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Prologue

When the alarm rang through the Doreen, Liander Olan was dreaming of the woman after whom his little ship had been named. He dreamed of Doreen often, and even more so since she had died. She, or so he had told himself more than once, was the reason why he led the life of a solitary explorer, searching for new worlds to provide the ever-expanding human race with space to live.

Doreen had been Liander’s first love; the first girl, who so many years ago had looked at him with soft, dreamy eyes, in which he saw reflected something of himself that he’d only dared dream of before. The first girl who had kissed him and, once he had overcome his surprise at her act and kissed her back, responded with passion and two years of breathtaking affection.

In his dreams she was still like that. In his dreams she also had either never turned away from him and ultimately married Roob Hislet; or else she had finally come back, confessed her undying affection, and looked at Liander with that soft expression again; the one whose memory he carried around with him, despite the fact that it all had been over more than sixty sta’y’s ago. But she had married Roob, who was a Vegan Monthei—and Monthei were gerophiles, who believed that humans were duty-bound by the Monthei deity to die at the pre-ordained age of no more than one-hundred sta’y’s.

And so, Doreen had stopped taking her gerotards; with grim results. The last time Liander had chanced upon her she was old and decrepit as the ravages of natural aging took hold. Monthei veganism had only aggravated her condition, as it did to all vegans, whose diet was inherently unnatural for humans; and since Monthei strictly eschewed all medical assistance to supplement their dietary deficiencies, the results for them were invariably dire. His beautiful, lovely, vivacious Doreen had become a human wreck, ravaged by age, dietary neglect and a poisonous creed.

And then Liander heard that she had died. He’d been out in a small rented explorer vessel and came back from his last expedition triumphantly, having found a new world that promised easy terraforming. The planet’s coordinates were put up for auction and, after the potential bidders had seen the specifications and Liander’s recordings, the bidding went through the roof. Liander had been set up for life.

And then he heard about her death.

Disbelief was followed by what was almost relief. Doreen had ceased to be a real person. Never again would he have to face the truth of her decrepitude, reminding him that his memories and imaginings were just that. Reality was the now and the tomorrow. Memory of the yesterday had become an unreal dream. He was free to remember what had been without the intervention of ‘reality’. Doreen would forever be the girl that had his heart miss a beat or two upon that first kiss, and who had loved him with a passion that he thought would last forever; the girl who was with him in spirit every waking moment of his solitary life, and who became a presence of surreal immediacy in many of his dreams.

Had Doreen remained with him in body as well, Liander was certain that his life would have gone along a very different path. He would not have become the lonely explorer, but settled on their home world, Heilberg. He would have practiced his trade, which was that of an engineer, specializing in civil works. He would have helped to make Heilberg a better place to live. Doreen would have borne him children, and they would have been strong and healthy. No scurrilous religious nonsense would have stopped them from taking the readily available gerotards. After they’d had their family, maybe they would even have chosen to become nanomites, thus extending their lives to who-knew-how-many centuries; and gone out into space and explore whatever lay beyond the human worlds. And not just Doreen and Liander, but their children and their families as well. The Doreen might have been filled with the sound of more than just one person breathing among the low-level all-pervasive background hum that filled every spaceship.

But the Doreen, which he had purchased with the proceeds from the auction and which could indeed have accommodated a dozen people comfortably, was empty but for himself. Only the pilot seat had ever been used. Still, in Liander’s imagination—and who was there to refute what he imagined in his solitary existence?—he was not alone. Only sometimes he was, when the truth broke through his imaginings. And then his aloneness hit him hard, and often he cried.

No one heard. No one ever would. And sometimes Liander was tempted to plunge the ship and himself into the nearest star, to make an end to an existence that had long ceased to make any sense. But he didn’t. Because if he died, then so would the last vestiges of Doreen’s existence. Because as long as he lived, so did she.

And now the A-space alarm rang shrilly and insistently, disrupting his dreams of the girl he had once known. Something was gravely wrong.

 

~~~

 

Liander scrambled out of his cot and onto the bridge, whose wide windows were currently shuttered to block out the onslaught of visual signals from A-Space immersion. Very few individuals were able to face whatever they happened to see without becoming permanently demented. But even as he made his way to his usual seat near the Doreen’s nose cone, the shutters were beginning to draw open. Instinctively, Liander attempted raised one hand to block out what he might have to see—but then realized that there was an excellent reason why the ship would take such an action. They had dropped out of the interdimensional fog of A-Space. 

The shutters proceeded to slide open. Liander stopped dead before he reached his seat.

Impossible!

Globular clusters resided in the halo of the galaxy, and no one had ever…

Liander held out his hand, with his palm facing forward. The palm almost covered the cluster. Liander performed a quick calculation. Depending on the size of the cluster, he was anything from a hundred to five hundred light-years away from it.

“Where have you taken me?” he whispered, to no one in particular, though he might have been addressing the ship.

The Doreen’s computers knew better than to consider this a question requiring a reply.

Liander stepped forward until he stood close enough to the windows to gain a wider field of view. His breath caught in his throat when he looked up to his right and saw the string of mist-immersed jewels of one of the galaxy’s spiral arms stretching out above, and beyond it a view of the galactic core, such as no human had ever seen before.

And he noticed something else. A reflection of light on the Doreen’s nose cone, marked by the sharp shadow cast by the ship’s bulk.

Where am I?

“What happened?” he asked aloud.

“There was a navigation malfunction,” the melodious voice of the ship replied.

Indeed!

Why me?

Was this one of those things that one heard of, very occasionally and it was really always conjecture, when a ship encountered an A-Space event—if ‘event’ it could be called, since such a term only made sense in the context of the space-time continuum subject to the rules of ordinary Relativity—and never returned to normal space? Or had there been no events, but was it simply that all the advances in automatic navigation simply weren’t good enough to eliminate errors that occasionally caused ships to be lost forever?

Had these ‘lost’ ships merely suffered the same kind of major dislocation he had just undergone?

“Position?” he said.

“Calculation in progress,” the ship replied. “My navigation database needs a complete refresh and recalculation.”

“It’ll take some time, I guess,” Liander said.

“Yes.”

“Let me know when it’s done.”

Liander lowered himself into his seat behind the control panel and placed the Doreen into manual control mode. He started a slow spin to face the star shining its light on the Doreen. The windows darkened to reduce the glare as the star came into view. On the panel before Liander appeared a spectral analysis. Almost a twin to Earth’s sun.

Liander chuckled softly.

All I need now is another Earth.

The ship continued its slow turn and the star spun out of view. The windows assumed transparency. Liander drew in s sharp breath.

 

~~~

 

The Doreen was a luxury vessel, whose purchase had almost completely drained Liander’s massive auction profits from his account with the TransWorld Banking Corporation. But it was equipped with two small fusion reactors and a top-of-the-line set of gravity polarizers. As such it was able to ease itself, rather than plunge, into the atmosphere of the wondrous world below, allowing Liander a breathless inspection of what he had discovered. Who cared if he was lost at the fringe of the intergalactic void for a while? This here was worth every moment of what had not so long ago appeared to be a misfortune.

He completed several orbits of the slightly-larger-than-Earth planet at a height of just under two-hundred miles to get a better view from all angles. One north-to-south hemisphere was almost devoid of land masses. On that side, the ocean that covered over three quarters of the planet was a deep blue. The Doreen’s instruments indicated an average depth of over two miles, ranging from a half a mile to a staggering twenty-two. 

The other hemisphere was occupied by two major continents and a large island surrounded by a much shallower ocean. The island almost qualified as a continent, if one followed the current definition provided by the Planetary Classification Authority. A chain of smaller islands lay south-west of the mini-continent. The Doreen’s scans indicated that they were the tips of ancient, now inactive, volcanoes.

Liander sat quietly, utterly enchanted by the spectacle beneath him. The Doreen had assumed an attitude with its nose pointing down, so that the windows afforded Liander the best possible panoramic view. This was why he had opted for a ship with real windows instead of projection screens. They might form a structural weakness, but nothing would ever replace the reality of a direct line of sight at the cosmos and its wonders.

As he took the Doreen down for a few more orbits at a lower level, the instruments told him another, even more incredible, story of an atmospheric composition so close to Earth’s—as it had existed before the first heat-wave—that one might have suspected someone having been here before to terraform the planet for future use. And there was life. Of course, there was, for how could it not, under such ideal conditions? No moon and no tides probably meant no serious land-based fauna, but there was vegetation galore. Of course, the difference between ‘flora’ and ‘fauna’ was Earth-based, contingent on the vagaries of evolution in the environment of the early Earth. But what Liander saw below him looked very much like what one might have expected on the home world; trees, grasses, patches of brilliant color, which appeared to imply a pollination process of some sort, carried out by creatures with visual systems attracted by colors. And lots of green suggesting photosynthetic processes at work.

So many questions! 

Liander’s head spun at the dizzying array of possibilities, and…

A new world!

If Liander had raked in a small fortune for his pervious discovery, it would fade into insignificance compared to what he would be able to be paid for the coordinates to this world. It would make him the richest and most famous planetary scout in history.

“I wish you could be here,” he whispered to the memory of a woman long dead.

He shook his head. What good were riches to him—even these? The one thing he’d ever really wanted was forever beyond his reach, taken away with dreadful and irreversible finality. All he had now was himself and the ship and his dreary solitude, which however allowed him the free train of his thoughts, to roam where he wanted them to; unashamed of where they went; having to justify his imaginings and grief to no one. Somewhere, tucked far away in the back of his mind, Liander knew that he was a sick man; sick of mind, emotion, heart. But it was his choice to be that way, and nobody’s business if he wanted to be as he was, as long as he didn’t interfere with anybody else’s life.

And now he had discovered what amounted to an impossibility.

The Doreen coasted over a broad valley, lush green with vegetation, bordering on an ocean on its western side and separated from the main body of the continent by a tall, jagged, snow-capped range of mountains. On the other side of that barrier a desert stretched almost to the other coastline. It was the same with the other, even larger continent; here, too, a desert covered the interior, but the coastal areas were lush and green. In the middle of that desert though there was an oasis, defined by a dual ring of mountains, from which emerged several rivers that flowed into the surrounding desolation, to be absorbed and vanish into nothing.

A second Coralia. 

More than that. 

So much more.

They will despoil it as they did Coralia.

Of course they would. Humans would spread all over the planet. They would settle coast-lines, as they usually did, and leave the wild interiors to the oddballs and malcontents that didn’t want to live in crammed cities. Like it had happened on Coralia; though there, with more than eight million people, the cities were now beginning to spread over the land. As it would happen here. Eventually. Not in a hundred years maybe, but, depending on population growth, definitely within five centuries thousand at most. Another world would be despoiled.

The control panel displayed the bio-profile analysis. So far, so good. Nothing to indicate that the world would kill anyone who set foot on it. Of course, like was the case with Herrykairn, the biological ambience might also not be conducive to the establishment of food crops compatible with terrestrial life forms, including farm animals and people. That would have to be the subject of closer investigation.

Liander caught himself. He was assuming that he would do what every explorer would: perform an initial mapping of the surface and survey of any interesting features; ascertain the galactic coordinates of the star and the planet, as well as any others one might chance upon; and then sell this information for as much as the market would bear.

But would he?

Still, there was no harm in performing all the actions he had almost automatically initiated, driven by deeply ingrained habits that had taken control of him. The only question was how he would use the data thus collected. He was beholden to no one. If he chose to keep this world’s existence a secret, he was free to do so; the information about this world and everything else pertaining to his current journey could be deleted with a simple command. Until then, it would be stored encrypted with a key that would even take a quantum processor years to figure out. And since no one would have cause to even suspect that Liander had, for a second time, been struck by an unlikely instance of explorer’s luck in action, what was the harm?

“I have ascertained our galactic location. All maps have now been updated,” the Doreen told him.

“Approximate distance to human space?”

“The distance of our current position to the approximate center of mass of human space rounds to 2.89763 kilo light-years.”

Liander slumped back into his chair.

How am I ever getting back there?

“Estimate of return journey time.”

“285.4 sta’d’s. Standard error margin for a journey of this distance is 89.6 sta’d’s.”

Almost a sta’y in a worst case scenario.

Do I actually want to go back?

Liander grimaced ruefully. Because, yes, he did want to go back. Complete solitude forever would lead to insanity. In the end he would be a raving, insensate lunatic, completely unable to think rationally and distinguish reality from fantasy. He knew he was teetering on the border of acute psychosis already. But if he completely lost it, he would be doing Doreen’s memory a grave injustice. For he wanted to remember with his rational mind as well as his emotions.

No, he had to get home. But a whole sta’y spent mostly in A-space would also drive him insane. The only other option was to use one of the stasis pods and entrust himself to the Doreen. Which, he admitted to himself, he was doing anyway. A-space navigation had become an affair that excluded humans. Pilots and Nav-Zombies were no longer required.

Home we go.

But first he would investigate this world.

What would he call it, this world of water?

The name came unbidden, from his subconscious; for Liander was a well-read man, and during his long journeys he found himself particularly fascinated by ancient Earth history—apparently a preoccupation common among explorers.

Tethys.

Titaness and sea goddess; mother; daughter of Uranus and Gaia; wife of Oceanus; mother of rivers, rain clouds, and three thousand Oceanides nymphs; a primordial deity, harboring many unfathomable and possibly dark secrets. A suitable appellation for this wondrous world of deep oceans and desert-covered continents fringed by verdant borders.

I name you ‘Tethys’. 

Liander projected the thought at the planet below. 

For it is my right to name you, as I may name anything I find. Not that the names matter to you—and they never will. And you will never know, because how can you? Still, the names matter to me, and I am a man, and no matter how pathetic and small I may be, I have the power of naming, and I shall use it.

Liander instructed the Doreen to project a three-dimensional map of the surface upon the large screen at the rear of the bridge and set it rotating. And there he stood for a long time, allowing names to rise from his subconscious, rolling them over his tongue until they sounded right—and one by one, the map, once just a digital image based on the initial mapping, displayed symbols created by humankind to map their spoken languages.

Tapide.

Aslam.

Finister.

The Valley.

Bay of Woe.

Gulf of Skele.

Isle of Skele.

Isle of Greel.

Teeth of Magog.

Fontaine.

Nuncfallá.

Land of the Ring Mountain.

Unterthal.

The Taelinic.

Limpic Ocean.

The Deeps.

—and many more.

When Liander was done, he considered his work and found that it was good and that it pleased him.

He returned to his seat.

Where to touch down? There were so many places to go and things to investigate.

Still, what was an additional sta’d or ten, if the return journey was going to take a sta’y?

The Doreen was again coasting over the area he had labeled ‘The Valley’.

Liander took over the controls. Presently the Doreen swung lower, until it hovered over a clearing in the thick forest that covered most of the center. And then, light as a feather, though eventually leaving a deep imprint in the tall grass, the Doreen made the first human mark on a hitherto untouched world.

 

~~~

 

Liander had no intention of risking his life. Who knew what lurked even in an atmosphere declared to be innocuous by the Doreen’s sensors? But then again, why not? What did he really have to lose? Outside was a world such as mankind might never find again—short of Earth itself, and maybe Coralia. 

What is life if not lived with courage?

Liander went to the armory in the back of the ship and put on a light, fully insulating suit with a breathing attachment that would filter out anything but gases. It would have to be sufficient. The gloves were separate units, fitting snugly to the ends of the suit’s sleeves. Then, his heart pounding and with a sense of momentous imminence he did not care to follow to its roots, he stepped into the airlock. The door to the Doreen’s interior hissed close. Another opened. The air of Tethys mingled with that in the chamber. A brief hesitation; then Liander took a leap, gently landed in the tall grass less than three feet below him, pushing over tuft-tipped stalks taller than himself.

The ground was elastic and springy under his feet. The sensation of real gravity, created by the mass of a planet rather than the polarizers of a spaceship, thrilled him. Not that his senses could actually tell the difference, but in his mind the knowledge of where he was and ur-memories buried deep inside the human psyche combined to create a feeling of exhilaration and a crazy kind of joy that made him laugh out aloud. In a gesture of utter reckless, and contrary to all explorer protocols, he pulled off the breathing mask, took deep breath, savored the fresh, sweet taste of Tethys’s air. 

He closed his eyes and lifted his face toward the turquoise sky; stood there, breathing in and breathing out, drinking in the air of his new world, until the power of the sensations holding him in thrall waned.

Having exposed himself this much to Tethys’s environment, the rest of his protective gear had become pointless, and so he stripped it off and left it lying there as he made his way through the grass with his UnIFac and its planetary sampling attachments. As the stalks parted before him he pondered that he was indeed the first creature ever to have disturbed them in the way he was doing. There might have been storms that flattened the grasses, or maybe it was falling specimens of the plants he had labeled as ‘trees’, but nothing ever had actually moved through it as he was doing.

Liander stopped for a moment, overwhelmed by the enormity of what he was doing.

Thousands of light-years from anywhere.

A distance impossible to grasp. Stranded on a paradise so far away from home that it might as well be in another universe. An accident so preposterous that it rivaled that which had created the first life-forms on Earth—or here. And yet, such ‘accidents’ happened again and again.

But were they truly accidents? Or inevitabilities? Had what happened to him been inevitable in the grand cosmic scheme?

If so, while the here and now was wondrous beyond compare on one level, the sadness pervading him because he could not share it with Doreen was even more profound.

If only I could die right here and now.

But then Liander, standing there surrounded by the tall grasses of a pristine world, almost laughed at himself. He knew better than to believe in foolish notions of destiny. They were the refuge of those unable to deal with the cruel realities of an indifferent cosmos.

And yet…

Liander took off his gloves and tucked them into a pocket of his ship-overalls. The air on his bare hands felt cool and clean. Another mental fancy of course, for it contained a million substances and tiny life-forms that might well be lethal to him, even though the Doreen’s analyzers had declared them to be harmless. But how could one rely on this, given that there was nothing to compare them to?

Liander looked back along the track he’d left in the grass. At the end, supported by its landing gear, rested the Doreen, a sleek, utterly alien MetaPlast creature from beyond the edge of space.

Would he surrender the coordinates of this world to people he neither knew, nor liked, nor trusted to do anything but spoil it?

Already I have done just that.

The cosmos indeed did not care. But he could. And he could leave here right now and take nothing but a few samples and some more recordings and mappings. Then go home and never tell anyone about it. Tethys and its location would be just like his love for Doreen; known only to himself and taken into oblivion with him when he died.

He nodded to himself and started back to the ship.

A stalk of grass to his right snapped up from those Liander had trodden down. Liander saw it from his peripheral vision and instinctively raised his hand to stop it from hitting his face. As his hand closed on the stalk, a sharp pain made him open it again. A line of blood welled from a cut that the sharp edge of the stalk had left behind. Instinctively, Liander shook his hand; a few tiny drops of blood flew off into the grass.

First blood.

Now he had definitely left his mark!

More than just imprints of landing gear and boots.

Liander looked at the stalk that had cut him. Some of the green was stained dark with his blood. As he watched it, the substance of the stalk appeared to soak up the blood; and presently the glistening sheen of wetness had disappeared.

Liander leaned closer and recorded a close-up of the stalk with the UnIFac as it returned to its original light-green hue within the space of just a few more seconds. Liander duly entered a commentary on what he had just observed. Then, despite the stinging in his palm, he used a multipurpose tool to snip off the very top of the stalk and place the small tufty end into a sample bag. He cut another piece off the stalk, just above the section that had cut him, then snipped off an additional finger’s length—a section that should contain at least traces of his blood—and placed that into another sample bag.

He looked across the grasses to the massive ‘trees’ surrounding the clearing. The trunks flared at the bottom and top, and were crowned by an array of massive leaves that made the trees look like grotesquely distorted umbrellas. The temptation to go over there was too great to ignore.

First things first! 

Liander returned to the ship and attended to his wound. The Doreen’s medrob—mobile, but currently ensconced in its nook just behind the ablution cubicle— inspected the cut, signaled a lack of detectable substances of known concern and sprayed a reconstructive film over the wound. By the time Liander had reached the airlock again, the skin had already healed.

He put his gloves. Lesson learned. But no breathing apparatus. If he had inhaled anything detrimental to his health, the damage was done.

Liander left the Doreen and cautiously made his way through the grass toward the nearest of the umbrella-like trees.

As he did, something stirred a memory. Doreen, holding an umbrella against driving rain, when they went together to visit his home village, Tika, in Estonia, on old Earth.

Doreen—Umbrella—Tika.

Liander stopped, raised the UnIFac, its camera aimed at the giant vegetable rearing before him, recorded what he saw.

“This,” he said, “is a Tika. Officially named thus by Liander Olan. Enter time-stamp.”

He let his gaze travel up the doubly-flared dark-brown trunk, then walked closer until he stood close enough to touch and placed a gloved hand on the rough, striated surface.

Again he was touched by a sense of the enormity of what he was doing. How could anything he recorded ever truly reflect what he experienced right at this very moment? Could anybody or anything—any word, description or poem even—ever capture or plumb the depths of profound human emotion? Sometimes he thought that he more than just carried Doreen’s memory; though he had no words to even come close to describing what it was he thought he held within him.

Liander removed his left glove and placed his bare hand on the rough surface of the trunk. It was significantly cooler than the surroundings. In fact, it felt somewhat like metal; acting as a heat-sink with significant heat-conductivity against his palm. He placed the UnIFac against the trunk and activated the acoustic analysis module. After a few seconds, when the completion indicator flashed, he repeated the same process at four different points around the trunk.

In order to accomplish this, he had to duck and thread his way underneath another sample of the local flora: a twisted, gnarled specimen of a tree, much smaller than the Tika, with a dense foliage of deep-green fleshy elliptical leaves up to the size of Liander’s palm.

He broke off one of the leaves and placed it into a sample bag. From the break oozed a pink, quickly congealing liquid. Liander carefully touched the wound it, but already the resin had solidified to the consistency of hard rubber; slightly elastic on the surface, but solid nonetheless.

Liander became conscious that he had switched into what he thought of as ‘investigation mode’. The sense of wonder was still lingering in the back of his mind, but it was temporarily displaced by purely scientific curiosity. He took samples of soil and yet more cuttings of other kinds of flora. But when he attempted to get a sample from the bark of the Tika, he found himself thwarted. The analysis performed by the UnIFac was confirmed by physical reality; the trunk had the hardness of carbon-steel.

The UnIFac’s acoustic probing had also revealed that the trunk was hollow, with the outer layer about four foot thick. Further probing of the ground showed that the root system extended at least thirty feet deep and who-knew-how far horizontally. Liander gave up after a hundred feet because it was clear that the root system interlaced with those of nearbyTikas.

Before he re-entered the Doreen, Liander paused and considered the Tika and its companions, scattered around the forest, with a spacing of between two-hundred and five-hundred feet. Between them grew the smaller trees with the twisted branches, which Liander had named ‘Noquo’—following a whim and with no idea what fancy made him choose this name, which might or might not have had any meaning at all. ‘No-quo’ maybe? A quid, but no pro quo in this instance? Liander smiled to himself. He just liked the name; and who was going to stop him from doing as he pleased?

The species of grass that had cut his palm he had named ‘Fask’. Some years back, on Earth, there had been a serial-killer with that name; a twisted individual, fond of killing his victims by slicing them open; copious shallow cuts, parting the skin and letting them bleed out while they suffered endless agonies. A fitting appellation for the grass, Liander thought.

Liander determined that Fask was not common among the grasses; not at the landing site anyway. It grew in tufts among another species he had named ‘Hypher’, and which appeared to be the dominant one. Both types of grasses—Liander thought of them as such, mainly because of their appearance—had what looked like tufty flowers at the ends of their tallest stalks. Fask: purple. Hypher: orange. Their purpose could not be discerned. It was questionable whether these whimsical decorations had any function at all. If there were mobile pollinators, they kept their distance from the offworld stranger. 

So many questions.

Not for me.

Liander considered picking another site, distant from here, and take more samples, but eventually decided against it. The mechanisms underlying ‘life’ on this planet would be similar everywhere. The samples he had taken would be sufficient for determining their basics.

The airlock closed on Liander’s view of the Tika. The air in the chamber was filtered and cleansed of all planetary debris. Liander donned a mask over his nose and mouth as a fine mist enveloped him. It should have destroyed anything biological and potentially inimical to human health, but its efficacy was questionable. How could one protect against something whose nature and fundamental mechanisms were unknown?

Liander peeled out of his garments and placed them into a receptacle. They would be jettisoned into space when he was on its way back. 

Presently the door into the Doreen opened and Liander was home again.

He had had every intention of just going back into space and setting a course for the human worlds, but something else much more powerful than mere ‘intention’ made him set a course across the Limpic Ocean, over the small continent he had called ‘Finister’, heading for the vast oasis in the desert center of Tethys’s largest continent, Aslam. There, hovering over the area henceforth to be known as ‘Land of the Ring Mountain’—though in truth the outer ‘ring’ was of a kidney shape, with a much smaller, almost circular, ring of mountains inside—he decided that maybe he ought to make another touchdown.

He chose the valley in the center of the smaller mountain ring, which he had named ‘Nuncfallá’, meaning ‘Center of Everything’ in the secret language of the Sardonic Order. The Doreen sank below the level of the peaks encircling the landing place and touched down on a rocky plat beside a small lake. The darkness at the center of its clear dark-blue waters hinted at great, unplumbed depths.

No tall grasses here, nor Tikas; though dark green vegetation covered the lower slopes of the snow-capped peaks. While the air in the Tika forest in The Valley had been warm and distinctly humid, here it was crisp and chilly. Even the sky was different, a tint of cold blue, matching the basic mood of Liander’s current surroundings.

Liander hunkered down beside the lakelet, dipped a probe into the water, found its pH suitable, then held an ungloved hand into the ice-cold water, before filling a large sample bottle for later analysis. He should have, he reflected, done things the other way around. The water he had sampled was already contaminated by his touch. He was ignoring elementary procedures, and again had left a potentially significant imprint on this world.

Blame it on Tethys. See if I care.

He rose and looked around, took in the soothing seclusion of this place. He fancied building a castle here and being the king of all he saw, with the rest of the world going about its business and leaving him alone. Those who eventually settled this place—did he really want that to happen?—were going to struggle over who had the right to call this oasis home. Of course, there were rich pickings outside the mountains as well. Even at the fringe of the desert, he had noticed broad patches of greenery.

 

~~~

 

Liander spent several more sleeping cycles flying across Tethys and landing here and there to take in the scenery and atmosphere; to find a closer connection to what he considered as ‘his’ world. He flew low over the group of small rocky, barren islands he had named ‘The Taelinic’; alighted among the magical colors of the Galatadian Valley on the small continent of Finister; flew low between the jagged, desolate, slate-grey ridges of the mountains on Unterthal, only to discover that in hidden crevasses life had taken hold with unexpected tenacity, creating strange islands of an intense green.

He observed a day-long wild storm in the Limpic Ocean, that created towering waves which completely hid the Teeth of Magog under an ever-shifting blanket of spume.

He alighted in a valley on the Isle of Greel, where the vegetation displayed an impossible spectrum of different versions of the color ‘green’. Liander passed the best part of that day attempting to count unambiguously distinct greens using a spectrometer, but finally gave up when the count of distinct variations reached six-hundred.

 He sat on a rock on the tip of one of the peninsulas defining the Bay of Woe for several hours, watching the kaleidoscope of lights that surged, twisted and flashed across the sky as typical Tethys days ended. By a quirk of nature, whose secret Liander had been unable to uncover, these displays could only be watched from the surface and then only when Caravella was within a narrowly defined range of angles from the horizon.

Only when he thought that he had caught at least a tiny glimpse of the dazzling complexity and miracle of Tethys, did he force himself to return into space and ready the Doreen for departure. If he stayed around much longer, leaving would only be harder. Already, and despite its alien-ness, the connection between him and this world had grown into a tangible bond.

Enough!

Time to leave.

Forever.

Forever?

It made it harder; that sense of finality settling over him like a dark cloud. He would never see this place again—that he knew with a terrible certainty. Whence came this feeling? Maudlin sentimentality or prescience? Who could know?

As the Doreen accelerated into the direction that should take it back to human space, Liander stood in one of the rear cabins and watched Tethys through a viewport as it shrunk into rotundity. Its features blurred as it became a dot against the pitch-dark background of the intergalactic void. 

Liander returned to the bridge. The shutters drew across the windows, on the view-screen the image of space was replaced by a trajectory schematic, and then he sensed the slight shock indicating that the Doreen had transited into A-Space.

He spent some time analyzing the data he had collected. The life on Tethys appeared to depend on a replicative process based on a collaboration between structures very similar to proteins and lipids; but there were no traces of anything resembling DNA-like molecules.

He would leave these mysteries to exobiologists; they were far outside of the scope of what he knew and understood. It also confirmed what he already knew; he really had no option but to return to human space, because if he stayed here he would die once his store of victuals had run out. Somehow, despite all scientific progress, food had remained a limiting factor in all space travel. In order for a ship to be able to remain in space indefinitely, the crew had to be able to grow food on board of the vessel itself. That implied large ships, in which carefully maintained ecosystems could be established and kept going.

Somehow, science had never been able to create fully functional substitutes for what, for lack of a better term, might be described as ‘(almost) naturally grown’ nutrients. If planets were to be settled, they had to be terraformed sufficiently to allow for the production of the foods that humankind had adapted to throughout hundreds, even thousands, of millennia of evolution. The space-age was just a blip on that time-scale, and medical technology so far had only made meager inroads into equipping evolved organisms with tools for survival without having those ancient needs fulfilled. Gerotards worked well enough, and some of them extended human lifespans almost indefinitely, but they could not work miracles without the proper nutritional support. Of course, nanofactories could synthesize nutrients from available elements, but these were poor substitutes; genetically unmodified humans required victuals that at least simulated what evolution had accustomed them for. Even now ‘balanced diets’ were a better way to assure health than even the most advanced of carefully designed synthesized alimentation.

If Tethys was to become a target for colonization—which it surely would—was it possible to terraform it to feed its human inhabitants on Earth-like foods; without at the same time destroying its native species; which in this case appeared to be almost all ‘vegetable’?

Liander dismissed such imponderables from his mind. They depressed him, mainly because the evidence suggested that the answer to the question was a definite ‘no’. The planet’s lifeforms would be used—if useful!— and eradicated if adjudged to be nuisances. So, he filed the data away; would encrypt them, together with the information about his journey’s trajectory. Then he would decide what to do next.

 

~~~

 

The Doreen had calculated that twenty transit-phases would be required to ensure a reliable return journey, allowing for correction of trajectory errors. Each phase would take close to twenty sta’d’s, which was a long time to stay awake with nothing better to do but wait. Liander chose stasis-sleep instead. The time would pass quicker, and he’d be back much sooner, subjectively speaking.

Nineteen times Liander was roused from his slumber to confirm that their trajectory was correct. Known star configurations could be identified with ever greater certainty. They would reach human space with the next transition.

A sta’h before its last A-space exit, the ship roused Liander. He refreshed himself and resumed his seat on the bridge.

The Doreen exited from A-space. The shutters withdrew.

Liander had time to catch a glimpse of the blue planet hanging at a distance off to starboard. The familiar shapes of Earth’s continents evoked a strange sense of cognitive dissonance.

A shrill alarm sounded. Just seconds later, a solid-iron rock, about the size of a human fist, came in at a relative velocity that made evasion impossible. It struck the Doreen just above the nose-cone; disintegrated the armored windows in front of Liander. It passed through Liander and the bridge; then traveled on with barely a change in velocity after its millisecond encounter with the Doreen.

Liander was already dead by the time he exploded and spattered an instantly-freezing coating of blood and bits and pieces across the wrecked front end of the Doreen. The ship’s systems shut down. The fusion reactor’s safety systems took over and ejected the core from the rear of the ship to prevent it from blowing up the vessel. As it was ejected, the containment vessel sprung a crack, sufficiently large to leave a glowing spiral tail of quickly-cooling plasma swirling across a few hundred cubic miles of space.

The radiation was picked up by a nearby vessel about to accelerate to A-space transition speed. The pilot immediately aborted the sequence and alerted the captain, who in turn ordered a course change, which eventually brought them to the tumbling shredded wreck of the Doreen.

The captain alerted his sole passenger, who was also the owner, not just of this vessel, but of many other things. 

Klaast Turill, possibly the wealthiest human who had ever lived.



Chapter 1

Colonial Museum, Tanquard,

Organum Pegasi 3 (a.k.a. ‘OP3’)

 

With a bang that shook the floor of the windowless passage, the fire doors at both ends slammed shut, trapping Talin in his worst memories. He stopped his headlong flight, leaned against the wall, looked from one door to the other, almost as if that way he could make it all not be true. But the MetaPlast panels, a slightly darker gray than the bare concrete of the passage and with a diagonal pattern of orange stripes, were real enough and closed. 

He was trapped!

Talin struggled against the surge of claustrophobia caused by the sudden and utterly unexpected disaster that had just befallen him. The panic-response flooded his body and brain with all the wrong hormones and memories of other concrete walls, on another world, in a prison that had taken him over two years to escape from. Two years of a living hell. Never would he allow himself to be taken to such a place again.

And yet, here you are…

Talin closed his eyes, forced himself to breathe evenly. 

In. Out. In. Out. In. Out.

Think!

He had maybe five to ten minutes until the Pols arrived. They would flood the passage with gas to put him under; then they would come in and take him.

He attempted to locate vents through which they could pump in the gas. He couldn’t find anything; but his inspection told him something that he’d already noticed when he had passed through here in the opposite direction: this fifty-odd foot stretch of connection between the museum proper and the outside—a recent architectural addition, which apparently was meant to symbolize the passage between the worlds of the past and the present—was the perfect trap. He hadn’t paid attention to that possibility when he broke in, too focused on the alarms he had to disable.

Fool!

No vents? So they would come in with a polbot or two armed with paralyzers and maybe even projectile weapons. The outcome for Talin if he survived would be the same: imprisonment extradition to Fargo 5. Once they had figured out who he really was—which they would in due course, despite all his efforts to cover his tracks—the extradition treaty between OP3 and F5 would kick into action.

Never again!

Talin looked at his UnIFac. The security schematics for this place didn’t include anything to indicate that this passage had any kind of security system.

Why two doors? One would have been enough. And what had triggered them? There was nothing in the central control system suggesting that they would be closed by anything but a triggered alarm. And he was certain that he hadn’t.

With mounting despair and working to control the spasmodically surging panic, Talin searched with the UnIFac through the control pathways of the security system to find a way to release the doors.

Nothing…

Finally he gave up. He wasn’t going to waste the last few minutes he had left in this life with futile attempts to prevent the inevitable. What was the point? He’d had almost three bonus sta’y’s of life after his escape; more than he’d ever expected. Also, he had kept them focused on him and away from Cassie. That itself was a win, albeit a transient one. And it all was about to end.

He was only eighty-four. Too young to die!

Anytime was too young to die! But sometimes things happened. And now they had.

Out of his pocket Talin took the small artifact he’d been contracted to steal from the museum; a golden statuette of a nude girl, her face raised toward the sky, her arms outstretched as if in supplication. Talin carefully placed it on the ground near the wall. He didn’t want it damaged by whatever was going to happen shortly. 

He’d give them a fight, and maybe he’d take some of the hated Pols with him. Or not. They would be wearing full-body Dracoderm, while his own merely covered his torso beck, crotch area and thighs. But a fire-fight was his guarantee that he wouldn’t be alive to be put back into prison. The Pols on OP3 were known for their lethal ways of dealing with criminals.

He could preempt everything by killing himself of course. But a Corwin wouldn’t go down that path. He’d die fighting.

Sorry, dad. Sorry, mom. I wish I could have seen you again, but what’s not to be is not to be.

If only they could hear him. He wondered what they were doing now. So long since he’d seen them. Heard their voices. His mother’s beautiful smile. Helen’s tinkling laugh when she knew she had surprised him yet again with something he’d never expected. They could be anywhere now—ever since they’d left Herrykairn to avoid it becoming a target for their enemies—and went off into the never-never of the Fringe. 

I hope you found somewhere good. Somewhere safe.

Talin rose, composed himself, fought down the claustrophobic panic that still roiled deep inside him. Months of solitary in small windowless cells had left their marks. Never mind that it was one of those cells that had provided him with an opportunity to escape F5’s Horkaarito Corrections Center.

Corrections? Ha! 

Talin stood still, facing the door through which they would be coming. He resisted the urge to draw his weapon and wait beside it. If he did, they’d know where he was and would act accordingly. He’d wait here for the door to open, and, once he saw it move, sprint over, which would take him maybe two seconds. If he raised his hands, they’d expect surrender, not fight.

Talin brought up his hands, brushing his right against the holster at his hip and undoing the clip that held the archaic projectile gun in place. The move was executed with the smooth ease to be expected from an experienced pickpocket. Unless they had a very keen observer at their end, they wouldn’t have a clue.

Lots of thinking going into getting yourself killed!

Well, it would be over soon.

But he didn’t want to die! He loved being alive. 

What else was there? 

Once the curtain fell, there was nothing at all. 

How could he want that?

Still, the alternative was worse. This time, they would give him an other opening for escape. ‘Stupid’ went only so far. By escaping he had revealed the full scope of their incompetence; especially since he had taken two other prisoners with him. Heads at Horkaarito would have rolled; reprimands and demotions dispensed liberally and mercilessly. If he was delivered back there, the retaliation would be worse than death. They were going to stretch out his execution through years of pain. 

Like stupidity, brutality seemed to have no limits.

 

~~~

 

A hiss behind him!

Talin whipped around. The gun was in his hand by the time by the time the turn was completed, pointing at the tall man in the now-open entryway into the museum.

His target slowly spread his hands. No visible weapons. Didn’t mean there weren’t any, but his instinct prompted Talin to bring the trigger finger back onto the outside of the guard.

The two considered each other for the space of several breaths. 

The man was of indeterminate age, though Talin sensed that he was a multi-centenarian. His dark hair was parted in a precise shade just off center right. He wore a currently fashionable one-piece overall; the top black, the bottom a deep purple. A belt was tied around the waist. Probably wore Dracos underneath. But the head was unprotected. Talin adjusted his aim.

Something about the face was vaguely familiar.

“It’s just I,” the man said. His voice was deep and resonant. “No law.”

“Who are you?”

“Klaast Turill.”

Something akin to a mild electric shock went through Talin. But the fact that he was facing what might be the richest individual in human space didn’t make his gun waver in the slightest.

Think!

“You’re only the second person to get this far,” Turill said. “Which means that I now have the two individuals I need for the task. If you two can’t do it, nobody can.” 

He spread his hands, indicating the cavity of the passage. 

“It is a trap, Talin—” He knows who I am! “—designed to catch the very best of thieves. There was no way of avoiding it, not even for you. Nor for her.” 

He beckoned to someone out of Talin’s sight.

Behind Turill, a woman stepped forward. The top of her head reached just above Turill’s shoulders.

“Hi, LT. Glad you came.”

The shock of confronting Turill was nothing compared to seeing her here. The aim of Talin’s gun wavered.

“Cassie?”

She grinned. “Will you please put that down?”

Feeling faintly stupid, Talin reholstered his weapon.

“What are you doing here?” he asked her.

“Long story, LT.”

How many people now living as free agents, knew him by that appellation? His former team mates from the F5 Emergency Strike Unit would; but there weren’t too many left after the disaster in the Fringe. Plus there were the inmates of Horkaarito, of course. Nobody there had ever addressed him by his real name.

Cassie was here. Meaning she had remained free after they’d separated shortly after the breakout, only to land in the same place as he.

Why would anyone lay a trap like that?

The answer was pretty obvious: someone needed two good thieves to do a job that was probably going to go seriously sideways.

“Did you help to set me up?” he asked Cassie.

She shrugged without the slightest trace of guilt.

Talin glanced at Turill, who just stood there watching them both with alert eyes.

“He wanted the best,” she added. “You know as well as I do that we’re the best you can get. Besides…”

She left it hanging, but Talin knew what she was telling him.

“What,” Talin said, looking at Turill, “if I decided that I want nothing to do with whatever you had in mind for us?”

Turill motioned at the still-blocked exit behind Talin. 

“You are free to leave.”

“You’d just let me walk away? “

“Absolutely.”

Talin’s eyes flicked to Cassie’s face. She was standing between Turill and Talin, and so the former could not see the warning. Not only would Talin not walk free, but the Pols—at least those that were in Turill’s pocket—would be waiting for him and terminate him without further ado. He’d already intuited that from Turill, but Cassie’s expression confirmed it beyond a doubt.

Talin nodded. “Good.”

A flicker of anxiety crossed Cassie’s face, but then she understood.

“Good enough for now,” Talin said.

“That is all I ask for,” said Turill.

Ignoring Turill, Talin went to where Cassie stood. They embraced each other. They had done this only once before in their lives, when they split up. Neither had expected to see the other again.

But here they were.

 

 



Chapter 2

Horkaarito Corrections Center branded itself as the pinnacle of the human enterprise aimed at converting criminals into, if not useful then at least non-noxious, members of society, through the application of mind-manipulation techniques developed over centuries of scientific research. It was a ‘mixed’ facility that did not distinguish between gender, though males outnumbered women by a factor of about 3.5. Ages of inmates ranked from ten Fargo 5 years—which translated into about 14 sta’y’s—to whatever age gerotards had managed to take an inmate to. 

Cells were shared by men and women in carefully controlled combinations, designed to elicit the maximum possible ‘correction factor’. Prisoners were constantly evaluated for their condition, preferences, psychological disposition and ‘corrective compliance’, and assigned cells according to whatever system of psychological manipulation the prison’s gods had chosen to devise.

There was no privacy at Horkaarito. Everywhere and at all times every inmate was in view and listening range of at least two pickups. In addition, every cell, shared or solitary, had a ‘sniffer’, which tested the overall atmosphere; and there were two additional sniffers at the head and foot ends of every bunk. Atmospheric information, containing the olfactory and other exudations of prisoners, was as valuable and indicative of a prisoner’s state of mind as what he or she did.

As a result of the all-pervasive surveillance, there was no secrecy of any kind. There was nothing anybody could do that was not recorded at all times, automatically analyzed by sophisticated algorithms and responded to immediately should this be required. Lab rats had more privacy.

There were two levels of punishment for transgressions of the Horkaarito rules: solitary confinement and solitary confinement with ‘extras’. The latter consisted of ‘correction sessions’, conducted either by an automatic system that fed carefully dosed, calibrated and timed audio-visuals into the sol-cell, or by psychologists, who managed the more ‘complex cases’ and inflicted themselves and their methodologies on their targets, whether these wanted it or not.

Transgressions were ubiquitous, even though it might have seemed easy not to violate the rules. After all, one could just behave, sit out one’s sentence, pretend to be a good ‘corrections candidate’—i.e. prisoner—and do what one was told to. Superficially this appeared reasonable and hardly onerous; including sitting through the obligatory psych-sessions and eventually come out a ‘corrected deviant’.

Except that it was not that easy. Nor was it intended to be. Because there were the rules.

 

RULE ONE: 
NO FRATERNIZATION BETWEEN CANDIDATES.

 

‘Fraternization’ was defined as ‘the development of relationships, psychological and/or physical between candidates’. Meaning one wasn’t allowed to form friendships or even alliances; nor have any form of sexual relations of any type, no matter the gender. The moment such a relationship was found to have developed, it was solitary for all the participants in the offending relationship. As a prophylactic against it happening, inmates were rotated from cell to cell according to an unpredictable schedule.

The rationale, readily explained to any inmate who cared to ask, was simple: Once inmates were free again—and ‘corrected’, of course!—they would be allowed to rejoin society and there they were allowed relationships. 

Solitary confinement was the main tool to drive home the message. Sol cells were 12x12’ with a cot and an ablution facility; soundproof, windowless, with pickups and sniffers in every corner of the ceiling. Light, temperature and atmospheric humidity were regulated for maximum effect. Lights could be set to all colors of the spectrum, and were used to achieve specific responses, depending on the psychological profile of the corrections candidate.

 

RULE TWO: 

NO VIOLENCE.

 

Violence was any physical coercion of any other inmate by any act whatsoever. The response to a transgression of this edict always was immediate and brisk. The offender was restrained, usually violently. No restrictions were placed on the guards intervening in the ‘violent’ act. Officially they weren’t allowed to respond with more violence than necessary, but this was a sham. The guards usually allowed their brutality full reign before the offenders were placed into solitary confinement and subjected to special treatment. 

Talin had suffered through one extended psych treatment. That was because touching another inmate in any way suggesting an emotion of care or affection was liable to the same punishment as the exercise of a violent act. 

It was Cassie, one of his cellmates, whom he had pulled back when she was about to throw herself off a high walkway. She had fought him, but he’d held her down until they pulled him off her and dragged him into solitary, where he stayed for almost a month. His offense carried extra ‘correctional attention’ because he had also violated maybe the most twisted rule of them all.

 

RULE THREE: 
NO PREVENTION OF SUICIDES.

 

That meant either by verbal or physical means.

Suicide at Horkaarito was common. One out of five correctional candidates never saw the end of their sentence. The facilities were designed to encourage the act. Many of those taking this desperate and utterly final way out of their predicament chose to take others with them into oblivion. It was not uncommon to find suicidal prisoners throwing one or more others off the third or fourth level walkways before jumping to their death themselves.

Cassie wasn’t one of those. She apparently had no desire or need to take anyone else with her into the dark night; just wanted to die.

She had tried it only once. Talin remembered her fighting him like one possessed, gauging his face bloody as he thwarted her intent. In those desperate eyes he saw something that frightened him, mainly because he didn’t understand the kind of ultimate despair that could drive people to want to end their lives.

When he came out of solitary, Cassie had been reassigned another cell. But they met in the common areas and the mess; though they deliberately kept their distance, because something profound had happened during their fight. Neither acknowledged this; that would only bring more grief. So they both locked away the connection they knew existed to a place where it was supposed to wither and die. That she still shared a cell with him and another prisoner was proof that their  jailers weren’t done with them yet. 

The psychs were experts at uncovering disallowed emotions. Talin knew that, even more so than before, his every move would be analyzed in the most minute detail. Also, it was obvious to him and Cassie as well that the whole situation had been carefully engineered, including her being manipulated into a position where she wanted to kill herself. 

They had been pawns in a game. 

Who had been the target?

Talin? Cassie? Both?

Had Cassie been a tool to break him? 

He a tool to destroy her?

 If so, what for?

After Talin finally was released from ‘special treatment’, he and Cassie initially ignored each other. In a silent understanding they added a carefully designed touch of animosity into their few interactions. 

With time and equally carefully calibrated reluctance, they started talking again, always briefly and keeping a definite social distance, while at the same time developing a personal code, right under the noses of the jailers, their surveillance tools and the psychs. 

Nobody interfered. Talin suspected that it was because their tormentors were carefully observing them and devising new strategies to inflict ‘correctional adjustments’.

Whatever they had planned came too late. Talin, through clandestine and extremely dangerous use of the library’s central control unit access, had finally cracked the barrier that stood between the prisoners and freedom: the deactivation code for the locator chips implanted in all inmates. Horkaarito had no locks on entrances; another taunt for the inmates. But anybody with an active locator chip trying to get through an exit was immediately executed by a poison released by the implant. Only at the end of sentence were the implants deactivated and surgically removed.

On the day of their escape, Talin deactivated the implants of the entire prison population. He told his fellow inmates what he was about to do, then took Cassie’s hand and simply walked out the front entrance. After a brief, shocked surprise, Horkaarito exploded into an orgy of violence as the other inmates caught on to what was happening.

The guards faced the pent-up anger and fury of the prisoners. Pandemonium reigned. The total death toll was never made public, but the event could not be concealed from the media. Government and public service heads rolled.

Talin and Cassie got away and split up after that one brief embrace. It was safer for them to remain solitary.

 

~~~

 

“Why?” Cassie asked Talin.

They were sitting in the backs of Klaast Turill’s Olpea Mark E10 flitzer, heading for the man’s OP3 residential complex at the shores of the Olesyan Sea.

Earlier Cassie had looked at Talin, held his eyes. 

“Remember at Horkaarito?” she’d said, followed by a quick glance to the right and then the left of his face.

“I do indeed,” he said. 
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