
        
            
                
            
        

      
THE ATACAMA INCIDENT
Hard Science Fiction  
BRANDON Q. MORRIS




It is said that on dark nights, the Yakana constellation, the life force that gives life to the llamas, appears in the northern sky of Chile.
The Yakana, with its glowing eyes and long neck, wanders across the sky along the great river of stars. At midnight, it descends to drink water from the springs there, and if it happens to come across a human being, it reciprocates by bringing them luck.
If the person thus rewarded does not yet have llamas, they must quickly buy a pair, and in a short time they will be the owner of a herd of two to three thousand llamas.
It is said that this happened to many locals in ancient times. When the morning sun rose, a great number of woolen threads from the Yakana in blue, white, brown and all colors could be seen in the fields, and people came from far and wide to worship these remnants of the astral presence.
A legend of the Likan Antai, the original inhabitants of the Atacama Desert.
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The Atacama Incident  




  
Chapter One  

AN EMBRYO! What the hell? Mateo picked up the object that had broken through the security fence. He groaned, since it was far heavier than he expected.
Mateo had to lean back a little to stabilize the weight with his thighs. He turned, took three long steps and heaved it onto the bed of the truck, which he had fortunately already opened.
A black thread ran out of the object, its surface gleaming in the pale moonlight. He swiped at it with his finger. The liquid was warm. He sniffed his fingertip. Oil. But the viscosity didn't match. It was too thin, almost like water. Mateo shook his head. He wasn't paid well enough for crap like this.
He pushed the object a little further back so that he could close the tailgate. It left a dark film on the metal. Mateo leaned forward. In side view, the thing no longer reminded him of an embryo. But it definitely had an organic shape. The object consisted of three sections, separated by two constrictions. On one side, about twenty strings hung out, with knots tied in them. Mateo counted exactly seven each, with one exception, where the tip had apparently been torn off. Black liquid was seeping out of the tear.
Mateo thought about tasting it. He had learned that if you wanted to survive in the desert, you had to know whether something tasted sweet, bitter, salty or sour. Then he thought of his boss's strange warning. Whatever you find, leave the investigation to the scientists. Suddenly that seemed wrong to him. The researchers would keep whatever they found to themselves. He touched the torn string so that some of the liquid got on his fingertip, and licked it.
Salty. The stuff had to be pure salt. He took his cell phone out of his pocket, switched on the camera and took a photo of the object. Then he put the pictures into the device's secure memory. Somehow he thought it would be a good idea to protect them from prying eyes. Perhaps it was also due to the confidentiality agreement that Ron, his boss, had him sign him three weeks ago.
Mateo closed the hatch and sat down in the cab in front of the steering wheel. He puffed out his cheeks and blew gently. A spot of condensation formed on the windshield in front of him. It was cold. Mateo shivered, closed the driver's door and started the truck so that the heating system came on. He took his cell phone out of his pocket. To open the secure area, he had to have his fingerprint scanned. There were only a few images in there.
He opened the last one and was startled. The camera had photographed the object with the built-in flash. What had looked black in the moonlight was now a deep red, and the artificial light had also traced the structures more clearly. The impression of looking at something organic was significantly enhanced in the photo. Bulges protruded like rolls of fat; small bumps reminded him of nipples. Mateo had to turn the cell phone over briefly and take a deep breath. The object looked as if the skin had been peeled off some monster.
He blew out again, expelling all the air from his lungs. This time nothing condensed. Mateo opened the photo and zoomed in on the upper area. Just below the cords, he had noticed something. There were pentagonal structures attached to each other, each about the size of a thumbnail. Mateo counted a total of five. Could those be eyes? His eyebrows drew together. No. In one of these structures, the five segments had apparently folded out, creating an opening from which a tiny finger extended.

THE ELECTRIC TRUCK drove silently through the Atacama Desert. Mateo was headed for the security station that monitored the gate to the restricted area. It was closed every day from 11 p.m. to 6 a.m., and he hoped to get some sleep before he had to go on duty at the barrier.
“Security breach in section 24,” an automated voice reported from the console.
Mateo slammed on the brakes. The truck stopped immediately. He called up the map that was projected onto the center of the windshield. Section 24 was about eleven kilometers away. He sighed. That would probably take him two hours. It was now just after 3 a.m. Ron had promised him three weeks ago that he would get some autonomous robots to help him, but they hadn't shown up yet.
He glanced behind him. The object he had picked up earlier had slid right up against the cabin when he braked. From this perspective, it reminded him of a charred tree stump covered in cracked bark. Yesterday he would have ignored section 24. Security breaches were usually caused by some kind of animal that simply refused to accept that humans had suddenly erected insurmountable fences in their territory. There was a small population of donkeys in the area of the observatory that could roam freely until three weeks ago. They were supplied with water and food by the astronomers and thus had a fairly carefree life.
Mateo zoomed in on the map. “Maybe it wasn't a donkey after all,” he whispered. In section 24, a dirt road from Toconao came close to the site. Toconao was mainly inhabited by Likan Antai, the indigenous people of the Atacama Desert. Sometimes young people got bored and visited the observatory, which was located on their ancestral land, in their own way. The construction of the fence had been controversial in the indigenous community. Mateo was therefore instructed not to make a fuss if Likan Antai breached security.
Nevertheless, he had to investigate the incident. He looked again at the strange object. It looked sturdy enough to drive another twenty kilometers through the desert. Mateo turned the truck around and drove cross-country towards his new destination.

WHAT HAVE WE GOT HERE?
Mateo stopped the car so that the headlights illuminated the security fence, and got out. A pillar had been knocked over, taking the wire mesh of the fence with it. He would not be able to repair this damage in a hurry, especially since the pillar had tipped outwards.
Mateo examined the base of the pillar. It was broken at about knee height. Something must have struck it with great force. Mateo found a few dark spots above the broken area. He ran his finger over them. There was no smell, but the taste was extremely salty. Well, he was no scientist, but he didn't find that surprising. The whole area was full of salt lakes.
But what had knocked down the post? He took a photo of the broken pillar and sent it to Ron. It was his job to clarify that question. He was responsible for security. Mateo climbed along the post over the broken fence. He had to be careful of the barbed wire at the end. There was the road from Toconao that he had seen on the map. Mateo had no idea where it led, but he found fresh tire tracks. What counted as fresh in this deserted area, anyway. They might be as much as a week old.
What if it was sabotage? All it would take was a vehicle with a winch to tip the pillar out of its anchorage. That would also explain why the whole fence had tipped outwards. Mateo bent down and hefted the post. It wasn't that heavy. But his truck didn't have a winch. If he wanted to repair the fence, he would have to raise the concrete post from this side. But then he wouldn't be able to get back to his truck, since the fence was topped with barbed wire and curved inwards.
Inwards, as if the aim was not to keep intruders out, but to prevent people inside from escaping. Mateo had of course asked his boss about that, but Ron had been unable to provide an explanation.
But there was a way he could resolve the situation here without calling for help. Mateo climbed back to the other side, took an extendable ladder from the truck bed and separated it into two parts, which he laid across the fallen fence at the width of the truck. He climbed into the driver's seat and steered the vehicle across the bridge he’d created to the other side. There he packed up the ladders again and stowed them away. His gaze fell on the object lying quietly at the front of the truck bed. It seemed to have shrunk a little, but that could be deceptive.
It was time to deal with the post. First he removed the remains of the base from the bracket sunk into the ground. The hard work made him sweat. The result was an empty sleeve into which the snapped-off remainder of the post would fit. He tugged the post so that its end lay over the hole. Then he lifted the pillar by the top, leaned against it and slowly raised it. Once he passed forty-five degrees, the post slid back into the ground socket all by itself.
The fence was standing again. Mateo shook it, but everything seemed stable. This section of fence was now lower than the rest, but with the barbed wire, probably no less of a deterrent. Mateo got into the truck and reported to the control center.
“Damage to the fence in section 24 provisionally repaired.”
No one answered. But he knew that it was all being recorded. Mateo turned the truck around and drove along the fence towards the barrier. He would reach his accommodation in fifteen minutes. If he was lucky, he would even be able to get a good night's sleep.

ALTHOUGH THERE WAS no track running parallel to the fence, the route was still surprisingly good. It must have something to do with the fencing around the site—apparently the path had been roughly paved for the construction workers and their delivery vans. Mateo had never noticed that before. For some reason, he had always stayed within the restricted zone. If he had realized that beforehand, he could have reached section 24 much quicker. Coulda, woulda, shoulda. Mateo couldn't have known that the fence had been knocked down.
It was probably the indigenous people. The operators of the observatory were more than willing to work with them, but the mountains—mainly volcanoes—on which they had erected their telescopes were considered sacred to the indigenous people, and not all of them had been convinced that peering into the cosmos was a worthy cause.
Mateo had always welcomed the astronomers. They brought a variety of jobs to the arid plateau, not only in science but also in tourism. His wife earned her living at night explaining indigenous cosmology to Americans and showing them Jupiter or some nebula or star cluster.
He stopped the truck. It was no longer worth trying to sleep. After an hour, he would be even more tired. Mateo got out. He found a large rock that the mighty Cerro Chajnantor must have catapulted here during an eruption, sat down and looked up at the sky. About five hundred meters below, near San Pedro, his wife Cristina might be showing the stars to a group of tourists. No, it was too late at night. She was probably asleep.
Mateo took a deep breath. He smelled the Pacific. When the wind blew from the west, as it often did, it brought the ocean air with it. As it climbed higher and higher along the Cordillera, it brought rain. When it finally made it over the mountain ranges and lay like a sheet over the Atacama, all that remained was the dry essence of the ocean, the salt, the raw beauty that touched his nose.
He liked clear nights like this. Not that they were anything special; on the contrary, that was why this location was so interesting to astronomers. There was a calmness and clarity here that he always missed in Santiago, down on the narrow coastal strip. Just the view into the heart of the galaxy, which sparkled and shone above him, was worth the dry, dusty days.
From up there, through a hole in the firmament, a curious human being had once rappelled down to this world, the Likan Antai believed. An evil sorcerer then cut the connection so that the visitor had to stay forever. Mateo smiled broadly. No one would have had to cut the rope for him. He breathed deeply again until he felt that the cells in his lungs had completely renewed themselves.

A CRASH BROUGHT him out of his thoughts. Mateo jumped up. The fence behind him vibrated. The barbed wire crown at the top swayed back and forth. It seemed as if something was throwing itself against the fence. Wham, wham, wham. He jumped into the truck and turned it so that the headlights illuminated the fence. What was that? A misshapen object, waist-high at most, crashed into the fence, was thrown back into the shadows, stayed there for a moment and then tried again. Mateo rolled the truck forward a little so that he could illuminate the shadows too, but in an instant the assault was over.
He was breathing heavily, and his heart was racing. That certainly hadn't been a donkey. He looked in the rear-view mirror. The object on the truck bed—where was it? He turned around. Ah! When the truck turned, the thing had slid sideways and disappeared from the rear-view mirror. Mateo scrolled through the on-board computer until he found the dashcam menu. The autonomous control system, which could be activated on paved roads, recorded everything the truck's numerous cameras saw.
Mateo rewound one minute. At that moment, nothing was visible. Only then did the light from the headlights fall on the fence. A cuboid object appeared for about three seconds, seeming to hover a few centimeters above the ground. It struck the fence, was thrown back and disappeared. Mateo switched to infrared, but the display remained completely dark. The object must have been at ambient temperature. Or was it? He increased the contrast, and now he recognized a dark cuboid against the lighter background. The thing was colder than its surroundings!
He tried the data from the lidar scanner. Normally that provided the sharpest images, at least in direct view. But it apparently had a problem with the wire mesh, which melted into an impenetrable wall. From the perspective of the autonomous control system, it probably didn't matter how massive the obstacle was—but that meant Mateo couldn't make out any details of the object.
What had Ron told him? The fact that the wire fence overhung inwards was supposed to make it appear less aggressive to the indigenous people. Ha-ha! Maybe his boss really believed that. But in fact, it was probably to protect the outside world from whatever was going on in the exclusion zone. Mateo pulled the door shut and made his way toward the barrier. He probably wouldn't be let in on the background, but he deserved a few explanations.

“CONTROL CENTER TO GATE SECURITY, please report.”
Ah, someone over there had woken up after all. The control center was located in a separate building in the lower part of the observatory, several kilometers away from his duty station at the gate.
“Mateo here. What's up? Did you hear my announcement? About section 24.”
“Richard here. Section 24? That doesn't tell me anything.”
Richard had only been at the control center for a short time. Numerous new employees had been hired along with him in the last few weeks. Only the team at the gate had not been increased, which led to traffic jams at the barrier at the beginning and end of each working day. There was no room for the newcomers in the dormitories, so they had to find accommodation in San Pedro.
“There was a security breach in 24,” Mateo explained, “I was there...”
“Forget about 24 for a second,” Richard interrupted him. “I'm really interested in section 16 right now.”
Mateo looked at the map on the windshield. “Section 16, that's where I am right now.”
“Yes, that's why I'm calling you. I see you here on my screen. Have you noticed anything?”
“Definitely. An object was throwing itself against the fence. When I shone the spotlight on it, it disappeared.”
“I see. I'll just download the data from your truck, if you don't mind.”
“My data is your data.”
“Thanks, buddy.”
A query appeared below the map, which automatically answered “Yes.” A bar replaced it, which gradually filled up. “Tell me, Richard, what did I see there?”
“I'm sorry, my friend, but I can't tell you that. And please don't talk to anyone about it either.”
“My boss, Ron, can I...?”
“No, this is between us. You fixed section 24, that's it. Surely it was a couple of cocky kids from Toconao again?”
“Yes, that's possible. A pillar was knocked over as if by a winch, and I saw tire tracks.”
“Thank you. Good work! I'll send a team there in daylight. And we'll have to talk to the village elder, or what's that called? Never mind. Head office over and out.”
He still had to tell Richard about the object. “Wait a minute! I have...”
“What have you got?”
Should he? Mateo looked in the rear-view mirror. The strange object was nowhere to be seen. Maybe he had lost it while driving. No matter. This Richard seemed a bit arrogant to him anyway.
“I have a good feeling.”
Richard laughed. “Lucky you!”
The connection cut out.

IT WAS twenty minutes before Richard contacted him again. Did he still have doubts about what had happened in section 24?
“What can I do for you?” asked Mateo.
“You're in section seven right now.”
Mateo checked his position. Richard was right, of course. “Affirmative.”
“Do you notice anything? According to our data...” Richard didn't say any more. Maybe he didn't want to influence him.
Mateo switched from the optical to the infrared sensor and then to the laser scanner, but there was nothing. In front of him, the fence led into a kind of ditch, so Mateo had to slow the truck down. The ditch was dry and not dangerous. But there were deep, narrow valleys in the area that a careless hiker could fall into at night. They were marked on the map, of course.
“I'm sorry, but there's nothing here,” he said.
“According to my data, there should be an object parallel to the fence... Wait. Are you perhaps outside?”
“Yes, there was no other way to repair the fence.” Obviously, Richard couldn't locate it as precisely as he thought he could. Or he had simply assumed that he was traveling within the restricted zone. Mateo activated the autopilot and leaned over to the passenger side, from where he could control the spotlight on the roof. He aligned it so that it shone in the direction of the fence and switched it on.
Richard was right. Something was moving parallel to the fence, at about the same speed as the truck, which had just reached the bottom of the ditch and was now accelerating up the slope. Whatever was chasing him promptly accelerated too. A shiver ran down Mateo's spine.
The strange object didn't seem to like the headlights. It skillfully slowed down and accelerated so that it remained in shadow as much as possible. Mateo kept re-aiming the lamp, but could only glimpse the thing for a second at most. And what he saw seemed to change constantly. The only constant was its approximate size; the object was no more than waist high.
“That was a good idea with the spotlight,” said Richard.
“That thing dodges pretty cleverly.”
“It's a natural reaction. It has as little to do with intelligence as the fact that you automatically turn away when someone shines a flashlight at you at night.”
Had Richard just admitted for the first time that there was something over there that didn't belong in the Atacama?
“Let's get this straight,” said Richard, “we're chasing an Andean gray fox that's contracted rabies.”
Mateo laughed briefly. The Gray Zorro, as the locals called it. Not only was the species rare in Atacama, he also knew very well that no Zorro had crashed into the fence, even if it had been chewing coca leaves. That was no Andean fox.
“We understand each other, don't we?” asked Richard.
“Sure.”
Mateo switched off the spotlight and slid back into the driver's seat. It was his job to monitor the fence and the gate, no more and no less. He gripped the steering wheel with both hands, the signal for the autopilot to switch off. At the same moment, he was blinded by a beam of light that seemed to come from the sky. Mateo could no longer see anything. He immediately let go of the steering wheel so that the autopilot could intervene. The quick reaction saved him. The autopilot jerked the truck around and swerved to avoid something that Mateo recognized in retrospect as a volcanic rock.
“Damn, Richard, what are you doing?” shouted Mateo.
“Oh, sorry, buddy, I hope our drone didn't blind you too much. Thanks again for your help. It's best if you head straight for the barrier now.”
They wanted to get rid of him. Mateo didn't like being dismissed, but something in Richard's voice told him it would be better to follow the order. Two minutes later, he was glad he had made this decision, because several volleys of machine-gun fire could now be heard behind the truck. Mateo had served in the Chilean army and knew exactly which American manufacturer he was dealing with. Sorry, Zorro, but that's it for you.

WHEN HE REACHED THE BARRIER, a man in an old Volkswagen who identified himself as an astronomer was already waiting. He let him through, even though the restricted zone would not officially open for another twenty minutes. Down on the plain, he could already see the lights of other vehicles that would arrive in about fifteen minutes.
Mateo accompanied the man back to his car. They passed the truck.
“What kind of strange stone did you find there?” asked the astronomer, pointing to the truck bed.
“Oh, nothing, it was just in the way.”
“Interesting.” The man made an attempt to climb onto the truck bed, but Mateo pulled him back.
“I really have to take care of the barrier.” Mateo pointed to the vehicles that had turned onto the road to the restricted area.
“Too bad,” said the astronomer. “Don't throw that thing away under any circumstances. If you need an expert opinion, get in touch with me. You already scanned my ID.”
“Will do.” Mateo nodded. He had no intention of throwing the object away.

THE ASTRONOMER DROVE OFF. Mateo waved after him, then drove the truck close to the rear entrance of the security center building. There were two toilets and a cleaning room that could be entered from the outside.
Mateo opened the cleaning room and cleared one corner. Then he climbed onto the bed of the truck. The black liquid had disappeared. He lifted the strange object. It seemed much lighter than before, but also much cooler. Mateo dragged it to the rear of the truck bed, climbed down and grabbed it so that he could drag it into the cleaning room. There he covered it with cleaning equipment. Then he locked the room and pocketed the key.
His palms were still very cold. Temperatures in the Atacama were always at their lowest in the morning. He rubbed his hands together until they shone pink again. As he did so, he noticed a cloud of vapor rising from his hands and disappearing into the desert sky.



  
Chapter Two  

THE DESERT WAS NOT AS monochromatic as Jessica had always imagined it. She pressed her face against the window of the Boeing. How lucky she was to have gotten a window seat. Below her, a panorama of colors stretched out. It looked as if a painter had wildly mixed brown, purple, pink, and white on a palette with curved edges. The edges were the two mountain ranges of the Chilean Andes, the Coastal Range and the Central Massif, rising over six thousand meters on both sides.
In the middle of this huge, high plateau was her destination, the ALMA observatory. Jessica had fought long and hard for this internship. Where else could she get closer to the stars to which she had dedicated her professional life? All her fellow students who had been here had described the visit as life-changing.
What would change for her? She’d have to manage with less air. That was what worried her the most at the moment. Jessica had never been above two thousand meters. The atmosphere there was roughly the same pressure as in an aircraft cabin. At the destination, Calama Airport, the pressure would be a bit lower. The ALMA operations center was located at two thousand nine hundred meters, but the actual eyes into the universe, the sixty antennas, had been erected at over five thousand meters.
That was high. She’d had a medical check-up at altitude and the doctor had given her special medication to prevent altitude sickness if necessary, but that didn't completely reassure her. Jessica took a deep breath. She scanned the landscape for signs of civilization, but the only thing she found was endless, straight streets.
“This is your captain speaking. We are now preparing our Boeing 737 for landing.”
Jessica fastened her seat belt and sat up straight. The last leg of her journey had begun.

“THANK YOU, that was very nice of you,” Jessica said in Spanish to the young, dark-haired man who had fetched her two heavy suitcases from the conveyor belt and helped her to the exit. He was traveling light with just a backpack, and had told her that he worked at a hotel in San Pedro.
“Glad to help,” he replied, shaking his tousled hair. He reached into the inside pocket of his thin jacket and handed her a business card. “NOI Casa Atacama,” she read and smiled. “Juan Pérez González, manager.”
“I stayed in a NOI in Santiago,” she said. “It was a gift from my father.”
At over two hundred dollars a night, the Chilean four-star chain was out of her price range. Her parents weren't rich, but they were generous.
“So, I'll see you around?” Juan asked.
She shook her head. “I have a room in the ALMA dormitory.”
“Too bad. But the ALMA people come down to San Pedro regularly. Just send me a message.”
Jessica only nodded. She didn't want to promise anything. She would probably have more than enough to do at the beginning. She wanted this internship, and she wanted to prove that she was good.
“By the way, you speak very good Spanish,” said Juan.
She shook her head. She kept missing words, even though she had been studying the language for a year now. She took one suitcase in each hand and they walked side by side through the sliding door, which opened automatically.
“Are you going to be okay?” Juan asked when she stopped beyond the exit and looked around.
“Yes, I'm being picked up,” she explained.
“Great, then have a good trip. I have to hurry to catch the bus.”
Juan waved to her, then ran off and left her alone.

STAY CALM. Someone will come. Jessica paced up and down in the small terminal with her two suitcases. If only she had gone with Juan. She could have taken a taxi from San Pedro to the observatory. But it was more than sixty-two miles to the site. A hundred kilometers, she recalculated in her head. At ALMA, she would be one of many researchers from around the world, so she shouldn't arrive using the old imperial units.
The terminal emptied. The display board revealed that the last flight of the day had arrived an hour ago. The uniformed guard at the exit was watching her curiously. Should she ask him how to get to San Pedro? She’d had only good experiences with the helpfulness of people in Chile so far. The taxi driver who had picked her up from the airport in Santiago had offered her help, whatever problem she might have.
She took out the folder that contained all the information about her internship. One of our employees will pick you up at the airport in Calama, it said. Please let us know your arrival time and flight number in a timely manner. Could she have made a mistake? She opened her tablet to check her email. There it was: the date and the flight number were correct.
Jessica sighed—and jumped when someone tapped her on the shoulder.
“You need help?” It was the uniformed guard. “We are closing the terminal,” he informed her in English.
“Thank you,” she replied in Spanish. “I'm waiting for someone from the ALMA observatory to pick me up.”
The guard switched to his native language. “ALMA? I know that place. My son works there as a gatekeeper. Great job! But unfortunately, you can't wait in the terminal. It's closing now until tomorrow at four o'clock.”
Jessica sighed. “Then I'll have to go outside. Maybe there's another bus to San Pedro.”
The old man shook his head. “Not today. Can't you call someone? Maybe your pickup is just late.”
The man was right. She had a contact in the human resources department. Jessica looked up the number and dialed it.
“Unfortunately, you are calling outside of our working hours. We are available daily from 9 a.m. to 4 p.m.” The message was repeated, first in English and then in French.
“I have an idea,” said the guard. “Let's go by my son's place in San Pedro. He's usually on the night shift. If we hurry, we can catch him before he leaves for work.”

IF HER PARENTS ONLY KNEW! Jessica was sitting in the pickup truck of a stranger; a man she only knew as guarding the exit at Calama Airport. The old man had introduced himself as Vicente, but she hadn't asked for his ID. Was that naive? Not really. At least, she hoped not. At least she had spoken briefly with his wife. Of course, rapists could be married, but the man simply gave the impression of being trustworthy. Besides, it was probably much more dangerous for a young, blonde foreigner to walk alone with two suitcases through the provincial town of Calama.
The truck’s engine growled. The road led straight through a rocky desert. There was nothing to the left or right of the road except light brown, loose gravel. Now and then a few brown bushes could be seen. Her cell phone told her that she was going steadily uphill. However, the incline was so slight that it was only noticeable from the engine noise. Every now and then, signs at the side of the road indicated how high they had come.
After about forty minutes, the two-lane road curved. There were crash barriers on the left and right. Jessica kept seeing broken-down cars or trucks. She held her nose and blew into it to equalize the pressure.
Jessica was startled when the driver suddenly reached over in her direction. She threw up her hands, but Vicente just laughed. He opened the glove compartment and pulled out a plastic bag. It contained light green, dried leaves, a little too small to be mistaken for lettuce. Vicente opened the bag, took something out, and put it in his mouth.
“Do you want some?” he asked. “Helps against altitude sickness.”
Jessica shook her head. She didn't feel any of the supposedly typical symptoms yet. She also feared that she might be subjected to a drug test at ALMA. Although nothing of the sort had been announced, she didn't want to mess up her internship by doing something stupid.
The man pointed to the right, where a dirt road led off. “That's the way to the Valle de la Luna,” he explained. “There are beautiful sunsets and the Three Marys.”
“Three Marys?”
“It's a salt formation. I don't think it looks like three women, but it's still an attraction.”
Jessica nodded. She would hardly have much time for sightseeing. That was why she hadn't bought a guidebook for the area.
Shortly afterwards, the pickup stopped in an open space to the right of the road. Jessica looked at her watch. Shouldn't they hurry so as not to miss Vicente's son?
"Don't worry, girl. We'll be there soon.”
Vicente got out of the Toyota, spat and lit a cigarette. He coughed after the first drag. It didn't sound good at all. The smoke smelled...special. It couldn’t be normal tobacco, but Jessica couldn't place the scent.
The old man gestured toward the area. “Look at that! Isn't that why you came here?”
Was it? Hadn't she come here for the stars? But Jessica didn't want to argue with her host. She took a few steps forward. The lookout point was on a ridge extending to the west, and she had a perfect view of the setting sun. Its light traced the rock layers of the mountains. It was as if someone had poured fresh water over the red, purple, pink, and brown tones.
The colors seemed much more intense and warmer than before, and the water had also brought out blue and green tones. It wasn't the deep blue of the sea or the fertile green of a forest, but a chemical variant. This landscape drew its beauty not from living cells, but from the dead minerals that covered it, repeatedly exposed in new and different ways by the wind constantly shifting dust. Maybe that was really why she had come here, without knowing it. You only realized that afterwards.
Jessica took in the panorama as the sun sank in the west behind the coastal range and at the same time, like fireflies, the first yellow lights came on in the east. She heard footsteps, but didn't react. The old man was no threat. She could hear his breathing, light and even, as they took the same breaths. Jessica was glad she’d missed the pickup. Life had given her a gift.
“Come, girl,” the man said, and the darkness enveloped her in rhythm with their steps as they walked to the old, rickety Toyota.

BY THE TIME they reached San Pedro, it was already pitch dark. The city was bustling and full of contradictions—poor huts here, modern hotels there. After visiting Santiago, which had a cosmopolitan feel, Jessica hadn't expected to see such widespread poverty.
The Toyota stopped in front of a house in a poor neighborhood. The street was unpaved and there were no streetlights. But the building itself was made of brick, unlike most of the neighboring houses. Vicente's family had achieved a certain standard of living.
As soon as he turned off the engine, two boys rushed out the door, greeting their grandfather with shouts of “Abuelo, abuelo!” Vicente grinned and gave them both a hug. They kept their distance from Jessica, looking up at her shyly. She guessed they were maybe eight and ten years old.
“Is your father home?” Vicente asked.
“Papa's still taking a nap,” the older of the two brothers explained.
“And Mama?”
"She's making dinner.”
“We're just in time. This here,” he pointed to Jessica, “is a friend. She's from America.”
“Do you speak Spanish?” the older one tried.
Jessica smiled. “It's a pleasure to be here,” she replied in his native language.

“AND THEY REALLY DID FORGET YOU in Calama?” asked the man who had introduced himself as Mateo.
“It seems so. Unfortunately, there was no one left in the HR department, and I don't have any other contact.”
“Of course I can give you a lift, but...”
“No buts, you're taking the girl with you, of course,” Mateo's wife Cristina said. “Here, you look like you're starving to death.” She put another taco on Jessica's plate, along with some refried beans.
“I'll have another one, too,” said the older of the two boys, who Jessica had learned was named Marco.
“First our guest,” his mother said.
The two girls, twelve and fourteen, sat quietly at the table, but hadn't let Jessica out of their sight the whole time she was eating. She raised her eyebrows and smiled at them, and the girls giggled. It was a nice family she had ended up with. A telenovela was playing on the TV in the corner. The grandmother on the mother's side had left the dining table early and was sitting in front of it.
“I don't know if this is a good idea,” Mateo said. “Something is going on.”
“Something is going on?” she asked, raising her eyebrows.
Mateo leaned back. “Oh, I don't know.”
“I have a place in the dorm,” she explained.
“You see, my dear, she will be properly accommodated. Take her up. It's better that way. Well, you could sleep here too, of course, dear, but then you'd have to share a bed with the girls.”
The two girls giggled. They probably found the prospect very exciting, but Jessica would really prefer a bed of her own after the long journey. She had seen the dormitory rooms in pictures. They looked very cozy and modern.
“All right,” Mateo said. “But then we should leave a little earlier so that I can start my shift on time.”
“Oh, I don’t want to be a burden,” Jessica said. “Maybe I could take a cab.”
“That's out of the question,” Cristina said. “Mateo is driving there anyway.”

IT WAS DARK OUTSIDE. Mateo was not very talkative, but Jessica was happy with that. She had been so looking forward to this internship, and now she had missed being picked up. What did that say about the year ahead? Of course, she was only an intern, but she had still imagined doing serious, necessary work. After all, she was well trained. She was familiar with the software that controlled the measurements and experienced in evaluating the results.
They reached the barrier. Mateo had explained that this was where he worked. When he flashed his lights twice, the barrier rose and a man in a thick jacket stepped out. Mateo opened the window on the passenger side. The man bent down and looked in.
“You're... Oh, who did you bring with you?”
“This is Jessica, an intern at the OSF. They forgot to pick her up at the airport. Can you imagine?”
Jorge nodded. “That's fine. But I still have to run her through the system...”
“I understand. Would you give him your ID, Jessica?”
“Of course.” She dug out her ID.
The stranger walked with it over to the building, from whose front window light was streaming. Mateo got out of the car and lit a cigarette.
“Want one?” he asked.
“No, thanks.” Jessica unbuckled her seat belt and got out too. The air was icy, but there was hardly any wind. She leaned against the Volkswagen and looked up at the sky. It was overwhelming. She had never seen the Milky Way so colorful. Tears welled up in her eyes, creating an effect that distorted the sky like a kaleidoscope. She wiped away the tears.
“First time at this altitude?” asked Mateo.
“Yes.” Jessica swallowed. “Is this how you saw it the first time?” She emphasized this.
“I grew up here,” Mateo explained. “It's always been like this and always will be.”
That was surprising. Jessica had grown tired of everything at some point in her life. Did she become an astronomer so that would be the end of it?
“It's all right.” Jorge came back and pressed the ID into her hand. “I hope you have a good stay at ALMA, Ms. Malusky. Can you drive her over, Mateo?”
“Yes, we can't send her there alone.” He pointed to the two suitcases stacked in the back of the VW.
“Okay. See you later.”

MATEO STOPPED the car in front of the main building.
“The dormitories are over there,” he said.
Jessica took out the map that HR had sent her. Her room was in the second of the three blocks. A paved path led to it. She got out and opened the back door so she could pull out the suitcases.
“I'll help you with the suitcases,” Mateo said. “First take a look at the room.”
“Okay.”
Jessica closed the door again. They had also sent her a key card. She walked along the path, which was lit by small solar lamps. She used the card at the entrance of building 2. The door opened. Her room was on the ground floor. She could smell cleaning supplies. The hallway was tiled, so her footsteps echoed. There it was, 211, on the left side. Jessica took a deep breath. It seemed her streak of bad luck had come to an end. She inserted the card into the reader. It clicked and a green light came on.
She pushed the door open and entered. What was that snorting and moaning? A night light was burning in the corner of the room. Something moved in front of it, a multi-limbed monster that made strange noises.
“Shit!” a man suddenly shouted in English. “Are you from the cleaning service? It's the middle of the night!”
A naked woman quickly turned away from him, yanking the sheet over her body. The man covered his shame.
“I... This is my room,” Jessica said.
“Fuck no, this is mine!” the man shouted. “Who are you, anyway?”
“Jessica Malusky. I'm the new intern. And you?”
“John Reed. Service engineer. I live here, damn it.”
“Always?”
“Whenever I'm on shift. Which lately seems to mean the same as 'always'.”
“What do you mean by lately?”
“They canceled all vacations three weeks ago. Maybe that's why they double-booked the room.”
“May I⁠—?”
“No, you can't, Ms. Malusky.”
Of course not. But where should she go now? Jessica envisioned herself sleeping in the bed of Mateo's two daughters. Perhaps his colleague, whose shift was now over, could take her to San Pedro? There was sure to be a hostel there with a bed for her.
“So, what is it? We would like some privacy here,” said the engineer.
“Of course.” Jessica turned around and left the room.

“DON'T WORRY ABOUT IT,” Mateo said as he steered the Volkswagen back to the barrier. “Everything’s going haywire here at the moment.”
“But what's going on?”
“Nobody really knows. Some kind of discovery, I suppose.”
Research institutions liked to seal themselves off when it came to a major scientific discovery they wanted to present to the world at the perfect moment and in the right setting. But Jessica hadn't heard any rumors beforehand, which was unusual for such events.
“You don't know what it's about?”
“Me?” Mateo shook his head. Then he rubbed his nose. He knew something, even if he was apparently not among the initiated.
“Has a new instrument been installed? Did they close an observation gap?”
That would be the simplest explanation. The ALMA observatory viewed the universe in the infrared. But the antennas were not equally sensitive at all frequencies. It was like observing the sky with a red-green deficiency. When technology was developed to compensate for one of those weaknesses, you suddenly saw things that had previously been hidden. New discoveries were almost inevitable. There was a program called ALMA2030 that was supposed to accelerate such progress. However, it had not yet been completed, even though it was already 2031.
“Not that I know of. It started when they built the new fence.”
“A fence? That's not an instrument that researchers usually use to make new discoveries.”
“No kidding.”
Jessica bit her lip. She didn't want to appear conceited. “I'm sorry, Mateo. I just don't understand the context.”
“Me... Me neither.”
Damn. She must have burned her bridges with Mateo. He probably knew something but didn't want to tell her. Not anymore.

THEY REACHED THE BARRIER. Mateo flashed his lights twice, but no one responded. Jessica looked at her watch. It was twenty minutes past ten.
“Jorge's already gone,” Mateo said. “His shift ended at ten.”
"That's too bad. I was hoping he could give me a lift down to San Pedro.”
Jessica opened her tablet. It even had reception. She searched for accommodation near San Pedro, but there was nothing available except a room at Tierra Atacama, which would apparently cost over $2000.
“All booked up,” she said. “Damn.”
“Nobody listens to me,” Mateo said. “You can sleep with the girls. I can't take you there, but I can call my father.”
“Vicente?”
“Yeah, he doesn't usually go to bed until after midnight. He can pick you up.”
She didn't want his father to drive through the nighttime desert for almost another two hours for her. She really couldn't ask that. Jessica shook her head.
“Do you mind if I sleep in your car?”
“It'll be too cold. At night, the temperature drops below freezing. But if you want, you can have the cot at the checkpoint. The rooms there have electric heat.” Mateo pointed to the building where Jorge had checked her ID.
“Don't you need that?”
“I have to make several patrols during the night. You'll be alone most of the time. That's not a problem, is it?”
A cot for her alone in a heated room—that sounded better than a night in a cold car or next to two teenage girls.
“That's not a problem at all,” she said. “Thank you very much, Mateo.”
“And you're not afraid being out here alone?”
“No, why? Is there something I should be afraid of?”
Mateo swallowed. “No,” he said, but in a strange way it didn't sound as reassuring as she had hoped.

THE BED CONSISTED of a tubular metal frame covered with fabric. Every time she turned, it squeaked. But she could stretch out. The blanket was warm. It had a few stains that could have come from red wine, oil or other liquids, but the pillow smelled freshly laundered. The room in which she slept was more of a cubicle, separated by a wooden wall from the service room where Mateo monitored the radio and other equipment. Light entered her cubicle through a slit at the bottom of the door. Jessica liked that—it made her feel less alone.
When she woke from a dream, the content of which she forgot at the same moment, the light had gone out. Jessica was startled. Mateo had announced that he would be out and about again and again. But still, she suddenly felt unprotected.
Jessica sat up. As she did so, she felt her stomach grumble. She had to go to the bathroom. The pain had probably woken her up. The unfamiliar food at Vicente's family table was probably to blame. That bean mush. She stood up. When her bare feet touched the icy floor, she winced and groped for her socks. She had left her underwear on. She found jeans, a blouse and a sweater. Mateo had explained to her that she’d have to go outside to reach the toilets. She shivered. The heating had turned off. She restarted it, and a warm stream of air hit her skin.
Another rumbling. She put her hand on her belly, which was clearly bloated. It didn't help—the beans wanted out. She opened the door of the chamber. In the control room, the light came on automatically and blinded her. Once she adjusted to the brightness, she stepped out of the chamber. The keys to the toilets were hanging under the first-aid cabinet. Mateo had also explained that to her. However, they were not labeled. Her host had not mentioned that. She simply took all three with her.
A twinge in her stomach made her realize that she was in a hurry. She quickly threw on her jacket, left the control room and walked around the building to the toilets. The first key didn't work, but her second try was successful. The ladies’ room opened. A neon tube flickered on. The room was tiled and dusty, but clean. She pulled down her pants and sat down.
Phew. That was close. The bean puree said goodbye with fireworks. Jessica took a deep breath. Now she felt better. She rubbed her belly. The bean puree bloating was gone. When she had cleaned herself and stood up to flush, she grimaced. The toilet looked as if Mount Chajnantor had erupted in it. First she opened the door to get the smell under control. Then she looked for cleaning supplies but found nothing. Damn! They were probably in the storage room. It was locked, but she had brought all the keys with her.
Her first attempt was successful. However, there was no light here that switched on automatically. She used the built-in flashlight on her cell phone to find her way around. On the left side was some sort of rock covered with a tarp. Strangely, a dark liquid was leaking out of it. On the back wall was a shelf, where she found a large brush and toilet cleaning supplies. She reached for it and took it over to the ladies’ room. There she removed the remains of her debacle, as was proper, and then put the utensils back.
She stepped on the tarp. It felt strange, as if there were soft sand under it. Sand for the road, perhaps? It did get cold here, but it rarely snowed. But it could be. She remembered seeing photos of snowy antennas, didn’t she? Jessica bent down to lift the tarp.
"What are you doing here?”
Jessica dropped the corner of the tarp and jumped. Mateo was standing behind her, shining a flashlight at her. As she covered her eyes with her fingers, he turned the beam of light toward the floor. His forehead was furrowed.
“There was a small problem with the toilet,” she said.
"With the flush?”
“Yes, exactly,” she faked.
“I'm sorry about that. The ladies’ room is obviously underused. I'll take care of it.”
“That's not necessary. I fixed it.”
“Ah, great. Then I'll close up here.” Mateo held out his hand and she put all three keys in it. Then she walked back to the entrance of the control room. Mateo's service truck was parked in front of it. The ignition was still on. He must have been in a hurry to get to the toilet too. Mateo had eaten the same thing as her, after all.
When she was back in her bed, undressed, she heard the toilet flush. The sound came from the left, where she thought the men's room was. But it didn't stop right away. Mateo kept making noises in the storage room for a while. She heard scraping and scratching sounds that didn't seem to stop.
She needed her earplugs. Jessica got up to get them. Wearing just her bra and panties, she went to the control room where her suitcases were. She was startled to see Mateo sitting in front of the technical equipment desk. What had been making the noises, then? Some kind of animal? When her host noticed her, he politely turned around and stared at his screen, which seemed to be running some simple game. Jessica fetched the earplugs and returned to her room.
“Good night!” Mateo called after her.
“Good night to you, too.” She looked at the clock. It was a few minutes past three. Jessica put the earplugs in, and the scratching noises disappeared into thin air.



  
Chapter Three  

MATEO HAD BEEN FRIGHTENED when the intern pulled on the tarp under which the object was lying. What should he do with it? It had been a mistake to load it onto the truck. But he could have corrected that mistake if he had told his boss Ron about it.
He hadn’t—he had missed that chance, and he didn't know exactly why. Because of that, the object itself had become his problem. That didn't just mean that he had to find a solution on his own. In his understanding of justice, it also meant that other people shouldn't have to suffer the effects of his stupid decisions. That was why he had taken the key to the storage room.
Yesterday, he had been afraid it would arouse the curiosity of his colleagues on the other shifts. If all three keys weren’t hanging on the board when they wanted to go to the bathroom, it would cause a stir. But the attention would at most lead to a few questions—not to someone breaking open the door to the storage room.
If the key was hanging there, however, all it needed was a faulty flush and the person concerned would go searching for tools or cleaning materials like Jessica. He had to prevent that by taking the key. But that could only be the first step. The second step had to be getting the object out of the storage room entirely. His plan was to put it back exactly where he had found it.
Was that a good idea? Mateo shook his head. He would leave tire tracks there, but that could be explained by the break-in at section 24. In any case, the object didn't seem dangerous. It wasn't emitting any energy and hadn't moved when he'd taken it out from under the tarp.
“What was making all that noise last night?” Jessica asked, tossing him the key to the ladies’ room, where she had probably been freshening up a bit at the sink.
Mateo got up and put on his jacket. Santiago, who would be relieving him for the day shift, had already arrived. Jorge had the day off.
“I didn't hear anything,” he said.
When they were standing outside by the truck, he took a discreet look over at the storage room. There was nothing to be seen on the door. He took a deep breath. He couldn't do anything during the day. First of all, Santiago was here, and secondly, ALMA employees and contract workers were constantly driving by.
He opened the driver's side door of the truck.
“Hang on,” Santiago said. “I actually wanted to check the brakes.”
“All right.” Mateo tossed the truck key to his colleague. He could drive the intern to the OSF in his Volkswagen.
“Have you seen the key to the storage room?” Santiago asked. “I'll give the truck a quick wash.”
What was that about? Santiago never came up with ideas like that, and neither did Jorge. Only one person ever washed the truck, and that was Mateo himself.
“I don't know where it is. Maybe Jorge took it?”
“I already asked him. I guess I'll have to break the lock.”
“Oh, wait, I think I left it at home. I'll bring it back tonight, I promise.”
Mateo's palms were sweating. Hopefully Santiago would go along with that. He couldn't possibly dispose of the object during the day.
“Then you'll wash the truck?”
That went without saying. “I will, I promise.”

FOR THE SECOND TIME NOW, he was driving the intern up the mountain to the Operational Support Facility, or OSF for short. Hopefully she would have better luck today. Mateo felt a bit responsible for her. His father had picked her up at the airport, so she was part of the family, at least until he could give her into trustworthy hands.
“Can I ask you something? Don't get mad.” Jessica looked at him mischievously, not maliciously, more like an ally.
“Sure. Why would I get mad?”
“I don't know. Promise?”
“I promise.”
“What's in the storage room?”
She had caught him. His nose itched, but he kept his hands firmly on the wheel and looked ahead at the road. Mateo had never been a good liar. His children were already better at it than he was. Sometimes they held a little competition to see who could tell Dad the craziest story without him pricking up his ears.
"Cleaning supplies and tools. You saw that.”
“Right. And something under a tarp.”
“I don't know what you're talking about.” He would be able to prove to her that he was right tomorrow morning. Until then, he had to distract her.
“I was just about to check when you came in.”
“There's nothing there.”
“Then why didn't you want to give your colleague the key? I'm sure you have it. I gave it to you myself. And then you were still shuffling around in that closet forever.”
“I had the key, that's right. Then I restored order in the closet that you had disrupted.”
Attack was the best defense.
“For two hours? That's how long I heard noises.”
He shook his head. It had never been two hours. He had merely pulled the tarp tighter over the object and cleaned up the liquid that had run out. “You're wrong. It was maybe ten minutes. After that, I locked the room and lost the key somewhere outside.”
“Why did you tell your colleague that you had it at home?”
“I want to look for it myself.”
“Santiago could search for it much better in sunlight than you will be able to tonight.”
Mateo sighed. Jessica was really persistent. She had certainly earned that internship.
“Come on, Jessica, my father picked you up at the airport, you ate with us, now I'm driving you to your destination for the second time. Don't we deserve not to be bombarded with questions?”
Jessica put her hand on his shoulder. “I'm just curious, I'm sorry. Dad says I sometimes act like the Inquisition itself.”
Mateo couldn't help but grin. Maybe the young woman should have become a police officer, not a scientist. But in science, it probably didn't hurt to be able to ask clever questions.
“No problem,” he said, feeling a little sorry that he had stopped Jessica on a personal level instead of on an intellectual one. But the object was his problem, after all. If it became hers, she might end up damaging her career.
He signaled for a right turn. The road continued straight ahead, up to an altitude of over five thousand meters to the observatory's antennas. He had never been to the top.
“Are you in a hurry?” he asked.
A little further up, there was a lookout point with a good view of the antennas.
“Uh, no.”
He switched off the turn signal. He was about to tell Jessica what he had in mind when a barricade appeared in front of him. No, it was a steel gate, at least ten meters high, blocking his way. Mateo braked. A man in uniform approached and motioned for him to open the window.
”ID!” the man demanded.
Mateo handed his service ID out.
“You have no authorization to be here.”
“I just wanted to show this colleague the lookout point.”
“This is an absolutely restricted area.”
“Since when?”
“I can't give you any information about that.”
“What is the purpose of the cordon?”
"I can't give you any information about that. Now either turn around or I'll have to arrest you.”
“On what grounds?”
“I can't give you any information about that.”
Perhaps this was one of the autonomous robots that had been promised to him to help guard the fence. Mateo grinned. No, the technology wasn't that good yet. He turned the car around and drove back.
“What was that insignia?” Jessica asked.
Mateo shrugged. “I wasn't paying attention.”
Jessica showed him her tablet. The insignia of the various Chilean armed forces were displayed on it. “It wasn't one of these.”
Mateo switched on the hazard warning lights and pulled over to the side of the road. The gate and the uniformed man were no longer visible. “How do you know for sure?”
Jessica swiped the app away. A photo appeared. It showed the uniformed man. Jessica zoomed in on his arm. Mateo had never seen a symbol like that before. “You photographed the guy?”
This time Jessica shrugged. “I don't think he noticed.” She cropped the photo so that only the insignia was visible. Then she uploaded it to the image search.
There were no results. The signet was most similar to the emblem of a special UNESCO troop that had been set up to protect the gorillas in Congo.
But what was the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization doing here in eastern Chile? And why hadn't he ever met this uniformed man at the barrier further down?
“Why are you so surprised by the uniformed man? Because he was so rude?”
That was a good question. Apparently, these people had arrived in the restricted area while he was off duty. Or they’d been flown in. Lately, he had heard helicopters from time to time.
“None of these people in uniform have registered with me yet,” he said. “But of course that could be a coincidence.”
“And you didn't know about this gate?”
He shook his head. That was frustrating, though. Why hadn't Ron told him? Because it's none of your business, his boss would probably say. It's above your pay grade.
Mateo sighed. “I'd better take you to the OSF now.”

AFTER HEAVING Jessica's suitcases from the back seat, he had felt a little sad. She was a bright young woman who would go far in life. He would have liked nothing better than to take her home with him so that his two daughters could have a role model. Of course they had their mother, but she was twenty years older and belonged to a completely different generation.
“Thanks again,” Jessica said. “And please give Vicente and your family my best, too.”
“If anything comes up, just call the gate downstairs. The internal number is 997.”
“I will. Thanks.”
They hugged. Mateo got back into his Volkswagen. It was most likely that he would never see Jessica again. She was here to find her place among bright people from all over the world at the OSF and AOS, while he worked at the gate to ensure that they could pursue their work undisturbed.
At the moment, however, he had a different task. He had to move the object to a place where it was safe from detection.



  
Chapter Four  

A NURSE in typical white work clothes beckoned from the door.
“Your turn,” said Cynthia, smiling kindly.
Jessica stood up. Cynthia, who was responsible for placements, had apologized many times that the pick-up had gone wrong. However, she hadn't given any specific reasons, which seemed a little strange to Jessica.
“Good afternoon, I am Doctor Gutierrez,” the doctor introduced himself in English, and drew a curtain so that they were separated from the front of the consulting room.
“We can also speak Spanish,” she said.
“I prefer to stick to English. In this profession, it's very important that there are no misunderstandings. I'm going to examine you now. Please undress down to your underwear. Nurse Hernanda will attend the examination so that you don't feel uncomfortable. Is that okay?”
“Of course.”
She had been told that there would be an initial examination. Working at such a high altitude and in dusty, dry air could take its toll. The doctor turned around and typed something on his computer while she was undressing.
“Ready,” she said.
Gutierrez stood up. Sometimes she felt uncomfortable facing a stranger half-naked. But Gutierrez had such a professional air that she didn't mind. The doctor looked as if he was classifying her based on her physical features. She was hunchbacked and splay-footed, not Jessica Malusky, but under the circumstances it felt right to her.
“Have you given Nurse Hernanda your urine sample?”
“Yes,” said the nurse.
“Very well. I'm going to listen to you now, Ms. Malusky. This might feel a bit chilly." The doctor placed the stethoscope on her back. “Take a deep breath. Thank you. Now please cough. One more time.”
After listening to her, the doctor tested her reactions, felt her spine and looked into her throat and ears. Then Nurse Hernanda approached with a kind of headset.
“Thank you, Hernanda.” Gutierrez pushed her hair off her forehead and lubricated the skin there with a gel. Then he put the headset on. It was narrow enough that it didn't cover her eyes.
“Please close your eyes.”
She complied with the request. But it didn't go completely dark.
“Can you see anything, Jessica?”
“The brightness of the surroundings.” What else was she supposed to see? The headset wasn't in front of her eyes.
“Nothing else?”
“Nothing.”
“No smells, no tastes, no sounds?”
“You're a smoker, Doctor. There's a truck on the road with the engine running. My saliva is bitter because I haven't eaten anything yet today.”
“That's not what I mean.”
“What do you mean?”
“You'd know what I mean if you saw it. But never mind.”
“Is it bad that I...?” Jessica's hands became clammy. Surely the doctor wouldn't send her home.
“No, not at all, everything's fine. You're healthy. Now Nurse Hernanda will take your blood pressure and then we're done,” Gutierrez announced.
Someone behind the curtain cleared their throat. The personnel manager was probably waiting there. The nurse took a cuff out of its packaging.
“Hernanda, thank you very much, but I'll take her blood pressure myself,” said the doctor. He slipped the cuff over Jessica's arm. “Please rest your arm loosely in your lap.”
The cuff filled with air. Once it had reached its maximum, it gradually deflated. Jessica couldn't see the monitor screen. But she had never had any problems with her blood pressure before, so she wasn't worried.
Dr. Gutierrez, however, frowned. “160 over 100,” he said, his chin in his hand. “That's too high.”
“But I've always had low blood pressure.”
“People cope differently with the thin air up here. I'll prescribe you something. Now get dressed again and send the next one in.”
“Doctor Gutierrez, I...”
“I'm sorry, but the waiting room is full.” Gutierrez disappeared into a door at the end of the room as if she had chased him out.

THEY LEFT the company doctor's office. Jessica had only seen two people in the waiting area. Why had the doctor withdrawn from her like that?
Cynthia, walking next to her, touched her on the upper arm. “We need to talk about your internship.”
“Absolutely. I'm so excited!”
“I'm glad you are. It just won't be able to go exactly as you might have imagined.”
“I don't understand...” Jessica's knees went weak. She had worked so hard for this internship! Was there suddenly no place for her?
“You won't be able to work at the AOS, Jessica. We have to take care of your health. Doctor Gutierrez couldn't give you clearance for the five-thousand-meter altitude.”
“But...” The Array Operations Center was the core of the observatory. There, still 1500 meters above them, were the huge antennas. And she would never be able to see them up close?
“We have strict rules about that,” said Cynthia.
“I was probably just excited.”
“Doctor Gutierrez would have noticed. But maybe you need to adjust first. We'll repeat the examination in two weeks. Maybe your blood pressure will have normalized by then.”
Good. So the last word had not yet been spoken. She would improve her fitness with exercise. Her body was young, it would certainly adapt.
“There's a second problem,” Cynthia interrupted her thoughts. “Your accommodation—you’ve already noticed. Due to the current high demand for staff, all the accommodation on campus is full.”
“And that means?” Jessica saw herself sleeping on a folding bed in the office.
“I've booked you a room in San Pedro. Unfortunately, you'll have to commute every day.”
“But I don't have a car.”
“That doesn't matter. Some of our colleagues live in San Pedro and have formed carpools. We can accommodate you that way.”
Jessica shrugged her shoulders. At least she would get to meet some new people. “When can I start the internship?”
“Today, Jessica. We'll just finish some paperwork quickly and then I'll take you to your new department.”

“FRANÇOIS.” The Frenchman's handshake was soft. He was a lanky young man with short, frizzy hair.
“Smilla.” The Danish woman looked at her critically. Jessica tried to forget the look immediately.
“Akatsuki.” The Japanese man had a firm handshake.
“Ah, like the Venus probe,” Jessica said.
Akatsuki smiled. “I suspect my parents were thinking more of dawn.”
She looked around. Cynthia from HR had led her into a hall that resembled an industrial warehouse. There were machines everywhere that looked like individual parts of a huge electric motor. Wooden walls had been erected between them in U-shape, forming a kind of room. However, they did not reach the ceiling of the hall, and one side remained open. These makeshift offices couldn't really be heated. Jessica shivered.
The Frenchman put his gloves back on, which he had taken off to greet her. Then he pointed to a desk. “That's yours.”
The piece of furniture had been placed crosswise just before the opening of the U. Together with a wall-high cupboard on the opposite side, it practically formed the door frame of the improvised room. Jessica suspected that there would be a draft. Good thing she had packed warm clothes.
“And what are we doing here?” Jessica asked.
Her dream was to control the antennas. She wanted to process the orders that astronomers from all over the world submitted to the ALMA observatory. She wanted to be the first to see those observations. Every new discovery in the infrared range would pass through her monitor with a certain probability.
“You've heard about the new Correlator?” asked Akatsuki.
She nodded. The Correlator was a specialized supercomputer that adjusted the measurements of the sixty different antennas located in different places.
“It should finally be finished this year,” the Japanese man explained.
She knew that too. It was actually supposed to go into operation in 2030, i.e. last year.
“We're testing the software here,” said Smilla. “A program is running on your computer that simulates the new Correlator. You feed it with existing measurement data and compare whether it produces the same results as the old Correlator.”
“Exciting.” She would be checking old measurements all day long. “Couldn't that be automated?”
“It's automated as much as it can be,” Smilla said. “But you're right, it's not particularly challenging. On the other hand, there are always deviations. If we don't find them all, the new supercomputer can't go into operation.”
“Find and replace?”
“No, others are responsible for correcting them.”
François stood up and crossed the room. “Come on, I'll show you what you need to do. Most of the questions will clear up by themselves.”

THE CAFETERIA WAS GREAT. Jessica only had to check in with her ID card and then had a choice of three meals. She opted for a salad plate, which she could put together herself at the buffet. She sat down with her new colleagues.
“You're a vegetarian?” asked Smilla, who had chosen the meat-free menu herself.
“Not as a matter of principle. But I felt like it today.”
“They make pretty good vegetarian food here,” explained Smilla. “Sometimes vegan too.”
“Is this your first internship after graduating?” asked Akatsuki.
“Yeah.”
Silence fell. Her three colleagues were obviously not very good at small talk. Jessica was used to it—many of her fellow students were the same way. You didn't become an astronomer if you attached great importance to socializing. On the other hand, the astronomers' parties had always been legendary.
“Why is it so busy here right now?” she asked.
Akatsuki pointed into the room. The cafeteria was only half full. “Busy?”
“My room in the dormitory is occupied. I have to spend the night in San Pedro.”
“She's right,” Smilla said. “There are a lot more people than there were three months ago. But most of them work up at the AOC, so you only meet them at night.”
That was one explanation, of course. “And what are they doing there?”
“I'm sure it's all to do with ALMA2030, the Wideband Sensitivity Upgrade,” François said. “They've invested over eighty million dollars on it. That should finally pay off.”
Jessica had read about that. The telescope was to become more sensitive in all frequencies in order to elicit the secrets of the universe even better. Two to four hundred times more data per second was expected. But why had the new wall been built?
“And the new gate blocking the way up?”
François raised his index finger. “That's obvious. The supercomputer up there is worth eighty million. You can't just leave something like that standing around these days.”
Smilla shook her head. “That's the official version, anyway.” Unfortunately, she didn't say any more.
“And the unofficial one?”
“Don't listen to Smilla,” said François. “If you want to learn anything here, I wouldn't question everything.”
“What do you think, Akatsuki?” asked Jessica. So far, her Japanese colleague had only poked at his food.
Now he dropped his fork and leaned back. His lips formed a straight line. “What does it matter? We're not allowed up there anyway. Who cares about the gate?”
“Who says you can’t?” asked Jessica.
“Doctor Gutierrez.” Akatsuki pronounced the name with contempt.
“Do you also have high blood pressure?” Fittingly, Jessica felt her pulse racing.
“Yes, you too?” Smilla asked back. “Nothing surprises me anymore.”
“How long have you been here?”
“Did he also tell you that your body would adapt to the altitude?” Smilla pulled her left eyelid down. “You can forget it. Once you're settled, it stays that way.”
Jessica closed her eyes briefly. It had been her firm hope to be able to see the antennas at work up close. She wanted to feel the pulse of the observatory as it made new discoveries. She wanted to be on the sidelines like a coach when it was performing at its best. She wasn't going to let a doctor ruin that.
The examination had only been three hours ago. She thought about the device Dr. Gutierrez had placed on her forehead.
“I had to put on some kind of headset,” she said, “did you?” Maybe it wasn't the blood pressure that had caused her to fail the test?
François shook his head. “I don't remember anything like that.”
“Was it about orientation in space?” asked Akatsuki. “Something like that has been tested for some time with 3D glasses. They can be used to detect Alzheimer's earlier, for example.”
Alzheimer's, no, not for her! “The frame didn't cover my eyes. It just sat on the forehead.”
“It must have been an EEG sensor,” Smilla explained. “I haven't had that examination yet. I've been here for two months.”
An EEG—that made sense. Gutierrez had also smeared gel on her forehead, presumably to facilitate signal transmission. Perhaps he had been looking for any abnormal signals.
“The strange thing is that he then asked me if I could see, hear, smell or taste anything.”
“Maybe that was just a distraction,” Akatsuki said. “To make you think something or to activate certain areas of your brain that have to do with those senses.”
Jessica nodded. That could be the solution to the puzzle. Don't think of a pink elephant. If you told a subject that, you could be pretty sure she would activate the area of her brain that had to do with pictorial imagination.
“Maybe it was a kind of Covid-28 test,” said François. The infectious disease had first appeared a few years ago in a form that affected not just taste, but all the senses.
“Shouldn't I have been told that?”
“Did you read the small print in your contract?” asked Smilla.

THE WORK WAS TEDIOUS. The new Correlator was designed as a powerful supercomputer, but simulating the system on an ordinary computer required a lot of computing power. Instead of being hundreds of times faster than the old Correlator, the simulated system spit out the calculations ten times slower. Although the tests were limited to small amounts of data, Jessica still spent most of her time waiting for results.
But then things got interesting. They ended up working with real measurement data. Jessica had to compare the results of the new Correlator with those of the old system—which she obtained from the memory. The same input should produce the same outputs. However, this was not always the case. Jessica then had to try to trace this back to errors in the new Correlator algorithms. If she didn't succeed, she had to pass the data on to a higher-level department.
Unfortunately, that was the norm. When Jessica complained about this for the first time in the late afternoon, Akatsuki comforted her.
"We've been doing this for weeks now. Of course we've already sorted out all the straightforward mistakes. Only the difficult cases are left.”
“But I've been studying this for ten semesters. I should be able to solve difficult cases too.”
“Don't ask too much of yourself. It could also be the hardware's fault. Then you wouldn't find a program error.”
It's the hardware's fault. Jessica was unhappy. That seemed far too much like an excuse to her.

“I HAVE a place for you to stay.”
Jessica had successfully blocked out that problem. She looked at her phone display. It was just before five o'clock.
“Very reassuring.”
She thought of Juan, who had helped her at the airport. Maybe it was the NOI.
“Ruta Ancestral is the name of the lodge. It has good reviews and is within our budget.”
“That's fine by me. How do I get there?”
“That's the problem. You have to get to the parking lot in front of the med station as quickly as possible. Nurse Hernanda is waiting there. She'll take you into town.”
“Understood. I'll hurry.”

MAYBE GUTIERREZ WAS RIGHT AFTER ALL, and she wasn't fit enough. Jessica was gasping as she arrived with her two suitcases in front of the med station. She had to fetch them from the reception building a few meters below. Every meter of altitude, especially with luggage to carry, was a huge strain on her.
Was that why nurse Hernanda shook her head when she spotted Jessica? No. Jessica saw the reason. There were already two colleagues in the nurse's car. It was a small car. At most, one of her suitcases would fit in the trunk. To transport the other one, they would have to throw a person out of the car.
“Cynthia didn't tell me about this,” said Hernanda. “I'm very sorry. We all need to get home. Can you leave a suitcase here?”
Jessica shook her head. She wanted to be settled. That meant she could hang her clothes on hangers and put them in a closet, take a shower and put on fresh underwear that she didn't even know which of the two suitcases it was in. She would just have to take a cab.
“It's all right, Hernanda. I'll call Cynthia.”

“I'M SORRY,” said Cynthia. “I didn't think about your luggage. Do you want to leave it in my room?”
“No, Hernanda's already gone anyway. I'll just get a cab.”
“All right, then. Just remember that cabs are only allowed to come as far as the gate. You’ll need a ride from there.”
Jessica remembered that morning. Trucks regularly drove up to the AOS. They also had to go back down and would pass through the gate.
“I can manage that.”
“I'll email you the details of the accommodation. If you arrive after seven o'clock, you have to let them know, or they'll give your room away.”
“All right.”
“I only got it because I know the owner. Say hello to Susana for me, please.”
“I'll pass on the greetings.”

IT WAS ALREADY MUCH COLDER when she set off with the two suitcases. The luggage was heavy. Jessica had thought walking downhill would be easier, but her suitcases tugged at her like two young male dogs who had caught the scent of a female dog in heat. She couldn't just let them roll, since the road adapted its course to the terrain, winding around small rocks and climbing over cracks.
Of course, no truck overtook her. Presumably the AOS closed earlier because of the thinner air—or because otherwise the researchers would complain. Although the antennas worked in daylight, the observation conditions were usually much better in the evening and at night.
Despite the increasing chill, Jessica reached the gate sweating and with aching feet. She was just about to pull out her cell phone to call the lodge when the barrier lifted. A Volkswagen approached and stopped right next to her.
The driver's window rolled down and Mateo looked out.
“Do you need someone to take you to San Pedro?” he asked.
“What a coincidence! That would save me a cab ride. But don't you have to be at work now?”
“I...to be honest, I could use your help with a delicate matter.”
“Like what?”
“I can't tell you until I know you're in.”
Jessica was puzzled. What if Mateo wanted her help to rob a bank or sell drugs? But she could always say no. She had met his family. He was a son, father and husband. Mateo couldn't be a bad person.
“All right, I'll help you.”
“Wonderful. We need to fetch something from the storage room next to the toilet and put it in my car without Santiago noticing.”



  
Chapter Five  

HOW WAS he supposed to prevent Santiago from seeing him loading the object? Mateo rubbed his temples. He had parked in the shade of the control station because the sun was already hot. Santiago was inquisitive. Even now, it would probably be five minutes at most before he came out of the station to ask him about his plans.
Mateo got out of the car. Maybe he'd have an idea once he got inside. He reached behind the passenger seat and searched for his hat. There it was. Mateo switched off the ignition, then got out and put the hat on.
Santiago waved to him from the window through which he was watching the barrier. The station had been set up several meters away from the barrier. Santiago liked to joke so that the gate guard won't get too fat. He repeated his jokes almost every day. Mateo opened the door and stepped inside.
It was pleasantly cool here. The upgrades from the ALMA2030 program had one huge advantage for them down here: there was now more power available than the observatory needed. Especially when it was hot, and the solar panels sizzled in the sun. In the past, they had relied on a power plant that burned diesel, and when the supply ran low, the air conditioning systems in residential buildings and offices had been switched off first. That wasn’t an uncommon occurrence—they were in the middle of an impassable desert.
"Did Cristina throw you out or what?”
Santiago's question was justified. Normally he was happy to go home after a night shift, but today he couldn't seem to tear himself away.
Mateo laughed out loud. “You'd like that, wouldn't you?”
Santiago had tried to hit on Cristina once, at a company party. Apparently he hadn't realized that she was Mateo’s wife. Mateo didn't care. They both knew what they had in common. Santiago didn't stand a chance.
Santiago put a hand on his shoulder. “Seriously, if you want to talk, I'm here.”
His colleague could be really nice! They’d never had an in-depth conversation, but perhaps that was a mistake. Should he let Santiago in on it? The two of them could easily dispose of the object. But then it would no longer be his problem alone. For all he knew, Santiago had a large family of his own that he was supporting solely with this job.
“Thank you, that's very kind of you,” he said, leaning against the edge of the table. “Tell me, do you have any idea why they built such a heavy gate on the road to the AOS?”
Santiago shook his head. “I haven't even noticed. Maybe because of the new computer up there?”
“But there's our barrier and the fence.”
His colleague sighed. “Who knows how much longer? The fence could get too expensive for them in the long run.”
That was a possibility. The smaller the radius of the restricted area, the easier and cheaper it was to protect. But it certainly wasn't a question of rationalizing them both away. This checkpoint had been here since the observatory was built, and it would continue to exist for at least that long.
“Then you haven't seen the uniformed men guarding the gate yet?” asked Mateo.
“Yes, they came through here.”
It was probably due to his frequent night shifts that he had missed these people so far. “Odd uniforms, aren't they?”
“That's true. Most of the people seem to be white, but they speak all sorts of languages among themselves.”
“Why don't you try to strike up a conversation with one of them?”
“Oh, don't bother. Don't ask too many questions, Mateo. If Ron doesn't tell us on his own, it's probably better if we don't know anything.”

IN THE REAR-VIEW MIRROR, the barrier lowered behind Mateo's old VW. He had tried to sneak over to the storeroom, but Santiago seemed to have a seventh sense and had brought a roll of toilet paper after him because he figured he had run out in the men's room.
At least Santiago had not yet broken down the door to the storeroom, as he had mentioned. The key would need to turn up for his next shift. Santiago would definitely ask him for it. The object had to disappear from the room by then.
But how in the name of God? He hit the steering wheel, and the car honked. How could he have been so stupid as to load the damn thing in the truck and then not tell anyone about it?

A DIVERSIONARY MANEUVER. That was the only thing Mateo could think of as he tossed and turned sleeplessly in bed. Cristina hadn't even wanted him to go to work because she thought he was coming down with something. But he wouldn't be put off and had even faked a phone call from Santiago, supposedly asking him to come in earlier.
His head had been aching as he said goodbye. He was such a bad liar! Cristina had stroked his forehead and gave him a packet of ibuprofen. Mateo had to swallow when he thought about it. She was a good person. It was a mistake not to tell her about his problem, but the more he got involved, the more difficult it became.
He turned off the national highway to the ALMA. As a distraction, he planned to damage the fence. He had a large pair of pliers in the trunk for the purpose. Unfortunately, he didn't know how extensive the damage would have to be for it to be reported. It would be a lot of work, which had the disadvantage that Santiago might catch him at it. In general, he had to be quick and stay out of his colleague's way when he returned to headquarters.
Mateo sighed. It was a stupid plan, but he couldn't think of anything better.

THAT CHANGED the second he saw the American intern behind the barrier. She was young, she wasn’t supporting a family, she could even afford to take an unpaid internship. And she was curious. He had noticed that from her inquisitive questions about the object in the storeroom. Basically, she already knew his secret.
He stopped the car and rolled down the side window. Jessica had made it all the way here from the OSF with two suitcases, not bad. She probably hadn't found a lift. She must have missed the staff bus. But she would hardly want to walk all the way to San Pedro.
“Do you need someone to take you to San Pedro?” he asked.

HE COULD SEE from her face how she was struggling after he asked for her support. Jessica squinted, rubbed her ear and swallowed several times. Mateo remained optimistic. He had long since proved to her that he wasn't a bad guy. Even allowing for the American's limited life experience, that couldn't have escaped her notice.
“All right, I'll help you,” she said.
Mateo closed his eyes briefly. He was no longer alone! That was the best thing about Jessica's answer, he realized. Mateo wasn't used to doing things on his own. There had always been Cristina and his father to ask for advice.
“Wonderful. We need to fetch something from the storage room next to the toilet and put it in my car without Santiago noticing.”
Jessica left her two suitcases by the side of the road and came closer. “We'll just say I left some of my luggage there,” she whispered.
Hmm. That sounded almost too easy. He had been cudgeling his brains all day, developing and discarding plans. Could it really be so simple?
“Good idea,” he said. While he drove the Volkswagen directly behind the storage room, Jessica pushed her suitcases in that direction. Mateo got out and opened the trunk. Santiago had seen him coming, so he would certainly come to see what was going on. Mateo quickly unlocked the storeroom. Jessica arrived at just the right moment with her suitcases.
“Oh, there you are again,” said Santiago.
They shook hands.
“I'm helping Jessica take her luggage to her accommodation,” explained Mateo.
The American stood with her suitcases in such a way that she blocked Santiago's view of the storeroom.
His colleague nodded. “Where is she staying?”
A good question. They hadn't discussed that yet. “In a...” Mateo began.
“Ruta Ancestral,” said Jessica. “A small lodge.”
What? That was great. Mateo knew Susana, the owner. She was a friend of Cristina's mother.
“You could have said something, girl,” Santiago said. “I would have taken you to San Pedro at the end of my shift.”
“Mateo was kind enough to offer me his help. He also said that I could store a few heavy things in the storeroom during the day."
“Yeah, Mateo is a nice guy. But so am I. So, if you need someone to show you the nightlife of San Pedro...”
Mateo grinned. Santiago, the old philanderer. He must be twenty years older than the trainee. Surely she would be more interested in people her own age?
“Thanks, but I'm still so exhausted from the trip...”
Santiago raised his hands. “It was just an offer. I'll leave you to it. Or do you need help hauling?”
Mateo pointed to the distance between the trunk and the storage room. “We can manage.”

“WHAT ARE WE TAKING FOR A DRIVE?” Jessica asked as they left the barrier behind them.
Mateo was grateful that she had spared him any questions so far. “I wish I knew! I was called to some damage to the fence. That's where I found the thing.”
“You could have reported it to your superiors.”
Mateo nodded. How many times had he told himself that? But with the thing lying there in front of him... It hadn't seemed like an object to him, but like a living being. An embryo, that was what he had thought at first.
“I had the impression that it was alive. I didn't think twice about it. And then I had the feeling that it was fleeing from something. I felt as if I had to protect it. From someone. From people.”
“You had that impression? Did it talk to you?”
Mateo transported himself back to the moment. No, he hadn't heard any voices. But he had somehow ... known. “If you see a small child in the middle of the road with a car coming, do you need a voice to tell you what to do?”
“It doesn't seem very animated to me. A lump of volcanic rock, albeit in a strange shape.”
She was right. The object felt like a big rock. Maybe they should just toss it out of the car on the side of the road.
“There's hardly any traffic now,” Mateo said. “We could just dump it in the ditch. No one would notice it there.”
He pointed ahead. They looked out over a landscape bathed in the evening shades of red and brown, dotted with volcanic rocks. He couldn't explain it, but he knew that the object was not a solidified chunk of magma. But it seemed hardly any different from one now.
"Tell me what it looked like yesterday when you found it.”
“It shone in the moonlight, not because of its surface, but because it was covered in a liquid that smelled like oil.”
“How viscous?”
“A bit more viscous than water.”
“Was it blood?”
Mateo thought back to how he had photographed it. The black had turned a dark red. He described the process to Jessica.
“The moon wasn't bright enough to see the actual color. Only the flash on my cell phone revealed it.”
“So, the liquid was really red.”
“That's right. But that doesn't necessarily mean it was blood. Rust is also reddish. Maybe rusty water was seeping out.
“And then there were the strings, about twenty of them,” he said. “They were hanging out on one side of the middle constriction. There were seven knots tied in each one. One was torn off, and the same kind of liquid was running out of it. It smelled like oil and tasted very salty.”
A shudder ran down his spine as he thought of how he had licked the liquid from his finger.
“What is it?” Jessica was very observant.
“I tasted it. Did I taste the blood of an alien creature?”
Jessica sniffed. “No, give me a break. It could be iron salt dissolved in water. I'm not a geologist, but what do you think happens when you soak a chunk of highly ferrous magma in water? Did it rain the other day?”
Mateo gestured towards the landscape again. “Does it look like it rained here?”
“You're right again.” Mateo looked over at her. Jessica bit her lip. “We need to examine it thoroughly,” she said.
“I can't take it home with me.”
“Then we'll take it to the lodge. Hopefully the landlady won't give us any trouble about it.”
“Don't worry. Susana is a friend. She won't put any obstacles in our way.”
“Good, we're managing this.”

“THERE'S room for your find next to the wardrobe,” said Susana.
“A short break,” said Mateo.
He took a deep breath. The lump rested briefly on his thigh. The room where Jessica would be staying was simple but clean. The floor and ceiling were made of brown-painted wood. The walls were white. There was a wooden bunk bed along one wall and a massive wardrobe along the other. Mateo had been to the lodge several times before but had never looked into one of the rooms.
“On three,” he said. “One, two, three.”
He squeezed the air out of his lungs. With all his strength, he heaved the stone upwards. They walked in uneven steps to the wardrobe and stopped just before the wall.
“Watch out for the wall. And set it down gently.”
They slowly lowered the stone. Jessica didn't seem to be exerting herself at all. Was he supporting most of the weight? The boulder touched down and tipped to one side. Mateo braced himself, trying to prevent it from hitting the wardrobe. But the part already on the floor slid to the side. There was an ugly noise. They had scratched the floor.
“It's no problem,” said Susana.
“I'll re-sand it for you,” Mateo promised. He owed it to the landlady.
“Will you come to reception with me, Jessica? We still have to check you in.”

THE TWO WOMEN left him alone. Mateo sat down on the bed, spread with a colorful woolen blanket embroidered with indigenous patterns. He couldn't reach the strange object from here, but he could keep a close eye on it.
Outside, someone had switched on the light and a bright glow came through the window. The rear portion of the stone was in shadow. The neon light lifted the front part out of the darkness, sharpening its outline, and although it was cold, it seemed to animate the object. Mateo drew in air through his nose. He smelled mothballs and roasted meat. They had interrupted Susana while she was cooking. Since it was about twenty minutes’ walk to the city center, she offered her guests dinner. Hopefully nothing would burn.
Mateo narrowed his eyes. The object wasn't moving, and yet once more it seemed strangely alive to him. The cover he had draped over it had slipped down to the first constriction. What stuck out now remotely resembled a head. But that was surely nonsense. Didn't humans always try to recognize patterns in chaos? Susana hadn’t been startled when she saw the object.
She had also immediately accepted the reasoning that Jessica was interested in geology and had thought the boulder interesting enough to bring with her. Susana had probably had guests with crazier hobbies. Americans were capable of anything, not because it was in their genes, but because they could afford to be crazy in ways that locals were better off without.
“So, here I am again,” Jessica said, closing the door behind her. She was holding a knife with a long, pointed blade. “Susana is really nice. She got me a knife from the kitchen.” Jessica showed him the blade. It gleamed in the glow of the neon light outside. Mateo stood up, drew the curtain in front of the only window and switched on the light.
“Please do me a favor and leave that thing alone,” he said.
“You have to go on duty, don't you?”
“Yeah, I'm already late. But it was worth it. I didn't want that thing in the storeroom anymore.”
He only called the object a thing so as not to give it any meaning that it didn't deserve. Jessica shouldn't get the idea of examining it without him. He probably couldn't stop her. She was a researcher. But he wanted to try.
“We can take a closer look tomorrow morning after my shift,” he suggested.
“I've emailed Nurse Hernanda. She's picking me up here at half past seven.”
“I see. I can't make it that early. Then let's put off examining the thing until we both have time. Maybe the weekend?”
Jessica looked at the knife, then at the object. “I don't know if I can stand to wait that long. I'd love to know where the iron-bearing water came from.”
“You have a guess?”
“I think it's possible that the liquid was trapped in the magma chunk. Then there was a rockslide somewhere, and the object was carried right up to your fence."
Jessica sounded like a trained geologist, but that was probably because he was a complete layman himself. The explanation sounded logical to him. The fact that he had thought the thing was alive was probably pure projection. After all, other people talked to their cars or stuffed animals and thought they understood them.
Mateo got up, took the knife from Jessica's hand and placed it on the small bedside table next to the bed. It was strange. Although he could understand her explanation, he didn't want her carving away at the lump with the tool. The thing was obviously communicating with him on a deeper level that his mind couldn't reach. Perhaps it was the darkness of the night creating that strange connection. At night, the shadow creatures in the sky had a direct view of the people below. Mateo wasn't a believer, but once you'd seen the silhouettes, you couldn't forget them.
“So, I'll see you tomorrow?” he asked. “I could come by before my shift.”
“Give me your cell phone.”
He took the device out of his pocket, unlocked it and handed it to Jessica, who typed in her number. “We'll keep in touch,” she said.



  
Chapter Six  

THE KNIFE SANK into the lump as if it were made of dough. Jessica had only had to pierce a thin shell, using the tip of the knife. After that, she hardly needed any strength to push it in completely to the handle.
Jessica bit her lower lip. She had played with soapstone as a child. You could even work it with your fingernail. She had carved little figures with a spoon from the kitchen. The rock the object was made of felt about that soft. Her theory that it was volcanic rock was therefore invalid.
But what else could it be? A pre-form of sandstone, a kind of sediment? She imagined a pile of earth falling into a lava cave, caked on the outside from the heat, but staying soft on the inside. Could that really happen? She should ask someone who knew geology.
“Dinner!” Susana called out.
Jessica sniffed. It smelled excellent. She left the knife in the object, left the room and locked the door. Susana had set a table for six outdoors. A couple about her age were already sitting there, speaking French to each other. An older woman had just arrived with a saucepan. She introduced herself as Franca, set the pot on the table and filled six clay bowls from it.
“What is that?” Jessica asked in Spanish.
“Cazuela.”
“Is it vegetarian?” asked the French woman.
“It has lamb in it.”
“You can give me your lamb,” her friend suggested, but she shook her head.
“I have pan amasado con pebre here,” said Susana, who had just come out of the kitchen with a tray.
On the tray was a basket of light-colored wheat bread that looked a bit like small German bread rolls. It was accompanied by a large bowl of tomato paste, which Jessica could already tell was spicy. According to her experience in Santiago, Chilean food was not overly spicy, but in this pebre she could see bits of chili.
“Dinner!” Susana called out again before sitting down next to Franca. Shortly afterwards, a short, fat man who Jessica thought might be Indian joined them. It was impossible to tell whether he spoke Spanish, since he didn't say anything, but smiled and nodded in a friendly manner.
The cazuela was excellent. The soup was filled with corn, potatoes, beans, peppers and small pieces of lamb. Jessica hadn't eaten so well for a long time. It was accompanied by water from a jug with a few squeezes of lemon.

JESSICA WAS HAPPY. She had her internship, a nice place to stay, even a few friends already, a bed to sleep in, and a full stomach. She sat outside at the table for a while. Susana brought a candle and switched on some fairy lights, but switched off the harsh neon light. It was strangely quiet. There were no crickets chirping in the desert. But then, once Franca had tidied everything up in the kitchen, she began to hear the other sounds of the desert. Somewhere in the distance, dogs were howling. Birds she didn't recognize were making strange noises. Bats cast their shadows on the hard, trodden clay soil. Giggles could be heard from one of the neighboring rooms, then suppressed moans. The French couple. Jessica grinned.
Footsteps crunched in the sand. It was Susana. She placed a bottle and several shot glasses on the table. Without a word, she filled two of the glasses. Jessica read the label. Pisco Reservado. 38% vol. Strong stuff. She knew Pisco Sour, the cocktail, but didn't like it because she didn't care for egg white as an ingredient.
Her hostess toasted her without saying a word. Jessica returned the gesture. The alcohol warmed her throat. She could feel it running down her gullet. The moaning stopped and after a while the French couple came out of their room again. Nobody said anything. Susana poured them each a pisco as well. Oriental music could be heard from the Indian's room, followed immediately by his voice. He was talking to someone who wasn't there. Jessica smiled. People talked to spirits no less than they had a thousand years ago, when the Likan Antai had been the sole inhabitants of this area. Basically, nothing had changed. Not the sky and not the people who ate, drank, made love and stared into the night.

JESSICA'S HEART was pounding so hard that she had to sit down on the bed. The knife was on the floor. Stay calm. Nothing happened. It just slipped out. Mateo! Should she call him? She took out her cell phone, but although she had typed in her number, she didn't know his. That was what she got for not paying attention.
She knelt on the floor and approached the object. The knife lay in front of it. The cut was still clearly visible. She picked up the tool and felt the edge. It was as sharp as before, but quite warm. Where the knife had been lying, there were two tough, drop-like marks on the wood. They were black. What had Mateo said about the taste? He hadn't died from sampling it, so she tried it too. Eww, it was salty, and there was a bitter component to it as well.
How had the knife slipped out? She put it back in. It took no effort at all. The handle jutted out at an angle of about twenty degrees—upwards. The knife would have had to slide upwards, against gravity. That was impossible. What did it mean? The knife had been lying on the floor, in a locked room.
Really? She was a scientist. Jessica got up and checked the room. In the first place, she certainly wasn't the only one with a key. Second, and more importantly, there was a back entrance in the bathroom. It was locked, but Franca, for example, could have used it to enter her room without anyone noticing. Maybe she had just been bringing more toilet paper and noticed the knife, which must be familiar from the kitchen.
There was a quiet rumble. Jessica hurried back over the creaking wooden planks to the wardrobe. The object was still sitting on the floor. The knife was in front of it. She had only just picked it up...
A mystery. She shouldn’t be afraid. The researcher in her was needed. It could be a physical reaction, with two different materials with different coefficients coming together. Ice was capable of cracking asphalt pavements or granite. If the heat-conducting metal of the knife had increased the temperature in the slit, the material might have expanded and pushed the knife back out.
Jessica pushed the tool in again. This time she stayed on her knees and watched the object. The knife moved. Shiny metal appeared under the handle. The strip became wider and wider. The hilt tilted further and further down and suddenly the knife fell to the ground.
She picked it up and carefully touched the blade. Ouch! She flinched. The metal was hot. Where was the heat coming from? Jessica felt the opening, but it was no warmer than the surrounding area. Strange! She grasped the handle and thrust the knife in again.
This time it reacted immediately. Perhaps because it was still warm, or was the object virtually trained? The knife slipped out again almost as quickly as she had pushed it in. When Mateo found out!
One last try. She pushed the knife into the object as usual, but this time she didn't let go of it. She immediately felt a force opposing her. Jessica straightened up on her knees so that she could use the weight of her upper body. The force increased. The hilt of the knife pressed into her palms. She kept her thumbs on it, but her strength wouldn't last much longer. She had no chance. Jessica let go and at the same moment the knife flew across the room. She just managed to lean sideways so it didn't hit her. It smashed into the whitewashed wall on the other side of the room and left a dent in the plaster.
Whew. Jessica's heart raced. She sat down on the bed and pulled her arms back to expand her chest. She needed all the air she could get now. What had Mateo found? If they were lucky, it was a mineral with novel properties. The power it could generate would allow completely new applications. If they were unlucky... No, she wouldn't think about that now. After all, she still had to spend the night with this thing in her room. Susana's patience had been tested enough—and she could easily say that she would prefer to keep it in the courtyard for safety reasons.

“THERE YOU ARE,” said Jessica in the morning as she came out of the shower naked. She knelt down in front of the object. She had slept more soundly that night than she had in a long time, probably because of the long journey behind her. The lump had not disturbed her at all. However, the tarp had slipped down. Yesterday, it had been stuck in the upper constriction. Today it was clinging to the lower one.
The newly exposed portion of the object was slightly thicker than the upper part. According to Mateo's description, there should be some twenty cords here. They were no longer visible. She touched the wound she had inflicted on the object with the knife, but it had healed. A shiver ran down her spine. She covered herself with her hands, turned around and quickly put something on.
Bra. Undershirt. Jeans. Something slipped out of the leg of her pants as she slipped into them. It was ... a long, gray worm with thickened places all along it. One, two, three ... seven. Seven knots. She dropped her pants. How had that thing gotten into her pants? She got goose bumps. At a safe distance, she shook out the jeans, but nothing else fell out. She put them on. Then she checked her blouse. Safe. She tipped out her black shoes with the platform soles over the doormat and picked one up.
Kneeling down, she stalked the cord-like thing that had been tucked into her jeans. It didn't move. The material was strangely tough, very different from any kind of textile. She nudged it with her foot, but it remained inert. Had it ever been alive? How had it got into her pants? And what had happened to the other strings? Had they dropped off in the storeroom, or were they in the trunk of Mateo's VW?
Jessica searched her room. The wardrobe was empty. She hadn't felt like or had the energy for unpacking her suitcase yesterday. She had planned to do that in the morning. Jessica shook herself. At least her clothes were safe in the suitcases as long as the strange object was still in her room. She lifted the comforter and shook it out. Nothing. Then it was the pillow's turn. Clean. She even lifted the sheet, with no result.
Then she climbed onto her mattress to check the top bunk—and almost fell off again. Cords! But they were just the ones holding the mattress to the slatted frame. She tugged at one. It was clearly made of linen or cotton. She couldn't let herself get carried away. Jessica shook out the top pillow. Nothing fell out, but when she turned it over, she spotted a string that had drilled through the fabric of the pillowcase. One, two, three knots. She made herself pull on it. The stuff wasn't alive. The tip felt like tough pasta dough. She pulled the thing out of the pillowcase. Knots four, five and six. Number seven was missing. A transparent liquid dripped from the place where she had removed the string from the cover. She took the string, carried it over to Mateo's object and hid it under the tarp. She added the second string as well. Then she pulled the tarpaulin all the way up again and wedged it between the object and the wall.
This was too big for her. She urgently needed to talk to Mateo. Only if he agreed could she call in others. People who knew geology and biology. Surely there had to be people at ALMA. Jessica took a deep breath.
“Breakfast!” Susana called from outside. She’d ordered it for half past seven yesterday. Jessica rubbed her temples and put on a smile. Her landlady had better not find out what she had brought into the house.

SHE WAS JUST TAKING her dirty dishes to the kitchen when a car horn honked outside the house. Nurse Hernanda was late. Jessica grabbed her small rucksack with the tablet she always carried with her. She checked that no cords were hidden inside and locked her room.
“You don't have to clean my room today!” she called out to Franca, who was doing the dishes. “I haven't finished unpacking my suitcases yet.” She wanted to spare Susana or Franca the shock of Mateo's find behaving strangely again. At that moment, she remembered the knife she had borrowed. Another honk. No, there was no time for that now. She left the hostel through the gate. A gray Toyota was parked in the narrow street in front of it. A truck behind it, which was probably too wide to pass, honked its horn. The passenger door opened, and Jessica jumped into the car.

“THANK YOU, HERNANDA,” she said, “and good morning!”
Her fellow passengers also greeted her. They were all women. She didn't know any of them yet, but that would probably change in the coming weeks. The women were shy at first, but then Hernanda introduced her as a new intern who spoke Spanish, and from that moment on she was asked where she came from, what she had studied, whether she had a boyfriend or would like one, who her parents were...
This continued all the way to the gate. Here, Jessica momentarily ducked out of the stream of questions. She looked for Mateo's Volkswagen, but it was nowhere to be seen. What had he said? The internal dial number is 997. She should be able to reach someone there who could tell her Mateo's number.
Suddenly her forehead bumped against the headrest in front of her. She hadn't been wearing a seatbelt. The cleaning lady next to her almost slid forward between the driver and passenger seats and landed on the handbrake.
“Ouch! What’s with your driving today?” she complained.
Hernanda took her hands off the wheel and raised them. “What am I supposed to do? You can see for yourself.”
Jessica saw it. There was a small herd of donkeys in the road. It looked like a demonstration. The animals were standing in a circle with their heads together, as if they were having a conversation.
“They're so cute,” said Jessica.
“I don't know,” Hernanda disagreed. “They’ve never done this before.”
Jessica opened the door and got out. The donkeys paid no attention to her. They were all so dark as to be nearly black. Their tails hung motionless. She wasn't an expert, but that seemed strange to her too. Nevertheless, she walked a little closer. The animals continued to ignore her, even when she stroked the back of one of them. The animal's fur was soft and dusty. Jessica drew in a breath. There was a strong smell coming from the animals that she couldn't place. What was normal for donkeys? Weren't they supposed to be particularly stubborn animals?
“Hey, what are you doing here?” she asked loudly.
As if on cue, all the animals in the group turned to her. The ones closest to her tried to run around her.
“They're corralling you!” shouted Hernanda from the open window of the car.
She was right. Jessica would soon be at the center of the group. She didn't like that. She looked around for a way out, but it was too late. Although... She had always been good at sports. One of the animals was standing at a slight angle to her—enough for her to try something. She only had a two-step run-up. She used that to leap up, braced herself on the donkey's back and tucked her legs under her body, finally coming to earth behind the animal.
It was a hard landing, but she didn't have time to worry about a few scrapes, because now the donkeys started butting their heads together as if they were goats fighting. That was certainly not typical donkey behavior. Jessica took refuge in the car, where the other women congratulated her on her leap.
“I'm going to drive through there slowly now,” Hernanda explained.
“But your car...” said the passenger.
“I don't mind a few bumps.”
The car rolled on. When it nudged the first donkey, the animal stepped aside. The others were suddenly sensible too and made way for the metal crate.
“You part the sea of donkeys like Moses parted the Red Sea,” Jessica tried to joke, but no one laughed. She turned around and noticed that the animals had resumed their strange formation.



  
Chapter Seven  

CRISTINA STROKED HIS CHEEK.
“It was good that you told me, darling.”
His wife leaned her head on her left hand and looked at him. She was beautiful, and it seemed to him that she was becoming more beautiful every year. The stream of air from the fan on the ceiling played with her dark hair.
“Thank you for being here,” he said. “I really wouldn't know what to do without you.”
Cristina tapped his hairy chest. “I don't believe you. You always have an idea.”
Mateo looked at his watch. It was just before one o'clock. His mother-in-law would soon be returning with the children. Cristina's mother allowed him to sleep during the day to recover from his night shifts, which paid better than day shifts.
“You have to cook,” he said.
Cristina smiled. That was the deal. When her mother arrived with the children, there would be food on the table for everyone. She stood up. The sheet slid off her body. Her beauty really hurt him. But she was more than that. His wife was understanding, hands-on and clever. He had told her about the problem with the strange object. They had decided on a solution together, then they had made love.
It was getting light in the room as Cristina drew the curtains. Mateo squinted. He had slept less than four hours. Hopefully the night shift wouldn't be too strenuous today. He picked up his phone from the bedside table. Jessica hadn't called. Her night had obviously been quiet. Very well. Perhaps the object really was just a rock.
He thought back to her typing her number into his cell phone. She hadn't tested it by pressing the dial button. Therefore, she didn't have his number. Mateo swallowed. What if the thing had attacked the American woman during the night? Nonsense, Susana would have contacted him. She probably still had his number. A long time ago, long before Cristina, he had been with her for a few weeks.
Cristina left the room, leaving the door open. Warm air flooded in. Outside, the sun was blazing down. He followed his wife into the kitchen, where she stood in front of the stove as if she had never done anything else. How had she got dressed so quickly? He stood behind her and breathed in her scent, but she pushed him away.
“Go take a shower first, you stink.”
He slapped her gently on the butt.
“Macho!”
Cristina turned around and pretended to throw the ladle at him. Mateo stopped at the front door.
“I was thinking about picking that thing up now.”
“Like that?” Cristina pointed the ladle at his nakedness. “Susana would get a kick out of that.”
Mateo grinned. Cristina was probably right. Susana sometimes looked at him as if she regretted breaking up with him back then.
“After the shower.”
His wife shook her head. “We'll do it like we talked about. After dinner, my mother will stay here for a while, and we'll say we're going shopping for a new fridge. Then we'll pick it up and take it back to the restricted area. Done.”
Mateo nodded. That really was the most sensible solution. He needed someone to help him carry it. The American might feel caught off guard, but she would understand. After all, if the thing was discovered, it could destroy her career. Why hadn't he involved Cristina in the first place? He was grateful to her for not being angry with him about it.

“HELLO, SUSANA!”
“Oh, Mateo, what are you doing here?” The lodge’s landlady smiled broadly.
“We have to pick something up from Jessica's room,” he explained.
“Hello, Susana!” Cristina called out. Susana took a few steps back but bravely kept the corners of her mouth up. They all greeted each other with a quick hug. In the courtyard, Franca, the cook, was hanging up laundry.
“Your guests have left?” asked Mateo.
“Yes, they've all got plans for the day. The French couple are in Valle de la Luna, I think.”
“Can you please unlock Jessica's room for me?”
“Is that really okay?” asked Susana.
“You know us,” said Cristina. “Would we lie to you? We arranged it with her, of course.”
Mateo swallowed. His wife was a much better liar than he was. They had definitely thought about informing Jessica in advance. But Cristina had been afraid the American might object, and perhaps put her curiosity before the well-being of Mateo's family. They would lose their house if ALMA fired him. All Jessica had to do was return home.
Susana disappeared into the kitchen for a moment and returned with a large bunch of keys. She used one of the keys to open the door.
“Don't be surprised if it's messy,” she explained before letting Mateo in. “Jessica said we shouldn't tidy up in there today.”
He had to swallow again. Had she said that because the object was somehow ... conspicuous? What had happened last night? Cristina put her hand on his shoulder. She must have read his face. Everything was fine. Jessica had left the house unharmed, that much was certain.
Mateo entered. Cristina followed him and closed the door behind her. The curtain was drawn. A scattering of holes in it allowed a few rays of sunlight to venture into the room, where dust motes danced. The fan was switched off. Cristina went to the only window and opened it.
“It smells a bit,” she said.
Mateo hadn't noticed any particular smell. But he saw the knife lying just in front of the far wall of the room. Small crumbs of plaster were scattered around it, apparently from a thumb-sized hole in the wall. The knife must have been thrown across the room, handle first, at about waist height. Mateo picked up the knife. It had a long, flexible blade with a pointed tip. The edge had no recognizable grind, but it was sharp. It was probably a kitchen knife.
“Is that it?” asked Cristina, pointing to the object leaning against the wall next to the wardrobe. It was completely covered by the tarpaulin they had taken from the storeroom.
“Yeah, that's him.”
It was strange, but to Mateo the object seemed male. Cristina bent down and pulled the tarp away. She had only removed it halfway before she froze and put her hand over her mouth.
“What is it?” asked Mateo.
“It's...disgusting. I'm sorry.”
Mateo came to stand next to his wife. The object was only half uncovered. It looked a bit like a fat, bald monk. It didn't make him feel disgusted, just a bit sorry.
“I'm sorry you have to endure this sight.”
“Oh, I've seen nastier things.” Cristina put her arm around him. “Do you remember when Pablo...?”
Pablo was a street dog who had been a member of their family for a few years. He used to bring back the strangest things from his wanderings through the city.
“What bothers you most about it?” he asked, wanting to understand the feeling of disgust.
“It looks like things that don't belong together have been mixed up. A human with a lion's head, but in a bad way, you know? The thing is a stone, isn't it? But it looks organic, a bit like an animal that's solidified into a pillar of salt and been eroded by the wind.”
That was an interesting way of looking at it. Mateo couldn't see it as an animal. To him, the object looked like three egg-shaped stones stuck together. It could have been a decoration in a Japanese rock garden. Although...no, the organic aspect was also there. It could also be three fossilized eggs. The surface was rough.
Mateo pulled the tarp down further. Where were the strings that had been on one side of the middle section? They hadn't fallen off in the car—he had just checked the trunk. He looked around the room. The big wardrobe was still empty. Jessica obviously hadn't had time to unpack her suitcases yet. Mateo checked the bedside table and the bathroom. Nothing.
“What are you looking for?” his wife asked.
“I'll tell you when I've found it.” He laid the suitcases on the floor and opened them.
“Hey, you can't do that,” Cristina warned him.
She was right. Rather than rummage through Jessica's things, he closed the suitcases again. But he still had to check the bed. The cords were nowhere to be found, neither on the bottom or the top bunk. Had Jessica thrown them away? She certainly wouldn't have put them in the wastebasket.
Wait a minute. Mateo lay down on the floor. The wooden floorboards were warm. There! Under the bed was a small...forest. Or what was that?
He stood up again. “Help me lift the bed aside, please.”
Cristina raised her eyebrows. “My mother doesn't have forever. We should start moving this thing.”
“The bed first.”
“All right.”
They heaved it to one side. It was made of solid wood and was surprisingly heavy.
“What the hell is that?” asked Cristina, who didn't normally use swear words.
Now Mateo saw it too. There were cords on the floor under the bed. Mateo needed both hands twice to count them. With one exception, each had seven knots in it. But the strange thing was that they were standing. Shoelaces couldn't stand up. But these things could. They stood in a circle about half a meter in diameter. Their ends were bent outwards. It looked spooky.
“We have to take them with us,” said Mateo. “They were still hanging on the side of the stone yesterday.”
“You want to pick them up? Have fun. I'm not touching them.”
Mateo nodded. He understood his wife well. But they couldn't leave these things here. They must have moved during the night. Poor Jessica! He imagined her waking up to see a bunch of strange cords marching under her bed. He wouldn't have slept a wink after that.
“I don't think they're dangerous. Jessica obviously survived the night.”
“And she hasn't contacted you,” Cristina said. “So she must be all right.”
Mateo shook his head. “I have her number, but she doesn't have mine.”
“And you haven’t gotten in touch with her?”
“I didn't think about it... But Susana would have said something if there had been some kind of drama here last night.”
“You're right again. So come on, you collect those, then we'll grab the big one and take him to the exclusion zone.”
That was the plan. Mateo stepped directly into the circle of strings. At the same moment, they turned their heads—all at once. Cristina screamed. Mateo jumped out of the circle. The strings didn’t react. Their heads were now all pointing towards the center of the circle. They stood there as if they had never moved.
“What was that?” asked Cristina.
There was a knock on the door. “Are you all right?” asked Susana.
“Yes, we'll be ready in a minute,” replied Mateo. His heart was still racing. He leaned on his knees as if he’d been on an endurance run, and breathed deeply in and out.
“Maybe it was a coincidence,” he said.
“Those things noticed you, Mateo. There's no doubt about it.”
He rocked his head back and forth. “If you bump into a loose stone and it falls, did it ... notice you?”
“That's different.”
“I'm not sure. But it doesn't matter. We can't leave the cords there.”
“Do you have gloves?”
“In the control building at the gate.”
“Franca probably has cleaning gloves.”
Mateo shook his head. Susana was already nervous. If they asked for gloves, she would ask even more questions. She wasn't stupid.
He bent down and grabbed the first string.
“Be careful,” Cristina said.
The cord didn't react. He didn't need much strength to pluck it from the ground. It looped gently over his hand. Mateo had expected a fabric-like material, but it was soft and elastic, like the plasticine his children liked to play with. The knots, however, were hard, like nuts that had been worked into the material. He reached for the nearest string.

HE LAID the nineteen cords in front of the object, where they curled up on the wooden floor. It looked like the movement of an organism, but it could also be a reaction of the material to the cooler, smoother floor.
“What are you doing?” Cristina asked.
“We can't leave the bed in the middle of the room.”
“Oh. Right. Wait a moment.” Cristina disappeared into the bathroom and came back with a few sheets of toilet paper. She used them to wipe the dust off the floor where the bed had been. She disposed of the paper in the bathroom. Then they hoisted the bunk bed back into place together.
“What do we do with the worms?” Cristina asked. “You obviously can’t put them in your pocket.”
Mateo scratched his head. They would need both hands to take the object out from under the tarp. Then Susana would come into the room, so they couldn't leave the worms here.
“Just a moment,” Cristina said. She disappeared into the bathroom again and returned with a bag. Mateo understood. His wife had taken it from the small hygiene bucket, where toilet paper was disposed of so as not to clog the sewage pipe.
“I couldn't find anything better,” she said, opening the bag.
Mateo picked up the worms and put them in. It wasn't particularly ecologically sound, but they could simply drop the bag in the restricted area. He scrunched up the bag, which felt as if it was filled with pasta dough, and shoved it into his pocket. It would be a little squashed there, but he didn't see any other option.
“Let's finish this now,” Cristina said.
“I'll go backwards.”
“Agreed. I'll take the thing’s feet; you take the head."
It was strange. The object consisted of three roughly equal-sized, egg-shaped components, but to them it had a head and feet. Not even a baby would draw its mother like that. Humans were really good at seeing themselves in everything.
Mateo went to stand by the wardrobe so that he could grab the object by the head. Cristina bent down low. She grunted a little but successfully lifted the bottom of the object. She took a step back so that her burden turned slightly. Now Mateo could get a good grip on it. He held the object on both sides, pressing his hands firmly against it so it wouldn't slip out of his fingers. At the same time, he pulled up.
“I got it,” he said.
Cristina pushed the door open with her foot. Then she stepped aside so that he could go first.
Mateo saw a shadow leap backwards. “Look out, Susana!” he shouted. The object was extremely heavy. How had they gotten it into Jessica's room yesterday? Had it gained weight overnight? That was hardly possible.
“Look out, you're going to turn right in a moment,” said Cristina.
He turned left and hit a tree. Something scraped across his upper arm.
“Right, I said.”
“Sorry, I thought you meant to the right from your perspective.”
“I converted it to your perspective, of course.”
He had a clever wife—and two upper arms whose muscles were increasingly aching.
“Now comes the gate. There's a beam along the ground.”
“Thanks, Cristina.” He stepped over the beam. The VW was parked right next to the gate. The trunk was already open. However, they weren't carrying the object high enough to put it directly into the car.
“The loading sill is too high,” Mateo said, stepping aside a bit so that they both stood in front of the trunk, breathing heavily.
“Then we have to lift your friend higher,” Cristina said, laughing.
“He's not my friend.”
“What exactly do you have there?” Susana asked, having come up behind them.
“A piece of rock,” Mateo said.
“My husband thought it was a meteorite.”
They hadn't discussed that, but it was a good idea.
“Are meteorites valuable?” Susana asked.
“Of course they are. But this isn't one. Jessica helped us figure that out.”
“That's right, she's an astronomer.” Susana seemed satisfied with the information, because she disappeared again.
“Come on, let's tip it in,” Cristina said.
Mateo gripped the object harder. “One, two, three!”
On the count of three, he heaved the top up. Cristina groaned and at the same time pushed the bottom over the loading sill. At that moment something cracked. The object! His fingers sank into it as if he had broken the thin shell. Mateo couldn't let go, or all his efforts would be in vain. His fingers dug deeper and deeper into the material, which felt like wet sand.
“Done,” Cristina said.
The material the object was made of was warming up. Mateo tried to pull his hands away, but they were stuck. The thing wouldn't release him.
“You can let go.”
“The thing won't let me.”
“What?”
“I'm stuck.”
Cristina leaned over his left arm, and pulled on it, but even her added strength wasn't enough. The material inside the object was as viscous as tar. And it was getting warm. Hot.
“Shit, this thing is cooking me.”
Cristina pulled and pulled. Mateo pushed against the trunk. He had to get his fingers out of this thing! It was a rock, nothing more! He changed position, pulling with all his might.
Suddenly it let go of him. No, more than that, the object spat him out as if it had suddenly become nauseous. The added momentum made him stagger backwards. He tripped over the curb and fell flat. Cristina was with him immediately, but she couldn't prevent his head from hitting the hard ground.
Ouch. That hurt. He lay there for a moment.
“Are you okay?”
“Yeah, I'm fine,” he said. It was nice to have Cristina there. He got to his feet and she brushed the dust off his clothes and hair.
Then she looked at his hands. “Looks like you just changed the brakes.”
His fingers were covered in black goo. But the liquid was thinner than motor oil. He pretended to wipe it off on his trousers.
“Don't you dare!” Cristina shouted.
Mateo laughed. She always fell for it. He went back to Susana's garden. “Can I wash my hands real quick?”
She pointed to the kitchen, where there was a sink and soap. He scrubbed the black stuff off his skin, which was reddened as if it had been cooked. What would have happened if the thing hadn't spat him out again?
“Engine problems?” Susana asked as he came back out.
“The spark plugs.”
“Ha-ha, your VW is a diesel.”
Mateo didn't go into it any further. Susana followed him, but Cristina had already closed the trunk and was waiting in the driver's seat.
“Come on, my mother can't watch the kids forever.”
Mateo got in. Cristina took a look at his hands.
“Still all there,” he said.
“It looks like sunburn. I'll put cream on them for you later.”

“WHAT ARE you doing here so early?” Santiago asked.
They were standing in front of the barrier. If he was strict about his job, he would have to refuse them entry, since Cristina didn't have a visitor's pass.
She rolled down the window on her side and waved at him.
“Hey, Santiago, how are you?”
His colleague changed sides, peered into the car and grinned. Mateo noticed out of the corner of his eye that Cristina had unbuttoned the top button of her blouse. No, Santiago really wasn't that simple.
“Oh, beautiful woman, wonderful to see you again too. What brings you here?”
"Mateo wanted to take me to lunch in the cafeteria.”
“I see. Well, enjoy your meal.”
“Come and join us if you have time.”
The last sentence wasn't necessary, but Mateo refrained from pointing this out to Cristina. Santiago strode over to the control building and the barrier lifted. He waved at him from the passenger window.
A few kilometers further on, the checkpoint was out of sight. Mateo let Cristina steer the VW onto a track that led to a kind of quarry, where road-building material had been dug out during the construction of the observatory. Hauling it in from outside would have been too expensive. They had a great view. Mateo had imagined it differently—probably because he usually drove his truck along here at night. With the sun shining, his car could be seen from a considerable distance. If someone happened to be watching, they would also notice when he emptied the trunk.
The car jolted violently. The track got worse with every meter. The VW was sturdy, but not made for cross-country driving like his truck.
“I think that's far enough,” he said.
“Are you sure?” Cristina looked in the rearview mirror. “I can still see the road.”
“All right, another kilometer.”
They trundled through the countryside. The sun was beating down on them, but the air was cool, as if it were already preparing for the night.
Cristina stopped the car. “That should be far enough now.”
Mateo turned around. The road was still visible, and it seemed unlikely that it would change much over the next six miles. They got out almost simultaneously and met at the trunk, which Cristina opened with the car key.
The object was partially rolled up in the tarp. Mateo plucked it off. “We'll take this with us. We shouldn't leave any evidence behind.”
“Yes, my clever husband.”
He looked at the object briefly, then reached for the top.
“Wait a minute,” Cristina said. She whipped out her cell phone and took a picture of the object with it. Then she showed him the photo.
“Like new,” she said.
The places where he had cracked the shell had healed again. Mateo took a deep breath. He should never have loaded the thing onto his truck. Why in the world had he done such an unreasonable thing?
“Come on, let's get rid of it now,” said Cristina.
Mateo looked around. On the road, a truck was heading towards OSF. Even if the driver noticed them, he would think they were locals illegally dumping trash here. Unfortunately, that happened fairly often, though most people preferred to come at dusk.
“All right.” Mateo grabbed the top of the object again. He didn't squeeze as hard this time.
“One, two, three.”
He pulled the heavy object up—until it slipped out of his fingers.
“One more time. One, two, three.”
Mateo tugged as hard as he could, but again his fingers slipped. Cristina had no problems.
“Let's switch sides,” she suggested. “You must have suffered a minor trauma.”
Mateo switched to the left side. The bottom of the object looked even heavier than the top.
“I'll count,” said Cristina. “One, two, three.”
He pulled as hard as he could. Yes! The object hovered above the trunk for a moment.
“Yes, great!” Cristina shouted.
At that moment, he dropped it again, and it also slipped out of his wife's hands.
“What happened? All you had to do was pull it over the edge.”
“I...I was afraid it would hit your feet.” That was a lie. Mateo hadn't thought anything at all. He had felt the need to get rid of the heavy load, and he had done so. The fact that he had actually meant to take the object out of the trunk had completely escaped his mind at that moment.
“Don't worry. If I feel it slipping, I'll jump back. You know me. I'm fast. You'll have to get out of the way too.”
“Okay.” Those arguments made sense to him, but he hadn't been thinking at all.
“Let's try again.”
“Okay.”
“I'll count again. One, two, three.”
They dragged the object up. Mateo noticed the top turning. Cristina tried to get it over the edge of the trunk. But why? There was absolutely no reason for it! What was going on here? He let go. The back end fell back into the trunk. The front end slammed onto the loading sill. The object remained there.
“What are you doing, Mateo?”
“I don't know. What am I doing?”
“We want to get the damn thing out of here, but you keep dropping it. I can't do it by myself!”
That's right, they had driven out here to get rid of the object. It had already caused them enough trouble. Mateo sniffed. The plan was perfectly clear. What was wrong with him?
“You're right,” he said.
“What am I right about? And why did you let go of your end at the crucial moment?”
“I don't know. It seems pointless.”
Cristina pursed her lips. “Is this some kind of existential crisis? Is this even you? The Mateo I know takes on a task and does it. Finished.”
He smiled. Yes, that was pretty much how he saw himself. “Come on, we'll try again.”
“We're not trying. We're doing.”
Mateo grabbed the bottom; Cristina snatched the top. “One, two, three,” she counted. He pulled with all his might until the lump lifted.
Cristina pulled forward. But it didn't want that. It didn't want that. It was protected in this container. From the light. From the air. From the moisture. Everyone was trying to kill it.
It let go. Mateo let go. The lump fell back into the trunk. The top landed back on the loading sill, but now it hung further over.
“Mateo, what are you doing? We almost made it!”
Mateo understood her annoyance. But he also understood its fear.
“It doesn't want to come out,” he said.
“You're telling me this thing has a will?” Cristina put her hands on her hips. “Dear Mother of God, please give me back my rational husband.”
“I don't know if you could call it a will. But it's afraid. I sensed that clearly.”
“You sensed the fear of a stone.” Cristina sighed. “Oh, darling.” She stepped in front of him and took his face in both hands. Her fingertips smoothed the wrinkles on his forehead. “You're serious about this, aren't you?”
He nodded.
“Okay. Then that's the way it should be. But let's try one more thing.” Cristina opened a compartment in the trunk and took out a crowbar.
“What do you want with that?”
“Leverage. Look, the top is almost off. You just need to pry the bottom up...”
That was Cristina. She understood him, but that didn't mean she would give up her plans immediately. Mateo shrugged. If it went like last time, he would run out of strength again. He placed the crowbar under the rear section. Cristina pushed down on the front.
She put her hands on it and counted. “One, two, three.”
Mateo pushed down on the crowbar and the boulder lifted. It was working! He put all his strength into it. But the harder he pushed, the less effort Cristina put in. Finally, she let go of the object completely.
“What happened?” he asked.
“Fear. I felt fear. Not as specific as yours, but there was something creature-like trapped inside the boulder. We have to... I don't know. Now that I think about it, my own fear seems to be greater than what came at me from the stone.”
“This time you touched it with your bare hands. I had the crowbar.”
“Right. Do you think it's communicating with us that way?”
Mateo remembered how he had found the object. It had seemed like an embryo to him. But why? It didn't look like that at all. He had bent over it and touched it. The next moment he was holding it in his hands and heaving it onto the back of the truck. Alone. The thing must really have become heavier.
“I touched it the first time we met, too,” he explained. “I think I found it disgusting until that moment. Suddenly I picked it up. But maybe that's just my imagination—something like Havana Syndrome. I told you about this fear, and now you feel it too. I think it was a mistake to tell you…”
“Don't you dare. You should tell me all your fears.”
“Okay, okay. You know what I just remembered? Something was sticking out of the object near the cords. I thought it was some kind of finger.”
He took the phone out of his pocket and showed Cristina the photo.
“Wait a minute.” She took a step back. “Part of your truck is visible here. Comparing it, your find must have really grown since then.”
“That's not what I mean. Zoom in on the cords.”
Cristina spread her fingers and furrowed her eyebrows. Suddenly she put her hand over her mouth. “Wow.”
She handed the phone back to him and leaned over the object. She carefully scanned the area where he had photographed the finger. With a jerk, she pulled her hand back.
Mateo was startled, but Cristina laughed. “No, there's nothing there. The area is just as rough as the rest of the object's surface. No fingers, no pentagons.”
He nodded. The thing was mysterious enough as it was. “So, what do we do with it?”
“We leave it,” Cristina said. “As long as we don't know what we're dealing with, we should keep it away from people.”
That was sensible. He should have left it alone. “We shouldn't touch the object with our bare hands while we’re unloading it.”
“Exactly.” Cristina went around to the back of the car and opened the right rear door. She rummaged around in the footwell and came back with a plastic bag.
“I knew you’d have some kind of trash in there, my darling. Now you use the crowbar, and I'll protect my hands with the bag.”

MATEO PUSHED DOWN on the end of the crowbar with all his might. The three-part stone lifted. Cristina pushed down on the front end. Not much longer. Now! The front end started to slide. Cristina jumped aside. The object slammed to the ground. Dust swirled up. There it was. For a moment, Mateo saw the embryo again. It had shone darkly. This lump here was dull and grayish.
“We should roll it out of the path,” said Cristina.
Mateo took care of that with the crowbar. He found a recess that seemed to have been made exactly for the object. They dumped the strings from the bag over it. Some toilet paper also fell out, but they didn't want to pick that back up. Instead, they filled the plastic bag with loose rocks and dumped them over the object. If you weren't looking for it, you wouldn't find it.
“So, is that it?” Mateo asked.
“Don't be naive. This object is a sign of what is to come. If we didn't have our family to think of, I would flee with you to Santiago. Or straight down to Patagonia.”
Mateo looked at his wife. Cristina seemed calm. She had merely drawn a logical conclusion. This thing was different from anything they knew. Whatever it was involved in, it would turn all their lives upside down.
He bent down and touched the object. It was wrong, but he couldn't help himself. “Don't go,” it said silently. “Help me.” A fiery eye appeared in the sky and devoured the earth.
He quickly withdrew his hand.
“You can't help yourself, can you?”
Mateo shook his head. “I think we're making a mistake.”
“What are we supposed to do?”
“I don't know.”
Cristina pulled out her phone, opened the map, and marked their location. “When we know better, we'll come back here.”

THE CAR CREPT along the bumpy road. They hadn't strayed too far from the road, had they? Mateo watched his wife. She was visibly enjoying maneuvering the VW around the potholes. She kept licking her lips and pursing her mouth, and looking in the rearview mirror, even though no one was going to overtake them here.
Mateo turned around. They were driving slightly uphill, so he could still see the spot where they had left the object. The spot was darker than the surrounding area and seemed very conspicuous to him. But that was nonsense, of course. The desert landscape was full of natural spots in every color, and there was also plenty of civilization waste. Some people didn't consider the desert a natural space, but simply an empty place that they could fill with their garbage.
Or with some kind of alien object. Mateo felt guilty—and he thought of the warning the object had given him. If it hadn't been a figment of his imagination.
Suddenly, he saw something move from the corner of his eye. What was that? The spot, its legacy, had disappeared. He touched Cristina on the arm.
“Please stop.”
She stopped the car. “What is it? I really have to get back to the kids.”
“The object... It seems to have disappeared.”
He gestured behind them. Cristina turned around as well. “There it is. That spot there, just past the cactus stump. I was keeping an eye on it in the rearview mirror the whole time.”
“Cactus?” He hadn't noticed any. “That was a different spot. And it's gone now.”
"No, believe me, honey, the spot is still there.”
Cristina put her hands on the wheel. Mateo would have preferred to turn around, but they really had left his mother-in-law alone for too long. And they weren't even bringing home a new refrigerator.
“It's okay,” Cristina said, touching his arm. “That thing does something to you, I can see that. That's why we should stay away from it for a while.”
She was right. The object would have to do without him, at least until his shift tonight.



  
Chapter Eight  

SMILLA WAS SITTING on her desk with her legs crossed.
“Yes, it's very nice, my room,” Jessica replied. “And the landlady is a gem. Yesterday we sat outside in beautiful surroundings, looked at the sky and drank Pisco.”
“Without saying anything?” Smilla asked. “That would seem strange to me.”
“It was very romantic, really.”
“I'm glad you're settling in well,” said Akatsuki. He was hard to understand because he was still chewing on a piece of bread.
“By the way, I've calculated that with your help, we’ll only need to test data on the simulator for twenty-four days,” said François. “Instead of more than thirty!”
That sounded promising. So, in a month she might get to work with the real hardware. Jessica had hoped to be able to carry out a small research project on the side.
“Did you bring anything to work on?” she asked.
“Of course,” said François. “Since we're so close to it... I've written an altered algorithm for the Correlator that should improve the resolution, especially in the central areas. You know those images of dust disks around young stars? This might be used to zoom in more closely, to identify planets near their stars that are currently outshone by them.”
“Sounds exciting,” she said. Her own project wasn't as revolutionary. Jessica had an idea for how to reanalyze infrared images of Betelgeuse. She had no idea whether it would turn up something that was still unknown. Probably not. Failed experiments were usually not published, so it was very possible that she hadn't been the first to come up with the idea, but her predecessor had simply not discovered anything with it.
Just thinking about it relaxed her. It was a piece of normality, which had eluded her in the last few days. She had come here as an astronomer, not as an adventurer.
“How about you, Akatsuki?”
The Japanese waved his hand dismissively. “I actually came here to do research at TAO. And now I'm not allowed up there.”
TAO was a Japanese telescope that had been set up five hundred meters above the ALMA antennas, at the summit of Chajnantor volcano.
“Well, at least I'm here at the right wavelengths.” He sighed.
The wavelengths at which ALMA and TAO observed overlapped, at least. TAO, however, did not have antennas; it was a reflecting telescope.
“My PhD supervisor recommended that I apply here,” said Smilla. “He said that if I familiarized myself with the people and structures here, I would have a better chance of submitting observation proposals later on.”
At ALMA, operators were mostly employed for normal operation. They worked on projects approved by a selection committee, which astronomers from all over the world could submit. There were many criteria to consider when selecting these projects. Jessica had therefore looked for a project for which she could access existing data. That was the great charm of astronomical research—most of the data ended up freely available on internet servers, where anyone interested could evaluate it according to their own ideas.

AH, normality did her good. She talked shop with François for a while longer, until her computer demanded her attention. Once again, there were discrepancies between the results of the old Correlator and those of the simulated new Correlator. Jessica first went through the usual sources of error. For example, it was possible that the selection of measurement data was not entirely representative.
After all, the simulation, which worked much more slowly than the original, could not be presented with the entire, huge data package. Someone had prepared her comparisons by fishing typical data out of the enormous pool. But for the current problem, was this sample perhaps not so typical after all? It might be like tasting wine by drinking the sediment first.
Normally, Jessica would have simply passed the problem on at this point. She wasn't responsible for selecting the data. But she did take a quick look at the research project from which the data had come. It was about giant stars in their final phase of life, shortly before they exploded in a supernova. This was exactly what she was interested in for her side project. Maybe she could learn something, get some ideas from the approach?
Jessica downloaded the entire data set. Even over the fast connection here, that took almost fifteen minutes. The simulation could not be expected to handle such a large amount of data. It would have blocked her computer for days. To keep herself occupied, she read research articles that scientists had written based on this data and posted on a server that presented new results before they were peer-reviewed. The articles basically repeated what she already knew, but here and there they revealed details that she found exciting. It was a bit like learning that her favorite actor had a child from his first marriage, which was not earth-shattering, but still interesting.
“Are you okay?” Akatsuki broke into her thoughts.
“I have another discrepancy, but I'm getting on top of it.”
François cleared his throat. That was probably his way of criticizing. She understood him. The more time they spent dealing with individual problems instead of passing them up the chain of command, the longer they would have to struggle with this unexciting job.
Her computer responded. The download was complete. Jessica put the sample the simulator had rejected into the overall picture. The data was almost perfectly representative. Whoever prepared this experiment had done a very good job. That had certainly not been easy given the massive scope of the experiment. Jessica searched for the creator's ID. Normally, all data samples were signed so that you could track who had been responsible for what. The identifier was a unique digital code.
There. She entered the combination into the system's search filter, which would give her a name.
 
Error. User Inactive. 
Hm. What did that mean? She tried again.
 
Error. User Inactive. 
“Does anyone recognize this error message?” she asked.
François murmured something.
“Just a moment,” Akatsuki said.
Smilla stood up and stepped behind her. As she leaned over her shoulder to see what was on the screen, her hair tickled Jessica's ear. Smilla was wearing a not-particularly-discreet perfume, which reached her nose.
“The user doesn't exist,” Smilla said.
Jessica entered a random code and tapped ‘Search’.
 
Error. The user does not exist. 
Smilla laughed. “I see. Then I don't know what to do either.”
“What is it?” Akatsuki asked.
“An error message. User inactive,” said Smilla.
“Then the user isn’t active,” replied Akatsuki.
François cleared his throat. You'd better get back to your work, that's what that meant.
“Oh, come on,” said Smilla, walking back to her seat.
“Well, the user was once in the system, but now he's no longer there."
Akatsuki was right. That was the simplest explanation. People came and went. Someone had sat in this place before her.
Jessica was still dissatisfied, though. She leafed through the other data samples on the computer. They all had the same user ID, and when she entered it in the search function, she received the familiar error message.
 
Error. User Inactive. 
“All the data on my computer was prepared by this person,” she said.
“Doesn't matter,” said François.
Akatsuki sniffed loudly through his nose. The sound gave her goosebumps. “For me too,” he said.
“But I didn't tell you the ID,” said Jessica.
“When I search the ID attached to my data, it reports ‘Error. User inactive’.”
“Maybe the search is broken,” said François.
That was easy enough to check. Jessica entered her own ID, which was printed at the bottom of her company ID card.
 
Jessica Malusky. Department TE7. More information? 
“The search function is working correctly,” she told them.
“My data was also prepared by this unknown guy,” said Smilla. “How about you, François?”
Jessica wouldn't have dared to ask the Frenchman. He had seemed so reluctant the whole time.
“Guys, don't you want to be finished sometime?” Her fear was correct. François sounded annoyed. “It doesn't matter who prepared the data. Maybe it was his project, and then he was dismissed. It doesn't matter.”
No one objected. It was just an identifier, after all. Jessica herself didn't know why she found it so strange. She started a new simulation, which showed no problems. The next one went smoothly, too. As if a knot had come undone, soon she only needed to add data, and the computer did the work.

THIS GAVE Jessica time to look again at the data that had generated the deviation in the simulation. She used several statistical methods to calculate how well the sample generated by the unknown user corresponded to the data as a whole. This was not easy. If you had a purely random distribution, you needed to take more and more samples to get a representative sample.
But that was not the case here. This was data from a celestial phenomenon. The measurements were not random, but were based on the—initially unknown—physical properties of the object under observation. Jessica therefore had to repeatedly test whether the section captured the same reality as the entirety of the data. This took her first one hour, then two. Conveniently, the simulation ran smoothly during this time, so François didn't notice anything.
But then she had to deal with another deviation. She immediately forwarded it to the department above them, but then changed her mind. Perhaps the faulty data samples had something in common? Apart from the fact that both had been created by the unknown user.
Fortunately, the original data was not quite as extensive in this case. Jessica checked the target of the observation. They had been targeting the vicinity of a black hole. So that was not a common feature. The second measurement was also quite recent. Just like the first one, as Jessica could see now. It was four weeks old, and the second was only two weeks old. The unknown user must have left the observatory only recently. She scrolled through the deviating data from yesterday. They were also recent measurements. One was only three days old. The researchers she had commissioned had not even downloaded all their data yet.
Jessica couldn't resist telling the others about it. “Our unknown user must have been here the day before yesterday.”
François groaned.
“Um, he's still here,” Akatsuki said quietly. “I have a measurement here from yesterday.”
“Then the search function has an error,” François said. “Is that our problem?”
Jessica didn't answer. She understood the Frenchman. But she couldn't give up now. She downloaded the data from the five most recent measurements that had produced deviations, in order to compare them. Surely there must be similarities. It certainly wasn't the objectives of the observations. The only thing they had in common was that they could be seen in the millimeter band. That was trivial.
The measurement results and the sample that had been created from them also matched each other very well statistically. The simulator of the new Correlator had no reason to complain, and yet it did. Jessica dug deeper into the mountain of data. Like a mole, she pulled out readings from individual antennas, compared them and even calculated correlations between them. She transformed herself into a human Correlator. It was lucky that she had enjoyed math so much all her life.
But everything she found was correct. The engineers and computer scientists who had designed the new Correlator and its algorithms had done an excellent job. Actually, they could have done without the simulations. It was only scientific caution that led to their creation. When the new machine was connected to the antennas, there was no way it would fail.
But if it did, the problem must lie elsewhere. So far, she had only examined the measurement data. Those made up the lion's share of every observation. But they weren't everything. Jessica finally considered the control data. The antennas had to be aligned properly for a perfect measurement. The necessary information was also in that mountain of data, but not where she had been looking so far. Jessica crawled a little deeper into an area where, as an astronomer, she was almost out of her league.
It was the engineers' basement that she had to feel her way through.

AT FIRST, the environment seemed cold and sterile. She was dealing with numbers that moved machines and joints by fixed amounts. There was no room for ambiguity, as with a measurement curve that fluctuated between two extremes. That was why she had ultimately not delved deeper into technology. In science, it was interpretation that mattered. It was like a concert. It wasn't just the lyrics of a song that were important, but also how it was performed, and—but that sometimes bothered her—by whom. In technology, the only thing that mattered was whether the movement was executed, whether something worked.
At this point, the data cellar had a surprise in store for her. The codes had different lengths, even though they were supposed to do the same thing. The command to raise antenna X by so many centimeters looked completely different to that of antenna Y. Why was that? Jessica only found out when she broke the programming of the antennas into individual steps. The memory cells that were supposed to hold commands had a certain size. If a command didn't fit, the rest flowed into the next cell. However, the program understood the abbreviated content of one cell and the remainder in the next cell as two different commands. Together they had approximately the same effect as the complete, unseparated command.
Approximately. That was what mattered. The person who designed the program was very clever. The differences between the default and reality were minimal. They would only be noticeable from the outside over a long period of time. The steady drip wears away the stone. If you moved a car a millimeter off the road for every kilometer it traveled, the passengers wouldn't notice. But at some point, the vehicle would still crash into the ditch. Anyone who hadn't looked out of the window, simply trusting the driver, would be surprised.
“Smilla?”
“Yes, I'm hungry too.”
No, her theory was too crazy. Why would someone try to misalign the antennas? But those tiny shifts explained perfectly why the simulation of the new Correlator showed deviations. The observatory's newly installed supercomputer was supposed to make it more powerful, and that meant more sensitive. The new machine would bring to light what the old Correlator had failed to notice.
Jessica took a deep breath. She didn't need to tell her colleagues anything. The problem would be solved as soon as the new Correlator was up and running. François would just flip her the bird anyway. Smilla's interest fluttered from flower to flower and Akatsuki listened to François when in doubt.
“Let's go to the canteen,” said Jessica.

“THERE ISN’T USUALLY A QUEUE HERE,” said Smilla.
François banged his fist against the wall. He didn't seem to be in a good mood today. “I'll be back in half an hour.”
The three of them waited in the corridor. There must be a queue in front of the check-in. There was a group there recognizable as visitors by their small rucksacks, bags and cameras. The group of about ten people clustered around a man wearing a hat.
Jessica left the line and walked to the front. The people seemed to be having problems with the machine they had to sign into to get their food.
“Do you need help?” she asked in her native tongue.
“Hi, I'm Denise,” said a blonde woman. “The card's not working.
“Wait.” Denise pushed a man aside who was probably also part of the group. “Frank, let this young woman have a go.”
Jessica stepped forward. She slid her card into the slot, chose one of the three meals offered in Spanish and only then pulled the card out again. The machine spat out a yellow plastic chip.
“Ah, that's how it works,” said Denise.
“And what do we get?” asked Frank.
“Number 1 is a burger; number 2 is chicken and number 3 is vegetarian empanadas. There's salad for everyone at the buffet.”
“Pollo, chicken, I got that,” said Denise.
“Thanks.” An older man stepped in front of her. “I'm Tim. Sorry if we've kept you waiting. Last year the vending machine worked differently.”
“Oh, do you come here every year?”
“Pretty much. Only during Covid-28 everything was halted. This is a group of astronomy ambassadors from all over the world, you know.”

“WHAT KIND of people were they? Ambassadors?” asked Akatsuki. “They didn't look like diplomats to me.”
“Not in the strict sense, I guess,” said Jessica.
The queue had quickly dispersed after her intervention. Several tables had been pushed together for the group, so she and her colleagues had to sit somewhere else today. Jessica watched the people, who seemed to be enjoying themselves. One of them, a man named David, was telling stories about their trip.
“They were standing in the middle of the road! I mean, it’s cute the way they wiggle their ears, but the circle they formed struck me as odd.”
“Is that why you didn't dare come out of it?” asked the man Denise had addressed as Frank.
“I didn't dare, my ass. I was just being respectful.”
“What are they talking about?” asked Smilla quietly.
“About donkeys,” said Jessica.
“Rubbish.”
“Yes, really. We met a group like that this morning.”
“Really?”
“Yes, really.”
Akatsuki nudged her. “Hey, that older man sitting on the edge, isn't that...?”
“Who?” The man was wearing a jacket and using a fork to poke at his food, which he didn't seem to like. Jessica didn't recognize him.
“The writer. Morris, that's right. Writes science fiction.”
“Never heard of him.” Jessica read very little and almost never fiction.
The man in the hat stood up. “I'm afraid I have an announcement to make.” The group fell silent. “We won't be able to visit the AOS.”
“What?” asked David. “But...”
“It is what it is. We can look at the transporters, the antenna that's down here for repairs, and we can interview the observers.”
“But why?”
“The new Correlator is due to go into operation very soon. They're already a year late. Our visit doesn't fit in with the schedule. Please understand.”
David didn’t argue any more. However, the mood in the group was clearly depressed.
“They won't let them up there either,” said Akatsuki.
“Does that make you feel better?” asked Smilla.
“A little.”
“I'm surprised,” said Jessica. “They've come all the way here from far away, they've probably been registered for months, and now...”

IT WAS A PUZZLE. The individual pieces were hidden in the data from the observations. But how was she supposed to find out which piece of the puzzle fitted into her picture if she didn't know the end result? Jessica first tried the unknown user. But he had only summarized the data for the simulator. He hadn't been responsible for the original commands, at least not recognizably. What if he had done the editing in such a way that the errors deliberately included in the original data were not noticeable? That was also a possibility.
She needed to be more systematic. Jessica pulled up all the measurements from the last twelve months. There was an incredible amount of data, more than would fit on her computer. But she only needed the control commands at the beginning. She loaded them all onto the screen one after the other. It only took half an hour. Then she executed the commands one after the other and wrote down the results. No. That would take far too long.
She programmed a replica of the antennas, very simply in an Excel file. Sixty antennas, sixty fields. The representation was not to scale, but that shouldn't affect anything. Now she slowly fed in the movement data, including their overflows. The antennas began to move, jumping from cell to cell and changing their configuration. Jessica saved the paths they took as vectors. It was as if each antenna now had a small description of the route it had to take.
Now all she had to do was set the antennas to their actual positions. The ALMA had several standard configurations that could be used as starting positions. Jessica didn't know where the process of slight deviations had started, but there was a way to find out: trial and error. She placed the antennas in a particular arrangement and then let them move along the paths stored in the vectors. Once there were collisions that had not occurred in reality, that would tell her the starting position must have been wrong.
Jessica spent the whole afternoon watching the antennas on her screen run around like a flock of sheep in a pasture. No starting position was a complete match. Maybe that proved she was right. Whoever had devised this plan had certainly not started it on day zero of a new configuration. It was less noticeable if the slight deviations only appeared later.
But three-quarters of all the approximate solutions had one thing in common: the antennas always formed a circle at some point. Jessica shook her head. Such a configuration made no sense. The fact that all the antennas were concentric was a disadvantage for measurements. Different distances between them were necessary to achieve a certain resolution. It was as if the whole system was turning a blind eye. As soon as the researchers here saw this, they must have intervened.
Or were they ignoring something quite obvious?
“Akatsuki, have you ever seen a configuration like this before?”
Her colleague got up and stood behind her. Smilla followed him. Again, she leaned close over her shoulder, tickled her ear with her hair and looked at the screen on which sixty antennas had been set up in a circle.
“That doesn't make any sense,” she whispered.
Jessica felt a shiver run down her spine, and she wasn't sure why.
“If they're all looking in the same direction, it's really no good,” Akatsuki said. “How big is the radius?”
“It's hard to say. It depends on the initial position, and I don't know that.”
“Is it possible they're not all facing the same direction?”
Jessica pressed a few buttons and the antennas turned slightly. They were now facing in a direction parallel to the diameter on which they were standing. From above, the arrangement looked like a sunflower with strangely round petals.
“Like this?”
“Hm, no. Turn them one hundred and eighty degrees.”
Jessica implemented the suggestion. The antennas realigned themselves. They were now looking directly into the center of the circle.
“Like this?” She looked at Akatsuki. Smilla exhaled audibly.
The Japanese man rubbed his chin. “Yes, like that.”
The antennas were now all looking at the same point, which must be above the center of the circle they had formed. There was nothing to see. What the screen was showing was merely based on simulated values. It wasn't reality—but it was probably close. If it was indeed reality, it was...extremely strange. Why would someone set up the antennas, which normally looked along parallel paths into deep space, in a circle and focus them on a point above?
“When could this arrangement have been achieved?” asked Akatsuki. “And how did you come up with it?”
“Oh, long story. But the date, wait, I can tell you that in a minute.” She matched the mini-movements with the measurement cycles. The result was startling. Jessica laughed, although she didn't feel like laughing. “That would be almost exactly three weeks ago.”
“Three weeks ago...” Smilla didn't finish the sentence. She took off the sweater she was wearing over a white T-shirt, hung it over the back of her chair and walked up and down the improvised office.
“Three weeks ago, they shut down the AOS so they could install the new Correlator in peace,” Akatsuki said.
“But what does that have to do with the position of the antennas?” asked Smilla.
Jessica found the arrangement frightening. First, because someone had apparently arranged it secretly. A lot of experts must have been tricked in the process. Second, because the donkeys had also arranged themselves in such a circle. The antennas and the donkeys had absolutely nothing to do with each other, and yet they behaved similarly. Was that a coincidence? Jessica couldn't believe it. There had to be a common cause. She thought about the object in her room. Suddenly she was afraid for Susana.
“That's a good question,” Akatsuki said. “Can you work out what tilt the antennas in your simulation had when they were in a circle, Jessica?”
“I think so.” She isolated the movement of the antenna heads from that of their mobile bases. The heads needed to tilt more or less depending on the target. Three weeks ago, the observation had required an almost horizontal position.
Almost.
But the angle was slightly less than ninety degrees. This meant that the radius of the circle, its center line and the imaginary line of sight of the antenna formed a right-angled triangle. If the distance from the antenna to the center of the circle was a cathetus...
Jessica estimated the length of the hypotenuse. “180,000 kilometers.”
“That's half the distance to the moon,” Akatsuki said.
“So our antennas were observing something halfway between Earth and the moon. That could have been NASA's Lunar Gateway.” Smilla looked relieved. She had found a factual solution to the problem. “Maybe there are problems there. They haven't told us because they don't want anyone to know.”
Jessica swayed her head back and forth. She hoped Smilla was right.
“Can you check the performance data of the antennas?” Akatsuki asked.
She had been afraid of that question. Jessica didn't want to know the answer. Nevertheless, she rummaged through the data and found what she would have preferred to skip. Akatsuki, meanwhile, was typing away on his own computer.
“They were transmitting,” she said.
Any antenna that could receive could also transmit. It worked particularly well with such huge dishes. But why would all sixty antennas suddenly start transmitting? That hadn't been planned in the experiment three weeks ago.
“I just checked,” said Akatsuki. “Three weeks ago, the Lunar Gateway was behind the moon.”
So the Gateway, NASA's space station, could not have been the target. The observatory had secretly sent out a radio message, targeting a place between Earth and the moon where there was nothing they knew of. What the hell was going on here?
The observatory? No, probably not. The current situation, the barriers, the wall, which even Mateo hadn't known about, indicated that this development must have taken those responsible here by surprise. It was probably not an officially planned action. This was also indicated by the way it was carried out. Someone had poisoned the data that was regularly fed into the telescopes, and then tried to cover their tracks. They must have known that inspections and simulations would be carried out during the commissioning of the new Correlator. So they had edited the excerpts of the data used for this purpose so that the manipulation would not be noticed.
Hmm. Then how had she come across it? Jessica rubbed her nose. Because she was incredibly clever? She would like to believe that, but this place was teeming with clever people. She had never been surrounded by so many people more knowledgeable than she was, not even at university. Was it just luck? Jessica knew a thing or two about statistics, and that made her rule out chance. That left only one possibility: someone had wanted her or François, Smilla or Akatsuki to discover the data. That meant the user, who was unknown to the system, was on their side, and wanted the data excerpts to fail the simulation so that someone would look for the cause.
“What's all this about?” asked Smilla. “I don't understand anything anymore.”
“You guys should concentrate on your simulations,” said François. “Otherwise we'll be sitting here until the end of time.”
“You have no say in what we choose to do,” said Smilla.
Jessica put her hand on her shoulder. Smilla's skin was cool and dry, but she could feel her heart beating even here.
“You don't understand it yet because we haven't thought it through to the end,” Akatsuki said.
Jessica nodded. “Right.”
“Someone used a few tricks to get all sixty antennas to send a signal in a certain direction. So far, unspectacular. The SETI community has sent such transmissions into space time and again. It is not part of the official ALMA program and would probably be difficult to get through the selection committee, so a talented hacker tried to trick the system into doing it. The person must have had access to the antenna control systems, so it was probably someone on the staff. But that's no reason for the excitement that seems to be happening here at the moment. You don't really believe that the AOS is only locked down because of the new Correlator, do you? And I bet Doctor Gutierrez had the job of taking our blood pressure when it was too high. That is not a normal reaction to a hack. They would have tried to find the culprit through inconspicuous investigations and then secured the system against such attacks.”
Akatsuki took a deep breath but said nothing more.
“What's this about, then?” asked Jessica.
Her colleague had probably just been waiting for that question. “They must have gotten an answer. That's why they're so excited. An answer from outer space. From aliens. Do you understand?” He spread his arms out as if praying to the aliens.
“I'm afraid you're still not thinking big enough,” Jessica said.
“It’s enough for me,” said Smilla, pressing her hands over her ears.
“You're crazy,” François said without looking up from his screen. “Aliens!”
If only he knew what she had seen in her room! Jessica sat down in her seat and retrieved the measurements from the memory that had been processed after the presumed broadcast date three weeks ago. She thought aloud. “Why would they need to double-lock the ALMA and the plateau just because they got a message from aliens? To read an e-mail, you need a computer, not special commandos and fences.”
“You mean to say...?” began Akatsuki.
“I'm just asking. I'm not saying anything.” There was more movement data hidden in the latest observations. Jessica assigned them to the antennas and displayed them graphically. The antennas had been slowly moving apart again for three weeks. The circle they had formed stretched out into an oval. But they didn't seem to have reached their final position yet. Crap. This wasn't getting them anywhere.
“You're saying that an alien spaceship has landed on the Chajnantor Plateau,” Smilla said quietly.
Jessica shook her head. “Something's there that a lot of people are very worried about.” She thought about the strange object again. It didn't look like an escaped alien. More like... Yes, like what? Should she show it to the others? First she had to talk to Mateo. He mustn't get into trouble because of her.
“Something,” Smilla said. “Why don't you call it a spaceship?”
“She's right,” said Akatsuki. “We humans build spaceships. That's why we look for spaceships when we think of aliens. But they're probably very different from what we can imagine in our craziest dreams.”
“Or in our nightmares,” said Smilla.



  
Chapter Nine  

MATEO SQUINTED. The light in the storage room dazzled him. It smelled strange. He looked at the spot on the wall where the object had been lying. A shapeless, dark blotch testified to its presence. Neither Santiago nor Jorge had complained about it. Men, he thought. They probably hadn't even noticed the spot, if they had been in the room at all. At least he had hung the key back with the toilet keys.
He squatted down and swiped at the spot. It consisted of a thin, slimy layer. It could easily be wiped off the wall tiles. It smelled intensely of mushrooms and tasted very salty. But he wasn't really here because of the object. What Cristina had said couldn't be denied—the thing was affecting him. It was alien, even repulsive, but it also aroused his curiosity and magically attracted him. That was why it would be wise to keep his distance for a while. He had to know that he could rely on his wits.
His memory was fine. Mateo remembered that they had recently caught an Australian tourist sneaking into the restricted zone. He got up, went over to the shelf on the back wall and searched. It had to be here somewhere. The Australian had been carrying a backpack, which they had confiscated. The backpack contained a drone the man had been using to take illegal recordings. He claimed that he was only interested in the landscape, but he had also stored recordings of the construction work. Espionage had long since become part of everyday life in the field of science.
There was the backpack. Mateo took it off the shelf, put it on, turned off the light and left the storeroom. It was cold outside. The sun had long since set and the last private vehicle had left the observatory. Mateo had free rein—for the most part, because of course he had to respond to any security breaches.
In his office, he unpacked the contents of the backpack. He found the drone itself, which was surprisingly small, and a remote control that reminded him of the controller for the game console at home. There were also a pair of glasses that could probably display the drone's camera image, and two additional batteries plugged into a charging station. He connected the station to an electrical outlet. The Australian had also kindly provided an adapter. The two batteries were almost empty, so he would have to wait another half hour.
Mateo leaned back in his chair and put on the glasses. They also had a mode in which you could view stored recordings. He flipped through them with the controller. The Australian had filmed his girlfriend—hopefully it was his girlfriend—in a bikini on the beach, himself on a bike and surfing, a parking lot in front of a shopping center and the approach to the observatory. There, the barrier just went up! Wasn't that Mateo waving at the driver of a jeep? Why hadn't he heard the stupid drone?
He deleted all the videos except for the one of the girlfriend. Then he took off his glasses and inspected the drone. It had a switch on the underside. He pushed it to “on,” and the small propellers whirled into action. They were surprisingly quiet. The high-pitched, squeaky sound he associated with drone flight seemed to be a thing of the past. They hadn't caught the Australian because of the noise, but because he had been impossible to miss in the empty landscape.
The man should have come at night. Mateo went through the control program. The owner of the drone must have left the instructions at home. Mateo tried everything. When he activated the crescent moon icon, the image changed. The surroundings appeared in different shades of green. The drone even had a night vision mode! And here, with this button, you could switch between the pure residual light amplifier and active infrared illumination. To his knowledge, such technology was not common in typical drones for private users.
All the better for him. Mateo switched the drone off. The batteries were not yet full, so he picked up his smartphone. Jessica must have returned to her room by now. Susana had surely told her about his stunt. Was she happy about it? He suspected so, because she hadn't gotten in touch. She didn't have his number, but the extension for the gate was in the system, and Santiago or Jorge could have given it to her.
Should he call her? Maybe she was asleep. It was past 10 p.m. But didn't he owe her an explanation?
Mateo dialed the programmed number.
“This number is currently unavailable.”
He hung up again. Mateo hated talking to answering machines. The batteries were ninety percent charged. That would have to do. He only wanted to take a quick look at the other side of the wall.

HE LEFT the truck in the OSF, right next to the iconic ALMA logo, where all visitors took selfies. This way, he could later claim that he had been carrying out a security patrol here. OSF had grown so much in recent years that it had turned into a miniature labyrinth spread across several levels.
Mateo climbed uphill from the OSF. The backpack was light, but he was soon out of breath anyway. He was at an altitude of over three thousand meters. You had to conserve your energy at that altitude. His hope was that the guards would only patrol the gate itself. The wall surrounding the plateau was many kilometers long. You couldn't keep watch over the whole thing any more than you could over the fence, for which he was responsible.
But there would be technology. He’d have to reckon with motion detectors, though he wasn't afraid of them. The desert wasn't as lifeless as it looked. The motion detectors had to be calibrated so that they wouldn’t register anything smaller than a car; otherwise there would be constant false alarms at the control center. Then, of course, there would be cameras—hundreds, if you wanted to keep an eye on the entire perimeter. Far more than a human being could realistically watch. Probably they waited until a motion detector was triggered, then checked what had caused it using the camera.
All alone, as a single person, his chances of being mistaken for a donkey or a guanaco weren't bad. Mateo grinned. You are a donkey, Cristina would say.
A break. The altitude was taking its toll and Mateo sat down on a stone. If it were daytime, he would have been visible from a long ways away, like that Australian. But it was nighttime, and the moon hadn't risen yet. He just had to be careful not to turn on his cell phone. The light from the screen would probably be visible for miles.
Just then, it rang. He took it out of his pocket very carefully. If it was Cristina and he didn't answer, she would worry. But it was an American number. Jessica. He put the phone back in his pocket. He could be back at the office in an hour. Then he would call her.
If he hadn't been caught.
From now on, he would mainly be moving around in the trenches. The whole hillside was crisscrossed with depressions, some volcanic, some caused by the weather. They were the only cover here, but they were also dangerous. Some were very deep, while others had crevices that were barely visible until you stepped into them.
Mateo had the advantage of knowing the area well. He had explored it as a child. His father Vicente had helped build the observatory. However, the terrain had also changed due to the recent construction work—some trenches had been filled with debris, while others had been incorporated into the plateau's shielding with barbed wire.
Cameras and motion detectors were the least of his worries. Mateo could spot them by the cable ducts that had been laid flat in the ground. They would no longer be visible in a few months, but now they were still fresh.

WHEN HE ACTUALLY CAME UPON the wall, Mateo was startled. The structure seemed to have crept up on him out of the darkness. Its surface was smooth. He felt it. Hard plastic, probably with a concrete core. The wall looked as if it had been put together out of Lego bricks. It would have been difficult to build it any other way.
Mateo took off his backpack, leaned against the wall and slid down. He took the drone out of the backpack, inserted one of the two fresh batteries and started it up. It hovered almost silently about a meter above the ground in front of him and seemed to be watching him through its dark, glossy eye. When he moved his hand, the camera followed the movement.
He put on the goggles. It was strange to see himself from that perspective. Using the controller, he turned the drone around 180 degrees. He activated the night vision and scanned the immediate vicinity for cameras. Nothing. Very good. He had chosen a good spot.
With a slight tug on the stick, he let the drone rise into the night. He turned it again. Now he had his first view of the other side. The wall was studded with barbed wire. Behind it was a makeshift driveway. The drone rose further. It filmed the slopes, and more slopes. Mateo bit his lower lip. He was now at about three thousand five hundred meters. The antennas were another fifteen hundred meters higher. Only there could he hope to see something exciting.
He steered the drone straight ahead as it continued to climb. The panorama widened, but the higher the camera rose, the less he could see. He’d have to stay closer to the slope. How far could he fly? Ten kilometers, fifteen? That was about the distance to the beginning of AOS. He actually had a good chance. And it was fun. It felt like a video game. Mateo was Superman, flying up the Chajnantor slope. Higher and higher.
There, a movement. An armored vehicle was rolling down the road. It had a turret equipped with weapons and was on wheels. Mateo didn't recognize the type. In any case, the vehicle didn't belong to the Chilean army. Watch out! Most army vehicles today had drone detection. He moved away quickly with his eye in the sky.

TEN MINUTES HAD PASSED, and he hadn't found anything yet. The goggles displayed the charge level. It was at sixty-eight percent, so he had about half an hour in total. That left ten minutes uphill if he then brought the drone back at maximum speed, which would use less energy.
Mateo pulled the lever back to the zero position, which moved the drone forward. Perhaps it was a better idea to just gain altitude. Whatever was happening on the plateau must be large enough to see from a distance. The drone responded immediately. It climbed to four thousand meters, then to four thousand three hundred. From here on, the numbers on the display changed more slowly.
That must be due to the lower air pressure. The propellers were working less effectively. He had foolishly not thought of that. The charge level had dropped to forty percent when it finally exceeded four thousand four hundred meters. Five thousand or more? He could forget that.
Fine. So be it. He still had the camera. And no unauthorized eye was closer to AOS than his at the moment. Mateo zoomed to the maximum and filmed the high plateau. The antennas were clearly visible. They reflected the heat radiation emanating from the landscape around them. The thin air up there was freezing, but the whole area was volcanically active.
At the moment, they all seemed to be looking in the same direction. That was not surprising. What assignment might the researchers have given them? Were they looking at a cosmic nebula or some other phenomenon? He followed the alignment of the antennas with the camera and came across a kind of cloud. It was only visible in the infrared. The camera did not provide a three-dimensional impression, so he could only estimate its size.
The result depended heavily on its distance. If it was close, right above the Chajnantor plateau, it would measure a few hundred meters across. If it was floating further away, high above the Andes range, it could be a hundred kilometers. But its structure was unusual. In rain clouds, there were currents, denser and thinner areas. Here, there was a uniform distribution. Only at the edges did something appear to be shifting.
Mateo decided to check the wind conditions. Normally, there was a constant breeze up near the antennas. But the cloud looked completely unaffected by wind. Its shape was perfectly symmetrical, as far as he could tell—he could only see it from one side.
The charge indicator came on. He had to bring the drone back. Just a moment. He switched on the infrared lighting. It didn't have a particularly long range. And it would make the drone glow in the sky like a signal lamp, at least for anyone looking in the right direction with the necessary technology at that moment. But its limited range was precisely what could tell him how far away the cloud was.
He looked at it. It did seem to be getting a bit brighter. Or was he fooling himself into seeing what he wanted to see? He would be able to measure it later on the computer. But what was that? At that moment, a veil detached itself from the cloud and shot towards the drone. Mateo immediately let it drop. He simply switched off the propellers, and it plummeted like a stone. The camera showed it beginning to spin. It was impossible to estimate the altitude. How much time could he give it? Mateo had no experience with such devices.
 
Collision risk. 
The red line flashed before his eyes.
 
Collision risk. 
 
Automatic stabilization completed. 
Phew. The drone's automatic control system had intervened. It was now hovering ten meters above the ground. A lucky escape! Mateo looked around with the camera. There was no sign of the cloud. The infrared light had switched off.
 
Check battery status. 
Oh no. He steered the drone toward him as the battery charge indicator rapidly approached zero. Suddenly the drone stopped responding. Mateo tapped the controller buttons, to no avail.
 
Automated return. 
The drone was smarter than its pilot. Mateo was probably just a copilot. He made himself comfortable and watched as it flew back to his location at a low altitude, but with unparalleled responsiveness.
Then he saw the wheeled tank again. The turret was rotating. A rod-shaped device pointed at the drone, but didn't take it out of the sky. The drone continued flying. Mateo couldn't move the camera now, so he didn't see what was happening behind him. But he could guess. They had spotted the drone. It had already photographed everything, so there was no point in shooting it down. Whoever was watching now hoped to find the operator of the drone, and to do that he just had to follow it.
Mateo had the wall between him and the wheeled tank. But the people in it would communicate. They would guess that the sender of the drone was on the other side of the wall, and send someone to intercept him.
Something touched his shoulder. Shit! They were here. Mateo yanked the goggles off his head and swung to the left. He hit something soft. Fur. The donkey let out an offended sound. It was loud.
"It's okay, I'm sorry. Stay calm.”
The animal refused to calm down. It brayed again, twice, three times, giving away its location. Mateo grabbed the backpack and dropped it again. The drone was coming. It fell from the night sky directly into his hands. Shit. He had to risk it. If he left it here, he would have no evidence. What was going on with that cloud? Was it the cause of all the excitement? That was hardly conceivable. He thought of its rapid reaction. He must have imagined it.
No matter. He put the drone in his backpack and slung it over his shoulder. Then he had an idea. Soldiers were probably on their way to catch him. They were better equipped than he was. Surely they had night vision goggles too. Mateo grabbed the donkey around the shoulders.
“Hey, buddy, I'm sorry, but you're going to have to help me out of here now.”
He swung one leg over the donkey's back, letting the other drag on the ground. At least at this distance, he would merge with the donkey in a night vision device. He kicked the animal in the flank with his free foot.
“Sorry, buddy. I'm so sorry."
The donkey brayed, but when he kicked it again, it swung into a trot.

BEHIND HIM HE HEARD VOICES, two deep ones and one high one. They weren't speaking Spanish to each other, but English. He only caught the word “donkey.” Had his trick worked? The donkey had covered maybe five hundred meters, but had now come to a stop. Mateo couldn't see any reason for that, but then again, he wasn't particularly good at putting himself in a donkey's shoes.
He slid carefully down from the animal. He had to expect the guards to search the area with night vision devices, so he crawled away from the donkey. A few meters further on, he had seen a shadow. As he hoped, it was a depression in the ground. He crawled along its floor for about a hundred meters. Then it ended.
Time for a break. The sounds hadn't gotten any closer. He took a deep breath. Ahead of him was an unknown stretch of open terrain. The guards would eventually run out of patience, but it hadn't happened yet. A flare fired from a signal pistol illuminated the area. Mateo took the chance to peek downhill from his hiding place. There, to the left, about eighty meters away, another trench began.
“Halt!” someone shouted in English—from a direction he hadn't expected any pursuers. From the left, below him. If he had run to the trench, he would have landed right in the arms of that guard.
Stay calm, Mateo. They wouldn't find him here in the hollow. But they only had to hold out until morning. If he hadn't frozen to death by then, they would catch him. He needed a diversion. The drone! He took it out of his backpack and first inserted the other battery. Handy! The drone's camera apparently stored data on a memory card, which he removed and put in his wallet.
Good. What would happen if they found the drone? The guards didn't appear to be connected to the normal security services, so they wouldn't know about the confiscation. His fingerprints were on it, but he had been involved in the arrest of the Australian. After that, the drone had presumably been stolen from the storage room...
Yes, that could work. He put on the glasses. This time the drone must not be allowed to return to its starting point. Just a moment. He switched to a map view. There, at the bend where the road turned into the AOS, was the gate. He entered that as the destination and starting point. The drone should move close to the ground for the first five hundred meters. After that, it would switch on its infrared light to attract the guards' attention.
Of course, they would think it might be a trick. But they couldn't just ignore the decoy. The trick could also be that it was not a trick. At least some attention would be drawn to the drone.
He started it, took off the glasses and left them next to the backpack. Without the equipment, he could move faster. Mateo took a deep breath and exhaled. He counted with every breath until he reached fifty. At that moment, he dived out of the pit and started running. To the right, even though he hadn't seen a trench there. Someone shouted from behind him. There was a clatter. Were those gunshots? He ducked, but nothing hit him. There in front of him—a hollow. He jumped, landed, turned over and managed to roll sideways.
Whew. All his bones were intact. From here on, it was a breeze, because he had found a trench that ended at the OSF. Mateo brushed dust off his clothes. Whistling, he strolled to the truck, got in and drove back to the control station.

HE HAD the phone in front of him again. It was half past one. He couldn't call Jessica back now. He would do that tomorrow from home. By then he would also know what he had really seen. He weighed the memory card in his hand before putting it back in his wallet.
First he had to go through the log files. Interestingly, their systems had not reported any incident. The guards at the wall probably didn't want any civilian witnesses. The fence hadn't been breached again. It looked like a quiet night. If the neighborhood kids left him alone, he could catch up on some of the sleep he'd missed yesterday.
He took the memory card out of his wallet again. His computer had a slot for it, but it was too big. Damn. Mateo rummaged through the drawers on his desk and found an adapter. He inserted the card into the appropriate slot. A recording of a young woman appeared on the screen, circled by the invisible camera. She waved at the viewer. Mateo stopped the video. He hesitated for a moment, then dumped it into the trash.
It was replaced by a black screen. A light flickered on it from time to time. These must be the first images from the drone. There, now he had switched to night vision. A rapid journey up the mountain followed. After a short pause, a driveway appeared. That was the road behind the wall. Again, it went steeply upwards. Mateo increased the playback speed. The visibility increased at first, then shrank again. There was simply nothing up there that gave off enough light for the drone's camera to pick up. During the day, he would have seen more.
But maybe not the cloud. It appeared after a longer zoom shot. At first it was just a delicate, golden haze covering the image. It was almost as if dust had accumulated on the lens. Mateo checked the altitude. The drone was hovering about six hundred meters above the ground. A layer of dust at that altitude was unlikely. Especially since the image became sharper. The cloud showed a clear boundary against the surrounding area.
However, it was still impossible to estimate how large it was, due to the lack of any formations within the cloud. Mateo had nothing to compare the size with. It was not even clear that the cloud was hovering centrally above the Chajnantor Plateau, though it seemed to be.
With four minutes remaining, he saw a bright glow appear on the cloud. He paused the video, rewound it, and pressed the play button. It wasn't an illusion. The drone's infrared lamp had brightened the cloud a tiny bit. So it couldn't be too far away. He probably couldn’t get it any more precise. What if he asked Jessica? She had studied science. Surely she could calculate something like that.
He paused the video and copied the section where the cloud appeared and where it briefly brightened. He saved that part on his computer. It was a bit sad—he had put himself in so much danger for this snippet. He definitely shouldn't tell Cristina about it.
Or had he missed something? Mateo started the video again. The drone shot up into the sky, found the cloud, and illuminated it. Something shot at it. There were a few frames on which only a weak glow of light could be seen due to motion blur. Then the drone plunged down.



  
Chapter Ten  

THE KITCHEN DOOR SWUNG OPEN.
“Wait a minute, Jessica,” the landlady called.
Jessica stopped. Susana emerged from the kitchen, where she was presumably preparing dinner. In any case, it smelled delicious, like exotic spices.
“Is there a problem?”
Susana wiped her hands on her apron and then greeted her. “Just a tiny one.”
“Yes? Can I help?”
“I hope you don't think I'm being petty, but I saw that there's a hole in the wall in your room…”
“Oh.”
“I know you asked us not to clean in there, but Mateo and Cristina were here in the afternoon to pick up that strange rock, so I had to unlock the door for them.”
Jessica opened her eyes wide. Had Mateo picked up the object? Should she be annoyed about the uncoordinated action, or pleased that the strange thing would no longer haunt her dreams?
“They said that was agreed. Wasn't it? I've known Mateo longer than he's known his wife, and he's never lied to me.”
“Yes, it was agreed, don't worry. It was a stupid idea to take the thing with me. I thought it might be an asteroid.”
“I see. Yes, about the hole in the wall... I'll have to deduct that from your deposit. You know we manage very economically here.”
“Of course, Susana. I'll pay for the damage.”
Susana took a deep breath and put a hand on her shoulder. “You're a good girl. Just don't make the same mistake I did—when you find the right man, don't let him go.”
Her landlady looked into the distance. Who might she be thinking of?
“Thanks for the advice, Susana.”
“You're welcome. Dinner will be ready in fifteen minutes.”

“ANOTHER PISCO?” asked Susana after the meal. The French couple had retired to their room.
“No, thanks, I need a clear head today.”
Her plan was to call Mateo to talk to him about what she had experienced and what she had found out. Susana would certainly have his number.
The landlady sat down next to her on the bench and poured herself a pisco. The same noises came from the couple's room as yesterday.
“They've got the right idea,” Susana said.
Jessica smiled. “I thought I might...”
“Oh, you want to go out,” Susana interrupted her. “That's a good idea. You can have my bike. It'll only take you ten minutes to get to the center of town.”
That wasn't what she had in mind, but it was still a good idea. She hadn't seen anything of the city yet, which according to the internet was supposed to have a lively, charming center.
“Can you recommend any bars?”
“Try Chelacabur. It's always pretty full, but as a woman you're guaranteed a seat. The bar is in the middle of Caracoles. That's the main shopping street.”
“Is it safe?”
“Yes, don't worry, Jessica. Nothing will happen to you in San Pedro. Of course, you have to watch your bag, just like anywhere else where there are lots of people.”
Susana was right. Mateo was sure to be awake later. After all, he was on the night shift. A cocktail or two couldn't hurt. Not that the strange object would haunt her dreams.

“WHAT ARE YOU DRINKING?”
A blond Dutchman had brought her over to a table where a few men and women her age were sitting. They spoke English to each other.
“I... Nothing for now.”
The place was crowded and stuffy. The air conditioning couldn't cope with the fumes from the many guests. Jessica couldn't imagine spending any length of time here.
“Let me buy you a drink.” A waiter came over just then. “A pisco sour for the lady, please.”
Jessica shook her head. “No egg whites.”
“Excuse me, a mojito, please.”
“A mojito,” the waiter confirmed.
Jessica shrugged her shoulders. She could drink a mojito. The Dutchman didn't look like someone who thought he was earning any rights. The group he apparently belonged to was talking about adventures all over the world.
“And you, what brings you here?” asked the Dutchman. “I'm Piet, by the way.”
“Hi, Piet. I'm Jessica. I work at ALMA as an astronomer.” That was a bit of an exaggeration, but not far from the truth.
“Oh, astronomy? That's exciting. I love the stars,” said Piet.
“Which ones?” she asked.
“All of them. Just the stars.”
“Ah.”
That was the end of the conversation for the time being. Very few people could do anything with her profession. Even here it was no different, where astronomers were part of the street scene. That was really exciting about San Pedro—she could have earned her living as an astronomer in tourism. Every other travel agency offered astronomy tours.
The waiter brought the mojito. Piet clinked glasses with her, but then didn't seem to have anything more to say. Jessica smiled. She often encountered that when she mentioned her job. People thought she wouldn't be interested in trivial things, and compared to the universe, everything else was trivial.
But that was fine with her. She could indulge in her own thoughts while pretending to listen to the group, and nobody else would bother her, because she was obviously one of those young people.
What had she discovered? She was an inexperienced intern. Her discovery couldn't be relevant. The experienced astronomers in the control room would certainly have noticed that the antennas were in an unusual position and aimed at a point in space where there was nothing. No one seemed to care, so it was insignificant. She mustn't take herself too seriously.
And the strange boulder that Mateo had dragged in and then disposed of again? There would be an explanation for that too. Perhaps Susana had mixed coca leaves into the salad at dinner. They were consumed here like chewing gum. If you wanted to keep fit in the mountain air, you chewed the stuff; it was a home remedy. She didn't even have any proof. If she told anyone about it, incomprehension or laughter would be all she could expect.
Should she give it a try? She sipped her mojito and looked at Piet, who was hanging on the lips of a dark-haired girl who was beautiful in a peculiar way. She had a big nose, a protruding chin and a small bosom, but she radiated something that fascinated Jessica too.
The girl looked at her. Jessica felt caught out and looked down at the wood grain of the tabletop. She wanted to say something but couldn't think of anything. The girl went on talking. Jessica searched in her pocket for a handkerchief but only found a business card. She pulled a napkin out of the container on the table and blew her nose on it.
Her hand slipped back into her pocket and pulled out the card. “NOI Casa Atacama,” she read and raised her eyebrows. “Juan Pérez González, manager.” That was the man who had dragged her suitcases to the exit for her. In hindsight, she estimated him to be in his early thirties. Unlike this group here, he seemed to be an adult in a good sense. Could she tell him about her discoveries as an outsider? She was hoping for an impartial assessment from a smart person who wasn't burdened by the research business.
Jessica set a coaster on top of her glass. “I'll be right back,” she said to Piet, who merely nodded. She pushed past the other guests towards the door.
It had become icy outside. It was just after ten. The time had passed quickly. She called Juan's number.
“¿Dígame?” he answered with the usual greeting. Jessica had to switch gears—she had been speaking English in the bar and thinking in English.
“Hola, it's me, Jessica. You helped me at the airport with my...” She couldn't think of the word for suitcase.
“...I helped with the suitcases. I remember and I'm glad you called.”
Maletas, exactly, that was the missing word. “I thought...”
“Do you fancy going for a drink in San Pedro?” he interrupted her.
“As it happens, I'm already in Chelacabur. Do you happen to have time to come here? I need a neutral opinion on something.”
“Neutral opinions are my specialty. I was just about to go to bed, but I'm not really tired yet.”
“Then I'll see you soon. You know where the bar is?”
“Of course I do. Give me ten minutes.”

JESSICA WAS SHIVERING, so she went back into the bar. Another woman was sitting at her place at the table across from Piet. Jessica picked up her mojito and stood by the pillar in the middle of the room that supported the roof. This allowed her to keep an eye on the entrance, but she was also approached again and again.
Fortunately, it only took Juan seven minutes. She recognized him immediately. He was wearing jeans and a white shirt that went well with his dark hair. Despite the increasing cold outside, he hadn't put on a jacket. He probably lived nearby.
They greeted each other with a hug. Juan smelled good. Since she could tell even in the smoky bar, he hadn't skimped on cologne.
“I'm glad you had time. I need a good friend to give me an honest opinion for once.”
It was probably best if she made her request clear from the start.
Juan grinned. “I see. You just want to talk. I like this direct approach. So don't worry. I specialize in honest opinions.” He pointed to a corner of the room that was partly screened off. Jessica followed him. They passed the bar, where Juan ordered an espresso martini, squeezed past a couple making out and reached a window booth.
“You can sit there,” he said.
It was more comfortable than expected. There was even a little space next to her. But Juan made no move to use it.
“Come on over here. Otherwise, I'll have to shout.” She pointed to the seat next to her.
“Thank you.”
Juan sat down next to her in the booth. Their hips touched. The waiter brought Juan's cocktail. It looked dark and creamy.
“Would you like a taste?” he asked. “I haven't had any yet.” He held the glass out to her, but she shook her head. She preferred to stay reasonably sober in unfamiliar surroundings, even if she trusted Juan. Where did that trust actually come from? The business card could be fake. Juan simply didn't seem like a fraud to her, but seemed like someone who could keep a secret. Was that naive?
“What do you actually manage at the NOI?” she asked.
“The guests. The Guest Experience, as they say. I suggest excursions, deal with any problems, or organize special requests.”
“What was the strangest special request you’ve had?”
“Oh, our guests' imagination is relatively limited. Hmm. A year ago, I was asked to arrange a wedding ceremony in a hot air balloon over the desert.”
“Very romantic.”
“Above all, very cold. When the balloon takes off at three thousand meters, you quickly run out of air. The guests needed oxygen canisters.”
“That does detract from the romance.”
“But they pulled it off. And you? What's the problem you can't deal with on your own?”
“That's a good question that I can't answer.”
“You don't know what the problem is?”
“Exactly. That's why I'd best tell you what I've found out.”

“WOW, THAT'S A PRETTY CRAZY STORY.”
“But you believe me?”
“I have no reason to distrust you. You have nothing to gain from whether I believe you or not. You just want some advice.”
Jessica took a deep breath. It felt good to be met with such understanding. Now she no longer felt so alone.
“That's true. Unfortunately, I can't quite believe myself. Maybe I'm overdramatizing and connecting things that have nothing to do with each other.”
Juan stood up, probably because he could gesticulate better that way. He generally spoke very expressively, which had the advantage that she could also follow him well in the foreign language.
“I'm sure that stone has something to do with the other developments at the observatory. We need to find out what.”
We? Had he just included himself? She liked that, but it also alarmed her a little. If she was no longer investigating on her own, it took away some of her control. Right now, she could stop at any time by simply focusing on her work.
“You want to help me?”
“Only if you're okay with it, of course. I'm good at organizing things. If I'm looking at this right, it would be good if we could take a look over this wall. I could come up with something for that.”
“You mentioned a hot air balloon.”
Juan shook his head. “Hard to miss, and noisy, even at night. We need something less conspicuous.”

“YOU CALL THAT INCONSPICUOUS?” Juan stroked his chin.
Jessica had drawn him one of the two transporters that were responsible for moving the telescopic antennas between OSF and AOS. She knew the machines from a lecture in which they had been described as a marvel of German engineering.
“It’s not supposed to be inconspicuous. The transporter can be controlled by remote control. If we crash it into the wall from a safe distance, we can simultaneously fly over the restricted area with a balloon somewhere else.”
Juan nodded. “That could work. But we'd have to maintain the distraction for a while. We'd need at least half an hour before the balloon was ready to take off.”
“The transporter is six meters high and has two five-hundred-kilowatt diesel engines, so that should keep them busy for a while.”
“Do we even need the balloon, then? We could cross the wall with the transporter. It's tall enough.”
Jessica had already thought about that. But the theft would attract so much attention that they would hardly be able to walk away undisturbed on the other side.
“I'm afraid they'll catch us if we end up on the other side like that.”
Juan swayed his head back and forth. “In my experience, plans have to be as simple as possible for them to work. But you're right, they'd hunt us down. Maybe it's safer with the diversionary maneuver. But the question is...” He took a deep breath, but didn't continue.
“What's the question?”
“Is that what you really want? If you get caught, and the risk is high, your scientific career will be over. You'll probably go to prison. Those transporters must be expensive.”
That was a good question. What was the truth worth to her? Astronomers sometimes had to ask themselves this question in connection with their research. The answers varied. Jessica had always understood Galileo.
But nowadays? You were free to research anything you wanted. Unless you had to enter a restricted area to do it.
“I don't know,” Jessica said honestly. “I like being free. I'd prefer an easier way to get to the other side.”
“Keep an eye out, Jessica. It'll take me a day or two to get us a balloon anyway. In the meantime, you find out how we can get to the transporter. Maybe we'll come up with something better by then.”
Jessica yawned. Juan finished his espresso martini.
“I understand,” he said. “You must be tired. What about your cocktail?”
“It's paid for.”
Juan squeezed past the snogging couple to the bar and paid for his drink with a bill. Jessica was already heading for the exit, but watched him go. He looked very confident, like an adult. Unlike Piet earlier. She liked that. She also liked the fact that he hadn't thought twice about it. He was willing to help her, even though he had something to lose himself and even though he didn't know her at all. If he was in his right mind, which she had to assume, he saw the situation just as she did: something important had happened, and they needed to know more about its nature.
A cool breeze signaled to her that the door was open. She hadn't even noticed Juan coming up to her. Jessica stood next to him. She looked at her cell phone. Someone had called, a Chilean number. It was probably Mateo. He was the only one here to whom she had given her number and who knew her personally.
“I need a minute...” she apologized. Juan nodded. Jessica started the callback, but Mateo didn't pick up. Just as well. He was probably asleep by now.
“Your boyfriend?” Juan asked innocently.
“A friend.”
He nodded and his gaze radiated a certain satisfaction. “Would you like me to take you home?”
“It's not far. I've got Susana's bike.” She looked around. There it was, by the lamppost. She hadn't even locked it. Here, in a small town in the middle of the desert, far from anywhere else, stealing a bike probably didn't make much sense.
“Then I wish you a safe journey home.” Juan remained completely professional and shook her hand. For a moment, she wished things were different, but then fear of the consequences immediately kicked in. No, she really didn't need that at the moment.
She took her bike from the lamppost and got on it. “I'll let you know when I know more.”

IT WAS dark in the house. Jessica took off her shoes and tiptoed to her room. She pulled the door shut behind her and switched on the light. The ceiling lamp glowed a hard, bluish white. Her room, with its pure white walls, looked as sterile as a hospital room.
She switched on the bedside lamp. It had a warmer light, the color of which could be adjusted at the base. That was better. But the room still felt strange to her. Was it because someone had entered it while she was in the office? But she had no problem with that in hotel rooms.
Maybe the strange stone was to blame. She thought about how the knife had flown across the room. Jessica looked for it, but someone must have removed it. Only the hole in the wall was still there. The knife had flown pretty fast. Enormous forces must have built up inside the stone. Maybe they could use them to get over the wall? Hadn't Mateo said that the fence had been damaged when the object first appeared? A wall was of course an even more massive obstacle.
Maybe they'd better stick with the balloon. If you didn't operate the burner, it moved silently. But there was the hot air to consider. The air in the balloon was usually around one hundred degrees Celsius. If anyone was watching the sky, the balloon was a huge target. Helium would be an alternative, but you needed a different material for the balloon and a lot of money for the necessary helium, which had become more and more expensive over the years.
What if they jumped off with parachutes? The balloon would serve as a distraction. A parachute was invisible in the infrared. They just had to shield their bodies, which would probably be possible with metal-coated foils. There was only one disadvantage to such a jump: Jessica had never used a parachute.
She opened her tablet. In her inbox, she found messages from her parents, her best friend, and the professor who had supervised her master’s thesis. Jessica only skimmed through them because she saw a message from Mateo underneath. She was excited.
As she had hoped, his email turned out to be exciting. More specifically, its attachment—a video that had apparently been recorded by a drone. Mateo must have managed to fly it over the wall. That had probably not been without danger, considering how loud the propellers of such an aircraft were.
The drone had seen something that reminded Jessica of a cloud. She compared where it was with the calculations she had made at work. The positions matched. So, the antennas had been aimed at this cloud—at least three weeks ago, before the strange events had occurred.
Shortly before the end of the video, a glow appeared on the cloud. Mateo had written that this was caused by the drone's infrared light. That was only possible if the cloud was much closer than it appeared. It must be hovering almost directly above the antennas on the plateau, in the center.
Jessica stopped the clip just before the end and looked up the drone model from the video's metadata. The technical data sheet told her the brightness of the infrared lamp. She made a rough calculation, for which she had to make a few assumptions. The result: the cloud had been no more than five kilometers away from the drone. Five kilometers, that was nothing. If Mateo had let the drone fly a little longer, it might have made it into the cloud. Then she could even have calculated its density.
Wait a minute. She checked the weather forecast online. Last night, the wind had been blowing at force four to five. But the cloud was resting over the plateau as if it had been nailed there. That was impossible. Well, maybe not completely—it could be that it was constantly being renewed from a source up there. But then the wind should at least have influenced its shape.
She looked at the positions of the antennas again. Three weeks ago, they had been aimed at a seemingly empty area between the Earth and the moon. In the intervening time, they did not have a uniform target. From a metrological point of view, this was not unusual. For many observations in the universe, astronomers only needed a subset of the dishes. This meant that two or three jobs could often be carried out at the same time.
But what had Akatsuki discovered? The antennas had not been receiving, but transmitting. But if they emitted thermal energy at certain angles and in certain amounts, it would have an effect. It could realistically mean that they could stabilize a cloud that way, even if it was windy. The antennas played the role of a shepherd, so to speak, herding sheep so that the wolf in the form of the wind could not drive them away. This would also explain why the antennas kept changing their configuration—they had to adapt to changing wind conditions.
The question then was: What was this cloud made of? Did it have anything to do with the object Mateo had found, and if so, what? If they managed to get close to the cloud and take a sample, they would get an answer to the first question.
Jessica imagined a hot air balloon, perhaps protected from view by the Chajnantor volcano, floating to great heights and then approaching the plateau from there. A brave person, certainly not her, would then jump with a parachute, fall through the cloud, secure a sample and transport it out of the exclusion zone with the help of a drone.
However, this brave person would hardly be able to leave the zone again, even if he managed to land undetected thanks to some kind of deflection maneuver.
Jessica summarized her findings in a message to Mateo and sent it off. She yawned and threw the tablet on her bed. Then she went into the bathroom to brush her teeth. She would shower in the morning. The cold of the night was drifting into the room through the wooden window frames, so she put on her pajamas.
She liked to watch a series before going to sleep. But when she picked up the tablet from her comforter, she felt something soft. She turned the tablet around. One of the light-colored cords was trying to wrap itself around her fingers. Jessica shook it off violently and the tablet fell to the floor. Her movement hurled the worm against the back wall, where it slid slowly downwards, just past the hole made by the handle of the knife.
Take it easy. The thing is harmless. Should she take it out of there? No, that would only frighten Susana or her guests. She needed a container. She found a small plastic bag in the bathroom. But then she remembered how one of the worms had bored its way through a sheet. Her hand cream! The tin was metal and almost empty. She brought it into the main room, scooped up the worm with it and stuck the lid on. Finally she secured the can with a hair tie.



  
Chapter Eleven  

AT NIGHT, the landscape was almost unrecognizable. Mateo was glad they had marked the location of the object. According to the map, it was still about three kilometers as the crow flies. The dirt road they had turned onto must be coming up soon, but he felt as if he was in a double tunnel punched through the night by the truck’s headlights. The road leading through the two tunnels was brightly lit, but the walls to the left and right were black and opaque.
He switched off the headlights. The tunnels disappeared. Instead, the landscape was transformed into a stage where the moon took over the stage direction. It shone from the east and created long shadows that moved with it like actors. The stage set, on the other hand, consisting of stones, hills, ditches and a few hardy bushes, was largely static. It didn't change when the distance decreased. Mateo had the impression that the rules of perspective were invalid at night.
There was the slope. He slammed on the brakes. He’d almost driven past it. Mateo turned right, as Cristina had done during the day. The road seemed to have smoothed out since then. Of course, this was because the truck was optimized for cross-country driving. Nevertheless, Mateo felt as if the darkness was filling all the potholes with a black something.
His bladder spoke up. Mateo pulled over and got out. He stood in front of the truck and peed in a pothole, which seemed like a black hole to him as the liquid disappeared into it. In a puddle, it would have churned up the surface, but the nothingness in the hole didn't react at all.
Mateo clutched his heart. He was not a very religious person and assumed that there was a rational explanation for almost everything in life. The night, however, had always made him feel a mixture of rapture and fear as a child. He stepped in front of another pothole, which was also filled to the brim with darkness, and lifted his foot as if to poke around in it. Nothing could be felt. He lowered his foot into the hole until he struck loose rubble. He kicked a stone with his foot and it shot out of the blackness as if it had just been born at that moment.
If Cristina could see him like this... He had to smile. She would laugh at him. She was usually much more pragmatic than he was. Maybe it was because she came from the city, while he had grown up in the Atacama. Some third-generation grandmother was even supposed to have been an indigenous woman.
He got back into the truck and drove slowly along the dirt road. He felt as if he was in a huge sedan chair. After a 45-degree bend, the road pointed almost exactly at the moon. It was as if the celestial body was groping for him with its rays, building him a gigantic ramp on which he could ascend into space. But before his wife had to worry about his sudden disappearance, there was another turn, this time in the other direction.
Wasn't he almost there? He didn't remember either turn, but that was normal if he hadn't been behind the wheel himself. Mateo called up the map. The marker was still a kilometer away. He accelerated the truck until he saw in the rear-view mirror that it was kicking up a lot of dust. On the map, there were still four hundred meters to go.
He would walk the rest of the way. It was certainly better not to leave any unnecessary traces where they had dumped the object. The tracks of the Volkswagen, his wife and his own boots were enough... They really hadn't gone about it very professionally. He picked up a broom from the truck bed.
He put the broom over his shoulder and felt like a professional crime scene cleaner. It was very different from his usual work. After all, there really were dangers. Other than that, his biggest risk was tripping over a root. The people he normally had to deal with were either bored teenagers or drunk tourists. Now he was messing with people who commanded a private army.
Mateo swallowed. It had its appeal, but he’d better not think about it too much or it would scare him.

HERE WAS THE OBJECT. According to the map, he should be right on top of it. Mateo also saw the ditch at the side of the road they had pushed it into. But the ditch was empty.
Be happy, darling, Cristina would say. No one can link us to that thing now.
But he wasn't happy. The object had a meaning. It was important to what was happening here. The young American woman he had foolishly involved had confirmed that. He pulled out his flashlight but switched it off again right away. There were no fireflies in the desert. A light wandering cross-country would arouse suspicion if anyone noticed it.
He searched the area without artificial light. That worked pretty well as long as he could avoid the shadows. In the ditches and hollows, he had to use his hands and feet to be sure. Any tracks he left behind he immediately swept away with the broom. This would soon be the best-swept spot in the whole of Atacama.
After half an hour, he gave up. It had disappeared, however it had managed to do so. Or someone else had come across it and taken it away. Unfortunately, he had wiped out all traces in the area. Why hadn't he looked for other tire tracks? Mateo shrugged his shoulders. It was what it was.

BY THE TIME he got back to the truck, the radio had picked up an alarm. A security breach. He’d need his gun and the bullet-resistant vest he'd left in the safe for that. Crap. He had to go to the control building first. Whoever had damaged the fence, he wasn't going to face the danger unarmed, even if it was just a couple of teenagers.
Or so he hoped.
But it didn't prove to be that simple. There were two vehicles in front of the control building. At first he thought they were jeeps, but then he realized that they were Korean made. They bore the strange insignia he had seen before.
Had they caught him? He felt cold at first, then hot. Mateo opened his jacket. He had let himself be fooled and revisited the scene of his crime like a criminal. They had discovered the object and then just had to wait for him to show up.
Crap. They'd probably set up a camera somewhere and amused themselves from a distance with his attempts to cover his tracks.
Should he flee? But where to? Driving the truck, he could be in Bolivia in an hour and a half. But then he would never see his family again.
No, that was out of the question. Mateo parked the truck in the parking lot behind the control building, got out and walked towards his fate.

THREE MEN and one woman were waiting for him. Only one man, the oldest of the group, was not wearing a uniform. He looked like a tourist, wearing expensive all-weather clothing that he must have bought from a mountain sports outfitter.
It was this man who approached him. Mateo raised his hands and laughed.
“Hello, I'm Bob. Do you have some time for us?”
He had an American accent and kept rubbing his hands together until Mateo realized that the group was probably freezing. They had been waiting for him outside the closed door. Was that how someone who wanted to arrest him would go about it? He grinned back.
“Of course. Why don't you come inside? It's warmer in there.”
He unlocked the door and let the group in. The air conditioning was set to eighteen degrees, which seemed hellishly hot after the cold outside. His visitors took off their jackets.
“I need to use the bathroom,” said the woman.
Mateo gave her the key. “I'm sorry, but you'll have to go around the outside of the building.”
She sighed, put her jacket back on and left the room. Mateo checked the computer.
“I'll be with you in a moment, but first I need to look at the latest system messages. There seems to have been a security breach.”
He went through the messages. They all came from Sector 31, which would take him half an hour to reach.
“Does something like this happen often?” the civilian asked.
“Every now and then. It's mostly young people looking for thrills.”
“I see.”
The system didn’t show what had caused the alarm. Mateo transferred the data and photos from the security cameras to his cell phone.
“So, now I should actually go to Sector 31.” He went to the safe and took out the vest and his gun. His guests didn't object. They really weren't out to arrest him. A vehicle honked outside. It wasn't twenty-three o'clock yet, so he’d need to let it in.
“Would it be a problem to give us fifteen minutes of your time?” the civilian asked.
The front door opened, and the woman stepped back into the room.
“Ah, that's good,” said the man. “Victoria here is our human resources specialist. Major, would you like to take over?”
The woman nodded. “I'm Major Victoria Domingues Orlandi. I'm glad you have time for us, Mateo. I'd like to convince you to change employers. Of course, it’s all been arranged with the ALMA operating company.”
Victoria spoke in very soft Spanish. Mateo suspected that she had Brazilian roots. “What makes you interested in me?”
“You have excellent references. And we can use people who do a good job. Don't you sometimes feel underutilized here?”
He was actually quite happy with his work. He loved night shifts, he saw his family every day and he was out in the field.
“What kind of job would that be?”
“The difference from your current job would be minimal. But you'll no longer be guarding a fence, you'll be guarding a wall. And you'd get almost three times the monthly salary.”
Three times more. That was an incentive, of course. It would no longer be a problem to let the children go to school if they wanted to. Cristina would no longer have to turn over every peso twice.
“Three times the salary means either three times the risk or three times the stress, doesn't it?”
Major Domingues Orlandi nodded. “Or a mixture of the two. We work in week-long shifts. Then you have a week off.”
He would only see his family every other week. That meant he would automatically miss out on part of their lives. Mateo furrowed his eyebrows.
“And what about the risk?”
“The risk, huh.” Victoria looked at the portly civilian. “Bob, could you ...?”
Bob, who had sat down on a crate, jumped up. “We operate under secrecy. That's why I can't give you any details until you've signed an oath in your own blood.” He grinned. “No, I'm kidding. It's a normal NDA, a Non-Disclosure Agreement, which simply forbids you from sharing anything you learn or experience with others.”
“Even my family?”
“Especially.”
Mateo sighed. He had shared everything with Cristina so far, and she with him. Would it put a strain on their relationship if he couldn't talk about his job? Perhaps he would start to suspect that she no longer told him everything either. That wouldn't be good at all.
“I understand. But you have to understand that I can't sign without being clear about the nature of the risks.”
“Of course, Mateo. I'll tell you everything I'm allowed to say. Firstly—to our knowledge, there is no danger to life and limb. None of our employees have been injured in any way so far. Secondly—your focus will be inwards. There will be no attacks from outside.”
Victoria said something.
“Yes, Major, you're right. Someone tried to breach the wall with a drone the other day.”
Mateo froze inside. Had this all just been a pretext for interrogating him in peace while the tracks were compared?
“Well, you'll also need to make sure that nobody comes in from outside,” Bob explained. “But they're usually harmless idiots.”
His face grew hot. If he was as pale as the civilian, it would definitely be showing. But hey, he'd done it. The drone had delivered pictures. If he told Bob about the cloud, he certainly wouldn't think he was an idiot anymore.
“What made you think of me?”
“We can't just poke around San Pedro looking for employees. You've been working here for a long time and have always been reliable, according to your file. We need people like that.”
“All right, then. I'll think about it.”
“You should talk to your family about it,” Victoria said. “Your decision could change their lives permanently. Imagine the possibilities it could open up for your children.”
That was the sore spot. This Victoria probably knew what she was talking about. Presumably she had a family waiting for her in Brazil.
“When did you last see your loved ones?” he asked.
The uniformed woman swallowed. “That... It doesn't matter here. You'll come home every seven days.”

MATEO WAS BACK in the double tunnel, heading straight for the place where the security breach had been reported. The harsh light of the headlights cut just enough landscape out of the darkness for him to avoid the roughest obstacles. He simply drove over smaller holes. The truck could take it.
The shaking brought him back to the reality from which his thoughts kept trying to abduct him. His visitors had said goodbye after he promised to think it over until tomorrow evening. Mateo was torn. He didn't want to miss the children growing up. But wouldn't it be selfish of him to spoil things for them? Wasn't he almost obliged to take the new job?
A particularly deep hole made him bounce all the way to the cab roof, despite the seatbelt. Fortunately, it was padded. The blow to his head chased away the musings. The area where the system had reported the security breach was quite close. Mateo checked the map. He was a long way from the nearest settlement here, and closer to the Bolivian border. Sometimes illegal immigrants got lost. In the middle of the Andes, it was impossible to monitor the borders completely.
He slowed the truck down. If they were illegal immigrants, he wouldn't find any trace of them. They wouldn't want to be discovered, and they would be able to see the brightly lit truck from a distance.
There was the fence. Mateo put on the vest and checked his gun before sliding it into the holster. Then he got out. Loose debris shifted under his boots. He switched on the flashlight so he could examine the fence. It was still perfectly straight, not torn down this time.
Mateo walked a few meters along the fence. According to the map on his cell phone, he was moving away from the fault. He turned around.
There it was. From this direction, he immediately noticed the dark mound. It was leaning against the fence and had probably triggered the alert. To calm the system down, he needed to break contact with the fence. Mateo stepped closer. What had initially looked like a heap was divided into three oval bodies of different sizes. He bent over it. It was the object. No, an object, one that resembled the one that Cristina and he had disposed of today.
He checked the distance on the map to the place where they had dumped the object. It was about six kilometers. This thing, which didn't even have legs, couldn't possibly have covered the distance in twelve hours. No matter. He had a job to do. Mateo stood over the thing with his legs apart, reached behind its head and tugged forward. A blurred image popped into his head. The object was moving. He stepped back and kept pulling until it toppled forward.
Very good. He had been afraid he would have to use the truck's towing device. From the cab, he checked the reaction of the safety system.
Fault rectified.
That had been his job. Nevertheless, he got out again. No, he would not put the thing back in the truck. But there was something he had to check. The image he had seen when his hands touched the object had gradually become sharper, but before he could distinguish anything, he had let go of the object.
This time he took more time. The object lay in the dust in front of him. It reminded him of a living creature, but it was clearly made of rock. The strings he’d seen before were hanging from the right side. He counted them. There were nineteen. One was slightly shorter than the rest. It was missing one of the nut-like joints.
Coincidence, he reassured himself. Humans each had ten fingers, and there was one on each hand, the thumb, that was clearly different from the others. But he hadn't come for the strings. He knelt down in front of the object, took off his right glove and placed his bare palm on the rock.
It was as cold as the surroundings. Mateo was a little disappointed, even though he should have known, since the object had not been visible on the truck's infrared scanner. Suddenly the image popped into his head. Ouch! It was giving him a splitting headache, but he kept his hand on the object. Again the image was blurred, but it changed. It gained resolution, became sharper and sharper. A cylindrical something appeared before his eyes. It seemed to be floating in the void. But then claws grabbed it, pulled it out of its position, deformed it and cut it apart.
He could no longer stand the pain. Mateo let go. He grabbed his temples, but the stabbing pains had ceased. Was it perhaps not his own pain he had experienced? What had he seen? The object had been trying to tell him a story.
Its story.
Mateo stood up and looked at the fence. It was undamaged, unlike the first time. The object, whether it was the same one or a different one, obviously had the ability to topple the fence. It had refrained from doing so and merely activated the safety mechanisms.
So that he would come here. It had even positioned itself at the fence so he would have to touch it.
It had been waiting for him to tell its story.



  
Chapter Twelve  

THE WORM WAS GONE. Jessica rummaged through her handbag, but she had only brought one tin of hand cream. She’d found the hair tie that was supposed to keep it closed on the tiled floor. The tin itself was completely empty. The worm must have eaten the remains of her cream.
Was it even edible? She turned the can over and found a list of ingredients. Water, paraffin, glycerin, lanolin, panthenol. She had seen those on cosmetic packaging before. But then came a list of chemicals—magnesium sulfate, octyldodecanol, aluminum stearates, citric acid, magnesium stearate, benzyl benzoate and various other substances which sounded fruity and left a pleasant scent in her nose just from reading their names.
The fact was, the thing was gone, and it hadn't died in her room. She crawled naked, as she had come out of the shower, on her knees through the bathroom until she noticed a small drain in the floor. She shone the flashlight into it. Was there something light-colored in there? She pulled on the cover, but the grate was stuck.
“Oops,” Susana said.
Jessica turned around, startled. The bathroom door slammed shut.
“Sorry,” Susana said. “I was worried when you didn't come back last night.”
“I'm fine. I was just looking for a ring.”
“Did it fall down the drain? I can have them open it for you.”
“No, everything's fine. I found it.”
“All right. Breakfast is ready.”
Jessica closed her eyes for a moment. The day was off to a good start. She got to her feet, and put on some body lotion. Otherwise, the dry air would cause her atopic dermatitis to return. She left the bathroom in fresh underwear. She still hadn't unpacked her suitcases. If her mother could see that! That will wrinkle, Jess, she would say.
She put on a fresh blouse and yesterday's jeans and followed the wonderful smell of bread that Susana had freshly toasted for her.

“THANKS for the analysis of the video,” Mateo wrote. “We absolutely have to meet. I need your opinion.”
That sounded promising. Jessica scrolled down the message on her computer.
“What do you think of 4 p.m. in the cafeteria? It has to be today, because I have to make an important decision by the end of the day.”
Four p.m. suited her fine. She wanted to do some research herself beforehand. She clicked on Reply.
“4 p.m. is perfect. See you in the cafeteria.”
The computer made the familiar sound of an outgoing e-mail. François turned to her, his forehead creasing. This morning he had asked them all to concentrate on their work on the simulation. The sound from the e-mail program told him that she was thinking about something else.
Why should he care, anyway? Smilla and Akatsuki hadn't complained about his rant. François had been here the longest of all of them. He was probably the one weariest of the constant simulations. But that didn't make him their boss. Just because he had endured the misery the longest, he couldn't order them to do the same.
At least not Jessica. Akatsuki and Smilla only had themselves to blame for putting up with his bullying. Jessica hadn't objected because she deeply valued harmony. But that didn't mean she was going to bow to the Frenchman.
Her research program for today was proof of that. She had realized that she was on the wrong track. She had found out why the data snippets on the simulation of the new Correlator caused errors so often. But then she had searched for the person responsible for them. She had decoded a clue to a secret, and then searched for the author of the clue. Instead, she should focus on finding out who was responsible for the secret itself. She had to find the person behind the strange events—not the one who had drawn attention to them.
Was that even possible? Jessica was sure it was. The special movements that the antennas had made had been hidden in observation orders. Those came from all over the world and were approved or rejected by a committee. Jessica found no common ground among the submitters. However, once they had gone through this process, someone had to add them to the observation schedule and then package them into bite-sized pieces that the operators here at OSF and down in Santiago could pass on to the antenna control system.
The people responsible for doing that were also listed in the data. Jessica sorted all those involved into a separate database. Only three people had been involved in all the observations in question. One worked a few doors down, here at OSF. Two others were based in the ALMA offices in Santiago, Chile.
Jessica studied their biographies. People rarely acted on a whim, especially with such far-reaching projects. Their previous career might give clues to their motives. This immediately eliminated one of the researchers. He had only been working here for a year, and had only published two or three student papers. He probably didn't have the experience to manipulate the data so ingeniously.
That left a woman and a man, both employed at the Santiago office. The astronomer, who had Italian roots, had her own Wikipedia entry in Italian and Spanish. Based on her career so far, she should really be running her own department by now—but she had ended up on the Santiago team. That was unusual in itself. Her research was specifically focused on the formation of galaxies in the early universe. She had several observations carried out at the Webb Space Telescope and only a single one at ALMA. Nevertheless, she was now busy day after day supplying the ALMA antennas with jobs.
The second candidate was a man, an American. He hadn't had a particularly stellar career so far. Wikipedia didn't recognize him, but he could be found in scientific databases. Jessica had a few articles sent to her that he had been involved in. They showed her why the man had never been promoted. His scientific interests were too specialized. In addition, he had repeatedly made the kind of controversial claims that the scientific world would only accept if you had solid evidence for them. The astronomer, a certain Jordan Taylor, was studying the composition of meteorites. He had repeatedly found life in meteorites on Earth—extraterrestrial life, he claimed. However, he had never been able to clearly demonstrate that an earthly source could be ruled out.
Jessica had dealt with colleagues like that before. They were passionate about their subject and convinced they were on the right track. Sometimes they actually were, but more often than not, they were just sacrificing their careers. Anyone hoping for a professorship had to be pragmatic and, in the interest of their reputation, jump on the latest hot topics. The universities that paid their salaries wanted to get something in return in the way of prestige.
So was Jordan Taylor the one? The object Mateo had found reminded her of a meteorite. Perhaps that was what Taylor had been looking for all this time—life from space. But how did that relate to all the measurements and the cloud that Mateo had recorded with the drone? Maybe she shouldn't cross the Italian astronomer off her list just yet. It was certainly strange that she preferred to work as a regular employee on a team rather than as a professor.
“Hey, I'm hungry,” said Smilla.
“Yeah, let's go get something to eat,” Jessica replied. She slid her tablet into her backpack as inconspicuously as possible and grabbed it. Hopefully her preparations would pay off.

“HOW ARE YOU COMING ALONG, by the way?” François asked.
The Frenchman didn't seem to know any better topic. Jessica pushed her plate away. The vegetable curry was well seasoned, but the portion was too large.
“So-so,” Akatsuki said evasively, cutting at his roast chicken with a knife and fork. He refused to eat with his fingers.
“I had other things to do today,” Jessica said.
“I thought so,” François said. “In the past three days, you've only completed a third as many simulations as we three have completed, on average.”
So, he was monitoring her. Well, that wasn't difficult. The assignments were stored in a public memory area. But it didn't matter. He wasn't her boss.
“If you'll excuse me,” Jessica said. She stood up, put on her backpack, took her plate and pushed her chair in.
“If this continues, I'll have to contact the internship supervisor,” François said.
What an idiot. Without answering, she left the table. “See you later!” she called back.

TO REACH THE GARAGE, Jessica had to take a stairway down. The OSF buildings were lined up on the hillside like a romantic mountain village. The garage was at the bottom, but was connected to the road that led up to the plateau by a broad cul-de-sac.
Before Jessica entered the building, she opened her tablet and scanned for wireless networks. There. The program found one that stood out from the crowd. It was called Remote Control, in German. The transporters had been made in Germany. She had her computer create a hotspot under the same name and put the device back in her backpack.
She knocked on the entrance. Hopefully not everyone was out to lunch. A young man wearing a blue plastic helmet opened the door.
“Hello, I'm Jessica, an intern,” she introduced herself.
“I'm Andrés. What can I do for you?”
“I haven't been here long and was hoping to get a little tour of the hangar.”
Andrés looked up, probably at his boss's office. Then he nodded.
“Everyone's in the cafeteria except me.”
That was perfect. Andrés looked at the name tag she wore on a lanyard around her neck. He seemed satisfied.
“Come on in. I can show you Otto. Lore is upstairs right now.”
“Otto? Lore?” She played dumb on purpose. Most men liked explaining things to a woman.
“That was the name of the owners of the German company that manufactured these special transporters. Do you want to see how Otto works?”
“I'd love to.”
Andrés grinned. He led her around the huge, orange-painted machine.
“See, it has seven axles, each with two wheels on either side.”
“That makes twenty-eight,” said Jessica.
“Exactly. The wheels allow the transporter to turn in place.”
Andrés climbed up a ladder and held out his hand. Jessica let him help her. They arrived at a platform at least three meters above ground.
“Here you have a diesel generator, there the motors,” Andrés explained.
“The transporter is empty in the middle,” she said.
Andrés laughed, but it didn't sound malicious. “You can think of it like a forklift. These beams here go under the antenna, and then they are slowly raised. It always stays exactly horizontal.”
“I can't really imagine that.”
She could actually imagine it very well, having seen it in the video. But Andrés was only too happy to go along with it.
“The driver's cab is locked. My boss has the key. But please wait here for a moment."
He climbed back down the ladder, and walked over to a container office that looked lost in the huge hall. He entered, then came out with a shoebox-sized device. Apparently it was heavy, since he needed both hands to carry it. Nevertheless, he managed to make it up the ladder.
“This is the remote control.”
“Now that's what I call a proper remote control.”
“Yes, it's huge, this thing. Probably because of all the batteries in it.”
Jessica nodded. She would have liked to check her computer now, but that would be too conspicuous. The exciting phase was about to begin. Andrés pressed some buttons on the remote control, which started to make whirring noises. At the same time, the generator behind her came to life. Lamps lit up. The young technician pressed more buttons, and first one, then both engines started chugging in deep diesel tones.
“On the way up, they lose a good third of their power,” explained Andrés. “And now look at the wheels.”
As if in time to a conductor's beat, all twenty-eight wheels turned in sync. Andrés turned them back straight. He pressed another pair of buttons, and two massive rails extended forward.
“Unfortunately, I have to retract them again immediately,” he explained. They moved back to their original position with a squeaking sound.
“Impressive,” said Jessica.
“Isn't it? And all at the push of a button on this thing.” Andrés offered to hold the remote control for her, but she declined.
“Where is it normally located?” she asked.
“In the office in the closet,” Andrés said. “Why?”
“Well, if you and I want to take a ride one night...”
Andrés laughed but immediately became serious again. “Forget about it. We can borrow a truck anytime, but Otto and Lore are worth millions. Nobody messes with that.”
Jessica nodded. “Of course. I wouldn't want to get you into trouble. I have to go back to the office anyway.”
She climbed down the ladder.
Andrés followed her. “Would you like to go for a ride in the desert? I can show you ancient indigenous paintings that hardly any tourists ever get to see.” He took out his cell phone and tapped on it. “Look.”
Jessica saw a llama that had been carved into the brown ground. It had two heads. The next photo showed a stylized fox.
“You can find something like that around every corner here,” Andrés explained.
“That’s interesting. Now I really have to go. I know where to find you.”
She opened the door and stepped into the heat of the afternoon. As soon as she reached the shadow of the building, she stopped. Nobody had followed her, and she couldn't see any camera watching her either.
She quickly took out her tablet. The program that monitored data traffic was still running. She ended it and looked at the results. Yes! The remote had logged into the network she had created. Andrés had sent a multitude of commands to Otto, and they were now available to her in plain text. When the remote was built twenty years ago, no one had considered that someone might want to steal the remote without removing it from the office cabinet. Jessica could now control the monster with her tablet, or with any other device that could access a radio network. She sat down in a corner and packed the functions into a small script that she uploaded to her personal cloud storage.
The distraction for her little maneuver was secured.

“YOU WANT TO STEAL A VAN?”
Jessica put a finger to her lips. There was no one else sitting outside on the terrace, but there might be cameras.
Mateo lowered his voice. “Is that really a good idea? This could cost you your career, Jessica.”
“Something is wrong here. We have to find out what's happening up there.”
Mateo was right, of course. Once she got out of jail, she would only be able to enter observatories as a cleaning lady. What could this operation be worth? A conspiracy, perhaps, in the sense of a few people joining forces to harm humanity.
“They won't be able to prove we hijacked the transporter,” she explained. “I found a way to control it remotely. That won't be traceable to us.”
She had already explained to Mateo that Juan had offered to help her.
“But if they catch you in there, they won't have to prove anything. You’ll have entered a restricted area illegally.”
“And what if what they're doing in there is also illegal?”
“You can't know that.”
“What impression does it make on you? It's all highly suspicious. Someone secretly made the antennas transmit to a specific area of space, to put it in general terms.”
The antennas hadn't transmitted in the traditional sense, though. They hadn't transmitted a message, just transferred energy to a specific area. It was completely unclear to her what purpose that might have served.
“And then with a balloon,” Mateo said. “What could be more conspicuous?”
“That's why we’d use the transporter as a diversion. We can steer the balloon directly through the cloud. And before they can react, we'll be gone.”
“Remember that you'll be exposed to the wind.”
“That's right. We'll have to follow the weather forecast closely. But it looks pretty good. Strong easterly winds are predicted for the next few days.”
Mateo sighed. Why had he wanted to meet with her at all if he was now going to focus on talking her out of her plans? Was he jealous of Juan? Nonsense. Mateo was happily married. She had seen him with his wife.
“Well, the thing is,” he began, “I've been offered a job working behind the Wall.”
“What? That would be...”
“I would only see my family every other week, and I wouldn't be allowed to talk to anyone about what I see there.”
Everything in her wanted to persuade Mateo to take the job. But that was unfair. Her motive was not the presumably much better pay—it was the hope that she wouldn't have to put herself in danger. But Mateo was a family man, while she came from an upper-middle-class American family. Even if she was caught, she could always move back in with her parents. She would have to give up astronomy, but her father knew enough people to get her a reasonably well-paying job. Pushing Mateo into this was selfish.
“Don't do that under any circumstances,” she said. “Or go ahead and sign if you're tempted by the better pay, but then you'll have to cut off all contact with me.”
“They're paying really well. So there must be some risk. That scares me a little. I definitely don't want my children to have to grow up without their father.”
“I wouldn’t want that either,” Jessica said. The mere thought broke her heart.
“And if something dangerous to the people who live here is happening in there? Am I not morally obliged to take a look and try to prevent it if possible? By the way, I found another one of those strange objects.”
“No, Mateo. You have to be there for your children. The responsibility is mine. I don't have a family depending on me; on the contrary, my family could support me very well in an emergency. I'm sure.”
She left out the fact that she would have to give up her beloved astronomy. Mateo wouldn't understand.
“But you scientists are so connected to your research. Would you give that up, for good?”
Heat rose in her cheeks. She had underestimated Mateo. He understood perfectly what was important to her. He didn't have a master's degree in science, but he did have life experience.
“Oh, well, that's just the way it is,” she said, swallowing. Mateo placed his hand on her fingers. She felt the calluses on his skin. He hadn't always been a gate guard. “Do me a favor, please—don’t let anyone persuade you to take that job. We'll find another way.”



  
Chapter Thirteen  

THE SOUND of the blender stopped. Cristina took out the container of blended fruit and vegetables and poured it into several glasses.
Mateo did a head count. “You didn't make any for yourself again.”
“I lick the container out. That’ll have to be enough. I just want you all to stay healthy.” She put the glasses in the cupboard. They were alone in the house. The children were playing outside, and her mother-in-law was visiting a friend.
“The children aren't here right now,” Mateo said.
Cristina turned around. “Don't be upset with me, but I'm really too exhausted for sex today.”
Mateo laughed. “I just wanted to tell you something.”
Cristina lowered her head and fixed him with her gaze. “Oh?” He knew that tone. She used it when she was jealous. “Have you been with Susana? Do you want to tell me about it?”
Because he wanted to talk instead of having sex, he must have been cheating. That was her logic. But he was never sure how seriously she meant it.
“Yeah, she fucked my brains out,” he said.
Cristina turned around, grabbed a cleaning rag, and threw it. Mateo caught it before it could hit the wall next to him. Cristina sat down at the table.
“Don't you dare! All right, let's talk.”
He pulled up another chair and sat down next to her. “So, I got an offer too good to refuse.”
“Have you already decided and want to let me know about it, or do you want my advice?”
“Your advice.”
“I'm glad. What's the offer?”
“Triple the salary.”
“Forget it. I won't give you our children's kidneys.”
“Seriously. I'm supposed to work at the new wall. Or rather, behind it.”
“With that much money, we could finally save for the children's education! What's the downside?”
“I wouldn't be allowed to tell you anything about my work.”
“You don't do that anyway.”
Mateo frowned. He did talk about his job when they found the time for it.
“But then I definitely wouldn't be allowed to.”
“Okay. As long as you keep telling me about your visits to Susana, that's fine with me.”
“There's another disadvantage: the working hours. I'd be gone for a whole week at a time.”
Cristina shrugged. “That wouldn't be such a huge loss.”
“Excuse me?”
“Let's face it, you're not good for much during the day after your night shifts. You actually promised to work more during the day.”
“That pays less.”
“Which speaks in favor of the new job. But tell me—then you'd be home for a whole week, right?”
“Yeah, that's the cool part.”
“Um, I don't know. Life works pretty well with Vicente and Mama.”
“It would bother you if I was always there?”
“You'd want to constantly tell me what to do.”
“I want to see our kids grow up.”
Cristina stood, came up behind him and massaged his shoulders. “I want you to be there, too.” She leaned over him and bit his ear. “The children aren't back yet. We could…”
Mateo didn't need to be asked twice.

WHEN HE CAME out of the bedroom in a sweat, he scratched his head. Water was rushing in the bathroom. He had intended to take a shower before his next shift. Hmm. He hadn't made much progress. The major was expecting his confirmation by 6 p.m. today. Otherwise he was automatically out. Cristina seemed to be able to live with his weekly absence. During his weeks off, he could work as a tour guide. He would enjoy that. He knew his way around the desert very well.
Only Jessica advised against it. But what had she actually meant? She hadn't wanted him to take the job in order to help her. No one could force him to do that. He could just go about his well-paid work, no questions asked. Done. He thought about the cloud and the strange lump of rock. So what? A cloud and a pile of dirt. That was all it was. No need to worry.
His cell phone vibrated. Was that the Major already? No, Jessica had texted him.
“Keep a close eye on the wall tonight. Something might happen there.”
A shiver ran down his spine. He didn't want the young woman putting herself in danger. But how could he prevent it?
“What are you planning? Please leave it alone.”
No one answered. Mateo took a deep breath. Then he called the major's number.
“Ah, Señor Cruz! Nice of you to get in touch. May I assume that you accept our offer?”
“Yes, on one condition.”
“I can't promise anything. I have to discuss any additions to the contract with my superiors.”
“I'm just afraid that I might change my mind. That's why my condition is that the contract be signed today.”
“Today? That's fine. I won't finish my work here for another four days anyway. Just come up and see us.”
“How and where?”
“I'll let them know at the gate. Someone will escort you to me. When can you be there?”
“At 8 p.m.”
“Perfect. See you later, then.”
The major hung up. Mateo imagined a sack being pulled over his head after his arrival up there, and being dragged to the secret headquarters. No. It was certainly a job like any other. Only better paid. Much better.

SANTIAGO STUCK his head in the passenger side window. “Hey, buddy, so you're abandoning me?”
“I'm sorry. I couldn't turn down the offer.”
“I get it, buddy. If they need someone else, you know who to recommend, yeah?”
“Sure thing.”
Santiago straightened up. The barrier opened. Mateo steered the Volkswagen behind the control building, and got out. Santiago was startled when he opened the door to the office. The screen in front of his soon-to-be former colleague went blank.
“What are you still doing here?” asked Santiago.
“I wanted to ask you if I could borrow the truck. My old Volkswagen probably won't make it up there.”
“If you promise to put my name in the game up there. In front of Jorge.”
“You're my favorite colleague anyway.”
Santiago grinned, reached into his pocket and pulled something out, which he tossed to Mateo.

THE LOCATION of yesterday's security breach was still stored on the on-board computer. Mateo looked at his watch. It was only a quarter past seven. He turned onto a dirt road. Cristina had asked him not to do anything stupid, and he wasn't going to. He just wanted to take the object back where it came from. Wasn't that his duty as the future wall guard?
But what really mattered to him was the story the thing had told him. It had even appeared to him in a dream. He saw the cylindrical object floating in the void. It was perfectly balanced, neither happy nor sad, and it seemed to have remained that way for ages. Until suddenly claws grabbed it, pulled it out of its position, squeezed it, crushed it and cut it apart. It looked like a person squeezing a sponge, only the dimensions were gigantic. In his dream, he had also seen drops falling from the compressed cylinder onto the ground.
He hadn't remembered that part after the brief...encounter at the fence. Had his dreaming consciousness invented it? Mateo sometimes had crazy experiences when he was asleep. In that state, his brain possessed an imagination that he often lacked during the day. It hadn't felt like a dream, but of course that wasn't a criterion. If he believed in all the dreams that had seemed real to him, he might as well secretly be Superman.
The road got bumpier. He switched on the headlights. Dusk had given way to night. The detour was probably in vain anyway. The object didn't seem to like staying in one place for long. Then that was the way it would be.
The navigation app reported that he had reached his destination. Mateo stopped the truck. There was the fence. It was still undamaged. The object had been leaning against it. Now he found it lying on the ground. It hadn't moved. Mateo took the ladder from the truck bed, split it in half and used it to make a short ramp down to the ground. That way he wouldn't have to lift the object.
“Hello?”
The object didn't answer. He got down on his knees next to it, slid his hands under it and lifted it up so that he could tip it over to the other side. A few bugs scurried around on the ground where the object had been lying. It looked as if it had exuded moisture.
Mateo took a step forward. Now the object was lying face up in front of him. Both sides looked so similar that he could only tell them apart by the position of the strings. He crouched down again and gave the object another push.
Pain shot through his head again. Something flashed but couldn't form into an image before he let go again.
“I'm sorry, but I don't have time for your stories right now.”
Should he put on gloves? There were some in the cab of the truck. Mateo decided to go for it. The visions from this object frightened him. They were stronger than his own thoughts, and he feared that they would take hold of him, like the cravings of a drug addict.
It was faster with gloves on. He only needed to pause briefly between turns. When he reached the ramp, the sound changed. The object rang loudly on the metal rails. He first had to use his legs, then his hips and stomach to stop it from sliding down again. Once in the truck bed, it slid all the way to the front without much effort. There he wrapped it securely in a tarp that he had fetched from his Volkswagen.
Done. He sat down in front of the steering wheel. At that moment, his cell phone buzzed. It was Jessica. No, this was not a good moment. Mateo felt guilty about turning down her advice. The American woman could be very persuasive, almost like Cristina. Mateo didn't need that right now. He would call her back once the contract was signed.

“YOU AGAIN!? YOU BETTER GET LOST!”
The man in uniform gesticulated wildly with his gun. Was he supposed to keep watch along with people like this every day from now on? Perhaps it was best to follow the order. Mateo put the truck in reverse.
“Wait!” a higher voice called out. “Are you Cruz?”
Mateo sighed. He put his hand out the window and made the okay sign.
“Shepherd, you dumbass, what did I tell you?” Someone shoved aside the man who'd been acting out. It was a woman, almost two meters tall, but clearly female.
“Excuse me, Señor Cruz. May I see your ID, please?”
He took the employee ID card from around his neck and handed it out. The woman shone her flashlight on it and handed it back.
“Thank you, that's all right. Shepherd, take him to headquarters. Major Domingues wants to see him.”
Mateo scrunched up his eyebrows. Of all people, did the shouter have to be the one to accompany him?
“Which headquarters?” Shepherd asked. “The researchers' or the guards' or...?”
“You know what—forget it. I'll go with you.”
Mateo smiled. The new job was off to a good start after all.
“Shepherd, hand me your bottle.” The woman took something, then walked around the truck, opened the passenger door and sat next to him. An oxygen kit dropped onto the bench seat between them.
“You probably don't have one with you, do you?”
Mateo shook his head. He hadn't thought of that. Hopefully Jessica would be smarter than him if she really tried to get onto the plateau.
“I'm Lieutenant Olivares,” the woman introduced herself.
“Where are you from, if you don't mind me asking? There seem to be all sorts of nationalities here.”
“From Bolivia.”
Ah, that was why he was so bad at understanding her Spanish.
“You can drive now, Cruz.” The officer pointed forward, where the gate had opened wide enough for the truck to fit through. Mateo stepped on the gas pedal and the truck zoomed right through the gap.

“I THINK I LIKE YOU,” said Olivares after a while. “The way you take the bends is great.”
“Will we be working together in the future?”
The woman looked over at him and shrugged her shoulders. “No idea. We don't even know if there is a future.”
“What do you mean?”
Olivares sighed. “I'm not allowed to talk about it, or have you already signed the NDA?”
Should he lie to her? No, that was out of the question. She had been honest with him. It would be unfair to get her into trouble.
“No.”
“I see. Then read it carefully.”
“Is there anything I should pay particular attention to?”
Olivares laughed. In response, she pushed the oxygen bottle in his direction. “Yes, that you always get enough air. If you get dizzy, your field of vision narrows or a headache sets in—there’s no shame in using supplemental oxygen.”
He nodded. “Asked the other way around—would you still sign the contract today?”
“Absolutely. You'll see that the terms are very generous. Even if it suddenly ends here, you'll still get your money for another year. And if you die, your family will receive monthly payments until retirement age.”
Great—if he died, Cristina would be covered for the rest of her life.
“Only if you die on duty, of course,” Olivares added and laughed. “My wife asked about that too.”

THE TRUCK CLIMBED THE SLOPE. The road wound around wide bends. It was a real racetrack. Mateo had only been up here once as a passenger, back then on board a diesel truck that had slowed down with every kilometer. This electrically powered truck wasn't bothered by the altitude. On the contrary, it drove better and better. Olivares was clearly having fun as they leaned into the bends. A few minutes ago, Mateo had switched off the electronic assistants with her consent. It was a cool feeling to drift over the track at an altitude of four thousand five hundred meters.
“I'm going to suggest to Major Domingues that she use you as a courier driver.”
“That would be fun. But is there enough work for a courier? Isn't everything transmitted electronically?”
“I can't go into details, but there's probably a lot of work being done at the top on concrete material, and it constantly has to be moved from point A to point B.”
He thought about the object on the truck bed. Basically, he had been pretty lucky that the truck hadn't been searched at the wall. He had to stop relying on his luck and try using his wits more.
“Do you enjoy the work?” he asked.
“I'm responsible for twelve people and I like working with people, even if they sometimes behave stupidly. I used to be a teacher, you should know. It's very similar. Only I get paid a lot more.”
“But you see your family less often.”
“That's true. We have to organize our life together around my working hours. But it was like that at school—I could only take leave during vacations.”
Mateo sighed. The idea of not being able to see his children for a whole week seemed terrible to him. Would he get used to it? He wouldn't be able to put them to bed or wish them a good day in the morning, and would be absent when they came home from school and grumbled about the mean teacher or their classmates.
A sign appeared on the side of the road.
“Array Operations Site. Caution, Workers.”
Underneath it was a traffic sign limiting the speed to five kilometers per hour. Mateo slammed on the brakes.
“We're almost there.” Olivares pointed to a cluster of brightly shining lanterns that illuminated a building made of containers on the left. “That's where we're based.”
“Who is ‘we’?”
“Major Domingues will tell you exactly. A company tasked with monitoring this operation, to put it in simple terms.”
Mateo looked around. So, this was the legendary plateau, Jessica's big target. He sucked in air, but didn't feel like he wasn’t getting enough oxygen. Perhaps it was because he had been adapted to the altitude since birth. The antennas were not visible. They were certainly not illuminated. On the right-hand side—also under lanterns—was a seamless, cube-shaped structure. That must be the Correlator. Mateo had seen photos of the building. A little further away, he spotted another container building. On his first visit, neither collection of containers had been here.
“Who's working there?” he asked, pointing to the right.
“The researchers.”
“What kind of researchers?”
He had always been told that astronomers worked all over the world and only sent their assignments here.
“Researchers. That's all I'm allowed to say, even if I knew more. But honestly, I don't know any more than that. It's none of our business.”
“That Shepherd guy was talking about the administration.”
“He doesn't know any better. I'll be damned if I'll correct him. But I once met a group of them down in San Pedro. Definitely researchers.”
The Chajnantor plateau looked completely unremarkable. But there must be something to explore if these people had been brought up here and protected by armed security.
“Can I park over there?” He pointed to one of the containers.
“Go ahead.”
Mateo steered the truck to the indicated spot. He got out there. It smelled like...nothing. He drew in another breath. He lifted his arm and sniffed his armpit. It certainly wasn't his nose. The air was probably too thin and too dry to carry odor molecules.
“Come on!” said the officer and led him to one of the containers. They entered without knocking, and stepped into a kind of airlock.
“Do I have to undress?” he asked.
“No, it's just to equalize the pressure. Just a moment.”
A green light came on. Olivares opened the inner door. They entered a narrow corridor and after a few meters stopped in front of another door. This time his guide knocked.
“Come in.”
Olivares opened the door. “Lieutenant Olivares here with Mateo Cruz.”
“Thank you, lieutenant. Send him in.”
“I'll wait in the truck,” the woman said.
“I'm glad you were able to make up your mind so quickly,” the major greeted him. “Why don't you have a seat?”
He took a seat in the armchair in front of her desk. The office was small but fully equipped and somehow seemed personal. It suited Domingues.
“You have a nice place here.”
“Thank you. I'm Victoria. We're mostly on a first-name basis with the civilians here.”
“Mateo. Nice to meet you. Then I'm a civilian?”
“Of course. You'll have a regular employment contract with notice periods and so on.”
“And with the special clauses you mentioned.”
“That's right. But first the NDA.”
Victoria stood up and rummaged in a cupboard. She wasn't wearing a uniform, he realized only now, but something that reminded him of one—a high-necked blouse and a conservatively cut skirt. She still looked pretty good in it.
“Here.”
It was three closely printed sheets of paper. “Do I have to read through these?”
“That’s up to you, Mateo. It says you can't talk to anyone about what you find out here, and if you do, lawyers will sue the skin off your ass. Something like that. It's a non-disclosure agreement.”
“That's good enough for me.” Mateo found a pen on the desk, took it and signed the last sheet.
“Put your initials on every single page, please.”
He signed the front and back of each page, then handed the contract back to Victoria.
“Can you tell me a bit more about what's happening here?”
Mateo had no great expectations. Even Lieutenant Olivares seemed to be clueless—or she was a better liar than him.
“That would actually be helpful for the job we have in mind for you,” said Victoria.
What did she mean by that? Mateo had assumed he would be on guard duty at the wall. What did they want from him?
“Well, now I'm very curious.”
Victoria nodded. “I'm sure you are. You may be wondering why I haven't had you sign the employment contract yet. We don't want to...overburden you. If what we want you to do for us is beyond your capabilities, I'll have Lieutenant Olivares drive you back to the barrier and we'll never contact each other again. Unless you blab. Then I'll see you in court.”
What could be so bad that it would overwhelm him? Mateo was used to hard physical labor. Cold, heat and wind didn't bother him much, although of course he would freeze and sweat like any other person. Wait a minute. Maybe they wanted to carry out experiments on him. Human experiments. Was that it?
“Don't tell me you want to cut me open. I wouldn't like that at all.”
Victoria laughed. “You've seen too many movies. No, not at all. We need someone to do the dirty work, so to speak. You see, we have scientists here from all over the world. They're good at what they do. But they can't dig holes, move heavy loads, set up equipment. That sort of thing.”
“Ah, I'm a kind of janitor.”
“Well, you're not supposed to do the engineers' job. It doesn't go that far. But you shouldn't be afraid of the unknown. To show you what I mean, I have to let you in on a really, really big secret: We're dealing with alien life here.”
Victoria paused, presumably to give him a chance to digest his surprise or even his shock. But Mateo wasn't surprised at all. If anything, he felt vindicated. He felt like shouting I knew it!, but that would give him away. But it would certainly be a good idea to act surprised. He widened his eyes and put his hand over his mouth.
“Really?” he asked, then almost burst out laughing. He was such a bad actor! And he had reacted far too slowly. Or did Victoria believe that he had a long lead time? She didn't know him yet.
The major moved forward in her chair. “Yes, really,” she whispered.
He had to keep asking questions. After all, the first thing that would come to everyone's mind was green men from Mars. “What kind of life? Like the monsters from Area 51 in Nevada?” He had once seen a documentary about this supposedly secret research institute.
“No, completely different. It's not dangerous. It's probably not intelligent either. It's just life. It's as if we'd discovered a new, previously unknown species on an island.”
“Then why all the effort here?”
Victoria smiled. “You're right. It's not quite that simple. This life doesn't come from an island, but from outer space. We have to find out if it's dangerous to us. It's basically like the invasive species we have on Earth. Before we take a risk, we need to know all about it.”
“What will my role be, then?”
“Well, you'll be collecting samples.”
“Samples? What do you mean by that? What do they look like?”
“I'm not informed about that. But it's supposed to be physically demanding work.”
Victoria leaned on the desk with both hands, palms down. The major looked as if she was protecting a secret. She probably knew exactly what the samples looked like, but she wasn't allowed to tell him. Well, he would see for himself.
“I like to push my limits at work,” Mateo said.
“And beyond.” Victoria flinched, as if startled by her own words. She had probably lost her composure. Was she the boss here? They would surely have a lot of fun together.
“I'm not sure what...”
“Forget it, Mateo. What do you think, do you still want to sign the contract?”
“By all means. But we haven't discussed the dangers of my work yet.”
“Hmm.” Victoria tapped the desk. She was probably thinking about what she could tell him.
“It's not the same as defending a fence from intruders,” he pointed out.
“Undoubtedly. Well, I've already said that we don't know much. The risk issue is not easy to assess.”
That was a sentence someone had dictated to her. He looked at Victoria's ears. She wasn't wearing earplugs, but that didn't mean anything, because she might also be wearing implants. She definitely had a smart lens in her eye.
“I see. Good, then let's get the contract over with.”
Victoria pulled open a drawer of the desk and took out a letter. It was strange that everything here was done on paper. It probably had the advantage that it couldn't be stolen as easily—you needed physical access. On the other hand, his data had probably long since been stored in one of the company's computers.
The phone rang. Victoria screwed up her face, but picked up.
“Yes?”
She narrowed her eyes as she listened to the voice. Mateo didn't understand.
“Very interesting. Yes, I had thought something like that. Thank you.”
The voice on the other end spoke.
“No, that's not necessary. Yes, we'll deal with that later. See you later.”
The major hung up and handed him the contract. This time Mateo really did read the whole thing. He wanted to be sure he was getting what he had been promised. In fact, nothing had been left out. From now on, his family would be able to lead a much more carefree life. He was just not allowed to break the NDA.
He searched the desk for the pen he had used earlier but couldn't find it. Victoria pointed her index finger at his chest. Oops, he had put the pen in the breast pocket of his shirt. Heat spread across his cheeks. He signed all the pages of the contract with his initials, signed the last sheet and placed the contract and pen back on the desk.
“The initials weren't necessary,” Victoria said. “It's up to you whether you read everything.”
“Oh. Sorry about the pen. I have one just like it.”
“Think of it as a finder's fee.”
“Finder's fee? I don't understand...”
Victoria smiled broadly. “Well, you were kind enough to provide us with an initial sample. Unfortunately, we can't count that towards your working hours, but we consider it a commendable initiative on your part.”
“Sample? Me?” Mateo guessed what the Major meant, but perhaps he was wrong.
"In the back of your pickup, under the tarp...”



  
Chapter Fourteen  

JESSICA BLEW her nose into her handkerchief. The dry air was getting to her. She normally had problems with it inside air-conditioned buildings. Here it was the other way around. Outside it was drier than in the office, where at least her colleagues exuded a little moisture.
Nevertheless, the walk did her good. Of course, she had once again missed nurse Hernanda's departure. This time, however, it wasn't a problem. Juan had offered to pick her up at ALMA several times, and eventually she had accepted. He should reach the barrier in a few minutes. He couldn't come any further without a pass, but that didn't bother her. The cool wind blew through her thoughts, sweeping away snippets that didn't fit, and helping her to get a clearer picture of events.
She grimaced. Clear was not the right word. There was the cloud on the one hand, which could not be seen with the naked eye. And then there was this object that Mateo had found and that had properties that seemed alien to her as a non-biologist.
But she had to be careful about such assessments. She had seen movies about strange creatures from the deep sea that looked like aliens. There was also life deep in the earth that was very different from that on the surface. They were in a volcanic area. What if an eruption had brought something to light that had somehow transformed into the object? Then there might be more...things like that.
The Likan Antai had probably had contact with them. They had inhabited the desert since ancient times. It might be found in their legends. She decided to ask Juan about that. There were probably collections of such legends that they could sift through.
What if she was completely wrong? Perhaps the only struggle on the Chajnantor Plateau was with an eruption of toxic volcanic gases. They didn't want to worry the population of San Pedro below, so they had cordoned off the area. The wall could simply be to prevent the gases from escaping. Was that realistic? Probably not, but there were so many possible explanations that it wasn't courageous, but presumptuous, to see conspiracies everywhere.
She saw the control station around the bend. It was brightly lit. The barrier was down. Juan wasn't standing in front of it yet. But a vehicle were parked in front of the control building. It looked like a jeep, but clearly bore the same insignia as the uniformed men at the wall. The barrier attendants’ truck and an old Volkswagen were parked behind the building.
That was Mateo's car. Jessica's heartbeat sped up. They must have caught him. Careful! She crept down the street. The light from the barrier reached her position. If someone came out of the station now, they would see her. But she had no other choice. Running across the field would be much noisier and more noticeable.
There. Someone was leaving the building. Jessica purposely didn't stop. She was allowed to be here and walk on the road to the barrier. The person went around the house, unlocked the mens' room and disappeared into it. Phew. Now she ran down the hill. If she reached the barrier before the person left the toilet, she would be safe.
What was going on at the control station? Had the job offer been a trick? Were they grilling Mateo? Were they securing evidence? If so, they would find her fingerprints everywhere. That would definitely arouse suspicion. An intern had no business in the control building. All right, she had an excuse—Cynthia had forgotten to pick her up in Calama. But what would Susana have to report? And what about Mateo? She simultaneously hoped and feared that he would betray her. He shouldn't get into trouble because of her. But she didn't want to be locked up either, at least not now! They hadn't discovered anything yet!
She noticed the cameras just before she reached the barrier. Fortunately, they were pointed outwards. Nevertheless, she forced herself to walk more slowly. A car was coming from below. That must be Juan. She waved at him. He looked up, came to a stop in front of the barrier and honked. Jessica demonstratively covered her ears. Why did he have to draw attention to them? She looked over at the control building, but the door remained closed. Nevertheless, she heard footsteps. It was the man who had used the restroom. He wasn't paying any attention to the civilian, apparently being picked up by her boyfriend.
“Hey, Jessica!”
Oh, no. Of course, Juan didn't think anything of it, but now the woman looked over at them. Jessica ran to the driver's side of the car, leaned down, and pretended to kiss the driver. However, Juan misunderstood, cradled her head in his hand, and kissed her for real.
For a moment she was left breathless. Jessica pulled away, straightened up, and walked over to the passenger door as if nothing had happened. The man entered the control building. Jessica sat down in the car, put her backpack at her feet, leaned back, and closed her eyes as her heart calmed down again.
“I didn't mean it like that,” Jessica said.
Juan laughed. “I did.”
“But I'm not like that. We've only known each other for a day.”
“I understand. But it felt right. I'm not like that either, but I can count. We've known each other for two days.”
She couldn't disagree with that. “There are people in the control building who are probably interrogating Mateo right now. I suggest you start your car, and we get out of here.”
“Ah, you really didn't mean that. You wanted to put on an act for the uniformed people.”
“That's what I meant.”
Juan reached for her hand. “Don't worry. I can handle a few misunderstandings.”
Very good. She really had been worried. Right now, she didn't need a lover, but a friend. This would only work if Juan went along with it. In the future, it could be renegotiated.
He put the car in reverse and turned around. They drove down the mountain towards San Pedro. Silence fell, but Jessica didn't mind. It was a pleasant silence that felt perfectly normal. Juan seemed to feel the same way, because he didn't even try to make small talk.
“I have some good news,” he said as he turned onto the national highway.
“Really? I'm curious.”
“A friend of mine can get hold of a hot-air balloon. However, he's asking for a rental fee, five hundred US dollars, plus a deposit.”
“I could come up with the rental fee. But what kind of deposit?”
“In case we damage the balloon. It has to be worth at least as much as the balloon itself.”
Jessica shrugged. “My passport?”
Juan shook his head. “It has to have intrinsic value.”
“I need my passport. It’s very valuable to me.”
“But that doesn't mean he can get his money. And if you die, the passport has no value at all.”
Jessica put her hand to her heart. What was Juan talking about? It was probably just a figure of speech. “I'm not going to die.”
“I hope not. But hope is not enough for my friend.”
What now? Didn't Juan say he had good news? He must have a solution.
“What does that mean for us?” she asked.
“I'm giving him my car as collateral. It's only three years old.”
“That's very generous of you.”
“I want to know what's going on just as much as you do.”
Hopefully he wouldn't regret any further consequences. She tapped her backpack. “I also have good news—I can control the transporter remotely.”
“Really? That's great.”
“Wait, give me your phone, please.”
Juan handed it to her. She set up the script for him, which she had downloaded to her phone. That way, he would be able to take over the transporter with his phone as well.
“If I'm not available, you use this symbol here. Then you can control the transporter from the outside.”
“How does that work? Oh, never mind. I'm sure you've thought it through and thoroughly tested it.”
No, she hadn't tested it. But using a cell phone as a remote control wasn't rocket science. She nodded. Then she remembered an important detail they hadn't discussed yet. “Can you handle a balloon?”
“My friend will help us take off and show me how to operate the burner. Once we're in the air, we'll have to manage on our own.”
“Whew. That's why he wants such a big deposit from you.”
Juan nodded. “He gives us at most a thirty percent chance of making it back in one piece.”
Hm. That didn't sound very encouraging. Juan's friend seemed to know his way around balloons. Was it so difficult to land it again? Probably, if you were in the mountains. They would be at the mercy of the wind, and if it pushed them toward a mountain wall and they couldn't ascend fast enough...
“But my friend didn't count on my ingenuity,” said Juan. “I got us parachutes. They'll make our descent pretty safe.”
“Parachutes.”
“Yes.”
“You want me to jump out of a balloon three hundred meters in the air with one of those things on my back?”
“Preferably from a greater height. Three hundred is much too little, I was told.”
“You were told. So, you've never jumped before?”
“No. Have you?”

THEY DROVE in silence for a few minutes through the desert night. The moon had risen. Its light transformed the landscape, creating a stage on which the drama that had previously taken place in the sky played out.
“Now Yakana comes down to drink,” said Juan.
Jessica imagined a gigantic shadow descending from the sky and kissing the gray plain. Did something like that happen on the Chajnantor Plateau?
“Maybe there's a legend up there that has also descended from heaven,” she said.
“I was just thinking the same thing.”
And for that they should throw themselves out of the sky? That suddenly seemed wrong to Jessica. She sighed.
“I don't want to die. It's not worth it to me.”
She had come to the observatory to look at the stars. This was all a huge mistake. Let the people up there investigate whatever they had found. It was none of Jessica's business. She was an astronomer.
“We won't die,” Juan insisted. “The parachutes have an automatic release that triggers at the latest three hundred meters above the ground. There are no trees growing up there for us to crash into, and the plain is so large that there's no way we'll miss it.”
“There are sixty-six antennas standing around.”
“Given the area, the risk of hitting an antenna is minimal.”
That was certainly true. It seemed like Juan really wanted to carry out this crazy plan, even if it cost him his car and his freedom. He was a man. Was he trying to impress her?
“You're not doing this so I'll think you're great?”
Juan laughed. “Hey, you think I'm great anyway. I don't need something like this.”
She punched his shoulder playfully.
“Ouch. But seriously, I think something fishy is going on up there. Someone has to go take a look. And we can do it without killing ourselves.”
Jessica took a deep breath. He was serious.
Juan touched her shoulder. “I understand if you don't want to be there. You have more to lose than I do. I don't have a family, but I know a lot of people around here. Even if the hotel kicks me out, I'll find a job somewhere. The tourism business is growing and growing.”
“You would try it alone?”
“Yes. Of course, I'd rather take my first balloon ride with you. But if you don't want to, I'll do it alone.”
She closed her eyes. Her heart slowed. Her muscles relaxed. She slumped in her seat. The plan felt much better if she wasn't responsible for Juan's decision. It was only her own life that she was consciously destroying. She could take that on herself. Her mother would be worried, but her father would support her, no matter what the outcome.
“You're right. We should go see what's happening up there.”
“Very well. Then let's go to my friend with the balloon right now. Maybe we can take off today.”
A shiver ran down her spine. Yes, it would be best to launch the expedition right away. If they waited, they would only be plagued by new doubts.
“I'm excited,” she said.

“I IMAGINED the basket would be bigger somehow.” Jessica walked around the vehicle. The edge was about chest high. She would be able to see out comfortably.
“Because of the lower air pressure, we have to save take-off weight up here,” explained Pablo, Juan's friend. “That's why the baskets are a bit smaller than usual.”
“But the altitude is not a problem?”
Pablo shook his head. “We can easily reach six thousand meters. The heated balloon expands and displaces more air, which increases lift.”
The two men dragged the basket onto a flat trailer and secured it there.
“Now you need to help us,” Pablo said, pointing to a horizontal sack with several handles attached to its edges. “We have to stow the envelope behind the basket on the trailer.”
They spread out around the envelope.
“On the count of three,” Pablo commanded. “One, two, three.”
Jessica tugged at the handle, which dug deep into her palms. The sack was heavy! They dragged it a few meters forward, but then Jessica's strength gave out. She gasped, “This. Thing. Is. Heavy.”
“Yes, it normally takes four or five people to do this,” Pablo explained. “But Juan said you didn't want any unnecessary witnesses.”
“I'm sorry,” said Juan.
“We'll manage,” Jessica said.

FIFTEEN MINUTES later they had everything stowed—propane gas bottles, burners, radio and GPS tracker, as well as two containers of breathing air.
“What happened to the parachutes you promised us?” Jessica asked.
“We have to pick them up from another friend,” said Juan.
They took their seats in the cab of Pablo's electric truck. Juan sat in the middle, Jessica by the passenger window. It was cramped, but they kept each other warm. Pablo left the heating off to save the batteries. His plan was to pick up the balloon again after it landed. The GPS tracker would tell him the location.
“Have we got everything?” asked Juan.
“I still need warm clothes,” said Jessica.
“I could lend you something,” said Pablo.
“I'd rather have my own things.”
“It's not a big detour,” said Juan, and explained to Pablo how to get to Jessica's guesthouse.

WHEN SHE GOT OUT, she could see her breath in the cold night air. The house was dark. All the guests were already asleep. Jessica unlocked the front door and walked through the garden to her room. Something moved on the grass. She was startled and whipped out her cell phone. In the beam of the flashlight, she saw a small lizard.
It was warm in her room. Someone had turned on the electric heater. Susana had probably taken care of that. The bed looked tempting. She would love to lie down in it. It wouldn't be hard to persuade Juan to join her if she offered him the bottom bunk.
No. They had a job to do. Jessica opened the suitcase. Where were her warm clothes? There, at the bottom—her father had specially bought a well-known outdoor brand for her. Jessica took off her work clothes and then put on two pairs of tights and two T-shirts. She slipped into her wool sweater. As she did so, her fingers came across something soft and slippery. A shiver ran down her spine. She shook out the sleeve.
A cord fell out—one of the ones that had been hanging from the strange object. Jessica’s first impulse was to step on it, crush it like a cockroach, but she forced herself to get down on her knees and examine the thing. She counted seven knots, so it was probably still complete. They must have missed a specimen while cleaning up. But how did it get into her luggage? She turned the suitcase around and there it was: a small hole in the bottom that was definitely new. Somehow the cord must have managed to bore through the hard plastic. Jessica couldn't see any sharp or hard protrusions on it.
She heard a horn honk. Seriously? Pablo was going to wake up the whole house. Jessica got up, stuffed the cord in the outer pocket of her windbreaker, and put the jacket on. Then she closed the suitcase and pushed it under the bed.
Should she leave a note? On the bedside table was a small notebook and a pen. What should she write? Dear Susana, if I don't return, please sell my things and use the proceeds to pay the rent I owe you. Nonsense. Susana would know how to recover her lost rent. Besides, she would return. Eventually. For sure!
Another honk. Jessica grimaced. Something rumbled somewhere in the house. She quickly left the room, locked the door and ran through the garden to the exit.

“DID YOU HAVE TO DO THAT?” She pointed to the horn.
“I tried to stop him,” said Juan.
“I want to get this over with,” said Pablo. “You have no idea what kind of risk I'm taking.”
“We stole your truck and trailer. You have nothing to do with our expedition.”
“But will the police believe me?”
“It doesn't matter,” said Juan. “They can hardly prove otherwise.” He gripped the steering wheel in several places. “See? My fingerprints are everywhere.”
Pablo sighed. “Promise me it will go faster with your friend Nicolás.”

NICOLÁS LIVED on the outskirts of town in the back of a gas station. He opened the door immediately when Juan rang the bell and invited them in. The living space seemed to also be some kind of workshop. A rickety all-terrain vehicle was on the work platform, and a Mexican soap opera was playing on the TV.
Nicolás had placed the two parachutes on a mattress.
“Have you at least jumped before?” he asked Jessica, who said no.
“You're both crazy,” said Nicolás.
“Don't make my friend feel insecure,” said Juan. “You told me the mechanism was safe.”
“Well, it's safe to deploy. I've set and checked everything over.”
“But?”
“It depends on your position. If the thing goes off at three hundred meters, you only have a few seconds before landing. The chute will turn you around so that you don't hit the ground headfirst, but if you don't get your limbs sorted in time, it’ll be an ugly landing.”
“Will we survive?” Jessica asked.
Nicolás nodded. “But not without breaking a lot of bones.”
“All right. What exactly do we have to do?” she asked.
“You’re jumping out of a balloon, right?”
Nicolás had seen Pablo's truck with its trailer parked outside.
“Right,” said Juan.
“That's an advantage. You won't have to fight with the wind as you get out. A balloon flies at wind speed.”
“Very reassuring,” said Jessica.
Nicolás handed her a backpack with some loops attached to it. “Put this on.”
This was a parachute? She had imagined it would be larger.
“You get into the harness, then put on the backpack and fasten all the straps.”
Jessica tried it. When she got stuck, Nicolás helped her. Then he tugged on all the straps. They were tight but comfortable.
“Now lie down on the table here.”
Nicolás pointed to a kind of school desk. Jessica looked at Juan, who nodded in confirmation. She tried to lie on her back, but the backpack was in the way. Nicolás didn't say anything. She rolled over onto her stomach.
“Arch your back as much as you can. Bring your arms forward, bend your elbows ninety degrees, but keep them loose. Now lift your legs, bending your knees slightly upwards as well. Keep your arms loose, but tense.”
She followed the instructions. Nicolás pressed on her limbs to test the tension.
“Very good. This is the freefall position. After you exit, try to adopt exactly this posture. The air flow will help you, don't worry. But make sure you stay symmetrical, or you'll start to spin.”
Great. Jessica got dizzy even when she had one cocktail too many.
“And what do I do if that happens?”
“Stand up again, please.”
She stood up.
“Now stretch out your arms to the side and tense your whole body.”
She followed the instructions. Nicolás pushed her forearm with his shoulder, and her entire body lurched backward.
“Relax. Let all the muscles go.”
She released her arm, letting it fall downward.
“Keep it out to the side still.”
She raised her arm but kept it loose. Nicolás pushed against it. The arm responded, but her body remained stable.
“That's the trick,” Nicolás said. “The airflow will automatically move your limbs into the right position. If the muscles are relaxed, the necessary movements won't affect your body axis.”
“Good to know.”
Nicolás shook his head. “But it won't help you. You'll be losing about fifty meters per second. If you get out at five hundred meters, you have four seconds to open the parachute.”
“So we should get as high as possible?”
“I'm afraid the balloon won't go that high. Besides, eight hundred meters is pretty damn high. You do want to land in a specific area, don't you?”
“The GPS will help us with that,” said Juan.
“You'll see. The handle that releases the chute is on the right, about at the height of your feet.”
Jessica felt around to the back.
“You throw the handle out into the air stream,” Nicolás explained.
“And if I'm too slow?”
“Then the AOD, the automatic opening device, opens at three hundred meters. It shoots the chute into the air stream with a spring, which takes about three seconds. Then you'll be at one hundred and fifty meters and should prepare for landing.”
Phew. That didn't sound particularly beginner friendly. If only she had taken a course in this!
“And how do I land?”
Nicolás sighed, and Jessica understood. It was probably impossible to remember everything he was telling them now. Once she was in the air, she would hardly be able to think systematically.
“All right. You bring your arms all the way up. Bend your legs, tense them and squeeze them together. At a height of three or four meters, pull the steering lines up to your shoulders, bringing your hands to the center. That's called flaring.”
“Wait, steering lines?”
Nicolás took his cell phone out of his pocket and showed her a drawing. “This is what it looks like when the reserve parachute is deployed. And don't worry, it's the same size as the main parachute. The steering lines are on the left and right here.”
“Thanks.”
There were more lines in the picture. Hopefully she would catch the right ones.
“You have to leave the steering lines in the braked position, that's important, otherwise you'll sink faster. You don't want that. You'll be moving fast enough as it is, about 18 kilometers per hour.”
“I see.”
“Good. Have you ever seen Tom Cruise land with a parachute?”
“Yes, I think so.”
“You definitely can't do it like Cruise! He always moves with the motion and at some point, the parachute settles nicely next to him. That only works in the best of cases. Your goal shouldn't be to look good as you land, but to injure yourself as little as possible.”
“Agreed. So how?”
“You do a landing fall. Turn your elbows inwards so that they shield your head. Look straight ahead. Keep your feet together. Your body is tense. As soon as you touch the ground, push out your right hip and let yourself roll over to the right, across your legs, hip and shoulder.”
“A landing fall, okay. I hope I can remember all that.”
“Try it. You too, Juan.”
Jessica narrowed her eyebrows. “Without a parachute?”
“Just get up on this table. Then jump off to the side and do the landing fall as I described it.”
Jessica climbed onto the table. The floor of the workshop was made of beaten clay. The surface of the Chajnantor Plateau would be just as hard, but it would also be covered with stones. She jumped down with her legs together, moved her hip to the right, tilting sideways, and then rolled off over her hip and shoulder. The ground was hard. She would have a few bruises tomorrow.
“Okay, now you, Juan,” she said.
Juan climbed onto the table as well. He just let himself fall to the right, though.
“Stop!” Nicolás called, but it was too late.
“Ugh.” Juan groaned as he picked himself up again.
“Are you okay?” Jessica asked.
“You're supposed to jump!” Nicolás shouted. “The table simulates the height from which you're falling.”
“Yes, I realize that now.” Juan climbed back onto the table.
“Leave it. You've got enough bruises,” Jessica said.
“I want to do it right this time.”
She didn't contradict him. She would also prefer it if Juan didn't break all his bones on landing. This time he jumped off correctly with his feet together, then fell to the right and managed to roll over his shoulder. They patted dust off each other's clothes.
“So, that was the basic course in skydiving,” said Nicolás. “I hope you'll be happy with it. You didn't get the equipment from me, if anyone asks, all right? It would cost me my license if something happened to you.”
“We understand,” said Juan. “Can you check that the harnesses are on straight? You won't be there for the takeoff.”
“Yes, and I'm not unhappy about that.”

“THAT TOOK SO LONG!” Pablo complained. “I have work tomorrow!”
Jessica looked at the clock. It was already past one, and they still had a long way to go.
“A little training session in skydiving was necessary,” Juan said.
Pablo steered the truck out of the city, and took the road that led to ALMA.
“So, what's the plan?” Juan asked after a while.
“I don't know what your plan is,” Pablo replied, “and I don't want to know. But if I understand it right, you want to go over the plateau where the antennas are.”
“Right.”
“Good.” Pablo fumbled in his pocket and pulled out a sheaf of printed pages. “I got you the complete weather report. You're lucky that the observatory itself urgently needs these forecasts. They don't exist in other areas of the Andes at this level of detail.”
Juan took the pages from him. He passed a few on to Jessica. They apparently showed humidity, pressure, temperature, and wind at various altitudes.
“Which of these is important for us?” asked Juan.
“I would ascend to flight level 193 if I were you, that's almost fifty-nine hundred meters above sea level. There's a stable southwest wind there that will reliably carry you from my planned take-off point to the target area at a speed that's not too fast.”
“But that's only three or four hundred meters above the target,” said Juan.
“Bad for the parachute?”
Juan nodded.
“Well, the current decreases with altitude and then turns west. That would drift you towards Argentina.”
“That would be bad.”
“But there is another current at a higher altitude that you could use. I've done the math. At the typical climb rates that the burner allows at this altitude, you would have to zigzag. In total, it would take you about half an hour longer to reach your destination.”
“On the other hand, the balloon wouldn't be so conspicuous,” said Juan.
“That would be the idea,” explained Pablo. “The high-altitude current would also increase my chances of recovering the balloon. I've simulated it on the computer. In that case, it would definitely stay above the Chilean Andes.”
“We understand your concern,” said Juan. “But you're not doing too badly with the deposit, are you? Besides, a balloon full of heated gas should be noticeable above a collection of infrared receivers at any altitude.”
“You guys know more about this than I do.”
Jessica nodded. It would be best if they had the element of surprise. In and out quickly. Oh no, they hadn't even thought about the last part yet. “There is something that gives me hope that we won't be found quickly—apparently the antennas are being used as transmitters at the moment. That means they shouldn't be able to detect us with them.”
“Surely the guards have night vision goggles,” said Juan.
“Yes, but they wouldn’t be pointing them at the sky. At least not unless we call attention to ourselves.”
“I have a suggestion for that,” said Pablo. “The burner has a whisper mode that makes it particularly quiet. Normally, the heat output is enough to maintain altitude. That won't work that high up. But you could use it to sneak across the plain for a while.”
“How much time do we have?” asked Juan.
“That's hard to say, really. I don't have any specific experience at these altitudes. You'll just have to check the altimeter to make sure you don't descend too low.”
“Thanks anyway, Pablo,” Jessica said. “That could buy us the crucial few minutes we need to make it safely to the ground.”
“Minutes? Have you forgotten what Nicolás said? From triggering the mechanism to landing, we have exactly thirty-three seconds.”

IT WAS WELL over an hour before they reached the starting point. With the heavy trailer, the truck made slow progress across country. Or was there a track? Jessica had only spotted tire tracks intermittently.
However, the launch site itself was easily recognizable—especially by the empty gas cylinders standing in a heap at the edge. In addition, an area of about two hundred by four hundred meters had been cleared of large stones.
Under Pablo's guidance, they unpacked the envelope. It was huge. Jessica estimated its diameter at twenty-five meters. The material seemed frighteningly thin to her. She rubbed her hand over it. Pablo must have recognized her skepticism and laughed. “It's the same material as your tights,” he explained. “Nylon. Just coated with polyurethane to make it more resistant to heat and light.”
Jessica quickly began to sweat. She would have liked to take off the rucksack with the parachute container, but she was afraid she might make a mistake when putting it back on, which could cost her life. Even the best parachute was useless if it wasn't firmly attached to her body.
She tried to remember Nicolás's lessons. Elbows in front of her head, legs together, hips out, roll. And again: elbows in front of her head, legs together, hips out, roll. She would be under stress when she fell from the sky, so she had to master the sequence without thinking.
“Do you still have the landing sequence down, Juan?” she asked.
“I think so.”
“Well?”
“Feet together, hips to the right, roll.”
“Protect your head with your elbows. And keep the steering lines taut.”
Juan climbed onto the bed of the truck, stood up straight and jumped.
“Good roll,” Jessica praised him.
“Can we get the balloon ready?” asked Pablo.
They concentrated on the work. Soon the burner was alight and heating the air inside the balloon, which remained tubular at first. The noise was loud. Pablo must have the device working at full power. But they didn't need to worry about visitors out here.
“Time to get into the basket,” said Pablo when the balloon had righted itself.
Jessica climbed in first. Juan helped her. Then she pulled him inside. Pablo handed them two more gas cylinders. Juan switched on the electronics.
“The tracker is working,” he said.
“I'm also getting a signal,” said Pablo, who was now leaning over the edge of the balloon to explain how to operate the burner. It wasn't difficult. It basically worked like a gas stove.
“You operate the parachute with that lever over there,” Pablo explained.
“There's a parachute in the balloon?” asked Jessica.
“Yes, but not for you. The pressure inside the balloon presses the parachute against a hole in the envelope. You can use the lever there to open the hole, allowing air to escape and the balloon to sink. But don't press too long; a maximum of ten seconds should be enough.”
That sounded simple. If you gave the burner gas, the balloon rose. If you let air out, it sank.
"Always pay attention to the flight surface. The balloon will sink even if you don't do anything, because the air will cool down.”
“We can manage that.”
“Please don't deflate at the end of your flight. I've calculated that the balloon will still have about fifty kilometers to go. Then I should be able to collect it safely.”
“All right. Thank you very much, Pablo.” Jessica looked around the basket. They had extra warm clothes, but where were the oxygen bottles? “Um, Pablo? We forgot the breathing air.”
“Crap.” He turned around. It was about a hundred meters to the truck. When he let go of the basket, it wobbled precariously. They were about to take off.
“Juan, turn off the burner.” It got quiet. Pablo made three lunges towards the pile of empty gas cylinders. Then he picked up two in each hand and pressed them into the hands of Jessica and Juan.
Hopefully that would be enough to keep the balloon on the ground.
“Should I open the parachute?” asked Juan.
“No. I'll be right back.” Pablo ran to his truck, yanked open the passenger door and pulled out the breathing packs. He didn't come sprinting back quite so quickly. At that moment, the balloon took off.
“I'll open the parachute,” Juan said, but that didn't stop the movement. The wind picked up and propelled them over the plain at a height of about half a meter.
“Turn on the burner!” shouted Pablo. “If the balloon collapses while moving now, that's not good at all.”
The basket briefly touched down again. It slowly tipped to one side, but the balloon righted itself at the last minute. Pablo had almost reached it. He threw the first breathing bag. To catch it, Jessica let go of the two gas cylinders. This gave the basket an extra lift. She still managed to catch the breathing apparatus, but Pablo tripped over the two gas cylinders as they hit the ground.
He picked himself up again. Jessica dropped the breathing apparatus in the basket and prepared to catch the second one. But there was that damn wind again! It was blowing her in the right direction, but it was the wrong moment. Too early! Pablo managed to catch up, but they were already ten meters in the air.
“Should I open the parachute?” asked Juan.
So that they collided with the ground again? Jessica was too unsure. Pablo would make it. She had seen how he had thrown the first air tank.
“No, don't deflate,” she said.
Pablo ran. At full speed, his arm shot forward and flung the breathing pack towards the basket. Jessica stretched out her arms. The device flew, but it was too low. It would hit the bottom of the basket.
“Hold me tight!” she shouted. Jessica leaned out of the basket, further and further. When she felt Juan's hands on her ankles, she let herself slide out further.
“Oof,” said Juan. What was that supposed to mean? She didn't have time to think about it, because at that moment the mask came into her hands. Jessica grabbed it. A second too late. She couldn't keep hold of the material.
“Shit!” she shouted.
Groaning, Juan pulled her up again. She felt the bottom of the basket under her feet and slid down the wall. She had messed up! The balloon was floating away from the launch site. They’d have to leave the missing breathing apparatus behind. Jessica lowered her head to her chest and stared at her fingers, which had just failed.
Juan appeared in her field of vision. Crouching next to her, he showed her the breathing backpack she had caught.
“It's not too bad. We can take turns.” He held the mask out to her. “Do you want it?”
Jessica shook her head. “It's my fault we lost the second mask. You use it.”
Juan shook his head. “That's out of the question. I could have reacted sooner.”
She sighed. Juan pulled her up and turned her so that she could see over the edge. The panorama was magnificent. The balloon rose quickly, and she felt like a bird soaring over the valley of the Atacama to take its place among the stars.

ABOUT TEN MINUTES LATER, she needed a few breaths of oxygen. At first, they both took minute-long pauses, but soon they were passing the mask back and forth without a pause. It was a strange feeling to share something as vital as oxygen. It was a bit like being Siamese twins, connected by the mask.
Juan showed her the tablet with a map and the tracker point. They were quickly approaching the green-marked destination. Pablo and the meteorologists had done a good job—the wind direction was exactly as predicted.
“We've now reached maximum altitude,” said Juan. “Flight level 193. A strange measurement.”
“Nineteen thousand, three hundred feet. That makes sense to me,” said Jessica, taking a deep breath. It wasn't quite enough to supply her cells with oxygen, which was why she quickly became tired—until it was her turn to breathe from the bottle again.
Sharing the oxygen worked better than expected. Jessica tried to spot details of the surface with binoculars. It worked well at first, but as they approached the target area, the image became strangely blurred.
“I think the cloud is blocking our view.”
Juan took off the mask and gave it to her. “Sounds logical.”
Jessica rummaged through her things. She had packed an empty tin. It had been her crazy idea to collect material from the cloud during the parachute jump. At the time, she hadn't known how fast they would be falling. She opened the tin and was shocked. The string had been hidden inside. She quickly closed the lid again. Maybe the thing couldn't stand the low air pressure? But that was nonsense. It must have penetrated the can. Jessica turned it around and found the hole. This strange worm could not only penetrate plastic, but also aluminum.
She showed the string to Juan. He recoiled from it. “Throw that thing away.”
That was out of the question. She had brought the cord with her this far, so it would accompany her when she jumped out. Perhaps at least something would survive the risky exit.
That moment was approaching faster than she would have liked.
“Do you remember the landing drill?” Juan asked after removing his breathing mask.
“Legs together, elbows protect your face, hip to the right, roll.”
“Perfect.”
“And you?”
He repeated the sequence and gave her the mask. “We still have three minutes.”
Damn. Jessica shivered. Would she really be able to let herself fall out of the basket? She peeked out. The moon was still shining, but it had become significantly darker. Maybe it was really because of the cloud blocking the light. But that was good. This way she couldn't see the depth. She would just fall into blackness. Her fear of heights wouldn’t kick in.
But she was working up a sweat from her fear of the unknown depths.
“Hey, don't be scared. The parachute will do all the work.” Juan tried to push the mask into her hand, but she refused. “Please, Jessica, you take it. I can do without it for a long time. It's only thirty-three seconds. Nobody suffocates that fast.”
“And down below? What if we don't find each other right away?” How were they supposed to meet again anyway? It was even darker on the surface than in the basket, and they couldn't afford to act suspiciously. They hadn't considered that. Maybe it was better if only one person jumped. Her, of course.
Juan ignored her question. “Let's make a deal,” he suggested. “You take the mask, and I get a kiss, like earlier in the car.”
“A kiss?”
“You can mean it differently.”
Jessica smiled. Juan was sweet. And hey, maybe one of them would die in the next few minutes. She nodded, and Juan took a step towards her.

THEY BROKE AWAY from each other again. Juan sighed.
Jessica cleared her throat. “We really have to go now,” she said. The yellow blinking dot of the tracker was already a little off target.
“Yes, come on! Hold this!” Juan pushed the breathing apparatus into her hand. She took it from him so that he could climb onto the edge of the basket. He put his left leg over the edge and gave himself a push with his right. The light of the burner flame fell on his face, which looked astonished, almost amazed at how easy it was to get out.
With that, he disappeared into the night. Jessica noticed the mask in her hand. Damn. He had tricked her. But she had no time to think. She had to land as close to him as possible. So she hung the backpack with the bottle around her neck and pushed the mask over her face. The cool air stream calmed her a little. She stepped on the same step Juan had used and gave herself a push with her right leg. She was out! A reflex made her fingers clamp around the edge of the basket, but her own weight tore her loose.
Jessica fell. She tried to remember the position Nicolás had taught her. Relax limbs, tense body. It was dark, but the increasing air flow provided the only important direction. It was going down. What should she do? Deploy the parachute. The handle was on her right. She moved her arm back, but immediately her body turned. She didn't see it, but the wind betrayed her. She stretched her arms out again and her position stabilized. Damn. She had to open the parachute! And she wouldn't be able to fill the sample container either. How naive they had been down there on the ground.
She took a deep breath. How was Juan doing? Was he getting enough air? She hadn't counted the seconds, but the automatic system would kick in soon. Then she would have to pull the steering lines. Flare the chute, as Nicolás had called it. And then the landing sequence: elbows in front of the head, legs together, hips out, roll. She went through the process in her head. Suddenly something jerked on her shoulders. The straps were cutting into her. That must be the automatic release. But she wasn't slowing down. Jessica felt around. There were no steering lines either. Shit! The automatic should have worked under any circumstances! What had happened?
She yanked the mask off her face, and at that moment she realized two things.
First, the backpack of the breathing apparatus must have prevented the reserve parachute from opening.
Second, even though she was still able to think at the moment, she was already dead.



  
Chapter Fifteen  

DAMN. They had discovered the object.
Had Olivares gotten bored sitting in his truck? Or had they spotted the hidden cargo when he drove through the gate? Had the truck been X-rayed in the process?
“I'm very sorry,” he said, squinting.
Victoria shook her head. “Don't be. From where I stand, you did everything right by bringing us the sample.”
“But that's... My family didn't find anything...”
“Mateo, we're not blaming you at all. We suspected you might have found something. That's why we approached you.”
“You offered me the job because I found something?”
“We need someone like you who isn't above getting their hands dirty and who also has curiosity and initiative. What should we have done? Kill you? That would only cause trouble. Your wife would surely raise hell to find you and your murderer.”
Oh yes, she would. Mateo smiled. He imagined Cristina stealing a tank from somewhere and breaking down the wall to find him.
“It was much easier to hire you. And by bringing the object with you, you have doubly earned our trust.”
That sounded reasonable. If he had left the object where it was, the scientists wouldn't be able to study it now.
“Speaking of trust—how about letting me in on what's going on here?”
The major straightened up and shook her head. “You're right, actually. I should clue you in. The only problem is that no one really knows what we're dealing with here. And if someone does learn more, we're the last to find out about it.”
“They're not telling you what's going on, but you're still supposed to protect the site?”
“I've already explained the basics to you. Alien life, supposedly harmless. But we haven’t been told where it comes from. In any case, it didn't land in a spaceship. We're not protecting the site from people outside, at least not primarily, but humanity from what's happening inside.”
“So, it is dangerous after all.”
The major sighed. “I refuse to speculate, and therefore I stick to what we are told. But of course you have to wonder, especially if these things make it over the wall. We can only hope that you caught the only one that got away.”
“Oh, did I?”
“That's my guess.”
“And what do the researchers say?”
Victoria closed her uniform jacket and stood up. “They don't know about the find yet. I wanted to see it for myself first.”
Mateo grinned. He liked the major. She was obviously dissatisfied with the information policy and had decided to find out for herself.
“Come on, Mateo. Let’s take a look at your discovery, and then we'll take a little walk around the plateau.”

IN THE AIRLOCK, the major thrust a breathing mask into his hand. Mateo pushed it away.
“Are you sure, Mateo? I find it very helpful up here.”
He shrugged. “I've lived here my whole life.”
“I see. I come from the Brazilian lowlands.”
Mateo thought of Olivares, who had come with him in the truck. She didn’t need any oxygen either. She probably came from the Bolivian Andes.
“There seem to be a lot of foreigners here,” he said.
“Yes, like ALMA, this operation is international.”
“Does that mean all their countries of origin are involved? And yet there's nothing in the news?”
“That's probably because of the generous pay and the fact that very little information gets through to us.”
The major pulled a cap out of her pocket and put it on. It was obviously not part of her uniform. Mateo pulled the zipper of his jacket up over his chin. Then they stepped out into the night. The wind was blowing so hard that his eyes stung.
Victoria whipped out a flashlight and signaled with it. Shortly thereafter, a bright light could be seen flashing three times.
“Ah, Olivares is parked over there,” the major explained, striding in the direction of the light signals.

“GIVE ME YOUR HAND,” Olivares said.
Mateo reached for it. Olivares pulled him onto the truck bed as if he were a big stuffed bear. The woman impressed him. Victoria was bent over the object lying just behind the cab, pulling the tarp aside. He helped her. Olivares illuminated the scene with her flashlight.
“I see,” the major said. She didn't seem very impressed.
“I already told you over the radio,” Olivares explained. “It seems to me that it's all a lot of fuss about nothing.”
“There were also some kind of thin, white filaments on the left side, but they came loose later.” Mateo pointed to the left side of the center segment. “And they seem to be able to move independently of the main body.”
“Maybe they are the actual life form?” asked Olivares.
“This thing here also moved on its own,” Mateo said. “And it must have knocked the fence over.”
The major took off her gloves and felt the object. It almost looked as if she were caressing it. “It feels rough, a bit like sandstone. Or what is the rock called that forms when sand and lime are mixed and deposited?”
“Marl,” said Olivares.
Mateo had never heard the word before. But this object was definitely not a fossil.
“Hold this, please.” Olivares pressed her flashlight into his hand. Then she whipped out a knife that she had apparently been carrying in her uniform jacket. She took a transparent bag out of her pocket. She leaned over the object and stuck the knife into it.
“I don't know if that's a good idea,” Mateo said.
Olivares stopped her movement.
“Yes, go ahead,” the major said. “I'll have the material analyzed before we hand the thing over to the researchers.”
Her subordinate continued hacking away at the object. Since she couldn't cut deeper into it, she angled it at ninety degrees to the object to cut out a wedge. She moved the blade again, but this time it barely went a millimeter in.
“That's strange. Depending on the direction of the cut, the material seems to be softer or harder.”
“That's not unusual,” said Victoria.
“How do you know that?” asked Mateo.
“Basic materials science. I used to be an engineer for a Brazilian mining company.”
“Wait, you must have an axe in the truck, right?” asked Olivares.
Mateo nodded. There should be an axe in the box with the emergency tools. You sometimes needed one in the field. He jumped down from the truck bed and went over to the box attached between the cab and the loading area. The axe was fastened on the inside of the lid. He took it out and ran his hand over the blade. It was properly sharpened.
“Here!” He handed the tool to Olivares and ran to the back of the truck to climb back up. He had just put one foot on the footrest when the vehicle shook.
“Shit!” Olivares shouted. There was a rumble and a clank. The light went out. He heard boots on metal.
“Are you okay?” the major asked.
Mateo climbed into the back of the truck. Victoria was holding Olivares' head up with one arm. She had a flashlight in her mouth.
“I'm fine,” said Olivares, getting up.
“What happened?” asked Mateo.
“The axe. When I swung it, the damn thing repelled it.”
Mateo ran over to the object. He didn't see the hatchet, but his find had a wedge-shaped notch on the left side. Olivares had obviously been successful. Mateo knelt down. Where was the missing material? The major wanted to examine it. He scanned the ground, but there were too many dark corners around the tarp.
“I need a flashlight.”
“What is it? Did it work?” Olivares asked.
“Yes, but the material that was knocked out is missing.”
Someone tapped him on the shoulder. It was Victoria. She had put her breathing mask back on. Her face looked pale. She really hadn't acclimated yet. Victoria handed him a flashlight, and Mateo used it to systematically search the loading area.
Under a corner of the tarp, on the far left-hand side, he found the material that had been knocked out. It had two smooth, straight faces, from the knife and the hatchet.
“I've got it,” he said.
“Very good. Put it in here.”
Victoria tapped him on the shoulder and handed him the bag. Mateo opened it and blew into it. It was definitely big enough. He considered taking off his gloves to get a better grip but decided against it. With his thumb and index finger spread, his hand approached the fragment.
He reached for it. At that moment, the material clamped around his thumb. Mateo yanked his hand away, but he was too slow. He used his other hand to pull at the stuff, but the harder he pulled, the more firmly it clung to his finger. What was this strange thing? The incision looked like loose rock. How could the material cling to his finger like that?
“Put it in the bag,” said Victoria.
He held up his hand. “It won't come off. This thing is clinging onto me.”
“What? That can't be. Give it to me.” Victoria took his hand and pulled on the loop around his thumb. Mateo felt it tighten more. His thumb throbbed as if its blood supply had been cut off.
“That hurts,” he said.
Victoria let go. The loop relaxed a little. Blood flowed back into his thumb.
“It doesn't want to harm me,” he said. “It just doesn't want to be in the bag.”
“But we need it in there. Otherwise, I can't have it examined. Or would you rather chop off your thumb?”
He shook his head. Hopefully the major wasn't serious. Mateo thought about it. They had to outsmart the thing somehow. If it was no longer gripping his finger, they could put it in the bag together with the glove.
“Does anyone have a pen?” he asked.
“What do you want to write down?” asked Olivares, who had gotten to her feet again.
“Here,” said Victoria, handing him a ballpoint pen.
Mateo pulled up the sleeves of his jacket and sweater. It was damn cold. He slid the pen past his wrist and into the glove, which was luckily big enough. He carefully aimed until he found the opening for the thumb. The first push made the loop contract immediately. Mateo gave it time to relax again. Then he pushed the pen deeper in, very slowly. This time the strange being—or its fragment—gave way. A little more…there, now the pen was touching his thumbnail.
“I hope you don't need the pen back,” he said.
“That’s the second pen you've taken from me. I'm going to have to start deducting it from your salary.” Victoria laughed. Mateo, on the other hand, didn’t feel like laughing. He still had to put it to the test—could he pull his thumb out quickly enough?
He had no choice. Mateo thought about how to outsmart the alien thing. Consciously pulling his thumb out of the glove would be preceded by small movements that it might sense. No, he had to leave his thumb in place and instead pull the glove off as quickly as possible.
That could work. He stood up straight and bent down to the ground. Then he pulled the glove off a little way at the index finger and stepped on the synthetic leather with his boot to hold it in place. He relaxed his hand and stood up as quickly as possible.
“Ouch!” He let out a cry of pain.
Victoria sprang to his side. “What happened?”
“My back.” He held up the now empty glove. The loop of strange material was clinging to the pen stuck in its thumb. “Tricked it!” He straightened with a groan. If only he had chosen a different technique! And right now, Cristina wasn’t here to give him a massage.
Victoria held the bag under the glove, and he dropped it inside. Then he looked at the object on the truck bed. The deep cut on its uppermost segment was slowly changing. The edges no longer glistened. He carefully ran his finger over it—and recoiled. The surface was hot! It also felt almost as rough as the outer surface. What did that mean? Was some kind of self-healing taking place here? Human wounds also became warm as they healed. Although nothing reminiscent of blood vessels or nerve fibers could be seen on the alien object, it must have ways of transporting material and energy to the injured area. For the first time in his life, Mateo would have liked to be a scientist with the task of uncovering this secret.
“I'd put the bag someplace safe,” he said. “This thing seems to generate heat. A metal box would be good.”
“The toolbox?” Olivares suggested. “The one you got the hatchet out of.”
It was a good idea. Victoria handed him the bag. He climbed down from the truck and stowed it between the jack and the lug wrench.

“NOW TURN LEFT,” Victoria said.
Mateo steered the truck onto a turnoff. The road here was better. Where it had started out as packed sand, they had come to a stretch of asphalt. They were apparently approaching an area where civilians were more likely to be on the road.
“Where are we?” he asked.
Victoria had promised him a little tour. If he was to be a driver and a jack-of-all-trades, he needed to know the area.
Victoria took off her breathing mask. “We're approaching the antennas.”
That surprised him. He’d imagined them spread out over a wide area across the huge plateau.
“Already?”
“There’s a small configuration of a few antennas near AOS, and a large one that covers the entire plateau.”
The road crossed a second asphalt road, wide enough for the antenna transporters to use. At Victoria's instruction, he followed it to the right until they reached a small cluster of containers. It looked as if it had only recently been set up here.
“This is the temporary administration offices,” Victoria explained.
“Why temporary? What about AOS?”
“Apparently there's a small problem. AOS seems to be having technical difficulties.”
“Difficulties?”
“They say they've lost control of the antennas.”
“I wouldn't call that a small problem.”
Victoria shook her head. He understood. Her unit was the smallest cog in the machine here. She only learned what she absolutely needed to know.
“Why don't you stop over there in front of the barracks?” she said.
“What's there?”
“A friend of mine. I want to show them our find.”
“A friend? Shouldn't you be delivering this somewhere officially?”
Victoria laughed. “Now that I have the chance to find out more, I'm going to take advantage of it.”

HE BRAKED the truck and switched off the ignition. Victoria put on the breathing mask.
“I want to come with you,” Mateo said.
The major narrowed her eyes and looked at him. The gears in her head seemed to be working. “Sure, come along. Maybe my friend would like to know something about the discovery situation.”
“And me?” Olivares asked.
“You guard the truck and that thing back there.”
That should have been his job, actually. Mateo sent her an apologetic look and she nodded sympathetically. He walked around the truck. He carefully opened the toolbox and felt inside. The bag contained a glove.
“Major? I need your flashlight.”
Victoria stood next to him and shone her light at the opening. “There it is!” She pointed to the lug wrench.
Mateo took a deep breath. At least he had his glove back. He took the bag out of the box first. The glove was undamaged, but the plastic bag had a hole in it. He showed it to Victoria.
“That wasn't there before, was it?”
She shook her head. He put the glove back on. Then he reached for the lug wrench. The strange strand didn't move. But apparently it was able to change its location. It was a shame they hadn't been able to observe it.
“Bring it inside with you,” Victoria said.

“ARE YOU CRAZY, coming to me with that thing?” The man whom the major had introduced as Eduardo Fonseca jumped up with his hands raised, as if Mateo had shown him the devil incarnate. The alien creature was on a cross, though, so no harm was coming from that side.
“Ed, I thought you'd be interested,” the major said. “After all, you're employed here as an exobiologist. Or am I wrong?”
“Imagine if I brought a heavily armed intruder into your office, without handcuffs and with plenty of ammunition. Would you like that?”
“I don't understand the comparison,” Mateo said. “This thing here is obviously harmless and not out to kill us.”
“And who’s this funny guy?” Eduardo asked.
“This is Mateo Cruz, my new employee. He found the thing out in the Atacama.”
Eduardo paced back and forth in the cramped office. “And you had nothing better to do than bring it to me? Do you even know what these things can do?”
“Burn holes in plastic bags,” Mateo said. This strange scientist didn't like him, that was clear, so he could ignore his tone.
“Ha, as if that was all! Metal doesn’t stop them either. They can get through anything.”
Well, that explained how the fence had been torn down. But why had the thing been left lying on the ground afterwards? The way had been cleared, hadn't it?
“And that scares you so much?” Victoria asked.
“You would be scared too if you knew what I know.”
Victoria made a face. “Don't give me that, Ed. What are you afraid of? You know I can keep a secret.”
“And this clown?” Eduardo pointed at Mateo. Mateo really didn't like this arrogant guy. But one day he would pay for that.
“Mateo has signed an NDA.”
Eduardo sighed. “Well, if you really want to know—the stuff falls from the sky.”
“What? Are you shitting me?”
“Seriously, Victoria. The things fall from the sky, just like rain. You have to imagine a huge cloud hovering over us. And just like in a rain cloud, these things condense in it, fall to the ground and merge into larger objects. You didn't find it like that, did you?”
“No, we cut this object out of a larger one.”
“You what? Are you insane? They have an enormous energy density, and if you get too close to them, they tend to explode.”
“Then you won't be pleased to learn that we have a bigger one right outside?” Mateo asked. The exobiologist went pale. Mateo was glad. They had moved the object all over the place and it had never been dangerous.
“Victoria, that's not a good idea. Report to Dr. Antonov and hand it over. You don't know what you're dealing with. Nobody does. I don't want anything to happen to you.”
Victoria sighed. “I thought you’d be a bit more open-minded, Ed. It used to be your greatest wish to say hello to an alien, and now you're afraid of practically inanimate matter. Where is this cloud anyway? Shouldn't it be obscuring the stars?”
Eduardo shook his head. “It can only be seen in infrared, and its density is so low that the heat radiation hardly decreases during the day.”
Victoria waved her hand. “All right, then, let's go and see this Dr. Antonov.”

“WHERE DOES ANTONOV WORK?” Mateo asked when they were back in the truck. He had locked the lug wrench with the strange material in the toolbox again.
“I don't know,” Victoria said.
“But I need to know where...”
“Mateo, do you seriously think I'm going to hand over that thing back there? No, finally I'm learning something I didn't know before!”
“What?” Olivares asked, and the major explained what Eduardo had told them.
“Do you mind if we also check out a few other people?” Victoria asked. “I have a feeling that everyone knows a piece of the puzzle, but no one has really dared to combine that knowledge into a complete picture.”
“Ha-ha, not at all,” said Olivares. “Where do we start?”
“Why don't you move over a few containers, Mateo. We'll knock on Esaki Reona's door.”
“Who's that?”
“A scientist from Japan who specializes in infrared astronomy. I know him from a previous project.”

“IS THAT REALLY YOU?” asked the man who opened his office door for them.
“Last time I checked,” said the major.
The two fell into each other's arms. Neither Victoria nor the Japanese man, who seemed rather stiff, had seemed capable of such a thing, Mateo thought.
“These are my colleagues Mateo and...” Victoria began.
“No names,” her acquaintance interrupted her. “You're probably up to something illegal again.”
“Me? Never! You know me.”
“Yes, I do.”
“Hey, my record is spotless.”
Reona laughed. “Because you're so clever. I've always admired you for that.” His face changed, taking on a look of distant sadness. He walked behind the desk and sat down on his chair. “I've been waiting for you to show up for quite a while.”
Victoria swallowed. “I didn't dare. After the last time…”
What had happened between them? To Mateo, it sounded almost as if she had abandoned him at some point.
The Japanese waved it off. “Just leave it. I'm not mad anymore.”
Mateo sought Olivares's gaze. Perhaps it would be better if they left the two alone. Olivares nodded.
“No, you can stay,” said Esaki Reona, who must have noticed their silent conversation. “You can call me Leo.”
“Thank you for seeing us, Leo,” said Olivares.
“What have you brought me?” Reona asked, pointing to the lug wrench.
Mateo stepped forward and placed it on the desk so that the alien material didn't touch the surface. Reona slid his chair forward and leaned over it.
“Fascinating,” he said. “Is that what I think it is?”
“We cut it out of an artifact,” Olivares said proudly.
“Oh, and it was that easy? The biologists say that these things resist any kind of examination.”
“It was actually pretty risky, but we got lucky,” the major admitted. “So, you’ve found more of these things?”
“Can I speak openly?”
“Of course, Leo. I'll vouch for my staff.”
“Okay. Yes, quite a few have been found. This one seems to be a fragment of a larger one, though.”
“Correct.” Victoria held up her hand at her belly button. “It’s about this tall.”
“A meter and twenty centimeters, about? That's big. They don't have anything like that in their collection yet. You should show it to Ed Fonseca. He’s the one who experimented on them, as far as I know.”
Victoria shook her head. “Ed sent us away. He was terrified of it.”
Reona straightened and slid a little away from the alien material. “Oh, is that so? I guess I missed something. Ed has never been particularly timid. Something must have gone wrong with his experiments.”
“What did he try?”
“He wanted to reverse the condensation process. We have to get rid of this stuff somehow. The first step would be to vaporize it, and then you would have to send the cloud back to where it came from.”
“And that would be?” Victoria asked.
“Have you heard of the Kordylewski clouds?”
All three shook their heads.
“These are dust clouds located at Lagrange points L4 and L5 of the Earth-Moon system. At least, it was assumed they were nothing but dust. Now we know better.”
“But how did the stuff get here?”
“That is indeed an intriguing question. You should know that the points in question are in the Moon's orbit, so they’re about 384,000 kilometers away. That's a long way. In fact, I'm looking into how it could have happened. It seems to have something to do with the takeover of the ALMA antennas. But I don't have the model ready yet.”
“The antennas were hacked?”
“Not exactly, Victoria. Someone who knew what they were doing used them to send heat energy into space. This apparently disturbed the equilibrium of the very cold dust clouds. It's like a pot on the stove—if you add enough heat, the water will eventually boil over. Parts of the cloud must have ended up in an unstable orbit that brought them here.”
Dust from space? Mateo had held the object in his hands and lifted it. It didn't look like dust at all. It was typical of scientists to come up with such theories. Such a massive chunk couldn't have been floating in a cloud, and if it had fallen to earth, the shock should have been felt at a great distance.
“This rock doesn't look like dust at all,” Mateo said. “Do you want to see it, Leo? It's outside in the truck.”
“I took a picture of the thing,” Olivares said. She whipped out her phone, tapped on it, and slid it across the desk.
Reona reached for it, pushed up his glasses, and zoomed in on the image with his fingers. “Yes, the shape is typical. But yours really does seem to be the largest specimen yet. I have to clear up one misunderstanding: the chunks don't fall from the sky at that size. They condense into grains of sand in the cloud. They only fuse together when they encounter each other on the ground. In the beginning, that led to some strange situations, because the biologists thought the collected specimens were simply escaping. At some point, they measured them.”
“Does anyone know what they are?” Victoria asked.
The scientist shook his head, causing his glasses to slip down his nose. “Don't be deceived by the fact that exobiologists are studying them. It has not yet been proven that they actually qualify as life. There are geologists on the team who insist that chemical processes could also lead to what we interpret as behavior from a human perspective.”
“And what is your opinion?”
“I stay out of it. As an astronomer, it’s not my area of expertise.”
It was a fascinating topic. For the first time, Mateo was annoyed that he had left school after ninth grade.
“But could life arise in space?” he asked.
Esaki Reona shrugged and let his shoulders drop again. “We don't know. We've found almost every component necessary for life in the most inhospitable regions of space. But we have never been able to prove whether this has actually led to biology.”
“Would it be possible to prove the existence of life in space?”
This time the Japanese nodded. “Absolutely. There are some ideas about that. Life produces specific breakdown products, some of which are quite short-lived. If they are discovered somewhere despite that, it means that they are being produced locally. Thus there must be processes going on there that are typical of life. Life as we know it, of course.”
Victoria sighed. She seemed disappointed, but Mateo didn’t share the sentiment. Leo had shown them some exciting perspectives.
“Ed directed us to Antonov,” Victoria said.
Reona raised his hands defensively. “Don't do that! Antonov is a secretive guy. He'll just confiscate your object and not tell you anything.”
“I thought so.”
“You could try Ibrahim.”
“Ibrahim?”
“Ibrahim Sudany. He’s from Pakistan. He's one of the geologists on the team, but not such an egotist. If you tell him I sent you, he'll keep his mouth shut.”
“Do you also have any clues about the new Correlator?”
Reona sniffed. “You should be able to figure that out.”
“The new Correlator can't be put into operation?”
“Exactly. It seems to have been used to manipulate the antenna configuration. Now there are people inspecting every single circuit. And they're completely cut off from the outside world.”
“I see. Then we'll pay your friend Ibrahim a visit.”
“But please take that thing away,” Reona said. “It gives me the creeps just looking at it.”
The scientist was right. Mateo felt the same way. The mass was so alien that it aroused his ancient instincts. It was better to stay away from something like that. Whenever Mateo sensed his ancient instincts, he asked himself extra carefully what was behind them.
They left the office.
“Oh, Victoria?” Reona called after them.
“Yes?”
“Ibrahim is a bit reserved. You shouldn't ambush him with three people, or he won't say anything.”
“I see.”
“And good luck! Maybe we'll run into each other in San Pedro.”
“Maybe.”
There was definitely something between the two of them. But that was none of his business.

“I CAN WAIT IN THE TRUCK,” Mateo offered after parking in front of the next office unit. This one looked different in that there were some open metal containers and bins in front of it.
Victoria took off her breathing mask. “Okay. Olivares, would you please get the lug wrench out of the tool compartment?”
“If you don’t mind, Major, I’d rather not. Could I be the one to guard the truck? I don't want to get too close to that stuff.”
Victoria shrugged. “How about you, Mateo?”
He nodded, left the ignition on, walked around the truck and opened the toolbox. He took out the lug wrench, but the strange strand of matter was missing.
“Victoria? I need your lamp.”
Footsteps crunched on the sandy ground. A bright light shone into the toolbox.
“There you are,” Mateo said. He took out the jack. The material had wrapped itself around the cylindrical shaft. He examined the tool in the light of the lamp.
“Do you see this, Victoria? These shiny marks—it looks as if our guest ate away the rust there.”
“You mean it feeds?”
Mateo shrugged his shoulders. “I looked at the jack earlier. There were no shiny spots then. But maybe it’s not really feeding. Maybe it was developed by aliens as a rust remover.”
Victoria nudged him. She had put the mask back on, but her eyes were smiling. Mateo imagined an alien spaceship flying into one of those clouds after a long journey, and then continuing on its way with a fresh shine.

“GOOD MORNING.” Ibrahim Sudany was sitting behind his desk with his arms folded.
Mateo looked at the clocks on the wall behind him. One showed the local time. It was well past midnight, so the greeting was appropriate.
“Good morning, Ibrahim,” Victoria replied. “My friend Leo sent me.”
As she introduced herself and Mateo, the researcher relaxed a little. At least his shoulders lowered a little and he stopped bouncing his knee.
“What can I do for you?” Ibrahim finally asked. His English had a warm, melodic sound. Mateo understood the language to some extent, but he was unsure about technical terms.
“Show him our find, Mateo.”
He walked around the desk, stood next to Sudany and held the jack out to him. The researcher made no effort to take the tool from him, but examined it from all sides, rolling his chair back and forth as he did so.
“You really did it,” he said, almost admiringly.
“What?” asked the major.
“Cut something out of a bolide.”
“A what?” asked Mateo.
"We call them bolides. The term arose at some point. Three segments, otherwise very homogeneous.”
“Yes, we did it,” said Victoria. “How did you know?”
“The cut edges, which are perpendicular to each other. That's clear. How did you go about it? Very quickly and surprisingly, wasn't it?”
“Yes, exactly.”
Sudany slapped the back of the chair with his left hand. “That’s what I always said!” He bumped the iron, and the strange rope fell to the floor.
Mateo reflexively jumped back. The researcher laughed briefly. “You don't need to be afraid of it.”
“Your colleagues had a different opinion,” said the major.
Sudany slipped off the chair and crawled around on the floor. “Where are you then? Oh, there you are. Got you!” When the researcher stood up, he had the strand coiled in the palm of his hand. The fragment looked like some strange, dried dog excrement.
“That thing almost squeezed my thumb off,” Mateo said.
“Oh, that was your mistake. The cuts have enormous surface tension. You shouldn't touch anything with it that the sample can wrap itself around. It's a reflex, just like you couldn't help that inelegant recoil just now.”
Considering that Leo had described the man as shy, he talked quite a lot.
“Pass me the tool, please.”
Mateo held the tool out to him. Sudany tapped the center of the broken piece, which lifted slightly. A dent appeared, which widened until the tool fit in perfectly. Sudany pushed it down. In a lightning-fast twist, the string rolled around the cylinder again. Mateo's heart beat fast. He had never seen his find in motion before. If the stuff could wrap itself around an obstacle that quickly as it was feeding, shouldn't it be called alive? What else did the researchers need?
Sudany handed the tool back to Mateo. “It must have been startled when I touched it earlier.”
“So, it's alive?” he asked.
The geologist shook his head. “Forgive me for the unjustified anthropomorphizing. My car also has a name and responds to me. But scientifically speaking, none of that means anything.”
“Movement, nutrition, that doesn't mean anything?”
Sudany nodded. “That's right. It's extremely difficult to clearly diagnose the state of life. And in science, we need clarity. Everything you've observed also happens in geology. Stones can move due to inherent tensions, for example, and chemical reactions might give the impression of a metabolism.”
“So, you don't really know anything?” asked Victoria, who had put her hands in her trouser pockets.
“What is knowledge?” the researcher replied. “We’ve been collecting plenty of data about the bolides. But what we keep seeing—there doesn't seem to be any differentiation. The bolides are remarkably homogeneous internally. In your body, Major Domingues, there are cavities, bones, muscles and fat tissue. We find none of that in the bolides.”
“So, they're stones,” Mateo concluded. Stones didn't need blood vessels or bones.
“The strange thing is—even our terrestrial rock is not as homogeneous as these bolides,” Sudany continued. “The processes involved in its formation never take place without disruption. Even the most expensive marble has tiny inclusions when you look at it under a microscope. But these things—nothing. Such extreme cases never occur in nature.”
“Are you saying that the bolides didn't form naturally?” asked Victoria.
That was exactly what Mateo had been thinking. If something didn't occur in nature, it must be artificial. Unless nature simply hadn't been studied closely enough.
Sudany waved his left hand in front of him. “I don't want to say anything. We are scientists. We collect data, and when we have enough of it, we try to interpret it. But it's too early for that.”
“Because you don't have enough data?” asked Mateo.
“No, because we can't come up with an interpretation that fits the data.” Sudany put both hands on his head. “It's so embarrassing! Every time we get fresh data, it contradicts our previous assumptions. This whole cloud is a mystery. I’m gathering the courage to ask you if I can see the bolide you have in the truck.”
He looked at Mateo. But he was just the driver. Victoria was the boss. He looked at her.
“Of course you can ask, Mr. Sudany,” she said.
“Would you show me the bolide out there?”
“I'd love to.”

IT TOOK a while for the researcher to get dressed. The three of them were in the airlock when someone banged violently on the door from outside. Mateo raised the jack protectively so that no one would collide with him in fright. If the door opened, they might not find their alien pet again so quickly.
The door banged open, and a fierce gust of wind blew in on them. Mateo pulled his jacket tighter around his neck. It was freezing, and he was looking forward to the warmth in the truck, whose headlights illuminated the scene. But why was the driver's door open? The cab would be totally freezing!
Olivares must have forgotten to close it. She was shouting something into Victoria's ear, which he couldn't understand over the noise of the wind. Mateo ran to the truck, but the Major called him back.
“We have a problem, Mateo!”
He halted and came back to the other three, who were putting their heads together in a sheltered corner behind the container.
“When did you notice?” he heard Victoria ask.
Notice what? What had happened? The others already seemed to know.
“The tarp suddenly flew over the cab a few minutes ago. I thought it was the wind, so I went out onto the truck bed. Well, the thing was gone. At first, I was actually glad, but then I ran to you.”
“How big was the bolide?” asked the geologist.
“About one meter twenty high,” said Victoria.
“And it weighed at least sixty kilograms,” added Mateo.
That was hard to believe! That heavy lump had supposedly escaped under its own power?
“It's moved several times,” said Mateo, “but I've never caught it doing it.”
“Yes, we know that the bolides are mobile within limits,” said Sudany. “We’ll have to search the area for it.”
“I walked all the way around the truck, but I didn't see it.”
“Thank you, Olivares. You have nothing to blame yourself for.” Victoria reached into her bag and pulled out a radio. She probably wanted to call up reinforcements for the search operation. That wasn't a bad idea in the dark. But the screen was already lit up. Someone was trying to reach his superior at that very moment.
“Major Domingues here,” she announced.
Then her face screwed up. “Now of all times? We have...our own difficulties here.”
Someone was speaking on the other end of the connection. Victoria stepped from one foot to the other as if she needed to pee. He had never seen her like this before.
“I understand. Of course you do. We'll send all the forces we have into the search.”
So, it was about the missing bolide after all. It was going to be a long, cold night.
“That's right. I'll coordinate the operation. Domingues over.”
Victoria pocketed the radio again. “Ibrahim, thank you for the information. Unfortunately, we urgently need to leave.”
“Of course. Please let me know when you've found it.”
“It's not about the bolide. Two people have entered the restricted area. We have to find them.”
What? Mateo immediately guessed who one of the two people was. Jessica! It must be her.
“I'd like to help with the search,” he said.
“I'm counting on it, Mateo. Wait, I'll send the coordinates to your cell phone. Olivares will accompany you. The intruders could be armed.”



  
Chapter Sixteen  

JESSICA FELL.
Thirty-three seconds? Nonsense. She would hit the ground unchecked in the next second. She held her breath and waited. She wasn't afraid. However, she hoped that Juan, of all people, wouldn't find her remains. She wanted him to remember her as he had last seen her in the basket. It would be over for her in a moment. She didn't believe in any kind of life after death. Her thoughts would simply stop when she hit the ground and her body burst.
But shouldn't that have happened by now? Or was this a moment like the ones you sometimes saw in the movies, where her whole life passed before her, and time seemed to stretch endlessly? She drew in her arm. No. The seconds were racing by. But the flow of air decreased. She felt her chest. There were no lines to pull. Still, something was slowing her flight.
That was impossible. She imagined Juan reaching for her. But she should have felt a tug. She looked up cautiously. There was nothing there. No parachute. No other person. And yet...she was gradually slowing down. It was too dark to see the ground, but the airflow revealed that she was sailing quite gently by now.
She pulled both arms in. As she did so, she felt resistance. What was that? What was holding her down? Jessica crossed her arms so she could touch her elbows with her hands. Her fingers encountered an obstacle. It was tough; she could barely push her fingers in. She felt up to her shoulders, then brought her hands to her chest and ran them down her sides. The same elastic obstacle was there too. It extended at least as far as her bottom. She didn't dare pull her legs in so as not to destabilize her position. But at least from her arms to her bottom, tightly stretched material extended from her body.
She had grown wings.
Nonsense. That was impossible. Or was there a god who had turned her into an angel? But why her, of all people? Others whose parachutes failed usually died. No, this was no divine rescue. The cause had to be something else. Something didn't want her to die.
No. Her mind was playing tricks on her. There were psychological mechanisms like that. She should be able to die in peace. It was a final, mental grace. It was just a shame she couldn't tell anyone about it. The certainty could have made many deaths easier.
At that moment, she hit the ground and lost consciousness.

JESSICA WOKE to the sound of engines. Spotlights could be seen in the sky, shining towards the ground. Their cones were moving away from her. There must be a helicopter searching for them, but apparently she hadn't been spotted.
She picked herself up and patted herself down. When she touched her face, she had to stifle a scream. The pain was excruciating. Her face was wet. It smelled metallic and sweet—probably blood. She searched in her pocket for her cell phone and found it, but it wouldn't turn on and the screen had several cracks in it. Crap.
No. It was great. She had survived a jump without a parachute. Jessica continued to scan her body. The breathing apparatus was still there. She took a few puffs from the mask, but it was so painful to wear that she preferred to breathe the thin mountain air. She took off her backpack.
Underneath were the two parachutes in their containers. She didn't blame Nicolás. It had been her idea to strap the breathing apparatus on top of everything else. At least she could hope that Juan had landed successfully. He wouldn’t have needed a mysterious rescuer.
Her rescuer! She reached for her arms again, but there was nothing there. Could she have imagined it? Absolutely not. The fact that she was still alive proved that something must have broken her fall. She touched first the left, then the right side of her body. There, over the bruises, some of the elastic material was still stuck. She grasped it as it came away from her.
It was astonishingly strong. But Jessica didn't let go. She had to know what had saved her. The elastic fabric dragged her whole body across the dirt of the plain. Her wounds from the fall ached until she managed to brace her feet against the ground to halt the movement.
But the elastic fabric did not give up. It transformed her into the center of the movement. Vibrating and taut, the material rolled up, becoming stronger and thicker in her fingers. It felt like rolling up a ball of yarn. She kept changing her grip so that she could open her hands wider, as the roll in her hands became thicker and thicker. Its surface was not as smooth as before. It was changing, becoming rougher, beginning to chafe her gloves.
Jessica let go of the edge of the material. It still didn't move away but remained in front of her, twitching like a reptile. A snake that did not grow but shrank. Its head and tail came towards her at the same time, she could see that even in the sparkling light emitted by her watch.
She had been sitting on the ground for about fifteen minutes by the time the elastic material transformed into a lump lying motionless in front of her. It consisted of three distinct segments. She knew that shape very well. Only the twenty light-colored worms on the left side were missing.
Was it possible that the object had saved her?
Hardly. At least not the one they had dumped in the desert. It was lying in the dirt many kilometers from here. She promptly felt guilty. The two objects must be related in some strange way. From the size, she would have guessed mother and child, but that was far too earthly a view. There was no way this thing had come from Earth.
Jessica took a deep breath but still couldn't get enough air. Her head hurt and she felt light-headed. She needed to use the mask, so she gritted her teeth and put it on, even if it meant touching the wounds on her face.
After twenty breaths, she felt better. She tried to stand up, but it was still too soon for that. Her legs wobbled uncontrollably once she realized that she had just survived a fall from several hundred meters.
Or was there an afterlife after all, and she had landed in limbo? Then what about the heat the church had promised? Jessica pinched herself. Ouch! This was real. She just needed to rest a bit more. What exactly had happened? What rational explanation was there for the apparent miracle?
She had fallen through the cloud. That was the only fact that distinguished her fall from that of any other skydiver. The cloud must have had something to do with her unexpectedly soft landing. She had felt something like wings. With a large enough surface area, its braking effect could have been sufficient even in the thinner atmosphere.
But why had the cloud reacted like that? Had it realized she was a living being? Could it possibly have something to do with that string in her pocket? Had it deliberately saved her? Jessica picked up the lump that had formed from her wings. It was as hard as a rock. If she stuck a knife in it, it would certainly react in the same way as the large object. She weighed it in one hand and estimated it at one kilogram. With a quick movement, she flung it into the air. It plopped onto the hard ground without forming wings. But it didn’t need them.
The fact that she hadn’t made a completely soft landing was perhaps due to what the cloud knew about life here. It had protected her in the same way it protected the strange boulders. But of course, they didn't fall from the sky. That was nonsense. She simply knew too little.
That was precisely why they were here. Jessica breathed painfully through the mask once more. Then she stood up. This time she could stand without trembling. Her circulation had adjusted. Which way should she go? She looked at her watch, which had a built-in compass. Juan had jumped off first, so she should be able to find him if she ran in the opposite direction to the balloon.

HOW WAS she supposed to find Juan? They should have thought of a strategy. After all, neither of them should try to draw attention to themselves. The helicopter she’d seen earlier indicated that they were already being searched for. Jessica moved towards the control center, towards AOS, from which the antennas were technically controlled. If Juan had the same idea, she would meet him there. Hopefully he would be waiting for her nearby.
Helicopter noise approached again. The aircraft hovered at a low altitude, fifty meters, she estimated, and circled the plain with two searchlights. There was probably also an infrared camera on board. Basically, she might as well surrender right away. There was no cover in sight.
But she couldn't give up so quickly. Jessica ran along a tarmac track that was probably used to transport the antennas. She made faster progress that way. If only the air wasn't so thin! She ran, panting. They hadn't spotted her yet. And what was that? One of the searchlights had just illuminated an antenna. Now the cone of light was moving straight towards her.
No matter. The antenna was the best cover available. She ran towards it, plunged into the cone of blinding light, but managed to stay on course.
“Halt and surrender. You are in a restricted area,” blared from a directional speaker.
Jessica paid no attention. She plunged into shadow for a moment, reoriented herself and started running again. The circle of light caught her again. She couldn't let herself be distracted. The helicopter was certainly not permitted to land in the immediate vicinity of the antenna. This was her chance. She pumped the last remnants of oxygen from her lungs into her muscles. Her consciousness was about to sink into darkness when she felt a metallic surface under her feet. She had reached the base of the antenna. Jessica slid against a wall and leaned on it.
Just take a quick breath. The oxygen from the mask breathed new life into her. But it wouldn't last long. Should she really keep running? What was the point? But she had the mask. She owed it to Juan. If anyone had a chance of uncovering the mystery, it was her. It was her responsibility. She had to keep running.
The sound of the helicopter changed. It must have landed. How far away could it be? Now soldiers would be swarming out, or private security guards. She had to keep running. Inside, to AOS. That was where the solution lay, if there was one. Jessica tore the mask off her face. It got in the way as she ran. She circled the base of the antenna and started running.
But it was too late. Twin headlights were coming towards her. A vehicle stopped with screeching tires, from which a person in uniform got out and pointed a gun at her. Jessica tried to dodge, but she stumbled. At the same moment, her body trembled with inhuman tension. Someone had shot at her and hit her. Jessica could hardly believe it, but at the same moment her consciousness switched off to spare her the worst of the pain.



  
Chapter Seventeen  

A JEEP PULLED up next to them. The major got in. Shortly afterwards, a message appeared on his cell phone with coordinates attached. Mateo transferred them to the truck's electronics. The location was about ten kilometers away.
“If you're needed elsewhere...” Mateo said, “I can drop you off anywhere.”
He didn't know how Olivares would react if they really did pick up his acquaintance. She didn't seem very...flexible.
“There's no time for that. Get going!” Suddenly she had a gun in her hand. It was one of those non-lethal devices that shot electric darts.
Mateo turned the car around and stepped on the gas. “What's your name anyway?” he asked. “If we're spending the evening together.” He winked. Mateo thought he was still quite good-looking for his age. Olivares was at least fifteen years younger, but his charm usually worked even on this age group.
“Lieutenant Olivares.”
Hmm. Then no. She probably had reason to be proud of her rank. As a woman in Bolivia, it wouldn’t be easy to rise through the ranks in the army.
“Lieutenant Olivares from the Bolivian army.”
“Actually, from the Fuerza Naval,” Olivares said a little more gently.
“Bolivia has a navy?” The neighboring country had lost its access to the Pacific in the Saltpeter War in 1879. He had learned about Chile's heroic victory at school.
Olivares narrowed her eyes. “We do own almost half of Lake Titicaca.”
The lake was 3800 meters above sea level. If that was where Olivares came from, it would explain her adaptation to the thin air up here. Mateo pointed to her weapon. “Is that the best they could give you?”
She shook her head. “This is a civilian mission. Officially, we're just security forces and have neither police nor army powers. That's why we can hire civilians like you.”
“I see.”
The conversation paused. No, Olivares would certainly not be flexible. Nevertheless, they had to find Jessica before anyone else if possible. He could still make sure Olivares didn't do anything stupid. Whatever. Mateo took first his left and then his right hand off the steering wheel and looked at them. He had never hit anyone before. But if it was necessary, he was ready for it.

“ATTENTION EVERYONE,” came a voice he recognized. “An initial scouting flight has revealed nothing.” It was Victoria speaking from Olivares' radio. If he thought she was just a personnel officer, he would probably be mistaken. She seemed to have real responsibility here. “But there's no question that someone got in. The evidence in the infrared is clear. We suspect that they landed with parachutes.”
Mateo shook his head. How could Jessica have been so careless? Or had someone else talked her into it? No, she wouldn't let anyone talk her into such a thing.
“How many intruders are we dealing with?” a man asked.
“One and a half,” Victoria replied.
“What?”
“Well, one of the two infrared dots seems to have come down at too great a speed. We were able to measure it up to two hundred meters.”
“Then we're looking for a slush pile,” said the male voice. “If the parachute didn't open at three hundred, the guy didn't stand a chance.”
“It's true, we didn't register an opening based on the drop speed.”
Mateo clutched his heart. Hopefully she wasn't talking about Jessica! He swallowed.
“Do you need oxygen?” Olivares asked.
“No, thank you. I was just imagining someone...”
Olivares shrugged her shoulders. “Their own fault, I'd say.”
“Olivares, come in, please.” This time Victoria addressed her directly.
"Olivares here.”
“I'll send you new coordinates. You go see what happened to the crashed intruder.”
“Oh no, is that necessary?”
“Olivares, that's an order. The other one seems far more dangerous at the moment. You're traveling with a civilian. I don't want him to get hurt on the first day. Besides, the man has a wife and children.”
The major impressed him. She was obviously a sensitive person. He wasn't so sure about Olivares.
“I'm sorry,” he said. “You can't take part in the more exciting hunt because of me.”
“The way you say it, it sounds pretty brutal.”
“I didn't mean it like that. I'm really sorry.”
That was only half a lie. His hope was that Jessica hadn't bought it. But then he had to persuade Olivares to follow the skydiver whose chute had opened. To do that, he had to somehow appeal to her ambition. Unfortunately, they didn't have those coordinates.
“It's still eight kilometers to the calculated crash site,” he said. “Wouldn't it make sense to request the survivor's coordinates now? Then we can plan a route in good time.”
Olivares shook her head. “Victoria will think I didn't want to carry out my mission. And in twenty minutes or so, they'll either have caught the guy or he'll be over the hill. And I mean that literally.”
I mean that literally. That meant one possible escape route was over the mountains. The mountain. The Cerro Chajnantor. Olivares was probably right. They wouldn't be able to make progress with the truck or land the helicopter on the steep slopes. If the intruder was a sporty local who knew his way around, they would lose him there at the latest. He had to remember that. But before that, the intruder would try to gather information. And since no one on the outside knew about the temporary base, he would try to make his way to the AOC buildings. So that was what he should sell Olivares as their next target. He just had no idea how.

THEY PASSED A SOLITARY ANTENNA. Here they were really far out on the plain. Someone who landed this far out must have waited too long to jump if their destination was AOC. He imagined Jessica at the exit of a light plane. It wasn't difficult or expensive to hire a plane for a sightseeing flight here. She probably had no experience, so she would be scared and only got out when it was almost too late.
What had happened then? Perhaps an attack of nerves. She had done something wrong. Mateo had no idea what mistakes could be made with such a glider. But there would certainly be some. His hands clenched on the steering wheel. He shook himself to untense his muscles.
“What's the matter, Cruz?”
Olivares had noticed that he was nervous. That wasn't a bad thing. Perhaps she would underestimate him. It was fine with him if she felt superior and therefore safe.
“It's a bit of a manhunt,” he said. “I'm not used to it.”
Olivares put a hand on his shoulder. “Don't worry, guys like that are never armed. They're just annoyingly curious. And we have to be careful not to let them slip through our fingers.”
Mateo checked the coordinates. It must be right around here. The car rolled off the asphalt road onto loose sand. He stopped it after two hundred meters. He zoomed in on the map. It must have happened right here.
“Nothing to see,” he said. “We should head for AOC. That's probably where the other guy is heading.”
“You're probably right, but the Major will have my head if we miss something. Let's get out.”
“Suit yourself.”
Mateo leaned over to the glove compartment and took out the flashlight. Then he opened the door and got out. He pointed the flashlight away from the car. Olivares signaled in the other direction. They split up.
The ground crunched under his feet. Mateo illuminated the search area in strips. The coordinates were precise enough that they only had to search about a hundred meters in each direction. The truck had disappeared into the darkness when he came across a trail. It shone in the light of the flashlight and spread across a stone and into the sand. Up close, it looked red. A liquid. He touched it with his finger and licked it. Definitely blood. Should he get Olivares? Not yet. He needed more time to think about it. Hopefully it wasn't Jessica's blood. He searched in widening circles, but there was no body.
Mateo exhaled deeply. Someone had been injured here but hadn't died. Unless...the second intruder had picked up the body. Then he must still be nearby. The two had certainly been in contact with each other. Jessica was clever. He swallowed. There were no drag marks to be seen. Had Jessica's companion been carrying her?
Suddenly his gaze fell on a large, three-part stone. Another object! It looked remarkably similar to the one that had disappeared from the truck, but it was much smaller. He picked it up. Ten kilograms at most, he estimated, more like eight. Mateo threw the lump as far as he could. Then he extended the search radius a little further. A small heap emerged in the light of the flashlight. Something glittered. Buckles and carabiners. One parachute in its container, and a second, the spare parachute, badly dented but also unopened.
“Hey, what have we got here?” asked Olivares, startling Mateo. Olivares leaned over the pile. “Definitely still sealed. Something must have gone very wrong.”
“It happens, I suppose.”
“In fact, it's extremely rare for both chutes to fail. The automatic one should have opened. And at first glance, I can't see any reason why it failed. But where is the body?”
“Maybe the intruder survived.”
Olivares shook his head. “Impossible. Even with the emergency chute, I would have expected injuries. But no one could survive that. There aren't even any trees or rooftops here to break the fall.”
“Then why is the body missing?”
“Well, that's obvious. The other one took it. Very good.”
He'd got that far. But why should that be an advantage? “Why good?”
“That tells me they're not professionals. A professional would have been primarily concerned with the mission, not his partner. So they're amateurs, and we can deal with them better. Come on!”
Olivares ran back to the truck. Mateo followed her. They climbed in.
“Dispatch, come in, please.” Olivares probably wanted to inform the major.
“This is dispatch. Have you got anything?” asked Victoria.
“Two parachutes that didn't deploy, but no body.”
“Then the second intruder took it.”
“That was my conclusion too. They must be amateurs.”
“With the body, the other one can't be moving that fast. So he must still be nearby. I'll send a helicopter to help you with the search.”
Crap. More attention. That reduced Jessica's chances, if she really was still alive.
“Thanks. We'll catch him.”
“Do you need any more help, Olivares? I have two patrols...”
“No, we'll be fine.”
Olivares wanted to take the credit herself. She certainly had career plans.
“Whatever you say,” Victoria replied. “But watch out, amateurs are always good for a surprise. Dispatch over and out.”
That sounded a bit like a threat. Olivares probably understood it that way too, because she scrunched up her brows. Mateo was also worried, but for different reasons.
“We'll find the guy, Mateo,” she tried to reassure him. “He made a mistake once, so a second one will follow, especially if we get on his tail.”
Or her. Mateo couldn't quite bring himself to give up hope that Jessica could have survived. Not until he had seen her dead body.

THE HELICOPTER HAD ARRIVED. “FINALLY!” shouted Olivares. The all-encompassing darkness up here had repeatedly granted the fugitive asylum. Although the truck's headlights peeled cones of light out of the blackness, they were obviously easy to avoid. Mateo was relieved every time they found something that turned out to be a pile of stones.
But the helicopter had one huge advantage—an infrared camera.
“Olivares? We've got him,” a voice reported from the radio. “He's heading southwest towards an antenna. Pretty fast. Didn't you say he was probably carrying a body?”
A blinking dot appeared on the truck navigator's map, moving.
“He must have dumped his buddy somewhere.”
“Should we look for it?”
“No, he's dead anyway. We need to catch the one that's running.”
“He's approaching an antenna. We can't land there.”
“Roger that, heli. We'll take it from here. I see the antenna. Mateo, go!”
Mateo artificially prolonged his moment of shock, but at some point, he had to react if he didn't want to attract attention. He steered the truck quickly, but not at maximum speed, in the direction indicated by the navigation system.
Then the dot disappeared from the screen. The headlights illuminated the base of an antenna.
“The fugitive is in the infrared shadow of the antenna!” Olivares shouted. She pulled out her gun and ripped open the door while Mateo was still braking, then jumped out. He followed her as soon as the truck stopped, ran towards the antenna...and that was when he saw her. It was Jessica. The truck headlights shone right into her face, which was covered with dark spots. She threw her arms up. Olivares aimed at her and fired. Jessica collapsed.
Mateo ran to her. He checked her breathing. She was alive!
“Here, tie her up with these.” Olivares threw him some cable ties.
“Did you have to do that?” he asked.
“Yes, it's better for her and for us. She would only cause us trouble.”
Mateo looped a cable tie around Jessica's wrists and secured her feet with another one. Meanwhile, Olivares removed the small spikes from her body, which were hanging from thin metal threads. Mateo picked up the unconscious body and threw it over his shoulder. Jessica was lighter than the strange object.
“Something's not right here,” Olivares said. She looked around but apparently didn't see anything.
“What's wrong?”
Olivares removed the used cartridge from her taser and inserted a new one from her belt.
“This skinny girl was supposed to be carrying a corpse? And did you look at her face?”
Yes, he had, and the sight terrified him. It looked as if someone had beaten Jessica up. Were those injuries from the fall? But how had she survived?
“What do you think, Olivares?”
“I think there were three, not two. Two men, one woman. There was a fight. Hence her injuries. Maybe she got scared and wanted to get out. Poor girl.”
“But only two intruders were registered.”
Olivares didn't answer but ran ahead to the truck. Mateo loaded the handcuffed Jessica onto the back of the vehicle.
“I'll come and get you in a minute,” he whispered in her ear, having felt her tense up.
Then he climbed into the driver's seat. Olivares was already on the radio.
“But there must be someone else here,” she said. “Let me take a look around.”
“No, there were only two infrared contacts,” the major contradicted her. “One crashed. You caught the other one. Now bring me the girl. I want to question her. The body has probably cooled down enough that we won't be able to find it with the infrared camera. But they won't run away. When the sun comes up, we'll have them.”
“But...”
“Olivares, that's an order.”
“Understood. Olivares out.”
She put the radio back in her pocket, gritted her teeth and sat up straight.
“Trouble?” asked Mateo.
“I hate it when I'm not allowed to finish my job properly. Besides, my back hurts.”
“The seat can be reclined,” Mateo informed her.
Olivares fumbled around on the seat and found the right button. The backrest slowly moved backwards.
“That feels good.” She jerked back and forth. Then she reached for her belt, removed the taser and placed it in the center console.
“You can drive, Mateo. The major is expecting us.”
This was his chance. The taser was loaded and within reach. All he had to do was grab it. It would buy them time. It would take twenty minutes to get to the security headquarters. In half an hour, Victoria would start worrying, but he could stall her for a while longer.
Mateo reached for the taser, held it over Olivares' chest and pulled the trigger. The officer had closed her eyes and didn't open them again, even as she was shaken by spasms. When her muscles went limp, he used the remaining cable ties to tie her up. This time he pulled tight. Olivares would certainly know how to get rid of ties that were too loose.
He loosened the spikes and took another cartridge from Olivares' belt. Then he got out, went to the passenger door, opened it and dragged the unconscious woman out of the cabin. Whew. She must be twenty kilograms heavier than Jessica, although you couldn't tell by looking at her. Pure muscle mass. In a fair fight, he wouldn't have stood a chance. But what was fair? He didn't carry her over his shoulder but dragged her across the sand by her upper body while her feet dragged along the ground. With the last of his strength, he maneuvered her onto the truck bed.
“What have you done?” Jessica asked.
That was a good question. He grinned, although he didn't feel like it. If this got out, he'd lose his job. How would his family live then? He shook his head. They didn't have time. He could think about that later. He just hoped Cristina could forgive him.
“We have about half an hour,” he said. “I hope you know what to do with it.”
He took his pocketknife and cut the cable ties on Jessica's feet. She had already freed herself from the ties on her hands.
“Come on!”

“DO YOU HAVE...OXYGEN?” Jessica asked as they sat in the cab.
“No. Olivares didn't need it. Did you have some? We could...”
“Here’s the plan. If we only have half an hour, take me to the antenna controls.”
Jessica leaned back. Her breathing was shallow. Her face looked terrible. The blood seemed to have dried, though.
“You still have to try to breathe deeply.”
“Easy to say when you're all bruised from the impact.” She grabbed the seatbelt and held it away from her body as the car bounced over some rocks. Even under her bloody wounds, she looked pale.
“So you really survived a crash without a parachute?”
“It was my fault. I should be dead by now.”
“But?”
“The cloud helped me somehow.”
“Did it catch you?” That sounded very unrealistic. Mateo wasn't a meteorologist, and as a child he had liked to imagine clouds as soft as featherbeds, but those were old wives' tales.
“Indirectly. A thin canopy formed around my body, which slowed me down."
“Not entirely successfully.” He pointed at her face.
“I suppose it thought I was just as robust as those three-part objects and calibrated the braking effect accordingly. But that wasn’t quite enough for a human.”
It sounded understandable, though. The stones played an important role.
“Nobody’s going to believe you.”
Jessica shook her head briefly, but then grimaced in pain. “After we landed, I saw the canopy contract. Do you know what happened to it?”
“A three-part stone.”
“You found it.”
“Yes, near your parachute. I tossed it away so Olivares wouldn't get any ideas.”
“Unfortunately my phone is broken, or I would have filmed it.”
“Who was the second intruder?” asked Mateo.
Jessica sighed. “Juan. A guy I met at the airport in Calama before I met your father.”
“He arranged for a plane?”
She told him about the crazy plan. A hot air balloon! Hopefully his children never came up with such daring ideas! Her parents were really lucky that they would only find out about it afterwards.
“Have you heard anything about Juan?” she finally asked.
“No. But it looks good for him. Everyone assumes that one of the two intruders died. And the other one is with me and Olivares, in the truck bed. So they're not looking for him anymore.”
“All the more reason for them to search for the truck as soon as they get suspicious.”
Mateo nodded. “We've got less than half an hour. I hope you have a good idea what we can do with it.”



  
Chapter Eighteen  

JESSICA NODDED. “YES, I HAVE A PLAN.”
Mateo looked at her curiously. She would have preferred him to concentrate on their surroundings, but she couldn't be angry with him. After all, he had saved her and risked his future and that of his family to do so.
“As I slowly came to in the back of the truck, I had an epiphany. Everything that's happening here isn't happening by chance. Someone brought this cloud, which is connected to everything, here. During my internship, I even found two candidates who could be behind it. But events unfolded so quickly that I wasn't able to investigate.”
“I'm sorry, but we don't have time for lengthy research.”
“We don't need that either. I've built on the idea I had back then. The astronomer I suspected, a certain Jordan Taylor, is very interested in the composition of meteorites. Above all, however, he’s repeatedly found life in them—extraterrestrial life, he believes. Taylor works in the Santiago office. I picked out his picture at the time. He looks like a nice guy, a bit nerdy, with glasses and a bald spot.”
“And how does that help us?”
“I was briefly in Santiago before I came here. I didn't meet him there.”
“That doesn't mean anything.”
“Not normally. But imagine doing everything you can to make contact with extraterrestrial life. Nobody believes you, and yet you manage it. Somehow, you direct a cloud here.”
“It's the Kordyzep clouds.”
“Oh, the Kordylewski Clouds?”
Mateo nodded.
“Fine, you're about to make a life-changing discovery. Would you want to experience it from afar, from Santiago?”
“Absolutely not.”
“Jordan Taylor must be here. And if he is, he's in antenna control.”

HOPEFULLY HER PREDICTION WAS CORRECT. As they approached the AOS buildings, they could see many floodlights. Apparently, the area was shielded.
“Stop the truck and turn off the headlights, please.”
Mateo stopped. Jessica unfastened her seatbelt and opened the door.
“What are you up to?” asked Mateo.
“Disguise.”
“Ah, very good. Do you need any help?”
“No, I'm fine.”
She got out, but as she stepped onto the ground, she sank to her knees. Mateo was with her shortly afterwards and helped her up. She leaned on his arm for a moment.
“We have to,” she then said.
Mateo led her around the truck. The officer who had accompanied him was awake, and swearing in Spanish.
“I'm sorry,” Mateo said, “but we need your uniform, Olivares.”
The woman resisted, but two of them managed it. The uniform was a little too big for Jessica, especially the boots. But that wouldn't be noticeable at night. They also took her badge. Jessica then put her own clothes on the other woman.
“Let me get something from the cab real quick,” said Mateo.
He came back with a blanket. Olivares smiled gratefully. It was really cold out here. However, when he unwrapped the duct tape, she shook her head vigorously.
“Please don't. Not up here.”
“Got to be done,” said Mateo.
Jessica felt sorry for the woman. The idea of only being able to breathe through her nose was enough to make her breathless. But if she could speak, she would give them away.
“We'll hurry,” she promised. “As soon as we get through the checks, we'll take it off you.”
Mateo looked at her and shook his head slightly. He was probably right. They couldn't leave the woman in the truck bed at AOS without a gag.

“ID!” the gunman ordered. The time had come. Mateo handed out his and Olivares' ID cards. The man scanned them both and nodded. “Go on!”
Phew. Jessica leaned back. That was easier than she’d expected. So far. Mateo drove through the complex. The armed man had checked them at the height of some container-like weather stations. Behind them was a large hall with a domed roof. This was followed by a somewhat smaller building that had a flat extension with a shed roof, which was adjoined at the front by a tent-shaped structure of aluminum and glass with floor-to-ceiling, mirrored glass windows. It must give a great view over the desert and the antenna field.
Mateo drove on. On the other side was a kind of garage for visitors' vehicles. He parked the truck so that it was almost hidden by a black minivan. They got out.
“What do we do with Olivares?” asked Jessica.
“We can't take her gag off.”
“What if we put her in the cab?”
“You've got about fifteen minutes left."
“Still.” The idea of the woman suffocating while they searched for Taylor gave her goosebumps.
Mateo nodded. “Okay.” She helped him push the bound body off the truck bed. A dark stain spread between her legs. She felt sorry for Olivares. Mateo carried the officer to the driver's door and pushed her inside. Olivares didn't move, but she was still breathing. From the passenger door, Jessica tore off the tape. The sound was terrible.
Mateo locked the truck. “Actually, you should hardly be able to hear anything,” he said.
Jessica nodded. If Olivares betrayed them, it would be her fault. But this way the woman was reasonably warm and could breathe normally.

AN AIRLOCK LED into the building. Behind it, the air pressure was almost normal. Jessica felt as if she had been given a drug. Suddenly the heavy fatigue disappeared. Where could Jordan Taylor be? If he had come here on purpose, he would certainly secure the best seat in the house. And that would definitely be in the large hall with the panoramic wall of floor-to-ceiling windows.
At first, Jessica was startled when she realized how many people were here. It was the middle of the night, but of course observation conditions were better at night than during the day. Nevertheless, the hall still looked almost empty, just because of its size. A continuous, broad wooden balustrade ran along the windows, which the staff used as a desk. Fifteen or so people were sitting there, typing or otherwise fiddling with screen contents. There was nothing to see of the landscape.
She approached the nearest person, a young man with very short hair. “I'm looking for Jordan Taylor,” she said in Spanish.
“Oh, excuse me, what? I'm new here.”
She repeated the question in English.
“I'm afraid I don't know him. Maybe you could ask Dick over there?”
“Thanks for the tip.”
“Would you like to have breakfast with me today? I don't know anyone here yet.”
Jessica smiled. “That's a good idea. At eight?”
The man nodded. “I'm Jim.”
“See you later then, Jim.”
She walked as unobtrusively as possible to the nearest astronomer. “You must be Dick,” she said.
He pushed his reading glasses forward onto his nose and looked her up and down.
“Says who?”
“Jim.” She pointed to her date, who she would unfortunately miss. Jim waved.
“All right, then. I'm Dick. What do you want?”
The older man kept squinting at his screen.
“Sorry to bother you, but I'm looking for Jordan Taylor.”
“Taylor, Taylor ... wait a minute. Isn't that the stand-in for Giuseppe?” Dick looked across the room. His gaze lingered on another man. “Hey, Tanako!”
Someone whispered, “Shh.” The person addressed turned around. “Yes?”
“Taylor, is he here for Giuseppe?”
At that moment, a lanky man walked across the room. He was holding a steaming cup in one hand and a croissant in the other. Jessica thought she smelled coffee. The man paused when he heard the question and turned around. But he hadn't expected to see Mateo standing at the exit, shaking his head. The man remained standing, undecided.
“Thanks, Dick,” said Jessica and ran over to him.

“HI, JORDAN,” she greeted him as if they were old friends. She maneuvered him toward Mateo. Jordan had been following obediently so far. Apparently, he couldn't quite figure out what she was doing here yet.
“Is there an office here where we can talk undisturbed?” she asked.
“It's in your interest, too,” Mateo said. Jessica saw him briefly open his jacket so that Jordan could see the gun.
“Yes, there are offices. Most of them are free.”
“Wonderful.”
They left the room and turned left, entering a narrow hallway. Doors lined the walls on both sides. Jessica opened the first one she saw. Behind it was a small, windowless office with a desk and chair. No wonder no one wanted to work in here.
Mateo knocked on the wall. It sounded hollow. They would have to be quiet.
“Please sit down,” Jessica said.
The man took a seat on the chair. She sat down on the desk across from him. Mateo leaned against the door.
“You know why we're here?” Jessica asked.
The man smiled, but it didn't seem conceited, more like insecurity.
“I can guess. You're the intruders.”
“I'm an intruder,” Jessica said. “This guy here just got caught up in it by accident.” If she was going to be exposed, she wanted to take as much of the blame as possible. “And you are responsible for the cloud appearing here.”
“You could say that. But I never wanted this to happen.”
“What do you mean?”
“The accumulation. I'm no exobiologist, but I mean the process by which extraterrestrial cells combine with terrestrial life.”
“I'm sorry? What are you talking about?”
“Did you really think you were smarter than the numerous scientists doing research here?”
“Slow down, Jordan. You lured the cloud here by secretly manipulating the antennas, and you're still holding it here.”
“The first part is correct. I’ve long suspected that life could have originated in the Kordylewski Clouds. The meteorites I analyzed contained clear traces, and I was able to prove that they must have come into contact with those clouds.”
“But nobody believed you.”
“The data was not sufficiently conclusive, given the scope of the claim. Come on, life in a relatively thin dust cloud? Who would believe such a thing? Life in the solar system is older than the Earth. It originated in the protoplanetary disk.”
“Nobody else is saying that.”
“That's why I had to prove it. Now nobody can deny it.”
“But then you have achieved your goal. Leave the cloud alone. Send it back where it came from.”
“I've been trying to do that for days, but it’s not working. The cloud is actively resisting relocation. I can prove it to you!”
Jessica took a deep breath. It was a relief to be able to get enough oxygen to her brain without getting a headache. Jordan Taylor sounded sincere. He had proven what he wanted to demonstrate. No one could dismiss him as a crackpot anymore, even though the scientific community didn't yet know who to thank for the visit. He had nothing more to gain and everything to lose if his behavior really had led to the contamination of Earthly biology with extraterrestrial biology—with unforeseen consequences.
“This combination you were talking about, how do you determine it?”
“Have you seen one of these objects?”
Jessica nodded.
“Did you notice the white filaments on the left edge? They consist partly of terrestrial bacteria. It’s not clear what causes that. The exobiologists believe that the cells of the cloud are trying to improve their functionality that way."
The three-part objects were really of little use on Earth. The strands showed a certain mobility, but Jessica hadn't recognized any sense in it.
“Is there some kind of consciousness behind this cloud?” she asked.
“Not the way we think of it.”
“What do you mean?” Mateo asked. “Does the cloud have intelligence?”
“It’s more comparable to the intelligence that some biologists ascribe to an ecosystem like a forest. The components work together in a way that benefits the survival of the whole.”
That sounded plausible, but it didn't match her experience.
“I have to tell you something, Jordan. I jumped with a parachute. The system failed, for whatever reason, and you know what saved my life? The cloud. It created a kind of canopy that slowed my fall. I wouldn't have believed it if I hadn't seen it myself.”
Jordan jumped up. Mateo was about to interfere, but she raised her hands in a calming gesture.
“What are you saying? That would be sensational! It would mean that the cloud not only understands its own situation, but also has empathy, can put itself in others’ place. And that it has an interest in ensuring that no harm is done to others. Maybe we can even communicate with the cloud!”
“Slow down, Jordan. How would you make contact with an organism like that? Maybe it would work if the cloud were back at its point of origin—but not here, under time pressure.”
The astronomer sat down again. There was noise from outside. Jessica sensed what was causing it.
“They're after you, aren't they?” Jordan asked.
Jessica ignored the question. “Why can't the cloud move away on its own? Do you have any idea?”
Jordan shrugged. “Maybe it likes it here with us.”
“I don't think so,” Mateo said. “Domingues introduced me to some researchers who talked about their experiments. One of them tried to destroy the three-part objects. That didn't seem to agree with them.”
“What if it's about the samples?” Jordan asked. “The scientists here must have collected quite a few of them.”
That was an interesting thought. Maybe the cloud didn't want to leave any of its material behind? Everything the researchers had found was probably stored in high-security laboratories from which the objects couldn’t escape.
“You could be right,” she said. “Do you have any idea where these substances are stored?”
“There is a specially protected storage area in the large hall here at AOS. You must have seen it.”
The noise outside increased. Mateo came over to her and showed her the key to the truck, which was blinking red and vibrating.
“That's the alarm. It means they've broken into the truck. We can't get out of here.”
“I'll turn myself in,” Jessica said. “Give me the gun. I'll claim I forced you to cooperate with me.”
She was surprised when Mateo actually handed her the stun gun. Somehow she had assumed that he would protest against this idea. But he was right. He had his family to provide for.
“You're a good person, Jessica,” Jordan said.
“That doesn't help me at all right now, but thank you very much.”
“Yes, it could help you. I always assumed that someone would come for me at some point. After all, I hijacked ALMA for a while, even though my research results stand on their own.”
“And?”
“I planned my escape thoroughly. There's a secret exit in the toilet block. You could escape through that.”
“She won't get far on foot,” Mateo said. “They have helicopters with infrared search devices.”
“Can you ride a motorcycle?” Jordan asked.
“I don't have a license for it, but I've practiced in secret from time to time.”
Jordan reached into his pocket and pulled out a chip. “This is the key to a green Kawasaki. You just have to have it on your person to start it.”
“And how does it get out of the restricted area?”
“That was the weak point in my plan. I assumed I could get out in time. If the people at the gate don't know I'm wanted, they'll let me through, I thought.”
Mateo slapped her on the shoulder. “The uniform should help you a little. Maybe you can get them to think you're Olivares. You speak good Spanish, don't you?”
Jessica nodded. It wasn't her plan, but she didn't want to worry Mateo.
“Give me your phone, Jordan.”
“What? This is brand new. An iPhone 20!”
“Please, Jordan. I promise I'll give it back.”
“I could just take it from you,” Mateo said.
“All right. But you'll take good care of it?”
He handed it to Jessica, staying just out of Mateo's reach.
“Thank you. What's the code?”
“0412.”
She punched in the numbers. The sounds were getting closer. Hopefully they would give her a few more minutes. The phone unlocked. However, the signal strength indicator showed only one bar. She took a deep breath. Then she typed a message to Juan. It was a good thing she had memorized his number. She pressed the button to send the message. The familiar sound did not occur. Damn. The single bar had disappeared.
“No reception,” she said.
“It works better outside,” Jordan said.
“Hopefully. Please show me the way.”
They left the office. Jessica paused. “Mateo, you go to the front of the big hall.”
“I'm coming with you. Who else is going to protect you?”
“No. You can buy me a few more minutes in there. Tell them any story you want. I'm on my way to the Correlator to hack it or something. And don't forget that I forced you.”
“All right.”
She gave him a quick hug. “Thank you. Jordan, please show me the way out.”

THE ASTRONOMER HAD TOLD the truth. In one of the men's rooms, a square board had been screwed to the back wall. When they loosened the screws, the excess pressure blew air out of the building.
Jordan said goodbye. “I don't know what you're planning to do, but good luck anyway. I'll lock the toilet from the outside. And if anyone asks, I'll testify that you forced your local friend to cooperate with you at gunpoint. And me, too, of course.”
“Of course.”
Jordan closed the door behind him. It got cold in the toilet and the air thinned. Jessica forced herself to breathe deeply. She climbed through the hole in the wall and found herself in a narrow, unlit shaft. She lit up her phone briefly. On the other side, she saw the large hall that Jordan had mentioned. That must be the building with the domed roof. The substance that had fallen from the cloud to the ground was stored there. She needed to reach the samples. But there was no time to get to the material now. Her pursuers were close behind.
A noise from the cell phone indicated it had finally sent the message. Jessica squeezed through the narrow hallway. Her face was burning. Had her injuries become infected? She hadn't been able to clean them.
The corridor widened. There were narrow windows on one wall. Behind them, Jessica could see kitchen appliances. The corridor curved to the left. She carefully stepped around the ledge, and her heart leaped. Someone had actually parked a motorcycle here! It shimmered green in the light of Jordan's cell phone; the model wasn’t visible in the darkness. Jordan had planned his escape really well.
Jessica got on. It was an electric model. Switching it on and driving off worked like a primitive scooter. She drove out of the gap onto the plain. The noise was not far away. And now? It wouldn't make sense to drive to the gate. Lieutenant Olivares had been found by now. She wouldn't get through even in uniform.
But that wasn't what she wanted at all. The main thing was to distract the pursuers. Perhaps the Correlator really would be a good target. First, because Mateo wouldn't be lying; second, it was far enough away; and third, it was well guarded. There was no way she could reach it unnoticed. Jessica twisted the throttle, and the machine lurched forward with a grinding sound.



  
Chapter Nineteen  

JUAN WAS AT A LOSS. He had been stuck under this antenna for an hour. Every time he had started to move, a helicopter or a search vehicle got in his way. The next antenna was only about two hundred meters away!
Did it all still make sense? Jessica wasn't answering. He had tried to reach her again and again, but she didn't respond to messages or calls. He had almost made it to the center of the facility, but what good would that do? Should he break into one of the buildings? And if so, which one? The one with the domed roof that looked like a large hall? Or the one with the big windows, where the researchers were probably sitting? He would only have one chance. Why hadn’t they come up with a more precise strategy?
Maybe he should give up. Even if he discovered anything, that knowledge would never be able to leave the restricted area. They no longer had the balloon at their disposal. They? Could he even use the plural now? What if Jessica had been injured or even killed during the jump? No, that couldn't be. Then he would be responsible for her death. He should never have let himself be persuaded to obtain the balloon and parachutes.
Jessica couldn't be dead. The frantic activity proved that someone was being searched for. He was invisible as long as he hid under an antenna. They must be tracking Jessica. His respect for her grew by the minute, since she apparently wasn't letting herself be caught. Why didn't she report in? Didn't she have time for that?
His phone vibrated. It was an unknown number with a foreign area code. It was probably a phishing message. Juan was about to delete it without looking when he recognized his name in the preview. Personalized spam was not uncommon, but this message began with the adjective “querido.” Spammers usually chose different forms of address.
He opened the message.
 
“Dear Juan.” 
It was strange, but he almost imagined he heard it in Jessica's voice. That slight American accent; she rolled her Rs very well, but not perfectly. He felt warmth spread through him. Believing in her survival was one thing, but seeing the proof in front of you was quite another.
 
“I don't have much time, so you'll have to do without explanations. Please gain access to the warehouse with the domed roof. You will find a locked room in the southwest corner, where several alien objects are stored. You have to uncover them. I'll distract the pursuers. Don't worry about me. Open the storage room. Hugs. Your Jessica.” 
Juan stared at the text. Your Jessica. Did it mean something, or was it just a conventional phrase? It didn't matter. Now was not the right time to think about that. He would find the storage unit and open it. That was his task. And he wasn't far from the building. The situation had suddenly changed dramatically.

JUAN WAS BREATHING HEAVILY. Jessica had kept her promise—the noise of the searchers was now concentrated in an area further east. He had run anyway to avoid being discovered by chance, and was now leaning against the back wall of the building. It was made of metal. The cold of its surface quickly penetrated Juan's gloves.
And now? He crept around the building, pressed against the wall, until he came to a gate at the front. It was huge and definitely wouldn't open by hand. However, there was a door built into it. Light shone through a small window in the door. Damn. So, the building was probably a workplace as well.
Juan peered through the window. The inside of the hall was lit by powerful lamps. A man wearing a blue helmet was walking across it. He was carrying an oxygen backpack, so the hall was not pressurized. Juan recognized one of the smaller antennas and a huge orange vehicle.
That must be one of the two transporters Jessica had told him about. It had been a crazy idea to try to break through the wall with it. To the left of the transporter, they had erected a kind of house within a house. Was that the storage facility Jessica was talking about? Juan located the building on his mental map. Yes, that was the southwest corner of the hall. The man, who was entering a container on the other side, had probably come from there.
How could he get in? The warehouse had two rolling gates on the longer side. How could he open them? Juan was unarmed. He was physically fit, but he really didn't dare to try and overpower more than one opponent. The man in the helmet left the container again. Presumably there was a toilet in there, because he was walking straight back to the warehouse. If Juan could knock him down from behind, he might be able to take the keys to the roller doors from him.
He tried to open the door through which he had observed all this. It was locked. Damn. He had made it this far, and now a locked door was preventing him from fulfilling Jessica's request. Juan pounded on it. Maybe he could lure the man he had just seen, who had disappeared into the warehouse.
The door the man had used opened again. Two men stepped out. Damn. They must have heard him banging, because now they were coming towards him. Two was one too many. He couldn't afford to be caught. Juan ran around the building and disappeared into the night.
The door opened with a squeak.
He heard footsteps. Sand crunched. The beam of a flashlight wandered through the night.
“Man, it's freezing cold,” one of the men said in Spanish. “Let's go back inside.”
“You heard something, remember?”
“Could have been the ventilation.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yeah, sure."
The footsteps moved away. The door slammed shut with a metallic sound.
And now? Juan took out his cell phone.
“You will find a locked room in the southwest corner where several alien objects are stored. You have to uncover them.”
What did Jessica mean by “uncover”? And how was he supposed to get to the storage room when at least two men were watching it? He dialed the number that had sent the message. This time the call went through.
“Yes?”
It was a woman speaking, but not Jessica.
“Who is this? This is Major Domingues. If you turn yourself in now, I will see to it that you receive a more lenient sentence.”
Juan's hand trembled and he almost dropped the phone. He ended the call. So they had caught Jessica, and in a short time they would know where he was—they just needed to locate his cell phone. How stupid could you be? Should he turn it off, rip out the battery, trample on it? Nonsense. His position was now public. He had to use the time he had left.
He walked to the front door and peered through the window again. The two men had disappeared. He pushed the handle, but the door was still locked.
The transporter. It was a real monster. And Jessica had shown him how to operate it. Would it work up here, too? With numb fingers, he searched for the script she had downloaded onto his phone. He started it up. The program informed him that it would open a hotspot. He gave permission.
 
“Connection established.” 
It worked! Juan pressed the green OK button, and a simple control cross appeared. Left, right, forward and back. It was easier than controlling a drone. He tapped on the forward arrow. Even behind the door, Juan could hear the roar of the diesel engines. Inside the hall, the transporter started to move. Juan looked up. If he broke through the gate, it would collapse and crush him. He had to breach the warehouse first. He let the transporter roll forward a little more, then steered to the right and switched into reverse. The mighty struts built to support the antennas dug into the warehouse wall. A little more. There was a loud crunching noise. A door opened, and four people ran out. One of them tried to enter the driver's cab of the transporter, but it seemed to be locked.
Juan put the vehicle into forward gear again. The transporter dragged the building with it, or at least the front and side walls and the roof. One of the men stood in front of the vehicle and waved. Juan didn't brake. Hopefully the man would be sensible. In a moment, the transporter would... There, at the last second, he jumped aside. And what was that there? Behind the roof that the transporter was pulling forward, the contents of the warehouse came into view. Some of it was covered by tarps, but Juan recognized at least five of the strange, three-part objects.
One of the men came running towards the door where Juan was standing. He had to get out of here. The transporter was picking up speed. Its powerful wheels ground on the smooth floor. If it hit the door, it would rip it off its hinges. But he couldn't go too far or he might lose the connection. No, he wouldn't run away. He had to finish his task. Juan ran over to where the transporter would strike the wall. Faster, faster! His idea was to make the heavy machine break through the wall instead of tearing down the entire front.
But the wall was too sturdy. The transporter came to a halt for a moment. Juan accelerated. Again. Suddenly, there was a hissing sound all around him. It was the rivets that attached the metal gate to the roof, enormous casings crashing to the ground. Deadly projectiles. He kept accelerating anyway. At that moment, the wall tipped over, and the transporter kept coming. It was too late to run. The falling wall would bury him. If he didn't... Yes! He had to reach the transporter. It was the only safe place. Juan sprinted. The transporter moved slowly, since it was dragging the entire metal front with it.
It looked like the hall was becoming unstable. The side walls were shaking noticeably. Nevertheless, Juan let the transporter continue rolling. Twenty meters to go. The wall was coming towards him. Juan gave it his all. He leaped between the transporter's huge tires. He dodged a metal strut coming at him, and then clung to it. The transporter was pulling half the building behind it. Juan heard screams. Hopefully the workers had been able to save themselves! The transporter came to a halt, its engine howling. Juan wanted to turn it off, but he had lost his cell phone. The diesel engines screamed and shrieked. Then suddenly something rattled, and it went completely quiet.



  
Chapter Twenty  

THE WOMAN in uniform sighed and paced the narrow room. Somehow Jessica recognized her walk.
“What are we going to do with you?” she asked.
“They'll send me home once they finally figure out what kind of crap is going on here.”
“If it were only that simple... You come here from your cozy parental home and believe you have a monopoly on the truth. Typical! But we are dealing with a highly complex problem here.”
“That may be. But you've driven the whole affair here to a dead end.”
“What do you know?” The woman raised her voice.
Jessica had forgotten her name—when she had introduced herself, Jessica had been lying face down in the dirt with her arms tied. She rubbed her wrists. Fortunately, the uniformed woman had the restraints removed. “We don't tie up children,” she had said.
She would soon realize how wrong she was. If Juan was successful... If. Hopefully he was okay.
The only door opened. A woman entered. Jessica recognized the lieutenant Mateo had overpowered. Olivares glared at her angrily.
“Major? We have the position. I'll send some teams right away.”
Jessica took a deep breath. Juan had only a few minutes left. He had to find a way to release the objects. She didn't envy him that task. Why had he called her back? The officer's triumphant face had spoken volumes. Presumably he had simply been at a loss.
“Thank you, Olivares. Dismissed.”
They were alone again. The officer approached and pressed Jordan's iPhone into her hand.
“Call your friend. Tell him to give up. He's not much older than you, is he? I don't want to see him get hurt. Look at yourself! You can still get married, have children, and so on. To do that, you need the man alive!”
That was a nice try. She even believed the woman meant well. She seemed to be the motherly type. Maybe she had a daughter her age. But if there was a chance to solve this problem, they had to try. She wasn't going to talk Juan out of it.
Although—she already had. Could he refuse her request? He felt something for her, of that she was quite sure. If she felt the same way, which she wasn't entirely sure about, didn't she have to do everything she could to help him get through this in good health?
“Here, Jessica, try this. He'll definitely listen to you. Our people are armed, and not just with tasers. If he poses a threat, he will be neutralized. And to be clear: he's from around here. That's a lot less trouble than if we were to make you disappear.”
Now the woman sounded much less motherly. Jessica took the phone from her. She dialed Juan's number. The line was clear. Her heart pounded. No one picked up.
“See? He's probably home in bed.”
She handed the phone back. At least she had tried. If anything happened to him, it would ease her conscience. Or not? Nothing must happen to him.
“Jessica, what made you decide to do something so...?”
The door was flung open. An icy wind blew in. Jessica gasped for air. She looked around. Where was the oxygen backpack the officer had given her?
“Victoria, you have to...” Olivares began.
“Major, if it's...?”
“Come out, now, it's important!”
The officer frowned, but said nothing more. She reached for her breathing apparatus and pushed Jessica's into her hand as well.
“Come with me, Jessica. I'm sure you'll be interested in this.”

THE COLD HIT her directly in the face, and Jessica couldn't defend herself. A doctor had treated her wounds after she had been picked up. In the process, some of the scabbed areas had reopened, and Jessica's face was covered with bandages that contracted differently than her skin in the icy wind, tugging at the wounds.
Jessica was about to ask to go back into the building when the officer grabbed her shoulder and turned her around. Her mouth dropped open, and the dry, icy air made her cough.
What she saw was simply magical. In the distance, which was difficult to judge at night, there was a pile of what looked like embers. A deep red glow emanated from them. Jessica couldn't estimate the height of the pile. Behind it, the remains of an artificial wall could be seen. Was that what was left of the great hall? What had happened there?
“What…?”
The question vanished from her mind before she could finish it. It looked as if a wind had blown on the coals. A fine curtain of red dots rose, forming a wavy structure and striving upwards. The northern lights must look something like that, only they never floated so close to the surface. The curtain intensified, glowed briefly, so that the people around her cast black shadows, and then extended into the night sky, before the luminance faded.
Was that the remains of the strange objects saying goodbye? Jessica had no explanation, and she forgot to look for one as the sky began to form fingers. It looked like gods reaching towards Earth. The cloud, till now only visible in infrared, seemed to be activating itself. The gigantic fingers moved towards the glowing curtain. When the two met, the curtain curled around the fingers as if they were picking up scraps of cloth. This made the coals on Earth glow again. More curtain fabric shot into the sky, even the omnipresent Milky Way fading briefly.
The people around Jessica gasped, and she heard herself muttering strange sounds. They were witnessing a unique event in human history, and Jessica was sure everyone here was aware of it, even if it would be hard to describe to an uninitiated person later. She remembered an evening at her grandmother's, who still had a wood stove. They had emptied the ash pan, and when they poured out the ashes, the sparks had flown as thickly as they did here. Only now, time was running backwards.
She hoped Juan could see all this as well. The fact that apparently only one wall of the hall remained frightened her, although the cloud was still just as large and mighty in the sky, summoning her children with glowing fingers, surrounding them and caressing them. Meteorologists would surely find rational explanations—perhaps currents generated by the stored energy suddenly released, creating all these images—but for Jessica it was a powerful experience that needed no explanation, and that she would never forget.

THE COALS SLOWLY WENT OUT. Jessica moved her fingers. They seemed frozen. The officer had a radio to her ear and nodded, her face serious.
“So…the hall collapsed. Damn it.”
The curse came across credibly, and yet Jessica noticed a smile on the woman's face in the glow of the radio's small screen. Was it because of the experience they had just shared?
“Do you know what was responsible for this incredible spectacle?” the woman asked.
Then she nodded.
“Oh, so the fugitive is out of the question?”
She shook her head.
“That's interesting. So those things took over the transporter? And the scientists are trying to tell us it has no intelligence? I call bullshit.”
For a moment, the woman listened. What had she just said? The transporter had been controlled remotely? She had downloaded the script to Juan's cell phone. He must have remembered it just in time! But where was he? Why hadn't they found him?
“Okay, thanks, yes. Please keep me informed.”
The officer ended the call. Then she stepped up next to Jessica.
“There's something I have to tell you, kid.”
Jessica felt hot, even though she was frozen to the bone.
“Your friend... The large gate of the hall has collapsed. Our employees were lucky, but it seems to have caught him. They found the cell phone that was used to call your iPhone. There is no trace of your friend. To lift the gate, we first have to get a crane. That may take a while. You understand what that means?”
Yes, she knew. Juan had given his life to release the strange life form. Because she had asked him to. Jessica could no longer stand up. The officer caught her as she collapsed, and carried her back into the building.

“JESSICA? WAKE UP.”
She opened her eyes and looked at the officer, whose name she still didn't remember. What did she want from her? Jessica was more exhausted than ever.
“There's someone here who wants to see you.”
Jessica looked up. She was in a tiny room with only a bed and a toilet. A cell! The officer was standing next to the bed. In her shadow, she saw...Juan! She sat bolt upright, but the woman stopped her from standing.
“You're still weak. Go back to sleep!”
Juan stepped closer and leaned over her.
“It's good to see you.”
They hugged cautiously, then he let go of her.
“Are you here too...?”
“Locked up?” the officer replied. “No, just like you, he's our guest. Balloon accidents can happen. The wind didn't follow the forecast.”
“Your cell phone...”
Juan took his phone out of his pocket. “They gave it back to me.”
The officer grinned as if she knew something. “Of course, I had it completely reset first. We don't want you taking any secrets from here back home with you. All data has been deleted. All of it.”
“That's a shame,” said Juan. “We took such nice selfies in the balloon when it was still going in the right direction.”
“Well, maybe you can take another balloon ride down in Patagonia. I wouldn't recommend doing it here.”
“A good idea, Ms. Domingues.”
That's right, Domingues was her name. Major Domingues. She seemed like a good person. Who really believed that the transporter had been controlled by the strange objects? Domingues had actively helped them destroy evidence.
“Or you can visit me in my homeland. You're welcome.”
“Oh, are you being kicked out?”
“No, the restriction on the area has been lifted. Jordan Taylor has talked, and the cloud is gone too. I can go back to my family.”
“I'm happy for you,” Jessica said.
“I wish you all the best. Since this is the last time we'll see each other, I'd like to give you something."
The major reached into her pocket and pulled out something white. A string. With seven knots in it. Domingues tossed it to her. Jessica caught it. It was made of cloth. The woman grinned. She had a strange sense of humor.
“I wove it myself from vicuña wool. My daughter wanted a souvenir.”
“Very funny,” Jessica said.
“By the way, an old acquaintance will be taking you home.” Domingues opened the door. Mateo peeked in and waved.
“He'll drive you back tomorrow. His contract is long term, so ALMA is obligated to take him on.”
Jessica leaned back. Her face ached. She counted the knots in her fingers. Vicuña wool. Yakana, as the Likan Antai called it. Was it not considered the life force that gave llamas life?



  
Chapter Twenty-One  

A FINE, white mist emerged from the nozzle of the Kordylewski-One satellite. It looked as if someone had pressed the button on a spray bottle. K-One realigned itself until a second burst in the other direction ended the rotation.
 
Activate main engines. 
The command reached K-One via the large antenna on the side facing the Earth. The control system carried out the ignition. After exactly six minutes and seventeen seconds, the engine switched off. The satellite had attained a new orbit that would take it directly through the Lagrange point L4.
The screen view switched to K-Two. Kordylewski-Two was slightly behind since the satellite had to travel in a slightly different direction, where the Earth was able to give it less momentum. The time remaining until Lagrange Point L5 was reached could be seen on a line at the bottom of the screen. It was just under an hour.
The camera, located at the end of a long boom, zoomed in on the satellite. Like its sibling at L5, it consisted of a metal cube with a red-glowing eye on each side and one on the bow. It would only reveal its true function when it reached the Lagrange points.
The transmission switched back to K-One. A moderator joined the program.
“Hello, this is Norman Washings from NASA TV. I'd like to welcome all our viewers who are just joining us. We are watching the final steps of the approach of the Kordylewski satellite duo to Earth’s famous Lagrange Points, which have not been systematically studied for a long time. That's why NASA has been planning this mission for two years. I hear that groundbreaking insights are expected. We can all look forward to that!”
The NASA logo disappeared again. All eyes were on K-One. The camera switched the view on the bow to a close-up. It was not seen head-on, but at an angle. Suddenly it lit up. The moderator had explained at the beginning that this was a purely optical effect for the viewers. The actual event was taking place in the infrared range, the heat radiation invisible to the naked eye.
The red light glowed steadily for about a minute, then started blinking. The rhythm kept changing.
“What we’re seeing now,” explained the moderator, “are codes based on the fundamental constants of our universe. The researchers believe that this will enable them to create a basis for communication.”
The lightshow continued. After eight minutes, it changed its character; instead of jerky impulses, it now showed swelling and fading gradients, which in turn were replaced by staccato-like impulses. The other two views now switched on as well.
Otherwise, nothing happened. Norman Washings reported twice more, but only to report that the mission scientists continued to hope for success.
Jessica turned off the sound. “I don't think so.”
“A shame,” said Juan, scratching his head. “I would have thought they wouldn't have let this chance slip away.”
Mateo leaned forward in his seat. “Well, if you'd been abducted and imprisoned by aliens, I'm sure you wouldn't want to talk to them either.”
They were sitting in Susana's garden, where a barbecue had been set up. Mateo's wife Cristina was sitting next to the owner of the guesthouse. All the rooms were booked, but the researchers who had rented them were still busy looking for traces of the not-quite-voluntary visit up at ALMA.
Mateo got up, checked the grill and then laid a few corn cobs on it. It already smelled delicious.
“Maybe they shouldn't have tried the abstract codes, but a friendly greeting,” said Juan.
Jessica shook her head. “That wouldn't work. We are so alien to each other! A being that arises from condensation of primeval matter, and we humans—how are we supposed to create common ground?”
“At least it saved you,” said Juan. “It can't be that stupid.”
“I think that was an instinctive reaction. The cloud sensed that something alive was falling in a way that would kill it. The best evidence is that it thought I was just as robust as those boulders.”
Jessica touched her nose. It had long since healed, but sometimes still hurt when touched. She also had a scar on her left cheek from the impact.
“Hey, who wants a steak?” Mateo asked.
Everyone raised their hand—except Jessica.
“What's the matter?” Juan asked.
Jessica pointed at the screen. “Turn it up, please.” Then she realized that she was the one holding the remote control. She turned up the volume.
“THIS IS AN IMPORTANT MOMENT FOR,” the television speaker blared until Jessica turned it down a little. “Mankind. Mark June 16, 2033. K-Two has made contact!”
What exactly did the moderator mean? Did he know something she didn't suspect yet? Ah, he probably had access to the infrared recordings of the satellite. At that moment, however, she saw it herself. A reddish glowing finger had formed in the middle of space. It was as if the cloud knew that humans couldn't see in infrared, so it had deliberately made this construct glow brightly.
The finger moved toward the satellite K-Two. The moderator was silent. Mateo stood rigidly in front of the grill. Juice dripped from the meat on his fork into the flames. Juan reached for Jessica's hand. Susana and Cristina had leaned forward equally far. The finger grew and grew. It enveloped K-Two first. The camera on its boom documented what happened. The finger dissolved into a cloud that soon grew so large that the entire satellite disappeared into it.
Finally, it was the camera's turn. When the cloud reached it, the transmission stopped.




  
Around the campfire  
Dear Readers,
In the summer of 2023, I traveled to Chile with a group of bright minds as part of the ACEAP Ambassador Program, and visited various observatories there. I was particularly impressed by the ALMA site in the Atacama Desert, not least because of its surroundings. Previous ACEAP travelers said that a visit there is life-changing. I can confirm that. In Atacama, you really do feel much closer to heaven. I could immediately understand why the indigenous people there have such a connection to the cosmos. For them, the constellations are much more an extension of life into space than they are for us with our classic star formations.
However, they do not see a particular group of stars as a picture, but the dark space in between. This makes sense immediately once you have seen the twinkling night sky over the Atacama. Dark areas stand out much more there than in our country, where you have to drive away from the big cities to even recognize the band of the Milky Way in the sky. So for the indigenous people, the llama, baby llama, fox or frog are dark shapes in the sky that cover the stars that originally shone there.
As you can see, I am still thrilled by my trip, and I really recommend going on a trip like this yourself. I have traveled a lot, but I can say that Atacama is something very special. The people are peaceful and friendly; even those who don't speak a word of Spanish will get along fine. The area is safe. Chile is a fairly safe country to travel in to begin with, but this applies even more to the highlands.
It's best to arrive from the lowlands by rental car, as this makes it easier to adjust to the altitude than simply getting off a plane. At an altitude of 2500 meters, the air pressure is about the same as in an aircraft cabin. Most people should be able to cope with that. Take advantage of the local tourist attractions and, for example, get an introduction to the cosmology of the Likan Antai. And be sure to take an astronomical excursion—you won't see the stars anywhere in the world as well as you will there.
By the way, here are a few impressions from the trip:
hard-sf.com/links/4526724
I would also like to explicitly thank the organizers of the ACEAP program for allowing me to participate. Registrations for the 2026 program have been open since the beginning of 2025 at:
www.astroambassadors.com/applying/
The Atacama Incident is a standalone volume. However, that doesn't mean we have to say goodbye to the characters forever. Jessica is a promising researcher who will surely go on to have a successful career. If she is doing an internship in Chile in the 2030s, she could well be running an observatory in the 2050s, making exciting discoveries there. I am very excited about that myself.
The next book you will be able to read by me is expected to be The Torn Planet. It will be released by the end of July, approximately.
hard-sf.com/links/4774694
We will be leaving the solar system together with Marchenko! I would be glad if you could join me on this journey! Below you will find a text that introduces you to astronomy in Chile. As always, you will receive an illustrated version if you register for it at hard-sf.com/atacama.
Otherwise, I would like to ask you for a review of The Atacama Incident. You know how important this is for the visibility of the book on the platforms. It's best to just click here:
hard-sf.com/links/4718837
Kind regards
Your Brandon Q. Morris












  
Also by Brandon Q. Morris  
The Luna Monolith
   
Robots are building a colossal telescope on the far side of the moon, with just two people supervising its completion. After a minor incident, these scientists become aware of an obstacle in the lunar soil. It's located outside the area reserved for the hypertelescope and is therefore none of their business.
But their curiosity gets the better of them. The artifact seems to have properties that completely defy physics as they know it. As they investigate, they inadvertently plunge themselves, then the entire solar system, into a terrible, unavoidable whirlwind of events.
Will they manage to make the mysterious black monolith harmless before we all run out of time?
hard-sf.com/links/4542925
Tachyon – The Weapon
   
 
Earth Moon, Great Archive. Chronicler Tsai Yini monitors the tachyon communication system, which transmits data faster than the speed of light. When classified results from an astrobiologist’s research are leaked to her, she cannot believe what she reads. The report reveals that intelligent life forms exist on a tropical planet in the Gliese system.
Their civilization is still in its infancy but revolves around an artifact of unknown origin that seems to influence their body chemistry. But there’s more: the astrobiologist who uncovered this artifact has undergone a baffling evolution of his own, and he’s now en route to Earth!
Yini suspects he carries a danger far greater than anyone could imagine. To stop him, she must make unimaginable decisions that could determine not only her fate but the future of the universe.
For fans of Cixin Liu, Andy Weir, and Frank Herbert, Tachyon: The Weapon delivers a high-stakes adventure where the line between discovery and destruction blurs.
hard-sf.com/links/4238987
The Portal
   
Tyler’s wealth bought him adventures…
…but this time he was in over his head.
Could the legendary underworld be found?
After years of hard work, Tyler built his IT Security company into a massive success. He trusted his people and now it was time to enjoy the fruits of that labor. Everything was perfect until an unexpected discovery. Should they go through the Maya portal?
Adriana’s small diving instruction shop is popular enough with the tourists for her to scrape out a living, but it’s not the life she expected. When she got the call, it seemed impossible. Wasn’t Xibalbá a myth?
In a fantastic world of danger and possibility, two people want to discover the truth, but for entirely different reasons.
Have they opened Pandora’s box?
You’ll love this Portal Science Fiction thriller because the story pulls you in and leaves you guessing about what might happen next.
Get it now.
Portal Science Fiction – an underwater star gate.
hard-sf.com/links/4104350
The Disturbance
   
 
25 years of effort…
…and the first images are a disaster.
Was the entire experiment a failure?
For astronomer Christine, the results didn’t make sense. Everything worked and they should be able to see the beginning of time, but a veil blocks the past. There must be a solution. What could be causing the obstruction?
The data point to the discovery of a black hole.
And it might be moving…
…directly toward earth.
As the stakes grow and with every step forward, more questions that never seemed possible in the world of physics present themselves, Christine has to make a life or death choice.
What will stop the Disturbance?
You’ll love this hard science brain twister, because the suspense and other odd happenings, are brilliantly crafted by physicist/author Brandon Q. Morris.
hard-sf.com/links/2414404
Mobius
   
Tomorrow is yesterday.
It is 2056. Mathematics professor Elisabeth Gabai is fascinated by multi-dimensional forms that have no equivalent in reality. Then, her boss sends her to the site of an artifact that might have come straight from her theories—or from the technology of an advanced civilization.
Twenty-eight years earlier, physicist Max Webber is hell-bent on improving Einstein’s theories of relativity. His latest concept seems flawless, except it predicts the end of humanity. The extinction of Earth can only be prevented if Max can locate a multi-dimensional object. He’s in a hurry; tomorrow will inevitably be too late.
But how is he supposed to accomplish this goal when physics tells us the artifact he seeks cannot possibly exist?
hard-sf.com/links/2526669
The Beacon
   
Peter Kraemer, a physics teacher with a passion for astronomy, makes a discovery that he himself can hardly believe: Stars disappear from one day to the next, with nothing left of them. The researchers he contacts provide reassuring and logical explanations for every single case. But when Peter determines that the mysterious process is approaching our home system, he becomes more and more anxious. He alone perceives the looming catastrophe. When he believes he has found a way to avert the impending disaster, he choses to pull out all the stops, even if it costs his job, his marriage, his friends, and his life.
hard-sf.com/links/1731041
Helium 3: Fight for the Future
   
 
The star system is perfect. The arrivals have undertaken a long and dangerous journey—an expedition of no return—seeking helium-3, essential for the survival of their species. The discovery of this extraordinary solar system with its four gas giants offers a unique opportunity to harvest the rare isotope.
Then comes a disturbing discovery: They are not alone! Another fleet is here, and just as dependent on helium-3. And the two species are so fundamentally different that communication and compromise appear hopeless. All that remains is a fight to the death—and for the future…
hard-sf.com/links/1691018
The Triton Disaster
   
Nick Abrahams holds the official world record for the number of space launches, but he’s bored stiff with his job hosting space tours. Only when his wife leaves him does he try to change his life.
He accepts a tempting offer from a Russian billionaire. In exchange for making a simple repair on Neptune’s moon Triton, he will return to Earth a multi-millionaire, enabling him to achieve his ‘impossible dream’ of buying his own California vineyard.
The fact that Nick must travel alone during the four-year roundtrip doesn’t bother him at all, as he doesn’t particularly like people anyway. Once en route he learns his new boss left out some critical details in his job description—details that could cost him his life, and humankind its existence…
hard-sf.com/links/1086200
The Dark Spring
   
 
When a space probe returns from the dead, you better not expect good news.
In 2014, the ESA spacecraft Rosetta lands a small probe named Philae on 67P, a Jupiter-family comet. The lander goes radio silent two years later. Suddenly, in 2026, scientists receive new transmissions from the comet. Motivated by findings that are initially sensational but soon turn frightening, NASA dispatches a crewed spacecraft to the comet. But as the ship approaches the mysterious celestial body, the connection to the astronauts soon breaks. Now it seems nothing can be done anymore to stop the looming dark danger that threatens Earth...
hard-sf.com/links/1358224
The Death of the Universe
   
For many billions of years, humans spread throughout the entire Milky Way. They are able to live all their dreams, but to their great disappointment, no other intelligent species has ever been encountered. Now, humanity itself is on the brink of extinction.
They have only one hope: The ‘Rescue Project’ was designed to feed the black hole in the center of the galaxy until it becomes a quasar, delivering much-needed energy to humankind during its last breaths. But then something happens that no one ever expected—and humanity is forced to look at itself and its existence in an entirely new way.
hard-sf.com/links/835415
The Enceladus Mission (Ice Moon 1)
   
 
In the year 2031, a robot probe detects traces of biological activity on Enceladus, one of Saturn’s moons. This sensational discovery shows that there is indeed evidence of extraterrestrial life. Fifteen years later, a hurriedly built spacecraft sets out on the long journey to the ringed planet and its moon.
The international crew is not just facing a difficult twenty-seven months: if the spacecraft manages to make it to Enceladus without incident it must use a drillship to penetrate the kilometer-thick sheet of ice that entombs the moon. If life does indeed exist on Enceladus, it could only be at the bottom of the salty, ice covered ocean, which formed billions of years ago.
However, shortly after takeoff disaster strikes the mission, and the chances of the crew making it to Enceladus, let alone back home, look grim.
hard-sf.com/links/526999
Ice Moon – The Boxset
   
All four bestselling books of the Ice Moon series are now offered as a set, available only in e-book format.
The Enceladus Mission: Is there really life on Saturn's moon Enceladus? ILSE, the International Life Search Expedition, makes its way to the icy world where an underground ocean is suspected to be home to primitive life forms.
The Titan Probe: An old robotic NASA probe mysteriously awakens on the methane moon of Titan. The ILSE crew tries to solve the riddle—and discovers a dangerous secret.
The Io Encounter: Finally bound for Earth, ILSE makes it as far as Jupiter when the crew receives a startling message. The volcanic moon Io may harbor a looming threat that could wipe out Earth as we know it.
Return to Enceladus: The crew gets an offer to go back to Enceladus. Their mission—to recover the body of Dr. Marchenko, left for dead on the original expedition. Not everyone is working toward the same goal.
hard-sf.com/links/780838
Proxima Rising
   
 
Late in the 21st century, Earth receives what looks like an urgent plea for help from planet Proxima Centauri b in the closest star system to the Sun. Astrophysicists suspect a massive solar flare is about to destroy this heretofore-unknown civilization. Earth’s space programs are unequipped to help, but an unscrupulous Russian billionaire launches a secret and highly-specialized spaceship to Proxima b, over four light-years away. The unusual crew faces a Herculean task—should they survive the journey. No one knows what to expect from this alien planet.
hard-sf.com/links/610690
The Hole
   
A mysterious object threatens to destroy our solar system. The survival of humankind is at risk, but nobody takes the warning of young astrophysicist Maribel Pedreira seriously. At the same time, an exiled crew of outcasts mines for rare minerals on a lone asteroid.
When other scientists finally acknowledge Pedreira’s alarming discovery, it becomes clear that these outcasts are the only ones who may be able to save our world, knowing that The Hole hurtles inexorably toward the sun.
hard-sf.com/links/527017
Mars Nation 1
   
 
NASA finally made it. The very first human has just set foot on the surface of our neighbor planet. This is the start of a long research expedition that sent four scientists into space.
But the four astronauts of the NASA crew are not the only ones with this destination. The privately financed ‘Mars for Everyone’ initiative has also targeted the Red Planet. Twenty men and women have been selected to live there and establish the first extraterrestrial settlement.
Challenges arise even before they reach Mars orbit. The MfE spaceship Santa Maria is damaged along the way. Only the four NASA astronauts can intervene and try to save their lives.
No one anticipates the impending catastrophe that threatens their very existence—not to speak of the daily hurdles that an extended stay on an alien planet sets before them. On Mars, a struggle begins for limited resources, human cooperation, and just plain survival.
hard-sf.com/links/762824
Impact: Titan
   
 
How to avoid killing Earth if you don't even know who sent the killer
250 years ago, humanity nearly destroyed itself in the Great War. Shortly before, a spaceship full of researchers and astronauts had found a new home on Saturn's moon, Titan, and survived by having their descendants genetically adapted to the hostile environment.
The Titanians, as they call themselves, are proud of their cooperative and peaceful society, while unbeknownst to them, humanity is slowly recovering back on Earth. When a 20-mile-wide chunk of rock escapes the asteroid belt and appears to be on a collision course with Earth, the Titanians fear it must look as if they launched the deadly bombardment. Can they prevent the impact and thus avoid an otherwise inevitable war with the Earthlings?
hard-sf.com/links/1433312



  
Astronomy in Chile  
THE BEST SKY IN THE WORLD
A large number of the world's most powerful astronomical observatories are located in the northern part of the South American country of Chile. What draws science there? Brandon Q. Morris was on a fact-finding mission.
This text could basically consist of a single paragraph, or even a caption for a photo of the Milky Way at night. I took the photo with my own cell phone. It didn't require any sophisticated technology, apart from a tripod for the long exposure, and it shows the sky above the Atacama Desert as seen from the “base station” of the Atacama Large Millimeter / Submillimeter Array (ALMA), which is located at an altitude of about 3000 meters.
Seen with the naked eye, the Milky Way sparkles no less brightly there, although that is the wrong expression. It sparkles distinctly less than when viewed from any location in Germany. Rather, it rests majestically above the observer, like an enormous blanket with many small holes that only insufficiently cover the cosmic fire behind it. In fact, our home galaxy casts shadows at night, without the help of the moon.
The mythology of the indigenous people of this area also suggests how bright it is. They did not see the patterns of glowing dots in the sky that we like to combine into “constellations”. Instead, they noticed the dark spots where, exceptionally, no stars shine. The largest has a shape easily recognized as a llama. Of course, it has a baby llama with it and is accompanied by snakes and frogs, among others, all of which have their own stories of how they ended up in the sky from the Earth's surface eons ago.
These stories are told to us by a member of the Likan Antai, the people who have inhabited the Atacama Desert for much longer than any other Chilean, by the flickering light of a nightly campfire. We are a group of twelve people traveling in Chile as part of the ACEAP program (see below) to take a look behind the scenes of the major observatories. Under the impressive sky of the driest desert in the world, we learn about the role that observing the stars played in earlier times. Even then, people were trying to find an explanation for their existence. For the Likan Antai, it was that a few overly curious members of a space-dwelling people tried to dig their way through the ground at their feet and came across a whole new world. For some time, a rope connected the two spheres, but a malicious magician cut it, and since then humans have been trying to reconnect with the cosmos.
The astronomers working at CTIO, ALMA, VLT and so on would probably explain it less poetically. But of course, they are concerned with the same questions. We now know where we came from: the Big Bang created the universe, stars were formed from hydrogen and helium and died in powerful explosions that gave birth to new stars and, above all, new elements such as oxygen, nitrogen, calcium, iron...from which planets were formed, on which plants and animals eventually emerged. We are completely made of substances that were synthesized in a solar fire at some point, that's clear, but nevertheless important questions remain: Why do we exist at all? Why didn't the universe annihilate itself right after its birth? We hope to find the answers to these questions with the help of the observatories that the worldwide research community, together with the Chilean state, has placed in the heights of the Chilean mountains.
Why Chile of all places? The undisturbed night sky is the first and most important answer. At an altitude of 3000 meters, about a third of the atmosphere that causes the typical twinkling of stars is already missing. At 5000 meters, where the ALMA antennas are located, the air pressure is half of what it is at sea level. In addition, the Atacama Desert is very dry. Water vapor is a real hindrance, especially in the wavelengths in which ALMA conducts research. Two high mountain ranges shield the desert from clouds that could drift over from the Amazon to the east or from the Pacific to the west.
But the Chilean state, which has made it possible for the research institutions to invest, is also helpful. A law is currently being passed that should permanently limit light pollution. And finally, the institutions are also helping themselves by using the available resources carefully. At ALMA, for example, a conscious decision was made not to meet the water demand from a dedicated deep well, but to buy water from further afield. In addition, safeguarding the heritage of the indigenous people plays an important role.
For the Likan Antai and other inhabitants of the Atacama, but also in northern Chile in general, astro-tourism has become an important source of income. Agencies everywhere offer night tours, with large signs reading “Astronomer available today”. At the high school we visited in San Pedro de Atacama, the local tourist center, there is a special class where students are introduced to a career in tourism. The young people were already quite knowledgeable about astronomical topics. Incidentally, most observatories offer their own visitor programs, free of charge (see below).
However, a visit to the region—and to Chile in general—is not only worthwhile for astronomy fans. The beauty of the landscape and the cultural richness are immense. In addition, there is a well-developed infrastructure and a fairly high level of public safety. You may need to bear in mind that the country stretches from north to south over many thousands of kilometers. So, if you visit several different regions, you will need to allow for travel days. The trip of the ACEAP ambassadors was also interrupted by necessary travel days. At least this gives the opportunity to absorb many impressions. Besides, I really needed a rest from the great heights. Speaking of which, you should always consult your medical provider before starting your journey.
Why astronomy in Chile? An important factor is probably the people. The taxi driver who picked me up at the airport immediately offered his help (completely free) should there ever be any problems in his country. We found the inhabitants always helpful and friendly and not intrusive, even though the country, like any other, has its own problems. Even if you don't speak a word of Spanish, you should consider the sky above the driest desert in the world as a candidate for your bucket list.
What is the ACEAP-Program?
The abbreviation stands for “Astronomy in Chile Educator Ambassadors Program”. It is organized by AUI and AURA, which operate observatories in Chile for the USA, and is funded by the American National Science Foundation. The program brings together amateur astronomers, planetarium staff and educators from the USA and other countries. The “ambassadors” gain a comprehensive insight into how science is conducted at the observatories in Chile and how they are used. After their return, the ambassadors pass on their experiences and the available resources to the public. The author traveled at his own expense.
Weblink: https://www.astroambassadors.com
The most important Chilean observatories
Chile is home to the elite of astronomical observation facilities. But if you are planning a visit, don't forget the smaller ones. Tourists are more likely to be kept away from cutting-edge technology than from solid instruments that are still in constant use. The panoramic round trip on the 4-meter Blanco telescope on Cerro Tololo, for example, will remain in the SPACE reporter's memory, as will the ascent on the antenna transporter “Otto” at ALMA. All tours are free of charge! However, you will usually have to travel there in your own rental car, which is quite affordable and safe in Chile.
Abbreviation: ALMA
Name: Atacama Large Millimeter / Submillimeter Array
Location, altitude: Chajnantor Plateau, Atacama, 5100 m (Antennas) / 3000 m (Visitor Center)
Wavelengths: Above infrared to radio
Special feature: ALMA is an international project run jointly by Europe, the USA and East Asia
Tours: Planned to resume 2025
Abbreviation: ELT
Name: Extremely Large Telescope
Location, altitude: Cerro Armazones, 3060 m
Wavelengths: Optical, near and mid-infrared
Special feature: Still under construction—the world's future largest optical telescope (39 m)
Tours: Expected after completion
Abbreviation: VLT
Name: Very Large Telescope
Location, altitude: Cerro Paranal, 2635 m
Wavelengths: Optical, near and mid-infrared
Special feature: The VLT is easily recognizable by its unusual shape. It consists of four 8 m telescopes that can be connected.
Tours: Every Saturday, two tours with 80 seats each, booking via eso.org
Abbreviation: CTIO
Name: Cerro Tololo Inter-American Observatory
Location, altitude: Cerro Tololo, 2200 m
Wavelengths: Optical, near and mid-infrared
Special feature: The Victor M. Blanco telescope (4 m) is equipped with the Dark Energy Cam, a camera with enormous resolution.
Tours: Every Saturday, two tours with 42 seats each, booking via noirlab.edu
Abbreviation: Gemini-South / SOAR / Vera Rubin
Name: Southern Astrophysical Research
Location, altitude: Cerro Pachón, 2713 m
Wavelengths: Optical, near-infrared
Special feature: The exciting new Vera Rubin telescope is almost complete. It will carry out a comprehensive survey of the southern sky.
Tours: A 25-seat tour every Saturday, book via noirlab.edu.
Abbreviation: NTT / HARPS
Name: New Technology Telescope / High Accuracy Radial Velocity Planet Searcher
Location, altitude: La Silla, 2400 m
Wavelengths: Optical, near-infrared
Special feature: ESO tested the technologies for VLT at NTT. HARPS searches for exoplanets.
Tours: Every Saturday, two tours with 40 places each, booking via eso.org
Abbreviation: GMT
Name: Giant Magellan Telescope
Location, altitude: Las Campanas, 2516 m
Wavelengths: Optical, mid-infrared
Special feature: The GMT (25 m) is still under construction, but the Magellan telescopes at 8 m each are interesting twins
Tours: Every Tuesday and Thursday, two tours with ten places each, booking via lco.cl




  
Excerpt: Tachyon – The Weapon  
Gliese 163 c
A light gray swirl made its way towards a yellow stripe, which peeked through a dark blue plain. It looked harmless, but only because Mark Decker was looking at it from an altitude of over 200 miles. The swirl was a full-blown tropical storm that had chosen the new research base as its target. Damn it! Why did the weather have to conspire against them now of all times?  
An alarm sounded behind him, its melodic ringing not entirely serious despite the danger. He pushed himself away from the station’s porthole and floated to where the instruments were mounted on a shelf halfway to the cockpit. He skillfully turned his body, kicking against the shelf and holding on, searching for the source of the signal. There was none to be found, because a whole choir was calling for help. Without exception, every instrument connected to the space station via radio warned of the impending danger. The pressure had fallen to unprecedented lows, the air contained too much moisture and too much sulfur dioxide — the temperature had risen above 120 degrees and the wind had stopped. 
That frightened him. The research station was right in the eye of the storm. If it developed as feared, the work of the last few weeks would be for nothing. Above all, Tailin and Roger, who had set up and calibrated the instruments earlier, were in danger. They should have ascended into orbit in the Hopper hours ago.
He floated over to the radio. 
“Roger, this is Albatross-1. The storm really doesn’t look good.” 
“I can tell by the air pressure, Mark.” 
“Then why aren’t you in the Hopper?” 
The Hopper was a methane-powered shuttle that they used to travel between the surface and the space station. 
Roger sighed, “It’s not up to me.” 
He had already expected that. Tailin never could tear herself away from an issue. Some instrument was still not working at full capacity, and she couldn’t simply leave it at that. 
“Tailin, can you hear me? This is your husband speaking.” 
“I don’t want to hear it,” she replied. 
At least she was talking to him. That was a good sign. Sometimes she was so focused on her work that she didn’t communicate with anyone. 
“This is the commander of the Albatross-1, Mark Decker. Board the Hopper immediately. That’s an order.” 
“Yes, sir, commander sir. I just need to attach this last conductor loop.” 
He imagined her fiddling with an open computer to correctly read a measuring device. The new base they had set up was supposed to function autonomously, like all the others they had distributed around the planet. 
“Can we move a little faster? The storm is right on top of you.” 
“It’s coming along as fast as it can. There are a lot of prickly cherry bushes in the way.” 
What? There were obviously no plants growing in the station! 
“What the hell are you doing, Tailin?” 
“I’m moving the conductor loop. I explained that to you. Have you even been listening to me?” 
Conductor loop, now he remembered. They had been talking about a new project that Tailin wanted to use to measure the magnetic field of Gliese 163 more precisely. To do this, she needed wire loops laid out around the autonomous stations. But they hadn’t even made a decision about the project yet. 
“Are you talking about the measuring loops for the magnetic field?” he asked. 
“Yes, exactly. The neutralizers didn’t clear the area around the station very well.” 
She wasn’t kneeling on the floor of the station but crawling around somewhere out in the jungle. And all the while a full-blown storm was approaching. At least under these circumstances the cerants weren’t active; they were small, annoying, predatory insects that pounced on warm-blooded creatures. If the air pressure fell below a certain level, they retreated underground. Clever little parasites. Mark scratched his elbow where Roger had cut one of the beastly insects out of him a few days ago. If it wasn’t treated, they would multiply under the skin until there was nothing left. 
He floated back to the porthole, but left the radio’s microphone activated so that Tailin could hear him. The gray swirl was now almost black.
“Tailin, you have to get out of there. The storm is about to hit you. We haven’t even finalized that project yet!” 
“You said I could start it if I had time to spare,” replied Tailin. “The moment seemed favorable because I don’t have to watch out for cerants due to the low pressure. Well… I didn’t expect the prickly cherries to shed their fruit already, but you can remove the thorns for me later.” 
“If you don’t go to Roger in the Hopper soon, you won’t be around for anyone to pull thorns out of.” 
“I’m going to finish this. You’ve always said yourself that you have to finish what you start.” 
“Tailin, that was about the beer from the synthesizer. It would have gone stale if you’d left it.” 
“It’s still a true saying.” 
“Not when there’s a huge storm on your doorstep!” 
“If you wouldn’t keep distracting me, I’d be done by now, Mark.” 
“You’re going in the Hopper now. That’s an order!” 
Tailin made no response. What was he supposed to do? She was going to kill them both – herself and Roger. He couldn’t let that happen. He was the commander of this mission. If only Claire and Karima had returned! Tailin might listen to them. But they were on their way with the TransVec to Planet d. He wasn’t expecting them back for another two weeks or so. 
“Roger, can you hear me?” he asked. 
“Loud and... well, there’s a bit of static.” 
“Tailin’s ignoring my orders.” 
“Oh boy, she’s too stubborn. Hold on, I’ll go out and fetch her.” 
“No, Roger, on the contrary. I hereby give you permission to take off with the Hopper. You might still make it.” 
“You want me to leave your wife alone out there in the jungle? Are you sure that’s what you want?” 
“No, of course not. But as commander, I’m responsible for all of you. Just because she happens to be my wife, I can’t let her put you in danger along with her!” 
“That’s very honorable, Mark. But I won’t abandon a colleague, even if she’s doing something stupid.” 
Mark was relieved but didn’t want to admit it. Of course he wanted nothing more than for Roger to get Tailin to safety. He was frustrated that his wife was forcing him to make such decisions. This was going to result in a serious conversation, and a warning. 
“Mark? I’m going out now to look for her.” 
“Thanks, Roger.” 
Mark tried again on Tailin’s private frequency. She didn’t answer, nor did she answer on the public one. He heard several loud crashes over Roger’s channel. It was thundering down there. Hopefully Tailin had taken shelter in the station. The computing core was there in a hut about the size of a camping bus, and thankfully it had emergency supplies. 
“Roger, are you there?” 
No answer. He must have left the area where the Hopper served as a radio relay. The spaceship was always parked a little ways from the station so as not to attract the attention of the local wildlife. The instruments were secured even against the giant multifeet, but all it would take was for a largemaw to do its business on a transmitter dish to misalign them. 
“Roger, please get in touch if you can hear me.” 
There was static, then the repeated crackling of electrical discharges. Major storms and thunderstorms were the order of the day on Gliese 163c. The planet orbited close to the inner boundary of the habitable zone around its star, which pumped its considerable atmosphere full of energy. Roger, who had a soft spot for ancient history, had suggested the name Adad, after the Mesopotamian storm god. Mark cracked his knuckles. They had passed the suggestion on to the Ministry of Science on Neomars, but a reply wasn’t expected for another few years. By that time they would probably be on their way back.
“Roger, Tailin, I’m waiting for a response.”
The gray swirl produced blue and white patterns in rapid succession. It was lightning, as Mark could hear from the crackling on the radio channel. Adad never made it easy for them. The electricity in the atmosphere had killed a number of devices with modern electronics. That was why they were now using analog technology, and every research station on the surface had a Faraday cage to keep it safe.
Should he get the second Hopper ready? It was intended for emergencies only, but this certainly looked like it might be one. The question was whether he would help Tailin and Roger at all by putting himself in danger. If the storm hadn’t moved on, he couldn’t land safely.
Mark switched off the microphone.
“Come on, Roger, some sign of life would be nice,” he grumbled to himself and sighed. “You too, Tailin.”
He pushed himself away from the porthole and momentum carried him to the airlock. He could at least prepare the emergency Hopper. He opened the transparent flap inside the airlock that hid the emergency door release, clinging to a strut with his feet and turning the latch 90 degrees. He repeated this with a second flap at knee height. Now he was able to pull open the emergency exit.
“Emergency exit open,” the station reported as programmed.
The second Hopper had exactly five seats, so that the entire crew of the station could get to safety. However, these were no ordinary seats. Rather, Mark saw five circularly distributed oval compartments in front of him, padded all around the inside. He had to get in legs first. Each passenger traveled separately from the others and had their own life support system and controls. If the Hopper was struck by an object on one side, the other passengers would still survive and be able to get to safety.
The light switched on in one of the compartments. The station knew, of course, that there was only one person on board. Mark hesitated. The storm was still raging. It was too early to launch. He left the airlock again.
“Emergency exit open,” the space station complained.
Mark floated to the porthole. The storm was no longer directly over the base, but the lightning had not yet subsided. He activated the microphone.
“Tailin, Roger, this is Mark. Please come in! Tell me you’re all right!”
Mark wiped sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand. Please say something! Hopefully, it was just the static from the storm masking radio traffic. He tapped the microphone again. The speaker responded with hissing and crackling. Damn. Mark hit the inside wall of the station so hard the heel of his hand hurt.
“Emergency exit open.”
“Yes, I know,” he said.
The station didn’t answer. The control system was only programmed to annoy him with its announcement.
“Station, create log entry,” he ordered.
A symbol confirmed that the station was listening to him.
“This is the commander of the exobiology research station orbiting Gliese 163c, Mark Decker. Two crew members are in danger on the surface of the planet. I am using the emergency Hopper to go assist them. Log entry complete.”
Another symbol confirmed that the station had recorded everything. At least it wasn’t giving him any clever advice.
“Emergency exit open.”
Except the obvious. Mark huffed in an attempt to ease the pressure building up inside him. He had to do something. He felt helpless up here. He floated back to the airlock. There, he edged his way into the still-lit compartment, legs first. What he was doing was selfish - if Claire and Karima came back, they would have no way of reaching the surface. No more research. They would have to take the TransVec to the nearest inhabited star, Gliese 167. If Mark failed, they would lose the main Hopper as well as the emergency Hopper. How likely was that? Not likely, if he waited until the storm had passed. But that was not an option.
“Emergency exit open.”
Damn it, don’t rush me. Mark took his bearings in the cramped compartment. Above him, at about head height, was a screen, so close that he had to squint his eyes to see anything. The prolonged period of weightlessness had impaired his eyesight. However, the display was deliberately kept simple. All he had to do was tap on the large life ring symbol to initiate the launch. Then the emergency Hopper would head for the next optimum landing site on the surface.
But that was not Mark’s goal. He tapped on the cogwheel icon, which took him to system configuration. There he switched to manual destination entry. He had the coordinates of the new base in his head. They had needed them often enough during construction. He quickly typed them in.
“Emergency exit open.”
The station was persistent. Mark switched to the flight menu. There was no provision for manual control of the emergency Hopper. But he could select a few parameters for the flight path, such as whether the Hopper should avoid dangerous areas. Mark chose the shortest route. The storm was still raging over the research base last he saw.
“Emergency exit open.”
Mark took a deep breath. Once he pressed the launch button, the emergency launch could no longer be halted. The Hopper would not glide gently away from the orbiting station, but would be slowed by means of powerful thrust, to get out of range of a possible explosion as quickly as possible. The designers had anticipated everything.
“Emergency exit open.”
Okay, okay. Had he thought of everything? The emergency Hopper had food and water on board. Each of the five compartments could turn into a tiny clinic that would treat most injuries. He had his mobile radio in his pocket. The air pressure was above normal. He would need a breathing mask, maybe an acid-proof cloak against the precipitation.
Hm... Mark tapped the cogwheel again. There had to be an inventory list somewhere. There. It was in alphabetical order. There were five breathing masks on board, but the cloaks weren’t labeled as acid-proof. The designers hadn’t anticipated that humans might be planning to land on a planet where it rained sulfuric acid.
“Emergency exit open.”
Fine, then. There would be something down below. If he layered the five available capes, he would certainly be safe for an hour. The acid-proof version was likely stored in the research base.
Something vibrated in his pocket. His radio! He fumbled for it with his right hand, but the compartment was too narrow. Mark pulled himself out and up until he was floating in the airlock again.
“Emergency exit open.”
Bite me. He hadn’t even realized he’d turned on the radio. Maybe it had happened when he got into the emergency Hopper. But who was trying to reach him on his personal frequency? He pressed the listen button.
“Mayday, mayday, this is...” Static. “... Research base ...” Static. “... cut off. Need help.”
It was Tailin’s voice! She had made it into the base.
“Tailin? Mark here. I can hear you! I’m so glad! But what about Roger? I can’t reach him. Are you safe?”
“Mark, oh my God ...” Hiss. “... Hoped to reach Roger... not here. I thought... at the Hopper.”
The connection was terrible, but it was a miracle he could hear Tailin at all. The storm must have affected Adad’s ionosphere too, letting the radio waves through.
“Roger went to find you,” he said. “He left the Hopper. Where are you?”
“...In the station. The storm... slowing down. Has... destroyed... not seen.”
“It’s hard to understand you, Tailin. I’m taking the emergency Hopper and coming down. I’ll be there in thirty minutes. Don’t leave the base. I’ll program the coordinates.”
“... here. Understood. Please let Roger know that...”
Hadn’t she understood? Roger had gone looking for her, and he hadn’t made it back to her.
“I’ll see you in half an hour.”
Mark put the radio in the breast pocket of his uniform, then climbed back into the compartment. The destination was still programmed correctly, so he switched to the main menu and tapped the life ring.

A fist pinned him down - he was finding it difficult to breathe. Mark used all his strength to lift his chest. The emergency Hopper shot away with such speed that the inertia spread over Mark’s entire body. The Hopper rotated slowly around its longitudinal axis, presumably so that all compartments were equally loaded. The screen showed what the external camera saw; the capsule was approaching the cloud cover.
Mark had just become accustomed to the load when the Hopper turned. Now Mark was flying feet first. A strong vibration in the back signaled that they were entering the atmosphere, the camera image spinning faster. The Hopper continued to rotate so that its hull warmed up evenly. Mark closed his eyes, but he could feel the rotation in his stomach. Was this still normal? He tapped the screen. The rescue device kept to the programmed descent curve, which resembled a parabola. The only difference was that the launch was not from the ground, but from orbit.
When Mark switched back to the camera image, it was dark. But that wasn’t because of the camera. They were obviously in a dense layer of cloud, which parted to reveal the ocean passing by below. Mark imagined he could make out ridges of spray on the waves, but that was impossible. The Hopper stabilized. The camera was now looking steadily downward as he passed a group of islands, slowly drifting towards the continent. The ocean basin, which was thought to be a huge impact crater, was up to 125 miles deep in places. The islands floated on its surface. They had not yet managed to land on one.
The flight was coming to an end, Mark noted. It was getting uncomfortable again. The storm was tugging at the capsule, which was slowing down and offering less resistance. Mark couldn’t intervene, but the controls would bring him down safely. It had been tested under all circumstances. The emergency Hopper had an engine twice as powerful as its standard counterpart.
The capsule tilted. Suddenly it was vertical again. It startled Mark, but the Hopper was merely preparing to land. Swaying, it lowered itself to the ground. The camera showed the blue-green top of the vegetation layer. It was dazzling. Tiny silicon crystals in the leaves of the brine trees reflected unused energy from the sun. Their crowns formed a dense canopy that allowed almost no view of the surface, but at the same time protected them from the acid rain. In order to set up the research base, it had been necessary to burn a large hole in the canopy.
The hole came into view. It was steaming. In the layer below the canopy, energy was mainly generated thermally. There was always tropical humidity here. Even the air was alive, as the planet’s explorers had experienced first-hand. Since then, no one ever traveled below the canopy without a mask.
The Hopper swayed as it sank to the ground on a jet of fire from the engine. The storm tried to sweep it away at the last second, and only eased shortly before landing. Mark instinctively clenched his fists. The engine roared once more, then fell silent. The Hopper hovered as if it had not yet realized that the engine was no longer supporting it; then Adad pulled him into its arms with all its might as they touched down. A jolt hit Mark in the hip.
He immediately yanked the radio out of his breast pocket. Tailin had to be nearby.
“Mark here. I’ve landed. Are you okay?”
No answer. Where was she now? He had asked her to wait at the base! Mark tapped the screen, which now showed an exit symbol. It was crossed out in red. “Equip breathing mask,” it said below. He opened a compartment at stomach level, which was printed with a picture of a mask, and took it out. It seemed too big at first, but then the fabric contracted until it perfectly enveloped his face. He attached the accompanying bottle to his belt. The red cross above the exit symbol disappeared, and he tapped it.
Suddenly, the entire wall in front of him also disappeared. It folded aside with considerable momentum, presumably operated by a strong spring. Mark swayed and almost fell forward, but managed to grasp the edge of what was now effectively a door with his right hand. Beneath him, a ladder dropped from the Hopper. The air was hot and humid, and the areas of his skin not covered by fabric were burning. Yet he was still standing under the shelter of the vehicle. About half a yard in front of him, acidic water rained down from the sky in strings. It was as dark as dusk. He took a deep breath of air. It smelled unpleasant, even though he was wearing his breathing mask. The exhaust fumes from the engine had probably burned away some vegetation. The mask filtered biological components and toxins from the air and added another five percent oxygen. Clearly, it didn’t consider the smell of burning to be toxic.
Mark tapped his wristwatch until he reached the map display. Something was flashing to the left of his location. That must be the research base. He unfolded the additional display to see more. Everything looked very simple on the map; it was fifty yards away at most. The Hopper that Roger and Tailin had come in was about 300 yards away on the other side.
“Tailin, Roger, can you hear me?”
No answer again. Damn! Had one of Adad’s megafauna attacked the base? Mark peered out cautiously. The circular puddles up ahead could be traces of a multifeet that had been filled with rain. He’d have to watch out for holes.
Mark searched the compartments in the wall that had folded away from him. Two cloaks – that should be enough to reach the base. The rain seemed to be coming straight down, as it should. Mark started to step onto the top rung of the ladder, but noticed that a safety harness had automatically fastened around his stomach. He undid it, then pulled the cloak over his head and climbed down the ten steps of the ladder.
He was no longer accustomed to walking on the soft ground, so he was briefly startled as he stepped off the ladder. He checked the direction on his watch and set off.
The rain proved to be his first oversight. It was only falling straight down next to the Hopper. As soon as Mark stepped out of the vessel’s slipstream, the droplets became a plaything of the wind, which slipped into the artificial bald spot in the vegetation like a huge tongue into a large gap between teeth.
Adad had greater gravity than Earth. As a result, the raindrops were smaller - and the storm had a particularly easy time with them. Mark was glad his face was protected by the mask. He felt sorry for his hands, which had to hold onto the cloak that the wind would otherwise carry away. Droplets pattered on his skin, etching away his hair and digging tiny holes. He would have to self-treat at the base.
But he had to reach the base first, and that was where his second oversight came in: a hedge of prickly cherries stood between him and the blinking dot. Mark was almost certain he hadn’t seen it on his last visit down here. It must have sprung up in the past two weeks. Tailin had already ranted on the radio about the aggressive undergrowth. Prickly cherries tasted like a cross between raspberries and cherries. They caused diarrhea in humans, but that hadn’t mattered to them - they rarely got fresh food otherwise. Above all, their branches had thorns, which they shot at anything that came near them. He could have used a flamethrower to create a passage for himself, but that was in the base.
Mark gave the hedge a wide berth. It led down to the beach and turned right where the black sand began. There seemed to be no way through - until Mark discovered a hole. Someone had dug out enough sand to create an apparently stable tunnel. From the direction the tailings had been thrown, he deduced that the trench started inside. He thought of Tailin. If the tunnel was her work and she was now on this side of the hedge, she must have seen the emergency Hopper coming! Then why hadn’t she run towards him?
He knelt in the soft sand, which was no different from sand on Earth - a welcome exception here. It was strange. They travelled many light years to explore something as exotic as possible, were more than granted their wish, and then wanted nothing more than to recognize a piece of Earth.
Mark got down on all fours and crawled into the hole. He was sheltered from the rain for a moment. At the deepest point of the tunnel, the ground changed. Pale roots emerged from the walls. A worm, perhaps as long as his arm, came crawling towards Mark, but then suddenly curled up and played dead. It must have felt some kind of vibration. Otherwise, the cave was surprisingly free of critters. Perhaps the worm had eaten them all. But it had still seemed hungry until it lapsed into pseudo rigor mortis.
On the other end of the tunnel, the rain continued. Here, just behind the hedge, it fell straight down. Something sharp poked Mark’s back. He had probably come too close to the prickly cherries. Standing up, he took a few steps away and checked his position. He needed to head north. According to his map, it was still about fifty yards to the base. The stupid hedge had forced him to take a wide detour.
Just then, he spotted the structure emerging from behind some half-height bushes - or what was left of them. He tried the radio once more, but again received no reply. Perhaps the two were lying exhausted inside the base, sleeping. He hoped so, even if he couldn’t believe it. Another scenario was more likely: Tailin had received a call for help from Roger, followed him and perished from the same danger as her colleague.
The base was not locked. The door was closed, but Mark was able to open it easily. It was dark inside and he had to duck his head to avoid bumping into anything. When he stood up again, the light switched on. The room was empty. There was very little space, about one and a half by three yards, so he saw it immediately.
At the edge, someone had made a bed out of blankets. A bed. A human being. The blankets had been neatly arranged. Probably Tailin, although Roger was also a very tidy person. Mark checked the supplies. There was enough of everything, even the acid-proof cloaks. The medipack was torn. He took out two rolls of bandages, sprayed liquid plaster on his wounds and wrapped a few layers of cloth around them. The liquid plaster worked wonders, completely soothing the pain. His skin only got a little warm.
There was a computer terminal at one end of the room, which he promptly activated. The radio monitor was running, but only showed a vertical line. Mark spoke into his radio as a test. The base’s antenna must be faulty, because the straight line remained. That was why Tailin had called him on her handheld radio. But why wasn’t she answering now? He searched the room thoroughly and came across two dead batteries. Great. Was that the explanation? And what about Roger?
He would have to look for both of them. Mark took one of the acid-proof capes, put a second one in his trouser pocket and left the base again.
Outside it had become brighter, although the sun was already close to the horizon. The storm had passed, and the rain was slowly subsiding. All the more reason for him to hurry; after the storm, and especially at night, life on Adad would return to its usual activity. He fumbled for the taser he always carried in his left uniform pocket. It wouldn’t help against multifeet, but they could be avoided. More treacherous were the sucker leaves, which could imitate almost perfectly the pretty blossom of an orchid.
It didn’t matter. He would not return without Tailin. Mark walked around the base, searching for traces, but the rain had left nothing. At least the acid had one advantage: all the vegetation around the base had melted into a brown mass covering the ground. To the south and east, he had a good view as far as the hedge, which was apparently immune to the acid. At least that was a new insight. From the west, the brine forest cast long shadows, and to the north it stood like a wall.
Mark opted for the west. That was where the original Hopper had landed, and Roger had left from there to search for Tailin. Maybe he could kill two birds with one stone. However, crossing the brine forest did not prove easy. The silicon-reinforced crowns had let hardly any of the acid rain through. It now accumulated up to a hundred yards above him and helped the trees utilize silicon from the earth. It dripped through from time to time, but the new cloak protected Mark. The cloak had pockets on the inside for his hands and several strings to fasten it around his body. Mark thought it probably made him look like a walking trash bag.
His progress was slow because the vegetation was so dense. The plants used every part of the ecosystem. Stalactite roots protruded from the forest canopy and stalagmite seedlings stretched towards them from the ground. They resembled the limestone formations in Terran caves, because they grew towards each other. Where they met, tangles of branches and twigs formed, in which sliders liked to nest - a species that could move up and down vines at lightning speed and could also fly limited distances. It was amusing to watch them flutter through the air with all eight legs until they caught hold of a branch.
“Tailin, Roger, please respond!”
He no longer had much hope that Tailin would answer him after seeing the empty batteries in the base. But what was going on with Roger? He was an experienced explorer and had always done better than Mark himself during training in the jungles of Terra Nova.
No one answered. Mark checked his progress. Strange flowers kept appearing in the bushes to the left and right. He immediately thought of sucker leaves, although the flowers’ shape was unfamiliar. Or perhaps because of that. The sucker leaves had obviously developed a strategy of constantly changing their appearance so that their victims would not start avoiding them. They usually ate ring slugs.
These critters had shiny, golden, snail-like shells and liked to suck nectar from flowers by wrapping themselves around the calyxes. This made it look as if the flowers were wearing beautifully decorated rings. If the ring slugs were attacked, they withdrew into their shells. But the sucker leaves had a solution for this - negative pressure, which drew the soft flesh of the ring slugs out of their pretty casing. Roger had a whole collection of ring slug shells, which he said he would give to his daughter if he ever had one. He probably collected them for himself, but didn’t want to admit it.
“Roger, are you around here somewhere?”
Only at the last second did Mark spot something flying towards him. It was coming straight towards his face. He quickly dropped to the ground. Too late, he thought. But as he lay in the dirt and felt his face, he didn’t find the dreaded sucker leaf that would have relentlessly sucked the flesh from his bones. Realizing he was unharmed, he quickly stood up. A yard in front of him, a slider bent over a sucker leaf, grasping its victim with six of its legs. With the remaining two, it dismembered it and stuffed the pieces into its mouth. Insane. No one had ever seen a slider feeding before.
A clearing appeared amid the heavy foliage as Mark came to the beach. He was safe on the fine sand. He felt like running, but at the same time he was afraid to enter the Hopper. It must be empty; otherwise Tailin or Roger would have answered him by now.
Eventually he reached the spaceship. It looked to be in good condition from the outside. It was upright, as it should be on the ground. What was wrong with the antenna? It was so dark by now that Mark could just make it out, but he couldn’t examine it. The exit at the back was closed, but the ladder was lowered. Mark climbed up and opened the hatch at the top. The airlock was empty. He waited for the pressure to equalize - the pressure in the rocket was slightly lower than outside - and exited the airlock.
He smelled it immediately. Tailin was here - or had been here. The airlock opened into the workshop. Climbing to the next floor, he saw the kitchen was also empty. Tailin’s scent intensified. He climbed the ladder, opened the hatch to the control center - and there he found her.
Tailin was sitting in the command chair, which she had folded back. Her eyes were closed, but she was breathing. He pulled himself through the opening in the floor. At that moment, she startled.
“Roger?” she asked, “Ah, it’s you.”
She sounded almost disappointed.
“Yes, it’s me. I’m so glad I found you.”
“Me too, Mark.” Tailin suddenly burst into tears. “Something awful has happened. Roger’s gone!”
“Hold on, we’ll sort it out together. Roger’s probably fine. We just have to find him.”
Tailin stood up and they hugged each other tightly.
“Why haven’t you been in contact?” he asked her.
She pointed to her radio, which was lying on the back of the armchair, its screen gray.
“That’s what I thought,” Mark said. “But what about the Hopper’s radio?”
“I tried, but I guess the antenna couldn’t hold up to the storm.”
“Damn.”
“Is your radio still working?” asked Tailin.
“Mine? Yes, great. Why?”
“Too bad. I was hoping it was just broken. Then there would be some hope for Roger.”
“What do you mean?”
“Roger doesn’t do stupid things like running out of batteries. He always has a solution, even if it’s building a crank to recharge it. If your radio were broken, I could imagine that his was still working, and he’d be fine.”
Tailin was definitely overthinking, but that was what she did.
“I’m sure he’s fine, Tailin,” he said.
Mark wasn’t actually all that sure, but saying so made him feel better.
“But not for long,” Tailin disagreed. She had a talent for imagining the darkest version of reality. “The sun is about to set. You know the chances of survival at night. He must be out there all alone.”
“We’ll look for him together. First, we need to arm ourselves properly, then we’ll head out. Together we can search the area systematically. You’ll see, we’ll find him.”
“Honestly, you’re scaring me, Mark. If we need heavy weapons and have to search every square inch for Roger, he can’t be doing well at all.”
Instead of answering, he climbed two floors down to the workshop, where the weapons locker was located, and opened it. One of the long-barreled weapons was missing. At least Roger was armed. Reassuring - and worrying at the same time. Two laser carbines remained, and two automatic weapons. The lasers fired quietly and with little recoil – perfect for defending a ship or a base with its own power source. But they would be no good for searching for Roger, because the heavy battery pack they required would keep getting caught in the undergrowth. Mark had already dealt with this unpleasant experience.
He took one of the automatic weapons out of the cupboard, along with four magazines. Four times thirty rounds, enough to knock a multifeet off its eighteen thick legs. Some of the local wildlife that ranged beyond the brine forests had developed heavy armor because of the acid rain. Unfortunately, this included the multifeet, which were vaguely reminiscent of earthly elephants.
Tailin stood behind him and breathed down his neck. His hair stood on end. It was a completely inappropriate moment, but even after three years, she was still incredibly attractive to him.
“Do you want a gun?” he asked.
Tailin didn’t like guns. She didn’t like it when he killed and dissected animals either, but that was his job.
“Give me whatever you have,” she replied.
That was unexpected. He pressed the second automatic weapon into her hand. The barrel was a little oily, so he wiped his hand on his trousers and earned a reproachful look. As if a little oil matters right now! Mark took four more magazines from a side compartment and handed them to Tailin. She inserted one into the gun and checked the safety. Before the voyage to Gliese 163, they had been trained on all available weapons.
“Are we ready?” he asked.
“I’m ready.”
“Do you have an acid-proof cloak, just in case?”
Tailin nodded and pointed to the bulging pocket of her uniform jacket. The camouflage patterned military uniforms had proven surprisingly practical for surface operations. They provided good protection from the aggressive flora when you weren’t trying to crawl through a hedge of prickly cherry. There was no helping the constant sweating, though.
As they entered the airlock, Mark checked his radio. There was no activity on the usual bands. Tailin also switched on her radio. She had obviously loaded it with fresh batteries.
“We stay together at all costs,” Mark said. “No splitting up, okay?”
He put on his breathing mask.
“No splitting up,” Tailin confirmed.
Then she slipped her mask over her face. Mark opened the outer door and was greeted by a beautiful sunset. The dark blue at the zenith gradually faded into orange and red tones towards the horizon, where a ruby sun gleamed.
“It almost looks like Earth today,” he said.
Normally, the daytime sky was purple and the sunset brownish.
“That’s because of the heavy acid rain,” Tailin explained, her voice muffled by the mask. “It must have washed out the sulfur dioxide. It has a center of absorption in the green range, so it distorts the visual impression. It’s not quite the Earth’s sky either – the blue is less saturated.”
Tailin was serious as usual. Mark made no further comment as he climbed down the ladder. The sky was probably not as blue because there was less oxygen in the atmosphere. In half an hour it would be pitch black. They were in the tropics, so twilight didn’t last very long.
The ground around the Hopper was still wet, and the acid-eaten vegetation had collapsed even more. Mark could no longer distinguish stems from leaves.
“I found a small tunnel leading under a hedge of prickly cherry,” he stated.
“I dug that,” replied Tailin.
“Good, then we should look north,” he said. “I came from the south, to the west is the sea, and to the east the prickly cherries are blocking the way.”
“And if Roger came through my tunnel?”
“Then I would have run into him. The emergency Hopper is parked on the other side of the hedge.”
“But why would he run into the brine forest to the north?” asked Tailin. “There’s nothing there.”
“Because of the acid rain? The trees provide pretty good protection. He must have suspected you were there - Roger had no way of knowing whether you had a protective cloak. I don’t have any other explanation.”
“Agreed. Off to the north.”

The shadows of the brine trees merged with the night. It was getting so dark that Mark had to switch on his flashlight. Its beam was unpleasantly blinding and at the same time made them an attractive target for the local life. But without the light, they would inevitably step into one of the traps set by the flora and fauna.
They walked one behind the other, Tailin securing their rear. As soon as he could no longer hear her breathing, he halted. They called for Roger again and again. It was so dark that he could be lying three yards from the path without them noticing him. Their calls, on the other hand, certainly didn’t go unnoticed in this forest, nor did the cracking of the branches when they broke through the undergrowth.
Suddenly there was a hard smack on his shoulder that made him jump.
“Some animal made itself at home on you,” Tailin explained.
He stopped and felt his shoulder. His fingers encountered sticky remains, along with something silky and soft. A zeppelin! Made of an incredibly light material reminiscent of silk, they filled their bodies with air and floated by using chemical reactions to heat the air. They obtained the necessary sulfuric acid while still in the larval stage in the crowns of the brine trees. After pupating, they performed their mating dance far above in the canopy, then drifted gently to the ground to lay their eggs. After hatching, the larvae climbed back up the trees.
It was only two months ago that Mark had finally been able to verify this lifecycle. He dropped the thin shell and wiped a few splashes from his neck. It was a good thing that Tailin had killed the zeppelin. It liked to lay its eggs in the skin of animals of the same temperature, which would spread the larvae throughout the forest. Mark would hate to become a host.
“That was a zeppelin,” he said.
“Ah, I didn’t know they were in season again.”
That was true. Zeppelin season normally ended before hurricane season, since gentle hovering was not an option in strong winds. This zeppelin must have been a late developer.
A slight hissing sound came from the jungle, causing Mark to halt. Another hiss, and a third. They all sounded slightly different. So, three of them, at least.
“Did you hear that?” he asked quietly, drawing his gun and releasing the safety.
“Uh-huh.”
From behind, he heard the click of Tailin’s safety lever. They positioned themselves back-to-back without exchanging a word. The hissing spoke a clear language: a pack of lion’s-teeth was on the hunt. They had given the species that name because they looked like very large dandelions when at rest. During the day, they extended their jagged, blue-green leaves into the air, usually at the edge of brine forests, and soaked up energy from the sunlight. At night, they habitually supplemented their diet with animal life. The hissing sound was produced by rubbing their leaves together.
Mark had developed a theory about this: At the edges of the brine forests, the acid rain must have washed all the minerals out of the soil, so that plants growing there had at some point learned to use their roots as legs. In general, the flora on Adad was unusually mobile, which indicated a high level of geological activity. This was probably also due to the planet’s proximity to its star, the enormous gravity of which must be rolling through its surface.
Another hissing sound, but this time it came from the other side. Now there were two possibilities: The lion’s-teeth had decided against attacking and had passed them by, likely in favor of an easier victim. Lion’s-teeth also liked to feast on carrion. But they might also have encircled them. That would fit in with their hunting strategy. The next hissing should come from the original direction. Individuals probably used the sounds to signal to each other that they had reached their position.
Mark listened intently. There it was. It was clearly coming from the same direction as last time. The lion’s-teeth had passed them; perhaps two opponents were too many for them. Life on Adad was not only unusually mobile, but also defensive.
“They’re gone,” he said. “Lucky for us.”
“We have to go after them,” Tailin said.
“Are you insane? We’re lucky they spared us.”
“Because they sensed an easier meal.”
“Yes, so what? All the better for us.”
“Mark, we’re looking for someone, remember? What if Roger is about to be their preferred meal?”
Mark thought about it. Then why hadn’t Roger reported back? They didn’t yet know whether the lion’s-teeth could follow tracks. If so, they might indeed be after Roger. Tailin was right. They had to play it safe, even if it meant putting themselves in danger and perhaps only saving the life of a flammingo in the end. It might even reward them by living up to its name in fright and bursting into flames. That was how the animal – a two-legged creature about the size of a fox – normally released its seeds. It could also use the behavior to defend itself against attackers. Mark had even observed a single specimen separating itself from its group and sacrificing itself to a pack of pursuers.
They made their way through the bushes to the left. Unfortunately, the undergrowth was even denser here. Mark kept getting smacked in the face. Most of the blows landed on his mask, but one caught him on the neck, causing him to feel around. A branch of thorns had left several spikes, still twisting to penetrate his skin. His research had revealed that only specimens of the soft thorny-branch grew in the vicinity of the new base. Human skin was too tough for its thorns, so Mark wasn’t worried. Well, not much. Hopefully they hadn’t passed into the territory of the hard thorny-branches by now.
The hissing came closer, then moved away again.
“We’re on the right track,” Tailin said.
She was in front of him. He hadn’t even noticed her taking the lead. Tailin seemed to be in more of a hurry by the minute, but the hissing noises were still getting further away.
“I think they think we’re chasing them,” Mark said.
He stopped because he was completely out of breath, but Tailin paid no attention to him and rushed on ahead.
“Tailin, wait! No solo runs, you promised.”
She stopped abruptly. Her flashlight showed that she had turned around and was waving angrily at him.
“You’re too slow!”
A hiss, so far away that Mark couldn’t even tell which direction it was coming from.
“They’re gone,” he said. “They must have been scared of us.”
“Maybe word got around about the massacre you committed on them,” Tailin teased.
Massacre, sure. He had caught one in a steel trap so that he could examine it. Somehow it had summoned its pack, which in turn had attacked the base. Mark had quickly put an end to that with the laser carbine. A direct connection to its power source meant that the weapon could fire at full power and at any speed. Out here in the dark, they would have had a harder time defending themselves.
Luckily the bastards didn’t know that. Their intelligence was limited and seemed to derive mainly from the group. The dissection hadn’t revealed anything that he could interpret as a nerve center. There wasn’t even a large node where all the signal pathways met. The network was completely chaotic, but very efficient. The organism he had studied had solved the complex “traveling salesman problem” without ever having heard of graph theory. Evolution was a master of its trade.
“If that’s really true, I wonder how they recognized me,” Mark said.
“By smell,” said Tailin. “Don’t be mad, but with the amount of sweat we can’t help putting out down here, we’re guaranteed to leave a real pheromone trail.”
He hadn’t found an olfactory center, but Tailin was probably right. Plants, on Adad just as on Earth, were dependent on substances that occurred in human sweat, among other things. Being able to detect differences in the concentration of these compounds would give them an evolutionary advantage.
“If only we had that good a nose,” said Mark. “We would have found Roger by now.”
They started marching north again. Roger couldn’t have gone very far on foot. The search area was still huge, but limited.
“Can’t we use one of the drones?” asked Tailin.
“Maybe tomorrow. In the dark, they’d have no chance of avoiding the weavers’ nets.”
The crowns of the brine trees were so dense that drones had to fly underneath them to spot anything on the ground. Below, however, the nets were lurking for a worthwhile catch. They looked like giant spider webs. Their threads were slightly thicker than the web threads of terrestrial spiders, adapted to the higher gravity. But there were no spiders in them! Mark had calculated from the thickness of the threads and the size of the webs that the weavers must be about four by eight inches. They had searched everywhere for them, not looking only for eight-legged creatures, of course, but considering every possible body shape.
They had no success. He had then lurked for weeks until he saw something caught in a web, expecting that then the spider would have to come out! But he was wrong. The web simply wrapped itself around the prey and began to digest it. The web itself was the organism. After the victim was digested, the net dissolved. It consisted of very thin threadworms that retreated into the earth, where they presumably sired their offspring. However, Mark had not yet been able to verify this.
Of course, the weavers’ nets could not digest a drone. But getting them out of the sticky material was difficult enough, as Mark knew from experience. At some point, the threadworms died if their prey was not edible, but it took a week for that to happen.
“Look!” Tailin exclaimed under her breath.
Her spotlight swept over a clearing. It must be twenty yards wide. Mark shone his light upwards. They were still under the crowns of the brine trees. He stepped into the clearing, noticing it had not been created naturally. Something had trampled down all the vegetation here.
“It could only have been multifeet,” he said.
Mark instinctively ducked as a face suddenly stared out at him. It was a flower of the gawp bush, which got its name from its resemblance to a human face. But not just any face - a shrunken head. The shape didn’t seem to have a specific function. The openings that suggested a mouth and nose were used by water-bearers to collect nectar by sticking their long legs into them. There was also a pseudo gawp bush that exploited this behavior to prey on water-bearers. The water-bearers in turn used this to reproduce, because the “legs” were actually sexual organs containing their eggs. These developed into larvae inside the pseudo gawp bush.
Mark picked up the flower and held it out to Tailin.
“They even flattened these,” he said.
Gawp bushes had extremely elastic branches that extended upwards despite the high gravity. You had to press them down with a minimum of 1600 pounds to crush them. Mark had investigated this because the toughness of the material might have industrial applications. His employers would be pleased by any findings that promised economic benefits.
“Oh no!” Tailin exclaimed.
Mark shone his flashlight on the brine tree trunk she stood next to as she felt over its bark. Glittering streaks coming from finger-thick holes revealed what must have happened here. It was the tree’s siliceous resin, which flowed from its wounds and sealed them at the same time. Tailin ran to the next tree.
“Here too!” she shouted, “and here!”
“Roger must have used the gun to fight off the multifeet,” said Mark.
“But why? They’re herbivores,” said Tailin.
She was right. That couldn’t be the whole story. Pointing the flashlight at the ground, he studied the clearing. He spotted some shredded leaves with saw teeth. They must be from a lion’s-teeth. Another one. He searched further and found a second specimen. Roger hadn’t been fighting the multifeet, but a group of lion’s-teeth. Perhaps he had injured one of the multifeet and turned them all against him. They were very social creatures that determinedly defended their own kind.
They both inspected the clearing. It was Tailin who found the missing weapon. It was still in working order, but the magazine was gone. Mark tracked down three empty magazines among the plant debris scattered around the clearing. Roger hadn’t made it easy for his attackers. But what had happened to him? They certainly didn’t find his body, not even the skeleton that the lion’s-teeth would have left behind if they emerged victorious.
Roger must have put the lion’s-teeth to flight. Or the multifeet had scared them off. Where was their friend?
“Maybe he rode off on a multifeet,” said Mark.
“Typical – Roger’s disappeared and you’re joking,” said Tailin. “He’ll be somewhere in the surrounding woods. Possibly badly injured.”
“If he’s lying motionless in the undergrowth, we won’t spot him in the dark. We’ll have to call off the search for today.”
He could set a drone on Roger’s scent. The sensors on the new models were very sensitive. Only recently he had tracked a group of skeleton foxes that way.
“You’ll have to go back without me,” Tailin said firmly. “He set out because of me. I have to find him.”
She had a guilty conscience. Mark could understand that. He should have forbidden Roger to follow his wife, but instead, he had been grateful to him. This was what he got for it now.
“It will be more efficient to sleep first and then search with the drone. One of us will keel over at some point.”
“Probably you,” said Tailin. “You’re not as fit as you used to be.”
“I’ve been sitting in the Albatross for two weeks straight because you wanted to find yourself,” he said. “So, have you found anything?”
That came out more bitter than intended. He could barely make out her face in the darkness. The fact that she couldn’t find the right answer spoke for itself. But wasn’t it true? She had shipped him off into space because a certain routine had crept in after three years of dating. As if it were any different for other couples! But we’re not other couples, she would have replied.
“Okay, you’re right. We’re not quite ourselves right now,” said Tailin. “We should go back to the Hopper.”
“I suggest the base,” said Mark. “That’s where our drones are stored. I could program one for Roger’s scent. Do we have any samples from him?”
“There should be something in the laundry box. It wasn’t easy to do laundry at the base.”
August 3, 2802, Earth's moon
The earth wore a ring. Yini blinked, since she could only see it when she squinted. The lights of the ring came from countless sources. They were the windows in the residential towers of the Ring City, the illuminated cabins of the elevators that traveled between the various neighborhoods, the glowing engines of rockets arriving in the Ring from Earth or the solar system, or the play of colors on billboards advertising a better life in Inner Earth or travel to the North American Wildlife Refuge.
Perhaps her parents were looking out of such a window at that very moment. The Sky Ring was visible from the Moon as the Earth rose only once every few years, when the Ring, Moon and Earth happened to be at exactly the right angle. On a Ring Day like this, relatives living apart traditionally waved to each other, though they were all aware that they were still about 240,000 miles apart.
Kang tapped her. “Had enough?” he asked.
Sometimes he seemed like a little child to her. But she wasn’t his mother, she was his twin sister.
“No, I haven’t. I’ve only just started,” Yini replied.
She took her rucksack off her shoulders and set it down on the pavement, which was as hard as concrete here. She had chosen a cul-de-sac where there were hardly any vehicles on the road, apart from the refuse collection vehicles that used it to access Bigtrash – the largest garbage dump in the solar system, supposedly visible to the naked eye from the surface of Earth during a full moon.
Today was a public holiday, so she didn’t expect any disruptions. Yini unzipped her backpack and the front section folded down. She took a tripod out of the right-side pocket and set it up.
“Can you set it up horizontally, please?” she asked.
“If I have to,” said Kang.
“Please. May I remind you that this trip was your present for my birthday?”
“I’m doing it.”
Kang bent down and fiddled with the clamps on the tripod legs. Meanwhile, Yini took the telescope out of her rucksack. It was the cheapest Newton you could get on the moon. It had 76 millimeters of objective aperture with a focal length of 70 millimeters, which gave a decent light yield, at least for the price.
“May I?” she asked.
“You may.”
She placed the telescope on the tripod so that Kang could tighten the fastening screw. Then she pressed the power button. The telescope moved once in a circle, as far as it could go, then from the horizon to the zenith. If she wanted to use it to observe stars, she used a tracker app installed in her spacesuit. But the Earth was much easier to find than any star.
Yini stood next to the eyepiece and pointed the telescope at her home planet, which wasn’t her home at all.
“How are you going to see through it?” asked Kang, pointing to her helmet.
Yini triumphantly took an eyepiece adapter out of her trouser pocket - basically a small digital camera that could be screwed directly onto the eyepiece. Using the keypad on her forearm, she configured the suit to display the transmitted images on the inside of her helmet. This meant she didn’t even have to bend down to look through the eyepiece.
The image was impressive. She first sighted a huge expanse of blue water. When she turned the telescope slightly to the left, a land mass came into view, which she recognized as Europe. It was mostly brown, with green areas only visible on the southern and northern edges. The telescope turned the image upside down. North was down and south was up. Europe was slowly growing again from bottom to top. She continued to pan north. There, the first ice-covered areas! Since the last inhabitants had officially left the planet, it had slowly cooled down again. That didn’t mean that no one lived there anymore. Her parents had...
“Can I have a go?” asked Kang.
“Want me to set it for you?” she offered.
“I’ll do it.”
He tapped his wrist as if he were tickling himself. Yini approved the connection request to the telescope. The telescope swiveled upwards. Then it moved slowly to the right, passed through to the bottom and raised its head again. It stopped at the highest point and moved backwards. Suddenly, music came out of her headphones and the telescope started moving to it. It was... dancing.
“Jeez, Kang!” shouted Yini.
Her brother really was full of nonsense. She cut the connection, and the telescope was still again.
“Hey, weren’t you listening?” asked Kang.
“Listening? You’ve got nothing but nonsense in your head.”
“That was ‘Happy birthday to you’, didn’t you recognize it? The telescope wanted to congratulate you. I wanted to wish you a happy birthday!”
Oh. Her cheeks grew warm. She turned to Kang and hugged him. Their transparent helmets bumped against each other.
“Sorry,” she said, “I’m sorry. That was a very original idea. Happy birthday to you, too.”
“Zahir gave me the idea,” said her brother.
“It was definitely a surprise,” replied Yini. “Want to take a look at space together?”
She released the connection to the telescope. First she pointed it at the Sky Ring. The huge structure looked much more impressive when magnified. It had housed almost all of humanity for a while now.
“Are Mother and Father watching us right now?” asked Kang.
Yini looked at her watch. “Not likely. They’re still at work. On the Ring, Ring Day is not a holiday.”
“Weird,” said Kang.
He was right about that. The lunar colony must have introduced the holiday on its own.
“What about Mars?” asked Kang.
“We’d have to be able to see through the moon for that.”
“And Neomars?”
“Saturn is currently being outshone by the Earth, so we have no chance.”
“Then I want to head back now,” said Kang.
Yini nodded and yawned. She increased the oxygen content in the air she breathed, which usually woke her up again. She took off the eyepiece adapter, loosened the locking screws and removed the telescope from the tripod to put it back in her backpack. Kang took care of the tripod without her having to say anything. Apparently, he had grown up a bit at some point.
“Ulita here,” a voice suddenly sounded in her helmet. “I hate to disturb you on your day off.”
She knew if her boss started off like that, something unpleasant would follow.
“What is it?” asked Yini.
“I’ve received a transmission to be given to our best eavesdropper. And I thought of you.”
Ulita usually thought of herself first, so it must be a strenuous task. It would certainly keep Yini busy for a week, not to mention the research program on Kepler...
“Someone else will take over the research program while you’re occupied,” said Ulita. “I’ll expect you in half an hour.”
The connection dropped. Ulita hadn’t even waited for her confirmation.
“Did you hear that?” asked Yini.
“It’s your own fault,” said Kang. “Why are you so good? Why don’t you be like me?”
“I only enjoy things I’m good at.”
“Except for singing.”
“What? I hit the notes pretty well, according to the choirmaster!”
Yini hoisted her rucksack onto her shoulders. They had about twenty minutes of walking ahead of them. They had walked until the station disappeared below the horizon - and that was only about a mile on the moon.
“Are we going swimming today?” asked Kang.
Yini tried to exercise every day to compensate for the low lunar gravity.
“I don’t know yet. If the new job allows it, I’d love to.”
On the horizon, a crab with a hundred eyes crawled towards them. At least, that was how the Great Archive looked, with its huge, impact-resistant roof - the crab’s shell - which extended down to the ground in several places - the feet. This area of the Moon was so uniform that Yini never knew exactly whether she was heading towards the horizon, or the horizon was heading towards her.
Kang and Yini moved ahead in the typical fashion for the moon. Their bodies leaning far forward, they pushed themselves firmly off the ground with their feet and leapt forward in long strides. It wasn’t particularly strenuous, but it took a lot of concentration.
“We should have taken a vehicle,” said Kang.
“That might have kicked up dust,” replied Yini.
A short time later, Kang’s wish was granted. A vehicle came towards them, a simple electric buggy that drove autonomously. It stopped right in front of them.
“That must be from your boss,” said Kang.
“Probably.” Yini climbed onto the narrow but comfortable seat.
Her brother made no move to take the second seat.
“I’ll stay outside for a while,” he said.
“Suit yourself.”
At the same moment, the buggy drove off as if it had been listening to them. Yini briefly considered that there might be a consciousness hiding inside, but if so, the buggy would have been marked accordingly. Because of the different rights that people and things had, a conscious machine had to be clearly recognizable.
This one was ordinary. It drove cross-country, so Yini had to hold on tight. When the shadow of the giant crab finally engulfed her and the buggy, she was glad to reach her destination.
May 5, 2799, Gliese 411
A bridge of fire spanned the void between the sun and its first planet. A jet-black stamp was imprinted on the heat-tanned skin of the celestial body. It was the shadow of its only moon, which moved as if in slow motion across a planet larger than Earth. The edges of the stamp glowed blue. Simultaneous sunrises and sunsets colored them, revealing that the thin atmosphere consisted mainly of carbon dioxide.
So this is Gliese 411. Monte had never been here before, even though the system was only eight light years away from Earth. He slowed the Curious down until the ship reached a stable orbit around the red dwarf, and searched the system at all wavelengths. There was nothing here. The only terrestrial planet orbited far too close to its central star to be colonized at an affordable cost, and the gas giants further out didn’t offer any economically viable resources. Not even tourists were interested in the system - it was too boring. That was exactly why he had never been here.
But was it necessary to forgo at least setting up an automatic research station? The extra eyes and ears would have made his current task much easier… Somewhere in this system there must be a wreck floating like a needle in a haystack, but there were no witnesses who could have observed the arrival and subsequent destruction of the ship. Was there indeed a needle floating in this haystack? Monte speeded up the system clock. After waking up, he always found it difficult to focus his thoughts. A more rapid pulse was exhausting in the long run, but it helped at least as much as two cups of coffee when he was in his Biobag.
Slowly, slowly. Time didn’t really matter. It took three years for the wreck’s distress signal to be picked up by a transport ship. Gliese 411 was far from any major routes. However, the transporter was not just any ship, but the flagship of Neomars, and for that reason alone it was equipped with an energy-hungry tachyon transmitter. Since the signal had an Earth identification, the captain had forwarded it to Earth via T-Field according to protocol.
Why had Admiral Gaudlitz entrusted him, of all people, with the investigation? He was not part of the navy’s secret service, and usually searched for runaway teenagers or expensively insured wrecks. That was the next question. Monte had been pondering it ever since the head of the Earth Fleet refused to answer it in a very strange way: “You’ll see, Monte, I’m sure you’ll see.”
Great. The first thing he wanted to do was get thoroughly drunk. Intoxication was the best way to start an investigation like this. He had tested that often enough. But to do that he would have to get his Biobag out of the stasis cell. Without his biological body, intoxication was pointless. The simulations that today’s youth were so keen on didn’t work for him, or at least that was what he believed. Only the original could convey how alcohol burned in the throat.
But it was too early for that as long as he had not found the wreck. The Biobag was sensitive enough that he could only accelerate at a maximum of 10 g in it. The central star of Gliese 411 was a red dwarf, and the system was therefore comparatively tiny. But three astronomical units to the outermost gas giant was still 280 million miles. Monte didn’t feel like spending the next few months in this barren system.
Oh well. The Curious had apparently calculated that he was most likely to find the wreck in the orbit of the rocky planet. There could only be one reason for that: The wrecked ship must have had a passenger on board who at least attempted to reach safety on the planet. Monte would see whether they succeeded as soon as he tracked down the wreck. It was time to get to work.
Or a rush first? He checked the status of the Biobag. His body was lying naked in the stasis cell, eyes closed, arms and legs extended like Leonardo’s Vitruvian Man. There were cables in every orifice. He felt a little sorry for his Biobag. The thawing process had not yet begun. The Curious probably assumed he wouldn’t need it. Or wanted to prevent him from getting drunk. The on-board AI had developed a certain protective instinct in recent years, which he hadn’t yet been able to get rid of.
It knew him pretty well. Monte was annoyed by its paternalism, but it wasn’t bad enough to make him think about a reset.
“You actually have,” it informed him silently.
“I have not,” he contradicted it.
“Yes, you did, just now.”
“I developed the idea that I hadn’t thought about it.”
“But you did think about it.”
“You know what? Screw you. You’d better look for that stupid wreck. Gaudlitz is expecting my report as soon as possible.”
That was true, but it wasn’t the whole truth. He wanted to get out of here. The admiral had promised him he could retire after this mission. Not even three hundred years old! Since humanity had stopped reproducing, there were hardly any retirees. If a Biobag no longer worked, it was simply replaced. Monte would be the first pensioner of the 29th century.

Monte accelerated the ship away from the planet. Despite its biblical age of eleven billion years, the planet still had a magnetic field that could interfere with the ship’s sensors, and Monte needed every extra percentage of sensitivity. After almost ten years, the sought-after ship was guaranteed to be no warmer than its surroundings. Especially in the asteroid belt that lay between the first gas giant and the rocky planet, it would be perfectly camouflaged - one of millions of fragments that had been tumbling through space for ages.
He still didn’t quite understand why the Curious hadn’t woken him up when they crossed the belt. It was not particularly dense, but if danger existed anywhere in this system, it was there. Danger, of course, was relative. No current spaceship AI would allow a collision under these circumstances. Monte had investigated over a hundred wrecks, mostly on behalf of insurance companies, sometimes at the request of the fleet. The cause had always been either human error or deliberate action.
“I have something,” the Curious reported.
That was quick. Wonderful! After the Admiral’s mysterious orders, he had imagined it would be much more difficult.
“Where?” he asked.
The artificial intelligence slid a spatial representation of a section of the asteroid belt in front of his mind’s eye. He had to force himself to accept the image. After a long sleep, such overrides of consciousness always took some getting used to. But he trusted the Curious’s AI. It had never let him down and, above all, had never stolen from him, which sometimes happened.
Monte concentrated on the center of the image. There was nothing there.
“What should I be seeing?” he asked.
“Nothing,” replied the AI.
“Ah, I can’t see anything.”
“Very good.”
“Can you please explain that to me? I’m just a limited human consciousness.”
“Thank you for the implicit compliment,” said the AI. “I calculated this point in the void from the orbital changes of some asteroids in the belt.”
“How do you know their orbits have changed? You’ve never been here before.”
“These asteroids are moving in unstable orbits that will lead them to collide with the gas giant fairly soon. The force that put them into these orbits must have acted on them relatively recently.”
“Like when our wreck flew into the system?”
“Correct, Claudio.”
The AI always used his first name. He had asked it several times to call him by his nickname – Monte, short for Pedramonte – but it refused.
“But it’s not there anymore,” said Monte.
“No, there’s nothing there. Almost nothing, anyway,” said the AI.
“Now, don’t be so mysterious.”
“The mass that caused the disturbance is still there. When we get closer, we will probably find WZ mass. The ship must have ejected it from its tank.”
WZ mass had about the density of a white dwarf. When compressed in this way, fuel could be transported much more efficiently.
“But why? Why would they want to get rid of fuel? Did they have a leak?”
“Distraction. I suspect it was to create a false trail.”
“Ah, then they were being followed.”
“That’s what it looks like, Claudio.”
“That means we’re right back where we started.”
“No, we have learned something about the situation of the ship we are looking for. You are the human here. What do you deduce from this?”
Monte pretended to think. He hated it when the AI talked to him like a small child. Maybe he should consider a reset after all.
“Set a course for the rocky planet,” he ordered.
“Setting course for Gliese 411 b,” replied the AI.
This system really was the furthest corner of humanity’s backyard. Apparently, the planet didn’t even have a proper name. And for this, Monte had been tossed more than two decades into the future. How he hated it! Having to reintegrate into everyday life after such a long time was no fun. His acquaintances would have forgotten him, his favorite pubs would have closed. The admiral would have to pay for that.
“Will you wake me up when we’re in orbit, please?” he asked.

Earth Moon, Great Archive
Chronoscribe Tsai Yini monitors the tachyon communication system, which transmits data faster than the speed of light. When classified results from an astrobiologist’s research are leaked to her, she cannot believe what she reads. The report reveals that intelligent life forms exist on a tropical planet in the Gliese system.
Their civilization is still in its infancy but revolves around an artifact of unknown origin that seems to influence their body chemistry. But there’s more: the astrobiologist who uncovered this artifact has undergone a baffling evolution of his own, and he’s now en route to Earth!
Yini suspects he carries a danger far greater than anyone could imagine. To stop him, she must make unimaginable decisions that could determine not only her fate but the future of the universe.
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