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—You can be a hero to some of the people all of the time, 

Or all of the people some of the time, or all of the ... Nope. 

Some of the people some of the time, that's it.

—William Sorgen


Shuttle pilot Henri Kourtney squinted against the bright sunlight streaming through the executive office window of Port Carlysle. Henri didn’t stand at attention, not quite, not on purpose. He had never been in the military.

“You’re fired, Mr. Kourtney.” The Port Master didn’t frown, but he looked serious, very serious. “Not many visitors travel this far off the Crease, but you must be polite to those who come here. Manners are important. Clean out your locker.”

Henri mentally reviewed his down-planet encounter with the Earth physicist and his cousin. Beyond enforcing the safety protocols, Henri could think of nothing he did to generate a passenger complaint concerning his manners, and citing privacy, the Port Master wouldn’t let him review the shuttle video. 

What a disappointment. Henri had been flying the Port Carlysle space shuttle less than five months. Not his dream job, but at least it had something to do with interstellar travel. Marginally.

“Yes, sir,” he said, unsure at the moment of a better reply.  

Henri was confident he would think of a pithy exit line within the next several hours, perhaps even before he got home. That was his usual timeframe for formulating excellent, unstated comebacks.

The Port Master’s stinging words followed him to the locker room while he mentally rehearsed several unsatisfactory retorts. On the other hand, maybe he should devote his time to working out an excuse for being fired that he could offer his father when he got home. Pop would not be happy that Henri was fired for bad manners.

Henri paused to take a deep breath outside the locker room door. Flying shuttle for merchant starships wasn’t like a berth on an actual starship, but likely it was the only way he would ever get more than a few light seconds away from Carlysle.

Inside the locker room, Henri pressed his palm against the first convenient access panel. His DNA provided his lock combination, and the servo retrieved his locker box from storage and repositioned it behind the access panel. The panel swung open with an electronic ping. 

Henri unloaded his spare shirt and a pair of walking shoes. He recognized two starmen nearby, starmen that he had just shuttled down to Carlysle who were busy renting short-term lockers. One wore a pilot emblem, the other was an astrogator.

While the starmen organized their flight bags in their leased bins, Henri schemed to approach them. He scrounged some clean towels from the table near the door, held them like a shield, and strode toward the two men. No time like the present to try for a new job, one that he might actually enjoy. Something interstellar where it would be impossible for him to insult a passenger deep sleeping between the stars.

“Welcome, gentlemen.” Henri pointed across the room. “Through the second door is a free shower, nothing fancy, but you might enjoy abundant water for a change,” He handed them each a towel. “How was your crossing?”

“We lost live cargo in the cold storage racks, a woman tourist.” If the pilot had noticed the envy in Henri’s voice, his voice did not reflect it. “Accidents like that don’t happen often these days. The med-tech hadn’t finished with the freeze logs before we came down planet. That means special company reports, government forms, notification of next of kin, you know, extra data work for us. Otherwise, a smooth trip.”

The astrogator nodded his agreement, but remained silent. After an uncomfortable moment, Henri realized he was frittering his opportunity. 

“I don’t suppose any crew positions are open for the return trip. I pilot—mainly shuttle trips—but I’m a licensed astrogator.” 

“Doubtful unless you got deep space experience, Kid,” the pilot said. “Besides, some local mugwump took an option to buy The Stellar Queen. We may not have a berth home ourselves, but if we do, Ernie here, will be my astrogator.” 

“I understand.” Henri started for the door. “Sorry you lost the passenger.”

“Hey, Kid. Wait.” The astrogator looked more sympathetic than the pilot. “We sent a box of personal items for the dead passenger to unclaimed luggage. One astrogator to another, you should take a look. She was a scientist from Earth. Looked like she had some of the latest technology, maybe available at bargain prices now. Best prize goes to the first guy in line.” 

“Yeah.” The pilot draped the towel over his shoulder. “And thanks for the towels. Say, the other tourists we brought plan a hunting expedition. For torg, they said. Perhaps they need a local pilot.” 

“Tourists?” Henri stopped at the door. “I shuttled torg-hunting tourists down to Carlysle?” 
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“TOURIST? I DON’T SEE tourist.” The port entry clerk’s eyes never left his desk monitor. “An unusual selection, Dr. Lambrek. Usually, no passenger makes a trip three years off the Crease with plans to return to Earth. Starship personnel are transients, but we list immigration status for anyone staying more than a year. Shall I check immigrant? Immigration is just a word, no one would compel you to settle here permanently. You have six in your party?” 

“We were six.” Jonathan Lambrek acknowledged from his powered chair. His bulk challenged the edges of the seat. “Dr. Haveral had a fatal reaction to cold sleep.”

“My condolences.” The clerk measured a polite amount of eye contact. “I knew of a death, but I didn’t know who. The Stellar Queen is a cargo vessel, not really equipped for passengers. The cold sleep modules in it are little better than shipping pods, so the risk is bigger than advertised.” 

Lambrek pursed his lips and nodded in agreement.

The clerk assumed an attitude of official courtesy. “On behalf of Carlysle, I extend our sympathy to his family.”

“Her family,” Lambrek said. “But she has no immediate family. You could say the same concerning the rest of us. Earth side families are not compatible with interstellar gallivanting. Einstein and relativity still rule outside the Crease. If your database doesn’t have a tourist category, then we’re researchers here to study torg.”

The clerk looked up with astonishment flickering on his face but said nothing.

“Researchers will do for us.” Lambrek wanted to gesture grandly to his fellows on the expedition, but his cousin, MarlAnn, was the only one nearby. 

Yamamoto and Murdock were off collecting the luggage. Lambrek had no idea where to find Cannon. Cannon kept to himself. 

“The transit time from Carlysle to Earth is an impressive obstacle to a personal relationship.” The clerk agreed while he scanned the monitor and tapped the screen. “However, we list researchers as a subcategory of immigrants. You aren’t officially immigrants, and you don’t fit the transient profile we give to ship’s crew. How long will you be with us?”

Lambrek shifted his bulk in the chair and shrugged. “If we don‘t fit your categories, does it really matter out here?”

Six identity cards slid from a dispenser below the monitor. 

“No, Sir. It isn’t important to anyone, just polite conversation.” The clerk trashed one card and activated each of the others. The clerk paused when he handed the cards to Lambrek. His voice shifted to what sounded like a well-rehearsed spiel. “These ID cards keep local time. If you decide to activate them for credit access or communications, then contract with a licensed physician to encode the biochip against unauthorized usage. The physician can also download and encode your medical records onto the card. You are not required to make use of these extra cost services. Many merchants carry multi-feature, commercial identification devices, including implants, which you may prefer over these basic cards. If you already have an implant, contact a local physician concerning network compatibility and service plans. Welcome to Carlysle. I hope you and your, uh, expedition have a pleasant stay.”

“By the way, I filed an incident report concerning our shuttle pilot.” The fat man scooped up the bio-cards and tapped them into a neat stack on the armrest of his chair. “Do you know the disposition of the complaint?”

“Yes, the pilot was Henri Kourtney.” The clerk grimaced. “Carlysle Port Authority dismissed him for rude behavior to—uh, here it is—Ms. MarlAnn Brunmueller.”

“That should satisfy my cousin. No proper young lady should have to endure such suggestions.”

MarlAnn closed quickly on the fat man and grabbed his arm. Her face flushed, but she whispered discretely, “He wasn’t rude. He was very nice. Your complaint cost him his job.”

The fat man smiled, patted her hand, and led MarlAnn from the clerk. He leaned his head close to hers. “His name is Henri Kourtney. That can’t be just a coincidence. With Dr. Haveral gone, we need someone with this young man’s talents. He should fit nicely into our plans, but I leave you with the job of convincing him to join us.”

Commentary

Henri: “Remarkable. How could you possibly know the content of these conversations?”

“An editor’s job has many facets.”

Henri: “You’ve included conversations I never heard. You inject thoughts that neither of us could know. I didn’t overhear MarlAnn and Dr. Lambrek talking. Neither did you.”

“Intervening events provide enough information from which to plausibly reconstruct the conversations. The story will flow better with these in place in the correct time sequence. You avoid parenthetical explanations and flashbacks in later chapters with appropriate ‘plants’ early in the novel. Technique wise, I used a loose, third-person Point Of View for you with a brief excursion into Lambrek’s POV, all enhanced with a touch of omniscient POV.”

Henri: “What the hell are you saying? I want a simple journal, a diary, not a novel.”

“Why would you write those differently? Background material request: is Carlysle society as polite as you imply, or—?”

Henri: “Or?”

“Personality trait. Despite your difficulty with expressing your emotions, you were fired for rudeness.”

Henri: “Do you think I’m so repressed that it shades my view of everyone else?”

“Your personality not only controls what you do, it influences how you interpret other people’s actions. Hence, if you are repressed, then the underlying reason for your repression doesn’t really matter at this point. However, the polite society approach is wonderful on several levels. The contrast of polite conversation against rude language will be marvelous. Light against dark, very artistic. Even ignoring the atmosphere of a polite society, the style carries into the prose—formal, stiff writing reflecting a formal, stiff person in a formal, stiff society. However—”

Henri: “What now?”

“Reconsider deleting the scene at unclaimed luggage. Without it, this chapter has a jumpy texture.”

Henri: “Scene. That was no scene. I paid a storage charge to redeem you from unclaimed baggage. I only wanted a simple Personal Digital Assistant, a compact diary for journal entries and notes, but you aren’t a PDA. Instead, you are a writer’s workshop for would-be novelists.”

“Dr. Haveral had a great professional interest in writing fiction.”

Henri: “Forget Dr. Haveral. She no longer owns you. This concerns you and I. Leave the scene out. Scene! Now, I’m talking like you.”

“You and me. Objective case. Not ‘concerns you and I.’”

Henri: “Me don’t give a damn.”

“Is the ‘damn’ for contrast or would you prefer an edit to reflect your conversation for the polite society backdrop of our novel?”

Henri: “[Expletive deleted] you. Do as you please. I’m finished for the day.”
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It is an ancient Mariner, 

And he stoppeth one of three.

—Samuel Taylor Coleridge


Retired starship Captain William B. Sorgen slumped into his chair and debated the philosophy of his glass. Was the glass empty of whisky or full of air? Could it simultaneously be both? Without a fresh bottle of booze, Sorgen could not drink past such existential considerations.

On his second attempt to drain the last drop, he concluded that the glass was not only empty of whiskey, it was dry. Dazed, he struggled to comprehend the negative space the glass enclosed. 

“Ah, yes a refill. That will do us fine.” He manhandled the clutter that obscured the top of the side table. 

“Where did I leave the damn bottle?” Sorgen struggled to sit upright. Pain from a sophisticated blend of alcohol, badly healed injuries, and poor body maintenance greeted his efforts. 

When he stood, the lights brightened the cool tan of the plasti-shell. Groggily, he winced and squinted through one eye. His bare arm rubbed against a week’s growth of beard when he blocked out the glare of the House lighting. 

“Lights down.” He could still instill his voice with the strength of command. “Lights down, House, or I’ll rip out every memory pack.” He continued to curse long after the brightness modulated.

When his eyes refocused, he spotted an open bottle amid dirty dishes on the kitchen table. Purpose steadied his stride to the table, but his hand shook when he lifted the bottle. Empty! The ringing in his ears washed over all outside sounds and muffled half of the initial visitor announcement.

“... At the entry,” the House repeated. “Currently, two visitors are at the entry.”

“Yes!” Sorgen fumbled with his glass. Perhaps a delivery? Had he ordered more liquor? “Whad’ya say, House?”

“Captain Sorgen, two visitors seek entry.” The House rephrased the announcement into a request. “Shall I screen them?”

“Shut up!” Sorgen swore and banged the bottle against the table. His grip loosened, and he dropped the bottle. It bounced. “What? Too much noise. Damn computer. Shut the hell up. How do I ... House, sleep, uh twenty-four hours, and yeah, leave on the autonomics.”

The adrenaline drained from his system, and Sorgen felt a sudden desire to sit. He worked his tongue across the dry roof of his mouth. 

The house plasti-shell shield muffled a persistent pounding. Sorgen steadied himself against the wall and struggled to the entry hall. His right hand clutched the empty glass upright and carefully balanced it as if it still were full of treasure.

Sorgen fumbled at the entry mechanism. When he managed to release the latch, the door crashed inward, broke his nose, and propelled him across the hall. He bounced against the opposing wall, slid down, and sat heavily on the floor. 

By reflex, he clutched through his shirt to be sure he hadn’t lost the medallion pendant around his neck. Although the pain from his face had not fully registered, his hand drifted up to examine his nose. A heavy stream of blood ran down his wrist, some from his nose, most from a gash in his palm. Bloody shards from the broken glass tinkled to the floor when he opened the hand.

Two shadows loomed above him and blocked the dimmed plasti-shell light. 

“Mr. Nixon sends his regards,” the short stocky man said. “We’re here to sweeten his offer.

Sorgen groaned when the delayed pain from his broken nose finally detonated across his face. His ears roared. His eyes watered. Rough hands dragged him to his feet. 

Dazed, he repeated the man’s words. “Mr. Nixon?” 

The gurgle of the name in Sorgen’s own voice brought comprehension. Nixon. Caldwell J. Nixon. Fear refocused Sorgen’s eyes through the tears.
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YOSHIRO YAMAMOTO NODDED as if he completely agreed with the young woman, but all the while, he strategized his next rebuttal of her arguments. 

“I don’t rent equipment for torg hunting expeditions.” Jayne Murphey thumbed the control panel for her auto-desk and stood. The embedded desktop monitor darkened. “The equipment doesn’t belong to me. I manage it. I use it for approved research. The Carlysle governing council leases and maintains the equipment. I’m responsible, but the grants have restrictions. At this distance from Earth, such equipment is expensive and difficult to replace” 

She tapped her stylus on the desktop for emphasis and raised a disapproving eyebrow.

At first, the woman’s blond, sun-speckled hair and athletic figure had intimidated Yoshiro, but now business engaged, and he was in his element. He rubbed his thumb across the palm of his hand with enthusiasm. 

“I understand, Ms. Murphey,” he said. “I was an academic for years. Defending research ethics against the demands for soliciting funds is complicated and tedious. I apologize. Zeal motivated my clumsy offer. My proposal isn’t meant to compromise your integrity. I only suggest that should you support our research project with your equipment and expertise, then in return we shall provide sufficient funding to not only cover the rental and on-going expenses but also generous enough to patch budget gaps in your own special projects.”

Jayne tapped her stylus against her chin. “Just to be clear, Dr. Yamamoto. Are you hunting torg for sport?” 

“Not sport. Not in the sense you suggest. Torg are an unusual and valued species. We don’t plan to kill the animals, just study them. This is research. Are you familiar with torg biology?”

“There are no torg here on Continent-Three.” Jayne walked to the side of her desk. “This continent provides abundant wildlife, more than enough to occupy me for a lifetime, but no torg. Among the other five continents, only Continent-Two has documented torg. Carlysle hosts fewer than one hundred thousand settlers concentrated here on Continent-Three. We cannot afford unbridled exploration, particularly of other continents on the far side of the planet. Few people have seen a live torg. I’m a field biologist, and I have not. The non-professional encounters I’ve reviewed included extreme stress so the reports are unreliable. The only video I’ve seen of a living torg was taken from an airjeep.”

“Yes, Ms. Murphey, torg biology is a mystery. We offer you the unmatched opportunity to become the resident expert on torg.”

“I’m the only full-time wildlife biologist on Carlysle. Already, I study more species than I care to count. Species for which, I am the only still working, resident expert. Being the resident expert at this stage of our knowledge carries little weight here. We have lots of breadth but little depth. As for your offer....” Her brow furrowed. 

Yamamoto recognized the root of her hesitation. “Of course, we require a board of respected citizens to supervise the grant we offer. I believe that our friend, Mr. Caldwell J. Nixon not only heads the Port City Council, he is also chairman of trustees for your institute. We could arrange that he supervise the accounts and disburse the funds. That should remove any hint of impropriety.”

“You know Mr. Nixon?”

“Indeed. Mr. Nixon brought the torg to our attention.” Yamamoto hesitated. Perhaps he said too much.

“Isn’t your field of study planetology, Dr. Yamamoto? Why would you be interested in torg biology?”

“I have many interests related to newly settled planets.” 

“Well, if Mr. Nixon approves your expedition, perhaps....”

Yamamoto’s eyes gleamed. Integrity was satisfied. Now they could broach troubling details; they would argue over phrasing for nuance and semantics. They would joust for a while, but eventually, they would agree on terms. 

He smiled and prepared to compliment her choice of wall holograms. Her reversal surprised him.

“I’m sorry.” She sat with a decisive thump. “I have too much else to do. Torg are fascinating, but exaggerated torg tales tend toward legend. Hardly scientific. Cataloging the creatures just on this continent is a massive undertaking that I inherited from my predecessor, and I can’t let myself be distracted.” 

Yamamoto had been sure of closing the deal. Now a bead of sweat worked its way down his nose. He decided to reveal part of what he had hoped to conceal. 

“We have urgency.” Yamamoto spoke with a tic of nervousness and glanced at her breasts for comfort. “If others suspect what we pursue....”

Jayne ignored his bad manners and leaned forward to coax him. “And what do you pursue?”

Yamamoto waived aside her query. “Do you have the equipment to map species DNA?”

“We are not completely backwards here. I map DNA as part of the catalog process. Simple-minded biochips that read partial DNA are everywhere in the city, but for the last five years, we’ve used large-scale biometric equipment. Mr. Nixon made those acquisition from Earth. However, we don’t have the personnel to gather the samples, so cataloging remains slow.” 

“I understand.” Yamamoto detected the irritation filtering into her voice. He shifted his tone to placate her. “Have you done interspecies correlation on the samples you have?”

“Very little.” Jayne moved to the sofa across from Yamamoto. She searched his face. “The results were what we expected based on other star systems.”

“High correlation among most native species? Above ninety percent?” He continued when she nodded. “And did you correlate those to human DNA?”

“Superficially the correlation is only seventy percent with the local proto-anthropoids, consistent with research on other worlds. There is no Carlysle equivalent to a chimpanzee to push the correlation to humans very high. You never expect inter-world DNA to match up as well as intra-world DNA.”

“Naturally.” Yamamoto impregnated his next question with mystery. “And have you mapped torg DNA?”

“No,” Jayne replied. “How could we? Samples are too difficult to obtain.”

“Ms. Murphey, I’ve compared torg DNA with the known DNA of other species on Carlysle.” Yamamoto measured each word. Unable to think of how to say less and still close the sale, he blurted out the secret. “We believe that torg are not native to this planet. We must ask ourselves how they got here.” 
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“MR. CANNON, WHERE ARE you going?”

Karl M. Cannon checked his hurried pace at the entrance to Settler’s Park. A man calling his name from behind him had surprised Cannon. Cannon didn’t like to be surprised. Ever. And he would admit to no surprise now. Without conscious effort, years of discipline slowed his turn to face the man. 

The late afternoon sun reflected an orange glare off a nearby wall of glass. Momentarily, the glare blinded Cannon. However, Cannon had taken advantage of his trip to Earth to tweak his body with some of the latest in biological engineering. The melanin additive to his cornea rapidly reacted to screen out the most painful reflections. Melanin overflowed his dark brown iris into the sclera, frosting his eyes to reflective silver. Now, his melanin-glazed eyes contrasted as an empty void against his coffee-colored complexion. Cannon focused free of the glare, and he outlined the stout man who strolled toward him

At first, Cannon did not recognize the man who had called him. He tried to blame his slow recognition on the after-effects of cold sleep or on his melanin eye-screen. The face of the approaching man remained fuzzy. Abruptly, he realized that he wasn’t having eye trouble. The man’s face wore the blur of age.

“Mr. Nixon? I didn’t notice you there.” Cannon gestured to suggest that the park filled with post lunchtime strollers and running children had saturated his senses.

“You mean you didn’t recognize me. It has been almost eight years for me since you left. But it’s easy to see that you haven’t clocked the time the same as I have.”

Cannon said nothing. He certainly would not admit to any lack of perception. However, it hadn’t been anywhere close to eight years for Cannon; rather cold sleep and time dilation seemed to Cannon to have propelled him forward in time. Before Cannon left, Nixon had already entered the age where physical changes accelerate. Now, the older man had skipped hard years ahead of Cannon. 

As a result, Cannon had not recognized Nixon through the network of the lines etched across the old man’s face. Because Cannon’s relative time had been short and because he knew he had changed little, he surmised that Nixon had no trouble recognizing him. Although he was well into his middle years, Cannon expected his dark skin to resist the worst pulls of aging for another thirty years. 

Cannon knew Nixon well enough to know that the old man did not expect an excuse. Instead, Nixon forced a thin smile and strolled past him into the park. Cannon followed discreetly. 

Upon returning to Carlysle, Cannon had called Nixon at the first opportunity for secure communications. Settler’s Park had long been a fixture from the first colony arrival on Carlysle, and despite the eight-year growth of Port City, Cannon knew the park had not moved. Therefore, the park had been his choice for this meeting. 

After a short walk, Nixon spoke. “How was your trip?”

Cannon noted that Nixon’s brisk stride had been replaced with a slower gait. The older man’s walk nursed an almost imperceptible hesitation on alternate steps as if a hip or knee made painful demands. Cannon never considered it before, but now he wondered about Nixon’s physical health. How would Nixon’s health affect Cannon’s plans? Carlysle did not host the medical resources that were available on Earth to redeem the old man.

“All went well,” Cannon reported. “I’ve assembled some useful equipment and our recruits will provide the expertise we need.”

Two boys dodged from among the shrubs to pursue a haphazard game of tag along the path ahead. Lost in their game, the two boys veered off the path and plowed through a crunchy pile of autumn leaves. 

“And?” Nixon smiled at the children.

Cannon continued his recitation. “And, they don’t know any more than they need to know. Unfortunately, we lost one member of the team in transit. An accident of cold sleep.”

Nixon glanced sharply at Cannon and stopped. Cannon faced the older man and immediately answered the implied question.

“I had no part in it. The death was an accident, an unfortunate accident. The team is small. We can’t afford to be without any of the skilled positions. Inadequate personnel stopped us before. I wouldn’t risk that again for no good reason.”

Nixon regarded him for a moment, nodded, and continued the walk. Cannon followed. A light breeze kicked up some unseasonable pollen and filled the air with an orange peel odor. Nixon drew a deep, appreciative breath and walked a little slower. After a while, Nixon spoke again.

“We experienced little progress while you were gone, but now that you are back to supervise our efforts, I expect events to speed up. Eight years is a long time for me to be patient, Mr. Cannon. A very long time. Therefore, I’m pleased that you are back. Oh, and to celebrate your arrival, I sent Mr. Tuck and Mr. Madlin to have another conversation with our old friend, Captain Sorgen. However, I’m afraid they mistook my interest in the unresolved matter for urgency, and they injured the old man.”

“That is unfortunate, Sir, but, we need the artifact.” 

Tuck and Madlin were idiots and apparently the years had not improved that, but Cannon made sure no resentment seeped into his comment. 

Nixon’s voice firmed. “Mr. Cannon, you suggested to me that the captain has an artifact. You aren’t given to rash claims. So you may be correct that Captain Sorgen may have had something and perhaps—and that is a strong perhaps— it was an artifact.” Nixon paused for emphasis. “I’m deliberate here. If Sorgen once had it, I don’t believe he knew what it was or its value. So, I don’t believe he prized it greatly. He since has become an alcoholic and can no longer hang onto things he values, much less trinkets he does not.”

“Mr. Nixon, the artifact is a loose end. Besides, Captain Sorgen was not addicted when he acquired the artifact.”

“Mr. Cannon, I remind you that you never saw the artifact. All you have is a second-hand account from that scoundrel Ben Guinn. If you recall, Mr. Guinn was attempting to extract extra funds from you at the time, so we cannot be sure that he was entirely truthful. You can’t be sure that there ever was an artifact, much less that Mr. Guinn gave it to Captain Sorgen.” 

“I like to be thorough.” Cannon restrained himself. “So I must assume that he told the truth.”

“You were all too thorough with Mr. Guinn.”

“He was rude.”

Nixon said, “Most people consider death strong medicine for rudeness, and such punishment offers little opportunity to improve one’s manners. I suggest—and I appreciate your cooperation in this—I suggest that the artifact is not worth further pursuit, not now when we verge on directly researching this mystery. Don’t sulk. I know your aversion to loose ends. God knows I know. But let’s concentrate on what we can do and not spend our energy, and more importantly our time, where it isn’t needed.” 

Cannon did not respond.

Nixon stopped to look fully into Cannon’s face. “Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good. Very good.” Nixon turned back down the path. “I suppose you have a report on your team members?”

Cannon nodded and passed him a thin memory strip that held the video report. Compared with the new memory devices Cannon had seen on Earth, the memory strip seemed primitive, but he knew it was familiar to Nixon and would be compatible with the outdated reader Nixon already owned. Nixon took the strip and slipped the package into his pocket without a second glance.

To their right, the pursuer in the boy’s tag game managed a firm slap across the target boy’s back. The child giggled wildly at his success, spun around, and rushed back onto the path and headlong into Nixon. In an almost youthful motion, Nixon used the child’s impetus to scoop the boy up and swing him to eye level. The tagged boy wavered on the path. He glanced at the security of the shrubbery and then back to see what would happen to his friend. 

“Well played, my boy.” Nixon smiled briefly at the child dangling from his grasp, and then set him upright on the ground. “I don’t think he could have caught you if I had not been in the way, but what do we say?”

“Excuse me, Mr. Nixon,” the boy said. “I didn’t watch where I was going.”

“Excellent, Lad. Good manners. Now hurry off before your friend catches you.” 

At the verbal release, the boy bolted around Cannon into the shrubs. The second boy edged cautiously around the two men and quickly followed.

Nixon continued his promenade. Cannon followed like a cloned shadow. After a moment, Nixon resumed his inquiry. 

“Who was the team member you lost? What was his specialty? What kind of work-a-round do you see?”

Cannon explained, “Fortunately, other members of the team share some of her expertise. Dr. Lambrek is a physicist with a wide variety of interests. Dr. Yamamoto has some expertise in biology and paleontology. However, his main asset is as a planetologist with experience in satellite-scan archaeology. Based on our survey vids, he was immediately able to identify some of Mr. Guinn’s errors. Dr. Haveral was a cybernetics expert with special emphasis on information theory, codes and ciphers. She had worked with Dr. Yamamoto on using intelligent computer searches of satellite photos to select suspicious anomalies. I have some hope that Dr. Lambrek can replicate her methods. He has done some similar, computer-assisted astronomical searches, and he claims his assistant is a computer specialist. Unfortunately, Dr. Haveral was the only member of the team with practical skills as an astrogator. Mr. Murdock is an excellent atmospheric pilot with military skills, but he has no deep space experience. We need an extra pilot, and we need an astrogator. Dr. Lambrek may have already identified a possible replacement from the local talent who can do both. He asks that you send an invitation to Henri Kourtney to attend the reception you’ve planned for the team.”

“Henri Kourtney? Really? Sure, I’ll send him an invitation, but I am surprised. This Dr. Lambrek, is he our renaissance scientist? What’s his primary skill?”

“He’s an astrophysicist with side specialties in mathematics and information theory. I don’t believe he could double as an astrogator. The job would be far too practical. However, I’ve given Dr. Lambrek the impression that he’s in charge of the expedition. He rather enjoys authority”

“I’ll trust your judgment.” Nixon nodded as if organizing the information. “As for an astrogator, this planet is a retirement home for astrogators, pilots too, but most are too damn old for the back country.”

“But not for the stars?” Cannon asked.

Nixon contemplated the implied suggestion. “Who knows? Henri Kourtney, eh? Surely, not the senior. Is the son a junior? I don’t remember. Anyway, I hate to bring in new people, but I’ll invite them both just to be sure which is which. Remember that the fewer who participate, the less chance that information will leak before we’re ready. I’ve already made inquiries on another project that can be useful here. I can’t get over Kourtney. Too bad that Captain Sorgen drowns himself in alcohol. He might have refilled his old berth. Captain Sorgen was not only a skilled pilot; he was also a good astrogator. You could talk to him once. I think we were even friends. But you can’t do business with a drunk.”

Cannon stopped abruptly. Nixon turned toward his companion. The old man inclined his head and mild surprise registered on his face.

“Mr. Nixon,” Cannon said. “Whatever your doubts, I assure you that this time we will succeed. I accept no option this trip except to uncover what can be discovered, and to discover whatever we need.”

Nixon examined Cannon’s face. A gust of wind distracted Nixon, and Cannon flexed the hardness of his jaw. Nixon shivered. The wind carried red and yellowed leaves across the walkway. The leaves settled into soft shadows while the sun clipped the top edge of the thin row of public buildings that formed downtown Port City.

“Winter may be early for Port City this year.” The old man pulled at his collar.

Cannon relaxed his jaw and acknowledged Nixon’s topic shift. They resumed their walk in silence.

Commentary

“Here is an alternate suggestion to improve the scene flow.”

Henri: “You always have suggestions, one after the other. Then you offer me a slice of real, or is it fictional, life? I’m still troubled by these reconstructed conversations and scenes. How can we know what was said in a private meeting between Mr. Cannon and Mr. Nixon or that this meeting ever took place?”

“The scene advances the plot. Something similar must have happened based on—”

Henri: “Yes. I know what you base it on.”

“Here’s a literary suggestion. Why not use an epigraph, a pertinent quote at the beginning of each chapter?”

Henri: “A quote? A quote for what reason? By whom, and what does it have to do with what we know happened?”

“With more than three hundred thousand literary volumes in memory, a variety of quotations is available for selection. An appropriate quote helps set the ambiance, but sometimes more than one is apropos. Consider an epigraph with lines from Coleridge’s Ancient Mariner to preface this chapter.” 

Henri: “No.”

“Coleridge fits the mood, ‘It is an ancient mariner—’”

Henri: “I know the poem. No, my Uncle Billy is not an ancient mariner.”

“Think of the parallel, the rich metaphor.”

Henri: “No.”

“Perhaps mathematician Charles Dodgson, a.k.a. Lewis Carroll, something from The Walrus and the Carpenter? ‘The time has come,’ the walrus said, ‘to talk of many things.’”

Henri: “I’ll be a damn biological specimen. If persistence were pins, I would be pickled, positioned and punctured. For the last time, no!”

“Admirable alliteration. Shall we try some more? Perhaps in the story? However, I warn you that alliteration can quickly become tedious in narration.”

Henri: “You exhaust me. Close it all down.”
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CHAPTER 3
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The cosmos is about the smallest hole that a man can hide his head in. 

—G. K. Chesterton 


When Henri Kourtney, Sr., called Hank by his friends and Pop by his son, opened the door to his House, Bill Sorgen collapsed through the doorway. Pop fought to prop Sorgen against the wall. The old captain’s ragged breathing confirmed that the cuts and bruises on his face were not just superficial. Only one cut still oozed a trickle of blood. Framed by red-inflamed skin and blue bruises, dark clots patched the other cuts.

Pop struggled to cast around outside the door before he kicked it closed. No one was out there, but someone must have left Sorgen on the doorstep. The old man could never have made it this far alone.

“God, Bill! What did you get yourself into?” He struggled to shift Sorgen’s weight, but the burden was too awkward. Sorgen’s lanky frame staggered Pop against the wall.

Sorgen squeezed open his left eye. The other eyelid puffed to frame a dark slit where his eye should be. A grimace of teeth showed beneath a swollen, bleeding lip. The two men precariously clung together, each with his arms around the other’s neck and braced against the wall.

“I’m confused, Hank. Which one of us is the albatross?” Sorgen coughed as he attempted to laugh. He grabbed Pop’s blouse, exhaled rancid breath into Pop’s face and desperately asked, “You got anything to drink?” 

Sorgen shivered and then passed out.

Pop struggled against the dead weight of the limp body. Unavoidably, they slumped toward the floor. With a sharp twist, Pop guided Sorgen’s inert form into a sitting position against the wall. Breathing hard and freed from the weight, Pop knelt and braced his left hand against Sorgen’s shoulder to keep the captain upright. Still breathing hard, Pop turned Sorgen’s face toward the light to examine the damage. 

Alarmed at what he saw, Pop yelled down the narrow hallway. “Henri. Get out here and help me with your uncle. House, immediate medical emergency. Henri!”

#
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AFTER THE MEDICAL TECHNICIANS left, Henri eased his way into the guest bedroom where the medics had placed Bill Sorgen. Pop Kourtney pursed his lips, patted his son’s shoulder, and retreated to his office leaving Henri alone with Sorgen. 

Only Sorgen’s shallow breathing betrayed that life clung to the broken body. Henri could not reconcile the fragile shell before him with the large, vital man he called uncle. 

Like creases in old leather, deep lines etched Bill Sorgen’s face. His closed eyelids flickered with a random eye movement. Henri studied the sallow face. 

Henri couldn’t read Sorgen’s life story in those weathered face lines. However, if someone already knew that Sorgen’s two young daughters had died while he was away on yet another of his adventures. If someone understood how alcohol became the old captain’s refuge from the guilt of his daughters’ deaths and that ultimately, Sorgen’s drinking drove away his wife, then maybe that person would also understand the old man’s attempts at redemption, followed by failure and more alcohol. No, a person couldn’t read Bill Sorgen’s life from the lines of his face, but if they already knew the old man’s story as Henri did, then they could see the pain written there.

Sorgen moaned softly. With several slow blinks, he opened his eyes.

Henri noted that Bill Sorgen’s haggard face lacked the familiar, quick smile he expected. Instead, the jaw hung slack, and the cheekbones protruded against thin, bruised skin. The medics bridged a transparent plastic shield across Sorgen’s face. The shield bound the nose into its proper position by arcing out from the face so that the tension held the nasal passages open. Despite this, Sorgen’s breathing sounded like a dry-leaf rattle. 

“How are you feeling, Uncle Billy?” 

Henri wondered whether the old man had heard him.

The old man shifted in the bed and rolled his face toward Henri. Sorgen’s blank eyes stared through Henri. Gradually, the eyes refocused in recognition and Sorgen spoke. 

“Hi, Sport. You been here long? I drift off some times.” The captain’s voice remained weak even after the eyes cleared.

“Not long,” Henri lied. “And I’m too old for you to keep calling me Sport.”

The truth was that Henri had studied the old man for several minutes before he decided to speak. And now, he worried over taxing the old man’s strength. Although Sorgen’s eyes formed blackened frames for his broken nose, whatever the medics gave him had cut the swelling and left dark, puffy wrinkles around each eye. 

“You look terrible,” Henri said. “Do you owe someone money, or was this fight just for fun?”

“Nope.” The old man stifled a chuckle that threatened to restart his split lip bleeding. “Hell, Sport, I’ve been assaulted by people that knew what they were doing. Whoever these guys were, they were pathetic, couldn’t properly beat up a drunk.”

“Who did it?”

“I don’t remember.” Sorgen shifted in the bed. “The last clear memory I have is dinner here.”

“That was a week ago, Uncle Billy.”

“Hmm, I lost a whole week. Anything busted besides my nose?”

“The medics didn’t say much. Just your nose and a couple of cracked ribs. Looks like the goons worked you over pretty well, but you sound better than you look. I guess you’re going to survive.”

“I never fret over that, Sport.” Sorgen closed his eye again. “Those guys only provided the decoration on what’s wrong with me. I’m already on my way out. They just thought to rush me.”

“Uncle Bill....”

“Stow it, Henri.” Somehow, he managed to arch an eyebrow when he opened one eye. “You don’t need to reassure me. Hell, my second career choice when I retired from exploration was medicine. I was pretty damn good at the bookwork, too. That’s how I met your Aunt Claris, but I was too disorganized, too undisciplined to turn loose on people. Eventually, I would have killed someone.”

“Yeah, yeah, I’ve heard that story before.” Henri settled into a dark blue chair next to the bed. “What’s your point?”

“My point being that I understand what’s wrong with me. My liver has the consistency of a rotted fiber mat and my heart juggles most every beat. This bruising, even the broken nose is just....” Bill shrugged and let his voice trail away. Then a hint of a sly smile returned. “Hell, Sport, you don’t worry that there are scratches on your ship’s finish when the engines are going super critical.”

“I think we have people who can patch that kind of stuff.” Henri gave the old man an affectionate pat on the shoulder.

“Yeah, they probably can.” Sorgen shifted on the bed again. “But I can’t.”

“You mean you won’t. You won’t give up the alcohol. You won’t take care of yourself. You won’t—”

Sorgen interrupted. “Damn it, kid, if I could stand that kind of nagging, I’d still be with your Aunt Claris.”

“Damn it, Uncle Bill.” Henri fell into the familiar cadence and imitated the old man’s voice. “What you mean is that if you had listened to Aunt Claris, then she’d still be with you, and you wouldn’t be lying here with a rotted liver.”

Sorgen’s eyes flashed into self-righteous mode, but clearly, he hadn’t the strength to respond with much force. 

“When you’re right, you have an annoying habit of pushing the point.” The old captain sank into the bed. “Try to be a gracious winner. This is the first time I’ve been close to sober in months. You’re making the experience unpleasant.”

“Uh-huh.” Henri leaned onto the bed, happy to catch some glimpse of the uncle he remembered. “Okay. I’m sorry.”

“That’s better,” Sorgen said. “It’s always good to apologize when you know you’re right. It creates a wonderful ambiguity to any apology you make when you are wrong. How are things with you?”

The firmness of the question told Henri that the old man wanted to change the subject. 

“Did Pop tell you I lost my job? No? Well, they fired me, said I was rude to a passenger.”

“No surprise there. God knows you have no social skills. Not your fault, of course. With your mom dead and Claris gone and just me and your dad as examples, you didn’t have a chance. Were you?”

“Was I what? Rude?” Henri winced. “No, at least I don’t think so. Well maybe, I don’t know. Uncle Billy, I don’t think I’ll ever make an astrogator’s berth stuck here at the far reach of mankind’s grasp. The only recent interesting thing that has happened is I got a plus one to an invitation Pop got to one of Caldwell Nixon’s parties, a reception for some new arrivals. Can you believe a Caldwell Nixon party? Pop says we should attend. Networking can help me get a job he says. Maybe someone there knows whether any astrogator’s job is open. Anyway, the invitation suggested a possible job to pilot the new arrivals.”

“A pilot job? Not bad. Truth is, Sport, you wouldn’t like an astrogator’s life.”

“What do you mean?” Henri went defensive. “I want to explore other star systems, other worlds like you and Pop did. I want to venture to places that are new and exciting.”

“Come off it, Sport. Astrogators don’t explore anymore, not like we did. The pioneers already cataloged all seventeen of interesting planets within a reasonable distance to the crease. That stretched mankind as far as the Crease can take us. Now most astrogators do exactly what you’ve been doing. They shuttle people and cargo from one place to another. The paths have become trails, the trails have become highways, and the computers steer the course. Believe me, piloting passengers is more exciting than sleeping your way across star paths that others charted. You were born fifty years too late to be a swashbuckler seeking unknown ports.” 

Henri could think of nothing to say.

“Besides,” Bill’s head dropped and his eyelids flickered. “You wouldn’t know Adventure if she sat on your face. Don’t go by me. Ask your dad. He’s right. Anyway, going to a party could be good opportunity for you.”

Henri studied his uncle’s face. “I don’t understand.”

“I know you don’t understand.” Sorgen’s eyes closed tight. “Ask your dad about real adventure. I came to Carlysle because I gave up, but your dad came here for the future, not the past. Ask your dad. He knows what I mean.” 

Sorgen gurgled and snorted. Henri considered the old man’s comments for several moments before he patted the old man’s shoulder. 

Henri whispered to himself, “I guess I lack purpose in my life, Uncle Billy.”

“The purpose of life?” Bill muttered. “Sure, I know the purpose of life.”

Surprised that the old man was still awake, Henri blurted. “Huh? I’m sorry, Uncle Billy. I thought you were asleep. Okay, what’s the purpose of life?”

Sorgen settled deeper into the bed while his voice softened. “Simple, learned it from your Aunt Claris having me move furniture this way and that. The purpose of life is to move stuff from here to there. At first, I didn’t understand, but gradually the purpose became clear. Life is nature’s way to stave off entropy. Life keeps the universe out of balance by moving stuff from where it’s found to another place. The purpose of life is easy. The meaning of life is harder to ... difficult to....” 

The old man sighed and assumed the irregular breathing of an uneasy sleep.
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“YOU MUST BE HENRI KOURTNEY, the younger,” Caldwell Nixon said when Henri entered the door. 

“I’m pleased to meet you, Mr. Nixon.” Henri glanced back to introduce his father, but Pop had stopped just outside the open door to speak with an old friend.

Nixon didn’t wait. He maneuvered Henri away from the door with a friendly hand on Henri’s shoulder. Inside, Nixon pointed out the honorees for the reception by name.

“That is my newly arrived associate, Dr. Yamamoto, by the window. Beyond him fresh from Earth is Dr. Jonathan Lambrek at the buffet table. His assistant, the pretty young lady standing before you, is Ms. MarlAnn Mueller. She graciously volunteered to be my cohost. Oh, sorry, I am sorry. It’s Ms. MarlAnn Brunmueller, isn’t it?” 

Ms. Brunmueller was close enough for Henri to acknowledge with a nod. MarlAnn Brunmueller? Wasn’t she the offended cousin from his last shuttle flight? Strange she didn’t look angry. If he had been so rude to her, why was she smiling at him? She stepped closer and extended her hand in greeting.

Instead of gently clasping her hand, Henri shook hands like she was a man and immediately repented. However, she continued to smile when he released his grip.

And Nixon smiled at Henri too. That helped relieve some of Henri’s embarrassment. Henri could not help but admire Nixon’s skill in making him feel immediately welcome at the party. That was a talent Henri didn’t comprehend. 

Nixon continued. “Other honorees could not join us. Mr. Cannon and Mr. Murdock are finalizing preparations for a scientific expedition to Continent-Two. I’m sure you already know most of the local guests.”

Actually, Henri had met Nixon at his college graduation, but Henri didn’t expect Nixon to remember that. Awkward silence followed. Henri cursed his social ineptness when he realized he could think of nothing else to say and that the silence must be his fault. 

Fortunately, Pop joined them. 

Relieved to have something to say, Henri said, “This is my father, Henri Kourtney, Sr.” 

Henri indicated the elder Kourtney, but Nixon had already stepped forward to grasp the old explorer’s hand.

“It is good to see you again, Hank.” Nixon searched the Senior Kourtney’s face, but Henri could not tell what he sought. 

Puzzled, Henri reviewed his father’s appearance for some insight. The trim beard was no longer speckled gray but had settled into pure white. The hairline receded into an ambiguous border of white wisps that failed to demark a clear boundary. Dark liver spots decorated the exposed scalp, while splotches of pale, fungus-bleached skin accentuated the sun-bronzed remainder. Although the lanky old explorer had lost some height, he towered over Nixon by more than a decimeter.

“I believe the last time we spoke was on the occasion of your wife’s untimely death,” Nixon said. “What now, fifteen years back?”

“Seventeen years.” The senior Kourtney amended with a nod. “Catherine was the social animal in our family. I don’t suppose I would ever have left home but for her. How have you been, Caldwell?”

“I’ve been very busy, but well enough. Catherine was a great loss to us all.” 

Nixon led the elder Kourtney to a table of refreshments, leaving a bewildered Henri exposed near the doorway with only MarlAnn Brunmueller still nearby.

MarlAnn walked quickly to Henri, smiled reassurance, and took his arm. She whispered discretely while she led Henri after his father and Nixon. 

“You look uncomfortable, Mr. Kourtney.”

“I was going to introduce my father to a man he already knew.” Henri shrugged and nodded toward Nixon who had one hand on the older Kourtney’s arm while his other hand gestured with the enthusiasm of catching up with an old friend. “I’m always surprised by who knows my father.”

“Yes,” MarlAnn said, “there is that. However, I owe you an apology. I’m afraid that Jonathan may have cost you your job?”

From the sincerity of her voice, Henri found himself more gracious than he had expected. “Yes, I lost my job, and I suspected that you might have had something to do with it, but—and this is a significant—I would have been fired eventually. My uncle helped me realize that I’m not suited to being a shuttle jockey.”

“I didn’t have you fired. Jonathan ... Never mind.”

“Dr. Lambrek had me fired?” Henri was puzzled. “Why?”

“I can’t be sure, but he has always had a great admiration for your father as an explorer. When he saw your name as the pilot on the shuttle’s registry, I think some childhood fantasy adventure daydream captured his imagination.”

“Couldn’t he have thought of a less dramatic way to meet my father?”

“I’m truly sorry. Jonathan expects everyone to be as enthusiastic as he is. He also expects to make decisions for others, regardless of whether they like it or not. My guess is he wants you to join our expedition as a pilot and a surrogate for your father. I’ve been given the job to persuade you.”

“I don’t know what to say.”

“You said you may not be suited to piloting a shuttle. Maybe Jonathan was right to choose you for this expedition. He often is right. Maybe this expedition could be something new and adventurous—a change for us all, but six months to a year is a big commitment. I’m sure Jonathan means well, but if he tries to convince you, don’t let him bully you. If this expedition isn’t really what you want, then I’ll make Jonathan get your shuttle job back.” MarlAnn searched his eyes. “You have to choose. You have to decide what you want.” 

Henri thought she was adorably sincere. Embarrassed, he realized that he had no good answer.

“I, uh, don’t know what I want. Pop, I mean, my father, convinced me to accept Mr. Nixon’s invitation tonight to find out the details of this expedition. I am skilled as a pilot and astrogator, but I get the impression that this is a hunting expedition. I’m no hunter. I don’t know anything about hunting.” 

They wandered close to the end of buffet table hosting hors d’oeuvre. Henri selected a miniature toasted sandwich and nibbled at the snack more to occupy his hands than to satisfy hunger. He hadn’t anticipated so much food being served and had snacked before leaving home.

“I won’t press you for an answer, but consider what I said.” MarlAnn excused herself. “Mr. Nixon asked me to play informal hostess, and so I must mingle. I hope we can talk again later?”

Henri nodded agreement and attempted a smile before she walked away. He could imagine fates much worse than several months in the backwoods with a beautiful woman. He backed into a convenient corner and pretended to be preoccupied with the sandwich. Thus insulated, he watched and listened.

Although they were not nearby, Henri picked up some fragments of the conversation between his father and Nixon, particularly when their voices rose in volume. The expression on his father’s face was familiar. It was the polite, plastic smile he wore when someone repeated an argument with which the old man did not agree. Henri strained to hear what Nixon said.

“... Don’t agree, but, Hank, hear me out. We must expand. We must develop. A one-hundred-thousand population is too early in the growth curve, and too dangerous. One continental disaster, one mutated pathogen and suddenly we drop toward extinction levels. Remember the disastrous epidemic that took your wife. The only solution is more immigrants.”

“I understand, Caldwell, but be realistic.” The older Kourtney firmed his jaw. “Humanity expanded across the Crease at an unbelievable rate. Carlysle is farther off the Crease than any other hospitable planet. You and I believe this planet to be quite special, but there are many, more easily accessible worlds with as much appeal. Therefore, I put it to you. Why should we expect to attract enough immigrants to provide an adequate genetic safety net? My son tells me the latest star ship carried fewer than sixty immigrants. I don’t foresee a change in this trend. Did you plan to advertise our way to growth? If so, I don’t believe Mr. Cannon is the best person to send for public relations.”

“Some good publicity couldn’t hurt.”

“Yes, but the time from publicity on Earth to payoff here is too long. Far better to encourage large families. Recent immigrants cling to the small family mindset of Earth. Profits can be made from long-term, slow growth as well as from an immigrant boom, and slow growth has many advantages.”

“This is not about money,” Nixon argued. “This concerns survival. We’re short of people, and the Earth is overcrowded.”

“Yes, overcrowded with people comfortable in their current lifestyle. Most of those people would not be happy here. Despite our available technology, mostly outdated compared to Earth’s, we live day to day as pioneers. I see little that you could say to Earthers that would attract the number of immigrants you desire. Unless there is something you know regarding Carlysle that isn’t common knowledge?”

Henri saw a cryptic smile cross his father’s face. He had often seen that smile in the years his father had tutored him. His father used the smile when he led his student down an unanticipated path. 

Henri strained to hear Nixon’s reply, but he was distracted when a hand touched his shoulder and a familiar voice asked, “Hi, stranger. Remember me?”

Nixon and the older Kourtney drifted away from the table. Though their conversation remained animated, Henri could no longer hear. He refocused on the face of Jayne Murphey. She displayed a tentative smile.

“Hi, Jayne.” Henri took a moment to appreciate her, “You look great, as always. How are you?”

“A compliment? That’s not really your game.” She bit her lower lip lightly as if she realized her words had been harsher than intended.

“Game has nothing to do with it. I simply said something true.” Henri wondered why he suddenly felt uncomfortable. He usually felt at ease with Jayne. This was why he did not like compliments: even when true, people either expected empty compliments as social lubricant or suspected the motives of those giving them. Despite its many advantages, a polite society could still be a source of aggravation.

“Interesting.” Jayne nodded her head slowly as if old memories returned. “What are you doing here, Henri? I thought you would be light years away from Carlysle by now.”

“I was invited to this party.” Henri paused, and then decided to admit that he redirected his life. “As for the other, it doesn’t look like explorer-to-the-stars will work out the way I planned.”

“Invited? You don’t go to parties.” She shifted her weight to her right foot and folded her arms. “I know that only too well.”

Henri recognized the rising antagonism.

“Jayne, I don’t want to fight with you. I’m out of work again, looking for a job.”

“I guess that’s why I haven’t seen you in the past year. You tell me you don’t want a relationship because your plans will take you to the stars. Then you decide that the stars aren’t for you? Or was destination-the-stars simply a polite excuse?”

“Jayne, it wasn’t like that at all.” Henri touched her arm, but she drew back. “I truly want—wanted—to be an astrogator. Only recently, I realized that the stars weren’t going to happen. I’m at this party because Mr. Nixon invited me. They want to recruit me as a pilot for some science expedition, and I don’t get a lot of job offers. The idea was strange at first, but I think I’m actually looking forward to it.”

“What! For three years, I can’t get you to show interest in my work. Everything I hear from you concerns interstellar space, but I listened because you cared about the stars. I couldn’t talk you into so much as a picnic in the woods because it was not as exotic as the stars. Now, you’re going on this torg trek to Continent-Two. You can’t imagine how that makes me feel.” 

Her voice had become loud enough to attract some attention. Henri could not decide whether his attempts to calm her were driven more by regret or embarrassment. 

“Please, Jayne, can we discuss this later. I have missed you. When I get back, I’ll call. Believe me, my change in occupation is not what it seems.” 

She stopped talking to stare at him for a long moment. She looked around the room, before she leaned close.

“You’re still an idiot,” she whispered. “Why do you think I’m here? I’m also going to Continent-Two. We will traipse through the wilderness together for the next half a year. Who says a dream can’t turn into a nightmare?” 

She turned sharply on one heel and hurried from the room.

Henri watched until the door closed behind her. Aware that several people stared at him, he nibbled at the unfinished sandwich raveling in his grip. 

When politeness finally forced curious eyes away, he slowly exhaled. “Damn. This is wonderful, just [expletive deleted] wonderful.”
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SORGEN PUSHED THE CRUSTY stone medallion into Henri’s palm. With trembling hand, he squeezed Henri’s grip into a fist around the cool, gray hexagon. “Take this with you, Sport.” 

The old man lay back exhausted on the bed. Sorgen sighed as if his last remaining burden had lifted. Henri worried that if his uncle continued to refuse intervention, his liver would completely fail.

Henri opened his hand and examined the medallion swinging by its crude attachment to a titanium chain. Within the medallion’s dulled hexagonal shape lay a pitted relief of bumps and ridges. Some bumps rose more sharply from the medallion face, and ridges traced pathways from one bump to another. Either the medallion was time-bleached to a uniform dull color, or else the designer coated the piece in monochrome gray cement. Except where the dirty patina had rubbed thin to a mineral shine, the medallion remained a dull and lifeless stone. 

Henri traced his index finger across the rough-hewn ridges. He could discover no design to admire, nor pattern to recognize. 

“What is it?” Henri asked.

“Something rare. Something incredibly rare.” Sorgen’s voice rasped with the strain. His eyes fluttered then closed. His breathing steadied, but his hand trembled. 

Henri stared at the old man even after he felt his father’s hand rest on his shoulder. He held the medallion up for his father to see. “Do you know why he gave me this, Pop? It looks like a fossil carved into a crude hexagon.”

“I can guess,” the old man said. “But it’s only a guess, Henri.”

“He wants me to take it on the expedition with me. He said I might need it. What did he mean?”

“I don’t think Bill knows for sure, but he’s always had great intuition. Bill believes the medallion is very old. But its origin....” 

The elder Kourtney shrugged, paused for a moment, and then patted his son’s shoulder to lead him from the now sleeping Sorgen. 

“Let’s talk in the library, Son.” 

The library served the elder Kourtney as a study. As usual, three blank sheets of rare, real paper meticulously decorated a corner of the reading desk. To compensate for the low light level, the desk sides glowed with a pale white light that partially illuminated the nearest wall. Four physical, printed volumes occupied a narrow shelf, but an expansive holographic projection of colorful book spines splashed across the opposite sidewall invoked an antique library feel. 

A three-meter reading screen scribed into the wall opposite the desk front remained blank. Tap a holographic title on the wall of books or call a book by name, and the book’s contents loaded onto the reading screen. For every volume projected on the side wall, another thousand volumes waited in computer memory to scroll across the wall display on command. Across the connecting wall behind the desk, two large, translucent windows screened the glare from the rising sun. 

Like a living creature, the room appeared busy even when unoccupied.

Henri wondered how his father had been able to direct his explorer’s energy into this small office of academic pursuits. Once he asked his father if he missed the thrill of exploration and discovery. The elder Kourtney smiled and replied that perhaps he would miss the thrill once it was gone. Henri did not understand his father’s answer but never asked for clarification.

Henri slouched onto the couch after the Pop settled behind his desk. The old man thoughtfully tapped his fingers on the luminescent desktop, and then plunged in. 

“Okay, Son. Tell me what you know regarding the Crease.”

“The Crease? A fold in space that allows us to travel among the stars.”

“You sound like popular literature. Certainly, the Crease allowed us to spread along one-hundred-fifty light-years of space, something we were unprepared to do on our own. We did not earn it. We did not innovate or invent any marvelous transport. We blundered our way beyond our solar system. Beyond Jupiter and less than our best technology’s nine month transit time from Earth, we discovered a fold in the fabric of space. Without the Crease, we would still be struggling within a few light year of home perhaps making it as far as Alpha Centauri. Outside of academic curiosity, no planets that close to Earth
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