran out from it in four directions. The explosion had not been completely without effect. Eve jumped up. When she landed, the lines lengthened. She immediately rolled toward the edge. At that moment, the rock started to collapse, and not just where she had struck it. She had to get away! She ran for her life. The cave-in reached her. Eve leaped as the ground collapsed beneath her. She saw bubbling water below. There was the edge! She managed to grab onto it with both hands. For a moment, her left foot dipped into the water. Then she gave herself a yank, pulled herself up, and rolled sideways away from the water.

IT HAD WORKED! Eve stood with a flashlight at the edge of the hole. The river flowed about two meters below her. That was damn close. She wouldn't have much room; there might even be areas where she would have to submerge completely. Or would there? They had never seen the crevice flooded. The underground passage must have enough capacity for all the meltwater. And it wasn't even the warmest time of year in the southern hemisphere.
She didn't care for the darkness down there either. But at least it saved her from having to wait until morning to start. After all, it wouldn’t be any darker down there. Hopefully she wouldn't come to regret this decision. Her greatest fear was that she might not find a way out. She wouldn't be able to blast her way out now. If there was no natural opening, the river might carry her past the equator.
Let's go. This was her one chance; it was only logical to embark on this journey. First step: she had to fill the water bags with air. However, the material was so tight that she couldn't create enough pressure with her lungs alone. But that wasn't a problem. The bags displaced enough water to compensate for their weight.
She laid four of them side by side, then placed the remaining two above and below them crosswise and used rope and tape to connect them. Her roll-out mat served as an improvised deck. With additional tape, she made eight looped handles, which she attached to the sides of the raft in case she fell into the river. The backpack with her provisions was waterproof but heavy, so she secured it in the middle of the deck. She was afraid it might drag her under water otherwise. Finally, she tied herself to her raft with a rope.
By now it was so dark that the hole didn't seem so scary anymore. She dragged the surprisingly heavy raft over to the hole. The river below her showed large whirlpools. Had the current increased? In the light of the flashlight, it seemed so. The water would not give her time to get in gradually. She would have to toss the raft in, hope it didn't tip over, and jump right in after it.
The first part was the hardest. The hole she had blasted was elongated. She had to position the raft in a very specific way to slide it in. Eve clambered around the hole, pulling the raft behind her. The lamp she wore on her forehead swayed wildly back and forth. She had to go halfway around the hole to reach the optimal position.
Eve had almost made it when the rock began to shift. Fine lines spread out from where she had placed her boots. This was not good. How much time did she have left? Not much. The cracks were widening. The problem was not that she would fall into the river. That was where she wanted to go anyway. The problem was the rocks that would fall with her. She shoved the raft forward with all her strength, into the opening. It tipped over, her grip on the handle at the stern pulling her with it. Her thighs slammed against the edge of the rock. The raft fell. Water splashed. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw shadows moving behind her.
But the river gave her no time. It grabbed the raft and pulled it along. Eve hung onto the handle. She fell lengthwise into the water. It was icy, but at least that distracted her from the pain, because her body was submerged in the water with rocks hitting it. That must be the remains of her explosion. But the water quickly got deeper. The current pulled her under. Eve hauled herself up and gasped for air. Again she was pushed back into the water. The raft turned. Another blow to her shin. The cold suppressed any pain. She could no longer feel the hand with which she was clinging on.
But it wasn't enough to just let herself be towed along. She had to get onto the deck of the raft before she ran out of strength. Eve was already reaching her limits. She brought her other hand forward and grabbed the handle. She took a deep breath and put all her energy into her arms. She dragged herself forward until her face hit a bag. The smell of rubber was heavenly. But she wasn't where she wanted to be yet. Now she had to let go of the handle with one hand and feel for the next one. One, two... then there was a violent blow against her hip.
Again. One, two, three. She released her right hand; her muscles refused to obey, but she forced them to fight the pain. Her hand landed on the raft. Where was the handle? She felt around. Nothing. But she was sure that... The lamp! She raised her head. The lamp was still on her forehead. It illuminated the ceiling of the cave, which was covered with egg-shaped objects. Eve lowered her head. There was the backpack, and there was the handle. She pulled herself up a little higher with her left hand. Finally! Her right hand closed around the tape that formed the handle. She took a short breath, and her right arm pulled the rest of her body out of the water.

DONE. Eve imagined the terrain above the cave. Night would have fallen. Perhaps she would be able to see a fire in the distance that Adam had lit. It was cool and dark here. She had turned off her flashlight to save energy. But now her body had gone into the opposite mode: it was moving her muscles uncontrollably to generate heat. Eve was shivering. She had to stop this. She had the means to do so—warm, dry clothes in her backpack—but could she find the strength?
One thing at a time. She checked the rope connecting her to the raft. Good, it was tight. She took off her clothes, and wrung out each garment thoroughly. Then she deposited the still wet clothes a short distance away from the backpack by tying them to a handle. Interestingly, she didn't feel any colder naked than she had in her wet clothes. Eve waited a moment to let her body dry off. She had only packed one set of spare clothes, which she wanted to keep as dry as possible.
Finally, she opened her backpack. The warm sweater felt heavenly against her skin, even though she always complained that the material was scratchy. The socks warmed her feet wonderfully, and when she put on her pants, her teeth stopped chattering. It was a thousand percent better this way, especially when she found a packet of dust-dry cookies and was able to fill her stomach.
She was several feet underground in an icy river, unable to determine her fate, but suddenly life felt good again.

EGGS. Exactly. The objects stuck to the ceiling above her looked as if a giant bird had laid them. But she knew that dragons built their nests high up, not in caves. Could these shapes have been created by geological processes? Surely not here, on the ceiling of a former magma channel that now had a river in it.
The eggs gave way to a normal ceiling. From down here, it looked almost the same as from above. Only there was no dust, but high humidity instead. It smelled a little musty, but Eve quickly got used to it. She shone the lamp in the direction of travel to be prepared for any obstacles.
She spotted a rock in the midst of the current. Eve held on tightly but remained strangely calm. The raft was almost impossible to steer, so there was nothing she could do anyway. And as if by a miracle, the raft veered at just the right moment. Of course, it wasn't really a miracle. The current had simply carried her past the boulder.
For a moment, the air became cooler and fresher. The lamp hadn't detected the break, but there must be a hole in the ceiling.

THE LONGER SHE RODE, the more familiar the river became to her. There were connections that became clear to her over time. The eggs on the ceiling always appeared first. Then suddenly there would be a scattering of rocks in the stream, under natural recesses that let in fresh air and presumably also the owners of the eggs.
Interestingly, there were never any eggs beyond an opening. Whoever laid them went upstream to do so. There had to be some meaning behind that that she didn't yet understand. Maybe an experiment would help. Eve knelt on the raft. If she extended her arm, she could reach the ceiling. She waited until the next cluster of eggs appeared. Now she sat up, reached out, closed her fingers around the base of an egg, and pulled. It burst open and sticky liquid flowed out. She immediately tried again. That egg was significantly smaller. It wouldn't come off and quickly slipped out of her fingers.
At the third attempt she set her sights on a particularly large egg. She grabbed it with both hands, and it came away surprisingly easily. Eve sat cross-legged and set the egg in her lap. It was surprisingly warm. When she ran her hands over it, the shell felt rough.
But what was this? Whenever she placed her hand on the tip, something seemed to be tapping against it from inside. She could feel the vibrations clearly. The longer she left her hand on the shell, the faster they became. Was there something alive inside? Eve pulled her hand away. Maybe it was dangerous? She put the egg down. They had passed the opening in the ceiling, so it was probably not a good time for the little creature in the egg to hatch. The fact that the eggs were always located upstream from an opening was probably so that the young could get out.
But what species did they belong to? Eve held the egg in front of her in one hand, and with the other shone the flashlight on it. Its inhabitant seemed almost as big as the egg itself. She couldn't make out its shape.
The vibrations started again. Eve put the egg down again, but this time the young creature didn't settle. The blows became violent enough to be transmitted to the entire raft. The shell could no longer withstand the pressure. First cracks appeared, then the top part lifted off completely.
An elongated, gray head with a kind of beak peered out, dripping with slime. Two tiny arms pushed the rest of the shell away. The egg tipped over and rolled to the edge of the raft, but Eve grabbed it. A strange creature crawled out of the shell. It looked a bit like an Earth lizard, but its elongated head and beak were almost as big as the rest of its body. It could stand on its hind legs and use its arms almost like a human. The beak moved. Presumably, it was making noises that Eve couldn't hear. Its skin was pale, almost flesh colored.
Slowly, it came closer. It still seemed harmless. What was it doing? Eve noticed that it was leaving a dark trail on the deck. That must be the slime dripping from its beak. It seemed to be a strong acid.
“Hey, watch your beak,” she mouthed.
The creature wiped the end of its beak with tiny fingers, as if it had understood her. Suddenly, it bent its knees and jumped. Eve ducked, but the creature hadn't been aiming at her. It struck the ceiling and splashed into the water.
That's it, then, my friend. Eve wasn't too unhappy about the quick farewell. The creature seemed a little strange to her. She was startled when water splashed onto her neck. Her new friend catapulted itself out of the water. A small fish was stuck between its legs, which it tore apart with its beak. The animal took a particularly large piece in its arms, carried it over to Eve, and dropped it into her lap. It was sharing its prey with her. How touching.

“OUCH!” When Eve opened her eyes, she first noticed the animal's beak grasping her wrist, and then a rock coming toward her. She tried to duck, but she was too slow. Her head struck the ledge with hard enough to throw her to the side. She was lying on her back. Her left hand clung to her backpack. Her right leg was submerged in the water. She struggled but couldn't get up or turn around because the ceiling was too low. Hopefully the water level wouldn’t rise any further!
Then she felt a pain in her left side. Was the newborn taking its chance to eat her like a swallow sock? No, it was pulling on her with incredible strength. Inch by inch, it pulled her into the center of the raft. Her foot was no longer dangling in the water. For a moment, she saw the sky. It was bright outside! How far had they gotten? Eve turned her head to the side. The animal's beak let go of her. It had black eyes without pupils, set on the sides of its elongated head. Its gaze was dull. Its scalp had become noticeably discolored over the past few hours and was now almost black.
The head nodded. Black spots were visible where it had gripped her. Acid. She had picked up a strange companion. Did the animal consider her a friend—or was it keeping her as prey for some time in the future when it became very hungry? She had to be careful not to humanize the strange creature. It had saved her. But that wasn't necessarily a sign of friendship.

AFTER A WHILE, her companion became noticeably nervous. Was he getting hungry? Was this her last hour? Eve was already thinking about how best to deal with the thing. She had to keep it at a distance. Its arms and legs didn't seem very strong. Its beak and the acid it could spray from it were probably its best weapons. Eve slid to the side so that her backpack separated them. The cave was so low here that it would be difficult for the creature to cross the obstacle, and if it tried, Eve would have a chance to kick it.
Her sturdy boots were her best protection. That was why Eve had put them back on, even though they were still wet. The raft swayed and bumped against a rock. She ducked her head and shone the flashlight ahead. What was going on? Her friend was jumping and flapping its little arms strangely, as if it was about to fly away. There! Was that a wall coming toward them? The beam of the flashlight hit a black surface that almost completely absorbed the light. It was about a hundred meters away.
The animal jumped into the water. Had it had enough of her? Eve shone the light on the river. It seemed to end in the black wall. But that was impossible. There, those whirlpools... The water was flowing under the black obstacle! If she was pulled down, she would have to hold her breath. But for how long? Was this the end of her journey? Eve was undecided. Should she jump off? At that moment, the raft jerked. It moved sideways as if remote-controlled, missed the first whirlpool, but plunged into the second. It tilted to one side. Eve held on to her backpack. But before the raft could capsize completely, it was pulled sideways out of the whirlpool. Eve searched for the cause with her flashlight. She made out something floating just below the surface.
The wall moved away. The raft entered calmer waters. The air smelled different here. It was drier. Eve looked up. Instead of rocks, there were stars above her! She was out! Then she felt the raft scrape over an obstacle beneath her. A little way ahead of her, her companion emerged from the water. It had a rope in its beak. After pulling the raft as far as it could, it let go of the rope.
Eve stood up. The water was so shallow that it no longer splashed into her boots. She pulled the raft completely onto the shore, where sand had accumulated. There she turned around. But no matter how much she searched the area with her flashlight, her rescuer had disappeared.




  
Dark Night 4, 4076, Majestic Draght  
NOTHING. Nothing. Nothing.
Marchenko kept testing new algorithms to process the raw data from the Omniscience, but the result remained the same: there was no one down there.
“Ping.”
New telescope images had arrived. The Draght was in orbit around the planet. Each time it flew over the target area, new photos were taken, which Marchenko analyzed immediately. Now, too, he rushed to look at the images—and was disappointed. Although they were sharper, they still showed nothing that indicated any current inhabitants of the settlement. But they had planted fields. A wind turbine could be seen generating energy, and a maze of tracks leading to the fissure. Since Marchenko hadn't identified a well, he assumed they were getting their water from somewhere in the fissure.
Had
been getting, because there was no one left down there. The Omniscience was right, and if he was honest, he had no argument as to why they should necessarily visit the small settlement first. Gronolf would probably support him, but it was also important to keep the Omniscience happy.
His tattoo vibrated. That was another achievement from Earth. The Grosnop had been so enthusiastic about it that the entire crew had gotten these electronic tattoos. It was more practical not to have to carry a device around. Only it didn’t work as a flashlight. Marchenko shook his arm.
“Any news?” asked Gronolf. “We're getting the shuttle ready. We could be on our way in thirty minutes.”
“From the settlement? No, still no signs of life.”
“Should we go anyway...?”
“No, Gronolf. We're following the Omniscience's wishes and investigating the fissure.”
“Oh, you haven't heard?”
“What?”
“The Omniscience found something at the end of the fissure. It could be the remains of the Builders' spaceship.”
“What?” That was almost too fast for Marchenko. He had assumed that the Omniscience's search would take them step by step through the entire local cloud. And now they were already at their destination?
“Yes, you heard right. But that's not all—there are even signs of life!”

“WHAT'S THAT?” asked Marchenko.
Gronolf had slung a harpoon over his shoulder. Ragnor came forward with a powerful firearm. Murnaka wore a chain of throwing stars around her neck.
“This?” Gronolf pointed to his weapon. “I met Eve with this.”
“And now you want to scare the Builders with it?”
“We can't assume that these builders are peaceful,” said Murnaka. “They might get ideas about stealing the Draght.”
“I repeat my protest,” said the Omniscience through the intercom.
Marchenko narrowed his eyes. Cosima, the biological body of the Omniscience, stood before him, putting on her space suit. The RB Corporation had donated an entire arsenal of its latest suits. For this trip, they had chosen a model with muscle power enhancers to make the transition to the planet's higher gravity easier.
But how did the Omniscience manage to control its biological body and the ship at the same time?
At that moment, Cosima turned around. “Why are you looking at me like that? Is it about my secondary sexual characteristics?”
The Omniscience hadn't had much experience with her biological body yet, so Marchenko wasn't surprised by the question.
“No, I'm just wondering how you can be active in the ship's controls and in this body at the same time.”
Cosima laughed and pointed at her neck. Marchenko couldn't see anything there. She came closer until he noticed a reddish knot.
“A microphone,” she said.
“And who controls the ship in your absence?”
“The automatic system. That's perfectly adequate for staying in orbit.”
Marchenko nodded. Sometimes things were simpler than they appeared. Unfortunately, such cases were the exception.

THE SKY WAS...WRONG. This wasn't Earth. Marchenko held on to the armrests of his seat and looked out of the porthole. The blue that had slowly peeled away from the deep black around his home planet had a dark undertone here. Marchenko felt as if he were listening to a singer who was singing all the notes a little too low. It was probably due to the central star, a red dwarf whose light spectrum was different from that of the Sun.
Gronolf, who was at the controls, didn't seem to care. He obviously wanted to complete the landing within one orbit and braked so often that they flew with the engine forward the whole time. The shuttle groaned under the pressure of the planet's air masses. Marchenko loved landings like this. They anchored him in reality like nothing else. During the long time in the spaceship and on their way through an effectively empty universe, he always transformed into a kind of ghost who only had contact with the world through information. His body didn't feel the cold of space, his lungs didn't have to breathe the vacuum, interstellar dust didn't stick to his skin, and his cells were spared the showers of cosmic radiation.
That was about to change.
“Landing in three minutes!” Gronolf shouted.
Suddenly, the landscape changed. The previously gray-green, overgrown plain gave way to a dark brown, partially charred-looking surface. The rock down there must have melted not too long ago. It had taken on the ambient temperature but had not yet eroded. The diverse life of this planet had not yet repopulated it.
Nevertheless, the Omniscience had found signs of life right here. Marchenko looked over at the Omniscience, who was leaning her head against the porthole on the other side. Did she regret having to do without all the shuttle's sensors?
Suddenly, he tilted backward. Gronolf had brought the shuttle into a vertical position. The seats adjusted to the new orientation and rotated ninety degrees. A cloud of dust rose in front of the porthole, obscuring the view. The engine roared briefly once more. Then the shuttle descended onto its landing gear, groaning like an overweight Grosnop in his armchair.
It grew quiet. Marchenko felt a pressure on his chest that resembled instinctive fear. He breathed heavily until he realized that it was simply an effect of the higher gravity. Not only was his chest heavier, but his head was too. While his arms and legs were supported by the suit's muscle power amplifiers, there was no such assistance for his head. Marchenko had never found it so difficult to hold his head up.
The Grosnops were also having problems. Gronolf groaned as he slung his harpoon around his neck, then let it sink to the ground. He winked at Marchenko, who couldn't help laughing. Ragnor took his rifle from his tactile arms and placed it in his load arms. Murnaka kept the chain of throwing stars but adjusted it so that it hung down as far at the back as it did at the front. This was no problem thanks to the symmetrical structure of Grosnop bodies.
“We won't need helmets,” said the Omniscience.
“Not even us?” asked Gronolf.
“I mean all of us.”
That was exciting. Because of their bodies, Gronolf apparently considered the ship's AI to be human. What a difference appearance made!
“Attention, I'm opening the bulkhead,” said Gronolf.
Apparently, he wanted to forgo pressure equalization through the airlock. Marchenko was fine with that. The sooner they came into contact with the atmosphere, the faster they would get used to it.
The bulkhead squeaked. He could already feel the breath of the alien planet. The air was dry and cold. Given its proximity to the equator, he had imagined it would be warmer.
“Come on, it's wonderful!” cried the Omniscience from outside.
Marchenko wasn't so quick. He still felt like he was balancing a watermelon on his neck. His head kept trying to bend forward or sideways as soon as he wasn't holding it completely upright.
He was the last to leave the spaceship.
“Close the bulkhead behind you!” Gronolf shouted.
At that moment, Marchenko realized how far down the Grosnop was and that the small platform beyond the bulkhead on which he was standing had no railing. Damn. As a robot, Marchenko had never been afraid of heights. He held on to the bulkhead. How was he supposed to climb the ladder on the side of the platform, twenty meters down?
“What are you waiting for?” asked Gronolf.
“Nothing.” He couldn't let on that he was afraid. Marchenko took a deep breath. He knelt down. The wire mesh cut into his knees, where the space suit was barely padded. Slowly, he crawled backward to the edge of the mesh and felt for the first step with his legs. There! He clawed at the railing and climbed down step by step.

THE GROUND SEEMED MUCH MORE stable than the decks of the ship. Marchenko felt as if he was treading twice as hard, yet his footsteps were barely audible. Instead of the rifle, which he must have disposed of somewhere, Ragnor now carried a smaller weapon slung across his chest. Gronolf led the group of five. The Omniscience kept veering off, bending down and examining random pieces of rock.
“Here, look!” Cosima called.
Gronolf didn't even stop for these interruptions. Marchenko was happy to be distracted. The Grosnops were marching at a good pace, and Cosima kept finding interesting objects. He didn't recognize what she was holding out in her outstretched hand either. It looked like an Easter egg cut in half lengthwise.
“What is that?”
“Nuclear fuel,” Cosima explained. “A mixture of uranium and plutonium pressed into a nugget.”
Marchenko pulled his hand away when he realized what the Omniscience was saying. Cosima was in the process of handing him half the egg, which fell to the ground. Cosima reacted quickly and grabbed it, but she obviously hadn't taken the higher gravity into account.
She bent down and picked up the fuel nugget.
“I'd leave it there.” Marchenko shook his head. “Radiation is harmful to biological bodies.”
Cosima swung her arm and tossed the nugget away. “Thanks for the warning. I should have thought of that myself. But we use nuggets almost like this in the Draght for secondary energy generation and interplanetary propulsion.”
That didn't really say much, since there weren't that many ways to power a spaceship.

THE NEXT DISCOVERY made by the Omniscience impressed him even more. This time, Cosima simply waved him over. Marchenko didn't really feel like leaving the path that the Grosnops had trodden out.
“What is it?”
“You'll want to see it with your own eyes.”
“Can't you...?”
The Omniscient shook her head. Marchenko sighed and ran over to the spot, which was about twenty meters away. At first glance, it looked like a pile of stones. Cosima had moved a few of them aside. Underneath there was...human excrement! Of course, it might be the excrement of another animal species. The basic form was probably not exclusive to humans. But next to it lay a piece of soiled, fabric-like material that was definitely artificial. Someone had cleaned themselves up after doing their business!
“The Builders didn't leave that,” he said.
Cosima nodded. “It's only a week or two old, judging by how dry it is.”
So, people were here no more than a week or two ago. Adam and Eve? Too bad he couldn't perform genetic analysis with this body. The DNA of his two children lay dormant in the ship's memory.

THE DISCOVERY MOTIVATED him to walk faster. Marchenko found the perfect rhythm at which he could push the power boosters to their limits. The Grosnops were surprised when he overtook them. Soon he had to roll up the sleeves of his suit because he was sweating. Gronolf had passed on the destination coordinates to everyone. Why had he landed the shuttle so far away from the unusual mass distribution? Pure caution? Marchenko didn't want to embarrass his friend in public, so he decided not to ask.
He knew they had reached their destination even before the tracking device in his arm tattoo signaled it. At the end of the fissure, a mighty cloud rose. It looked mystical, as if someone had deliberately veiled their target.
“Dust and moisture,” explained Cosima, the Omniscience.
“Do those two go together?” asked Marchenko. “On Earth and Mars, dust clouds are dry.”
“Not here. The deep crack draws cool, moist air from the south. At its end, the stream is pushed upward, where there is a constant dust storm. The temperature rises, allowing the air to absorb more water, and moisture and dust do not compete with each other.”
The formation rising before them was certainly impressive. It looked a bit like a nuclear explosion on the surface, with the clouds flowing not in all directions, but only to the east and west.
Gronolf held a device up to his front eye, but then just waved his load arm. “Nothing to see. Dust and droplets, neither radar nor lidar can get through.”
The Omniscience pointed forward. “It's safe. I'm still going to put on my helmet. The sand could be harmful to our lungs.”
Cosima flipped her helmet forward. Marchenko followed suit.
“We just need to unfold our gills and shake them off,” said Gronolf.
Murnaka put on her helmet anyway. Gronolf and Ragnor tried without.
“Here, connect yourselves to each other, please.” Cosima handed out safety lines. “We could get lost in there.”

IT WAS A STRANGE FEELING. Marchenko could hardly see his hand in front of his eyes. He was in the middle of a sandstorm, but it wasn't stormy at all. The air moved only slightly. By extending his arms forward and then sweeping them to the sides, he could create a small window in which his visibility doubled. Still, it wasn't enough to make out the person in front of him. At least he knew that the rope connected him to Murnaka and that Gronolf was bringing up the rear behind him.
The rope in front of him twitched—a signal from Murnaka. He passed it on to Gronolf. Now they had to be careful. Sure enough, after a few steps, they came up against a wall. Was there a crater here after all? Marchenko felt the material. No, it wasn't volcanic rock. It was a material he had never felt under his fingers before.
The Builders' ship. Cosima was right after all. Or was she? That legendary species might not be the only civilization in the universe. But it would be a truly remarkable coincidence if there were another civilization with similar abilities in their former sphere of influence.
There was another tug on the line. Marchenko paused to pass on the signal. What had the Omniscience at the head of the procession found? A few steps later, he came across it—an opening, with Murnaka's backpack sticking out. Apparently the Omniscience wanted to reunite the group.
“I'd like to find out where this passage leads,” said Cosima.
“Me too,” said Gronolf.
That settled it. They set off, holding onto the lines for safety. Marchenko flipped his helmet back but quickly realized that he would then have to hold a flashlight in his hand. Which was impractical. He put the helmet back on and let the helmet lamp light the way.
It was a strange corridor, starting with its profile, which was almost perfectly cylindrical. Well, that was an advantage when moving through space, where directions could change quickly. In a round corridor, the ceiling and floor were always optimally positioned in relation to each other. For two-legged creatures, however, flat walking surfaces were more suitable. In the spaceships of humans or Grosnops, corridors therefore had a rectangular cross-section.
But who said that rational beings had to have two legs? For any odd number of legs, a circular corridor would have advantages. The same would apply to creatures with no legs at all, such as worms or those that moved by flying. Yes, or swimming. They couldn’t even be certain that this corridor had been filled with air, as it was now. They had to be careful not to humanize the former crew of this spaceship.
It was also strange that the corridor seemed to go on forever. Normally, corridors led to larger, more functional rooms. Marchenko hadn't spotted any of those yet. Was it because Cosima always turned left at junctions? It was a good strategy because then they wouldn't miss anything, but at least in human buildings, you were more likely to come across larger rooms by walking straight ahead down a corridor. Corridors served the purpose of taking people from A to B.
But that wasn’t necessarily the case here. What if the purpose of the corridor was to be a corridor? What if it was the environment in which the passengers spent their time? Marchenko halted briefly and knocked on the wall. It sounded hollow. That was no proof, of course, but...
Then they came across a larger room. It also had a circular cross-section, but a larger one.
“Watch out!” Cosima shouted over the intercom.
Poles protruded from the walls, their heads looking very sharp. It was probably not advisable to touch them. Beyond them, the corridor continued. After another ten minutes, they had to turn back for the first time. Cosima gathered them together to show them the reason: liquid had accumulated in the corridor.
“Unfortunately, I can't analyze this for you,” said the Omniscience.
“I can.” Gronolf stepped to the edge of the small lake. The liquid had completely flooded the corridor in front of them. Gronolf dipped a tactile hand into it, took it out again, and poured some of the contents into his stomach fold.
“Not bad,” he said finally. “Very aromatic. Fats, proteins, sugar, reminds me of the blood of the tremble bass.”
“Blood?” Marchenko dipped his index finger in. The liquid was colorless and quite viscous. To him, it tasted mainly salty. “What if it continues beyond us?”
“Should I dive in?” asked Gronolf.
“That would actually answer a few questions,” said the Omniscience.

“I SHOULD HAVE BROUGHT MY HARPOON.” Gronolf laughed. He had taken off his space suit.
No one laughed with him. Marchenko swallowed. Swimming in high gravity was no more strenuous than on Earth, because buoyancy offset the weight of the body. But no one knew how far along the corridor might be flooded. Gronolf would need to turn back in time.
Murnaka, Gronolf's wife, grimaced. “Be careful.”
“I could take over,” said Ragnor. “It would be an honor.”
Gronolf shook his head. Then, without further warning, the Grosnop jumped into the liquid. He disappeared quickly. A trail of bubbles rose first where he had jumped in, and then at the edge of the hole.
Marchenko pointed to it.
“As long as we can see bubbles, everything is fine,” explained Murnaka. “Gronolf has to exhale through his gills what he inhales through his skin.”
At that moment, the last bubble burst.
Murnaka extended her tactile hands into the water. Her face relaxed.
“Can you feel him?” asked Marchenko.
“Yes, very slight pressure fluctuations. He's still paddling.”
“If the passage starts to curve upward, his bubbles will rise there,” said Cosima.
Suddenly, Murnaka yanked her hand out of the water. She was breathing heavily. Marchenko started to ask something, but Ragnor gave him a clear look. Not now. He understood. His question would turn possibility into fact.
They remained silent. Should he try diving in? But what chance did he have when even the creature whose nature was water had failed?
Blubb.
A particularly large bubble burst at her side. More followed. Then the surface of the water moved, and a green monster emerged.
“There you are,” said Murnaka curtly.
“Here I am.”
Their tactile hands touched. Their faces betrayed nothing.
“You're hurt,” said the Omniscience. “What happened? Were you attacked?”
“Yes, there was a bird on the other side. It attacked me with its claws. I don't think it belongs here. It probably sneaked in like us and couldn't find its way out.”
“And what did the space beyond look like?” asked Marchenko.
“It's a dead end. After about ten meters, it goes downhill again into another flooded area. I didn't explore that.”
“Then we don't know if it's a dead end,” said Cosima.
“Should I check again?”
“I could do that,” said Ragnor.
“No, that won't be necessary,” said the Omniscience. “We just need to keep it in mind in case we can't find another way.”

HIS FOOT MOVED FORWARD. Marchenko only realized there was no floor when his entire body tilted forward. Damn. He was going to fall. Instinctively, he spread his arms as if he could fly. He even flapped them once, but the air offered no resistance. At that moment, a tactile hand shot out, grabbed his wrist, and swung him across the gap. Marchenko couldn't keep himself from bumping into Murnaka, but she quickly set him back on his feet.
He turned around. Ragnor, who had been behind him, had noticed the light in time. It must have formed after Murnaka passed the spot. Now Ragnor extended his two tactile hands across the hole, and Murnaka pulled him over as well.
“What happened?” Cosima asked from the front.
Murnaka replied lightning fast in the language of the Grosnops, which Marchenko couldn't understand because, in his human form, he lacked the ability to hear ultrasonic sounds.
“I'm sorry,” said Cosima, “but I can only hear half of what you're saying. What formed? A wick?”
Marchenko shrugged. Cosima was in the same boat as him, except that she could retreat back into the ship's computer with her omniscience later.
“A hole,” said Murnaka.
“That's interesting. Should we take a closer look? We don't seem to be getting anywhere the normal way.”
That was a good idea. Sometimes you had to try unusual approaches.
“You could lower me down,” suggested Marchenko. What had gotten into him? He had almost fallen into this hole, and now he wanted to investigate it? His ego probably demanded it.
“That's a good idea,” said the Omniscience. “The Grosnops are too heavy, and I'm too valuable.”
Marchenko had to grin. But the Omniscience was basically right. He was the one they could most easily do without.
“Wait, I'll prepare you properly,” said Murnaka.

“READY?” Gronolf held him on one side of the hole, Ragnor on the other.
“Ready.”
Marchenko shone his light down. He thought he could see the ground about thirty meters below, but he wasn't sure.
“Go.”
Gronolf lowered him a little faster than Ragnor, so that for a moment he hung at an angle. But that was quickly corrected, and now he was floating down the passageway as if he had a jetpack. Only it was much quieter.
“Everything okay?” asked Cosima.
Her voice sounded strained and muffled. Marchenko touched the wall. It was unusually soft, as if it had been padded to prevent injury in the event of a fall.
He looked down. “Ten meters to go.”
Eight. Six. Four. He pulled his legs up slightly to land more safely. There!
Marchenko looked around. He had landed in another round corridor. But it seemed to widen ahead. What he saw was an actual hall.
“There's something here!” he called up to them.
The channel seemed narrower than before.
“The hole is closing!” shouted the Omniscience. “Quick, pull him up!”
But then he wouldn't be able to see the hall ahead! Marchenko acted quickly—he unhooked the rope he had been hanging from.
“Wait for me!” he shouted, but it was too late: the hole had closed.

DAMN. Marchenko trembled. What had he just done? They could have pulled him up! How could he have been so unreasonable? It was this damn body. Deep down, he still believed he was immortal—his robot body had been incredibly robust, and even if it was damaged, his consciousness remained secure in the memory banks.
But now three minutes without oxygen would be enough to kill him for good. He made sure his helmet was still on. He could breathe air from the container at any time. There was no reason to panic. The channel above him had opened once before, and it would happen again. And even if it didn't, he would find a way out. Every corridor in a spaceship had to have a purpose, or it wouldn't have been built.
He noticed a black spot on the floor. It looked as if someone had tried to drill into the material. He felt the spot. It was rough and slightly dented. That was unusual. All the other surfaces down here had been perfect.
Marchenko took a deep breath and started running. The hall opened up before him without him having to illuminate it with his helmet lamp. The walls seemed to be backlit. It was about as bright as a cloudy day on Earth, but it was difficult to estimate because the light came primarily from the green end of the spectrum.
He could therefore make out the layout of the hall mainly by its shadows, which were black, like those anywhere else. Most of the structures were columns resembling stalagmites. However, they grew from the walls, ceiling, and floor. As in the corridor, there were no preferred directions. If he were hanging from the ceiling, the hall would look no different.
The most exciting thing was that liquids did not always drip downwards, as one might have expected under the planet's gravity. Marchenko ran into the hall, which meant he was walking down a slope. When he looked up, a large drop seemed to be falling in his direction, but just above his head it was deflected and fell onto one of the columns. The liquid ran down it and disappeared into the floor.
Marchenko touched the pillar with his gloved index finger. It felt sticky. Another drop splashed onto the material. What was that? For a moment, a kind of wire was visible at the top of the pillar. Marchenko shone his helmet lamp on the spot. Sure enough, a thin structure led upward from the pillar. He followed the next drop. The liquid was apparently using this wire to defy gravity.
Marchenko followed the thin string with his lamp. It led to the center of the hall, which he had overlooked from the hallway. He had to swallow. The wire ended, like presumably all the strings here, in a cluster of huge bubbles. They interpenetrated each other; Marchenko had seen frogspawn in his childhood, and this looked very similar, only on a much larger scale. The bubbles pulsated. At the strongest point of each movement, they squeezed out one of the drops, which then traveled along the threads to the pillars.
He had suspected this. The spaceship might have been lying on GJ 1061 d for thousands of years, badly damaged, but it wasn't completely dead yet.
An alarm signal made him flinch. It came from his helmet, so he quickly put it on.
Suit damaged.
Great, just what he needed! He pushed the message away from the inside of the helmet. The alarm didn't stop. Marchenko's gaze fell on the bubbles. They seemed to be pulsing faster. Damn. Had he awakened something here? He felt around his suit. Where was the damn problem? His boots were secure, as was the lower part of his suit. His stomach and chest were okay. He couldn't see his back. Would he have to take everything off? He put his helmet back on.
If only he could stop the alarm! The bubbles were definitely working faster. One drop after another fell toward the column. But there was no menu to deactivate the alarm. Damn it. He had to... His gaze fell on his right glove. There was a small black hole on the index finger where it had touched the liquid. The fabric was frayed, revealing the inner glove. That was why he hadn't noticed it.
Slowly, the sound grew louder. The pumping of the bubbles became audible as a smacking sound. Marchenko reached into his belt pouch. There, the spray! He tore off the seal, took it in his left hand, and sprayed it on the defective area of the glove material. The sealing material became sticky, contracted, and sealed the leak. The alarm sound stopped. Marchenko took a deep breath.
Before putting the spray away, he wanted to try one more thing. He sprayed one of the threads where the drops were rolling down. The sealing material settled around it. The next drop was on its way. It stopped at the sealing material and bounced, but did not move any further. Another drop arrived. Instead of stopping behind the first one, it merged with it. The ball grew a little. This continued for three more drops until Marchenko realized: The sprayed area was blocking the way. The drop would grow until... He looked at the repaired finger of his glove. No, if the big drop was about to burst, he'd better not be standing here. This liquid was not like the one Gronolf had been immersed in. It would render his suit completely useless. Marchenko carefully backed away and looked for a passageway through which he could leave the hall.

FROM A DISTANCE, the pulsating bubbles looked less dangerous. They had quickly returned to their old rhythm. What had he seen? Was this perhaps equivalent to life support on the Majestic Draght? There, too, the chemicals used were best not inhaled. But why wasn't this area sealed off? Maybe it normally was. What if the vertical passageway was some kind of garbage chute? Marchenko shrugged. This ship was so strange that it was pointless to think about its structure.
But then what was he doing here? Adam and Eve. He had discovered the remains of the Messenger, and the Omniscience had found life. He had to find the control center. He was sure he would find the others there.

THE NEXT ROOM looked completely different. It was about fifty meters long. Everything glowed a rich blue. The floor changed as he walked down the slope. The material was almost rubbery. There were holes scattered all over it, each one or two meters across and in a variety of shapes. They seemed harmless. They reminded Marchenko of the freezer molds used to make ice cubes for cocktails. He even thought he could make out strange animals in their outlines.
He stepped up to one of the holes. It did indeed contain some kind of mass from which bubbles were rising. Was the liquid boiling? Perhaps this room was some kind of chemistry lab. Marchenko lifted his nose and sniffed the air, but apart from a slightly sour aroma, he couldn't detect anything. He leaned over the hole. Now he could see why he couldn't smell anything: a transparent film sealed the mold. It was extremely thin, but when viewed from the side, it glistened.
Should he poke a hole in it to test it? Marchenko held back. After the experiment in the other room, he didn't want to take any unnecessary risks. But that wasn't necessary, because near the exit he found a hole where the film was torn. The sour smell was obviously coming from here, escaping through the opening. The liquid inside was about as thick and viscous as milk. It was also bubbling. When the bubbles burst, it splashed. Marchenko would need to be careful not to get any on himself. The liquid looked unhealthy.
Nevertheless, his curiosity got the better of him. He took a wire from the tool bag on his belt, rolled it up, and from a safe distance inserted it into the hole. There was a hissing sound, and bright smoke rose from the wire. It was a good thing all the other holes were securely closed. Marchenko tried to pull the wire back, but couldn't. Some of the liquid had crept up over the material. Was the stuff pulling on it? He held onto it for a moment, but then the liquid got too close. He let go of the wire, which was pulled completely into the hole.
What was going on? Marchenko shone his light into the hole, though he would have preferred to retreat. The liquid had receded completely. The hole was about two meters deep. The bottom was shiny. At the very bottom lay two limbs.
Marchenko recoiled. He was having trouble breathing. Calm down. It's just a few pieces of metal. Tungsten steel. The best he could find. He remembered the design he had come up with shortly before landing on Proxima Centauri b. In that body, he could have run through an active volcano. They hadn't known what to expect. The legs looked exactly the same as they had then. Sixteen degrees of freedom. There was no sign of the artificial muscles. But they were his legs.
How had they ended up in a hole with that aggressive substance? He shook his head. Marchenko knew, even though he refused to accept it. He couldn't shake the memory. Another problem with this biological body. There was no delete command. Those were the legs of a Marchenko who had reached GJ 1061 d with his siblings. Only the legs had been made of the special alloy. The liquid had probably completely consumed the rest of the body long ago.
That Marchenko was no more. He staggered backwards and saved himself by retreating into the next aisle.




  
GJ 1061 d  
HER BOOTS WERE STILL WET, but Eve had nothing else. She stood up. If she walked around in them, they would surely dry. The strange animal had not returned. It had probably saved her life several times. Still, she wasn't sad to be alone again. The creature had seemed so strange—was it even possible to develop something like understanding or friendship under these circumstances? How was Eve supposed to know whether it was protecting her from harm as potential food, or as a...friend?
Eve put on her rucksack. She wanted to get an overview of what the wall was all about. Her camp for the night was right in front of it, so she started by moving away. The river was quite open here. The rock above it had collapsed extensively. Eve walked a few steps along the bank until she spotted something black.
It was the remains of a water bag. Someone had cut long straps out of it. Adam must have been here. He had probably drunk from the river and removed the net on his back. The dragon had probably landed here. Why here of all places? She looked at the black wall. It certainly wasn't natural. The further Eve moved away from it, the clearer the picture became: it was a spaceship and must once have been shaped like a giant cube.
She hadn't seen anything like it in Chenko's archive, so it probably wasn't earthly technology. She walked a little further. The ship was so integrated into the landscape that it must have been here for ages. This was probably what had created the fissure. A shiver ran down her spine when she realized that the object filled almost the entire valley.
Chenko must have known it was here. It marked the northern end of the rift. It had certainly been visible from the Messenger. Why had he never told them about it? Because they were so damn curious. She and Adam would have insisted on seeing the ship. Eve was starting to get hot. He had promised them a very special experience for their twenty-first birthday. That was why he had set off on a journey from which he had never returned. Was it this ship's fault that they had lost Chenko? If so, she had better keep her distance. But she wasn't here for herself, but for Adam. He certainly wouldn't let the past stop him from exploring the object thoroughly. His curiosity was even stronger than hers.
Eve picked up the pieces of leather. Who knew what else she could use them for? One was charred in the middle. Fire? Or were those traces of acid? Had her new friend chewed on it, and if so, had Adam still been hanging in the straps or not? She had to stop imagining things like that. Adam had probably arrived here long before her.
She couldn't help thinking about the metal remains she had seen. Eve had thought they were parts of Chenko's body because she had assumed that there were no other visitors here. But she hadn't explicitly recognized them; they had been much too far away for that. It could only have been her father.
That was over now. Someone else who had flown in this spaceship could also have left the metal residue behind. Now she was glad she had never told Adam about her observation.
She moved a little further along. The river disappeared under the rocks again. Eve waited a little longer before crossing to the other side. When she had gotten about halfway, she discovered a black spot. It was a considerable distance from the bank, on a small hill, and turned out to be the remains of a fire. Someone must have collected a lot of fuel here. Eve imagined Adam lighting the wood, then walking a few steps into the dusty desert and waiting for an answer.
In vain. She hadn't been able to see his fire. And he had not suspected that she had discovered a quicker way. She approached the embers again, which were still warm. What was strange, however, was the thick layer of dust. Had he tried to extinguish the fire with that? Was he trying to save fuel? Adam had probably only set off a few hours ago. Then he had fetched water from the shore, and after that?
The crashed ship was an obstacle that no human could climb. However, the fissure was shallow here. Adam could have started home along the plateau, as they had planned. But would he really refrain from satisfying his curiosity? Eve could hardly imagine that.
She whistled. If he was hiding somewhere nearby, Adam would hear it. She tried once again and looked around. No one was waving.
No, he must have found a way in, and what Adam could do, she could certainly do.

EVE APPROACHED THE WALL. She had thoroughly searched the side she had encountered. There was no way through. So now she was trying Adam's side. Perhaps that had been a mistake. The higher the sun rose, the stronger the hot desert wind that blew in from the north became. Here it met the cool, damp wind from the south.
It didn't take long for a cloud to form. The process was a little strange. Eve almost felt as if the wall in front of her was expelling the mist. But it must be due to the mixing of air masses here, which apparently stopped at night. The cloud was increasingly taking on the shape of a Greek omega, the last letter of the alphabet, as if it were threatening the end of the world.
Eve shook her head. It was a meteorological phenomenon. Nothing more. She adjusted her rucksack and water bag and marched into the cloud.

IN FACT, it wasn’t long before she came across a tunnel leading inside. She tried to put herself in her brother's shoes. He would probably have taken the nearest entrance. Adam had little patience. Of course, he could have searched differently than she had, but she didn't think so. She had run straight from the firepit toward the wall and turned left there. Adam always chose left when he had the choice.
She stepped inside. The passageway was more like a tube. Eve wasn't surprised. Chenko had taught them a lot about efficiency. It was much easier to drill a circular tube than a rectangular passageway. Maximum volume with minimum circumference, which meant less carpet and less wallpaper, whatever was used to cover the walls. She pressed her ear to the wall and hammered on it. The vibrations transmitted clearly, suggesting a hard material, probably metal. That in turn meant that there was empty space behind the wall. No one built an entire spaceship out of a single block of metal. Not even someone who could build such a huge object.
The tube was probably used for transport. So it wasn't made for humans. That didn't worry her. Nothing in this ship was made for humans. The former inhabitants had probably never met a human being. She just had to be careful. That shouldn't be too hard.
The corridor led first upwards, then downwards. Here she came to the first fork. Eve remembered Adam's rule and chose the left side. It turned out to be a dead end; after a few meters, she came across water blocking the passage. Adam wasn't the type to swim through in such a case, at least not as long as there was an alternative, so she turned back.
The passage led deeper into the interior. Every now and then, a shadow startled her. But each time, it turned out to be herself—with the flashlight. The first somewhat larger room she passed through did not tell her anything. The pointed poles looked rather dangerous, so she kept her distance. She ran on; after all the excitement, her adrenaline level dropped until suddenly a hole opened up in front of her. She managed to turn around on her back foot, but suddenly a creature with an elongated head, a beak, and small legs appeared. Was it the one she knew? Eve wasn't wearing gloves because she was warm, and she was quick-witted enough not to hold her hands out to the creature, which would surely bite her with its acid beak. It tilted its head and watched as she fell backward.
As she fell, Eve saw the creature jump after her. However, the hole was closing again. She fell through it and landed on the floor of another round passageway. Her backpack cushioned her fall. But the creature with the acid beak hung above her, stuck in the ceiling. It flailed helplessly with its arms, legs, and tail.
Eve watched for a moment as she picked herself up and straightened her backpack. Then a dark hole appeared in the ceiling above her. A liquid seeped out, smoking. She continued down, keeping a safe distance from it. She ran around the acid stream and pulled on the creature's thin legs. She hoped this wasn't a mistake. It didn't look like it could free itself on its own. Maybe she should be glad about that. Its legs were already stronger than when she first encountered it. When she grabbed it, she felt something under the skin that resembled claws. Of course, they could also be special bones.
She pushed the thought away. Here was a creature that needed help, and to which she probably owed her own life. She hung onto its body with all her weight. The creature stopped struggling, and helped by pressing its short arms against the ceiling while she pulled on its body. She felt vibrations. The little animal must have something like a heart that drove its circulation. Or rather two, because there were two different rhythms.
Both accelerated, just like her own breathing and pulse. A crack formed in the ceiling. The headlamp showed it clearly. Liquid was dripping out of it, which Eve didn't like at all. She stepped back a little so as not to get hit by it. Gradually, her efforts seemed to pay off. The crack grew. With one last jerk, Eve pulled the creature out of the wall. But she couldn't prevent it from falling to the floor and landing in its own acid.
That didn't seem to bother it. On the contrary. After it got up, it wiped its feet in the small puddle until the skin came off. This revealed the black, razor-sharp claws that Eve had already felt. A shiver ran down her spine. She zipped her jacket up to her neck; the creature was staring at her as if it wanted to slit her throat.
Instead, it just nodded its long head a few times. Then it wiped the floor clean with its lizard tail and started moving. Let it explore this passageway. Eve was in no hurry to follow. But the creature seemed to have other ideas. It stopped and tapped its tail on the floor until Eve ran after it.

THEY DIDN'T GET FAR. The corridor widened into a hall, which was actually lit, unlike the corridors. Eve stopped at the entrance. Columns jutted out from the walls on all sides. She had never seen anything like it before. The lizard creature didn't seem to mind. It ran from pillar to pillar, biting into them with its beak. But the material was sturdy enough that it didn't suffer any damage. Not even the acid seemed to have any effect. The creature had more luck with the drops of liquid moving along fixed paths toward the pillars. It could swallow them easily, and apparently they tasted good, because it didn't seem to want to stop.
Finally, however, it had enough. It struck the floor with its tail again, and Eve obediently followed. By now, she no longer felt that it regarded her as emergency rations. Was it possible that, due to their encounter shortly after its birth, it saw her as a kind of mother?
Her companion led her to another room. Here, too, Eve remained at the entrance until her bodyguard had examined the hall. There seemed to be no danger. There were openings everywhere, but they were all covered. Only one was different. The lizard stood there and tapped with its tail.
It looked as if the floor had had a pimple that someone had squeezed until it bled. Then a scab had formed, and someone must have scraped that off too. However, everything glowed blue, which made it look particularly exotic. The creature pointed into the hole. What did it see there? Eve knelt down. To her, it looked as if something was boiling. She started to reach out, but the lizard pulled her away from the hole. Then the animal stuck its fingers inside. The skin came off. It looked terrible, but the lizard didn't seem to feel any pain. Proudly—this was humanizing it, of course—it showed her its fingers, which had turned into black claws.
Was it possible that this species depended on the spaceship? Could it be a species that had come to this planet on the ship and was now reproducing outside of it? Perhaps the former crew had regressed? No. The crash couldn't have happened that long ago. There hadn't been enough time for such a significant evolution. She didn't know how long a generation lasted, but the creature didn't look like it would die within weeks.
Presumably, the species simply needed acid to reach adulthood. There were plenty of sources of acid on the planet. Eve looked at her companion. Two black eyes returned her gaze. With its long face, the head resembled that of an ant. Chenko had shown them pictures of these insects. But she mustn't be fooled.
Might the alien be intelligent? It had accompanied her like a dog so far, so it seemed to have at least some social skills. And it had saved her! What else did she need to recognize true intelligence? Communication was difficult, but that had also been the case when Europeans first encountered the indigenous peoples of America. Eve shrugged.
The alien stood up, pushing itself upward with its tail. It tapped the floor next to it with one hand and nodded. Then it turned around and ran. Eve was so surprised that she jumped up, but didn't follow immediately. And then it was too late. She put her hand on the floor but felt no vibrations. Hm. Should she continue down the corridor? It continued directly opposite the entrance. Eve shook her head, and at that very moment her companion returned.
“There you are,” she said silently.
The alien tapped the floor twice. Then it leaned over the hole with the bubbling acid and vomited, spewing out an impressive amount. About half of the creature's volume seemed to flow into the hole. It responded by emitting clouds of gas. Eve backed away. She sniffed but didn't notice any unpleasant smell. Shortly thereafter, the alien stretched its right arm toward her. The claws moved against each other. Was that an invitation? She approached, and the alien nodded. It seemed to be nodding more often than at the beginning. Had it learned the gesture from her? The creature had probably been wondering the whole time whether she was intelligent. From its point of view, that was certainly questionable, given how clumsy she had been.
Eve dared to step forward to the edge of the hole. The creature nodded in what seemed like an exaggerated manner. She shook her head, and the alien copied her movement. Suddenly, it moved its mouth. Fascinated, she followed the positions of its jaws.
“There you are again,” she read. However, she had used all her imagination to do so. Honestly, it could just as easily have been, “I'd rather eat you.” She mustn't humanize the creature.
At that moment, its arm shot forward. Eve was startled, but her companion probably just wanted to prevent her from falling into the hole. She looked down. Nothing was bubbling in the hole anymore. The alien must have neutralized the substance somehow. She could now see the bottom.
Then she recognized them—Chenko's legs. It was unmistakable. He had been so proud of them because they were virtually indestructible. Well, he was right. The rest of his body, however, had not been so sturdy.
Eve staggered backward. She had to sit down. They were alone. How was she going to explain this to Adam?
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GRONOLF KEPT TURNING his head back and forth. It was a silly habit, since with four eyes he could look all the way around himself anyway. But he was nervous, and not even Murnaka could calm him down.
Of course, his wife was right. Marchenko was an experienced man. But he was also exactly that, not a Grosnop. And then he had chosen a biological body! During his stay on Earth, Gronolf had been able to understand that. But the universe was hostile and empty, and you couldn't get very far with an inferior body that couldn't even survive a few minutes in a vacuum.
He sucked in air and forced it back out through his stomach valve. Gronolf liked the sour smell that created, better than the pungent aroma that wafted through the corridors here.
Of course, he was mainly nervous because Marchenko was his friend. He didn't want to lose him under any circumstances. That was why Murnaka's well-meaning reassurances didn't help.
“Stop!” whispered Ragnor, who was at the front of their small command. He had an infrared visor over his eyes. Gronolf crept up to him. Cosima, the Omniscience, overtook him, and Ragnor handed her the visor. Gronolf straightened so he could see over the Omniscience's petite humanoid body.
They stood at the entrance to a huge hall with an elliptical floor plan. It was significantly larger than the Draght headquarters. Gronolf was impressed, having spent all this time running through narrow corridors.
“Is this the headquarters?” he whispered.
“I think so,” said Cosima, passing the infrared visor to Gronolf. After Murnaka had also looked through it, they retreated behind the next bend in the corridor to a junction.

“HAVE YOU SEEN ANY CREW MEMBERS?” asked Ragnor.
Gronolf moved his load arms back and forth and reinforced his affirmative gesture by patting his stomach.
“I don't think those creatures are the original crew,” said the Omniscience.
“What makes you think so?” asked Murnaka.
“Their physique. They tower over the technical equipment on the rear wall. To operate it, they have to get down on all fours.”
“And why not? Maybe it's more comfortable that way?”
Cosima nodded in a human manner, then flapped her arms like a Grosnop, which looked strange on her. Gronolf had to stifle a laugh. “We're looking for the Builders, aren't we? They would be technically advanced enough not to settle for such second-rate solutions.”
“But what are these beings doing here?” asked Gronolf in his native language.
“I'm sorry, but I don't understand you,” said the Omniscience.
“But what are these beings doing here?” Gronolf repeated the question in human language.
Cosima mimicked the circling of the tactile arms. Considering that the Omniscience was inside that body, she was rather clumsy at it. “I think they found a refuge here that is superior to their natural environment.”
“I think the more important question is how we can drive them out,” said Ragnor. “I assume they won't let us near those devices voluntarily.”
Cosima waved her arms in agreement again. “I counted at least thirty adult specimens. Physically they are a match for you.”
“Then we'll need a whole company from the ship,” said Gronolf.
“Two or three,” said the Omniscience. “Fetching them all with the shuttle would take quite a while.”
“You look like you have a better idea,” said Murnaka.
Cosima smiled. “Right. I'll just stroll over to them. They don't seem aggressive.”
“What? Any one of those creatures could kill your delicate human body with a single blow!” cried Gronolf. “You are the Omniscience! We can't do without you.”
“Gronolf is right,” said Murnaka.
Grateful, he turned all four eyes on his wife. Without the Omniscience, they would barely be able to control the Draght. Then he heard a hissing sound. All the Grosnops flinched, only the Omniscience seeming not to notice. The noise was probably only audible in ultrasound. Gronolf signaled who should spread out where, but it was too late.
The hissing came from all directions. They were surrounded.
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EVE TAPPED the alien on the shoulder. It felt like touching Chenko, the surface was so hard. The creature jerked and looked at her. Something dripped from its facial opening.
“Wait, please!” Eve moved her mouth as clearly as possible.
The alien's face remained rigid. It seemed to have hardly any facial muscles, which was probably why it couldn't express any emotions.
But it could move its mouth. Its upper and lower jaws separated. Needlelike teeth were visible, many of them. They seemed to be able to move individually. The creature first turned them to one side, then to the other. Then it moved the front ones while the back ones remained rigid, and vice versa. Presumably, this flexibility compensated for the lack of a tongue. A tongue would probably be impractical if its digestive juices consisted of strong acids. But what were the teeth made of? Certainly not calcium; more likely precious metals.
“A – E – U,” she said. These vowels were the easiest to pronounce.
“A.” The creature opened its jaws wide.
“E.” It showed as many teeth as possible.
“U.” And closed its mouth except for a small hole.
“Aaaaadaaaaam,” she said.
“Aaaaa Aaaaa,” the alien imitated her.
Eve pointed at herself, then shook her head. A creature like me, but not me. Would it understand? The alien shook its head too, then pointed to itself. A shiver ran down Eve's spine. The creature had a concept of itself. It wasn't just an animal.
But it didn't yet understand what Adam was. Eve pointed to herself again. “Eeeeee,” she said.
“Eeeeee,” the alien imitated her, pointing to itself.
Eve shook her head. “May I?” She didn't wait for an answer, but stepped close enough to the creature that she could reach its right hand. She grabbed the joint, avoiding the sharp claws, and pulled on the arm. The creature flinched, but then relaxed its muscles so that she could move the arm. Eve turned it so that it pointed at her.
Then she said her name again: “Eeeeee.”
This time, the alien seemed to understand her. It opened its mouth wide and pointed at its human counterpart. Then it pointed at itself and opened its mouth.
“Aaaaa—Aaaaa.”
Eve grimaced. It was probably a minor misunderstanding. But the alien had associated her name with her person. That was real progress.

THE CREATURE WAS MAKING intensive use of its new knowledge. Whenever it chose a particular corridor, it stopped, pointed at itself, and made the sound “Aaaaa—Aaaaa.” Then it pointed at Eve and practiced “Eeeeee.”
In this way, they traversed countless corridors. This was not a spaceship, but a labyrinth. However, Double-A, as Eve named the alien, seemed to know its way around, and the deeper they went, the better it seemed to know. This was strange, as it had clearly never been on the ship before. It had even gotten stuck at the beginning.
So it must be using something for orientation. Whenever they reached a fork in the path, it would try all the ways, and decide on one. Only once did it make a mistake, forcing them to turn back. It was probably following a scent trail. Eve didn't notice it analyzing the air in any way, so it must be happening automatically.
But she could smell it at the entrance to a kind of hall. A sour scent wafted toward her. Eve paused. The hall seemed eerie to her. It was dimly lit by a greenish light coming from the ceiling, that dripped as if it were a liquid.
She pulled herself together and stepped inside. Something landed on her arm. She flinched as if burned, but there was no pain. The liquid rolled thickly around her arm and dripped off. She caught it in her other hand, and examined it. Small crystals seemed to be floating in the thick slime. They glowed green. The tiny drop looked like a shrunken universe. She wiped it off on her pants, and a glowing green spot remained.
Claws. In front of her on the floor were large claws, too big to be Double-A’s. Eve looked up. A version of her alien friend, about twice as large, stood in front of her, staring at her with expressionless black eyes. Eve froze. The creature looked eerie, otherworldly. Where was Double-A? He was her friend and had to protect her from his strange counterpart!
“Aaaaa—Aaaaa!” she cried.
The large alien opened its mouth twice. It was copying her too! Then it reached behind its shoulder with both arms. With a sweeping motion, it pulled forward something it had been carrying on its back and laid it down in front of Eve. A drop fell from its mouth, but the creature caught it with one hand before it could fall onto what lay on the ground in front of it.
It was Adam. Eve rushed over to him and immediately felt for his pulse. His heart was beating! Adam opened his eyes. His eyelids trembled. Then he opened them wide.
“Is that you? I'm so glad,” she read from his lips.
“Yes, it's me. You're safe.”
“Really? How did you do it? Did you find some way to fight them? It was a nightmare when I found them in here.”
Eve turned around. The large alien had moved away. Further back in the hall, she saw movement. There were definitely more creatures of this kind around.
“They're not hostile,” said Eve. “Don't worry. You're safe.”
Adam opened his eyes wide and tried to crawl away. Eve turned around. She smiled. Double-A was standing behind her. He was holding a transparent bag containing a liquid. She tapped it. It was water. The creature knew that acid would harm them.
“Hold still, Adam. This is Double-A. He brought us water.”
“Double-A? Are you crazy? We have to get out of here.”
“He brought me here. Don't worry. He even saved my life, and I saved his.”
“He saved you so they could eat you.”
“Nonsense. Did they hurt you?”
Adam shook his head. “But they didn't take care of me either.”
“How could they? Could you take care of them? They've probably never seen a human being before.” Eve explained how she had found Double-A. Finally, she managed to get Adam to relax a little. Apparently he had collapsed from exhaustion in one of the corridors, and one of their new friends had carried him to this hall.
“Can you still do me a favor?” Adam finally asked.
“What?”
“I want to get out of here. Your new friend must know the way.”
“We can try. But I'm not entirely sure about it. He seemed to be following a scent. That won't work in the opposite direction.”
“Still, he can definitely help us.”
“Wait, Adam. I have to tell you something first.”

“DO YOU RECOGNIZE THAT?”
They were standing in front of the hole again. Eve had managed to convince the alien to bring them back here.
Adam shook his head. “That can't be.”
“It’s him. Or do you think there are other humanoid robots here?”
“It can't be. Chenko would never have come here without us.”
“He did a lot of things without us. Remember when he brought us the dragon egg?”
“That was different. You wanted him to do that.”
“Maybe, but he left us at home when it got dangerous.”
“Because it was supposed to be a birthday surprise.”
Eve sighed. The young dragon hadn't survived long. Chenko had always insisted that he hadn't taken the egg from a nest but had found it on the ground nearby. Perhaps the parents had realized that the embryo wasn't viable. Nevertheless, Eve had never asked for another pet. The films from Earth, in which humans lived together with dogs and cats, had given her the idea.
“It's him, Adam,” she said.
“Aaaaa—Aaaaa,” cried Double-A as Adam ran into a corridor, limping heavily. The alien looked at Eve. She shook her head.
“Let him go. He'll come back.”
“Eeeee,” replied her companion.
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WHAT A DISAPPOINTMENT. The peculiar beings with elongated heads had brought them to the center of the hall. No one had been tied up, but there was no way the three of them could defeat their guards, even though there were only five of them. Ragnor had tested their strength, not by attacking them, but by pretending to be sick. They had simply picked him up and carried him on their backs as if he weighed nothing.
But the worst thing was not that they had been incapacitated—it was that the Omniscience was missing. An alien had taken her away half an hour ago. That specimen had been slightly smaller than their guards. Gronolf therefore assumed it was a female, although he could not see any other differences. When he told his wife that, Murnaka merely opened and closed her stomach fold mockingly.
“We have to do something,” said Ragnor.
Gronolf nodded, but Murnaka just pointed at their guards.
“What exactly do you have in mind?” she asked. “We can't take them on.”
“We have to get help from the Draght,” said Gronolf.
“We already discussed that,” replied Murnaka. “It would take too long, and a fight with these creatures would cost too many lives.”
Gronolf kicked the ground. Since when did a Grosnop fear a few aliens? They had fought in less promising situations before—and won. Today, they worried when one or two Plexes were at stake. Was that the influence of humans? When you only had one or two offspring, you naturally behaved differently than when you had seven times seven offspring like a Grosnop couple. It was also normal for two-thirds of the hatchlings to die during the Draght.
On the other hand, they had been traveling in space for many years because modern society no longer wanted to accept them. They needed a new, second home if the entire Plex was to survive.
Gronolf looked around carefully. The aliens paid no attention to him. They probably believed that any reasonable being would submit to them. This was his chance. I'm sorry, Murnaka. But if I tell you my plan, they might get suspicious. He needed the element of surprise. And he would have it. Gronolf closed his eyes and oriented himself using ultrasound. The dark hall became bright. There were several exits. He chose the one they had come through. There had to be a way out somewhere. Gronolf tensed his muscles, shot upward, and sprinted away in long leaps.
It worked! Within a split second, he had put considerable distance between himself and his two pursuers. Gronolf sprang toward the round hole in the wall through which they had come. With his rear eye, he saw the aliens chasing him. One turned around. Why? Ah, Ragnor had apparently created a diversion. Thanks, old friend. He was almost there.
Then he felt a sharp pain in his back. He focused on his pursuer, who was raising his head, opening his mouth, and... Gronolf dodged with lightning speed. The ball of concentrated liquid hit the wall just in front of him. It hissed, and a small hole appeared. So much for peace! The thing had spat acid at him. Should he confront it? No, that was too risky. He mustn't overestimate his abilities. It was more important to get help than to defeat this creature.
He continued to charge forward. In the narrow corridor, he could use his tentacles to give himself extra momentum. No one had probably ever swept through the corridors at this speed before. His sense of direction was reliable. He knew exactly where they had turned at each intersection. He ran through a passageway that sloped up without slowing down. Now to the left. Careful, this one led down, and on the left side, strange rods protruded from the wall that were best not to get too close to. Gronolf concentrated on them and almost overlooked the biped coming toward him.
The Omniscience. No, it was a male specimen. They all looked the same to him. Marchenko! The human was limping. He must have injured himself in the fall. But what had Marchenko done with the dark growth on his face that he had recently been nurturing? Had he come to his senses and realized how unhealthy it was to let plants grow on his skin? No matter. They owed each other their lives. Gronolf rushed toward him with his arms outstretched.
But Marchenko didn't seem happy to see him. He opened his eyes wide and stumbled. Then he threw himself backward and tried to flee to the side. Gronolf compared the image he had of his friend with the two-legged creature. This was also a male specimen, but there were clear differences. This one had much smoother skin. Gronolf grabbed him with his tactile hand and pulled him closer while the human struggled.
“Who are you?” Gronolf tried to pronounce the question as clearly as possible. When humans were excited—and this specimen's forehead and cheeks were as red as a Grosnop during the Draght—their senses functioned even worse than usual.
“I... I am, uh... Adam. Where... Where do you know my language from?”
This specimen must be very young. He didn't even have a correct grasp of the grammar of his own language. A hatchling. In a Grosnop, he would have suspected the after-effects of the Draght, but humans were not affected by that great unrest.
But what had it said? Adam? Adam was his friend. He had known him just as long as Marchenko. However, he had been left behind on Earth. Gronolf was confused. He pulled the hatchling closer. Although it was flailing wildly, he had to examine it more closely. Adam had a mark on his skin, in a very specific place. What did humans call it? A birthmark. Yes, that was it. Supposedly, it was a rare distinguishing feature. His Adam had had one. And this one had one too.
“Adam, it really is you! How did you get here? And where did you leave Eve?”
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ADAM HAD BEEN WRONG. He thought he had seen everything and that there could be nothing worse than watching his sister communicate with a killer alien and attempt to tell him that Chenko was dead. But the giant frog that lunged at him, wrapped itself around him with a disgusting noose, pulled him toward it, and then ripped off his clothes to eat him took the cake.
He was about to pass out. Maybe that was just wishful thinking because he didn't want to be eaten alive.
And then this spawn of hell actually spoke to him! At first, he couldn't believe it. Who would expect to be addressed from a slit in a dark green belly in the very language Chenko had taught them? At first, Adam didn't make the connection. But then the strange creature squeezed out three sentences in a row without a single mistake.
“Adam, it's really you!” it cried. “How did you get here? And where did you leave Eve?”
How did this damn thing know his name—and Eve's? He had never seen anything like it in his life. Chenko had showed them pictures of frogs, but this was a grotesquely enlarged version that could also talk. As it rolled him back and forth on his knees, he pinched his thigh hard. Ouch! This was not a dream. He had to accept that this creature knew them, even though they had never seen it before.
Did Chenko have something to do with it? Had he met the giant frog on his travels? Maybe the creature knew where their father was!
“Who are you?” Adam asked cautiously.
“But Adam, you know me. I'm Gronolf!”
“I'm sorry, I'm a little confused. Where did we meet?”
“On Proxima Centauri b. You must remember! Your sister woke me up.”
“I've never been there,” he said. The monster closed its eye, startling Adam. “I was there a long time ago, I meant to say.”
The frog who had called himself Gronolf nodded. “So you do remember? That's good. I was just wondering...” He began to poke around with the fingers of his seven-fingered hand in the slit that ran across his round belly.
Suddenly, Gronolf didn't seem so sure anymore. He should have let him believe whatever he wanted! If he thought he was his friend, he would surely help him.
“Those were the days on Proxima,” he said.
Gronolf squeezed his hand. Gradually, the seven fingers warmed up so that Adam didn't find the touch quite so disgusting anymore.
“Yes, they were. I'm glad to see you...” Gronolf broke off. What was going through the frog's mind now?
“What happened to Chenko?” Adam asked. If he and his sister and he had been on Proxima, then perhaps their father had too.
“Chenko? That doesn't ring a bell.”
“You haven't met him here recently?”
“No, the name doesn't ring a bell.” Gronolf stood Adam up and pushed him away slightly, as if his enthusiasm about the encounter had waned.
“But you must know Chenko.”
“Do you mean Marchenko? He came here with us. Unfortunately, we lost him.”
Adam's hopes rose. This Mar-Chenko was here? “What did he look like? Gold bottom, gray top?”
“No, Marchenko had a biological body like you. Did you see him? He fell down a shaft.”
“Are you sure it wasn't a hole?” Something wasn't right here. Chenko was a robot. So, this Mar-Chenko who had been lost by the giant frog must be someone else. The name was very similar, though. And Gronolf recognized him as Adam. Adam, on the other hand, was absolutely certain he had never seen a creature like the one standing in front of him before.
“You know Eve too?” he asked.
“Of course,” said Gronolf.
“Well, I sort of ran away from her just now.”
“You did what?”
“I fled. She’d befriended a strange creature. Long head, two legs, a big tail, smallish arms...”
“Ah, I just ran away from one of those things too. I wanted to get help from the spaceship. Are you coming with me?”
Gronolf had a spaceship? Adam felt a rush of excitement. With that, they could leave the planet! If he agreed, the frog would lead him straight to his ship. It had to be bigger than the Messenger, and probably faster, too.
But he couldn't possibly leave Eve here alone. They argued sometimes, but she was still his beloved sister. Adam looked Gronolf up and down. The alien was tall and broad, and his lower pair of arms in particular looked capable of delivering powerful blows. They would surely be able to drive Eve's new friend away.
“What's the matter?” asked Gronolf. “I don't have much time.”
“I'd like to come with you, but not without my sister. She's back there somewhere.” He pointed down the corridor he had come through.
“You're right. We have to take Eve with us. I owe her my life.”
Adam didn't disagree. If Gronolf felt obligated to his sister, that could only help them.
“I'm glad to hear it. There's just one problem.”
Gronolf spread himself wide and tapped his back with his lower pair of arms. “Not for me.”

“THERE THEY ARE,” whispered Adam.
Eve and the alien were standing in the middle of an intersection. The alien seemed to be sniffing in a particular direction; at least, he kept turning his long head toward Adam and Gronolf, as if he could see them in the darkness.
Eve turned on her flashlight and shone it into the tunnel. Adam sucked in his stomach. The beam missed him but hit Gronolf, who took a few steps back. The alien ran into the passageway. It must have noticed the movement.
“Watch out, it can spray acid from the bottom of its head,” whispered Adam.
Gronolf placed a delicate hand on Adam's shoulder. “Don't worry.”
The alien came closer. Suddenly, Eve changed her mind and ran after it. She caught up so that they were walking side by side, which wasn't easy in the narrow tube.
“Be careful not to hurt Eve, Gronolf.”
“Don't worry. I have to admit, I didn't quite believe you when you said it was Eve, but it really is her. It's incredible.”
It really was her. There must be two Adams and Eves. Chenko had sometimes suspected this, because GJ 1061 d really wasn't an ideal destination for the Messenger. The Creator, he had thought, must have had at least one other safe planet candidate in mind. But the fact that an alien frog had encountered this other pair of siblings was a huge coincidence.
Five meters to go. Gronolf became completely still and flattened himself against the wall. Eve directed the beam of her lamp straight ahead. How many times had he told her to swing it back and forth? Her fear of the dark made her hold a lamp like a weapon. It wouldn't be much use as a weapon, though.
But Eve wasn't the target.
Gronolf galloped off. The alien following him made a hissing sound. Eve couldn't have heard it, nor could she hear Gronolf's panting. But she sensed something, because she threw herself directly in front of the alien creature. Gronolf managed to brake just in time. The alien continued to hiss. Liquid dripped from its mouth, but they had to be careful not to hit Eve. His sister successfully prevented the two very different aliens from fighting each other.
“Thanks, Eve.” He had planned it so well!
“Eve,” said Gronolf. “Get away from there. That thing is dangerous.”
His sister didn't respond. “You have to tap her and show her your face while you speak.”
Gronolf tapped his head and then his stomach. “But the sound comes from here.”
“Then show her your stomach.”
The frog turned around, tapped Eve as Adam had instructed, and repeated his request. “Get away from there, Eve. That thing is dangerous.”
Eve shone the lamp on herself. “Adam, come out of the shadows. I can feel you there.”
He sighed and stepped forward.
“Wow, that alien is talking,” said Eve. “Unfortunately, I can't understand a word he says. He doesn't have any lips.”
“All right, then I'll introduce you. This is Gronolf. He has a spaceship. And this is my sister Eve.”
“Hello, Gronolf. Then may I introduce someone to you? This is Peech. I don't know what the alien calls itself, but I like Peech better than Double A.”
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IT WAS EVE, and yet it wasn't her. Gronolf fidgeted nervously with his stomach slit. He had slept most of the way from Earth to this system. In his memory, it was only a few weeks since he had said goodbye to Adam and Eve. Was that why he thought he recognized her? In all the time they had accompanied him, he had grown fond of the siblings. They had become part of his Plex.
But he couldn't let his emotions overwhelm him. These were different people. Even if they looked confusingly similar, they had grown up very differently. That also meant he had to be careful with them. They might be hiding motives from him that he couldn't even imagine. The fact that this Adam had apparently lied to him about the time on One Sun reinforced Gronolf's mistrust.
And who was this Chenko? A copy of their Marchenko? They seemed to have lost him.
Gronolf looked at Eve. The young woman moved her lips and gestured. If you listened very closely, you could hear noises, clicking, smacking, inhaling, exhaling, but it wasn't the human language he knew. Adam, however, seemed to have no difficulty understanding her. Gronolf looked at his stomach. He wouldn't be able to imitate the many movements of Eve's face. He was dependent on Adam as a translator.
“This creature,” he pointed to the alien with the long head, “is dangerous. We have to get rid of it.”
Eve shook her head and started babbling. Gronolf looked at Adam.
“She says that Peech saved her life, several times. It possesses a minimum level of intelligence and is very loyal. Eve will not abandon it against its will under any circumstances.”
Gronolf had been able to read that last on Eve's face. If this thing had saved her life, he understood her attachment. She was indebted to it. On Two Suns, the home of the Grosnops, the creditor could have demanded repayment of this debt at any time. Humans weren't always so strict, Gronolf had learned from Marchenko, but if Eve wanted to stick to it, that was her right.
“I understand,” he said. “Then we'll definitely take Peech with us.”
This time Adam shook his head. “You can't do that! You said yourself that these creatures are dangerous! We have to get rid of it.”
Eve objected, but Gronolf couldn't understand her, and Adam made no move to translate. Was Adam the problem here? What did he have against a creature that had saved his sister's life? On Two Suns, the debtor's entire Plex was bound to the debt.
“Adam, we're all going together to get help, or we're staying here.” Gronolf banged his load arms against the wall to emphasize his decision. Eve briefly touched his hand. She didn't seem shy. Adam grimaced but didn't argue anymore.
“Fine, then follow me. We have to get outside. From there we can reach the Draght and ask for help.”

SOMETHING TAPPED HIM. Gronolf flinched. It was Eve. Her lips moved, and Gronolf had the feeling she was saying something about Marchenko.
“She wants to know if you know Chenko,” Adam explained.
“I know Marchenko. He was looking after a brother and sister like you on One Sun. I think you call it Proxima b.”
“What did he look like?” Adam asked, stopping in his tracks.
“A robot. I don't remember very well. He changed shape several times.”
“Shiny lower body made of a special alloy?”
Gronolf tapped the floor in agreement. “Yes, that could be.”
“Chenko. Marchenko. I think I saw his full name on the Messenger once,” said Adam.
Eve said something. She spoke far too quickly for Gronolf to understand her.
“Yes. You're right.” Adam leaned against the wall. “It must have been him in that hole.” Gronolf caught him with his tactile arm as he tilted to the side. Apparently, the siblings had lost their Marchenko only recently.
“Did you break into this structure to look for Marchenko? I mean Chenko?”
“No.” Adam shook his head slowly and with obvious effort. “It was an accident.”
Eve added something, but Adam apparently lacked the energy to translate it.
“I can introduce you to Marchenko. He's here too.”
Eve jumped up and shouted something. Then she tapped Adam. “She wants you to take us to your Marchenko quickly.”
Gronolf rolled all four eyes at once. He shouldn't have promised something he couldn't deliver. “There's just one small problem—we lost Marchenko while exploring this structure. That's why we need to get help first.”
Eve covered her face with her hands while Adam repeated the sentences so she could read them.
“Don't worry,” Adam said. “Marchenko is strong and indestructible. He won't fall into another acid pit like that again.”
Hmm. Unfortunately, Marchenko's biological body wasn't as sturdy as Gronolf would have liked. But Adam's reassuring words seemed to work, so he didn't argue. Instead, he offered the still-seated man a tactile arm and pulled him up.
“Come on. The sooner we get help, the faster we'll find Marchenko.”
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MARCHENKO SCRAMBLED TO HIS FEET. These narrow corridors were getting on his nerves! He felt like he was crawling around in the bowels of a giant, not in a spaceship.
A dead giant, though. If this were a living organism, he would surely have encountered the immune system's defense units by now. He had no idea how a giant's immune system worked, but it would certainly be effective and efficient and would undoubtedly dispose of him as a parasite.
He took a sip from his water bottle, leaving his mouth almost as dry as before. Water was his biggest problem. He had relied on the Grosnops to carry most of the supplies, so there was only one bottle in his backpack, and he couldn't refill it anywhere in here.
Marchenko stood up. Movement was becoming increasingly difficult for him. But it wasn't going to get any better, so he had to make the most of the time he had left. Groaning, he stood up straight. He shook his limbs, looked for the mark he had scratched into the wall, and continued in the direction of the arrow.
Yesterday he had discovered something else: the corridors had some sort of preferred direction. They must once have been filled with liquid. These had left traces on the walls, patterns that touched and crossed each other. But the clearest traces always pointed in a certain direction, which did not change for the entire length of a corridor.
That was the preferred direction. And if there was one, it couldn't be a coincidence. Liquid hadn't circulated through the structure out of boredom. It had a destination, which was now also his.

THREE HOURS LATER, he took his next break. Exhausted, he sank to the ground. For a while, he had hoped the direction of flow would help him find his way out. Where did everything flow in the human digestive system? Outside, of course, and there the Draght was waiting.
But he hadn't figured out how this system worked. He had been alone for much longer than he had been with his friends, so the preferred direction must be leading him deeper and deeper inside. Should he turn back? If he followed the arrows in the opposite direction, he would at least end up where he had first noticed the patterns on the walls. And then... There had to be a way out!
What if he was already close to his goal? The similarity to a biological organism suggested that he was approaching something special. Blood flowed to the heart, to the lungs, or to the brain. Of course, the image he had of this structure could be wrong. But even in the Draght, fluids flowed through pipes to very specific destinations.
If it only kept this structure alive, he would be satisfied. There must be water there.

HE WOKE up because his toes hurt. What was that? Several animals had pounced on his boots. They looked like clothespins. Their front parts closed around the tips of his boots and seemed to be gnawing on them. Marchenko jumped up and shook the things off. Was this the immune system he had feared? He could deal with these things. He stomped on all the ones he could reach. One escaped, using the prongs of the clamp to push itself forward. He was about to finish it off when a small hole opened in the floor and the clamp slipped inside.
This structure wasn't quite as dead as he had thought. Marchenko gathered some saliva in his mouth and swallowed it to moisten his throat.
“Ahem.” He croaked terribly. “Ahem, ahem.” That was better. Marchenko put his backpack back on, looked for his marker, and followed it.

“WOW!” Marchenko stopped in his tracks. Those sails! The corridor opened into a large hall. It was an unexpectedly magnificent sight. White light came from all sides, but what particularly impressed him were the sails. It was like looking down into a harbor full of sailing yachts. The fabric panels were all triangular, but with various proportions, and they were attached at three points—to the ceiling, the floor, and the front wall.
Marchenko stepped out of the corridor and into the hall. The lower end of each sail was attached to a kind of small barrel, apparently movable rather than fixed to the floor. Its weight would keep the sail taut. It was a real little labyrinth, but Marchenko still managed to reach the front wall. Here, each sail ended in a kind of rail that was milled into the wall. Marchenko pressed on the fabric and the anchor shifted. Each individual sail could be moved by adjusting either the barrel on the floor or the anchor in the rail. Only the suspension from the ceiling seemed to be fixed.
He climbed back into the passageway, where he had a better overview. The room was truly enormous. It contained thousands of sails, or were there tens of thousands? Their arrangement did not seem to follow any discernible pattern. Where had he ended up? He climbed back down. Perhaps the material of the sails would reveal something. He thought of the function of a lung. What if the sails absorbed substances from the air and either passed them on internally or disposed of them? But then why were they movable? The material they were made of was incredibly fine. His fingertips shimmered through it. Nevertheless, he was unable to tear it, and even his pocketknife kept slipping off.
Marchenko climbed onto the ledge above the rail. Here another mystery awaited him: buttons about a foot wide, some of which were depressed and others not. They were always located where a sail ended at the rail, so they were obviously assigned to the sails. Marchenko jumped back down. When he moved two sails so that they touched, the two buttons connected to them deactivated. However, they did not switch back on when he moved the sails apart.
Very strange. From above, from the narrow ledge above the rail, he managed a few other tricks. When he pressed three buttons in a row, the corresponding sails moved away from each other. However, when he pressed four buttons at the same time, all the linked sails moved closer together. He found other combinations, but could not figure out the system behind them. And what was their purpose? Who needed thousands of sails that aligned with and against each other?
But there must be a purpose. Marchenko circumnavigated the room on tiptoe. The floor space was larger than the Draght. It must be a very important part of the structure. But important was relative. Without lungs, you died just as surely as without a brain. Was this a lung? It was hard to say when he couldn't see it in action. And he was probably a few thousand years too late for that.
He reached the end of the ledge. The last sail was connected to the last button. However, the fabric hung down untidily here. Marchenko took a closer look. The small barrel stood alone on the floor. The corner where it had been attached had been torn off. He used duct tape to reattach the barrel. Now at least that side of the sail was taut again. At the front, on the rail, the fabric had also slipped out. Considerable force must have been exerted here. He pushed a cloth from his tool bag into the rail. It immediately grabbed hold and swallowed the cloth. It was a good thing he hadn't tried that with his fingers.
Marchenko pulled on the sail, but it didn't reach the rail. A piece must have been torn off. He used duct tape again to extend the fabric. Finally, the rail snapped back into place. On the first attempt, it pulled so hard that the duct tape came off. On the second attempt, with more tape, it worked: the sail was taut and straight again.
He pressed the button in front of it. A crack echoed through the room. A flash of lightning detached itself from the ceiling, split into the hypotenuse and cathetus of the sail, traveled along its edge—and went out when it hit the duct tape.
Damn. Earth technology didn't seem to get along well with alien technology after all. Marchenko flinched when a voice suddenly rang out. It spoke a sentence in an unknown language, followed by a countdown. At least the rhythm suggested that the voice was counting. Marchenko counted along. At twelve, a new flash appeared. It smelled like ozone. The flash rolled like a blue ball along the edges of the triangle. Marchenko got out of the way just in time, because this time the discharge didn't stop at the repaired spots.
There was a smell like burnt plastic. The discharge passed onto the rail and over to the next sail. Marchenko assumed it would jump over, but it didn't. Instead, the lightning continued to the next sail where the button was depressed, and jumped onto the front edge of the fabric. Only in the next moment did Marchenko realize that the discharge had split. The greater part continued to move, activating the next sail and the one after that, but then got stuck and went out.
Phew. It was probably best not to play around with alien technology. Marchenko was relieved that nothing else had happened. Then the voice started again.
“Quaar.”
“Plaar.”
“Ftaar.”
“Krek.”
“Ok.”
Wow, the ball of energy coming out of the ceiling over the very first sail was gigantic. Marchenko knew immediately that he had to get out of here. This time, the discharge wouldn't stop at the fifth sail. He started to run. The lightning followed him at an impressive speed. Marchenko spotted the hallway. If he wanted to reach it, he had to jump off the ledge now. He would have to pass dangerously close to a sail.
Do. It. Now. He forced himself to jump, ran for his life, and made it to safety in the passageway just as all hell broke loose behind him.

THE ENTIRE HALL was in motion. Powerful flashes of lightning burst from the ceiling, ran along the edges of the sails, burst or surfed across the rails to other sails. But the sails themselves were also shifting. The material, which had seemed so taut to him, rippled. The sails collided with each other, making a louder crash than the lightning bursts. They rose and fell, and it looked as if they were about to break free of their moorings.
The electricity in the air made his hair stand on end. Marchenko watched the chaos from the floor of the passageway. He didn't dare crawl all the way to the front because the lightning bolts sometimes broke away completely and sought another target. There was a strong smell of ozone. What on earth had he set in motion?
The movement didn't stay within the confines of the hall. It seemed to be transferring to the ground. Perhaps it was the anchors holding the sails in place; when the lightning tore at them, the impulse had to find a way out. Marchenko could feel the blows in his stomach, a rumbling like a severe earthquake. What on earth was going on? Could he stop it somehow, or would the hall calm down on its own?
Ugh. A particularly strong jolt shook him. He slid forward. What was that? It felt as if gravity had changed direction. Damn! The edge of the corridor was coming up. Marchenko braced himself with his hands and feet, but his resistance was futile. He was about to fall into the hall. The chaos he himself had caused would consume him.
He closed his eyes. It was too late.
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THE FIRST TREMOR knocked him down. By the carrion tooth! What was that? Gronolf scrambled to his feet and looked around. Adam and Eve had also fallen. The brother was taking care of his sister. Gronolf couldn't hear what they were saying. Another rumble shook him to his core. Adam and Eve clutched each other. The alien with the long head leaned on its tail, its slender arms stretched out to the sides as if to keep its balance.
Damn. The floor rose. Gronolf held on with his tentacles outstretched. What was happening here? Was this ancient spaceship trying to take off again? That was... Another powerful jolt shook him. Adam and Eve slid down, but the alien held them up with its tail. Thank you, friend. Gronolf didn't trust the creature, but it proved that it wasn't up to anything bad, at least for the moment.
He approached and helped Eve up first, then Adam.
“We have to get out of here,” said Adam. “And get help.”
“We have to see what's going on and stop this process,” said Gronolf. “Otherwise, our friends will be beyond help.”
Eve said something he didn't understand.
“What's she saying?”
Adam didn't answer until Eve nudged him and furrowed her brow. “Eve says we have to stop these jolts.”
Gronolf nodded. The woman was sensible. She said something else and tapped Adam.
“Eve says the damn alien has an idea. Or a clue, or something.”
Gronolf stared at the strange creature with all four eyes, one after the other. It was using the claws on its hands and feet to dig into the ground. No amount of jostling could hurt it. But how did Eve come to believe that it knew more than she did?
The head. It had to be the head. The creature had lifted it slightly and seemed to be sniffing toward the inside of the structure. Was that the way they needed to go?
“Eve may be right,” said Gronolf.
“Do you trust this thing now? You have no idea what it wants.”
“But it knows something. It's not very talkative, but its behavior gives it away. We have to follow it.”
“We must be very close to the exit. Do you really want to put us in danger?”
“No, Adam. You and Eve go to the exit and get help. The shuttle isn't far away.”
Eve tapped him. “And you?”
He understood those two words.
“I'll stay here with your friend and see what's going on.”
“The frog says he's going with Peech to find the cause of the tremors,” Adam translated. “We'll get help in the meantime.”
Eve shook her head at first, but when the next tremor knocked her off her feet, she nodded.
“Good luck,” she said so clearly that even Gronolf understood.

THE TREMORS DID NOT STOP on their own. The fact that the structure seemed to be constantly changing position quickly confused Gronolf. He had a good sense of direction, like all Grosnops, who made use of the third dimension when jumping. But his brain couldn't keep up with the rapid changes.
Peech, Eve's new friend, didn't have such problems. It probably didn't need to remember the way because something else was guiding it. Either it was a smell or a gradient in the electrical field. Grosnops’ eyes had magnetic field sensors, but purely electrical fields were invisible to Gronolf.
Suddenly, the alien halted. Gronolf was barely able to stop in time. They were in the middle of a narrow passageway that led downwards. Peech bared its teeth and pointed with its head to some kind of worm lying on the floor, staring into the room ahead.
Gronolf crept closer. The worm was large and as thick as his own belly. The end of its body was forked. It looked strange. Another blow turned the structure. The passage became steeper and steeper. Gronolf had to hold on tight. The worm turned its front end briefly, and Gronolf recognized it. It was Marchenko, lying on his stomach, fighting with all his might not to fall into the room in front of him.
But Gronolf couldn't help him. If he let go now, he would fall himself and take his friend with him. He looked behind him. The alien watched him as if waiting for a signal. “Go, help him!” Gronolf shouted, first in his native language, then in the language of humans. The alien nodded, released its claws from the floor, and slid down. It had almost reached Marchenko, but now he was slipping. The alien rammed the claws of its hind legs into the ground and lashed out with its tail. Where was Marchenko? Had he fallen in? The alien drew its tail up. The end had wrapped itself around Marchenko's neck. Carefully, it laid the motionless body behind it so that it could not slide into the room behind them.
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HE COULDN'T BREATHE!
This was not the way he had imagined he would die. Marchenko had expected to land on his head and split his skull open. The second option would be a lightning bolt frying his muscles and nerves. But being strangled? No, that was too sudden and unexpected, and from a creature that seemed to have come straight out of his worst nightmares.
The band around his neck loosened. Marchenko greedily sucked in air, even though he knew it was pointless. The alien's fanged mouth was already descending on him. He could only hope that it would kill him with one bite so that he wouldn't have to suffer for so long.
“Thank you,” said a familiar-sounding voice. Like him, the alien looked in the direction from which the sound had come. But it made no move to pounce on the new victim.
The voice belonged to Gronolf, and he didn't seem to be afraid of the monster. “I can hold him now.”
The alien released its grip and Gronolf stabilized Marchenko with his two grasping arms.
“What have you done?” asked Gronolf.
“I don't know. Was that me?”
“Was anyone else here?”
Marchenko shook his head.
“Then it must have been you.”
The logic was compelling. “I was just...trying to fix a few things.”
“We need to undo the repair.”
Marchenko pointed into the hall. The lightning hadn't stopped. “This is deadly.”
Gronolf nodded. It was unusual for them to agree immediately, but the lightning was very convincing.
“We have to try anyway,” Gronolf said. “Otherwise, Adam and Eve might not survive, along with Murnaka, Ragnor and the Omniscience.”
“What are you saying? Did you find Adam and Eve? Here on board?”
It was indeed possible that this ship was a construction by another Marchenko. Given enough time, he could have turned the Messenger into a small moon of his own.
“This isn't their Messenger,” Gronolf said. “They just happen to be on board.”
“And the other…?”
He didn't want to say his own name.
“They call him Chenko. Apparently, he died here.”
Of course—the robot remains in the hole. No one could have survived that.
“Poor things.”
“I sent them outside to get help.”
“Thanks, that was smart. Then they're out of the way. Their bodies are...”
Gronolf pinched him briefly. The pain was hellish. “It's all right,” Marchenko said. “I know. My body isn't very sturdy either.”
“That's why I'm going in there now to undo your repair.”
“Gronolf, no. Your skin isn't that thick. I caused this, so I'm going to fix it.”
“What exactly did you fix?”
Marchenko noticed that the alien was looking at them closely. It was almost as if it could understand.
“Does that thing speak our language?”
“I don't know,” said Gronolf. “Don't distract me, my friend.”
It didn't really matter. The alien reminded him of a dog. It wouldn't be able to understand the technical terms anyway.
“I reconnected the sail on the left side. It had lost contact with the rail and the ground. But I figured a bit of duct tape could fix that.”
“And then it started?”
“I pressed one of the buttons. I was curious.”
Gronolf expelled stinking air through the fold of his stomach. He couldn't kick the habit.
“Who could have known that something like this would happen?” Marchenko defended himself. The alien's tail moved. He instinctively touched his neck, where the tail had been wrapped earlier. “The spaceship has probably been down here for several thousand years. It shouldn't have any power left.”
Lightning flashed nearby, reminding him of the problem they were still facing. Gronolf stretched a tactile arm forward. Immediately, a blue orb slammed into it. It smelled like burnt meat.
“Gronolf, you can't survive that.”
That was the truth, but for most Grosnops it would have the opposite effect of what he wanted. Gronolf would want to prove he was tough enough now more than ever.
“Hey, I don't want to be friends with a fried frog.”
“You liked fried bird on the ground well enough.”
If Gronolf was trying for brute humor, he'd already made his decision. Marchenko would not be able to stop him. The Grosnop was faster than him.
Whoosh. Faster than his eyes could follow, the alien had scurried around them, down the corridor and into the hall to the opening. Its tail swished vigorously back and forth as it leapt to the left. A plasma ball approached and burst with a crash as the tail hit it. For a moment, the creature froze, then skillfully rolled away. It shot a viscous ball of acid at the sail's ground contact as it closed its jaws around the connection to the rail.
The metal barrel on the floor dissolved in a flash. The acid ate into the floor, exposing a tangle of tubes that moved like worms, recoiling from the acid as if they were alive. The alien lifted its head again. The connection to the rail had disappeared. The sail fluttered and collapsed. This seemed to lead to a cascade. Switches snapped back to the home position. The final flashes did not reach their targets and died in the air. The sails went rigid; life drained from the hall as if it had never infected the structures inside. Yes, it had been a contagion, Marchenko realized at that moment. Life was a disease that affected matter and caused it to reduce entropy in an unnatural way. The universe was not made for life but for death. That was its default mode—all the more reason for them, as living beings, to rejoice at every second they could snatch from the dead cosmos.
The corridor now led horizontally away from the hall. Marchenko hugged Gronolf, his friend, while the strange creature with the long head returned to them and sat on its tail a few steps away.
Marchenko detached himself from his friend and went over to it. He carefully stroked the alien's head.
“You did very well.”
The alien nodded. Marchenko withdrew again. For a moment he had had the feeling that it understood him, but then he noticed the dead, black eyes gazing into the distance. This creature had completely different problems than himself or Gronolf.
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“THERE YOU ARE!”
Murnaka fell into his tactile arms. Gronolf was a little embarrassed since Ragnor was watching. Public displays of emotion were tolerable among humans, but not really among Grosnops.
The alien that had been leading them the whole time scratched the ground with its tail. It was an unpleasant sound, like a carrion tooth stretching its spiked fin. Gronolf looked around—and put himself in battle mode, for the alien's relatives were closing in.
“Could you keep your friends at a bit of a distance?” asked Marchenko, who seemed to think that the creature with the long head understood him. What had Eve called it? Peech. In fact, the other aliens suddenly halted. But that must be a coincidence.
“Have you found anything?” asked the Omniscience.
“Yes. A hall full of electrical discharges,” said Gronolf. “Marchenko started it up by mistake, and our friend here stopped it again.”
“It wasn't quite like that,” said Marchenko, who now gave his version of events, including the encounter with Adam and Eve.
“Totally implausible,” commented the Omniscience. “We've been traveling for so long, and of all things, when we arrive here, we meet the only intelligent inhabitants of this planet.”
“I have to disagree with you twice. These beings here seem to have a considerable amount of intelligence, and as for plausibility, Cosima...”
“Wait a minute. I'm not saying they don't. But if you were to read this story in a novel...”
“Now stop it. I can work out exactly how long it took the Messenger to get here from Earth. We were much faster with the Draght and almost overtook them. And the fact that Adam and Eve are interested in the same large structure as we are...”
“Where are they, anyway?”
“I sent them outside to get help,” said Gronolf. He no longer thought it was necessary, but they were probably safer outside than here.
“I'd like to take a look at the hall you were in,” said the Omniscience. “I have my suspicions about what it is.”

THE HALL in front of them was completely quiet. Marchenko explained the basic structure to them. The Omniscience didn't wait for him to finish before climbing down.
“Cosima, wait a minute!” Gronolf followed her.
They walked past one of the sails. Cosima touched the material. A faint spark went off.
She winced and laughed. “That tickles.”
“It would have killed you earlier.”
They reached the rail where most of the sails were fastened. The Omniscience climbed onto the ledge and walked along it to the opposite end of the room. There, Cosima turned around again. She looked satisfied, even though they had achieved nothing at all. Gronolf waved to the others. Apparently, that really was it. They could turn around. Marchenko would be satisfied—he had saved another sibling. This planet was not suitable for Grosnops by any stretch of the imagination—it was too dry and too cold.
“I need an analyzer,” said the Omniscience.
Ragnor approached.
“You have an analyzer?” Gronolf asked skeptically, as he didn't remember asking Ragnor to pack one. Those things were heavy and unwieldy.
Ragnor tapped his stomach approvingly. He got down on his knees, set the backpack down, and pulled out a bulky device that left little room for anything else.
“Thank you, Ragnor.” The Omniscience pressed a few buttons, and the analyzer extended a shiny silver cable. Cosima connected it to the rail where the sails ended.
The device flashed almost all its lights. It beeped cheerfully, seeming happy about its job.
“Do you have a connection?” asked Marchenko.
“Yes, why not?” Cosima asked back.
“Because it's alien technology?”
“It's not as alien as you think, Marchenko. The Draght's dark matter core is also suspended in rails like this and connected to the ship with them. I get all my information about the state of the core that way.”
Gronolf's head was spinning. This was unbelievable! His Draght and this ancient structure shared technologies? But why was he so surprised? After all, Draght’s drive core was thousands of years old. But that meant that they were inside a ship of the Builders. The Omniscience was on target!
“So, what does the analysis tell you?” asked Marchenko.
“I ... wait. That's ... I have to ...”
Cosima pushed back the left sleeve of her blouse. She reached inside the elbow joint and twisted her fingers, then pulled out a cable. Gronolf noticed Marchenko turning away. The Omniscience connected the cable to the analyzer. Cosima scrunched her eyebrows together. The next moment, she opened her eyes wide enough to show the whites, and slowly toppled backwards. Ragnor caught her. He started to cut the connection to the analyzer with a probing arm, but Marchenko prevented him.
Gronolf opened and closed the folds of his stomach. What the Omniscience was doing didn't look healthy at all. Without her, they would be stuck here with the Draght forever. Yet he had an obligation to all Grosnops. He made eye contact with Ragnor. If Gronolf rolled two eyes, Ragnor would cut the cable, no matter what Marchenko thought about it. The Draght's mission was more important than the Terran’s scientific curiosity.
Then Cosima opened her eyes. She looked around as if everything was new to her.
“Hey, are you all right?” asked Gronolf.
“Yeah, I'm fine.”
He relaxed.
“That was...great,” said the Omniscience. “I know where we are now.” Cosima tapped on the device. “I knew it! When Marchenko told me about this hall—it sounded so damn much like a brain!”
A brain? Gronolf looked around with all four eyes. If this was a brain, the creature it belonged to must be huge. Huge.
“You think...?” Marchenko began.
“I don't think so. I know. This is one of the Builders. We're in the middle of it.”
A Builder? The whole ship was a single being? But it made sense. The fluid-filled corridors, the strange organs... When this creature was still alive, there must have been constant lightning here.
“We watched it think!” Marchenko exclaimed.
“That was probably a random impulse,” said Cosima. “This Builder hasn't been alive for a long time. All the memories have disintegrated in a strange way. I'm trying to extract everything that's still there, but I don't know how much there will be.” Cosima faltered. “Wait a minute. I'm picking up signals from the exit. Energetic discharges. Something's not right.”
Adam and Eve. He had sent them both in the direction of the exit. Apparently, they were in trouble.
“The siblings,” he said. “I have to get to them. Quickly.”
“I...I'm coming with you.” Marchenko looked visibly agonized. The explorer in him wrestled with the father.
“Fine, I'll carry you on my back. We'll move faster that way.”
“I'll try to show you the way from here.” The Omniscience pointed to a hallway that suddenly lit up. “Many of the Builder's systems are still working. There's even residual energy.”
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THE SPACESHIP LOOKED like a pile of scrap metal. Adam was right. It was standing on a frame that could barely hold it up. The metal struts were sagging so much that Eve wondered if it could support their weight. The Messenger, on the other hand, had been beautiful, so elegant, a perfect sphere with everything in the right places.
It had been painful to see Chenko cut it in half to make two huts for them. They would probably never see those again. Who would have thought that? She had only wanted to find her brother, who was limping along beside her.
They reached the shadow of the strange ship. Eve bit her lower lip. She was still skeptical about Adam's plan. No one locks their ship in a situation like this, he claimed. It would be a safety risk if an emergency launch was required. Eve looked up at the ship. A narrow metal staircase led to a door. A closed door.
Adam must have noticed the look on her face. He just laughed. “You'll soon see that I'm right.” Groaning, he climbed the stairs. The distance between the steps was probably adapted to the frogs' longer legs. Her brother reached the door and pulled on it.
It remained closed. Eve turned away. She knew it. This had been a stupid plan from the start.
“Hey, I can do this!” Adam called out, if she had read it correctly from a distance.
Eve sighed and watched him. He scanned the door. With the tools from his belt pouch, he tried to find some opening where he could insert a lever. But there was nothing. Presumably the airlock had to be commanded to open by radio, or the door would automatically recognize who it was allowed to let in. Adam wouldn't rest until he was completely exhausted, and even then, he would bombard her with ideas. He turned back to her.
“It won't work anyway,” Eve said. “The ship in orbit will never voluntarily give us control.”
“If not, we'll use this one. There are sure to be deep sleepers. You saw that woman! She was young. She couldn't have been awake through a whole interstellar journey.”
That was his idea. They would freeze themselves and arrive on Earth in a few hundred years, well rested. Earth... Adam thought they had a right to it. Eve wasn't so sure. It only existed at all because there had been this mission in FY 1061. The Creator had designed them for it. He had strengthened their muscles so that they could cope with the high gravity. Adam climbed back onto the stairs.
“What's that over there?” Adam asked from above.
Eve's gaze followed where her brother was pointing, and found a stack of boulders. Something glittered through a gap between stones. Adam really did have dragon eyes. Eve moved two large boulders aside. Underneath lay an elongated tool. It was wide on one end, while the other was a tube longer than her arm. She picked it up and showed it to Adam.
“I don't know what this is,” she said.
“It's a weapon,” Adam explained, coming back over to her. “I saw something like this in an old movie from Earth.”
“Anything can be a weapon. My fingernails are a weapon, Chenko sometimes said.”
Chenko. Eve pictured his shiny remains and sighed.
“It's a real weapon,” Adam said. “If the aliens brought it, I bet it can do more than the weapons the humans had in the old movie.”
“What could they do?”
“Make holes. If you held it like this,” Adam took the gun from her, “and then pulled a lever like this, it would make a hole in whatever.”
There was a crack. Adam had moved the only lever. A thunderclap came from the pipe, which she felt deep in her stomach. Dust sprayed up. A depression appeared in the hard ground in front of them.
“Wow,” Adam said. “I bet I can open the door with this.”
“I don't know if that's a good idea.”
“The proof of the pudding is in the eating, Chenko always said. Remember?”
SHE POKED Adam in the side. Of course, she hadn't forgotten a word of what Chenko had ever said. Adam ran over to the landed spaceship and climbed the stairs again. At the top, he scanned the door. He marked a spot on it with a pencil, stood in front of it and pointed the barrel of the gun at it. Then he reached for the lever and pulled it.
The noise echoed throughout the valley. Eve noticed because it returned and hit her stomach again. Adam’s mouth opened as he tumbled backwards down the stairs. Eve was startled and ran over to him, but by the time she reached him, he was already beating dust off his clothes.
“You're so lucky,” she said. He had also survived the fall from the wall of the fissure. How did he do that?
“This stupid thing pushed me,” Adam said, throwing the gun to the ground. He grimaced as he straightened up. He must have gotten a few bruises after all.
She picked up the gun and examined it. There was nothing there to push anyone. She thought of the depression in the ground. Pulse transfer, of course. Adam had experienced the counter-pulse.
“What pushed you was conservation of momentum,” she explained.
“I don't care.
“There isn’t a scratch on it,” he said.
Eve remembered the Messenger's landing. Its hull had been heated up to 1500 degrees.
“This thing would have to survive a landing. It's probably built to be sturdy.”
“I don't care about that either. I'll crack it open eventually.” Adam ran to the stairs again and climbed them. He reached the door and pulled on it, but nothing happened.

A PLUME of dust could be seen on the horizon, coming from the direction of the huge spaceship.
“Adam? I think the others are coming.”
“Crap. I need a few more minutes.”
They had dismantled the weapon into its individual parts, and found a small chamber with strange coils in it. Each shot used exactly one coil. They had determined this by counting. The rest of the calculation was simple: the maximum effect could be achieved by using all the coils at once.
The weapon was not designed to do that. Adam's idea was to strip the coils of their sheathing and attach them to the door. Then he would use the gun to fire the last of the twenty-six coils at it, hoping to activate all the coils at the same time. Eve had to admit that was a workable plan. However, she was leaving the implementation to Adam. She didn't think it was smart to damage the door of the spaceship that was supposed to take them away from here.
“I think they're almost here.”
The pursuers were coming very fast. They hadn't seen them move like that inside the spaceship. A human couldn't possibly run that fast, so at least one of the frogs must be coming at them. Adam finished his work at the door and climbed down the stairs.
“Quick, give me the gun!”
Eve hesitated. Twenty-five charges would go off just outside the airlock door. What if that knocked the whole ship over? The landing gear didn't look very confidence-inspiring as it was.
“This is not a good idea,” she said, gripping the gun tightly.
“Eve, you have no idea! Don't you want to go back to Earth? It's our only chance!”
“Maybe they'll take us there. They even speak our language! And if we destroy the ship, we'll all be stuck here.”
Adam tugged at the gun, but she held it back. They had fought physically often enough, so she knew that Adam was no stronger than she was.
“Do you think they flew from Earth to here in that nutshell?” Adam pointed at the ship. Eve took the chance and pulled the gun closer until she was almost hugging it. “That's not the only ship they have!” Adam shouted. “If necessary, they'll send another one.”
That was probably the case. Nevertheless, destroying the ship was not the way to go. There had to be another way. She pulled the gun towards her and kicked Adam. He finally let go. Now the decision was up to her, and just at the right moment, because the frog alien came storming up.
Eve turned around and threatened it with the gun. “Stop!”
The frog used its lower, stronger pair of arms to slow down. Then he set a human down in front of him. Was this the Marchenko he had spoken of when they met in the cave? She also remembered the frog's name. He had introduced himself as Gronolf.
“You've found your Marchenko, Gronolf,” she said. Then she remembered that the alien couldn't understand her.
The human took a step forward.
“Stop!” she shouted, “Don't come any closer!”
The human obeyed. She searched his face for any resemblance to Chenko but found nothing. This was a feeble old man who was visibly struggling to stay upright in the high gravity. Chenko had been invincible, the strongest of them all. Her father.
“Tell them to open the airlock door,” Adam demanded.
“You heard him.” Eve waved the gun. Gronolf flinched. “Hold it right there. There are twenty-five weapon charges attached to the door. I assume one hit from the gun will activate all of them. Marchenko, translate that for him. I know he can't read my lips.”
“Twenty-five weapon charges on the door. That'll shred us all,” Marchenko said. “Adam first. Right, Gronolf?”
The frog slapped his stomach. His head was spinning. Another cloud of dust had appeared on the horizon. Reinforcements were on the way. Time was running out.
“Then open the door for us and let's take off.” Eve kept the gun pointed at the door. The others couldn't know that there was no way she would pull the lever. Adam was far too important to her for that. He was all she had left.
Marchenko shook his head. “You won't get far with the shuttle.”
“We have time,” Adam said. “And we have a right to fly home.”
“I know.” Marchenko came closer. Eve waved the gun and pointed it at him. "I flew through space once myself with an Eve and an Adam on a Messenger spaceship. I didn't choose it, but they were my children. I would have given my life for them, like your Chenko.”
Adam shrugged his shoulders. “Then give us this ship. It's a pretty small price to pay compared to your life.”
“It won't help you. The shuttle has no deep sleep cells. You'll grow old on board and eventually die without having seen Earth. If you come with me, you have a real chance.”
Eve hesitated. If the spaceship in front of them was really only meant to fly from orbit to the planet, it wouldn’t need any facilities for deep sleep. Marchenko's threat was valid. Eve didn't want to spend the rest of her life in such a small ship. She'd rather stay here.
“Eve? They're bluffing. It's a trick.” Adam came closer again. He was after the gun. She could tell by the look on his face. Eve looked him in the eye, and he turned his head away. She smiled. Twenty years had taught her a thing or two about her brother.
“Wait.” Marchenko turned to Gronolf. “Can you open it for them? I want them to see for themselves that I'm not bluffing.”
The frog said something. Eve recognized it by how the crease in his stomach moved, even if she didn't understand it. It was probably something like Are you sure? Gronolf's head spun around, and he pointed at the door. He probably imagined them disappearing through it and taking off.
“I trust them. It's Adam and Eve.”
Two other frogs arrived, with Peech following them. The alien must have noticed Eve, because it came over to her and greeted her with a raised head.
“They're not your children, Marchenko.” The second human was standing next to Marchenko.
“I know. But they're good people, I'm sure of it. After all, I raised them myself.”
That was meant kindly, but it was a lie. Chenko had raised them, not this human.
“Still, Marchenko,” the woman said. “You and the others have been separated for a long time. You're no more or less alike than the two of us.”
What did she mean by that? Marchenko and the others—were there more of them? There was definitely a lot to learn.
Eve noticed a movement in the corner of her eye. The airlock door had opened. Gronolf said something. The frog was probably responsible.
“I'll go and see,” Adam said.
Eve watched as he climbed the stairs again. Her brother was persistent. The door stayed open after he entered. She weighed the gun in her hand. The alien looked at it curiously. Perhaps Peech had a taste for metal. The acid it could expel must have some biological purpose.
Now Peech lifted its head. She followed its gaze and saw Adam. Her brother was standing at the bottom of the stairs. Since it had no railing, he was holding onto the doorframe. Eve focused on his face.
“You lied,” he said. “There are two deep sleep cells on board.”
Eve drew her eyebrows together and regarded Marchenko. “You lied to us. Chenko would never have done that.”
“I didn't know anything about it. You have to believe me.”
“He didn't know,” the woman said.
“You pretended to know.” Eve shook her head. “That's the same as lying.” She stood up. Marchenko and Gronolf tried to follow her, but she pointed the gun at them. “You stay here.”
They obeyed. Eve turned briefly to Adam, but he had already disappeared back into the ship. He was probably preparing for take-off. Did they have a chance? Could they fly an alien ship? Adam seemed to think so, so she had to at least give him the opportunity to prove it.
She used the gun to keep the others at a distance as she backed toward the ship. Peech followed her. The alien was probably imprinted on her. The stairs would be a problem. How was she supposed to aim at their pursuers and climb the high steps at the same time? She would soon come to the ship. She felt the hard metal of the first step on the back of her knees.
Eve held the gun in front of her. She needed a little distance. She groped behind her with one hand. There was the step. It was manageable. She turned around briefly. At the same moment, the weapon became heavier. She flinched back. Peech had closed its jaws around the end of the weapon. That little traitor! Acid dripped to the ground. She had to let go of the weapon. Gronolf jumped in her direction.
“Spit that out!” she shouted, and although nothing could be heard, Peech opened its jaws and dropped the weapon. There was nothing left of the lower part. The alien wiped its long chin with one hand, looking at her from below, and Eve almost thought she recognized a hint of gratitude in its gaze. Then she was grabbed by the big frog. She landed in Marchenko's arms and watched from there as Gronolf flew up the stairs and charged through the open door into the shuttle.




  
Dark Night 6, 4076, Majestic Draght  
THIS TIME, Marchenko stepped onto the terrace without hesitation. He knew there was a transparent wall around it. He walked through the blackness until he reached the boundary.
“Ah, there you all are,” said the Omniscience that was still inside Cosima's body. How much longer would that last? Marchenko felt as if they were in a bit of a competition to see who could last the longest in a human body. From his point of view, however, Cosima was cheating. He had seen her conjure that data cable out of her elbow joint in the structure on GJ 1061d. Presumably her body also had an additional processor and was directly connected to a backup memory.
He had asked Cosima about it, but she had just smiled mysteriously and said something that still made him laugh: “A lady doesn't tell her secrets.”
“Thank you all for coming here,” said the Omniscience now. Marchenko recognized Gronolf and Murnaka, as well as two Grosnops from the headquarters whose names he had forgotten. Adam, Eve and their pet were still under observation; they were not allowed to move freely around the ship. Marchenko had been against such restrictions, but he had ultimately had to bow to the Omniscience.
“I want to show you something.” The Omniscience waved her right hand, and the Draght left the orbit of GJ 1061 d. Or not. Marchenko could see that it was not the Grosnops’ ship. The planet had also changed—the fissure no longer existed. Or did it not yet exist? The vessel they were traveling in was much, much larger than the Draght.
“We're traveling in a Builder,” Cosima explained, as the GJ-1061 system quickly fell behind them. They picked up speed. Stars whizzed past them.
“Were they really that fast?” asked Gronolf.
“That's a good question. It seemed that way to them,” said the Omniscience. “That's how I took it from their memories. But I probably should have adjusted to their perception of time. Realistically, these giants must have been much slower than our ship. But since time passed differently for them, it seemed much faster to them.”
The stars were now darting noticeably slower through space.
“It's not far now.”
Marchenko spotted a double system of Two Sun-like, G-type stars. Which one could it be? The two stars were unusually far apart.
“What you see there is Zeta Reticuli. The two suns are on average 3750 astronomical units apart and take 170,000 years to orbit around the common center of gravity. Our journey is taking us to Zeta Reticuli B.”
The virtual journey continued to slow down. Marchenko could soon see from its movement that Zeta Reticuli B was not alone, but was orbited by a planet. It must be huge. The image immediately zoomed in on this celestial body.
“This is Zeta Reticuli B e, the fourth planet in this system. It's a gas giant that almost became a brown dwarf. Its official name is Calpamos.”
“The planet is clearly outside the habitable zone,” said Gronolf. “What do we want there?”
“It's not the planet that interests us, but its moon, from an astronomical point of view, Zeta Reticuli B e II.”
“The second moon of the fourth planet of the second star,” Marchenko translated.
“Quite right. This moon moves in a relatively close orbit around the giant planet. Heated by tidal friction, the moon can maintain a dense atmosphere.”
“That's all well and good, but is there any sign of water?”
“Why do you ask, Gronolf?” Cosima tilted her head. Marchenko immediately understood that she was trying to distract him.
“It's obvious—you’re showing us this system as a possible destination for our next journey, aren't you? I have a say in that too. The Grosnops desperately need a second home.”
“Well, the atmosphere contains water vapor, that much is clear.”
“Why are you avoiding my question, Omniscience?”
“All right, then. I admit that I would like to visit this moon. After all, that's where the Builder specimen we came across on GJ 1061 d came from. I couldn't trace its memories any further back.”
The Omniscience was searching for those who had separated it from its siblings. Marchenko could understand that motive.
“My theory is that those aliens with the long heads also come from the moon in question. I suspect that they inhabit it. A few specimens must have invaded the Builder and reproduced inside it. That could have led to the Builder eventually crashing and dying on GJ 1061 d.”
“You mean Peech and its siblings are some kind of parasites?” asked Marchenko.
“Maybe not intentionally. They couldn't have known that the Builder would take them into space. They simply continued their existence there and slowly killed their host as a side effect.”
“And then you advocate that we take one of these things on board?” Gronolf raised his probing arms threateningly. “What do the young humans call it?”
“Peech.” Marchenko waved it off. “I tried to talk them out of it.”
“It's a single specimen,” Cosima explained. “How is it supposed to reproduce? Besides, I hope it can be useful to us when we reach the moon. It could put in a good word for us there.”
“Unfortunately, it doesn't speak,” said Marchenko.
“Don't be fooled.” The Omniscience swayed her head back and forth. “I've observed on several occasions how it understood Eve perfectly.”
“But this Eve doesn't even speak,” Gronolf objected.
“Not in human speech, but with gestures and facial expressions. Peech seems to have a special antenna for that.”
“That's all well and good, but since GJ 1061 d was so dry, an ocean world is definitely next on the list. And preferably an uninhabited one—if your theory is correct, Zeta Reticuli B e II is inhabited by these aliens. I am the chief representative of the Grosnops on this ship.”
Marchenko understood Gronolf. So many hatchlings died at every Draght. They had witnessed the ceremony themselves once. It was...medieval brutality. Society on Two Suns had long since evolved, but if every offspring were allowed to survive, the planet would have been overwhelmed long ago. That was the only reason why they kept to such old and cruel rituals. His Eve had secretly rescued a hatchling back then—Ragnor, who now held an important position on the ship. Somehow, the Eve here reminded him of his daughter who had stayed on Earth. She had also rescued Peech, which was an...unusual life form. That made him all the sadder that he would have to talk to her about it later.
“I would like to point out that Zeta Reticuli is twelve light years closer to our current position than it is from Earth. We will save almost thirty years of travel time.” The Omniscience zoomed out of the system so that both GJ 1061 d and Zeta Reticuli B were visible.
Gronolf took a few steps to the side. He pulled a few stars that were halfway to Zeta Reticuli out of the display. Immediately, small panels appeared in the air, describing the peculiarities of each system.
“Ha, this is probably an ocean world,” Gronolf read out.
“Let me take a look,” said the Omniscient. “Hm, L127-97. Yes, but it’s more than five times the mass of Earth.”
“That wouldn't be an exclusion criterion. We Grosnops are strong and could certainly adapt.”
“Fine, then we'll take a little detour there. It's only five light years.” The Omniscience sounded almost miffed, but at least didn't put up a fight. “But I won't listen to any complaints if there really is only water there.”

MARCHENKO STRODE through the corridors of the Majestic Draght. Almost every corner looked familiar to him. At the very beginning, the ship had frightened him. Adam and Eve must have felt the same way. He had to take that into account.
“Halt.” A Grosnop in uniform brought him out of his thoughts. The soldiers on board all spoke to him in his own language. That was quite normal. He could count himself lucky, since otherwise he wouldn't have understood anything—the human ear was no match for ultrasound. He had to try to convey this feeling of being truly welcome here to Chenko's children.
Marchenko adjusted his rucksack. “I'm Marchenko. I'm allowed in this corridor.”
“Of course.” The Grosnop stepped aside. He had probably only stood in his way out of politeness. Grosnops were like that. They didn't want him to feel ignored. He reached the siblings' cabin and pressed the bell button.
Shortly afterwards, the button responded by vibrating. It must be Eve inviting him in. A Grosnop craftsman had installed this device yesterday. Inside, a few colorful lights flashed, then quieted down after he entered.
Eve was lying on a kind of sofa. She had a laser pointer in her hand and was using it to direct Peech around the room. Eve typed something on a pad and pushed it towards him. Marchenko was nowhere near as good at lip-reading as Adam.
“She has such energy!” it said.
He nodded. Eve had already requested several times that Peech be allowed to roam freely around the ship. But openness towards other life forms didn't extend to the aliens. They looked too different to be welcomed here wholeheartedly. And then there was the Omniscience’s theory, which considered Peech and its fellow aliens to be parasites.
“I'm sticking up for Peech,” Marchenko said as clearly as possible.
“Not enough yet,” Eve wrote.
“Where's Adam?”
She shrugged.
“I wanted to talk to you about our next flight destination.”
“Uh-huh.”
Marchenko sighed. The two of them weren't making it easy for him. He remembered the rucksack and opened it.
“I've brought you something.”
He reached inside. The metal was smooth and warm to the touch. It was lighter than expected. He placed the left leg on the table, then the right.
“Gronolf had this brought with us. I thought you might be interested.”
Eve knelt in front of the table. Then she doubled over and sobbed. He put his hand on her shoulder, but she shook it off. Marchenko understood. He would have loved to cry with her. Not because he missed Chenko the way he missed Eve, but because she was so much like Eve, and he had never been able to bear seeing his daughter sad.
But he had to restrain himself. After all, he wasn't her father, he was a stranger. He couldn't even take her home. Not straight away, anyway. They would have to go on a few more adventures first.
Eve stood up and sat down again. She dabbed her face dry with a cloth.
“Where are we flying to?” she wrote on the pad.
“L 127-97.”
She scrunched her eyebrows together, just as Eve would have done. Marchenko called up a description of the system from the net. It was an M-dwarf orbited by a single planet.
“Oh, pretty hard to walk around there.” Eve tapped the mass figure in the list.
“We could leave you in deep sleep,” Marchenko said. “All the way to Earth, if you want.”
“How long would that take?” wrote Eve.
“Maybe two hundred years. I don't know exactly.”
“No, we want to be awakened,” she typed.
“Adam too?”
Eve nodded. “I thought we were going to Peech's home planet. Cosima hinted something like that.”
“The Omniscience has been talking to you?”
Eve pointed to a chat on the pad. That was...interesting. But he couldn't forbid the Omniscience from doing it.
“You should be careful. The Omniscience isn't always honest. She might try to use you.”
“Are you always honest?” Eve wrote on the pad.
He didn't answer. Then he thought of something Eve wouldn't like. “There's a problem with Peech.”
“Peech?” Eve looked around with wide eyes. The alien had hidden under the table, but its tail was peeking out.
“It's about the deep sleep cells,” Marchenko explained. “They're only tested for Grosnops and humans.”
“So Peech can't go into deep sleep?” asked Eve on the pad.
“I don't know. It might work, but it could also kill her.”
“Then I'll stay awake with her.”
Marchenko nodded. “That’s up to you. But you would age. By the time we get to L127-97, you'd be fifty years old. Eighty at the next destination. You'd never get to know Earth.”
Eve clenched her hands into fists. “Isn't there an alternative?” she typed.
“Someone from the crew could look after Peech while you sleep. There's always someone awake. The Grosnops take it in shifts.”
“That's out of the question. I'd be leaving her alone for such a long time.”
“Or we could freeze her like the rest of us. With the risk that she won't wake up again.”
Eve crossed her arms in front of her stomach and looked up at the ceiling. Marchenko gave her the time she needed. Finally, she picked up the pad.
“Thank you for being so honest. You could have just frozen Peech, and if she hadn't woken up, I would have been out of luck. But I don't want her to die. Peech came with me voluntarily. With me. So it's my job to protect her. I'll stay awake with her.”
“Okay. It's your choice. I'm going to sleep. I want to use this body for a while longer.”
“Why, actually?” typed Eve. “Wouldn't a body like Chenko's be more practical?”
“It reminds me of Earth—and of my own children.”
“What were their names?” Eve held the pad out to him, then deleted the question. “Sorry,” she wrote instead. “I already know.”




  
Around the campfire  
Dear readers,
Sometimes I can hardly believe how quickly time flies. The first story featuring Marchenko, Adam and Eve was published in June 2019, six years ago now! In Proxima Rising, the trio are on their way to the Proxima system. You can meet Gronolf in the third volume of the trilogy, Proxima Dreaming. The first part of the Proxima Logfiles, Marchenko's Children, was published in October 2021, and the last, Earthward, in March 2022. Since then, the sequel has been dormant in the back of my mind. What did I write in the epilogue back then?
“Marchenko is up to something. Without having to observe the restrictions of biological life, he can move much faster, visit places that no human will ever see and tell stories that are only possible in this way. I hope you will be on board again! The new series, which will also initially consist of seven parts, will be called 'Marchenko Logfiles'. If you subscribe to the newsletter, you are guaranteed to be one of the first to hear about it.”
I don't know if you have subscribed to the newsletter (if not, you should do so at hard-sf.com/marchenko). But you have read this book, so now you know about the Marchenko Logfiles. I hope you enjoyed the first part as much as I did. Anyway, the basic conflicts are already laid out: The Grosnops are looking for a life-friendly second home, the Omniscience wants to find the Builders, and Marchenko still believes it's his job to iron out Shostakovich’s mistakes.
Will the three parties always agree on future goals? I'm afraid not. Who decides, then? Perhaps the Grosnops as the owners of the Draght, or perhaps the Omniscience who controls it. Marchenko will probably be caught between the two, and I hope he finds the right words to assert his interests. At least he no longer has to take Adam and Eve into consideration. At least not “his” children...
What role will the two of them play in the future? I'm curious myself. Of course, Marchenko will find some of their siblings, in different ... states. But will Eve ever want to travel into space again? At the beginning of the logfiles, the year is 2302 on Earth, and interstellar space travel is no longer as utopian as it was two hundred years earlier. Of course, humans lack the dark matter drive of the Majestic Draght, but they still have their inventiveness. So, in principle, our Adam and Eve could set off again. Whether they will or not, I'll have to wait and see. As you probably know, my stories are created as I write them. That's why I can't yet say whether the Builders will be found—and what role they will play. I hope you'll be patient enough to follow the story until volume seven!
The plan is to publish an episode approximately every two to three months. In between, there will always be a single volume with a completely different setting; if you don't like Marchenko & Co. you should still have something to read.
With that, I bid you farewell, until our next outing!
If you enjoyed The Torn Planet, please write a short review or give it a few stars on Kindle. That helps me a lot!
hard-sf.com/links/4774669
And if you register at hard-sf.com/marchenko, you will receive a compact summary of all seven previous episodes in your mailbox free of charge. You may then understand some things a little better.
You can pre-order the next episode, The Frozen Planet, here:
hard-sf.com/links/4898313
Best regards
Your Brandon Q. Morris












  
Also by Brandon Q. Morris  
The Luna Monolith
   
Robots are building a colossal telescope on the far side of the moon, with just two people supervising its completion. After a minor incident, these scientists become aware of an obstacle in the lunar soil. It's located outside the area reserved for the hypertelescope and is therefore none of their business.
But their curiosity gets the better of them. The artifact seems to have properties that completely defy physics as they know it. As they investigate, they inadvertently plunge themselves, then the entire solar system, into a terrible, unavoidable whirlwind of events.
Will they manage to make the mysterious black monolith harmless before we all run out of time?
hard-sf.com/links/4542925
Tachyon – The Weapon
   
 
Earth Moon, Great Archive. Chronicler Tsai Yini monitors the tachyon communication system, which transmits data faster than the speed of light. When classified results from an astrobiologist’s research are leaked to her, she cannot believe what she reads. The report reveals that intelligent life forms exist on a tropical planet in the Gliese system.
Their civilization is still in its infancy but revolves around an artifact of unknown origin that seems to influence their body chemistry. But there’s more: the astrobiologist who uncovered this artifact has undergone a baffling evolution of his own, and he’s now en route to Earth!
Yini suspects he carries a danger far greater than anyone could imagine. To stop him, she must make unimaginable decisions that could determine not only her fate but the future of the universe.
For fans of Cixin Liu, Andy Weir, and Frank Herbert, Tachyon: The Weapon delivers a high-stakes adventure where the line between discovery and destruction blurs.
hard-sf.com/links/4238987
The Portal
   
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




  
Excerpt: Tachyon – The Weapon  
Gliese 163 c
A light gray swirl made its way towards a yellow stripe, which peeked through a dark blue plain. It looked harmless, but only because Mark Decker was looking at it from an altitude of over 200 miles. The swirl was a full-blown tropical storm that had chosen the new research base as its target. Damn it! Why did the weather have to conspire against them now of all times?  
An alarm sounded behind him, its melodic ringing not entirely serious despite the danger. He pushed himself away from the station’s porthole and floated to where the instruments were mounted on a shelf halfway to the cockpit. He skillfully turned his body, kicking against the shelf and holding on, searching for the source of the signal. There was none to be found, because a whole choir was calling for help. Without exception, every instrument connected to the space station via radio warned of the impending danger. The pressure had fallen to unprecedented lows, the air contained too much moisture and too much sulfur dioxide — the temperature had risen above 120 degrees and the wind had stopped. 
That frightened him. The research station was right in the eye of the storm. If it developed as feared, the work of the last few weeks would be for nothing. Above all, Tailin and Roger, who had set up and calibrated the instruments earlier, were in danger. They should have ascended into orbit in the Hopper hours ago.
He floated over to the radio. 
“Roger, this is Albatross-1. The storm really doesn’t look good.” 
“I can tell by the air pressure, Mark.” 
“Then why aren’t you in the Hopper?” 
The Hopper was a methane-powered shuttle that they used to travel between the surface and the space station. 
Roger sighed, “It’s not up to me.” 
He had already expected that. Tailin never could tear herself away from an issue. Some instrument was still not working at full capacity, and she couldn’t simply leave it at that. 
“Tailin, can you hear me? This is your husband speaking.” 
“I don’t want to hear it,” she replied. 
At least she was talking to him. That was a good sign. Sometimes she was so focused on her work that she didn’t communicate with anyone. 
“This is the commander of the Albatross-1, Mark Decker. Board the Hopper immediately. That’s an order.” 
“Yes, sir, commander sir. I just need to attach this last conductor loop.” 
He imagined her fiddling with an open computer to correctly read a measuring device. The new base they had set up was supposed to function autonomously, like all the others they had distributed around the planet. 
“Can we move a little faster? The storm is right on top of you.” 
“It’s coming along as fast as it can. There are a lot of prickly cherry bushes in the way.” 
What? There were obviously no plants growing in the station! 
“What the hell are you doing, Tailin?” 
“I’m moving the conductor loop. I explained that to you. Have you even been listening to me?” 
Conductor loop, now he remembered. They had been talking about a new project that Tailin wanted to use to measure the magnetic field of Gliese 163 more precisely. To do this, she needed wire loops laid out around the autonomous stations. But they hadn’t even made a decision about the project yet. 
“Are you talking about the measuring loops for the magnetic field?” he asked. 
“Yes, exactly. The neutralizers didn’t clear the area around the station very well.” 
She wasn’t kneeling on the floor of the station but crawling around somewhere out in the jungle. And all the while a full-blown storm was approaching. At least under these circumstances the cerants weren’t active; they were small, annoying, predatory insects that pounced on warm-blooded creatures. If the air pressure fell below a certain level, they retreated underground. Clever little parasites. Mark scratched his elbow where Roger had cut one of the beastly insects out of him a few days ago. If it wasn’t treated, they would multiply under the skin until there was nothing left. 
He floated back to the porthole, but left the radio’s microphone activated so that Tailin could hear him. The gray swirl was now almost black.
“Tailin, you have to get out of there. The storm is about to hit you. We haven’t even finalized that project yet!” 
“You said I could start it if I had time to spare,” replied Tailin. “The moment seemed favorable because I don’t have to watch out for cerants due to the low pressure. Well… I didn’t expect the prickly cherries to shed their fruit already, but you can remove the thorns for me later.” 
“If you don’t go to Roger in the Hopper soon, you won’t be around for anyone to pull thorns out of.” 
“I’m going to finish this. You’ve always said yourself that you have to finish what you start.” 
“Tailin, that was about the beer from the synthesizer. It would have gone stale if you’d left it.” 
“It’s still a true saying.” 
“Not when there’s a huge storm on your doorstep!” 
“If you wouldn’t keep distracting me, I’d be done by now, Mark.” 
“You’re going in the Hopper now. That’s an order!” 
Tailin made no response. What was he supposed to do? She was going to kill them both – herself and Roger. He couldn’t let that happen. He was the commander of this mission. If only Claire and Karima had returned! Tailin might listen to them. But they were on their way with the TransVec to Planet d. He wasn’t expecting them back for another two weeks or so. 
“Roger, can you hear me?” he asked. 
“Loud and... well, there’s a bit of static.” 
“Tailin’s ignoring my orders.” 
“Oh boy, she’s too stubborn. Hold on, I’ll go out and fetch her.” 
“No, Roger, on the contrary. I hereby give you permission to take off with the Hopper. You might still make it.” 
“You want me to leave your wife alone out there in the jungle? Are you sure that’s what you want?” 
“No, of course not. But as commander, I’m responsible for all of you. Just because she happens to be my wife, I can’t let her put you in danger along with her!” 
“That’s very honorable, Mark. But I won’t abandon a colleague, even if she’s doing something stupid.” 
Mark was relieved but didn’t want to admit it. Of course he wanted nothing more than for Roger to get Tailin to safety. He was frustrated that his wife was forcing him to make such decisions. This was going to result in a serious conversation, and a warning. 
“Mark? I’m going out now to look for her.” 
“Thanks, Roger.” 
Mark tried again on Tailin’s private frequency. She didn’t answer, nor did she answer on the public one. He heard several loud crashes over Roger’s channel. It was thundering down there. Hopefully Tailin had taken shelter in the station. The computing core was there in a hut about the size of a camping bus, and thankfully it had emergency supplies. 
“Roger, are you there?” 
No answer. He must have left the area where the Hopper served as a radio relay. The spaceship was always parked a little ways from the station so as not to attract the attention of the local wildlife. The instruments were secured even against the giant multifeet, but all it would take was for a largemaw to do its business on a transmitter dish to misalign them. 
“Roger, please get in touch if you can hear me.” 
There was static, then the repeated crackling of electrical discharges. Major storms and thunderstorms were the order of the day on Gliese 163c. The planet orbited close to the inner boundary of the habitable zone around its star, which pumped its considerable atmosphere full of energy. Roger, who had a soft spot for ancient history, had suggested the name Adad, after the Mesopotamian storm god. Mark cracked his knuckles. They had passed the suggestion on to the Ministry of Science on Neomars, but a reply wasn’t expected for another few years. By that time they would probably be on their way back.
“Roger, Tailin, I’m waiting for a response.”
The gray swirl produced blue and white patterns in rapid succession. It was lightning, as Mark could hear from the crackling on the radio channel. Adad never made it easy for them. The electricity in the atmosphere had killed a number of devices with modern electronics. That was why they were now using analog technology, and every research station on the surface had a Faraday cage to keep it safe.
Should he get the second Hopper ready? It was intended for emergencies only, but this certainly looked like it might be one. The question was whether he would help Tailin and Roger at all by putting himself in danger. If the storm hadn’t moved on, he couldn’t land safely.
Mark switched off the microphone.
“Come on, Roger, some sign of life would be nice,” he grumbled to himself and sighed. “You too, Tailin.”
He pushed himself away from the porthole and momentum carried him to the airlock. He could at least prepare the emergency Hopper. He opened the transparent flap inside the airlock that hid the emergency door release, clinging to a strut with his feet and turning the latch 90 degrees. He repeated this with a second flap at knee height. Now he was able to pull open the emergency exit.
“Emergency exit open,” the station reported as programmed.
The second Hopper had exactly five seats, so that the entire crew of the station could get to safety. However, these were no ordinary seats. Rather, Mark saw five circularly distributed oval compartments in front of him, padded all around the inside. He had to get in legs first. Each passenger traveled separately from the others and had their own life support system and controls. If the Hopper was struck by an object on one side, the other passengers would still survive and be able to get to safety.
The light switched on in one of the compartments. The station knew, of course, that there was only one person on board. Mark hesitated. The storm was still raging. It was too early to launch. He left the airlock again.
“Emergency exit open,” the space station complained.
Mark floated to the porthole. The storm was no longer directly over the base, but the lightning had not yet subsided. He activated the microphone.
“Tailin, Roger, this is Mark. Please come in! Tell me you’re all right!”
Mark wiped sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand. Please say something! Hopefully, it was just the static from the storm masking radio traffic. He tapped the microphone again. The speaker responded with hissing and crackling. Damn. Mark hit the inside wall of the station so hard the heel of his hand hurt.
“Emergency exit open.”
“Yes, I know,” he said.
The station didn’t answer. The control system was only programmed to annoy him with its announcement.
“Station, create log entry,” he ordered.
A symbol confirmed that the station was listening to him.
“This is the commander of the exobiology research station orbiting Gliese 163c, Mark Decker. Two crew members are in danger on the surface of the planet. I am using the emergency Hopper to go assist them. Log entry complete.”
Another symbol confirmed that the station had recorded everything. At least it wasn’t giving him any clever advice.
“Emergency exit open.”
Except the obvious. Mark huffed in an attempt to ease the pressure building up inside him. He had to do something. He felt helpless up here. He floated back to the airlock. There, he edged his way into the still-lit compartment, legs first. What he was doing was selfish - if Claire and Karima came back, they would have no way of reaching the surface. No more research. They would have to take the TransVec to the nearest inhabited star, Gliese 167. If Mark failed, they would lose the main Hopper as well as the emergency Hopper. How likely was that? Not likely, if he waited until the storm had passed. But that was not an option.
“Emergency exit open.”
Damn it, don’t rush me. Mark took his bearings in the cramped compartment. Above him, at about head height, was a screen, so close that he had to squint his eyes to see anything. The prolonged period of weightlessness had impaired his eyesight. However, the display was deliberately kept simple. All he had to do was tap on the large life ring symbol to initiate the launch. Then the emergency Hopper would head for the next optimum landing site on the surface.
But that was not Mark’s goal. He tapped on the cogwheel icon, which took him to system configuration. There he switched to manual destination entry. He had the coordinates of the new base in his head. They had needed them often enough during construction. He quickly typed them in.
“Emergency exit open.”
The station was persistent. Mark switched to the flight menu. There was no provision for manual control of the emergency Hopper. But he could select a few parameters for the flight path, such as whether the Hopper should avoid dangerous areas. Mark chose the shortest route. The storm was still raging over the research base last he saw.
“Emergency exit open.”
Mark took a deep breath. Once he pressed the launch button, the emergency launch could no longer be halted. The Hopper would not glide gently away from the orbiting station, but would be slowed by means of powerful thrust, to get out of range of a possible explosion as quickly as possible. The designers had anticipated everything.
“Emergency exit open.”
Okay, okay. Had he thought of everything? The emergency Hopper had food and water on board. Each of the five compartments could turn into a tiny clinic that would treat most injuries. He had his mobile radio in his pocket. The air pressure was above normal. He would need a breathing mask, maybe an acid-proof cloak against the precipitation.
Hm... Mark tapped the cogwheel again. There had to be an inventory list somewhere. There. It was in alphabetical order. There were five breathing masks on board, but the cloaks weren’t labeled as acid-proof. The designers hadn’t anticipated that humans might be planning to land on a planet where it rained sulfuric acid.
“Emergency exit open.”
Fine, then. There would be something down below. If he layered the five available capes, he would certainly be safe for an hour. The acid-proof version was likely stored in the research base.
Something vibrated in his pocket. His radio! He fumbled for it with his right hand, but the compartment was too narrow. Mark pulled himself out and up until he was floating in the airlock again.
“Emergency exit open.”
Bite me. He hadn’t even realized he’d turned on the radio. Maybe it had happened when he got into the emergency Hopper. But who was trying to reach him on his personal frequency? He pressed the listen button.
“Mayday, mayday, this is...” Static. “... Research base ...” Static. “... cut off. Need help.”
It was Tailin’s voice! She had made it into the base.
“Tailin? Mark here. I can hear you! I’m so glad! But what about Roger? I can’t reach him. Are you safe?”
“Mark, oh my God ...” Hiss. “... Hoped to reach Roger... not here. I thought... at the Hopper.”
The connection was terrible, but it was a miracle he could hear Tailin at all. The storm must have affected Adad’s ionosphere too, letting the radio waves through.
“Roger went to find you,” he said. “He left the Hopper. Where are you?”
“...In the station. The storm... slowing down. Has... destroyed... not seen.”
“It’s hard to understand you, Tailin. I’m taking the emergency Hopper and coming down. I’ll be there in thirty minutes. Don’t leave the base. I’ll program the coordinates.”
“... here. Understood. Please let Roger know that...”
Hadn’t she understood? Roger had gone looking for her, and he hadn’t made it back to her.
“I’ll see you in half an hour.”
Mark put the radio in the breast pocket of his uniform, then climbed back into the compartment. The destination was still programmed correctly, so he switched to the main menu and tapped the life ring.

A fist pinned him down - he was finding it difficult to breathe. Mark used all his strength to lift his chest. The emergency Hopper shot away with such speed that the inertia spread over Mark’s entire body. The Hopper rotated slowly around its longitudinal axis, presumably so that all compartments were equally loaded. The screen showed what the external camera saw; the capsule was approaching the cloud cover.
Mark had just become accustomed to the load when the Hopper turned. Now Mark was flying feet first. A strong vibration in the back signaled that they were entering the atmosphere, the camera image spinning faster. The Hopper continued to rotate so that its hull warmed up evenly. Mark closed his eyes, but he could feel the rotation in his stomach. Was this still normal? He tapped the screen. The rescue device kept to the programmed descent curve, which resembled a parabola. The only difference was that the launch was not from the ground, but from orbit.
When Mark switched back to the camera image, it was dark. But that wasn’t because of the camera. They were obviously in a dense layer of cloud, which parted to reveal the ocean passing by below. Mark imagined he could make out ridges of spray on the waves, but that was impossible. The Hopper stabilized. The camera was now looking steadily downward as he passed a group of islands, slowly drifting towards the continent. The ocean basin, which was thought to be a huge impact crater, was up to 125 miles deep in places. The islands floated on its surface. They had not yet managed to land on one.
The flight was coming to an end, Mark noted. It was getting uncomfortable again. The storm was tugging at the capsule, which was slowing down and offering less resistance. Mark couldn’t intervene, but the controls would bring him down safely. It had been tested under all circumstances. The emergency Hopper had an engine twice as powerful as its standard counterpart.
The capsule tilted. Suddenly it was vertical again. It startled Mark, but the Hopper was merely preparing to land. Swaying, it lowered itself to the ground. The camera showed the blue-green top of the vegetation layer. It was dazzling. Tiny silicon crystals in the leaves of the brine trees reflected unused energy from the sun. Their crowns formed a dense canopy that allowed almost no view of the surface, but at the same time protected them from the acid rain. In order to set up the research base, it had been necessary to burn a large hole in the canopy.
The hole came into view. It was steaming. In the layer below the canopy, energy was mainly generated thermally. There was always tropical humidity here. Even the air was alive, as the planet’s explorers had experienced first-hand. Since then, no one ever traveled below the canopy without a mask.
The Hopper swayed as it sank to the ground on a jet of fire from the engine. The storm tried to sweep it away at the last second, and only eased shortly before landing. Mark instinctively clenched his fists. The engine roared once more, then fell silent. The Hopper hovered as if it had not yet realized that the engine was no longer supporting it; then Adad pulled him into its arms with all its might as they touched down. A jolt hit Mark in the hip.
He immediately yanked the radio out of his breast pocket. Tailin had to be nearby.
“Mark here. I’ve landed. Are you okay?”
No answer. Where was she now? He had asked her to wait at the base! Mark tapped the screen, which now showed an exit symbol. It was crossed out in red. “Equip breathing mask,” it said below. He opened a compartment at stomach level, which was printed with a picture of a mask, and took it out. It seemed too big at first, but then the fabric contracted until it perfectly enveloped his face. He attached the accompanying bottle to his belt. The red cross above the exit symbol disappeared, and he tapped it.
Suddenly, the entire wall in front of him also disappeared. It folded aside with considerable momentum, presumably operated by a strong spring. Mark swayed and almost fell forward, but managed to grasp the edge of what was now effectively a door with his right hand. Beneath him, a ladder dropped from the Hopper. The air was hot and humid, and the areas of his skin not covered by fabric were burning. Yet he was still standing under the shelter of the vehicle. About half a yard in front of him, acidic water rained down from the sky in strings. It was as dark as dusk. He took a deep breath of air. It smelled unpleasant, even though he was wearing his breathing mask. The exhaust fumes from the engine had probably burned away some vegetation. The mask filtered biological components and toxins from the air and added another five percent oxygen. Clearly, it didn’t consider the smell of burning to be toxic.
Mark tapped his wristwatch until he reached the map display. Something was flashing to the left of his location. That must be the research base. He unfolded the additional display to see more. Everything looked very simple on the map; it was fifty yards away at most. The Hopper that Roger and Tailin had come in was about 300 yards away on the other side.
“Tailin, Roger, can you hear me?”
No answer again. Damn! Had one of Adad’s megafauna attacked the base? Mark peered out cautiously. The circular puddles up ahead could be traces of a multifeet that had been filled with rain. He’d have to watch out for holes.
Mark searched the compartments in the wall that had folded away from him. Two cloaks – that should be enough to reach the base. The rain seemed to be coming straight down, as it should. Mark started to step onto the top rung of the ladder, but noticed that a safety harness had automatically fastened around his stomach. He undid it, then pulled the cloak over his head and climbed down the ten steps of the ladder.
He was no longer accustomed to walking on the soft ground, so he was briefly startled as he stepped off the ladder. He checked the direction on his watch and set off.
The rain proved to be his first oversight. It was only falling straight down next to the Hopper. As soon as Mark stepped out of the vessel’s slipstream, the droplets became a plaything of the wind, which slipped into the artificial bald spot in the vegetation like a huge tongue into a large gap between teeth.
Adad had greater gravity than Earth. As a result, the raindrops were smaller - and the storm had a particularly easy time with them. Mark was glad his face was protected by the mask. He felt sorry for his hands, which had to hold onto the cloak that the wind would otherwise carry away. Droplets pattered on his skin, etching away his hair and digging tiny holes. He would have to self-treat at the base.
But he had to reach the base first, and that was where his second oversight came in: a hedge of prickly cherries stood between him and the blinking dot. Mark was almost certain he hadn’t seen it on his last visit down here. It must have sprung up in the past two weeks. Tailin had already ranted on the radio about the aggressive undergrowth. Prickly cherries tasted like a cross between raspberries and cherries. They caused diarrhea in humans, but that hadn’t mattered to them - they rarely got fresh food otherwise. Above all, their branches had thorns, which they shot at anything that came near them. He could have used a flamethrower to create a passage for himself, but that was in the base.
Mark gave the hedge a wide berth. It led down to the beach and turned right where the black sand began. There seemed to be no way through - until Mark discovered a hole. Someone had dug out enough sand to create an apparently stable tunnel. From the direction the tailings had been thrown, he deduced that the trench started inside. He thought of Tailin. If the tunnel was her work and she was now on this side of the hedge, she must have seen the emergency Hopper coming! Then why hadn’t she run towards him?
He knelt in the soft sand, which was no different from sand on Earth - a welcome exception here. It was strange. They travelled many light years to explore something as exotic as possible, were more than granted their wish, and then wanted nothing more than to recognize a piece of Earth.
Mark got down on all fours and crawled into the hole. He was sheltered from the rain for a moment. At the deepest point of the tunnel, the ground changed. Pale roots emerged from the walls. A worm, perhaps as long as his arm, came crawling towards Mark, but then suddenly curled up and played dead. It must have felt some kind of vibration. Otherwise, the cave was surprisingly free of critters. Perhaps the worm had eaten them all. But it had still seemed hungry until it lapsed into pseudo rigor mortis.
On the other end of the tunnel, the rain continued. Here, just behind the hedge, it fell straight down. Something sharp poked Mark’s back. He had probably come too close to the prickly cherries. Standing up, he took a few steps away and checked his position. He needed to head north. According to his map, it was still about fifty yards to the base. The stupid hedge had forced him to take a wide detour.
Just then, he spotted the structure emerging from behind some half-height bushes - or what was left of them. He tried the radio once more, but again received no reply. Perhaps the two were lying exhausted inside the base, sleeping. He hoped so, even if he couldn’t believe it. Another scenario was more likely: Tailin had received a call for help from Roger, followed him and perished from the same danger as her colleague.
The base was not locked. The door was closed, but Mark was able to open it easily. It was dark inside and he had to duck his head to avoid bumping into anything. When he stood up again, the light switched on. The room was empty. There was very little space, about one and a half by three yards, so he saw it immediately.
At the edge, someone had made a bed out of blankets. A bed. A human being. The blankets had been neatly arranged. Probably Tailin, although Roger was also a very tidy person. Mark checked the supplies. There was enough of everything, even the acid-proof cloaks. The medipack was torn. He took out two rolls of bandages, sprayed liquid plaster on his wounds and wrapped a few layers of cloth around them. The liquid plaster worked wonders, completely soothing the pain. His skin only got a little warm.
There was a computer terminal at one end of the room, which he promptly activated. The radio monitor was running, but only showed a vertical line. Mark spoke into his radio as a test. The base’s antenna must be faulty, because the straight line remained. That was why Tailin had called him on her handheld radio. But why wasn’t she answering now? He searched the room thoroughly and came across two dead batteries. Great. Was that the explanation? And what about Roger?
He would have to look for both of them. Mark took one of the acid-proof capes, put a second one in his trouser pocket and left the base again.
Outside it had become brighter, although the sun was already close to the horizon. The storm had passed, and the rain was slowly subsiding. All the more reason for him to hurry; after the storm, and especially at night, life on Adad would return to its usual activity. He fumbled for the taser he always carried in his left uniform pocket. It wouldn’t help against multifeet, but they could be avoided. More treacherous were the sucker leaves, which could imitate almost perfectly the pretty blossom of an orchid.
It didn’t matter. He would not return without Tailin. Mark walked around the base, searching for traces, but the rain had left nothing. At least the acid had one advantage: all the vegetation around the base had melted into a brown mass covering the ground. To the south and east, he had a good view as far as the hedge, which was apparently immune to the acid. At least that was a new insight. From the west, the brine forest cast long shadows, and to the north it stood like a wall.
Mark opted for the west. That was where the original Hopper had landed, and Roger had left from there to search for Tailin. Maybe he could kill two birds with one stone. However, crossing the brine forest did not prove easy. The silicon-reinforced crowns had let hardly any of the acid rain through. It now accumulated up to a hundred yards above him and helped the trees utilize silicon from the earth. It dripped through from time to time, but the new cloak protected Mark. The cloak had pockets on the inside for his hands and several strings to fasten it around his body. Mark thought it probably made him look like a walking trash bag.
His progress was slow because the vegetation was so dense. The plants used every part of the ecosystem. Stalactite roots protruded from the forest canopy and stalagmite seedlings stretched towards them from the ground. They resembled the limestone formations in Terran caves, because they grew towards each other. Where they met, tangles of branches and twigs formed, in which sliders liked to nest - a species that could move up and down vines at lightning speed and could also fly limited distances. It was amusing to watch them flutter through the air with all eight legs until they caught hold of a branch.
“Tailin, Roger, please respond!”
He no longer had much hope that Tailin would answer him after seeing the empty batteries in the base. But what was going on with Roger? He was an experienced explorer and had always done better than Mark himself during training in the jungles of Terra Nova.
No one answered. Mark checked his progress. Strange flowers kept appearing in the bushes to the left and right. He immediately thought of sucker leaves, although the flowers’ shape was unfamiliar. Or perhaps because of that. The sucker leaves had obviously developed a strategy of constantly changing their appearance so that their victims would not start avoiding them. They usually ate ring slugs.
These critters had shiny, golden, snail-like shells and liked to suck nectar from flowers by wrapping themselves around the calyxes. This made it look as if the flowers were wearing beautifully decorated rings. If the ring slugs were attacked, they withdrew into their shells. But the sucker leaves had a solution for this - negative pressure, which drew the soft flesh of the ring slugs out of their pretty casing. Roger had a whole collection of ring slug shells, which he said he would give to his daughter if he ever had one. He probably collected them for himself, but didn’t want to admit it.
“Roger, are you around here somewhere?”
Only at the last second did Mark spot something flying towards him. It was coming straight towards his face. He quickly dropped to the ground. Too late, he thought. But as he lay in the dirt and felt his face, he didn’t find the dreaded sucker leaf that would have relentlessly sucked the flesh from his bones. Realizing he was unharmed, he quickly stood up. A yard in front of him, a slider bent over a sucker leaf, grasping its victim with six of its legs. With the remaining two, it dismembered it and stuffed the pieces into its mouth. Insane. No one had ever seen a slider feeding before.
A clearing appeared amid the heavy foliage as Mark came to the beach. He was safe on the fine sand. He felt like running, but at the same time he was afraid to enter the Hopper. It must be empty; otherwise Tailin or Roger would have answered him by now.
Eventually he reached the spaceship. It looked to be in good condition from the outside. It was upright, as it should be on the ground. What was wrong with the antenna? It was so dark by now that Mark could just make it out, but he couldn’t examine it. The exit at the back was closed, but the ladder was lowered. Mark climbed up and opened the hatch at the top. The airlock was empty. He waited for the pressure to equalize - the pressure in the rocket was slightly lower than outside - and exited the airlock.
He smelled it immediately. Tailin was here - or had been here. The airlock opened into the workshop. Climbing to the next floor, he saw the kitchen was also empty. Tailin’s scent intensified. He climbed the ladder, opened the hatch to the control center - and there he found her.
Tailin was sitting in the command chair, which she had folded back. Her eyes were closed, but she was breathing. He pulled himself through the opening in the floor. At that moment, she startled.
“Roger?” she asked, “Ah, it’s you.”
She sounded almost disappointed.
“Yes, it’s me. I’m so glad I found you.”
“Me too, Mark.” Tailin suddenly burst into tears. “Something awful has happened. Roger’s gone!”
“Hold on, we’ll sort it out together. Roger’s probably fine. We just have to find him.”
Tailin stood up and they hugged each other tightly.
“Why haven’t you been in contact?” he asked her.
She pointed to her radio, which was lying on the back of the armchair, its screen gray.
“That’s what I thought,” Mark said. “But what about the Hopper’s radio?”
“I tried, but I guess the antenna couldn’t hold up to the storm.”
“Damn.”
“Is your radio still working?” asked Tailin.
“Mine? Yes, great. Why?”
“Too bad. I was hoping it was just broken. Then there would be some hope for Roger.”
“What do you mean?”
“Roger doesn’t do stupid things like running out of batteries. He always has a solution, even if it’s building a crank to recharge it. If your radio were broken, I could imagine that his was still working, and he’d be fine.”
Tailin was definitely overthinking, but that was what she did.
“I’m sure he’s fine, Tailin,” he said.
Mark wasn’t actually all that sure, but saying so made him feel better.
“But not for long,” Tailin disagreed. She had a talent for imagining the darkest version of reality. “The sun is about to set. You know the chances of survival at night. He must be out there all alone.”
“We’ll look for him together. First, we need to arm ourselves properly, then we’ll head out. Together we can search the area systematically. You’ll see, we’ll find him.”
“Honestly, you’re scaring me, Mark. If we need heavy weapons and have to search every square inch for Roger, he can’t be doing well at all.”
Instead of answering, he climbed two floors down to the workshop, where the weapons locker was located, and opened it. One of the long-barreled weapons was missing. At least Roger was armed. Reassuring - and worrying at the same time. Two laser carbines remained, and two automatic weapons. The lasers fired quietly and with little recoil – perfect for defending a ship or a base with its own power source. But they would be no good for searching for Roger, because the heavy battery pack they required would keep getting caught in the undergrowth. Mark had already dealt with this unpleasant experience.
He took one of the automatic weapons out of the cupboard, along with four magazines. Four times thirty rounds, enough to knock a multifeet off its eighteen thick legs. Some of the local wildlife that ranged beyond the brine forests had developed heavy armor because of the acid rain. Unfortunately, this included the multifeet, which were vaguely reminiscent of earthly elephants.
Tailin stood behind him and breathed down his neck. His hair stood on end. It was a completely inappropriate moment, but even after three years, she was still incredibly attractive to him.
“Do you want a gun?” he asked.
Tailin didn’t like guns. She didn’t like it when he killed and dissected animals either, but that was his job.
“Give me whatever you have,” she replied.
That was unexpected. He pressed the second automatic weapon into her hand. The barrel was a little oily, so he wiped his hand on his trousers and earned a reproachful look. As if a little oil matters right now! Mark took four more magazines from a side compartment and handed them to Tailin. She inserted one into the gun and checked the safety. Before the voyage to Gliese 163, they had been trained on all available weapons.
“Are we ready?” he asked.
“I’m ready.”
“Do you have an acid-proof cloak, just in case?”
Tailin nodded and pointed to the bulging pocket of her uniform jacket. The camouflage patterned military uniforms had proven surprisingly practical for surface operations. They provided good protection from the aggressive flora when you weren’t trying to crawl through a hedge of prickly cherry. There was no helping the constant sweating, though.
As they entered the airlock, Mark checked his radio. There was no activity on the usual bands. Tailin also switched on her radio. She had obviously loaded it with fresh batteries.
“We stay together at all costs,” Mark said. “No splitting up, okay?”
He put on his breathing mask.
“No splitting up,” Tailin confirmed.
Then she slipped her mask over her face. Mark opened the outer door and was greeted by a beautiful sunset. The dark blue at the zenith gradually faded into orange and red tones towards the horizon, where a ruby sun gleamed.
“It almost looks like Earth today,” he said.
Normally, the daytime sky was purple and the sunset brownish.
“That’s because of the heavy acid rain,” Tailin explained, her voice muffled by the mask. “It must have washed out the sulfur dioxide. It has a center of absorption in the green range, so it distorts the visual impression. It’s not quite the Earth’s sky either – the blue is less saturated.”
Tailin was serious as usual. Mark made no further comment as he climbed down the ladder. The sky was probably not as blue because there was less oxygen in the atmosphere. In half an hour it would be pitch black. They were in the tropics, so twilight didn’t last very long.
The ground around the Hopper was still wet, and the acid-eaten vegetation had collapsed even more. Mark could no longer distinguish stems from leaves.
“I found a small tunnel leading under a hedge of prickly cherry,” he stated.
“I dug that,” replied Tailin.
“Good, then we should look north,” he said. “I came from the south, to the west is the sea, and to the east the prickly cherries are blocking the way.”
“And if Roger came through my tunnel?”
“Then I would have run into him. The emergency Hopper is parked on the other side of the hedge.”
“But why would he run into the brine forest to the north?” asked Tailin. “There’s nothing there.”
“Because of the acid rain? The trees provide pretty good protection. He must have suspected you were there - Roger had no way of knowing whether you had a protective cloak. I don’t have any other explanation.”
“Agreed. Off to the north.”

The shadows of the brine trees merged with the night. It was getting so dark that Mark had to switch on his flashlight. Its beam was unpleasantly blinding and at the same time made them an attractive target for the local life. But without the light, they would inevitably step into one of the traps set by the flora and fauna.
They walked one behind the other, Tailin securing their rear. As soon as he could no longer hear her breathing, he halted. They called for Roger again and again. It was so dark that he could be lying three yards from the path without them noticing him. Their calls, on the other hand, certainly didn’t go unnoticed in this forest, nor did the cracking of the branches when they broke through the undergrowth.
Suddenly there was a hard smack on his shoulder that made him jump.
“Some animal made itself at home on you,” Tailin explained.
He stopped and felt his shoulder. His fingers encountered sticky remains, along with something silky and soft. A zeppelin! Made of an incredibly light material reminiscent of silk, they filled their bodies with air and floated by using chemical reactions to heat the air. They obtained the necessary sulfuric acid while still in the larval stage in the crowns of the brine trees. After pupating, they performed their mating dance far above in the canopy, then drifted gently to the ground to lay their eggs. After hatching, the larvae climbed back up the trees.
It was only two months ago that Mark had finally been able to verify this lifecycle. He dropped the thin shell and wiped a few splashes from his neck. It was a good thing that Tailin had killed the zeppelin. It liked to lay its eggs in the skin of animals of the same temperature, which would spread the larvae throughout the forest. Mark would hate to become a host.
“That was a zeppelin,” he said.
“Ah, I didn’t know they were in season again.”
That was true. Zeppelin season normally ended before hurricane season, since gentle hovering was not an option in strong winds. This zeppelin must have been a late developer.
A slight hissing sound came from the jungle, causing Mark to halt. Another hiss, and a third. They all sounded slightly different. So, three of them, at least.
“Did you hear that?” he asked quietly, drawing his gun and releasing the safety.
“Uh-huh.”
From behind, he heard the click of Tailin’s safety lever. They positioned themselves back-to-back without exchanging a word. The hissing spoke a clear language: a pack of lion’s-teeth was on the hunt. They had given the species that name because they looked like very large dandelions when at rest. During the day, they extended their jagged, blue-green leaves into the air, usually at the edge of brine forests, and soaked up energy from the sunlight. At night, they habitually supplemented their diet with animal life. The hissing sound was produced by rubbing their leaves together.
Mark had developed a theory about this: At the edges of the brine forests, the acid rain must have washed all the minerals out of the soil, so that plants growing there had at some point learned to use their roots as legs. In general, the flora on Adad was unusually mobile, which indicated a high level of geological activity. This was probably also due to the planet’s proximity to its star, the enormous gravity of which must be rolling through its surface.
Another hissing sound, but this time it came from the other side. Now there were two possibilities: The lion’s-teeth had decided against attacking and had passed them by, likely in favor of an easier victim. Lion’s-teeth also liked to feast on carrion. But they might also have encircled them. That would fit in with their hunting strategy. The next hissing should come from the original direction. Individuals probably used the sounds to signal to each other that they had reached their position.
Mark listened intently. There it was. It was clearly coming from the same direction as last time. The lion’s-teeth had passed them; perhaps two opponents were too many for them. Life on Adad was not only unusually mobile, but also defensive.
“They’re gone,” he said. “Lucky for us.”
“We have to go after them,” Tailin said.
“Are you insane? We’re lucky they spared us.”
“Because they sensed an easier meal.”
“Yes, so what? All the better for us.”
“Mark, we’re looking for someone, remember? What if Roger is about to be their preferred meal?”
Mark thought about it. Then why hadn’t Roger reported back? They didn’t yet know whether the lion’s-teeth could follow tracks. If so, they might indeed be after Roger. Tailin was right. They had to play it safe, even if it meant putting themselves in danger and perhaps only saving the life of a flammingo in the end. It might even reward them by living up to its name in fright and bursting into flames. That was how the animal – a two-legged creature about the size of a fox – normally released its seeds. It could also use the behavior to defend itself against attackers. Mark had even observed a single specimen separating itself from its group and sacrificing itself to a pack of pursuers.
They made their way through the bushes to the left. Unfortunately, the undergrowth was even denser here. Mark kept getting smacked in the face. Most of the blows landed on his mask, but one caught him on the neck, causing him to feel around. A branch of thorns had left several spikes, still twisting to penetrate his skin. His research had revealed that only specimens of the soft thorny-branch grew in the vicinity of the new base. Human skin was too tough for its thorns, so Mark wasn’t worried. Well, not much. Hopefully they hadn’t passed into the territory of the hard thorny-branches by now.
The hissing came closer, then moved away again.
“We’re on the right track,” Tailin said.
She was in front of him. He hadn’t even noticed her taking the lead. Tailin seemed to be in more of a hurry by the minute, but the hissing noises were still getting further away.
“I think they think we’re chasing them,” Mark said.
He stopped because he was completely out of breath, but Tailin paid no attention to him and rushed on ahead.
“Tailin, wait! No solo runs, you promised.”
She stopped abruptly. Her flashlight showed that she had turned around and was waving angrily at him.
“You’re too slow!”
A hiss, so far away that Mark couldn’t even tell which direction it was coming from.
“They’re gone,” he said. “They must have been scared of us.”
“Maybe word got around about the massacre you committed on them,” Tailin teased.
Massacre, sure. He had caught one in a steel trap so that he could examine it. Somehow it had summoned its pack, which in turn had attacked the base. Mark had quickly put an end to that with the laser carbine. A direct connection to its power source meant that the weapon could fire at full power and at any speed. Out here in the dark, they would have had a harder time defending themselves.
Luckily the bastards didn’t know that. Their intelligence was limited and seemed to derive mainly from the group. The dissection hadn’t revealed anything that he could interpret as a nerve center. There wasn’t even a large node where all the signal pathways met. The network was completely chaotic, but very efficient. The organism he had studied had solved the complex “traveling salesman problem” without ever having heard of graph theory. Evolution was a master of its trade.
“If that’s really true, I wonder how they recognized me,” Mark said.
“By smell,” said Tailin. “Don’t be mad, but with the amount of sweat we can’t help putting out down here, we’re guaranteed to leave a real pheromone trail.”
He hadn’t found an olfactory center, but Tailin was probably right. Plants, on Adad just as on Earth, were dependent on substances that occurred in human sweat, among other things. Being able to detect differences in the concentration of these compounds would give them an evolutionary advantage.
“If only we had that good a nose,” said Mark. “We would have found Roger by now.”
They started marching north again. Roger couldn’t have gone very far on foot. The search area was still huge, but limited.
“Can’t we use one of the drones?” asked Tailin.
“Maybe tomorrow. In the dark, they’d have no chance of avoiding the weavers’ nets.”
The crowns of the brine trees were so dense that drones had to fly underneath them to spot anything on the ground. Below, however, the nets were lurking for a worthwhile catch. They looked like giant spider webs. Their threads were slightly thicker than the web threads of terrestrial spiders, adapted to the higher gravity. But there were no spiders in them! Mark had calculated from the thickness of the threads and the size of the webs that the weavers must be about four by eight inches. They had searched everywhere for them, not looking only for eight-legged creatures, of course, but considering every possible body shape.
They had no success. He had then lurked for weeks until he saw something caught in a web, expecting that then the spider would have to come out! But he was wrong. The web simply wrapped itself around the prey and began to digest it. The web itself was the organism. After the victim was digested, the net dissolved. It consisted of very thin threadworms that retreated into the earth, where they presumably sired their offspring. However, Mark had not yet been able to verify this.
Of course, the weavers’ nets could not digest a drone. But getting them out of the sticky material was difficult enough, as Mark knew from experience. At some point, the threadworms died if their prey was not edible, but it took a week for that to happen.
“Look!” Tailin exclaimed under her breath.
Her spotlight swept over a clearing. It must be twenty yards wide. Mark shone his light upwards. They were still under the crowns of the brine trees. He stepped into the clearing, noticing it had not been created naturally. Something had trampled down all the vegetation here.
“It could only have been multifeet,” he said.
Mark instinctively ducked as a face suddenly stared out at him. It was a flower of the gawp bush, which got its name from its resemblance to a human face. But not just any face - a shrunken head. The shape didn’t seem to have a specific function. The openings that suggested a mouth and nose were used by water-bearers to collect nectar by sticking their long legs into them. There was also a pseudo gawp bush that exploited this behavior to prey on water-bearers. The water-bearers in turn used this to reproduce, because the “legs” were actually sexual organs containing their eggs. These developed into larvae inside the pseudo gawp bush.
Mark picked up the flower and held it out to Tailin.
“They even flattened these,” he said.
Gawp bushes had extremely elastic branches that extended upwards despite the high gravity. You had to press them down with a minimum of 1600 pounds to crush them. Mark had investigated this because the toughness of the material might have industrial applications. His employers would be pleased by any findings that promised economic benefits.
“Oh no!” Tailin exclaimed.
Mark shone his flashlight on the brine tree trunk she stood next to as she felt over its bark. Glittering streaks coming from finger-thick holes revealed what must have happened here. It was the tree’s siliceous resin, which flowed from its wounds and sealed them at the same time. Tailin ran to the next tree.
“Here too!” she shouted, “and here!”
“Roger must have used the gun to fight off the multifeet,” said Mark.
“But why? They’re herbivores,” said Tailin.
She was right. That couldn’t be the whole story. Pointing the flashlight at the ground, he studied the clearing. He spotted some shredded leaves with saw teeth. They must be from a lion’s-teeth. Another one. He searched further and found a second specimen. Roger hadn’t been fighting the multifeet, but a group of lion’s-teeth. Perhaps he had injured one of the multifeet and turned them all against him. They were very social creatures that determinedly defended their own kind.
They both inspected the clearing. It was Tailin who found the missing weapon. It was still in working order, but the magazine was gone. Mark tracked down three empty magazines among the plant debris scattered around the clearing. Roger hadn’t made it easy for his attackers. But what had happened to him? They certainly didn’t find his body, not even the skeleton that the lion’s-teeth would have left behind if they emerged victorious.
Roger must have put the lion’s-teeth to flight. Or the multifeet had scared them off. Where was their friend?
“Maybe he rode off on a multifeet,” said Mark.
“Typical – Roger’s disappeared and you’re joking,” said Tailin. “He’ll be somewhere in the surrounding woods. Possibly badly injured.”
“If he’s lying motionless in the undergrowth, we won’t spot him in the dark. We’ll have to call off the search for today.”
He could set a drone on Roger’s scent. The sensors on the new models were very sensitive. Only recently he had tracked a group of skeleton foxes that way.
“You’ll have to go back without me,” Tailin said firmly. “He set out because of me. I have to find him.”
She had a guilty conscience. Mark could understand that. He should have forbidden Roger to follow his wife, but instead, he had been grateful to him. This was what he got for it now.
“It will be more efficient to sleep first and then search with the drone. One of us will keel over at some point.”
“Probably you,” said Tailin. “You’re not as fit as you used to be.”
“I’ve been sitting in the Albatross for two weeks straight because you wanted to find yourself,” he said. “So, have you found anything?”
That came out more bitter than intended. He could barely make out her face in the darkness. The fact that she couldn’t find the right answer spoke for itself. But wasn’t it true? She had shipped him off into space because a certain routine had crept in after three years of dating. As if it were any different for other couples! But we’re not other couples, she would have replied.
“Okay, you’re right. We’re not quite ourselves right now,” said Tailin. “We should go back to the Hopper.”
“I suggest the base,” said Mark. “That’s where our drones are stored. I could program one for Roger’s scent. Do we have any samples from him?”
“There should be something in the laundry box. It wasn’t easy to do laundry at the base.”
August 3, 2802, Earth's moon
The earth wore a ring. Yini blinked, since she could only see it when she squinted. The lights of the ring came from countless sources. They were the windows in the residential towers of the Ring City, the illuminated cabins of the elevators that traveled between the various neighborhoods, the glowing engines of rockets arriving in the Ring from Earth or the solar system, or the play of colors on billboards advertising a better life in Inner Earth or travel to the North American Wildlife Refuge.
Perhaps her parents were looking out of such a window at that very moment. The Sky Ring was visible from the Moon as the Earth rose only once every few years, when the Ring, Moon and Earth happened to be at exactly the right angle. On a Ring Day like this, relatives living apart traditionally waved to each other, though they were all aware that they were still about 240,000 miles apart.
Kang tapped her. “Had enough?” he asked.
Sometimes he seemed like a little child to her. But she wasn’t his mother, she was his twin sister.
“No, I haven’t. I’ve only just started,” Yini replied.
She took her rucksack off her shoulders and set it down on the pavement, which was as hard as concrete here. She had chosen a cul-de-sac where there were hardly any vehicles on the road, apart from the refuse collection vehicles that used it to access Bigtrash – the largest garbage dump in the solar system, supposedly visible to the naked eye from the surface of Earth during a full moon.
Today was a public holiday, so she didn’t expect any disruptions. Yini unzipped her backpack and the front section folded down. She took a tripod out of the right-side pocket and set it up.
“Can you set it up horizontally, please?” she asked.
“If I have to,” said Kang.
“Please. May I remind you that this trip was your present for my birthday?”
“I’m doing it.”
Kang bent down and fiddled with the clamps on the tripod legs. Meanwhile, Yini took the telescope out of her rucksack. It was the cheapest Newton you could get on the moon. It had 76 millimeters of objective aperture with a focal length of 70 millimeters, which gave a decent light yield, at least for the price.
“May I?” she asked.
“You may.”
She placed the telescope on the tripod so that Kang could tighten the fastening screw. Then she pressed the power button. The telescope moved once in a circle, as far as it could go, then from the horizon to the zenith. If she wanted to use it to observe stars, she used a tracker app installed in her spacesuit. But the Earth was much easier to find than any star.
Yini stood next to the eyepiece and pointed the telescope at her home planet, which wasn’t her home at all.
“How are you going to see through it?” asked Kang, pointing to her helmet.
Yini triumphantly took an eyepiece adapter out of her trouser pocket - basically a small digital camera that could be screwed directly onto the eyepiece. Using the keypad on her forearm, she configured the suit to display the transmitted images on the inside of her helmet. This meant she didn’t even have to bend down to look through the eyepiece.
The image was impressive. She first sighted a huge expanse of blue water. When she turned the telescope slightly to the left, a land mass came into view, which she recognized as Europe. It was mostly brown, with green areas only visible on the southern and northern edges. The telescope turned the image upside down. North was down and south was up. Europe was slowly growing again from bottom to top. She continued to pan north. There, the first ice-covered areas! Since the last inhabitants had officially left the planet, it had slowly cooled down again. That didn’t mean that no one lived there anymore. Her parents had...
“Can I have a go?” asked Kang.
“Want me to set it for you?” she offered.
“I’ll do it.”
He tapped his wrist as if he were tickling himself. Yini approved the connection request to the telescope. The telescope swiveled upwards. Then it moved slowly to the right, passed through to the bottom and raised its head again. It stopped at the highest point and moved backwards. Suddenly, music came out of her headphones and the telescope started moving to it. It was... dancing.
“Jeez, Kang!” shouted Yini.
Her brother really was full of nonsense. She cut the connection, and the telescope was still again.
“Hey, weren’t you listening?” asked Kang.
“Listening? You’ve got nothing but nonsense in your head.”
“That was ‘Happy birthday to you’, didn’t you recognize it? The telescope wanted to congratulate you. I wanted to wish you a happy birthday!”
Oh. Her cheeks grew warm. She turned to Kang and hugged him. Their transparent helmets bumped against each other.
“Sorry,” she said, “I’m sorry. That was a very original idea. Happy birthday to you, too.”
“Zahir gave me the idea,” said her brother.
“It was definitely a surprise,” replied Yini. “Want to take a look at space together?”
She released the connection to the telescope. First she pointed it at the Sky Ring. The huge structure looked much more impressive when magnified. It had housed almost all of humanity for a while now.
“Are Mother and Father watching us right now?” asked Kang.
Yini looked at her watch. “Not likely. They’re still at work. On the Ring, Ring Day is not a holiday.”
“Weird,” said Kang.
He was right about that. The lunar colony must have introduced the holiday on its own.
“What about Mars?” asked Kang.
“We’d have to be able to see through the moon for that.”
“And Neomars?”
“Saturn is currently being outshone by the Earth, so we have no chance.”
“Then I want to head back now,” said Kang.
Yini nodded and yawned. She increased the oxygen content in the air she breathed, which usually woke her up again. She took off the eyepiece adapter, loosened the locking screws and removed the telescope from the tripod to put it back in her backpack. Kang took care of the tripod without her having to say anything. Apparently, he had grown up a bit at some point.
“Ulita here,” a voice suddenly sounded in her helmet. “I hate to disturb you on your day off.”
She knew if her boss started off like that, something unpleasant would follow.
“What is it?” asked Yini.
“I’ve received a transmission to be given to our best eavesdropper. And I thought of you.”
Ulita usually thought of herself first, so it must be a strenuous task. It would certainly keep Yini busy for a week, not to mention the research program on Kepler...
“Someone else will take over the research program while you’re occupied,” said Ulita. “I’ll expect you in half an hour.”
The connection dropped. Ulita hadn’t even waited for her confirmation.
“Did you hear that?” asked Yini.
“It’s your own fault,” said Kang. “Why are you so good? Why don’t you be like me?”
“I only enjoy things I’m good at.”
“Except for singing.”
“What? I hit the notes pretty well, according to the choirmaster!”
Yini hoisted her rucksack onto her shoulders. They had about twenty minutes of walking ahead of them. They had walked until the station disappeared below the horizon - and that was only about a mile on the moon.
“Are we going swimming today?” asked Kang.
Yini tried to exercise every day to compensate for the low lunar gravity.
“I don’t know yet. If the new job allows it, I’d love to.”
On the horizon, a crab with a hundred eyes crawled towards them. At least, that was how the Great Archive looked, with its huge, impact-resistant roof - the crab’s shell - which extended down to the ground in several places - the feet. This area of the Moon was so uniform that Yini never knew exactly whether she was heading towards the horizon, or the horizon was heading towards her.
Kang and Yini moved ahead in the typical fashion for the moon. Their bodies leaning far forward, they pushed themselves firmly off the ground with their feet and leapt forward in long strides. It wasn’t particularly strenuous, but it took a lot of concentration.
“We should have taken a vehicle,” said Kang.
“That might have kicked up dust,” replied Yini.
A short time later, Kang’s wish was granted. A vehicle came towards them, a simple electric buggy that drove autonomously. It stopped right in front of them.
“That must be from your boss,” said Kang.
“Probably.” Yini climbed onto the narrow but comfortable seat.
Her brother made no move to take the second seat.
“I’ll stay outside for a while,” he said.
“Suit yourself.”
At the same moment, the buggy drove off as if it had been listening to them. Yini briefly considered that there might be a consciousness hiding inside, but if so, the buggy would have been marked accordingly. Because of the different rights that people and things had, a conscious machine had to be clearly recognizable.
This one was ordinary. It drove cross-country, so Yini had to hold on tight. When the shadow of the giant crab finally engulfed her and the buggy, she was glad to reach her destination.
May 5, 2799, Gliese 411
A bridge of fire spanned the void between the sun and its first planet. A jet-black stamp was imprinted on the heat-tanned skin of the celestial body. It was the shadow of its only moon, which moved as if in slow motion across a planet larger than Earth. The edges of the stamp glowed blue. Simultaneous sunrises and sunsets colored them, revealing that the thin atmosphere consisted mainly of carbon dioxide.
So this is Gliese 411. Monte had never been here before, even though the system was only eight light years away from Earth. He slowed the Curious down until the ship reached a stable orbit around the red dwarf, and searched the system at all wavelengths. There was nothing here. The only terrestrial planet orbited far too close to its central star to be colonized at an affordable cost, and the gas giants further out didn’t offer any economically viable resources. Not even tourists were interested in the system - it was too boring. That was exactly why he had never been here.
But was it necessary to forgo at least setting up an automatic research station? The extra eyes and ears would have made his current task much easier… Somewhere in this system there must be a wreck floating like a needle in a haystack, but there were no witnesses who could have observed the arrival and subsequent destruction of the ship. Was there indeed a needle floating in this haystack? Monte speeded up the system clock. After waking up, he always found it difficult to focus his thoughts. A more rapid pulse was exhausting in the long run, but it helped at least as much as two cups of coffee when he was in his Biobag.
Slowly, slowly. Time didn’t really matter. It took three years for the wreck’s distress signal to be picked up by a transport ship. Gliese 411 was far from any major routes. However, the transporter was not just any ship, but the flagship of Neomars, and for that reason alone it was equipped with an energy-hungry tachyon transmitter. Since the signal had an Earth identification, the captain had forwarded it to Earth via T-Field according to protocol.
Why had Admiral Gaudlitz entrusted him, of all people, with the investigation? He was not part of the navy’s secret service, and usually searched for runaway teenagers or expensively insured wrecks. That was the next question. Monte had been pondering it ever since the head of the Earth Fleet refused to answer it in a very strange way: “You’ll see, Monte, I’m sure you’ll see.”
Great. The first thing he wanted to do was get thoroughly drunk. Intoxication was the best way to start an investigation like this. He had tested that often enough. But to do that he would have to get his Biobag out of the stasis cell. Without his biological body, intoxication was pointless. The simulations that today’s youth were so keen on didn’t work for him, or at least that was what he believed. Only the original could convey how alcohol burned in the throat.
But it was too early for that as long as he had not found the wreck. The Biobag was sensitive enough that he could only accelerate at a maximum of 10 g in it. The central star of Gliese 411 was a red dwarf, and the system was therefore comparatively tiny. But three astronomical units to the outermost gas giant was still 280 million miles. Monte didn’t feel like spending the next few months in this barren system.
Oh well. The Curious had apparently calculated that he was most likely to find the wreck in the orbit of the rocky planet. There could only be one reason for that: The wrecked ship must have had a passenger on board who at least attempted to reach safety on the planet. Monte would see whether they succeeded as soon as he tracked down the wreck. It was time to get to work.
Or a rush first? He checked the status of the Biobag. His body was lying naked in the stasis cell, eyes closed, arms and legs extended like Leonardo’s Vitruvian Man. There were cables in every orifice. He felt a little sorry for his Biobag. The thawing process had not yet begun. The Curious probably assumed he wouldn’t need it. Or wanted to prevent him from getting drunk. The on-board AI had developed a certain protective instinct in recent years, which he hadn’t yet been able to get rid of.
It knew him pretty well. Monte was annoyed by its paternalism, but it wasn’t bad enough to make him think about a reset.
“You actually have,” it informed him silently.
“I have not,” he contradicted it.
“Yes, you did, just now.”
“I developed the idea that I hadn’t thought about it.”
“But you did think about it.”
“You know what? Screw you. You’d better look for that stupid wreck. Gaudlitz is expecting my report as soon as possible.”
That was true, but it wasn’t the whole truth. He wanted to get out of here. The admiral had promised him he could retire after this mission. Not even three hundred years old! Since humanity had stopped reproducing, there were hardly any retirees. If a Biobag no longer worked, it was simply replaced. Monte would be the first pensioner of the 29th century.

Monte accelerated the ship away from the planet. Despite its biblical age of eleven billion years, the planet still had a magnetic field that could interfere with the ship’s sensors, and Monte needed every extra percentage of sensitivity. After almost ten years, the sought-after ship was guaranteed to be no warmer than its surroundings. Especially in the asteroid belt that lay between the first gas giant and the rocky planet, it would be perfectly camouflaged - one of millions of fragments that had been tumbling through space for ages.
He still didn’t quite understand why the Curious hadn’t woken him up when they crossed the belt. It was not particularly dense, but if danger existed anywhere in this system, it was there. Danger, of course, was relative. No current spaceship AI would allow a collision under these circumstances. Monte had investigated over a hundred wrecks, mostly on behalf of insurance companies, sometimes at the request of the fleet. The cause had always been either human error or deliberate action.
“I have something,” the Curious reported.
That was quick. Wonderful! After the Admiral’s mysterious orders, he had imagined it would be much more difficult.
“Where?” he asked.
The artificial intelligence slid a spatial representation of a section of the asteroid belt in front of his mind’s eye. He had to force himself to accept the image. After a long sleep, such overrides of consciousness always took some getting used to. But he trusted the Curious’s AI. It had never let him down and, above all, had never stolen from him, which sometimes happened.
Monte concentrated on the center of the image. There was nothing there.
“What should I be seeing?” he asked.
“Nothing,” replied the AI.
“Ah, I can’t see anything.”
“Very good.”
“Can you please explain that to me? I’m just a limited human consciousness.”
“Thank you for the implicit compliment,” said the AI. “I calculated this point in the void from the orbital changes of some asteroids in the belt.”
“How do you know their orbits have changed? You’ve never been here before.”
“These asteroids are moving in unstable orbits that will lead them to collide with the gas giant fairly soon. The force that put them into these orbits must have acted on them relatively recently.”
“Like when our wreck flew into the system?”
“Correct, Claudio.”
The AI always used his first name. He had asked it several times to call him by his nickname – Monte, short for Pedramonte – but it refused.
“But it’s not there anymore,” said Monte.
“No, there’s nothing there. Almost nothing, anyway,” said the AI.
“Now, don’t be so mysterious.”
“The mass that caused the disturbance is still there. When we get closer, we will probably find WZ mass. The ship must have ejected it from its tank.”
WZ mass had about the density of a white dwarf. When compressed in this way, fuel could be transported much more efficiently.
“But why? Why would they want to get rid of fuel? Did they have a leak?”
“Distraction. I suspect it was to create a false trail.”
“Ah, then they were being followed.”
“That’s what it looks like, Claudio.”
“That means we’re right back where we started.”
“No, we have learned something about the situation of the ship we are looking for. You are the human here. What do you deduce from this?”
Monte pretended to think. He hated it when the AI talked to him like a small child. Maybe he should consider a reset after all.
“Set a course for the rocky planet,” he ordered.
“Setting course for Gliese 411 b,” replied the AI.
This system really was the furthest corner of humanity’s backyard. Apparently, the planet didn’t even have a proper name. And for this, Monte had been tossed more than two decades into the future. How he hated it! Having to reintegrate into everyday life after such a long time was no fun. His acquaintances would have forgotten him, his favorite pubs would have closed. The admiral would have to pay for that.
“Will you wake me up when we’re in orbit, please?” he asked.

Earth Moon, Great Archive
Chronoscribe Tsai Yini monitors the tachyon communication system, which transmits data faster than the speed of light. When classified results from an astrobiologist’s research are leaked to her, she cannot believe what she reads. The report reveals that intelligent life forms exist on a tropical planet in the Gliese system.
Their civilization is still in its infancy but revolves around an artifact of unknown origin that seems to influence their body chemistry. But there’s more: the astrobiologist who uncovered this artifact has undergone a baffling evolution of his own, and he’s now en route to Earth!
Yini suspects he carries a danger far greater than anyone could imagine. To stop him, she must make unimaginable decisions that could determine not only her fate but the future of the universe.
hard-sf.com/links/4238987
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