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Dedication 
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Chapter 1 

The Surface of the planet she approached with her apprentice in their long-range craft was more barren  than she had expected from her observations from the smal  orbiting station feeds.  This smal orbiting station (smal by the standards of the Explorer’s  Guild) had a docking bay for the explorers two-person long-rang craft and a second docking bay for resupply missions. The interior had just three modules at the time of their arrival; control, living and supply. More modules would come later as the exploration of the planet developed. Those satel ites she had worked from in the past also had contained a module for the explorers work. 

This was her first First Landing Mission. Just the thought of being the first to explore this new world had been the ultimate achievement she had worked so hard for. These First Landing missions only went to Senior Explorers with at least three missions under them. They were rare to get and based on the ratings points she had achieved on her previous missions, both as apprentice and explorer. This was her seventh mission now, the third with Sulligan as her apprentice. 

The  video  Feed came back showing that a civilization had been here once. Portions of the remains could be seen from the orbiting station. That was a long time ago, before some unknown force, some catastrophe, had stripped the planet of its water and most of its atmosphere. They would mostly be using the air they brought with them on the mission. Technology had improved since the first missions of exploration by the Guild. Scientist had discovered a different manner to store Oxygen so as to ensure there would be more then enough for the two of them, giving them the time to explore the planet. There would always small amounts of oxygen that was lost to leakage and they stil  had to maintain a careful balance between air, water and unrecoverable waste. 

There was a beauty in these lost worlds that kept her alive. 

Their vast emptiness carried their own significance to her. A feeling of great discovery of the mysteries of what happened on these 
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worlds stirred an excitement within her that kept her mind going. 

Just thinking about what was ahead of her and Sul igan kept her mind racing to what awaited them. That was something her husband, Gustof, had a hard time understanding. They were married three years now. He was two years older than her and to Gustof the universe beyond their home planet was just an empty thing. 



~ ~ ~ ~ ~ 

 As Sulligan was working on the technical side of things, she remembered her last conversation with her husband Gustof before she had left for this mission. Gustof stood at six foot one with broad shoulders from his daily swimming. He had short, sandy hair with green eyes. He had not shaven so he had a ful  day’s beard growth on his face. She was five foot eight with light brown eyes and light brunette hair. She was slim and very fit due to her intense training as part of the Exploration Guild. She loved when he had a little rugged look to him like today. 

Gustof spoke to her in a soft voice. 

“We have a good life here, Anya. You are highly respected in your field, you made Senior Explorer a year early, I am so proud of your achievements. But why do you put your life in danger, mission after mission. Six months away at a time is a long time. This mission came up so quickly that we have not even had time to recover from your last mission. We had agreed on more time together after that last mission. You could be here with me in our home, with the living beauty of nature al  around us.” 

Gustof tried to understand the limited time in space, exploring, that she had. However weren’t six missions in ten years and her dedication to the Guild enough. 

Anya could only look at him as they sat on the bank of the creek near their home. Her fishing pole lay beside her. Gustof’s line was in the water, its lure searching for the proper size rainbow trout he had programmed it for; over 12 inches but under 18 inches in length. As Anya looked at him he seemed so at peace with her. There was a connection beyond the physical that existed between the two 
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of them. How could he begin to understand how powerless she felt amongst so much life? 

Gustof looked over at Anya, sitting on the bank next to him. 

She didn’t enjoy fishing like he did, but she always came fishing with him when she was earthbound. The tranquility of it brought them closer together. 

She knew Gustof was right; they needed to be together more than they had been. She turned to Gustof, speaking as she looked into his eyes. 

“Gustof I love you with al  my being and you know that. But you also know that this is part of what I am, because in this line of work your space career is short lived. And when the opportunity comes you have to take it. I wil  never get this one again. You are my anchor, Gustof, someone for me to hold onto in my thoughts when I am in space. You are all that I think of and have ever wanted. I love our life here on the farm and watching you working, making your discoveries. It makes me so happy for you. And I watch as you create new ways for the missions to survive. We fit so wel  together and we need each other. 

“I only have three more years,” she said to Gustav. 

Gustof looked in her beautiful light brown eyes, reached out and held her hand close to him. 

“I know what I signed up for when we married; it is just sometimes I miss you so much it hurts. And I have started to worry about you even more, I don’t know why?” 

“Gustof,” she replied, “I have trained for this my entire life. I know what I am doing up there, I have always returned to you and always wil . I am safer up there than I am crossing the street down here. Please do not worry so much about me.” 

“Wil  Sully be your apprentice again?” Gustof asked her. He liked the guy and they quickly become friends. He knew and trusted the both of them. He had to; they would be spending six months alone together on their missions. A closeness between Anya and Sul y was to be expected. Senior explores and their apprentices were matched with this in mind. 

There had been two disasters early in the program between mismatched people. People who could not, even with all their 
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training, work together as one unit; understanding what the other person is doing; the ability take orders without question from each other; and to see what their exploration partner was thinking. Now the Explorer and apprentice were matched as much through psychological as physical training. Closeness was built up between the two explorers based in part on their compatibility. A computer program that the Explorers ‘Guild had developed was designed to do just that. 

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ 

Sulligan looked over at his Senior Explorer, his commander in these missions and his friend in life. She was sitting now intently at the controls, watching the readings as the shuttle approached the planets surface not far from what she had identified from space as a significant ruin. A closeness had built up between the two explorers based in part on their compatibility and that was to be expected. 

However there was a growing closeness from the excitement they shared with space and their discoveries they made together. A bond of friendship had formed beyond what was expected and this allowed them to work together almost as one. It was this bond that had played a huge part in her promotion to Senior Explorer. The bond that formed so natural y between the two was something a program could not recreate. 

As Sulligan looked over at his Senior Explorer, he thought of the special relationship she had with her husband, Gustof. He wondered if he would ever have in his own life a relationship with the strength he saw in theirs. Who would be his bedrock, whom he could trust as Anya and Gustof trusted each other. 

The planet was fast approaching and Sul igan went back to his duties. He pushed to the background the mild jealousy he felt at times regarding Anya and Gustof and their shared life together. 

Sulligan’s voice broke into Anya’s thoughts and he looked over to his leader with a broad smile on his face and excitement in his eyes. 
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“Even less atmosphere than thought, that’s not good,’ 

Sul igan said to Anya. ‘We wil  be almost totally dependent on the air supply we have brought with us.” 

Anya looked over at Sul igan. 

“We should be fine. With the improvements the Guild has made in our air regeneration systems, there wil  be plenty of air for us as we explore the planet.” 

“I just wanted you to be made aware of the thin atmosphere we’l  be in,” Sulligan told his commander. 

Anya now returned Sulligan’s smile and spoke to him. 

“Can you believe it, we’re here” she said with energy in her voice.   Sulligan replied, “I am so happy right now; I can’t explain what I am feeling but it’s good. My heart is pounding in my chest this is just unbelievable.” 

“I know exactly how you feel,” Anya responded. 



~ ~ ~ ~ ~ 

 Gustof sat on his front porch with his two dogs at his feet. 

Gustof’s mind drifted to his wife. He looked up at the stars, clearly visible in  the warm fall night. She was up there, somewhere, exploring the universe. Anya had tried to show him with the large telescope on the porch she bought him where they were going. She was about to land on an unknown world, a First Landing, and he was so proud of what Anya had accomplished. 

He thought of their time together when she was planet bound. There was never enough. She was always busy, reporting on the last mission or getting ready for the next. The time they did spend together was everything he wanted in life. But sometimes it just wasn’t enough. “Her anchor,” she cal ed him, but where was his anchor. Gustof knew she wanted to spend more time with him. In his heart he knew that they were destined to be as one. He remembered a conversation they had before she left on her first First Landing mission as an apprentice. 
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They had walked through his farm to a wooded area close by with his dogs. Anya had seen the huge oak tree from a distance and together they sat down beneath it. 

As they sat down beneath the sprawling branches of the tree, Anya began to speak. 

“You know Gustof; we are just like this magnificent Oak tree.”  “What do you mean, Anya?” 

“We started out together like this tree’s roots, separate, but we came together as this trees trunk, strong and vibrant. As we have grown, we have worked in separate fields, branches of that trunk. 

And as this tree grows, its branches come together again in its crown. 

So we start to come together again as we grow. That is how I see us.”  Gustof just looked over at Anya, overwhelmed by her love for him. Anya smiled at Gustof and giggled. 

“And someday, Mr. and Mrs. Branch wil  have lots of little acorns growing from it.” 

The just looked at each other and started laughing, that one moment in time would be always with them. They were Mr. and Mrs. 

Branch from that day onward through time itself. And nobody else would ever be let into that private little space. 
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Chapter 2 

“Even less oxygen than we thought, that isn’t good,” Anya said aloud as she looked over the Shuttles atmospheric readings. “We wil  be almost totally dependent on the oxygen supply we bring with us.”  They approached the expected landing site on the shuttles retractable wings. They could literally glide for miles, even on a planet with a limited atmosphere like here, to find the most optimal site for a landing; flat, without mounds, rocks or crevices more than a few inches in size. Their goal was to find a location as near as possible to the ruins they had spotted from the satel ite. They could then begin their exploration of the planet immediately. Their time on the planet was limited. 

It was up to the Anya to pick the final landing spot for the craft. The directions from the Guild were minimal on her initial site selection. Other explorers would follow her and expand the range of the exploration of this planet from what she would choose as the final base of operations for the two of them. 

First Landing; this was the initial job that would set up al other future missions to this planet. This  planet had been selected primarily through long-range scans from the home world. It fit a unique set of criteria that showed it had the capability to support life and was rich in the mineral wealth the Guild needed to continue its explorations of space. The Explorer’s Guild placed an orbiting station in high orbit through robotic stasis. This satel ite then relayed more information about the planet back to their home world. From this very limited information, the Guild chose to make this planet a priority target 

After the initial scans from the orbiting station were received and confirmed the long range scans of the planet, two more modules were sent to join the orbiting station to prepare for the First Landing by a Senior Explorer. The first three modules would be enough for the First Landing as the Senior Explorer and their apprentice were expected to spend the entire three and a half month mission on the planet’s surface. Two future modules would then be sent upon the 
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return of the First Landing crew based on their reports and a decision to expand the exploration of the target planet. 

Sul igan glanced in admiration as Anya worked the controls, keeping the shuttle airborne for as long as possible on its glide path as they watched the reports come in on the planet’s surface. Her first guess as to a landing spot had proven to be too rocky, but she spotted another potential site even closer to the ruins. 

The two of them, Senior Explorer and apprentice exchanged quick smiles at each other. Neither lacked any confidence in the skil s and abilities of the other. Before they had landed on established bases and then given their assignment from the base. But this time there were no assignments, no direct orders from the Guild. Just three and a half months to explore a planet and in the end, before they left, establish the position of the future base from which all other missions on this planet would launch. This was central to the exploration philosophy of the Guild. The First Landing would choose the base site and future missions would spread out like a spider’s web from that site. 

Anya spotted a suitable landing site and her hands began to fly across the controls like a virtuoso playing her instrument. Early First Landings had been done by an auto-pilot and the computer on board the shuttle. These early missions had some near disasters because of that. Now all First Landing were done manually by the Senior Explorer. Piloting a shuttle was considered one of the chief skil s necessary to become a Senior Explorer. 

The  site was not quite in their line of flight; she made the adjustment easily. Sulligan used his own controls in perfect symphony with hers. Their bond, the meshing of the physical and the intel ect was almost perfect; a single combined being bringing the shuttle in to land. 

The Wheels extruded from the bel y of the shuttle, sixteen of them in four rows, and the shuttle touched down. The shuttle’s speed stil  remained high. There was no room for a thing as mundane as a parachute to slow them down. Break usage  would have to be minimal as wel  until the speed had deceased considerably. It was up to the skil  of the pilot to guide the path of the shuttle until it stopped. A slight mound, almost invisible until the 
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last moment, caught a set of the wheels, causing the shuttle to dip precariously to one side. A wing tip came within inches of touching the sandy surface. Almost to the ground, Anya’s skil  righted the shuttle with a skil ful turn; once again all sixteen wheels on the ground. If the wing tip had touched it could have been disaster. A broken tip would have meant, in the best case, a reduced ability to explore the world and probably a slight loss of valuable air and water. Worst case, as had happened several times on First Landings, the shuttle would go pin-wheeling over it’s stubby wings, wrecking the shuttle, destroying their valuable air and water supplies. Even if the two were to survive the crash, their time would be limited to hours, not even days, of life. 

The communication between a First Landing and the Guild was limited. That would come later with an established base. The First Landing more closely approximated the first exploration ships sailing Earths oceans a thousand years before. The Guild would only find out the results of their mission upon their return. And if lost, they weren’t even expected to return for another three and a half months. By then it would be too late for the First Landing explorers. 

The importance of judgment and sobriety on First Landing missions could not be underplayed. Only their very best teams could be expected to be successful, and even a few of those were lost. 

The shuttle came to a full stop not one hundred yards from the ruins. The look the two explorers exchanged said it al : excitement, exultation and relief. Sul igan briefly clasped his commander’s hand and squeezed. 

“You did it,” he said as he unclasped his belts, releasing him from his seat, and he rose to stand. 

“We both did,” she smiled back at him as she prepared to stand up as wel . She pressed a button and the wings of the shuttle extended up and retracted. The shuttle for their purposes now was a sixteen-wheeled exploratory vehicle for surface exploration. And their living quarters for their time on the planet. 

As the two got up and stretched themselves, relieving the tension in their muscles from the landing, they couldn’t help but give each other a high five. Their closeness was apparent. It had to be for 
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them to be successful. Their First, First landing was a success. Very few would be given the opportunity they were given here. 



~ ~ ~ ~ ~ 

Gustof looked up from his seat in the combine (clear/plow/prepare/seed) tractor and stopped its forward movement. He had planted almost 20 acres of soy since early morning when he started the day. This was a soy variant he had helped to create for the Guild. In his greenhouse he was developing a another new variant that he hoped would increase the nutritional value of the soy and make it a more complete protein for the explorers and colonist of the Guild. 

He looked at his watch and wrote down the time; 11:47 a.m. 

central planet time. She would confirm the time upon her return to Earth. The planet landing, her First Landing, it was a success. He sensed it instinctively, a result of their bond. He looked up into the heavens and smiled at her. His pride in her achievement was evident in the look on his face. Gustof recal ed a fond memory of a dinner they had. The soft glow of candlelight danced on the table as they sat across from each other. Their hands intertwined and how beautiful she looked with her hair framing her face and those eyes that had melted his heart. They shared stories and laughed. He felt that night such contentment and love, he cherished that memory as it held her close to his heart. 

He turned his tractor to automatic and stepped out of it. The combine would finish the planting overnight. The tractor/combine could do all of the work for him, however, that didn’t feel like real farming to him and he tried to work the machines manually at least a few hours everyday. He walked home, cleaned up in the auto-shower in their home from his day in the fields, prepared a quick meal for himself and his two dogs and then sat on the front porch with them at his feet. That was his life when she was gone in space, working alone on his experimental Agg farm and alone on the porch but for his dogs. 



~ ~ ~ ~ ~ 
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“Atmosphere readings, Suligan, is it as bad as we feared.” 

“Maybe worse, too limited for any exploration without suits, how did the Guild miss that?” 

“Long range recon satel ites contain very little information. It is mostly conjecture based on past experience with previous planets the Guild has reached.” 

“Do you think that we will ever find a living planet,” Sulligan asked Anya as they looked out the shuttles front windows. “Every planet that the Guild has found so far has been a long dead one. We can’t be alone, can we?” Sul igan sounded almost melancholy as he said that. For every explorer their greatest wish was to be the first to find a living culture. 

The Senior Explorer looked inward before answering Sulligan’s thought. Over one hundred planets now explored by the Guild. Over half had been found with long dead civilizations, like this. ‘What had happened out here?’ she thought to herself. Almost all of these lost civilizations perished around the same time. She had heard unconfirmed rumors in the Guild’s Headquarters. She kept those to herself. She stil  believed there was a chance she would find life on another world or she wouldn’t be an explorer. 

“It’s getting late,” she answered Sul igan, intentionally ignoring his rhetorical question. “Let’s shut down al  of the flight systems and deploy the Solar Sail. We can start col ecting energy before nightfal  and conserve our resources that way.” 

It took only moments for Sulligan to deploy the sail from its compartment on the top of the shuttle. Fully deployed in sunlight, it would provide al  of their energy needs during the exploration of the planet. At night they would run on the energy their batteries stored from the sail’s energy conversion. The shuttle’s insulation protected it from extreme temperatures and little energy was required to maintain a comfortable climate inside. 

While Sulligan deployed the sail, Anya she shut down the remaining flight controls. They would not need those again until it was time to leave the planet. Only the radar remained active. 

Both finished, she looked over at Sulligan. 
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“We’l  rest until morning and begin our charting and exploration early.” She smiled at Sul igan as she said this. Over the next three months the two would spend all of their time together exploring the planet. No directives or orders from the Guild, just point the shuttle whichever way they liked and see what lay over the next horizon. 

Sulligan broke out his deck of cards and cribbage board. 

“I’m up 150 points, loser prepares dinner tonight. 

“Dinner?” she laughed as she sat down at the smal  table opposite him. ‘You mean which meals to pop into the nuker for tonight’s meal? You’re on and this time no cheating.” 

“Cheating, me?” he laughed as he dealt the cards. 

 

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ 

It was early afternoon, while sitting on a chair on his porch, when Gustof saw the dust coming up from the long road leading to his farm. Unlike most of his neighbors, he had never had his long private road paved over in the plexi-material most roads were paved over with now. “Keeps me closer to the earth,” he’d tel  people who asked him about that. 

Gustof had very few visitors when Anya was not there; she was the social one. Except for heading into the local co-op store for his weekly supply runs or visiting the local pub, he seldom left the farm.  “Who could that be?” Gustof asked his dogs who were resting at his feet. They just looked up at him. 

As the vehicle got closer, one of the new hydrogen-powered sports cars, Gustof got up from his chair on the porch and walked down to the driveway where the road ended next to the house. 

The car pul ed up and a tall man, wearing a beard and the latest men’s fashion, climbed out. 

“Gustof, old friend, It’s been ages since I last saw you. Not since we both graduated from the Agg Guild University.” 

It was Stefen, an old college buddy from his student days with the Guild. They had hung out together at the pub and Gustaf had introduced him to many of his friends. 
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‘What brought him here,’ Gustof thought. 

As if answering Gustof’s thoughts Stefen continued what he was saying. 

“I was visiting a farm just down the way from yours, following up on some Guild research, when they mentioned your farm here. I couldn’t believe it. It’s been years.” 

“Its nice to see you Stefen, it has been awhile. Come inside and don’t mind the dogs. They’re friendly.” 

Stefen knelt down before the two dogs and let them smel him. The he scratched each of them behind the ear before standing up. 

“Do you have any ale inside, I’m parched.” 

“In the frig, come on inside and I’l  get you one.” 

After they came into the house together, Stefen walked over to a mantle across from the entry way door as Gustof went to get the drinks. Stefen reached over to pick something up with one hand as he started to place the other hand on the mantle. The dogs barked and Stefen put the second hand back into his pocket while he held a picture with his free hand. 

As Gustof came back into the room he saw Stefen with the picture in his hand. 

“The dogs don’t like people touching Anya’s things while she’s away.” Gustof said. 

“Anya, your wife, a Senior Explorer I understand. She has quite a list of accomplishments. Is this from one of her missions?” 

“Yes,” answered Gustof, motioning to a place for Stefen to sit. The dogs lay between the two men, keeping an eye on Stefen. 

“I understand she made Senior Explorer a year early. That was in al  the news at the Guild. You must be proud of her.” 

“Yes I am very proud of her. What are you  doing with yourself these days?” Gustof asked Stefen while they each took a drink from their ales. 

“I am strictly doing statistical research now. Never could get a grasp on the actual farming side of the Guild. I understand you got that big research grant from the Explorer’s Guild. At least that’s what the guys back at the Agg Guild said.” 
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“Yeah,” answered Gustof, “I can’t go into it, but it’s a big thing.” “Have you heard from Michael or Tanya lately? You three used to be close.” 

“Tanya moved off planet and joined a Guild colony. Anya was able to help her with getting that. Tanya actually apprenticed on one trip with Anya before she got her current apprentice, Sul igan.” 

“Sul igan, whose that? I don’t recognize the name.” 

“He is from the Explorer’s Guild and wants to get involved with off-world archeology. This is their third mission together.” 

“Don’t you worry about that, six months alone together? 

That would drive me crazy with jealousy.” 

“Not at all, all three of us are friends.” 

“What about Michael,” Stefen asked. 

“I see him every once in awhile. He’s now the manager at the local Guild research lab here and we both frequent the same pub.” 

“Wow, that’s great for him. Have you heard from any of the others lately?” 

“Not really, Eric and Lewis moved off-world. Paul is in Paris. 

Masi is around somewhere’s but I haven’t talked to him in ages.” 

“Wow, three of us went off-world. I could never do that myself.” “I know what you mean, farming, the dirt, is enough for me,” Gustof said. 

“I have to go now; I have a Guild call to take. Can I see you again next week?” Stefen asked as he got up to leave. 

“Sure,” answered Gustof, not sure what else to say. 

“Maybe you can show me your farm then?” 

“Yes, that would be nice,” answered Gustof as they got up from their chairs and went to the door. The research farm was something he was very proud of. 

“Until then,” Stefen called back to Gustof as he got into his car and sped off down the road. 
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Chapter 3 

They rose early morning, Central Earth Time. Anya had lost the cribbage  match the night before and it had been her job to prepare their evening meal; Turkey with Stuffing and a cream cake for desert. It was important to maintain their calorie count on these missions.  Now it was Sulligan’s turn to prepare the meal. The explorer’s meals had come a long ways since that first mission launched a little more than 50 years earlier. And they stil  had a long ways to go to match fresh food. At least they were nutritious and didn’t taste bad. Each expedition was able to choose their own meal plan. Today’s meal, per the schedule, was french toast with freeze dried peaches, soy protein sausage (flavored with maple syrup it said, though neither could taste any of that) and coffee. At least that was fresh. Each Senior Explorer was given an allowance for a special food to take along. Anya had chosen 100 pounds of green coffee beans from West Africa. Their equipment roasted the bean and brewed a large mug of the coffee in about ten minutes. Her apprentice was also given a smaller allowance; he  spent that on popcorn. Over breakfast, they discussed the mission ahead. 

