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Chapter One: Mr. Singh’s Death Sentence 
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As Dr. Raj Mondal struggled to silence the mental echoes of a Wednesday morning consultation still troubling him on that beautiful day in early spring of Charis Year 277, he realized that he had to escape the confines of the MedAdmin building and even the Landing beyond it. Once he had that realization, he wasted no time acting on it. He logged in to his department’s work schedule, checked the balance in his release time account—it was huge, over a month’s worth. He cross-referenced against the schedules of his colleagues and found he would be superfluous over the weekend. He took his name off the duty schedule for Friday, Sunday and Monday, checked the “personal well-being” box in the “reasons for request”, waited an irritatingly long minute for the system to respond, and unconsciously held his breath as he stared at the screen. When his requested release days finally all turned green, he smiled and exhaled. 

Then, Raj logged out of the ContactNet, signing for his leave time on the register with a photostylus before stepping away from his standing desk. This simple action solved several of his problems by triggering his internal ‘go home from work’ routine, since it meant no last-minute calls or conversations with administrative personnel on the way out of the building. Off-duty was off-duty. He raced down the hall from his second-floor office, the gray and green walls, the color-coded markings of the floors that led patients to the departments they were referred to flashing by in a blur. Eyes locked ahead, he hastened past the omnipresent central data core interfaces, rushing by colleagues he curtly acknowledged on his way out. By the time he reached the outer door to the North Wing of MedAdmin at ground level in his section, he was almost running. He maintained that pace the whole way home, tearing through the environs of smart steel, the flexglass and organicrete that made up the Core district of Mondal’s Landing itself, hardly noticing the tastefully confined bursts of green and yellow plant life- small grassy bushes and leafy climbing plants. 

Before he had fully realized he that he had left the MedAdmin building, Raj was in his apartment in Ellison Residential Building 3 and had eaten his evening meal, consisting of synthesized meat slices, real rice grown down south and real sliced “green carrots” native to Charis. Then, after putting the dishware in the washer, he decided on his course. He would go south, and he would go now, with a few hours left before the sun set, making use of every precious hour away from the GHB.

He did a cursory check of the weather forecast in ContactNet. Based on the information it provided, he dressed for dry but spring-time cool temperatures outdoors, and then carefully but quickly arranged all the items he thought he’d need for four days outdoors into a backpack: Sleepsheath, rations, two water bottles, water purifying tabs in a five-day pack, since that was what he had lying around, a box of firecubes, an e-torch, and signal flare pistol with six cartridges in case he got lost. He planned to go further than the ten k south of the farthest reach of the settlement and that would put him out of the range where his tracking implant would register with the locator network. He left his apartment without a backward glance and did not give into the impulse to log back into ContactNet. 

He nearly ran out of the building and, once outside, he eagerly put more ground between himself and Ellison. As he passed beyond the last ring of the Core, five k from MedAdmin and he headed southeast on the pedestrian trail, he realized this would be his first time out in the real wilds beyond Mondal’s Landing since joining the Genetic Hygiene Board. That had been right after medical college, seven years and multiple promotions ago. His primary duty for the past five years had been issuing and implementing genetic fitness policies. Raj wrote the algorithms that decided who matched with whom and therefore who produced offspring with whom. He had made significant revisions to the search algorithms that the GHB used, changes that took new developments in pre-natal nanosurgery and genetic repair into account. That was the only part of his work in which he took pride. It was a continuation of the work his father, now fifteen years dead, had done. Both Dr. Mondals had worked to make the genetic classification system fairer and keep in pace with technological development.

Also like his father had been, Raj was in part responsible for setting the criteria deciding who...who was marked for exsanguination and harvesting or “parting” as some called it, meaning the removal of his healthy organs for transplant or storage in the organ bank, at the age assigned based on their genetic fitness classifications. Mr. Vindaran Singh, Raj’s Wednesday consult, fell into the last of these categories. Mr. Singh was his age. Raj had just turned 30. But since Singh was an EEL, he was, at the age of 30, required to register as a full-body organ donor. 

Counseling EELs like Singh was a responsibility that Raj hated and dreaded. It seemed easy enough, broken down to essentials: The GHB Officer tells the EEL, as he had told Mr. Singh, to register for what would be the EEL’s final civic duty. You could still have many, many good months, maybe even five whole years before you’re called as donor, Mr. Singh. In spite of every effort to expunge the mental image, he still vividly recalled the look of fear and rage in Vindaran Singh’s eyes. You will most likely be at least 33 before you’re asked to report to MedAdmin for processing. There’s no predicting when a need will be registered. Three years are lot of time for a man of 30. Make the best of the time you have and remember at the end your sacrifice for the colony will save lives. All you have to do now is register. I cannot do it for you. It is your civic duty. Your sacrifice will save the lives of your fellow citizens.

By law the practiced words, with some variation for the individual case had to be said. They had to be recited in the cool monotone meant to be soothing, in order to gauge the patient’s response. Was Singh going to be a flight risk? Did Raj need to contact Colonial Security? The answer to those two questions was likely “no”, but Singh’s response had been explosive.

“My sacrifice?” Mr. Singh had shouted. He started crying. Then began yelling even more loudly than before. “How can you say that knowing I have no choice and knowing what they will do to me when I report to MedAdmin? I could have years, but I could have two weeks. You don’t know and you could care less. You just turned me into a walking bag of spare parts, and with that impassive look on your face! You, Dr. Mondal! Not anyone else! You! Who gave you the right? God? And how can you just sit there and look at me like that?!”

Yes, how? How could he have said it? Who had given him the right? The GHB, of course. God? Surprising he had even used the word. It was a rarity at the Landing, heard usually in the context of Upper School history classes. Singh was a word-turner, though. Linguistic archaisms suited him. 

Singh had been only the eleventh EEL, Excess Error Load, Raj had ever notified. Of that lot, only two others had resisted. That one short man. That unwholesomely thin woman. The two of them had made his work just a touch harder, finding in themselves some heart to fight the decision. The woman had even brought an action against Raj on procedural grounds. None of the others had bothered to consult the law and assert that right. Unlike Singh, the small man and the thin woman had both capitulated quickly. Neither of them had made it personal. 

“Mr. Singh, if, when the time comes, you don’t report voluntarily, I am obligated to warn you that...”

“Don’t report?! Yes, of course, I’ll report. What do you think I’m going to do? Go to McGuire Point? Try my luck on the Daphale Sea? At least MedAdmin will sedate me first. Those animals won’t.”

And then he had unleashed the real fusillade of vituperation. This was not surprising, since he was a word-turner, the Landing’s premier poet, in fact. Words like “vampire”, “soulless parasite” and the phrase “smug, superior-sounding damn Alpha!”, all shouted at lecture-hall-volume (his office where the consultation had taken place was much smaller than a lecture hall), still echoed in his mind and he could still feel the stress in his muscles.

Why did Singh have to cry? I’ve given this assessment to ten other people. All for the same reason, all for some battery of genetic deficiencies. They had all known it was coming, they’d lived their whole lives with their classifications, and they knew it was the right thing. Why did he cry? His heart, his lungs, his blood...he’ll save lives. He’ll live on in that way. He couldn’t even breed, his values were that bad. Beyond acceptable risk for the fitness of the colony. It was almost a crime that he had even been born. And how did that happen? Most of his family were Alphas. Then he turned up an Excess Error Load.... Why do I care what an EEL said, anyway? He’s a defective. Why...why do I keep seeing his face in my head?  None of the others plagued me like this so immediately. Do tears matter that much? Or was it that he had shouted “You’re doing this to me! You! Not the MedAdmin rules! Not the Colonial Covenant! You! You, Dr. Mondal! You!” Did it matter that Singh had called him a “soulless parasite”?

Apparently, the tears and the words did matter. The appointment had been on Wednesday and it was now late on Thursday. The worst part was...he was right. Mr. Singh was right. Raj could have exercised his discretion and...been overridden by the Board, no doubt. But he could have tried, and he had decided not to. And by now Mr. Singh was living out the remainder of his days, however many he had until he was summoned to the MedAdmin building to be harvested, as a “walking bag of spare parts.” 

And the “soulless” doctor who had made this his fate...walked away from the colony, heading south and trying with each step to think of anything but his last appointment on Wednesday, and its implications. 

By now, he had reached the less populated areas, leaving the open but managed park land on the southeast side, and began seeing more of the wild green and yellow grasses, a few pseudo-oaks and even a few Charis yellow cypress trees near appearing along the trail. Raj found that the beauty of the landscape was beginning to calm him. Beginning. 

Then came from the back of his mind the thought that he would, himself, be facing a match, whether he wanted one or not, in a few years, and.... he had no prospects. Zero. He had not even pursued a romantic and sexual relationship since college. He had been holding out for a voluntary match, but to date that hope had not been realized. He hadn’t even run a pair-match test on himself in five years, he had been so discouraged by the last results. He had found only a plethora of Betas looking to climb socially, that time. 

Then he saw himself in Mr. Singh’s seat, ten years in the future, having failed to get even a programmed match, listening to one of his own colleagues, Dr. Jaymes, maybe, repeat to him the same memorized set of words, the same carefully scripted and practiced tones and syllables meant to put him at ease and assure he complied with the order and reported for processing. He saw himself strapped to a table...exsanguination unit sliding across the room, needles puncturing the veins in his restrained arms....

Did something just move in the bush? Some rustling sound coming from his right, off the trail, tore him out of his suddenly horrific reverie.  

He approved programmed matches all the time himself, of course, often putting total strangers together as mates based entirely on their genetic compatibility. Some of those had been cross-class matches-Alphas with Betas and so forth- and they had worked, while other programmed matches had not. His older brother, Anand, was in a programmed match and his wife, Preeti was not just classically beautiful but brilliant, to boot. His niece and nephews, their children, were wonderful, all certified Alphas genetically, and they promised a good future to the next generation of Mondals. His younger brother, Ajit, had also found a very good programmed match, and they lived good lives. But then there was his oldest friend, Vinoth and Vinoth’s wife!! They were a programmed match. What was the name of that awful woman in the legend? Xanthippa? Stella? He shuddered just thinking of his last visit to their apartment. There had been more ice in the air between them than in the drinks. And they had the requisite three children. On the other hand, a programmed match could be a very personal sort of Hell. 

He spent the next three hours hiking out into the wooded alluvial terrain south of the landing before the light began to fade noticeably. Then he continued in the same direction for most of an hour more, looking for a spot along the increasingly ill-defined trail that would provide a suitable spot for a night’s rest. Twilight began taking hold of the world around him. Daytime animals were beginning to retire for the night, great flocks of slate-blue and white fishing birds were beginning to nest for the evening along the banks of the Suratsen river, green-and-violet Lloyd’s Swallows beginning their sundown flights in pursuit of insects. Just as the final daylight faded, he saw a likely spot of relatively flat, even ground beneath two trees. From the bark and shape of the leaves, they looked to him like some kind of oak, but the edges of the leaves were lightly serrated, and the twinge of gold in their otherwise dark green color. The ground looked like it would be comfortable enough, so he unslung his pack, laid out his sleep sheath, crawled in and was asleep almost as soon as his eyes shut. 

Remarkably his sleep was untroubled, and the night passed without incident. But as the first pale orange light of Charis’ sun began to spread through the sky, he felt something strike him through the sleep sheath. Something that was moving. He tried to remain still and kept his eyes closed for a moment while deciding what to do when a woman’s voice startled him, saying:

“Don’t move. There’s a snake on your chest. It’s poisonous.” 
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Chapter Two: Shirin and the Wilderness

[image: ]




“Right,” said Raj, and opened his eyes just in time to see a machete sweep across his chest. He caught a glance of the severed pieces of a snake which had been about a meter long flying up in the air and away from him. He extracted himself from his sleep sheath as quickly as he possibly could and only when he was finally standing did he get a good look at the woman who had just saved his life. 

She was obviously of Indian ancestry, like himself and indeed most of The Landing’s population, with café au lait skin and lustrous black hair which she had long and tied back. From her dress and the equipment she was carrying, she was obviously far better prepared for the wilderness than he. She was wearing a billed canvas cap, a very large and heavy-looking green camouflage backpack, a dark leather jacket, some dark gray buttoning shirt, baggy pants of synthetic fiber with adaptive camouflage in the outer layer, and a wide, black belt. Raj noticed with considerable surprise that the belt carried both a sheath for the machete and a holster which held a pistol of some kind. She wore solid black boots that had flat soles. In her left hand, she still held the machete, now fouled with the ichor of the dead reptile that had a moment before been on his chest. She circled around him to examine the pieces of her kill and lifted the half of the snake with the head on the tip of her machete to scrutinize it.

“Venomous variegated drop-snake,” she pronounced, “enough venom to kill an adult raven-bear. More dangerous than a venomoose and far more dangerous than any other snake in this region. That we know of.”

“Then I owe you great thanks,” Raj said as he bent over to pick up his sleep sheath, which now had a considerable gash in it. 

“Aahh, I could have cut you, too, but I couldn’t think of anything else to do. If I had awakened you or you had startled it, it certainly would have bitten.”

Raj got to his feet and brushed himself off a bit, before asking, “How long had you been standing there?”

“Oh, not long. I just came down the trail, saw you and as I got close enough, I noticed the snake. It can’t have been there long either, which makes sense. They are twilight and dawn hunters mostly, ambushing by dropping on their prey from trees.”

“Hence the name,” Raj noted, rolling the sheath back into his pack. 

“Behavior and color,” she said, “I think it was identified by Lloyd, though, so you might hear it called Lloyd’s snake.” With that she let the half of the snake’s body she had been examining fall to the ground. She smiled a little as she looked over at him. “They are very tasty when roasted, just so you know. Or in soup. All you have to do is make sure to get all the bones out.”

From her facial expression, it seemed to Raj that she was hoping to get response of disgust or surprise or both from him. She likely took him for a true denizen of Mondal’s Landing, someone who was quite content to live in the island of technologically protected humanity on the edge of a river delta and to let other people, like herself, take the risks of exploring the world their ancestors had come to colonize. Instead of being disgusted, he smiled back and said, “Without salt? Without Charisian curry? Just so? I find that hard to believe. Likely it would taste like boiled protein cubes.”

They both laughed for a moment and, as the post-sleep fuzz cleared in his head, Raj began to ransack his memory for any indication that he had seen this woman before. The right memory door in his head opened and he recalled glimpses of her in the classrooms at the Capt. W.J. Friedlander Lower and Upper School. He had been sent there repeatedly when he was a newly assigned medical genetics tech at MedAdmin, usually with another high-performing colleague. Every new cohort in the medical program spent a few days in the spring of their first year recruiting new students for Daphale Science College in Upper School. He had not been much older than the students at the time and he did remember her face standing out in the crowd and her questions about life science career paths. His co-student David Jeganathan had answered her, not Raj. But no name came with those remembered glances. She had been quite pretty then, remarkable in the sea of faces, and she was that still, now, seven...eight years later. He parked the thought, picked up his pack and adjusted it as she wiped her machete off in the grass and put it back in the sheath. Then he finally overcame his internalized embarrassment and asked her for her name, hoping that she might remember him as well if he jogged her memory enough.

“Shirin Seethi,” she responded. “And yours?” 

“Raj Mondal. Before you ask, yes,” he said, noting the recognition in her eyes at his family name, “those Mondals. The ones who founded The Landing, the ones who built the first hospital, refined the omniantibiotic to be effective against most bacteria on Charis. I’ve got one uncle in the Colonial Parliament, another a builder on the north side, an aunt on the Agricultural Development Committee, brother on the Governing Council, and so on. Oh, and that hospital we built is now part of the MedAdmin building. I work there.” 

“A founding family, respect,” she said with whistle. “And that means you’re the son of the Mondal couple who died in the boating accident. That was back in what....62?”

“Aff, it was. I was 15 when they died.” He flushed a bit at the mention of his parents, recovered quickly and said, “Please don’t let the name fool you, though. Right now, I’m just a fellow out here on a walk.” He spoke fast, trying to get ahead of any prejudicial associations she might have. “Seethi isn’t exactly obscure either. Botanist with the landing crew, I think.”

“The head botanist. Finally, there’s someone not descended from him who knows it.” She paused as an expression of recognition dawned on her face. She looked him over carefully and then asked, “Didn’t you come to upper school to give a talk about work in the sciences back in ´68? And I asked you about the life sciences career path and working beyond The Landing. But the other college guy, the shorter one, he answered.”

“Yes, he did and you found your way to that very path.” That had been it. She remembered!  He said it with a smile, genuinely delighted to find that she remembered him as well. 

“In my case, your presentation worked rather well. Three years’ advanced work in the CSC and then an assignment in wildlife biology.” 

They had already begun walking together, before they knew it, and Raj now noticed that they were headed in the same direction, south. He rifled through his brain again hoping to find a way to keep the conversation going, and again, he found a hopeful fragment of a memory from some years-old reading.

“So, Shirin Seethi... isn’t there a Seethi’s muskrat? I think I remember reading that name on a science page in ContactNet....”

“Yes,” she answered. “The only mammal I’ve gotten the clear ID and attribution on so far. There are some birds I’ve named, too. There are also about two dozen plants with our family name, but the only one I named is a red and violet water lily you’ll only find in the swamps. That way,” and she gestured to the southwest. 

“Are you out here then, as a scientist? I mean you’re working right now. Not just taking a walk?”, he asked. 

She nodded. 

“With a particular assignment,” she explained, “namely to find and image the green-crested diving fisher bird, if it exists, and gather evidence to determine if it is a separate species from the blue-crested or the yellow-crested diving fisher bird or not. And collect yet more data about avian life closer down toward the bay. Very exciting.” 

“Green-crested diving fisher bird? There are diving fishing birds with different-colored crests, then?” 

“Oh, aff. There are at least three species, we think. Maybe four, but there is some doubt about the green-crested fisher. Dan Carson- you may have heard of him because he does that expie for kids...”

Raj shook his head.  

She continued. “Well, he thinks it’s an immature specimen of the blue-crested fisher, but Gupta, Jones and I disagree. No one’s caught one yet to check the DNA, either, and the sightings are all dubious so...here I am. Or here I will be for the next week or so, along the river.”  

Raj chuckled at her description of the debate on waterfowl classification. “Isn’t it strange? The Landing is thriving. In 277 Old Earth years, plus or minus some, but we are still mostly ignorant of the species that inhabit it beyond about 100 k from where we started. We’ve barely spread out at all.”

Shirin nodded again. “If the Colonial Development Committee had devoted more resources to industrial development, we’d have been able to expand further and faster, but they wanted a stable, catastrophe-resistant population first and so exploration is ...held back to within a few tens of km from the Landing and expanding slowly. We know a lot, not everything, but a lot about flora, fauna and geology between the Touchdown Site and the outer ranges, but up beyond the hills, in the swamp, down the river to the bay...next to nothing. I don’t even think we’ve got a solid grasp on how many species of fish are in the Daphale Sea.”  She turned away from him while she spoke and gestured broadly, sweeping her arms out, palms flat up and out to indicate the horizon all along the south and west. “And when you think about it, real exploration, cataloging and everything that goes with it was impossible the first century, maybe a little more. We’ve grown up with the Landing having a college for the sciences, but it’s barely 80 years old. That’s why I sought the work I sought. There’s much to learn out here,” and she gestured broadly in the direction of the river and southward. “You can say that measured, sustainable expansion and exploration is working, but I don’t believe it, really. It’s certainly not contributing to our knowledge of Sharma as a continent. We certainly don’t hear anything from Noviya Rossiya or Tian Cheng,” and she struggled with the name of the Chinese colony.  “From them, we’ve heard nothing at all for over fifty years, aff?” 

“Aff,” he said, nodding once, “and you likely know more than me. We at MedAdmin are not involved even peripherally with any attempts to restore contact.”

“You’re assuming there’s contact to restore,” she said, turning back to face him fully. “All I see are minutes of Colonial Science Council Meetings. I’m in the Wildlife Biology Division, not Radio and Communications Technologies,” she said with shrug. “But one hears things. And reads them. The latest speculation from the Science Council is that they all died, that the Canamexers are gone, too, meaning that we and the McGuires may well be the last humans left on Charis. I don’t call that a comforting thought.”

They continued walking south-southeast, tracking the river as the trail snaked along. The sun’s climb shifted the orange light of dawn into the green-gold light of early morning as they passed along the first of the major bends the river made in its route between the Landing and the Bay. Gazing across the river, whose rolling surface was sparkling in the morning light, Raj suddenly came to a stop as he saw what looked like a wisp of silver in the air in the near distance suddenly make a sharp turn toward the middle of the river and then back toward the tree-lined shore. 

“What was that?”, he exclaimed, pointing toward it. 

Shirin paused and put her hand over her eyes to shade them against glare. “Birds,” she said. “From here they look like Narayan’s Silver Flycatchers.”

She unslung her backpack, an act which took obvious effort. She then fished around in the top left outer compartment and extracted a small, steel-gray set of binoculars. Putting them to her eyes, she adjusted the optics until the distance resolution was adequate before saying, “Yes. Silver Flycatchers. Have a look!”, and offering the instrument to Raj. He took binoculars and the look on his face promptly moved from mere interest to astonishment and delight. 

“There are thousands of them. And they’re all darting out from the trees and back. Why, they're catching bugs, aren't they? Do they do this every morning?”

Shirin laughed, and Raj was still grinning like an excited boy at a cricket match.

“Yes, every morning and every evening. They are crepuscular hunters,” she replied. "And you don't leave the Landing much at all, do you?"

He shrugged. "Not since college. That obvious, huh?", he said, handing her instrument back to her.

She nodded and smiled, then put the binoculars in her jacket pocket and not back in the backpack. She instead opened a long compartment that ran the length of the pack and began extracting items from it. The items were sensor recording devices of a type Raj had not seen since his upper-school days. She drew them out carefully. Each was a black metal and synthetic rod 55.3 cm in length, 15 mm in diameter. At the top was a pick-up microphone and a camera lens. The bottom of each rod was single pointed spike about 5 cm long for inserting them into the ground like tent pegs.

“How many of those are you going to get out?”

“All 12. And you get to help place them, since you are here and seem fully capable of following simple spoken instructions,” Shirin handed him three of the sensor rods. 

“Oh, I’ll be quite glad to help. Where do you want them placed and how far apart to you want them to be?” 

“Get them as close to the edge of the river bank as possible and make sure that nothing obscures the camera lens when you push the pointed end into the ground. Space them every 100 meters as best you can judge it. And make sure every single one is in solid and straight.” 

“Why are we starting here?”, he asked. The terrain looked remarkably like the rest of the stretch they had put behind them since the last large bend in the river. 

“It’s where the last sensor recording survey left off last month,” she answered, handing him three more sensor rods, which he took from her and clumsily balanced with the others under his arm.

“What are you looking for? I mean, in addition to that green-crested diving bird you mentioned?”

“Anything and everything from birds to rodents to big predators like the Charis tiger or a ravenbear. I doubt we´ll be lucky enough to see either of those, though. But what these sensors will do is, they will record for 8 hours. Then, we’ll collect the memory into my comset, put them out again tomorrow with clear memory, fill that, and so do that again, until I’m out of spools. And then I’ll take them all to the Wildlife Biology Division for storage. Then, next week, my colleagues and I will analyze the image data for new findings. The whole time we’re out here, I will be making my own observations, and recording those as well. You are coming along, right? I’m mean, you won’t just be putting metal tubes in the ground, then taking off on your own?” 

“Certainly not. I’m coming along. This is fascinating! I think I’ve seen more of the territory beyond the Landing today than in the past three years.”

“Three years? You really, really don’t get out much,” he flinched with the force of her incredulity. 

“No, I don’t,” he answered with a shrug, “and when I do, it´s usually to the west side to visit family. Both of my brothers, all my aunts and uncles and all my cousins live there. My older brother and his family have a house out near the...”

“A house?”, Shirin nearly shouted. She was looking at him with surprise and envy clearly etched on her face.

“Yes. A real, free-standing house. With a garden in back.”

Shirin shook her head in mock-disbelief. “A house. Your brother has a free-standing house. I see what kind I´ve fallen in with. Well, Dr. Mondal, let’s get started.” 

She walked away to determinedly plant the first sensor rod in a slightly curving track, following the contour of the river heading generally south. Once she had paced off approximately a hundred meters and checked it against the digital map on her comset screen, she invited him to do the next one. He paced out what he thought was a good hundred meters only to have her correct him when he placed the rod in the ground. 

“What did I do wrong?”, he asked. The thing was stable enough, he thought, a good, solid place in the grasses.

“Look where your lens is and what is in front of it,” she answered. He looked again at the top of the sensor rod, and after a moment of blank staring he realized the problem. 

“Oh. The breeze will blow the tips of the grass in front of the optics. I get it. Make sure nothing obscures the camera,” he then stepped removed the rod and found a different place for it. 

“Better,” Shirin said, nodding. “You’ll get an eye for it in a while.” She went on ahead, and he found that he did better the second time. Better placing the sensor rod, though not hiking along the banks of the Suratsen. The terrain was wilder along the river, with roots from the Charis cypress trees tripping him up repeatedly. When pacing off the distance between his third and fourth rod placement, he stumbled rather dramatically and nearly impaled a small and terrified lizard with the stake on the end of the rod. This gave Shirin a hearty laugh. Shaking off the sense of mortification, Raj stood up and spat some grass out of his mouth. 

“I did that on purpose. I was trying to add protein to my diet,” he said with the most serious face he could hold before he lost his composure and began laughing himself. He looked about, found a place to stake the sensor rod, set it, then gestured to the south, saying, “Lead on.” 

They continued following the course of the Suratsen, Raj placing one sensor rod, Shirin the next, until they had covered approximately 1.2 kilometers of ground. It hadn’t taken long, really, and there were – Raj judged from the sunlight –approximately three hours left before noon.  When that task was finished, Shirin again fished in her pack to retrieve equipment, this time extracting a tubular digital recording camera. She walked back over to Raj.

“Try this out,” she said, handing him the matte black tube. “I’ve got the binocs and they have a recording function, too. You know how to use one?”

“Yes, very much like a telescope,” he replied. “We had to use them for the wildlife biology and planetary ecology unit in upper school, third year. The focus is here, the record function for the memory is here....”.  He went on, aptly demonstrating that he had not forgotten anything about the devices since his school days. Shirin was pleased and instructed him to devote his attention and the camera’s memory to observing birds, especially any Sharma’s ivory hawk or McDonald’s buff-chested hawks he might see. Her division was keen to get data on any changes in those two populations since the spring of 276. 

Once she finished her instructions, he asked, “But why not do all this with airborne or terrestrial drones?”

She shrugged. “It was tried more than once and failed. Just sending them out randomly, picking concentric search patterns, zones broken down by terrain boundaries...all kinds of variations. We lost dozens of them, got thousands of hours of nearly zero useful information from the ones we didn’t lose, so the program was stopped by the CSC and Central Fabrication. They didn’t like the waste of material and time. Human observation and expertise are indispensable to get meaningful data. The sensor rods are as automated and passive as our tools get.” 

*
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For Shirin, the largest part of the day was much like many routine days she had spent in the wilderness in the four years since she had completed her training as a wildlife biologist. She spent it gathering images, recording sounds, collecting material samples and making observations of Charis’ wildlife in the Mondal´s Landing region. Only she was not alone as she most often had been. As the hours passed, she found that she enjoyed having Raj as company. 

For Raj the day was anything but routine, being miles away from MedAdmin, his interface with the medical AI and the battery of diagnostic and treatment equipment that made up his everyday world. He practically jumped out of his skin with excitement at the sight of each bird species he saw—nearly every one of them was new to him in personal experience, from the Lloyd’s Scarlet Ibis (twelve of them, wading along the shallows at the rivers’ edge), to Seethi’s Spoonbill to the Golden Charis Kingfisher. And as the day drew long while light grew short, they sighted their quarry.

“There he is. Look. Look there! Oh, he’s fantastic!”, Shirin shouted the words with the kind of enthusiasm that Raj had only heard on the cricket field, when she saw the object of her day’s search. It was mid-afternoon. “Make sure you get him in your objective,” she ordered. 

Raj did and saw what was clearly a diving fisher bird with a brilliant green crest and iridescent blue-green body plumage doing down from a thin, white “necktie”. The diving predator plunged into the river, then ascended again to land on a tree limb, having apparently missed its intended prey. The bird was large enough for Shirin to be sure it was an adult and the two of them both got excellent, clear imaging of the avian as it hunted. It was about the size and shape of an Earth cormorant and went flitting from tree to tree along the river’s edge, before diving, spearing a respectable sized fish and flying off with it, disappearing from their view, even with the range of the complex optics in their cameras.

“You look thrilled,” Raj commented as Shirin put down her device. 

“I am. This was exactly the data my department needed,” she said. “Let’s keep moving. There’s more to do.”
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Chapter Three: A Day and a Night by the River
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It was very hot as they hiked along the fluvial terrace of the western side of the Suratsen, marking off a good twelve k from the end of their line of sensor rods before they turned around and headed back. That afternoon was unique in Raj’s life, unlike any he had spent in the technologically controlled and constrained environs of the Landing. Instead, this day was plagued with the usual and tangible difficulties and nuisances of hot days spent walking long distances in temperate forested regions: Flying, swarming and sometimes biting insects, sweat, dust, sore feet and occasionally uncooperative equipment. One of the sensor-recorder rods Raj had placed had fallen over, and a quick check of its memory using the interface on Shirin’s comset showed that it had recorded hours and hours of the afternoon sky and nothing else. 

“You’re fired,” Shirin joked, looking up from her comset at Raj. She shut the devices down and stowing them away in her pack.

“Ehh...you can’t fire volunteers,” he quipped. He was trying to be light and humorous but he found he was breathing harder and sweating more than he had in years. 

“A little out of shape, doctor?”

“Well, my usual workday doesn’t have me putting so much ground behind me,” he said defensively. 

“Mine does. It is certainly pleasant to have company that isn’t running from me or trying to bite me. We haven’t got terrible much daylight left, so let’s being looking for place to make camp.” 

As the sun descended, turning the sky a green-gold, and the shadows lengthened, they decided to make camp at a wide, flat area a good two kilometers westward from the river bank, just a few hundred meters further on south from where their trail of sensor rods had stopped. It was then that the differences in their preparations became even clearer than they had been before, as Shirin unpacked her single-person tunnel tent, a small collapsible stool and began collecting rocks for a fire pit while Raj only unpacked his damaged sleepsheath and some fire cubes. 

“You really didn’t bring a tent? You weren’t just trying to stay cool last night?” she asked. 

“I didn’t take the time to put a good kit together. Dumb, I know,” he answered. “And in any case the weather station was predicting three days of generally hot and rain-free weather.”

“Never believe it,” she commented, shaking her head, “and never come out here without a tent. A tent would have spared you your encounter with our snaky friend last night.” 

There was silence for a few minutes as Shirin set up her tent and Raj laid out his sheath and retrieved rations and water bottles from his pack.

While his back was turned to her, Shirin called out: “You did bring food, didn’t you?”

“Of course,” he responded tersely, “I thought that far ahead. Now you, Ms. Seethi, are equipped. With a firearm even.”

Shirin was putting the last of the tent stakes in the ground but looked up to respond. “It’s division policy. Remember those large predators I mentioned? That they are rarely seen on this side of the river does not mean never. Better armed than bear meat.” 

“So, it’s biolocked, I assume?”

“No. Anybody in my division could check it out and since there are eight of us, biolocking it or one of our rifles every time it gets checked out would be tedious. My chief does not like tedious.”

“Ah, well, can’t have a boss strangled by tedium. You had the advantage of your division doing some of your thinking for you. I just threw a kit together from stuff I had lying around and went.”

“And you’re annoyed that you didn’t plan better,” Shirin commented. “At least it sounds like it. You know, you’ve had hours to and you haven’t told me why you were out here. You haven’t been out much, you said, in years. So, why now? What happened?” 

Raj put his rations and fire cubes down on his sheath, took a sip of water from his metallic flask, and sat down on the ground. He patted the ground to indicate that she should sit down and she did, sitting down on her stool, facing him at about a meter’s distance. 

“Have you ever been called ‘soulless’, Shirin?”, he asked, looking up at her.

“No. Not many people even use the word ‘soul’ these days. My dad, but not many others I’ve heard.” 

“A man called me soulless Wednesday morning, and I couldn’t stop thinking about it. I told you I’m a Mondal and that I work at MedAdmin. What I didn’t tell you is that in my capacity as Dr. Mondal, I’m on the GHB. My full, official title is ‘Chief Medical Officer for Genetic Matching, Reproductive Licensing and Donor Tissue Supply Referral’. That’s a bunch of euphemistic verbiage for saying that I decide who gets matched, if their products of conception are allowed to become children, who has how many children, or, for those who classify as EELs, if they go on the tissue compatibility index when they reach involuntary donor age. I’ve done the last of those things eleven times in all. And almost 60 hours ago or so, I put a man on tissue index, the donor list. What that really means if you value art and culture is that I sentenced a man who may be Mondal’s Landing’s best living poet to death.” 

“It sounds like you mean Vindaran Singh, and I do keep up with the word-weavers,” said Shirin. 

“Well, that shoots my confidentiality oath,” he muttered. “But hack it! Once he’s on the Index, the fact that he’s on it is public record. You could find out on ContactNet right now.”

Shirin’s face was suddenly graver and she listened with interest as he recounted the entire series of events that had led to him meeting her on the trail. When he finished, she asked, “You said it was the eleventh time you’ve had to refer someone to MedAdmin for...what do they call it again?”

“Re-processing. Ex-sang. Harvesting. Full donation. We have different terms for different hearers.”

She nodded and reached for her own water bottle. After taking a sip she asked, “Why this time? Why get distraught this time, with this man? Were you a fan of his, a devotee?” 

For just a moment the hint of a political suspicion manifested itself in his mind. Ever since the McGuire Rebellion, Colonial Security had kept a close ear on conversations that questioned the policies of the Colonial Governing Council, especially genetic hygiene policies. Those had been the spark that ignited the rebellion. And they had flared to life repeatedly in the course of the Landing’s history. Could she be looking for signs of McGuire sympathy to report? Angling to get a political appointment or a promotion for meritorious citizenship? The possibility was certainly real...but on further thought, it seemed less likely to him. For a possible ideological ambush to be real would require her to have been at the right place just as he woke up on that particular morning, all in response to him spontaneously taking leave time to which he was entitled, and for which he had given no prior notice. That idea seemed to Raj beyond the limits of the plausible. He was a connected man, besides. There were much easier ways for ColSec to monitor him if they wanted. Risk dismissed, he killed that line of thought and finally answered Shirin’s question.

“Why? Because he was the first who told me I did it. He truly made the matter personal.  And he cried. Right there in my office. His tears unsettled me, I admit, but I am not sure why. Singh was not the first EEL I’ve notified who cried. A couple before him cried. One brought a procedural action against me. One even cursed me out! But only a few seconds later, that same man said, ‘Oh bloody hell, I knew the rules. I’ll report. Who knows? With any luck I find a match and then get a reprieve next year.’ Then he left.”

“Did he? Find a match, I mean?”, Shirin asked.

“No. He still didn’t find a match and then he was harvested 22 months after I referred him. His name was Eric Friedlander. He was a descendant of the Captain the School is named after,” Raj coughed. “And an older woman from the other side of Landing has his lungs now. I should never read their files, I guess. This time, with Singh? This time, he told me I was doing it! Not the GHB rules or the Covenant. He said that I had turned him into a walking bag of spare parts. I did it. Personally. I’m a soulless parasite. That’s what he called me.  It’s why I’m out here. I wanted to stop thinking about it, but I can’t.”

Shirin nodded as he spoke. “That´s an awful way to put it, though as you said, you´ve heard people object to holding up their end of the Colonial Covenant before. It can´t have been that much of a shock. He knew it was coming. We all do if we...but...you say you’ve been doing this for years now?” Shirin said, with considerable sympathy. 

“Five years. Ever since I got my appointment with GHB. I’ve been in MedAdmin in one capacity or another since I finished medical college seven years ago.”

“Perhaps the weight of it is finally getting to you. That would mean that you are not a 'soulless parasite’. A soulless creature would not be bothered with ethical questions. It would have no conscience,” she remarked. “Telling someone to register like you say? It takes one life but it will save others, indirectly. Eventually. You just don’t see that. It’s not like fixing broken bones or treating open wounds. Those are the sorts of things you do in general medical?”  He nodded absently. “That might be the problem. You only see the loss of one life, not preservation of others in this role.”

Shirin attempted to get some last droplets of water out of her bottle. It was empty. She strapped it into her belt, picked up her backpack, stood up and strapped it on. “How’s your water supply? Do you need to re-fill? I do. Want to go down to the river with me? There’s a great spot not far from here, right after the place where the river drops a bit. Clear, shallow and broad. The water’s very cool, too. You can wade out on the gravel. It’s good for the feet.” 

“Now that certainly sounds pleasant,” he said, standing up. “Let’s go. I need to fill up.” In truth, only one of his four water bottles was empty, but he wanted her company. Mostly he wanted not to be left alone with his thoughts churning over the least pleasant and most difficult part of his duties.

They walked mostly in silence with Shirin occasionally giving directions. There was a scant, hardly discernible trail in the ankle-high grasses that told of repeated but infrequent human traffic in the decline leading toward the riverbank. The area that Shirin had described came within sight in just a few minutes, and as they got within about a hundred meters, Raj perceived a movement in the grass near them and hissed “Stop!” 

“Why?”

“That!”, he exclaimed, pointing to a small, dark brown, wiry, weasel-like creature he had espied crossing onto the trail in front of them. The creature had also stopped in the grass at trail´s edge and seemed to be waiting, with one forepaw in the air, to be given any reason to run. 

“Oh, that? Don’t worry. It’s a tusked stoat. Nothing to be afraid of. In fact,” and she lunged at it, laughing, and the thin, brown furred tube of a mustelid fled bolt-fast through the green and yellow vegetation. She then held up her hand, indicating Raj should stand still, and said, quickly, “Watch what it does.” He did and saw, a second later, that the stoat stood up on its hind legs once it got about four meters from them, its head rising above the grass, before it looked back to see if it was being followed. 

“They always do that! Isn’t it charming?”, Shirin said, almost laughing as she spoke. Her voice seemed to startle the creature and it once again shot off through the lush green and yellow grasses. 

When they reached the wide, open area leading down to the river, the ground gradually became rockier and less grassy, opening onto a stretch of river bed where the water was, just as Shirin had described, shallow and very clear. They spoke little as they filled their bottles and washed their faces of the dust and dirt of the afternoon. For several minutes, they took in the ambient sounds of the river bank: a dozen discernable types of birdsong, the varied clicks and buzzes of insects, the clear sound of softly sweeping water over the stones. Both of them did take off their boots and wade out over the cool, river-smoothed stones in the mirror-clear flow of the Suratsen. 

Finally, it was Shirin who spoke again. “You seem to very much enjoy being out here. Have you thought about taking time away from medical and doing time in planetary bio-research? If referring people for harvesting ...full donation, you know, that aspect of your duties...is leaving you so distraught, it might be time to take some leave from it. Maybe the time has come to change departments. You could serve the colony without the ethical conflict in general medicine, right?”

He thought about the implications of her insight for a moment, said “Perhaps. I’ll consider it. And thanks for the empathy. You know, I’ve been thinking about your question from earlier, why it bothered me so much,” he walked toward her as he spoke and then stopped a couple of meters away, looking her in the eyes as he spoke. “It wasn’t just the tears. It was the realization that what I was doing was fundamentally unfair. I mean, in the Colonial Covenant, the section on genetic hygiene...” he paused to make sure she was tracking. She nodded and he continued. “There the principles of the Mondal’s Landing Colony of the Indo-British Commonwealth spell out that these measures, the whole classification system, in fact, was supposed to be temporary. There have been attempts to reform it. My dad – I didn’t tell you this before– did the same work and he strove to make the selection criterion more flexible. He was engaged in that work when he died.”

“So, you feel like you are failing to carry on your father’s legacy?”

He stood in silence for a moment and then nodded. “Aff. That is part of it.” 

“That,” she said, “is more proof you have a soul. A soulless parasite would not be bothered about either sending a man to his death or about reforming an unfair system.” 

“So, a soul is just an expression of ethical convictions?”, he asked. 

“No. Not just that. It’s not even something you have. It is who you are, and it sounds to me like who you are is moving in the right moral direction,” she responded. 

He looked off into the distance for a moment and then asked her, “Have you enough water? If so, we should head back to the site and set up for the night. It should be dark in an hour or so by the look of the sky.”  

“Yes, that looks about right,” she averred. “Not bad for a pampered urbanite. Let’s go.” 

As they were wading up the riverbank, a new and startlingly loud sound broke the acoustic background.

“What was that?”

“What was what? The ‘ka-kree-dad-ah-dee-ah-da-dee’ call?”, Shirin asked for clarification.

“Aff, that one,” Raj confirmed.

“It was our green-crested fisher bird. They usually only make that sound at dawn and dusk,” She explained. “And no one is sure why.”

They trekked back to their site in less time than they had taken getting to the river, as Raj now knew the route himself and did not have to wait for Shirin’s cues. They collected brush for the fire along the way, and when they did arrive, they gathered it into a single pile, stacked it in the fire pit Shirin had assembled and then Raj ignited the dried wood and grass with one of his fire cubes. While he did this Shirin fished around in her pack and retrieved a pack of soup rations in silver foil, a dull metal cooking pot with a flimsy looking frame and small conical black and gray device that had only two buttons on it and a dangerous-looking spike on its base. After putting the cooking implements and ration packs down near the fire, she stabbed the conical device into the ground not far from the camp site, then pressed two buttons on its wide top. Along the side facing their campsite, a small green light came on.

“What is that?”, Raj asked. 

“An ultrasonic emitter meant to keep larger animals away. It seems to work, too. Fire does not always do it alone. We ...” she stopped speaking for a second as if the word choice were difficult, then said, “My Division lost two people on a routine assignment a few years ago. A ravenbear killed them both. From the video records...they had left a recorder on,” she made eye contact to assure that he understood the implications of that fact, then continued, “they thought fire would scare it off. It didn’t that time, and no one knows why. It always had before, for decades even. So, our tech people set about finding some deterrent that would work and they found plans for these things in the equipment archives from the Horizon, sent the plans to Central Fabrication, and in a few hours the first unit like this was delivered to our building. Ever since we’ve used these, we haven’t lost anyone.  But the gun? It’s for the just-in-case- scenario. Passive defenses may not always work. And these emitters absolutely don’t work against humans.”  

Raj had listened carefully and only spoke when he saw the rather mournful expression cloud her face. “From the way you talk about it, it sounds like you knew both of the people who were killed.”

“No, not well. I was new in the department and had only met them in passing. Still, it was a shock to everyone in the department. Their names were Oddr and Videesha and they were matched. They were only in their early 30’s.”

“They weren’t armed? You said your division...”

She shook her head, cutting him off. “That policy came about because of their deaths. We now always send people out armed. ColSec had to be convinced, of course, but losing a matched Alpha pair, well, that did it.”

“Alphas? Huh. I might have matched them,” he commented. 

“No, you’re too new. They had been matched nine years. Three children, all in Lower School age. They were adopted by another family from the Division. The Patels, I think.”

“Patels? Hmmm. They’re a founding family. It’s just possible I know them,” Raj commented.

Shirin came closer to the fire and set a small metal pot full of water down before opening a ration packet and dumping it in. Raj followed suit and drew his own dried protein bars and fruit chips out of his bag. After stirring her soup for a minute, Shirin spoke again.

“Another policy is that we only go out alone within 25 km of the Landing. That covers territory well in the Landing’s control, and help can get to you within minutes if you are in real danger. This time, I’m not even going that far.”  She put the pot on that flimsy-looking frame centered as well as possible over the fire as she spoke. 

“Since you mentioned the Landing,” he began, “for courtesy’s sake I should tell you I have to head back day after tomorrow. It will take me most of the day to get back within a few hour’s walking distance and I have to return to MedAdmin on Monday. I’m about halfway through the leave time I took right now.”

“Are you sure that you must? If we go back north into range, you can use my comset to contact your office. If you have the leave time and they can spare you, I could use the company and the help out here. It would be a pleasant change to have someone to talk to,” she urged. “Could you take a longer time away to... what does the official pub say about this? ‘Evaluate your philosophical commitments for possible conflicts with your assigned duties’? Would drawing extra leave conflict with your assigned duties? It would only be another couple of days.” She smiled at him, and met his eyes with hers. It was the best case she could make. 

She then stopped stirring the soup and took a sip. Too hot, it seemed. She put it down to cool for a minute. 

Raj had to chuckle. “Yes, that’s exactly what it says. Page 43 in the Self-Evaluation Manual. We don’t want anyone working in the GHB who isn’t philosophically committed. But, no, I don’t think it would. I could ask, but it will likely be fruitless.” 

“Very conscientious of you. It sounds to me like you’re fine on that philosophical commitment point. You just said ‘we’, not ‘they’,” she said. 

“Naa...I appreciate the invitation, certainly, but there is most likely no one to sub for me right now. It was really fortuitous that I could even get out of the schedule on such short notice. If I could stay away longer I would, and I will stay as long as possible tomorrow, but the day after I have to head back north. It wouldn’t do to be late under the circumstances. That might engender suspicion about my ‘philosophical commitment’.” 

“Then, I’ll go with you some of the way,” she replied. “I would enjoy more conversation and there’s sure to be useful data I can gather there, too. And no one said I could not come back earlier.” 

They finished eating in silence and after a brief exchange of “good night” and “sleep well”, Shirin went into her tent and Raj into his sleepsheath, taking off his outer shirt and trail pants to shake off some of the dust before laying them out for the morning. Next time, bring pajamas, he thought, along with that tent. They both fell almost instantly into deep sleep and this continued...until near dawn. 

It was just as Charis’s eastern hemisphere was beginning to turn again toward the sun, as the faint orange light of a fresh spring day began to stretch across the landscape when it happened. The fire’s embers were barely smoking still and the light of the indicators on the sonic emitter far brighter than any other light source around. Raj’s sleepsheath was damp from dew and it was either that unpleasant sensation or the sound Raj heard that woke him from his deep sleep. It was the sound of some large living thing snorting and growling at a low register, just to his left, and only a few meters away. 

Keeping himself flat, he turned his head slowly and saw, at what he took to be the edge of the emitter’s effective range, a huge feline shape. In the limited light Raj could see that the animal was maybe three meters long nose to tail. Its pelt was shaggy and varicolored-tawny with black striations and pale on the underside. It had a wide, triangular head, its ears wide, veined and almost hairless. It moved back and forth with muscular strides, keeping its striped, huge face aimed at the camp site, pacing and trying, every half minute or so, to get closer in spite of the irritating ultrasonic noise that it alone perceived there. It would start toward their tents, then draw back a few meters and growl, making a noise that sounded as if the beast were complaining. The reflective membranes in the back of its eyes flashed now and then as it circled the edge of their sonic barrier, just as they would in a tiger or other great cat of Earth. It seemed to be weighing the pain the emitter was causing against the opportunity of making a quick kill on some apparently helpless prey.
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