[image: cover-image, CORALIA V10.1 EPUBONLY]

 

 

CORALIA

 

The Second Prequel to

the Tethys Series

 

 

Till Noever

 

 

 

 

Copyright © Till Noever, 2018-2025. All rights reserved.

 

No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval systems without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review. 

 

Coralia is a work of fiction. Any resemblance between the characters depicted herein and any persons living or dead, and probably also every person ever likely to be alive in the future in any version of the multiverse, would be coincidental. However, stranger things have happened and will continue to do so.

.

 

Cover design by Till Noever.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To my family,

for everything, 

as always.

 

 

 

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Epilogue

 

 



Chapter 1

“I don’t want to leave! I like it here!”

“And, of course, Jack is here,” Thea Finisterre said dryly. 

She touched her daughter’s arm, but Claury flinched and jerked away.

Her father intervened. 

“Do you want to stay alive?”

Claury’s head whipped around. 

“What!?”

Gart Finisterre locked eyes with her. 

“Will Corwin was murdered,” he said. “Someone sprayed Cial into his face. You understand that? Cial!”

Claury blanched. Up to this moment she—and Jack, for all she knew—had been under the impression that it had been a fatal stroke. Of course, by the time Jack and Claury had found out, the body had been taken away. When they saw it again they must have tidied it up, the traces of Cial artfully covered, the face reconstructed to a semblance of what it used to be with cosmiplasts. 

Cial? 

It didn’t make any sense—was so utterly preposterous that her mind refused to accept it. Cial was something from far away in space and time. Banned over a century ago. The kind of thing you heard about in history classes. The substance wasn’t even supposed to exist anymore!

Cial? 

Will Corwin?

Her father held her gaze. “Jack doesn’t know. Clara Corwin wanted to spare him—so she never told him.” He sighed. “Claury, listen! I have an idea why this was done to Will. Maybe even by whom, or at least who initiated it.” 

He flicked a quick glance at his wife. A silent communication from which she, Claury, was excluded; resentfully so.

“Who’d murder Will Corwin?” she flared. 

Gart Finisterre shook his head. 

“It is monstrous, but it happened—and I don’t fancy being next on the list of whoever did it.”

Her mother broke in. “Dad’s resigned from GenSpac.”

Claury couldn’t believe her ears. Her world was coming apart around her, and she could neither grasp the scope of the calamity befalling her, nor the reasons behind it. She’d never felt so helpless and miserable in her whole life.

And Jack…

Omigod…Jack… 

She had to see him. Now!

Her mother read it in her face. “Don’t—”

Claury glared at her parents, her face livid with fury; the only emotion that kept her from going totally crazy with all that was happening around her.

“I’m going to see Jack!”

“Don’t tell him, Claury,” her father pleaded. “For his own sake.”

“What should I do? Lie to him? Tell him I’m leaving because of…what?”

She hesitated as the full import of what Gart Finisterre had told her was beginning to sink in. “Why are you afraid? Is there something—”

Again, a quick, almost imperceptible, exchange between her parents. 

“Will Corwin and I were working on a research project,” Gart Finisterre said. 

“We think our results would have seriously inconvenienced certain folks.”

Claury had a nauseating sensation of being spewed out from the reality she knew; as if something in herself had completely detached itself from the world around her and was now just observing it. Much as a camera might: recording, but not being in and of it anymore.

She had to see Jack. She needed someone who wasn’t alien; someone she could touch.

She turned to leave. Her father’s voice held her back. “Claury! I’m telling you this because you have a right to know why I’m taking you away from your boyfriend.”

She pivoted to face him again. “If this is so terrible, why can’t you get Jack and Clara Corwin to leave as well?” Surely that must be the solution! She didn’t have to lose Jack after all.

Gart Finisterre shook his head. His face was grave. “Clara won’t leave. This is her home. She thinks she’s safest here; that nobody will harm her.”

“You already talked to her about this?”

Her mother nodded. “That’s where I went this morning.”

“But Jack could come? There’s nothing to stop him!”

“Jack doesn’t seem like the kind of guy who’s going to leave his mother when he thinks that there’s going to be any danger to her.”

“But you said that Jack doesn’t know!”

“He’ll find out, won’t he?” 

Thea Finisterre gave her daughter a significant look.

Claury knew she was right. She would have to tell him, no matter the consequences. And Jack wouldn’t leave. He’d be torn up about it, but he wouldn’t leave his mother on her own. 

Tears of anger and frustration blurred Claury’s vision. She pivoted and fled the house.

 

~~~

 

Claury rang the bell. Clara Corwin opened the door and let her in. She wore a light sandy-colored dress. Her face was carefully composed. No overt expression of mourning here; everything was hidden somewhere under a facade of almost-normality.

“Jack’s upstairs,” Clara said softly.

“Thank you.”

Jack’s mother considered her pensively. 

“When are you leaving?”

“Tomorrow,” Claury said. “On the Loki.”

Clara Corwin looked sad. 

“Jack’s going to be terribly upset.”

Claury considered the mother of the young man she loved more than anything in the world. 

“Is it true?”

Clara Corwin’s face closed up. “

They told you?” she whispered. She considered her reply for a moment. “Yes, it’s true.”

“I’m so sorry!”

Clara Corwin shook her head. The shadows behind her eyes betrayed her distress. Claury regretted opening her big mouth. Maybe it wasn’t such a good idea to tell Jack the truth; especially if it hurt this much. It was bad enough that Will Corwin was dead. But murdered? 

What could possibly say to Jack; that her parents had decided at the spur of the moment to leave on the next ship out of here?

She climbed the stairs with a heavy heart and leaden feet. The door to Jack’s room stood open. He stood at the window, looking out across the wide lawn behind the house; maybe at the forest beyond, a place filled with many wild, exhilarating, wonderful memories for both of them.

“Jack?”

He turned and embraced her, pressed her to him so hard that she couldn’t breathe. She was a little taller than he, but what he didn’t have in height he certainly made up for in strength. And in other ways…

They kissed hungrily. 

Jack must have sensed something because he released her and looked into her face.

“What’s the matter?”

She opened her mouth to say something. Anything. But nothing came out.

Jack’s eyes narrowed and his face hardened. It was a new expression; one she’d never seen before.

“They told you!” he grated.

He knew! And he knew that she knew; read it in her eyes or whatever else he did. Damn it, was there nothing she could hide from him? 

Not that she minded. Not really. But it was disconcerting sometimes; especially for someone like herself, who was a bit of a control freak. She liked to be on top of things; even—and thinking of it almost made her smile—on top of him sometimes. Quite often actually. He always seemed to know when she was in that mood generally obliged; so maybe it wasn’t not so bad that he knew what was going on in her head.

What would it be like to spend your life with someone from whom you can’t have any real secrets? 

Futile thoughts, the way things were going. It didn’t look as if they were going to go anywhere together.

“Oh, Jack!”

 

~~~

 

After the explanations were done and the tears had flowed, Jack locked his door from the inside and they said farewell. It was, as Claury later realized, the most intense and emotionally exhilarating, and yet at the same time exhausting, experience of her life; comparable only to the very first time they had kissed. Two people just wanting to merge into each other, never to come out again. 

When it was over and they had made themselves socially acceptable again, Clara Corwin informed them that Claury’s parents had called. They wanted her back home to finish packing the most essential of her belongings. Clara Corwin had, as tactfully as possible, informed them that she did not want to disturb the two. Apparently there had been no objection. Claury understood later—far too late to make any difference—that her parents had been almost as torn up about her separation from Jack as she had been. 

After all, he had almost been family, and not just because of Claury. Their parents had been long-time friends, with the fathers working together in close collaboration. The cliquish social environment on Coralia had further contrived to bring them closer together. It was strange, this apparent immiscibility of Terrans and Coralians; especially since Clara Corwin herself was a native Coralian. But, as Claury was to learn, expatriate Coralians sometimes found it more difficult trying to re-adapt to the local social environment than complete strangers.

Jack decided to take Claury home. As they left the Corwin’s house another friend of the family arrived: Tril Wumford, one of the few Coralians with whom the two families had formed a friendship of sorts. He was the Coralian liaison officer in charge of coordinating the activities of the GenSpac employees on Coralia. Unlike most other people on this planet he had accepted the offworlders in their midst and done his best to help them become comfortable. His efforts had been far beyond the scope of his brief.

Tril Wumford was a big man, massive in height and girth, bordering on pathological obesity, and towering over Will Corwin and Gart Finisterre alike. His cheeks turned red and filmed over with the sheen of perspiration after the slightest physical effort; his sparse hair was carefully parted in the middle, as was the current Coralian fashion, and pasted in spirals to the sides of his head. Bulging eyes, set a trifle too wide, fixed on his conversational partners with unnerving intensity. But he also laughed a lot, and his laughs shook the whole frame, providing an interesting spectacle for the observer.

Jack had never warmed to Wumford, and Claury had often wondered why. To her the man’s deeds spoke for themselves. But Jack was funny when it came to people. While he had never denigrated Wumford, he’d also kept his distance. 

“It’s not that there’s something wrong with him,” he once told her. “Just be careful.”

Jacks intuition. She’d often poked fun at him about that when they were younger. That was, until a man from the Academy had come around and tested Jack. Then they found out about his talents.

So, her boyfriend was going to be a Pilot! Claury hadn’t known quite what to think about it. Pilots weren’t around much.

Tril Wumford greeted them cordially before turning his attention to Clara Corwin. Apparently there were a few things that had to be cleared up. Before the door closed behind her, Claury caught whiffs of an incipient conversation. Something about documents.

They clung to each other as they walked back to the Finisterre’s house. Jack didn’t want to come in. Claury kissed him fiercely. 

“Promise you’ll keep on looking for me,” she said urgently.

“I promise,” he replied, very solemn.

“And if you don’t find me,” she said, “I’ll find you.” She tried to make it sound like a threat, but it came out more like a sob.

She fished for the platinum-iridium chain on his neck and pulled out the pendant, a transparent MetaPlast rectangle with rounded edges and a picture of Claury and Jack’s parents inside, and looked at it for one last time. She remembered having it taken, a few months ago. Will Corwin had had it locked into the pendant and given it to Jack as a present-for-no-occasion-in-particular, much to Jack’s surprise.

“Don’t forget me,” Claury said softly, and tucked the pendant back under his shirt.

“Never.”

They kissed again. Then, because she was going to cry again, she tore herself loose and ran into the house.

 

~~~

 

They saw each other once more; the next day, before the Finisterres climbed into the shuttle. Tril Wumford had taken them there in a flitzer, and Jack had come, too. They’d sat in the last row of seats and ignored the adults in the front. Screw them all. 

But, as the shuttle lifted off, no matter how much she tried, she couldn’t see Jack through the glass of the terminal building. The shuttle rose, light as a feather, swept Claury into the sky toward the orbiting station. Out of his life, and him out of hers.

 

~~~

 

The Loki had taken them to Earth Station 4. From there a shuttle conveyed them to Madrid, her father’s home. Gart Finisterre disappeared for a day to attend to some business he did not care to talk about. Her mother was vague about her father’s doings but Claury thought that she knew exactly what he was up to.

“Where are we going to go?” she asked, for the zillionth time.

Her mother, as before, did not yield the information. “Somewhere safe.”

“What have we got to fear?”

“Maybe a lot. That’s why your father quit his job.”

On the third evening on Earth her parents left her with her mother’s sister in a small apartment building in Calle Morena, in one of Madrid’s sprawling northern suburbs, while they took a flitzer to what they vaguely described as a ‘business meeting’. It was a bright, sunny day. The sky was clear and blue. The apartment had a balcony which looked out over a sea of houses, many of which fortunately were below the level of her aunt Asuncion’s apartment. Claury spent most of her day sitting out there, staring morosely across the city, dreaming of Jack, and bemoaning the wayward fate that had landed her in this position. She hadn’t even been allowed to go out looking at the city, because her parents didn’t think it was safe.

Aunt Asuncion answered the beep of the com. Claury didn’t hear what was being said, but there was something wrong with the cadence of her auntie’s voice. 

Footsteps. Claury turned to look into the pale, barely controlled face. She knew…

Gart and Thea Finisterre had kept their meeting. That much Claury found out when their abogado contacted her later that day. But they never made it back. Their vehicle disintegrated in a fiery ball in one of the city’s busiest sky-lanes.

For the first time in her life Claury had an inkling of what it meant to be afraid. She finally understood that her parents had not only been justified in their paranoia, but that indeed they had not been paranoid enough. 

The week following the Finisterres’ death was a melee of confusion, anger, fear, and loathing. The abogado, a certain José Jesús Hidalgo, informed her that her parents had been able to make out a new will; that in case of their death it was to be aunt Asuncion and Hidalgo who were to share custody and responsibility for Claury’s care until such day as she was officially coming of age. Which was not going to be long, since on Earth that meant 18 years, and that was only four months to go.

After she had dealt to some degree with the devastating events in her life, Claury’s first instinct was to return to Coralia. Away from Earth, which now loomed prominently in her mind as a symbol of her parents’ brutal death, and which to her seemed to promise a death sentence for herself as well. She would be as safe on Coralia and with Jack as she was here. Probably safer. She was sure that Clara Corwin would make her welcome.

Jack…

She could hardly wait to see him again. She felt vaguely guilty about the thought. Maybe because it was the one good thing this ill wind had blown in her direction. But she fought off the feeling. She now had her own life, and her parents would not have wanted her to be unhappy. And there was only one place she could imagine being happy. 

Her aunt and the abogado objected, but Claury was headstrong girl and in the end they yielded. The tickets were arranged.

Two days before departure José Jesús Hidalgo contacted Claury. “I should appreciate it if you could pay me a visit before you finalize your arrangements.” He would not be drawn on details. He also insisted that the meeting remain private, excluding Aunt Asuncion. When the woman objected he asked Claury to give him a moment along with her. Claury handed her aunt the com unit, went into an adjoining room, and closed the door behind her. When her aunt re-appeared she was subdued and raised no further objections.

She arrived at the abogado’s office. Hidalgo came to the point without delay. “This is a printout of a communication which I received earlier today, through channels so convoluted that I have been unable to trace the source,” he told her. He handed Claury a printout.

“I read the first few lines of the communication. I had to in order to identify its final destination,” he said apologetically.

Claury unfolded the sheet.

 

To: José Jesús Hidalgo. Hidalgo, Garofalo, and Farina. Avenida De La Reunion, Madrid, Spain, EC, Earth.

This is a message for Claurinda Finisterre. Please ensure that she receives it as soon as practicable. It is essential for her welfare that she does.

Esteemed Claurinda Finisterre,

I regret very much that this communication finds you in a position of grave distress. Your current position is the result of an unfortunate confluence of circumstances. However, you and your boyfriend, Jack Corwin, have become the victims of events which are quite out of your control. In order to survive—and I emphasize the word ‘survive’!—these circumstances you must now adapt yourself. I urge you strongly to believe me when I tell you that if you don’t, both you and Jack will suffer the same fate that befell Will Corwin and your parents. 

This is not an empty announcement of doom, as the dire fate of your parents must surely demonstrate. The reason why you and Jack Corwin are still alive is that certain bargains have been struck. These resulted in agreements which guarantee your and Jack’s safety, subject to four conditions which I shall now outline to you:

1) Under no circumstances must you ever get in contact with Jack Corwin. This condition is absolute. It includes all forms of communications, direct or indirect. It also means that you must do everything possible in order for Jack Corwin not to get into contact with you. You must instruct your lawyer to ensure that, for all practical purposes, to Jack Corwin’s cognizance, you have disappeared.

2) You must leave Earth forthwith and never return there.

3) You must, upon every change of residence, inform your lawyer of the move.

4) You must, once every four standard months, send a communication to your lawyer. This message must contain information about your current whereabouts and a statement as to whether you find yourself in good health. It must be sent in a sealed envelope; and done on hard-copy, which must also contain an imprint of your right thumb and a drop of your blood. This must be done in order to authenticate the origin of the message.

No doubt you will ask yourself why you should be subjected to such apparently arbitrary constraints. Unfortunately there are no answers to these questions. However, the facts are that, if you wish to live, and if you wish Jack Corwin to live, you must—must!—adhere to them. If you don’t, you and Jack will be killed. There is no place to hide from those who will hunt you down if you fail to comply the instructions above to the letter.

Your life, and Jack’s, are in your hands. Do what you have to survive. Be assured that, if you do obey these rules, the safety of both of you is guaranteed. Such is the nature of the deal that was made.

 

Claury sat stunned for a few moments. Then she wordlessly handed the note to the abogado. Hidalgo read it silently and put it down. His face looked troubled.

“Do you believe this?” she whispered

He sighed. “My feeling is that I do. However, a feeling is all I have to go on. That and the mysterious origin of the message.”

He looked at her with something like trepidation. “Señorita…I don’t know what to say.”

Never to see Jack again! She could not believe it. Surely this must be the sickest of cosmic jokes.

But it wasn’t. Later that day they buried her parents. She stood at the tiny plot now containing the one urn with their mingled ashes. Her aunt had gone, as had Hidalgo. She had wanted to be alone. One last moment with her parents. A taxi was waiting for her at the exit of the cemetery.

Behind her the crunch of footsteps on gravel. She made as if to turn.

“Don’t!” The voice had the sting of a whip. Claury froze.

“You have received the message?”

She swallowed convulsively and nodded.

“Follow its advice.” 

Footsteps again. She forced herself to turn, but there was nobody but an old gardener pushing along cart with a few implements sticking out. She wanted to run to him to ask if he had seen anybody—but then hesitated. Was it he who had spoken to her? She remained paralyzed in place until the crooked figure had disappeared from view between the monuments and crypts.

 

~~~

 

Claury left Earth two days later, but she did not return to Coralia. Instead she headed for Fargo 5, a new but rapidly expanding colony on the fifth moon of a gas giant that dominated the sky. She procured herself a small apartment in the capital, Asgaarth, and used part of her inheritance to spend the next three years in pursuit of a minor degree in exobiology. She also looked around for work: things to do on the side, and to stretch her funds for as long as possible. Her lack of experience of references was partially compensated for by her personality, which people thought charming, though possibly a trifle melancholy; a combination which some, men especially, found irresistible. For a while she worked in insignificant part-time secretarial posts, and performed receptionist duties in various kinds of establishments. Some of her employers thought to take advantage of her apparent youth and artlessness, but found themselves rebuffed with such ferocity that they seldom tried again. All but one, who was so incensed by her rejection of his advances that he lost control of his senses. He followed her home one night and, after professing his undying affection and having himself rejected with the customary firmness, attempted to rape her there and then. Claury, who had by that time caught on to the need of possessing some elementary skills in self-defense, taught the man a lesson he would never forget. 

Unfortunately, the society on Fargo 5 was not attuned to female sensibilities, having been founded by a mix of cultures whose attitudes toward women were impoverished at best, and stuck somewhere in medieval times at worst. Even more unfortunate for Claury, her would-be rapist had friends in the wrong places. She was arrested, charged with assault, and sentenced to several months in a Fargo 5 prison camp. Her protestations and personal testimony did her no good. There were no witnesses attesting to her own good character. There were lots who vouched for her assailant.

Claury’s experiences in the prison, with men and women alike, shocked her to the core and forever altered her relationships with her fellow humans. She also was not able to maintain her regular contact with Hidalgo and fretted over the consequences for herself. When nothing dire was forthcoming she relaxed somewhat. She notified Hidalgo the moment she came out of gaol and hoped that her letter of explanation would suffice.

A few weeks after she was released she chanced across a published list of Pilots to be graduated from the Academy in New York, on Earth, later that year. To her incredulous joy one of the names was Jack’s. 

Good for you, Jack, she thought. At least one of us is getting some sort of a life. 

Following an impulse whose recklessness frightened her, she used a significant portion of the remainder of her inheritance to book a ticket to Earth on the next ship. She arrived there a week before the graduation ceremony. 

The day she arrived she contacted Hidalgo and told him to transmit a message to her mysterious watchers, stating that she was here to attend Jack’s graduation; that she knew she was violating the terms and conditions of what she thought of as her imprisonment, but that she didn’t care; that she’d appreciate it if they let her live until the ceremony was over; that that’s all she wanted.

When the event finally took place, in Juno Stadium, she was there: alive. She only saw Jack from afar: a tiny figure on the podium, standing in a line of only four graduates of this particular class. She also saw him in close-up on the big screen above the stage when they pinned the insignia on his uniform. Seeing him brought tears to her eyes and it opened up a hole in her heart. She etched the sight into her mind, because it was all she’d ever have of him.

Hidalgo had not left her side during her entire stay. When she asked him why he exposed himself in such a manner, he told her that his wife had died only a few months ago and that there were no children or anybody he cared for much. “But you,” he said to her, “are my client, and you truly need my help. This situation is intolerable and I admire your courage. The least I can do is to show my unwavering support.”

She was touched by the man’s solicitude and, though she remained suspicious, José Jesús Hidalgo was one of those human beings who reminded her that not everybody was a creep. 

He told her that Jack had contacted him some time ago. Apparently he was looking for her. Had been for all the years since he’d come to the Academy.

“What did you tell him?”

Hidalgo shrugged. “What could I tell him? I lied. I said that he must have been mistaken. That I did not know you and had never heard of you.

“He asked for your parents. I told him that I hadn’t heard from them either. 

“He knew that I was lying, of course. I could see it in his face. Something that went beyond mere suspicion. I don’t know how he could be so sure, but he knew! 

“He left me. I checked him out through my own channels and found out that he’d spent some considerable time looking for you. It was very hard to know that I could have helped, because he was so desperate to find you. 

“Then he entered the academy, none the wiser.”

“How is that possible?” she asked.

“That’s what I asked myself, too. I investigated some more; found that records have been tampered with; and that the police professes complete ignorance of the accident which killed your parents.”

“But there must be a record. The news—”

Hidalgo shook his head. “The accident made the news, but the names of the victims were never published. And with your aunt disappearing from her address without a trace, your young man has no clues to work from.”

She left Earth the day after the ceremony; didn’t return to Fargo 5, but took the Linus Travis, a small freighter of just over two hundred meters length, to Gherwin, where she hoped to find work on one of the many digs set up by SIHO, the Society for the Investigation of Human Origins. She thought that the qualifications she had acquired on Fargo 5, partial and incomplete though they might be, might just be found suitable for the work in question.

Not that she necessarily believed in SIHO theories. Still, one never knew. Strange things were afoot in this big wide universe. If she failed to secure a place on the digs she could always try the tourist places. By now she knew that there was something about her which would virtually guarantee her something to do.

There were bunks for fifty passengers in one of the modules attached to the long linac. The trip took two weeks and was memorable only for the cramped nature of the quarters and the uninspiring nature of her fellow passengers, all of whom were Amish pilgrims headed one stage further: for the outlying colony of Pennyvaark, where they hoped to find a respite from the ravages civilization on Earth had inflicted upon them. Their time aboard the Linus Travis was spent in sober observances and concentration; activities which excluded Claury, both, by choice and by necessity. 

Upon arrival at Gherwin she quickly determined that conditions as they had been represented to her in brochures were not entirely in correspondence with reality. There were only five digs, and these were overrun by over-qualified graduates, against whom she had no chance of competing. 

It was back to the bars. 

Gherwin’s low population brought her attention to a fact which, so far, she had conveniently overlooked: that she was being watched. It came to her one day during an idle moment on a quiet evening at the bar. The Coralian had tried to be inconspicuous, but a native Coralian would always sense another Coralian. And Claury sensed this man. As she started wondering and observing a disturbing picture began to emerge.

It was the beginning of her real imprisonment. From that day on she knew, and the knowledge ate away at her day or night. 

It was always Coralians, who showed up in places they shouldn’t have. The identity of the enemy was becoming clear. 

Not that the knowledge helped. She still didn’t know why or what. Only that it was the Coralians who were behind it all. They didn’t leave her alone anymore. Maybe they never had. They went wherever she went, no matter how much she moved around. 

And move she did. As soon as she had saved enough she packed her bags and left Gherwin, to find some other hole to crawl into—only to find the next place equally uncongenial, and so she moved on as soon as she had the EUs to make it happen. And always the Coralians were there—like hyenas, or Coralian leeches.

Claury began to wonder about things. Paranoid ramblings of the mind, really. But when she started to think about everything that seemed to have gone wrong for her again and again, a disturbing pattern began to emerge. She allowed her mind to wander back over the places she’d been; the occasions when she had tried to drag herself out of the mess she was in. Interviews for jobs; or when she’d tried to pick up her studies again. Things that were said; letters that were written. The flimsy excuses for not employing her, in the light of what she suspected now, sounded even more contrived than they had done before.

Was she seeing things? Phantoms of meaning which were really figments of the imagination of a desperate and bitter failure? Or was it all true? Had it always been true—ever since her parents’ death? Was all this her own doing, or were forces beyond her ken helping to keep her down—allowing her to live, but just on the borderline of the tolerable? As a barmaid maybe, and—as it inevitably happened—a whore.

Maybe they wanted her to keep moving around! A moving target is hard to lock on to. A low-flying moving target was even harder to find. Keep her down, make her invisible and insignificant, and keep her on the move. Just in case someone was looking for her. 

Like Jack maybe…

Jack! Sometimes—often!—she wanted Jack so much it hurt. And sometimes she envied him, and it hurt just as much. Maybe she even hated him. Or…not him! Never Jack, but rather his good fortune. How everything worked out for him; being a Pilot and all; and probably rising right up the ladder and cruising along on one of those huge passenger liners whose fares only the rich could afford. 

Yeah, Jack would get there. That was his way. He’d be good at what he did.

Damn it! She could be good at things, too! And not at just the degrading work she was doing. She had more of a brain than ninety nine percent of the jerks that tried to make out with her—and were sometimes allowed to do so—for a price. Men and women alike. Who gave a damn anyway?

One night the implications of what had been done to her, or what she’d done to herself—hell, she didn’t know any more, and she didn’t want to know, she was so tired of it all!—finally sank in. It happened during a particularly unpleasant episode with a middle-aged government official, who wanted his wife to witness his prowess with a whore, hoping to thus stimulate his domestic sex-life. Somewhere halfway through the procedure—with the wife standing there, watching, her pink tongue licking her lips, and making little revolting sucking sounds—Claury pushed the pervert off her and told them both to get out.

The official persisted: he had paid over good cash and considered that he had a right to have the appropriate services rendered.

Claury threw the money in his face both of them out of the room.

No more! 

When the couple had left, she cleansed herself as thoroughly as possible and put on her best dress. Then she prowled the streets of Kiarty, a small metropolis of about half a million people, and the capital and economic center of one of the outposts of the human worlds, Organum Pegasi. 

It didn’t take her long to find what she wanted. The pusher asked too much for the goods, but she knew that what she got would be clean, not laced or diluted: exactly what she needed; with a clean syringe to make the process tidy and quick. She didn’t want to go out in a haze of pain, or wait too long for it all to happen. She just wanted to go.

Claury’s body wasn’t used to having drugs pumped into it. She’d kept clean to this very day. No drugs, no e-stims. That wasn’t her. She liked to live consciously—though right now she wondered just now ‘conscious’ she had really been. Still, being ‘clean’ showed and it improved business to no end. A drugged whore wasn’t half as much fun as one who had it all together. 

She reached the waterfront and walked along the sandy beach until she was well beyond the hundreds of courting, necking, and screwing couples of all persuasions who frequented this place during the hours of darkness. A solitary stalker with nothing better to do thought her a suitable victim. She broke his arm and told him he was lucky that it wasn’t his neck. Then she kept on walking.

She took off her shoes and waded into the water. The tiny waves of Organum Pegasi’s warm ocean lapped around her ankles. In the dim light of the stars she saw a solitary rock a short distance out in the water. She headed toward it. It was further out than she thought and she was submerged to her waist when she got there. She pulled herself out of the water and climbed to the top of the smooth surface. There she sat for a while and thought about her life.

Finally she unwrapped the syringe and held it up against the sky so she could see the clear liquid. She took another look around; breathed the tangy air. She wanted to cry, but her eyes felt dry and raw. She probed for the vein in her arm and lined up the needle. She’d never done this kind of thing, but how difficult could it be?

A loud splash right beside her! A sound like a dragon’s belch. The blowfish surfaced briefly, took a gulp of air, and then returned under the surface to continue his perambulations along the sea floor.

Claury had jerked at the sound. The needle penetrated her skin. A sudden pain. In an involuntary reflex her hand released the syringe. The needle-point was yanked out of her arm. The syringe clattered on the rock. A tiny splash as it fell into the water. Claury sat motionless, staring at the dark surface which had swallowed the instrument of her intended self-destruction. 

Her vision blurred.

When the crying was done she slipped off the rock into the water and immersed herself. As it closed over her head she told herself that when she emerged nothing would ever be the same again. It would be a new Claury, who would never—never!—again allow anybody or anything drive her to a point of such despair. She had been touched by fate, and she would do her best to prove that she was worthy of the second chance it had offered. 

She left Organum Pegasi a few weeks later on a shuttle freighter—heading for Herrykairn, a small outpost at the fringe of inhabited space, notable mainly for one of the most unusual life-forms man had ever encountered. Though tourists visited the planet in large numbers, it promised to be a place where she might try to hide from her tormentors. 

 

~~~

 

Herrykairn. Maybe things would be different. The people certainly were.

Of course, the Coralians followed her here, too, but somehow it didn’t matter. Much to the bemusement of everybody they suddenly set up a permanent-seeming ‘embassy’ in Port Ster—but everybody knew that it was a spying operation. Not that anybody had the faintest idea what or who there was to spy on or what for. But it amused the locals and provided endless material for Coralian jokes. 

How many Coralian spies does it take to turn on the light? Three, of course. One to decide to turn it on, one to find the switch, and one to operate it. Why should it be so? Only the Coralians knew, of course. But why else should there be three Coralian spies in Port Ster? They never actually did anything. There was nothing for them to do!

Claury never volunteered to provide a solution to the puzzle. It was better that way. She obtained a position in an establishment called the Diarmead Inn for the same reasons she had always been able to walk into these kinds of jobs. Something about her personality; something that people took to. She couldn’t figure out what in the world it was, but it must have been there; else it wouldn’t have been so easy.

Not that Herrykairn provided many opportunities to do anything else but what she did. There were no high flying educational institutions; no large branches of large organizations of any nature. Unless one was willing to work on the orbiting station, of course; but that wasn’t for her. 

Claury didn’t care. With the small scale of everything came benefits she appreciated. The population of Herrykairn was quirky to the point of anarchy, but had nonetheless worked out a way to build a society that functioned amazingly well. The working conditions at the Diarmead were generous, at least by the standards of what she had been exposed to so far. Not a drug or e-stim pusher in sight. Crime was virtually non-existent and whatever there was didn’t flourish for long. The work was clean and she chose carefully the customers whom she allowed to take flirtation a step further into a bedroom. Circumstances suited her well and she kept her sexual activities at a low level—more to suit herself than anything else. For, despite her experiences which would have crippled lesser minds, she refused to submit to facile pessimism. A dose of cynicism, maybe. That was necessary for survival. But her life had been given back to her that night in Kiarty and she’d be damned if she was going to waste it wallowing in the abject pessimism and joylessness so many of her co-workers subscribed to; even here, on Herrykairn, where things weren’t that bad at all.

If you picked and chose, tourists were good clientele. They came and left, with no emotional component involved. This was just as she wanted it. Her emotions were locked away deep inside her, and she had no intention of letting them out again. All she needed was a kit to check for transmittables, and if the client was clean and didn’t look as if he was going to be rough or ask too many questions… Why not? Money was money and relief was relief; a purely biological urge which required attention on a semi-regular basis. 

She knew it wasn’t a very healthy attitude toward things, but so what? Compared to the last few years this wasn’t too bad at all. It gave her space to breathe. Whatever came later, only time would tell. 

Sometime during her stay on Herrykairn the news of a disaster came in. Belatedly, as was the way with interstellar news, but it came. No names, just generalities. The passenger liner Berenice, one of the largest ships ever built, had exploded. Miraculously with only two casualties, the remainder of passengers and crew having been evacuated well before it happened. Two Pilots stayed on board against company orders. One of them was killed, the other severely injured. Later, a panel of experts from the transport industry and the GenSpac corporation determined that the two were responsible for the ship’s eventual destruction. 

The affair brought back memories of Jack. Of course, she never seriously considered that it might have been him on that ship. That kind of tragedy was reserved for the likes of her. 

Memories of Jack came and went. She had excluded him from her world. It was better that way. Thoughts about Jack brought only pain and a sense of an ineffable loss; of him and of her life, so many years ago. They were banished into a hidden compartment of her mind, together with everything that qualified as ‘feeling’. 

She couldn’t forget, of course, but she could try not to remember it too much.

 



Chapter 2

“Promise that you’ll keep looking for me,” Claury said urgently.

“I promise,” Jack replied solemnly. He found himself holding onto her tightly, as if that was going to make a difference to anything; as if it was going to stop them from taking her away. The scent of her hair evoked bittersweet memories of their lovemaking back at his house. 

“And if you don’t find me,” she said, “I’ll find you.”

She looked so sad.

I will—if it’s the last thing I do.

Claury fished for the thin platinum-iridium chain on his neck and pulled out the pendant his father had given him. She studied it for a few seconds. 

“Don’t forget me,” she said sadly and tucked the pendant back under his shirt.

“Never,” he whispered. 

How could he? Ever? No matter what happened.

They kissed again. Then, suddenly, she wrenched herself loose and ran into the house. Jack looked at her retreating back with foreboding. She stood in the door and blew him a kiss. The door closed with a sick kind of finality.

It wasn’t going to happen like they planned. He sensed it; and he was never wrong when he sensed things like that. Never had been and never would be. When Claury took off the following day it was going to be the last time he’d see her for a long, long time. Maybe forever. The thought was agony and made him feel nauseous. She was his girl! They had shared the experience of being each other’s first all-the-way sexual partner. Together they were just so terribly and totally right.

And this was going to end? 

I couldn’t be true.

And yet he knew it was.

What a sick universe. What a sick planet. It had taken away his father and now it was taking away his girl. If it hadn’t been for his mother…

Jack pivoted on his heels and marched home. When he arrived there, Tril Wumford was still discussing things with Clara in dad’s old office. Jack thought of joining them; to satisfy his curiosity, if nothing else. But then he changed his mind. He didn’t really want to know and it wasn’t any of his business. As he turned to the stairs, their voices became louder and they appeared at the door. Tril Wumford gave Jack a wave. Jack nodded almost imperceptibly. Wumford had been a friend of sorts, but Jack had never completely trusted him. In fact he distrusted Coralians on the whole. And now of them had murdered Will Corwin. Until he was brought to justice, everybody was a suspect.

How did Jack know it had been a Coralian? 

Well, he didn’t. Not intellectually anyway. It was a feeling like he’d had about Claury and not seeing her again. The kind of feeling that made the Academy interested in him as a potential candidate for Pilot training. The murderer had been a Coralian. Period. And, if Gart Finisterre had told Claury the truth, it had something to do with the work the two men had been doing; work about which Jack and Claury knew little, since it was all hush-hush. His mother might know more, but if she did, she wasn’t letting on. 

Tril Wumford excused himself and left. Clara Corwin turned to Jack, and he saw that she was close to breaking down again. Her self-control was just a mask.

She needed him! That’s why he couldn’t just leave; no matter how much he wanted to. He went over to her and hugged her. Though she initially resisted she finally gave in. Big, wracking sobs shook her as she leaned against her son and poured out her pain and grief.

 

~~~

 

The shuttle lifted off the concrete expanse, taking Claury—and with her most of was good in his life—with it. When it had vanished in the dreary grey sky, Jack turned away, squared his shoulders, and walked the whole long way home. It gave him time to think, but the thoughts were as dismal as the sky; his soul as black as the empty space between the galaxies.

On the next ship arrived a testing delegation from the Academy on Earth. Three men and two women, ending a sequence that had started a couple of years back when Will Corwin, had first proposed that Jack might be one of that extremely select group who had what it took to become a Pilot. Will, too, had an intuitive streak, but the genes that had made his father into such a pivotal individual in Earth’s history, obviously were recessive and had jumped a generation, reactivating in Jack with a vengeance.

The first preliminary tests, administered to Jack by a GenSpac rep, appeared to confirm Will Corwin’s suspicions. Excitement grew. Only one in a hundred million people had the ‘talent’ to become a Pilot. 

The ‘talent’—or so it was thought, though more speculatively than conclusively—arose from a small neurophysiological aberration, whose location in the brain had so far not been determined. The talent correlated with a set of abilities extremely desirable and even necessary for Pilots to be capable of navigating starships through the fluctuations of A-space. The only group of humans even rarer were those with another neurological aberration which made them into prime candidates for NavZombies. 

The initial tests were followed by a spate of others, performed by various groups of experts arriving from Earth. Jack’s ‘talent’ was duly confirmed. GenSpac offered him a place at its Academy, subject to one last series of tests. 

As he faced the panel he became aware, for maybe the first time of two important and curious facts. The realization was accompanied by another; he had known this well before this day, but simply ignored it.

The first fact was that he wasn’t too sure he wanted to be a Pilot at all. He probably would be, but if that’s what he really wanted was another question altogether. 

It would make him rich, of course! Rich! Pilots, especially those at the top of the Guild Register, commanded contract salaries that were, literally, out of this world. He would also immediately become a part of an elite group of people, looked up to by just about everybody; not just with admiration, but also with jealously and envy. It would get him into space, see exotic places, explore the human worlds, witness events few were ever privileged to see. 

All that and more.

It would also take him away from those he loved; above all Claury. Unless she found herself an occupation that would allow her to become a space-farer herself. In that case they could team up. There were a few instances of Pilots and their spouses staying together for decades in this manner.

The second fact Jack became aware of as he faced his last panel was that they were the supplicants.

These people weren’t here to test him, but to ensure that he agreed to do what they wanted him to do. They wanted him more than he wanted them! 

It was at that moment that Jack came to understand something very profound about the complex relationship between Pilots and their employers; how important the Pilots really were; how they held it all together. More so maybe than NavZombies, who were mere processing modules to enhance the processing power of ships’ navcomps. Without Pilots, ships would still take months and years instead of days and weeks to cross the voids between the human worlds. Without Pilots, ships would still exit into normal space and be light-years off their projected trajectories.

Jack considered the group in the light of his new insight and finally saw them as they were; eager bureaucratic apparatchiks, whose jobs might depend on whether they were able to maintain the illusion that they were in control of him; doing him a favor by being here. He considered playing with them, but then dismissed the thought as unworthy. Besides, it might not be such a good idea to let them know that he knew. He had an inkling that he would need every advantage he could get with these people.

After some—as Jack now understood, purely pro forma—final tests, they finally offered him a place at the Academy. This was free and all-expenses-paid for by GenSpac, lasting three years. In return they asked for another three-year commitment from him to work exclusively for them, run the routes on the vessels they assigned, and be their man and their man only. 

A few hours before the arrival of the delegation Tril Wumford had actually dropped by and taken the time to outline Jack’s legal position. Jack was obliged to give three years to GenSpac at a nominal fee. If they wanted more he could bleed them dry with the fees he asked for any commitment after that. Alternatively he could become a free contractor and hire out to the most attractive bidder.

Jack had pondered his options and decided that he preferred the three-year option. It wasn’t a lot of time when considered in the context of his prospective life span, which was about three hundred years, and maybe more if one considered recent major advances in gerotard research. But any year given away was a lot. You still only lived once and what was the point of the prospect of three centuries of life if it was snuffed out tomorrow? 

One of Will Corwin’s favorite quotes: ‘The only life a man can lose is that which he is living at the moment.’

Jack told the recruiters he was going for the three year minimum. They weren’t happy, but he told them that he’d had ‘legal advice’. That shut them up; maybe because they were beginning to wonder if he might just refuse to come to the Academy at all. Their reaction confirmed what he already knew; they needed him more than he needed them.

Three months and then he would have to go. Which created other problems. About his mother, for example. Clara Corwin was slowly getting over Will’s loss, but Jack wasn’t convinced that it meant he could leave her behind. Her Coralian relations were reasonably supportive, but ever since Clara had left the planet, only to return years later in the company of the Earthman, Will Corwin, there had been an invisible barrier between her and the people of Coralia, which she had never been able to breach. Neither, Jack knew, had she really wanted to. Something about the world where she had been born had driven her away. Something else had drawn her back. When the Corwins and Finisterres were assigned here she came willingly; only to find that, despite being home, she really wasn’t and never would be.

Jack wanted his mother to leave with him; ome back to Earth and stay with her husband’s relatives. Start a new life. She was still a young woman with literally centuries ahead of her. It wasn’t easy for Jack to consider his mother with another man, but he knew that no grief lasts forever and that life goes on. The bond between his parents had been strong. Still, eventually time would do its work. There would be another man; who could never be his father, of course, but maybe one who could provide his mother with a new love.

But Clara Corwin wouldn’t leave Coralia. 

“I’m all right now,” she insisted. “I can look after myself!”

Jack really didn’t want to leave her. But he knew he would, and in the end he did.

Arriving on Earth he immediately initiated a search for Claury. Sifting through the extensive databases, he finally located the Finisterres’ lawyer and paid him a visit. The man denied that he’d ever even heard of Gart Finisterre and his family. Jack knew that the man was lying, but he also knew that he couldn’t prove it and that any attempts at pushing the matter would be futile. Puzzled and angry, with a heavy heart and in despair, he desisted from the search and turned to this training; attempting in vain to forget Claury and everything that had been. 

A year later he received the news that his mother had killed herself.

Guilt- and grief-stricken, Jack considered pulling out of the Academy. What kept him there in the end were a few friends, who’d banded together to help and offer support. The closest one of those was one Cale Perdek, with whom Jack struck up a friendship shortly after entry to the Academy; a friendship destined to survive through some very rough patches. 

It was hard to say what drew Cale and Jack together. Initially it might have been the fact that in this game they were members of a minority group. Blacks and Caucasians were definitely under-represented in the Pilot stakes. Out of the just over three hundred existing Pilots more than ninety percent were of Asian descent. Only thirteen were women. Not that anybody understood the genetic basis of it all; but the facts were as they were.

During their years at the Academy, Jack and Cale’s friendship became something more than just a minority-group thing, earning them the nickname ‘the checkered twins’. In moments of self-introspection, Jack admitted to himself that without that friendship he probably would have dropped out on several occasions, when things looked just too bleak to bear. Cale was the only person who knew just how much the three tragedies of Jack’s life continued to fester and eat at him; how much the worst of them—losing Claury, despite knowing she was out there somewhere—was few one of the things that kept him going. 

“You’re not a pessimist at all, no matter what you say,” Cale told Jack one day.

“No?”

“No. You’re a romantic. That’s your real problem.”

“What?”

“You know she’s out there.”

“You think I’m still looking?”

“You said you would, didn’t you?”

“Yeah, but—”

“But nothing!”

Jack stayed and eventually graduated. There was a big ceremony in Juno Stadium, just for the five of them. The occasion was one of ostentation and pomp. GenSpac spared no expense to present its latest hotshot Pilots to the world. Five more bodies to guide ships between humanities far-flung worlds. Five more Pilots meant at least two more ships to ply the routes. Two Pilots per ship. 

Jack derived no pleasure from the ceremony. He saw his classmates’ joy and anticipation, and felt guilty at the yawning emptiness inside him. The people he would have really wanted to be here were either dead or had disappeared from his life in other, no less decisive, ways. 

What was the point?

He had lost everything that mattered to him. Apart from Cale, the rest of the world mattered little. 

 

~~~

 

Jack’s record from his three years of training guaranteed him a start in the choicest of assignments. This meant one of the nine big passenger ships; massive cruisers with lots of comfort, more Pilots than necessary as a safeguard, and better pay than his less fortunate classmates. Unfortunately it also separated him from his friend Cale, who was very good, but not quite in Jack’s class, and had to be content himself with less prestigious freighter assignments. Cale would have to work his way up. But Jack knew he’d get better in due course and would end up near the top of the Guild’s register. 

Jack would have been happy to team up with Cale to work the freighters, but when they started off, indentured to GenSpac for the next few years, they had no choice about their contracts. So Jack ended up on the Berenice, an assignment that would have given any of his classmates else a permanent hard-on, but which he accepted with only minor enthusiasm. On the Berenice Jack quickly demonstrated his mastery of the craft. The ship had a better record than any. A careful analysis of the ship’s logs would also have shown that this was mainly due to Jack’s efforts. After two years he had advanced to chief Pilot and by the end of his last indentured year he was at the top of the Guild Register: a complicated database, listing Pilots according to a weighted system of number of trips performed, performance-assessments, and diverse other criteria.

The time of indenture passed and Jack decided to stay with the Berenice. Half a year later came the day when the Berenice’s fusion chamber started oscillating wildly. Jack, with his uncanny intuit’s sense knew they were in deep trouble. The captain and just about everybody else didn’t believe it. Jack tried what he could to convince them otherwise, but without success. He then took a step which, if he was wrong, would have meant professional suicide. 

He invoked a so-far never used clause in every Pilot’s contract, which stated that the Pilot could, in matters of safety, overrule all officers of a ship. The clause was in the contracts because of an old competence dispute between the Guild and the companies. The Guild maintained that Pilots were ultimately responsible for the ship’s safe passage, and that therefore they should have the right to ask for certain measures to be taken if they thought it necessary and vital. One such measure was evacuation of a ship by all passengers and crew. 

Jack, seeing no other way out of what he knew to be a lethal dilemma, invoked the clause and had the ship emptied at the next entry-point into normal space. He and a fellow Pilot, Lee Won, stayed behind. They had a wild and untried idea to deal with the problem.

It should have worked but didn’t. Jack and Lee Won guided the Berenice away from the docking station, which was now crammed with passengers and crew. When the ship was at a safe distance they went to work on the Berenice’s three, basically independent, computer systems. They had conjectured out that if they could transfer some of the controls from one system to the other, they might just prevent the reactor from cusping.

But it was too late. The fusion reaction went out of control and blew the Berenice to smithereens. Lee Won was fried to a crisp. Jack himself, by some freak circumstance, was shielded from the worst of the blast. A recovery team found his barely-live body floating in the wreckage a day or so later; mostly dead, but hanging on by the thinnest of threads—cocooned in a spacesuit that was just about to run out of air, lined with congealed blood. They hauled him to the station and put him into cold-sleep; ferried him to a suitable facility.

By some miracle he survived—but the body that came out of it wasn’t quite what had been there before the accident. His face and some other parts of his body required months of significant creative reconstruction. A moulded titanium implant went where his upper jaw used to be, and another one underneath his cerebellum. His nose was completely reconstructed and re-grown. His left eye now was bioelectronic and worked better than the right one, zoom-mode and all. Together with this came extensive reconstruction of the chest cavity, including several rib prostheses, along which, in due course, grew new ribs, whereupon the prostheses were removed. His heart had miraculously survived the ordeal; meaning he still had the original. But the spleen was gone. In its place was a new one, grown in vitro and then implanted. He also got to keep his liver, though they had to help it to regrow almost four fifths of it, because the rest was mince. In the same manner they regrew over eighty percent of his skin, uncounted muscles and tendons, as well as the crushed disks in his spine. There wasn’t much left of what he’d known. Not even his voice was the same. The cavity of his mouth had acquired quite a different resonance. When he first talked again, it sounded to him like the voice came from a complete stranger.

But he was alive. Which was something. It also made the investigative tribunal very happy, because they had somebody live to blame. They didn’t want to hear what he told them; that big reactors were dangerous to have around. After all everybody knew that they were subject to fluctuations, but that’s why you had regcomps! Surely, there had to be a non-technical reason why the thing went awry. 

Had to be? Jack looked at the faces of the tribunal and knew that he didn’t have a chance of convincing these self-serving morons of anything didn’t want to hear. Especially not that majority of ‘experts’—most of whom worked for companies that built precisely the kinds of large-scale reactors that had blown up the Berenice—were in total disagreement with him. 

The tribunal stopped short of recommending criminal proceedings. He was still needed. Every Pilot was needed and the fact remained that nobody, excepting Lee Won, had been killed. The media initially leaped onto that. For a few days, before the carefully seeded counter-rumors were started, Jack was a hero. But GenSpac propaganda soon managed to replace that by ‘Pilot error’.

They demoted Jack to the bottom of the heap. He’d have crap-runs for the rest of his life. 

Only one bright light shone through this misery of the aftermath. Cale Perdek—who, when brought up as a witness at the hearings, did his best to defend Jack. Not that anybody cared. But it was good to have a friend who cared and maybe even believed. He also came to visit during Jack’s long months at the hospital, having suspended all his contracts until further notice; despite the fact that he, unlike Jack, was on his way up. His three years had finally brought him into passenger service, and the prospects were good.

When the hearings were over Jack pushed his friend back into service. 

“I’ll live,” he declared firmly. “Trust me. You’ve done more than anybody. Now will you please get on with your life?”

Cale left reluctantly. Jack saw him off with a heavy heart. There went his one and only friend. It seemed like it was always like that; people  who mattered walking out of his life. 

 

~~~

 

‘Crap-runs’ was the operative term. But crap-runs were still worth money and Jack’s carefully hoarded deposits in the network of banks continued to grow and accumulate interest. Besides, he was still one of the best; if not the best. The accuracy and speed with which he guided ships between the worlds ensured that bonuses continued to flow in, and that employers vied with each other to get him contracted. But there would be no more passenger liners for Jack Corwin. Those days were over. Low-visibility stuff only, on freighters like the Daniel-Lewis, which plied a circuitous route through the maze of human worlds, picking up and depositing its varied cargoes along the way: an unlovely hulk, built with functionality in mind by designers whose sense of symmetry had gotten lost somewhere along their career path; manned with a brinkmanship complement of one NavZombie and one Pilot and providing them with minimal comforts.

And right now it was heading for a tiny colony on the fringe of human inhabited space. 

Herrykairn…
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