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All or nothing.
It’s as simple as that.
Earth will either survive the alien onslaught we’ve just unwittingly unleashed, or we’ll die in the knowledge that our well-intentioned group is responsible for dooming humanity to history.
I still can’t believe what’s happening. Two minutes ago, we were celebrating our victory in cleansing Eden of the radiation-mutated creatures we came here to learn about.
Now, we’re sitting in the Vita on the surface of Eden and lamenting the knock-on effects this so-called victory has had on Earth.
We knew that the larval sludge the insectoids hatch from was all quantumly entangled. We knew there was some kind of energetic connection between distinct samples of the stuff, regardless of how far apart they were. But all along, we thought that point could work in our favor.
We hoped that by eliminating the creatures and the remaining larvae here on Eden, we would simultaneously cleanse Earth.
Fate had other ideas.
When our grateful alien allies restored our radio link to Earth a few minutes ago, we saw just how pyrrhic our victory has been.
We saw that cleansing Eden didn’t cleanse Earth. No. In all likelihood, it has doomed Earth.
Like Heracles himself, we just learned a very painful lesson. When he cut one head off the Hydra, two grew back. And when we killed every hellish creature on Eden, countless more hatched on Earth.
All of the mysterious energy stored in the mutated creatures we eliminated was instantly transferred to the surviving larvae on Earth. We didn’t just accelerate the larvae’s growth, either. Even worse… we catalyzed its hatching.
The one positive in all of this is that the strategy we used to cleanse Eden might also work on Earth. The downside of that? It requires the mysterious Orb that’s here with us… two weeks of full-speed travel away from where it needs to be.
From what I’ve already seen in the footage from home, which was only a brief snippet, I don’t think it’s realistic to think they can hold out that long. In the face of the creatures that have just hatched, two weeks is a long time.
I came face to face with one of the fully formed monsters on the Moon. For days, the harrowing memory haunted my mind. It has only faded now that a more recent one has taken over, from just a few hours ago when our whole group narrowly survived the approach of an aggressive swarm.
Seeing multiple creatures at such close range was even worse than the first time, and I owe my life to Laika’s quick thinking with the Orb. He saved us. When he carried it through Eden’s low artificial clouds, its exposure to sunlight brought about an intense and immediate reaction that bathed this whole planet in an impossibly bright cleansing light.
My desperate hope is that as well as saving my own life, Laika’s success in activating the Orb has provided a blueprint we’ll be able to follow on Earth. With the Orb, the creatures can be defeated. But without it, they seem genuinely indestructible.
So far, we’ve heard from our allies at home that elite military units have already been dispatched to all confirmed hatching sites. The focus is on containment.
Our own tests, on the hardened metallic shell of the first huge spider-like beast we encountered, don’t give much hope that the monsters can be destroyed.
It’s not an exaggeration to say we probably won’t be able to physically destroy these things. They’re not natural… or even purely biological.
My experience in Eden’s incredible Hall of Memories filled in some of our knowledge gaps about the origin of the sludge and insectoids. We now know they were engineered by an extinct race of ancient aliens who transported the Edenites here from the dying world of Bayzen, while the Ancients themselves were looking for a new home after a celestial cataclysm made their own uninhabitable.
The creatures were created to essentially terraform Eden, making its atmosphere more ideal for the newly arrived aliens. The Ancients have since died out completely, due to an inability to reproduce caused by incompatibilities with Eden’s environment that they couldn’t correct in time.
Since then, the Edenites’ attempts to create quantum tunnels to Earth have led to radiation blasts which mutated the nature of the creatures in extremely dangerous ways. As well as their documented aggression towards human and alien life, the hatched creatures’ ability to change a planet’s atmospheric conditions could be something that we all have to worry about before long.
When creatures that were created to modify atmospheric conditions show evident hostility to a planet’s apex species, it doesn’t take a genius to figure out the worst-case scenario.
Sure, they were created to improve conditions and make Eden breathable for aliens who are very much like us. But now that they have mutated and shown their hostility, I’m extremely concerned that they could start reverse-terraforming Earth.
“How much data do you have, Sasha?” I ask, speaking into the microphone and video screen that’s connecting us to our distant allies. “Are they exhaling toxins? Consuming worrying amounts of oxygen? Doing anything else noticeable to the atmosphere?”
Sasha and the others are on the Balena, just beyond the quantum gate that links Earth’s celestial neighborhood to the alien solar system we’re in right now.
The four-light-year distance between Earth and the alien colony planet of Bayzen can be bridged in no time, thanks to the quantum gate they built to engage with us. The problem is that we’re two weeks away from Bayzen, and this reverse-terraforming idea has me worrying that even a perfectly executed plan to physically contain the creatures, away from human populations, might not be enough to prevent them from inflicting catastrophic damage.
In the minutes since learning of Earth’s hellish situation, I’ve given Sasha a rundown of what we did to defeat the creatures here and promised that we’ll share full data from our observational study of the Orb.
She’s told me that military containment is underway and that my family has been moved to an all-too-familiar ERF emergency bunker in Colorado. Beyond that, though, we haven’t had time to share any more information.
“We really don’t have a lot to go on just yet, Ray,” Sasha says, after a very frustrating delay due to the communications lag.
I really can’t overstate how frustrating the lag is, because it’s not a trivial delay. It’s so long, we’ve ended up chatting amongst ourselves before the reply comes and only fall silent again when it does.
“The ‘Orb’ you mentioned is definitely something we’ll want to explore,” Sasha goes on. “Do as much as you can to study that, okay? I’m in here on my own monitoring atmospheric data near some of the hatching sites while everyone else is scrambling around on their own part. We’re trying to oversee things from up here and help by coordinating the ground response. Like I said, the focus is on containment. But this isn’t just happening in North America and Europe. Other governments aren’t as all-in with the ERF. There’s still resentment over the location of our bunkers back when Zola’s attacks hit. Some governments and militaries are already doing their own thing and taking risks we wouldn’t take. There have been direct confrontations already, and with how close you’ve gotten to these creatures I’m sure you can guess how it went.”
As Sasha is talking, our video screen changes to show a new feed of some footage she’s sharing. I can’t be sure, but the landscape and the language of the headline suggests it’s from somewhere in Central Asia. It shows a small military unit firing at several of the huge spider-like creatures.
Their metallic bodies shrug off a barrage of bullets. Even a much larger bazooka-like weapon has no effect. The monsters are stronger than tanks. Things look bleak for these guys on the ground, who have been sent on a suicide mission.
My footage of the creature on the Moon and our ongoing data from studying its impenetrable shell has been shared with everyone — not just direct ERF allies — but it seems like some governments haven’t gotten the message that containment is a smarter move than confrontation.
As I watch four creatures rush towards the unit and their camera, my spine stiffens all over again. For the first time, I see the beasts showcasing their terrifying speed. They’re there before the guys can react… and it only gets worse.
One of the creatures pounces forward and pins a poor guy to the ground with its hind legs, before raising its pincer-like front legs and driving them brutally into the man’s chest. His body armor offers no protection against the intense force of the alien material spearing through it.
The rest of the unit tries to retreat, but the creatures are having none of it. The killer immediately leaves its victim, joining the others in surrounding the rest of the humans and proceeding to pick them off one by one.
By an infinite measure, it’s the worst thing I’ve ever seen.
We are no longer the apex species.
After tens of thousands of years of social evolution and dominion over all creatures great and small, the tables have been turned.
An invasive force is on the march, putting humanity on the defensive with no prospect of a conventional military victory.
None of us can even speak as the footage concludes.
Seeing is believing. And now more than ever, we know Earth is facing a threat like nothing we’ve ever seen before.
Unlike previous threats we’ve narrowly survived, this one isn’t coming from the sky. It’s already on Earth. There’s no preventing this threat from coming to fruition, because it already has.
We have to defend.
We have to survive.
We have to get home as soon as we can to make sure Earth has a chance.
Our whole species is in a fight like no other.
The die has been cast.
The war is on.
And all or nothing… we have to win.
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“It’s horrible to see what happened to these guys,” Sasha goes on, filling our silence. “But if there’s one thing to take from this, it’s that their deaths won’t be in vain. If this was going to happen, it’s better that we did see it. This footage has gone around the world a hundred times by now. And it’s one thing to tell people these things are indestructible and more dangerous than anything we’ve ever seen, but it’s another thing when people can see for themselves.”
She’s sure as hell right about that. I thought I knew better than anyone how much we have to fear from these creatures. But now that I’ve seen this, I realize I didn’t know the half of it. They shrugged off direct hits from some pretty heavy artillery. They are sturdier than tanks, like I feared… but they’re also a hundred times more nimble.
They don’t merely have no obvious weaknesses. Now, we’re seeing all too clearly that they have a disturbing combination of strengths.
Indestructible.
Rapid.
Bloodthirsty.
If I was devising a recipe for disaster, these three traits would make a good start.
These creatures were engineered to be indestructible to all cosmic and atmospheric phenomena. Fire, acid, hell, probably even lava… none of it can stop them. They’re like the cockroaches famed for their ability to survive just about anything, but in this case I think we can overlook the “just about” given that we’ve just seen proof that powerful projectiles can land on their damn heads without making a dent.
Searching for a bright side in any of this is no easy feat.
I do think there’s merit in what Sasha said, though. This footage really will make sure people avoid trying to take down the creatures. It’ll make sure that people shelter in place, which is an absolutely key part of a global containment plan to try to at least corral the creatures into areas where their damage can be limited.
“This is grim,” Sasha sighs. “One optimistic take is that we don’t have any evidence of these things actually attacking anyone without direct provocation. Ray… on the Moon, it was coming towards you. Just like you said they were doing there. We could really use any footage from any of your teams’ helmets or from the Vita, so we can see how that group behaved, but from what you’ve told us there was no attack. Right?”
“They did get Loobnar’s guards pretty good,” Driver chimes in from my side.
“Yeah,” I say, ready to add more details.
The communications delay is very significant, so I know we have to give longer multi-part responses than we normally would. In a situation as urgent as this one, we don’t have time for an endless back-and-forth with gaps between each short question and answer.
Sasha knows this, too, and she’s striking a good balance of sharing a lot without overwhelming us with more disparate information than we can take in or respond to.
“We’ll send our footage,” I go on. “We did see the creatures kill some alien guards here on Eden, but the aliens engaged first. They think of the creatures as ‘machines’ rather than, well, creatures. As for the ones that were about to board the Vita before Laika saved us with the Orb… they didn’t look like they were here to explore, but they didn’t get close enough to attack. They weren’t moving nearly as fast as the ones in the footage you just showed us, though. It was the same on the Moon. It was going to attack — I’m sure of that. But I stopped the transformation before it could. I guess what I’m saying is that you could be right about engagement making them more aggressive, and more immediately aggressive, but I think they’re aggressive, anyway. The important thing is that everyone knows to stay the hell away from them, as far as possible. We’ll get back as soon as we can. Oh, and how’s Mountjoy? Is he still okay on his own in the lunar compound, or was there any sludge that we missed? Any that was left over to hatch out these horrible creatures when we caused the energy transfer?”
I ask this last question as an addendum as soon as it enters my mind. With the communications delay, it makes sense to do so. I really hope Doug Mountjoy is okay on the Moon, where he bravely stayed in case any more hatchings did occur.
I’m hoping this for Mountjoy’s sake, of course, since he ended up being a good guy and an important member of our team. There could also be a concern about the compound’s oxygen stores, but I don’t think we have to worry too much about that any more.
During the drama there, we had to make sure no sludge or creatures could reach the oxygen tanks. After all, the catalyzing quantum energy boost we’ve just given all samples on Earth’s side of the gate utterly dwarfs what we were so worried might happen if the original lunar sludge had been able to feed on pure oxygen.
“What about the asteroid field?” Clyde asks, addressing the room rather than Sasha as soon as I finish speaking. Our video screen is now showing Sasha again, but I know she won’t hear the end of my reply for a little while yet.
“What about it?” I ask him.
“Well, it almost killed us on the way here,” Clyde goes on. “Driver, we can’t go through it again. Especially when we need Simone’s lab so badly for the Orb analysis. One more hit to the shield and it would be gone. Everyone is counting on us getting this Orb back to Earth as soon as we can, but they’re also counting on us gathering some meaningful data a lot sooner than that. We have to use the lab… and the shield it’s part of is the only thing that kept us alive on the way here.”
I gulp. He’s right.
“We would have to go around it,” Driver replies. “I don’t know how much that would add to the journey. We only really mapped the area of space we flew through. Hopefully the aliens can help us there, with an alternative route to Bayzen. They have to know their own solar system pretty well.”
“They also have their own large vessel,” young Santino interjects. “The one we saw on the Platform when we first arrived. It looked like the one Porro’s crew used to reach Bayzen. We could ask them how fast it can make that trip. Who knows, it could shave off a day or two from our travel time. If it’s much faster, it might make sense to go in that. The Vita will fit inside it easily, just like when you guys were inside the one on Bayzen.”
Driver and I share a glance. He’s right, and it’s definitely worth asking Porro, or maybe Loobnar, just what their truly gargantuan interplanetary spacecraft is capable of.
“We’ll ask about that,” I confirm. “Good thinking, Santino. And Simone… starting some analysis on the Orb right now would be a good idea, too. We’ll talk to the aliens about how we can optimize our trip back, but we can work on getting some data in the meantime. Sasha, is there anything else for now?”
We wait for the reply, talking a little amongst ourselves as we do. It’s decided that Clyde and Santino are going to go with Simone while Driver and I talk to the aliens, with Laika and Maya naturally at our sides.
“That all sounds encouraging,” Sasha eventually replies. “Mountjoy is okay. The cleansing work you all did on the Moon with the Bayzen water before you left was very thorough. There was no sludge left to hatch. As for this Orb… Ray, it’s going to be very important that your team shares anything and everything you find out about it. We’ll stay in touch with you here on the Balena and I’ll also set up a direct relay to our Global Resilience Center on the ground. A team is assembling there as we speak, and when you guys get back to Earth that’s where you’re going to take the Orb for final study and a hopefully effective rapid deployment. The GRC is a backup ERF facility none of you know about, but it’s the ideal place to serve as our operational headquarters for this mission.”
We all share confused glances. Driver and I have been in ERF’s inner circle for years, sitting at the top table with President Williams and Clarence Major whenever there has been a crisis. Talk of a secret facility that even we don’t know about is the last thing I expected.
“Any ideas?” I say to Driver.
She shakes her head.
“I hope you guys packed warm,” Sasha continues, smiling slightly for the first time as a brief moment of humor cuts the otherwise unrelenting tension. “Because you’re going to Greenland.”
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Greenland?
Well, I definitely wasn’t expecting that. The ERF bunkers we used to shield evacuees during Zola’s attacks were close to major population centers. That was kind of the whole point.
But Greenland? I’m struggling to think of anywhere more isolated… and I figure in this instance, that is going to be the whole point.
“It’s the most remote site we have,” Sasha goes on, answering the obvious question without any of us having to ask it.
In the process, she’s also confirmed my suspicion.
“That’s not only important for minimizing the chances of the creatures disrupting the mission,” she continues. “It’s also important for reducing the chance of any human interference. Until you told us about this Orb, there hasn’t been a clear and singular plan for how we might decisively eliminate these things. All we’ve known — and all anyone else knows — is that we have to do whatever it takes. People have tried to get in the way when we’ve done risky things in the past, like activating the alien gateway to Bayzen, and even in the face of a visible threat like this there could be people who want to stop us from taking bold action to deal with it. The Orb gives us a plan. You’re going to bring it home, and in the meantime you’re going to study it so we can do our best to reverse-engineer something like it faster than you can get back. Either way, if you’re telling me it’s activated by sunlight, I’m breathing a major sigh of relief that it’s summer in Greenland. There has been some unseasonable snow, but the sun is on our side.”
She’s on the money with that. Summer in Greenland means months of literally non-stop sunlight, and winter means the opposite. If this was happening six months earlier or later, Greenland would be out of the question as a location to utilize the Orb.
But now?
I like it.
“It could be the case that the type of solar radiation that activates the Orb will function better nearer the equator, but we have no reason to think so,” Sasha muses, visibly but only briefly concerned by that point. “We’ll see what kind of material analysis data your studies can give us. We have some serious infrastructure at the site. It’s been developed around a much smaller Cold War-era facility, just like some of the bunkers you know about. This one was never meant to house evacuees. It’s more of a backup facility, containing massive stores of genetic and botanical samples. Seeds, DNA, that kind of thing. It’s ready to go, and what you’ve been able to tell me so far makes me even more sure than I already was that it’s the best candidate site. If we do end up having to do something crazy, either with the Orb or whatever we can create to do the same job, being able to do it so far away from major population centers will be no bad thing.”
After a long and detailed breakdown, which is very welcome given how long we have to wait between her messages, Sasha stops there.
“I like it,” Driver says, the first of us to respond. “What do you think, Ray? Being far away from people is good, right? For all the reasons Sasha said?”
I nod. “Well, yeah. Nothing bad happened when we used the Orb here, but our sun is obviously very different from Eden’s and we’ll have to try to factor that in to all the studies and calculations we do. I don’t really see anyone trying to stop us this time, though. This isn’t us taking some hard-to-explain risk like opening the gate and engaging with aliens. I mean, we knew we had to do that, but the Leak wasn’t a visible and viscerally terrifying threat in the same way these rampaging monsters are.”
The others all look like they’re in agreement.
“Okay, we’re going to rush out to ask if we could make it home faster in the alien vessel,” I say. “Simone, you should take the Orb to your lab. I know I don’t have to tell you this and I trust you to take sensible precautions, but I have to say it anyway: absolutely no atmospheric changes within the test chamber and no invasive tests at all, okay? You’re scanning the Orb and no more.”
“Absolutely,” she says, speaking quietly. “You can count on me, Ray. I can’t promise I will learn anything that can help right away, but I can promise I will not do anything that poses any risk. I will treat this Orb as what it is right now: the most important object in the universe, and maybe the most dangerous one, too.”
That’s a sobering point, but a very valid one.
“Maya,” I say, turning to the incredible hummingbird-shaped alien robot we’ve come to rely on so much. “Are you still hooked in to our radios? If you come with us, could you still pick up anything from Sasha and reply?”
“Yes,” the robotic hummingbird chirps. “I am locally linked to the Vita’s systems, which are now once again linked to Sasha. And yes, I would like to come to talk to Loobnar and Porro about our options for a fast return. Within the range we will be walking, I will remain connected.”
With that positive news confirmed, there’s no need to hang around for another second.
“We’ll talk soon,” I say to Sasha. She’ll only now be hearing the start of my last reply, given the communications delay. “Share any major news or breakthroughs. If you can pass a message to Eva, tell her I’m okay and tell her I’m coming. I’ll call her when I can and once she’s in the bunker. Hopefully we can shave some time off the return trip. That’s what we’re going to find out right now.”
Our group then splits, with Driver joining me as I head out of the Vita.
Laika has returned to somewhere around half of his normal energy level after his incredible exertion in activating the Orb, so he’s perched on my shoulder for the short trip outside.
Maya, meanwhile, hovers faithfully next to Driver.
As foursomes go, we must look pretty damn weird. But ahead of the huge challenges we face, I wouldn’t change my teammates for anything.
Together, we step out.
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“No cold, Ray Ray,” Laika observes at the exit ramp.
He’s right, too. The conditions have changed considerably since we last stepped out. That goes to show just how much difference the artificial clouds were making. Earlier it was so cold, the countless lower-caste aliens Loobnar had abandoned as collateral damage in his crude bid to eliminate the sludge almost froze to death.
“You really did save this place, little dude,” Driver tells him. “And what you did with that Orb is going to save Earth, too, now that we know it works.”
“Laika hope so,” he replies.
As we step out, I think I still half expect to see the Great Platform we first arrived on. Now, though, it’s nothing more than a vast metallic floor, of sorts, on the alien surface of Eden.
There are still a large number of aliens outside, albeit not the concentrated crowd that was gathered during the Platform’s descent. We’re looking for either Porro or Loobnar. I encourage Maya to fly ahead to look out for them, too, and to ask around as she goes.
Mythar, the wise old alien who we encountered beneath the clouds, is the only face I recognize in the large crowd. But while he is a respected elder among the masses, he has no position of authority and no real sway. Although we acknowledge each other as our eyes meet, he appears keen to remain among his people, whom he looks to be recounting with an engrossing retelling of our adventure in the Hall of Memories.
Loobnar, on the other hand, was Eden’s unquestioned and absolute ruler until a matter of hours ago. Learning that he had abandoned huge numbers of his people under the clouds to essentially fumigate the sludge, while hiding above with his fellow elites, was enough to ensure we couldn’t leave this place with him still in charge.
Although being two weeks away from Earth feels like a lot right now, in the grand scheme of things it’s nothing. Before we knew of the mass hatching we unintentionally catalyzed on Earth, leaving a tyrant in charge of a planet within such close reach seemed like a dangerous idea.
We haven’t told the natives of Loobnar’s hideous action, because doing so would have destabilized their world in a way that would help no one. He has been sufficiently humbled by the fact that outsiders — us — are responsible for saving Eden. That has fatally undermined his position of supposedly God-like supremacy.
Our compromise of allowing him to save face by “voluntarily” handing over power to our trusted ally Porro, while perhaps not being something that would satisfy adherents of an absolutist moral philosophy, is the best option we saw.
The reason we’re looking for either Porro or Loobnar is that while Porro is now in charge, with a strikingly shimmering gemstone-like green bracelet on his wrist rather than Loobnar’s to prove it, he has just returned to Eden after several years away.
His renown among the Edenites is down to the colonization mission he led to the world of Bayzen, from which the aliens ultimately succeeded in making contact with us… albeit with more than a few problems along the way.
Porro wasn’t in Loobnar’s inner circle before the colonization project began, and he isn’t personally familiar with Eden’s high-level operational processes. He’s going to be learning on the job.
While Porro is by far and away the Edenite we trust most, I think Loobnar’s long leadership history and the weight his word will still carry among the masses means that we shouldn’t cut him out completely.
Near one of the huge towers that once supported the Platform, I see Maya come to a hovering stop. After a few seconds she rapidly zips back and relays to us that Porro and Loobnar are inside.
After walking through an interested crowd of aliens who are clearly grateful for the help we’ve given them, we reach the tower.
Maya asks one of the aliens nearby, who apparently told her where we’ll find Porro and Loobnar, whether the door will easily open. She speaks these words in the jarring alien language that always sounds especially bizarre when it comes from her.
It’s a strange sound at the best of times, but contrasts particularly with the sing-song voice Maya uses to vocally communicate with us in English.
As she speaks, her words are instantly and automatically translated as text in our smart contact lenses via their link to the small card-like processors, containing microphones and speakers, that fit easily in our pockets.
Every aspect of this technology has been honed by our genius scientists and programmers, with the linguistic side having more than a little help from Maya herself along with Porro and even Laika.
In that regard, the development of our translation ability has truly been a multi-species endeavor.
Laika, for his part, can understand a lot of alien speech with no need for an external device. He is no normal macaw, of course, with the work of ZolaCore’s genetic engineers having modified his brain before I rescued him on the Beacon.
The reply is likewise easy for us to understand right away, and it’s a yes.
The door to the tower apparently isn’t locked. A large crowd is gathered at the door, knowing that both their new and former leaders — who they look up to with what we see as a slightly uncomfortable level of deference — are on the other side. It says a lot about how strictly the hierarchy works around here that no one steps out of line.
Porro was being mobbed earlier, but now the masses are politely crowding around for the chance of an additional sighting. It’s unimaginable to think of a scene like this on Earth, with not only no security personnel at the door but not even so much as a regular locking mechanism in place.
Sure enough, we enter effortlessly. Maya flies ahead, announcing our entrance so that no one inside will be surprised.
The interior layout of the tower, while as alien as everything else here, isn’t unfamiliar. We’re in some kind of reception area, naturally enough, and it has much in common with areas of the vessel we first encountered on Bayzen.
What interests me most about this tower is how the Platform was built around it and how it held the Platform up, along with the two other towers that complete the triangular formation. That thought is only in the background of my mind, though, with far more pressing matters at hand.
We can’t see very far ahead, with a central pillar that’s almost certainly an elevator shaft blocking our view.
I’m delighted to see Porro step around to our side only a few seconds later.
Because while it would certainly be interesting to go upstairs and see what else is in here, it’s not what we came for. He is.
Even better, Loobnar appears right behind him. Several other important-looking aliens follow. I judge this based on their heights and the details of their clothing, which are both reliable indicators of rank around here.
“Tell them,” I implore Maya. “Quickly tell them what’s happened on Earth and ask if their vessel could get us to Bayzen and the gate any faster than the Vita could.”
Dutifully and succinctly, Maya lays it all out.
We see her words as text while she speaks, but my real focus is on the expression of our alien hosts. Porro’s eyes widen in sorrow as he hears the news, with a surprisingly familiar gasp-like utterance accompanying the initial reaction.
Loobnar is either more guarded or less caring. It’s impossible to tell.
“This is terrible,” Porro replies.
Maya doesn’t bother translating it, since she knows our lenses will do the work and also that we’re no longer trying to hide our translation abilities from Loobnar. That was a strategic move we made back when we had to keep our cards close to our chests, but that time has gone.
“I will come to help however I can,” our loyal ally goes on.
While that’s certainly appreciated, it’s not possible. I don’t think Porro has yet truly grasped that he is now Eden’s leader. Or Eden’s ruler, really, given the extremely top-down system his predecessor upheld for so long.
“Don’t worry about that,” I tell him. “What about the vessel, Porro? The spacecraft, like the one you took to Bayzen. Can it get us there, to the gate, faster than the Vita can? Every hour counts here.”
Sadly, I know from his expression what the answer is going to be.
Before he says anything, I know it’s a no all day long.
“My first trip to Bayzen took longer than the journey we just made in the other direction,” he glumly replies. “I am sorry, Ray. The Vita offers the fastest way of traveling this long distance.”
I sigh deeply. Especially factoring in the detour we might have to make around the asteroid field, this is a very unwelcome realization.
“Your own craft offers your fastest way of traveling the long distance to Bayzen,” Loobnar confirms. I don’t see the point in this additional negative response, which only underlines what Porro just told us. “But it may not be your fastest way of getting there.”
I feel my eyebrows rise. Because maybe there is a point to Loobnar’s interjection, and maybe it’s an important one.
“The potential alternative has not been tested and is not ready at this very moment,” Loobnar goes on. “But when it is ready, the trip will be much faster. If the activation process works and you are willing to take the risk, it should be usable in less than two days. Perhaps little more than one and a half.”
“Eden days,” Maya quickly specifies. “Each planetary rotation takes around nine hours. This means that Loobnar is estimating around fourteen hours in total.”
That’s a welcome clarification. Unlike the last time this distinction about the length of an Eden day came up, I’m glad of it. Back then Loobnar gave us precisely one day to deal with the sludge problem beneath the clouds before enacting his atmospherically destructive Plan B, and Maya had to tell us that meant we only had nine hours. This time, less is more.
“What kind of alternative spacecraft are we talking about here?” Driver asks. “How much time will it save? How big is it? We need the labs and radios on the Vita for sharing information on Earth. Will it fit inside? We were hoping your big ship could get us to Bayzen quickly with the Vita inside. That was the point.”
Loobnar, who previously showed his regressive side by refusing to answer any questions asked by a “female”, now looks at Driver as he delivers his reply: “There is no alternative spacecraft.”
Driver turns to me in visible confusion. I’m sure she sees the same thing on my face, too, because I’m definitely feeling it.
“What are you talking about, Loobnar?” I ask him. “We don’t have time for you to be unclear right now.”
“There is no alternative spacecraft to take you to Bayzen,” he replies, unrushed, “but there may be an alternative route. There may be an alternative method.”
I feel my eyebrows rise. Because if my hunch is right, we might have just hit the alien jackpot…
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I don’t want to jump to any optimistic conclusions just yet, but I think I know where Loobnar is going with this.
An alternative method of reaching Bayzen? If he’s not thinking what I think he’s thinking, what else could it possibly be?
“You may not have to truly cover the distance at all,” the deposed ruler explains. With these words, he’s all but confirmed my wholly positive suspicion. “For although it is yet to be tested or even activated, we have developed a direct gateway to Bayzen.”
And with those words, he’s sealed the deal.
As the words appear in my lenses, Loobnar’s dissonant utterances suddenly sound like music to my ears.
Porro’s expression and body language, meanwhile, immediately signal his own surprise and confusion over this news. I wouldn’t say he looks as pleased as I expected, since I know how dearly he wants Earth to be okay. But beyond a quick glance, I’m not paying much attention to him right now.
“If this works,” Loobnar goes on, “you will be able to get there instantly. From there, you can continue to Earth through the gate you have already crossed several times. After all you have done for our world, I hope we can do something to help your own. This begins with the activation of the gate… and that can begin right now.”
Driver and I share another glance. This one could hardly be more different from the last, though. Now, a borderline disbelieving level of optimism suddenly fills each of our hearts.
A lot still has to go right, but this news could radically change our situation for the better.
Instead of two weeks, we could be home with the Orb in less than two days.
And amid all the bad news we’ve received from Sasha since the alien engineers restored our radio, that could be just the win we need.
“There is another gate?” Porro blurts out, as soon as Loobnar has finished talking. “There is a gate from here to Bayzen, and you did not use it to rescue our stranded colonists?”
Oh.
That explains why Porro’s initial reaction wasn’t one of hope or relief. I hadn’t even considered this point, but I can totally understand his displeasure now that he’s explained it.
“The work was ongoing before your problems on Bayzen began, Porro,” Loobnar replies. “We had a different tunneling team working on it. It was not your concern. We used Bayzocite from the first quantity your miners returned. Far less Bayzocite was needed for the project here than for your primary tunnels to Earth, given the vastly shorter distance we were attempting to bridge.”
“You left us there to die,” Porro says. It’s not that he’s unsatisfied by Loobnar’s justification so much as he’s quite reasonably upset at the total lack of one.
I’ll admit this is a million miles from my primary concern right now. Still, we need harmony between Eden’s new ruler and the predecessor who still commands so much respect and has a continued air of natural authority around here.
Activating the gate is unlikely to be a simple procedure, even if it could be a refreshingly fast one, and we’ll need Eden’s decision-makers on the same page.
“We had good reason for discontinuing the project,” Loobnar says, finally getting to it. “Two good reasons, in fact. Porro, when those disastrous radiation blasts killed so many of your colonists, we thought you were all dead. We mourned. We received no communications from the moment it happened. The radiation levels we detected around Bayzen in the aftermath made us doubt anyone could have survived. That is why it was such a pleasant surprise when I saw you walking out from the Earthlings’ vessel. You might as well have risen from the dead. That disaster is also why we could take no risks in attempting to punch through the gateway to Bayzen. The same operation had caused your problems on Bayzen and we did not want to cause any problems for ourselves. Since then, however, our teams have also studied the fallout from Bayzen. Our knowledge base has grown. Our science has developed. We have developed new methods, albeit untested, for the final stage of activation. But most importantly of all, the considerations have changed. When we thought you were all dead, there was no reward to balance the risk. Now, with the Earthlings’ future depending on their swift return, that balance has shifted considerably.”
I’ll now admit, very gladly, that I’m surprised by how much Loobnar seems to care about us.
“We now also have some important and helpful distinctions we can draw,” he goes on. “We can see the differences between the mutually activated gateway between Bayzen and Earth, which works well, and the one your group attempted to punch through which killed almost everyone on the colony and almost bled through to Earth’s side, too. Since there is some life in the surviving colonists’ vessel and its radio, it may be possible for our engineers to use advanced signal projection to restore communication with Bayzen. One-way communication, at the very least.”
Okay… that’s definitely promising.
“If that does prove possible,” Loobnar continues, “we could instruct them to activate this new gate from their side, like the Earthlings did when Maya reached out to them, as you have explained to me. That is not an overly risky procedure. If we proceed in that manner, I believe this whole process should pass safely.”
At this, I sigh. Because that part is not so promising. Unfortunately, it’s flat-out impossible.
I try to hang on to the obvious positive, though, which is that Loobnar is now very obviously and very firmly on our side. I have no doubts about that.
He’s going out of his way to help us, offering solutions that otherwise wouldn’t even be in our minds. I have to think that the diplomacy we showed in allowing him to save face when stepping down from power is playing a part here.
I’m not talking about karma or anything like that, but simply the fact that we made a conscious effort not to humiliate a ruler for whom respect and legacy mean everything.
I don’t like how callously and readily Loobnar was willing to sacrifice so many of his subjects to cleanse Eden of the sludge, and I’d go so far as to say I hate him for it. But the world isn’t black and white.
Or in light of where we are, I guess what I should say is that no world is black and white. Ours certainly isn’t, and neither is this one.
Sometimes for the greater good, you have to hold your nose and work with people or indeed aliens you don’t like.
Sometimes what happens next is more important than making sure someone gets comeuppance for what they’ve already done. I was more concerned about avoiding making a powerful enemy out of Loobnar than I was about trying to make him into an ally, but with so much on the line I’ll gladly take all the help we can get.
Unfortunately, though, the specific help he’s suggesting isn’t going to be possible. It’s a non-starter.
It’s a nice idea to “unlock” the gate from Bayzen’s side, to avoid the need to punch-through with a powerfully targeted radiation barrage. Doing so would effectively be performing the same task we did when following Maya’s instructions, like Loobnar is referencing.
In fact, it’s not just a nice idea… it’s a great idea. From his perspective, not knowing everything we do, it’s a damn brilliant one.
The problem is, it’s also totally futile. After all, we had to totally destroy the mining and tunneling infrastructure on Bayzen to save that world and Earth from an imminent catastrophe. Even worse, the catastrophe we narrowly averted resulted from the fallout of an attempt to force open a quantum gate — or punch it open, as the translated alien terminology prefers — in the same way we would have to do here.
Because we’ve been on Eden for less than twenty-four hours, during which time a lot has happened, we haven’t filled Loobnar in on absolutely everything. That’s why Driver, Porro and I exchange a few glances to decide who will break the news.
To my surprise, it’s Laika who speaks first.
“Baan shekk foo,” he squawks, stunning me with his linguistic proficiency.
Sure, he was working with Santino and Maya on the translation device for almost two weeks. But I know I wouldn’t pick up more than a few alien words in that timeframe.
It’s amazing enough to witness Laika participating fully in English-language conversations, where he shows an understanding far beyond what any other animal has ever displayed. Seeing and hearing him participate in an alien conversation just takes things to another level altogether.
Laika’s words are quickly translated as text in my lenses: “That not work.”
Loobnar, visibly impressed, then pays close attention as Porro expands on the details.
I’m watching Loobnar’s face carefully, meanwhile, to gauge his reaction.
If he’s still willing to help us, despite the safe gate-engagement method he hoped to utilize no longer being an option, I won’t be dead-set against it. We’ll need to discuss everything with our group, with our friends on Earth, and certainly with the alien experts we’ll be relying on to actually do it.
“It should still be possible to activate the gate,” Loobnar replies, speaking as soon as Porro is finished. “Our team’s work was all but done, Porro. They didn’t want to go the whole way until your tunnel to Earth was complete. If there was going to be a catastrophic problem on the receiving end of the forced radiation punch, we wanted that lesson to be learned by Earth rather than Bayzen.”
Yeah…
That whole thing about nothing being black and white? About how we sometimes have to work with people we don’t like?
Well, I’m trying really hard to bear it all in mind right now. Loobnar is just so cavalier about potentially massive losses of life, it’s hard to fathom that he’s from the same world as the altruistic Porro.
“This decision will be yours alone,” Loobnar says directly to his planet’s new ruler. “Even if I remained in charge, Porro, I would defer to your personal decision as head of the colonization project. With so much on the line for Earth, and so few colonists remaining on Bayzen, I believe the best course of action is to punch open the gate. If you feel differently, I will understand why.”
My chest tightens. This a horrible decision to lay on Porro’s shoulders.
It would be an awful choice if he knew that it was truly one or the other — Earth’s safety or Bayzen’s — but the number of uncertainties means that he can’t even make a straight call like that.
We don’t know if punching open the new gate will cause any problems on Bayzen, for one thing. But we also don’t know if we would survive the trip through the gate whether or not its activation does cause any problems.
That latter point is one we’ll have to give great consideration. Even if everything goes well in the preparations, whether or not we venture through the gate will depend on the latest news from Earth at the time.
If things get significantly worse in the next fourteen hours and it’s clear that the duration of our conventional journey to Bayzen will be too long for Earth to hold out, we’ll have no choice. But the decision will be cloudier if things don’t get significantly worse. Carrying the Orb through an untested gate poses a non-negligible risk of losing it altogether, along with our lives.
I really believe the debate among our team here and our allies on Earth could get very intense, depending on how things play out.
But while Porro alone won’t decide that we will go through the gate, his authority here means that he can decisively rule on whether we can.
“I would not be here without the Earthlings,” Porro states. “The few of us who survived the previous radiation blasts would have died very recently in a far greater blast if these friends did not prevent it. We owe them all of the assistance we can possibly offer, and every soul on Bayzen would agree.”
“Thank you, Porro,” I instantly reply, beyond glad that he’s made this call. Again… I don’t yet know that we’ll use the gate even if the activation process works, but it’s an option that I’m very glad he hasn’t taken off the table.
Maya translates my words, as she always does when we talk, and Laika offers up some thanks of his own in the bizarre alien language.
“Very well, Porro. You should inform Bilvek of this decision,” Loobnar says, evidently referencing another high-ranking alien. “Our tunneling team was disbanded a long time ago, after your disaster on Bayzen, but Bilvek will be able to gather the specialists very quickly. Given my estimate that the preparation and activation processes will take around a day and a half, which is accounting for no unforeseen hiccups, I suggest you set him to work immediately.”
“Maya, does he still mean Eden days?” Driver asks, turning to our tireless hummingbird-like helper.
“He does,” she chirps back. “The estimate remains around fourteen hours in total.”
Without another word, Porro sets off back in the direction he came from. As he heads for the other side of the tower’s apparent elevator shaft, he’s also hopefully heading for rapid and meaningful progress.
“Thank you for telling us this,” I say to Loobnar, with Maya dutifully doing the translating. As much as I dislike so many things about his actions and coldness, these words don’t stick in my throat. Loobnar might have just given Earth an absolutely crucial lifeline, and I’m grateful for that.
“Think nothing of it,” the former ruler replies. “But while Porro is busy setting things in motion with the gate’s activation, I do have a request of my own.”
Of course he does.
In the delay before Loobnar continues, my mind races with potential favors he could ask. I hope we haven’t just indebted ourselves to this sociopath, perhaps having missed some literally alien social cue that he wasn’t offering the gate idea out of the goodness of his heart.
“I want to see the Hall of Memories,” he goes on, saying just about the last thing I expected to hear. “Your vehicle can pass the aquatic barrier. I would like to see the work of the ancients with my own eyes.”
“We have to liaise with Earth,” Driver replies.
“Your team is large enough to divide,” Loobnar counters immediately. He no longer shows any reluctance in talking directly to Driver, which is a welcome softening in his once rigidly regressive ways. “Believe me: the trip will not be wasted. Rather than passively wait for progress here and updates from Earth, we can actively look for more information and assistance. You see, there is a lot more to the Hall than you know. There is more to it than you can conceive. The Hall of Memories may have looked empty to your eyes, but if the legends are true, the Orb is far from the only secret it holds.”
Driver turns to me right away. With no need for words, it’s decided in an instant:
We’re in.
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Our situation is as urgent as urgent can be. The overriding priority, above all others, is to get home as quickly as we can.
This isn’t the time for exploring ancient alien sites to quell our curiosity.
But… our situation is also more complicated than it was a few minutes ago.
The calculations really have changed. By waiting the estimated fourteen hours to see whether or not the Edenites’ gateway to Bayzen can be safely and successfully activated, we could be saving ourselves almost the entirety of a fourteen-day trip.
Sure, there’s a chance we’re wasting time. If the activation process can’t be completed and we have to begin the long trek home, Earth will have to hold out even longer until we arrive with the Orb.
Right now, Simone is in the process of scanning the Orb in her lab to see if we can analyze its nature or composition. And right now, Porro is passing on orders for the necessary experts to begin activating the latent gate.
Things are happening. Plans are afoot.
Taking Loobnar to the Hall of Memories isn’t a mindless decision, it’s a very purposeful one. And if his hunch is right that we might have missed something important, it could actually move our understanding forward in ways we can’t even comprehend at the moment.
We don’t know what we don’t know.
All I know is that the Hall has so far given us the Orb that saved Eden and now stands as Earth’s only hope. If there really is something else in there, I don’t think we can afford not to check it out.
“What are the legends?” I ask Loobnar. “What do you think is in there?”
“A story has been passed down our ruling bloodline that the Ancients left considerable lessons within the Hall for future societies who might one day venture inside,” he says. “Beyond the Hall’s walls, every trace of their existence was erased as time passed. You know this tale. You know that my ruling ancestors decided that Eden’s people should look to their own kind — to us — as the supreme and natural holders of authority… not to long-dead saviors from afar. Prior to your entry, the Hall’s interior had been unseen for time untold.”
The word lessons is a very interesting and promising one.
The history of Eden is complicated, with the displaced Ancients having rescued Loobnar and Porro’s ancestors from the dying world of Bayzen and then having died out here due to the planet’s unsuitability for their own kind.
Crucially, that history has been deliberately hidden by what Loobnar calls the ruling bloodline, on whose throne he sat until we arrived to assume the role of “saviors from afar” and thus undermined the lies upon which his rule was built.
If anyone alive would know what might be inside the Hall, it has to be Loobnar.
“The Ancients were extremely advanced,” Loobnar continues. “Their technologies seemed almost like magic to my ancestors, from their interplanetary vessels to Maya.”
“Maya?” Driver asks, as soon Loobnar’s words are translated. “The Ancients made Maya?”
In the context of the statue on Bayzen, which featured a bird just like her sitting proudly on the hand of an Ancient, this does make sense. Nevertheless, it’s a lot to take in.
“Yes,” Loobnar says. “Maya was an assistive device created to aid them in all kinds of tasks and calculations. For generations since, she has helped Eden’s rulers. We sent her to Bayzen to assist with Porro’s mining project, where great insight was needed. Unfortunately, the same disaster that killed so many of the colonists has wiped Maya’s long-term memory.”
Unfortunately. Yeah… you can say that again.
If Maya remembered everything from the time of the Ancients to the present day, she would be even more helpful than she is now.
She can’t, though, and there’s no sense in crying over spilled milk.
We have a lot to be grateful for in how helpful Maya is even without those memories, and it’s good to have some context on her history even if we can’t do anything productive with it.
“Anyway, did you notice any inscriptions or carvings in the Hall?” Loobnar asks, hyper-focused. “I know you were with Mythar, but he would not be able to make sense of them. For many generations, the ability to read and write has been restricted to a tight inner circle. What would have appeared as meaningless shapes to Mythar could be easily understandable information to an educated individual like me.”
Wow.
Okay… this is new.
“You can read?” Driver asks, and I can understand why she sounds so shocked.
I remember how surprised I was that Porro can’t read and that the clearly intelligent aliens we’ve encountered were capable of space travel and complex mining operations without seeming to visually record any text.
To that end, it probably shouldn’t be so much of a surprise to now learn that their species very much can read and write, and that the ability has been consciously restricted to the hereditary leadership itself as yet another means of controlling Eden’s society.
Knowing this, I feel like there must have been members of the mining colony who were better-educated in this regard than Porro. It just doesn’t make sense that they could achieve what they did without what we would consider such basic abilities. There must have been envoys or representatives of the ruling class, at the very least, who nominally answered to Porro while perhaps engaging directly with the leadership via the radios.
Trying to make sense of alien politics is a recipe for insanity, but my best guess is that the leadership wanted someone like Porro — a man of the people, if you will — to officially head up the colony as a means of projecting an aura of meritocracy and representation.
“I can read,” Loobnar confirms. “And I have great faith in the legends passed down by my forefathers. I believe there is something in the Hall of Memories that you have missed. Any information we find might help you in your bid to save Earth. Your vehicle is the only means I have of passing the aquatic barrier. We could develop one, given enough time, or we could slowly drain the barrier, but there seems little sense in passing up this opportunity while you are here. The Hall has been kept secret for a long time, and for what I considered good reason. Now that the secret is no more, however, I wish to see the full extent of what the Ancients left behind. And given your need for the fullest possible understanding of the Orb and the creatures it can eliminate, it seems clear to me that our interests align.”
“Let’s do it,” Driver says, vocally confirming what she and I have already decided. “Our ATV is still beside the mountain, but we can take a rover and head straight for it. We won’t need anything else from the Vita.”
I nod in approval. Needless to say, I’m beyond glad that the rampaging insectoids didn’t consume our Amphibious Terrain Vehicle when they attacked Loobnar’s guards like a swarm of piranhas.
“What about the Orb?” Loobnar asks.
“What about it?” I reply with an obvious question of my own.
“It is in your spacecraft,” he says. “Do you not wish to carry it back in to the Hall, in case further insights are available? I understand that the first time you and Mythar touched the Orb in its hovering place, you each witnessed visions of the past.”
I don’t know if I would call them visions. They seemed more like immersive memories… but that doesn’t seem like something to nitpick.
“And then when you touched it again, you were able to move it,” the alien continues. “It was as though the Orb knew what you wanted from it. Perhaps even more will be made clear to you if you return it and repeat the process? I would also dearly like to witness the visions for myself.”
“I don’t think that’s something we can do,” I reply right away. I feel my head shaking, almost involuntarily, because I have a very strong resistance to this idea. There is an element of sense to it, but the risk is too great. “What if putting the Orb back locks it in place? We need it. Our planet’s future literally depends on it. Our friends are studying the Orb as we speak, but they’re studying it non-invasively. They’re only doing passive scans and taking readings — no atmospheric changes, no catalysts, nothing more than observation. If I bring it back into the Hall, maybe it’ll think I’m done with it. Engaging with it twice did release it from its hovering place. But what if engaging a third time locks it back in?”
In my peripheral vision, I see Driver nodding along with this line of thought.
“That’s a risk we can’t take,” she agrees. “Right now, we have the Orb. We can’t do anything that risks losing it. Anything.”
After a pause following Maya’s translation, which is only slight but still longer than usual, Loobnar replies: “Very well. As I said, it would have been very illuminating for me to see the visions for myself, but I understand and accept your reasoning. Whatever else we find in the Hall could illuminate broader contexts, regardless of the Orb’s presence. I am ready to leave when you are.”
He’s an alien. I know that. But there’s something about Loobnar that makes him harder to read than Porro or Mythar. In this instance, I expected him to argue his case and more or less insist that he would only come with us if we brought the Orb.
Now, though, it really does seem like his desire to directly experience the immersive memories I’ve already shared was secondary to his desire to help us by seeing what else might be in there.
Last time, I looked around the Hall with clear eyes and a heightened sense of purpose to take in every single detail.
And as we set off to see what we might have missed, I can only hope Loobnar’s legends are correct and that his eyes can spot something ours passed over.
The Hall did seem oddly empty, especially for being housed inside such a huge and cavernous mountain as Eden’s so-called Lone Peak.
We’re making our return visit more in hope than expectation of finding anything else, but I don’t think the hope is unrealistic.
While alien and human teams work on accelerating our return to Earth and developing our understanding of the Orb, we have formed an unlikely alliance with Loobnar. And with him at our side in his desire to see the mysterious surroundings for the first time, we’re all set to explore Eden’s mysterious Hall of Memories once more.
This time, we will leave no stone unturned.
Mythar was a useful ally in our first visit, but he didn’t know nearly so much of Eden’s hidden history as Loobnar does. Perhaps just as importantly, he lacked the elite education needed to read whatever symbols and carvings we might come across.
Now, with Loobnar’s deep knowledge and educated alien mind on our side, I’m daring to dream that we’ll find something big.
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As we leave the tower and head for the Vita, our group naturally draws a lot of attention. The alien masses retain their admiration for Loobnar even now that he has relinquished power to Porro. That much is very clear.
But what’s equally clear is that they’re just as interested in our presence as his, and just as interested in us as when we first arrived.
Laika continues to attract the most attention of anyone. And in all honesty, I don’t think the little guy minds that one bit.
Loobnar addresses the crowd as we walk. He states with surprising openness that he is accompanying us to the Hall of Memories. In his words, he is seeking further information that can help our plight.
He doesn’t get into any more details about how that plight has horrifically worsened with the spread of the creatures across our whole world.
Right now, I think that’s definitely for the best.
These aliens are on our side. There is no doubt about that. But they’re so on our side, and so invested in our wellbeing, I think hysteria over our plight could only get in the way.
None of them will yet know about the upcoming attempts to activate the gate. In fact, I doubt many of them will even know there is a gate to be activated.
It really seems like Eden’s society has operated on a strict need-to-know basis for an extremely long time. As unquestioned ruler and head of the planet’s pseudo-royal bloodline, Loobnar has clearly been the one to decide who needs to know what.
The activation of the gate is unlikely to be the subject of much debate among the Edenites, though. In all likelihood, there won’t be any debate at all.
Because whether it’s Loobnar or Porro officially calling the shots, Edenites seem highly deferent to authority.
This behavior could be innate, in the same way that some animal species on Earth naturally congregate around a powerful group leader. I don’t think so, though. I think it’s more likely to be a learned habit. It’s all any of them have ever known, with the system of rule having been in place for much longer than anyone here has been alive.
If all goes well with the initial activation stage, we will have to discuss our plans with our friends and allies at home. Although we are the ones in possession of the Orb, this is a team effort all the way.
Far too often I’ve seen difficulties occur when information is restricted between groups and when decisions are taken without due consideration. We have experts in every field whose lives depend on our success in returning quickly with the Orb just as much as ours do, and we’ll definitely make use of their wisdom.
For the moment, though, we have an ancient alien Hall of Memories to explore.
When we reach the Vita, Driver wastes no time in calling forth a ground rover from a storage hatch similar to the one that lowered the ATV. Loobnar and I don’t even walk up the Vita’s ramp to enter, instead waiting outside so we can get going right away.
“We’re heading back to the Hall of Memories inside the mountain,” I hear Driver call. She’s not shouting particularly loudly, so someone must be close by. “Loobnar thinks we might have missed something. We won’t be long. Porro is working on ways to speed up the trip back, too, so we’re not wasting time. We’ll have news on that at the same time we get back. Is there anything new from Earth? Anything big?”
Without being able to make out all of his words, I hear Santino’s voice reply. I do hear enough to know there are no game-changing updates from Earth, which is the main thing.
Driver has opted not to say anything specific about the gate, likely to avoid raising everyone’s hopes too high in case the plan doesn’t come off. For the very same reason, I haven’t asked Maya to pass the news on to our friends via the Vita’s radio.
By the time Driver is back outside, the rover is ready for us.
Needless to say, it feels very different setting off for the Lone Peak now than it did first time around. Earth’s situation is far, far worse than we could ever have imagined. And yet, relative to how bleak the outlook felt a matter of minutes ago, we’re setting off in hope.
Not only are we hoping to find something useful in the Hall, but we’re also hopeful that we might be able to utilize what we’ve already found in there a lot sooner than we expected.
As before, it’s just me, Driver, an alien and our two very different avian companions. Loobnar has taken Porro’s place, of course.
Fortunately, the rover’s interior is considerably roomier than that of the ATV.
We have a fair amount of ground to cover, given the distance between the Lone Peak and the now-grounded Great Platform. Driver puts her pedal to the metal and carries us there as quickly as possible.
Eden is a small planet. In absolute terms, we’re not all that far away. Nevertheless, the ride allows me to see a lot more of this alien world than I have so far.
When we passed over in the Vita, flying low and thus relatively slowly due to the artificial clouds, I couldn’t discern much. It was extremely dark, for one thing. We were also still too high to easily make out many details.
Now, however, I’m getting a real tour.
Loobnar remains silent, so it’s not a guided tour. The fact there are three seats at the front of the rover means he’s beside me rather than behind me like Porro was in the ATV. And as our journey progresses, the views from the window seem to be as interesting to him as they are to me.
I’m not going to ask, since I want his mind as focused as it can be, but I do find myself wondering how much time Loobnar spent down here on the surface. Even before the Great Platform was raised, I wouldn’t be surprised if he spent all his time at the top of one of the planet’s imposing towers that might as well be made of literal ivory.
Passing the remains of several huge fires brings mixed emotions. These were the areas where the abandoned aliens like Mythar and his group huddled for warmth while Loobnar’s callous plan proceeded to freeze them half to death.
He would have gone the whole way if we didn’t get here when we did. That realization now comes into particularly sharp focus with the fiery remnants in sight.
I suddenly feel physically uncomfortable sitting next to him. It makes my skin crawl that we have to operate alongside someone capable of such a thing.
Some people might say that’s just my human-centric value system imposing itself on an alien culture.
To them, I would say: damn right it is.
Aliens like Mythar, Porro and the dozens of helpful others we encountered on Bayzen have human-like capacities for both intellect and emotion. None of their kind deserve to go through anything like what Eden’s masses had to endure. Just as importantly, none of their kind have an excuse for imposing anything like it on others.
We’re not talking about animals here. Loobnar wasn’t blindly following instincts. Even if he was born into certain expectations and indoctrinated to perform his role as a hereditary ruler with the detachment he showed, he had a choice.
It takes no small effort, but I force these thoughts to the back of my mind.
Aside from a few updates from Driver about our estimated arrival time, the only talking in the rover comes from Laika and Maya. To the extent that a robotic alien hummingbird can truly be friends with anyone, she has definitely struck up a warm relationship with Laika.
Laika is endlessly inquisitive, so it works well that Maya is endlessly willing to share whatever information she can. Her own knowledge of Eden is greatly limited due to the memory-wipe she experienced in the fallout of the fateful radiation blasts on Bayzen.
Despite this, though, her excellent powers of observation and data collation allow her to answer most of his questions quite fully. These range from why Eden’s daytime sky isn’t as blue as Earth’s to how many of Porro’s friends live here.
The Lone Peak is visible for a large portion of our drive. It pulls us forward like a magnet, towards the waiting ATV.
And when we eventually get there, the sight that greets us is extremely unsettling…
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There is nothing new at the Lone Peak, so the sight isn’t alarming.
But as we slow towards a stop and pass by the spot where the Vita was parked, I start to think that calling this unsettling is putting it far too mildly.
There are countless pieces of hardened shell, shattered from the bodies of the dead spider-like creatures. A huge number of dead insectoids, which hadn’t yet combined into the final-form monsters, also litter the ground.
If anything, though, this sight is actually good news. After all, it shows that the insectoids really are decisively dead.
We knew that from the small number Simone took aboard the Vita when we left the Moon, which never showed any signs of life after I narrowly defeated them in the lunar labs. It’s still nice to have further confirmation, even if I hadn’t really considered the harrowing alternative until now.
One of the things that’s unsettling me so much is the largely destroyed leftover section of the small craft that Loobnar and his guards descended in, shortly before we deployed the Orb. The insectoids swarmed across it for what seemed like a very short time, and they’ve stripped it to almost nothing. It’s another frightening reminder of their destructive power.
But even this doesn’t come close to the stomach-churning sight of what’s left of Loobnar’s guards themselves. Sent to confront the insectoids like gazelles sent to argue with lions, their corpses have been utterly ravaged. Again, the insectoids had very little time to do this. It can’t have been more than a minute and might have been considerably less.
The video footage from Earth showed us what the fully formed monsters are capable of, and how quickly they eliminated that poor military unit in Central Asia. It’s beyond troubling to see, up close and personal, that even the un-assembled insectoids can do this kind of damage.
I’m not sure if any insectoids remain on Earth, or if they’ve by now all formed into the larger creatures. Right now, given what my eyes have just seen, I almost hope they have.
The sizable spider-like monsters are at least easy to see coming and easy to track. Yes, they are incredibly powerful… but the insectoids can clearly be just as deadly. It’s certainly easier to contain one raging bull than a thousand-strong swarm of locusts, too, and for now containment is the name of the game.
All of this was here when we regrouped and ascended in the Vita. But with everything that was going on, and with how thankful we were to be alive at all, I think it went over my head. My adrenalized and hyper-focused mind didn’t take any of it in.
“Porro friends no okay,” Laika innocently comments from behind us as he looks out at the corpses. Clearly, the sights down here are hitting him only now, too. “Porro friends dead, Ray Ray. Laika too slow to help.”
“No,” I tell him, uttering the word more forcefully than I intended to. “Listen, buddy. We would all be dead if you hadn’t thought fast and taken the Orb to the edge of the clouds. Okay? You’re responsible for saving everyone else, not for not saving those guys.”
“He is right,” Loobnar adds, surprising me by speaking at all and even more so by saying what he does.
I turn back from Laika to face the alien, even as his translated words appear in my lenses.
“I am responsible for the harm that was done,” he goes on. “I acknowledge that great harm was done. With the upcoming activation of our gate and this exploration of the Hall, I aim to make sure I can be responsible for preventing any more.”
Driver pulls up at our ATV just as Loobnar finishes saying this. She glances at me, looking as surprised as I feel.
Loobnar truly is a riddle wrapped in an enigma. So bluntly accepting responsibility is just about the last thing I would have expected him to do, and yet here we are. The more time I spend with him and the more I try to make sense of his psychology, the more sure I get that it’s a losing battle.
He’s an alien.
I could end it there. With what feels like a good enough reason to be unable to understand his thought processes, I could end it there.
I feel like our group has a pretty good handle on Porro by now, though. The reasons for the differences could be manifold.
The most obvious one is that it’s very possible Loobnar’s emotional wiring has simply been corrupted by the power he has exerted here for so long. The emotional corruption isn’t quite absolute, as shown by his desire to make amends by helping us as much as he can, but it’s evidently very considerable.
“Hopefully we’ll find something good in there,” Driver eventually says. She holds Loobnar’s eyes for a few seconds, as though trying to make sense of him in the same way I have been for the last few minutes.
There is no one else within our sight at the Lone Peak. That could be due to the presence of the dead insectoids and indeed the guards.
I think the reasons could also be broader, though. Because for many generations, this area has been off bounds for Eden’s masses.
For time untold, as Loobnar put it, no one had set foot inside the Hall of Memories. No one until us.
Now, as we prepare to enter once more, humanity’s future might well rest upon what else we can learn from Eden’s ancient past.
The air feels refreshingly comfortable as Driver opens the doors. This stands in stark contrast to the freezing conditions we encountered last time.
We proceed quickly to the ATV.
When we reach the doors, Loobnar quietly sits in the back with Laika as I settle next to Driver up front.
I might really be extending human thought processes onto an alien culture with this thought, but I can’t help but reflect that his willingness to sit in the back without comment is another sign that he has accepted he is no longer in charge.
Loobnar is alive because of us, and he knows that as well as we do. And while we’re never going to lord it over him, it’s a pretty good position for us to be in that he seemingly feels a debt of gratitude.
Driver quickly maneuvers us to the edge of the moat. She then reconfigures the ATV into its water-ready form. This has Loobnar asking several questions about how the technology works, which Maya translates and neither Driver nor I have specific detailed responses to.
I close my eyes as Driver takes us into the water.
I still have a harder time being submerged in water than I do walking in space. I know that would sound insane to just about anyone else. Hell, it sounds insane in my own head. But just about no one else has had the formative memory of a drowned brother burned into their teenage psyche. I can’t reason my way past that.
“Ray Ray okay,” Laika reassures me. “Not long in water, Ray Ray.”
I force a nod and exhale slowly.
If anything, I’m feeling the discomfort even more than I did last time. Believe me, I know that doesn’t make any rational sense. I’ve long since given up on trying to rationalize my fear responses, though. I also know better than to criticize myself for experiencing them.
“We’re all good,” Driver adds, patting my thigh twice.
Her tone is different from Laika’s. She’s not telling me we’re going to be okay, she’s telling me we are. The tone is almost like that of a parent telling their child it’s safe to look at the TV screen again, once the gory or scary scene is over.
I open my eyes. Sure enough, we’ve begun to surface.
“Thanks guys,” I say to both her and Laika.
As I turn to Laika, I see only then that Loobnar’s eyes are closed, too.
“Maya, tell him we made it,” I request.
She does, assuring him that we’re now fully out of the moat.
Loobnar looks around, appearing very relieved. I guess I wasn’t on my own with hating that.
“Your vehicle is very impressive,” the alien states, shaking off his previous concern. “Now, let us enter the Hall of Memories. Let us see what else the Ancients have left behind.”
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The Hall of Memories’ exterior door remains wide open. I hadn’t even considered that it might not be until now, but the fact that it is will save us some time.
It was Laika’s unrivaled pattern-recognition abilities that spotted the key pressure-sensitive area that unlocked it last time. Fortunately, there’s no such need for him to do anything now. Instead, he perches on my shoulder as soon as we’re out of the ATV.
This comes only after Driver engages the process to remove as much of the moat’s possibly toxic liquid from the vehicle as possible.
“What’s with this weird water, anyway?” she asks Loobnar.
“I know nothing about it,” the alien replies.
I move my shoulder very slightly to get the attention of Laika, our lie detector extraordinaire who has honed his skills on aliens as well as humans. He responds with a subtle attempt at a nod that Loobnar doesn’t notice.
“But the Ancients didn’t put it there,” I contend. “They left the Orb to be found. You guys filled the moat, didn’t you?”
“I am not my ancestors, Ray,” he plainly states. “Not every detail of every action my forefathers took has been passed down. I know the Hall was sealed away. The full story has been lost to time.”
Right now, the precise nature of this water is neither here nor there. Our initial testing told us it wasn’t anything we would want in contact with our skin, and that’s essentially the only thing we need to know about it. The fact that an alien who reigned as Eden’s supreme leader for so long knows nothing more, however, is a symptom of what’s wrong with this place.
It’s not only the case that certain wisdom and tenets of history have been hidden from Eden’s masses by its ruling elite. That would be foolish enough, but you don’t have to be too conspiratorially minded to believe similar things happen in various parts of our own world.
Here, the madness goes far beyond that. History has been hidden from one generation to the next. Eden’s rulers were so determined to conceal the importance of the Ancients in bringing them here and making the atmosphere conducive to comfortable living, they hid it from their own descendants.
As messed up as some of our own species’ truth-shielding political systems are, I don’t know of any that have taken things that far.
It’s because of the ruling Edenites’ penchant for secrecy that even Loobnar doesn’t know what else we might find in the Hall. He’s simply shared a general rumor — or legend, as he put it — that there’s a lot more to this place than we’ve seen so far.
Together, hoping deeply that the legend is true, we all walk into the cavernous Hall.
Everything looks the same as it did when we left. I don’t know if that’s good news or bad news… I just hope to hell Loobnar is going to see something we haven’t.
It’s not like there were any visible carvings or inscriptions that we noticed but couldn’t read. We didn’t see anything else at all.
The Hall is still dimly lit. In less of a frenzied rush than I was last time, I look up to the distant ceiling, if you can call it that, more purposefully than I did then. I’m trying to see where the light is coming from.
“Lenses, triple zoom,” I say.
When they do their thing, I spot a huge number of unusual crystal-like objects emanating gentle light from the ceiling and indeed some high areas of the walls. This doesn’t exactly explain much, since I don’t know what the crystals are or what the ultimate source of the illumination actually is, but my mind is partially satisfied to at least know where the light is coming from in a literal sense.
Once we step in and my eyes finish their quick look around, I find myself focusing on Loobnar. Driver is doing the same.
His eyes, meanwhile, are darting in every direction.
“This is not right,” he eventually says, more quietly than usual.
“What isn’t right?” I ask.
When Maya translates the words into Loobnar’s language at normal volume, her dissonant utterance echoes all around the cavernous interior of Eden’s Lone Peak. The emptiness all around us really accentuates the guttural and unpleasant nature of their speech.
“There is nothing here,” the alien says, just as gruffly. “There is absolutely nothing.”
I sigh.
Oh well. So much for that idea.
The only positive I can think of is that this at least isn’t our main hope. We weren’t hanging everything on finding something in here.
This trip was a worthwhile endeavor for us to undertake while the real work on activating our potential gateway to Bayzen is underway. There was no sense in us passively waiting in the Vita while this opportunity presented itself, however long the odds of striking gold might have been, and there’s no real reason to regret it.
As they say: nothing ventured, nothing gained.
“Was the Orb in the center, hovering over the platform?” Loobnar asks.
“Yes,” I say.
That small platform is literally the only thing that stands out. It’s the only thing there is.
Loobnar walks slowly towards it. He’s looking closely at the ground. I join him. As I do, Laika hops down for a closer look.
“Did you step on to this platform?” the alien asks. As he speaks, he takes a step of his own.
And as soon as he does, Laika stumbles backwards.
“No safe, Ray Ray!” he squawks, deliberately knocking into my leg to make me move backwards, too. “Ray Ray, floor no safe. Laika see crack!”
I don’t see a crack… until I do.
Rather than a structural crack, though, which would have been a very unwelcome development, I would call this an edge.
The platform merged with the ground so perfectly that even Laika’s keen eyes couldn’t detect anything until Loobnar stepped on. But now that Loobnar has stepped on, it’s becoming increasingly apparent by the second that the so-called crack is actually the edge of a cut-out section of the ground.
Loobnar rushes towards us, back to the safety of solid ground, and we all watch in awe as the platform begins to descend. We hear a low rumbling sound as it disappears from view, leaving a small opening. After around ten seconds, the sound stops.
None of us move a muscle.
“Hole in floor, Ray Ray,” Laika observes. It’s not as impressive an observation as his first sighting of the crack, but he’s definitely not wrong. “But why?”
As I search my mind for a good answer, Driver steps in with one of her own.
“Well, little dude,” she says with an optimistic smile, “I’m guessing there’s a downstairs.”
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Together, we all step forward to peer down the hatch-like hole that’s just been created by the platform’s descent.
This planet and its platforms…
As soon as we reach the edge, it’s very clear that Driver was right. There is a downstairs. The platform has lowered by only four feet or so. At its edge, I see another concrete slab. They really are rudimentary stairs.
“Laika, stay,” I implore him. He hasn’t made any motions to move, and I don’t normally talk to him like he’s a dog, but there’s no room for misunderstandings right now. “Maya… could you check this out?”
Our hummingbird helper flutters forward right away.
“No!” Loobnar booms.
Since this is one of the few alien words I’ve picked up, I know that’s what he’s saying even before my lenses almost instantly translate it into text.
Maya stops, hovering in place.
It’s not that she answers to Loobnar over us, which is certainly not the case, but more that she wisely wants to see why he has so adamantly spoken against what seems like an obvious next move.
Turning to me, Loobnar goes on: “If you are concerned about the safety of the lower level, Maya cannot go first. You need her. Allow me to go first.”
I am concerned about the safety of the lower level, and most acutely the possibility of the platform rising again to seal it closed when anyone is down there.
That’s why I couldn’t take any chances with Laika. It’s also why I’m surprised that Loobnar, who has clearly sensed a similar innate risk, is proactively willing to carry the risk on his own shoulders.
“Be our guest,” Driver tells him.
“Please do,” I confirm.
No doubt driven by a deeply held curiosity about what has been hidden on his world for so long, as well as a continued and appreciated urge to keep us safe, Loobnar steps down onto the lowered platform. He then shuffles to its far edge and onto the next stair-like slab beyond it. At that point, he’s able to stand up straight again.
I position myself low to the ground so I can see as much as possible. Even still, I lose sight of him before long.
“What do you see?” I call.
No reply comes.
“Loobnar!” I yell, even louder than before. “What do you see?”
I count the seconds after Maya translates my repeated question. By five, I’m frustrated. By ten, I’m concerned.
But by fifteen, I hear something.
Rather than his voice, it’s the sound of Loobnar’s feet making their way back up the large stairs.
He reaches us fairly quickly, though not showing any sign of being in a particularly urgent rush, and steps back on to the Hall’s main level.
“Well?” I ask.
Still, he says nothing.
“Dude,” Driver groans. “What’s down there? Talk to us. Even if it’s nothing, just tell us.”
Eventually, Loobnar shakes himself out of his silence.
“It is not nothing,” he begins. “It is the furthest thing from nothing.”
It’s as hard to read his expression as always, but I notice Loobnar’s multi-jointed legs shaking in a way I’ve never seen before.
Whatever he saw, it’s big.
“They are here,” the alien explains at long last. “In this Hall of Memories, we are standing above the tomb of the Ancients.”
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I’m stunned.
That’s truly the only word for it. I’ve been surprised a lot of times, but right now I am genuinely stunned.
“Did you see the Ancients?” Driver asks, looking just as shocked but showing herself far more able to communicate amid the surprise than I am. “Are they in caskets or something? Was there anything else?”
These are good questions. They’re great questions. But still, my mind is reeling so much from the initial revelation that the Hall’s lower level houses an unexplored ancient alien tomb, I’m not sure the answers will register very clearly.
When I think about it, this does make sense. After all, we know the last surviving Ancients developed the Orb and left it in the Hall when they knew their time was short. I learned that in the incredible moments when I immersively experienced the memories that were somehow stored within the Orb itself. And really, if they died here, where else would they be?
It seems clear now that Loobnar’s ancestors were definitely responsible for sealing this place up, since the Ancients couldn’t exactly do it from their resting place. Knowing that their bodies are here answers that question, once and for all.
As for Driver’s questions…
“I saw their resting places,” Loobnar answers. “There are three large structures. Boxes. There are also a large series of engravings on the floor. Unfortunately I could only see the very edge. Enough to see that there are engravings, but not enough to see what they are. A stone slab is covering the engraved area, perhaps to protect against damage. I was unable to move it on my own. If one of you could help me, I might be able to read what is underneath. Together, I believe we can move the slab.”
Wow. We absolutely have to check this out.
“Maya,” I say nodding towards the stairs. “Could you take a look and tell us what you see, too?”
It’s not that I don’t trust what Loobnar is telling me. Hell, it’s not that I see a single reason he’d be lying. But I’m not going down there until someone I can trust beyond any doubt confirms that there are no obvious dangers, and that the juice will be worth the squeeze.
And while we do need Maya, we also need to know it’s safe down there.
“If she sees it, I’ll go down to help him,” Driver offers.
“The hell you will,” I say. “Driver, we don’t need to go over this every single time there’s a risk to be taken. No matter what, we need you to fly the Vita. You’re the least expendable of any of us.”
At that, Driver relents. “Check it out,” she says to Maya, who obediently rushes down to the alien crypt beneath our feet.
“I see it,” Maya rapidly confirms. “It’s difficult to guess the weight of the stone that’s covering the engraved tablet, but I think you will be able to move it.”
Maya is back on our level within no more than thirty seconds, confirming that everything else Loobnar shared is correct, too.
I take a deep breath as I stare at the opening.
“Laika,” I say with more than a little hesitation, “I need you to watch this very closely. Call me if you see any sign that it might be closing, okay?”
“Laika will watch, Ray Ray,” he promises.
I know Driver will, too, but the split-second difference in reaction time between any human and our genetically enhanced macaw could be the difference between me making it up or getting irreversibly stuck down there.
There’s no reason to think the entrance to the tomb will suddenly seal. But on the other hand, there was equally no good reason to think it would suddenly open. We could accidentally trip some kind of mechanism by touching the wrong thing, and I have to keep my wits about me.
“Good luck,” Driver says. “And be careful.”
I nod in acknowledgment and step forward. In most circumstances I’d be positively giddy at the idea of exploring a previously undiscovered alien tomb, let alone the last tomb of an ancient and now lost civilization. This floor-based entry system just doesn’t sit well.
But given what Loobnar and Maya have reported seeing down there, the risk-reward balance is quite literally tipping me over the edge. With a written message from the Ancients within reach, the juice is worth the squeeze.
I encourage Loobnar to go ahead of me. He readily does.
Maya comes, too.
At my suggestion she will hang back slightly, so that she’ll be close enough to Loobnar for him to hear her translations but also close enough to the top step to get back up to the Hall at the first sign of any danger.
I follow close behind, ducking on the first stair-like stone and then standing when I can. Each of the steps is around four feet high, and after five of them I’m standing on solid ground once more and looking up at a perfectly smooth ceiling that forms the floor of the Hall of Memories’ main level.
The wall ahead of me is completely smooth, too, in contrast to the roughness of the mountain’s interior in the cavernous Hall above. I see several glowing crystals, more easily visible at this range, and their relative closeness to the floor makes this entire place far brighter than the Hall itself.
I can’t see anything else yet, since I’ve come down the large steps to end up in a narrow hallway of sorts. It extends only five or six feet ahead of me on either side, with the stairs behind and the rest of the tomb now effectively around a corner that’s just a few steps away.
Loobnar has already stepped back into the tomb’s main area and is now waiting for me to do the same.
This level is nowhere near as large as the upper Hall, with the wall on my right continuing all the way forward. It feels like I’ve descended into a basement with the staircase at one side.
“Well?” Driver calls from above. Her voice sounds more distant than it is, due to the odd acoustics caused by our relative positions and the layout of this basement-like level.
Without any more hesitation, I step forward and turn to my left to take my first look at what we’re dealing with.
And believe me… it does not disappoint.
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As I look into the alien tomb, I see Loobnar is standing next to a large sarcophagus.
Three of them dominate the main wall, equally spaced and equally elaborate in their decoration.
They don’t look anything like the Egyptian designs that would come to most people’s minds when they think about a sarcophagus. Instead, the symmetrical patterns are abstract — more like what we saw on the huge door outside the Hall when we first arrived.
The tomb as a whole is a lot smaller than I expected, with the total floor-space only a small fraction of the upper Hall’s. But what it lacks in size, it certainly makes up for in wonder.
The stone slab Loobnar alerted us to lies in the middle of the floor. It’s perfectly cut — no coarse rock — and it does look like something we’ll be able to move. I think I’d be able to move it on my own, and certainly with some kind of basic lever, but with Loobnar’s help it should be pretty straightforward.
There isn’t much else to report. Another Orb would have been nice, but I shouldn’t overlook the potentially game-changing things we have found.
My first port of call will be the engravings.
After that… well, although I’ve never thought of myself as someone who would open a sarcophagus, it might be selfishly irresponsible not to do so.
These things could contain just about anything, along with the remains of the Ancients that will presumably be in there. If the sarcophaguses can be easily opened, I don’t think I can walk out of here without taking a look.
The Ancients have made this whole tomb available for us, and it’s not like I’m here to rob their graves for self enrichment.
It could depend on what the engravings tell us. They might reference the sarcophagus, or help us so explicitly that we don’t even need to look.
Either way, moving the slab has to be the first thing I do.
As I walk towards it and crouch down, I see engravings peeking out from the sides of the slab just as Loobnar described.
“Do you want my help to lift it?” he offers.
“Maybe,” I reply. “But carefully. I’ll pull it upwards onto one edge and then we’ll move it just enough to gently drop it back down the other way so the whole engraved area is visible. Let me lift it. I just want you to help support the weight and then help me to carry it if I need you to. If it’s light enough that I can do it myself, you don’t have to touch it at all. Do you understand what I’m asking?”
After Maya translates from the stairway, he confirms that he does.
The slab is fairly large, but it’s unusually thin. That’s why I think I’ll be able to pull it up on my own, at the very least. Coordinating a move like that with Loobnar is a challenge I’d rather avoid if I can, so I’ll give it my best shot.
I don’t know how strong Loobnar is. His arms aren’t as thick as mine, which wouldn’t be winning any bodybuilding contests, and I think his species’ clearest physical weak point relative to us might be the lack of strength in their wrists and hands.
That would be my uneducated guess, from just looking at them.
And speaking of hands… ahead of this task, I’m feeling particular thankful for my bionic right hand. It has a far better grip than the nerve-damaged original it replaced, after the explosion that briefly left me with little more than a stump.
As I’m thinking all of this, I place my hands on the slab and run a finger along the edge. I also start tapping the surface to get a sense of what it’s made of.
In a word? Concrete.
It feels like concrete. It also feels even thinner than it looked from my standing position, and that can only work in my favor. In all likelihood, from the moment I first try to move the slab I’ll know instantly whether I’ll be able to lift it on my own.
I force out a sharp breath and then dive right into that all-important task.
With both of my hands near the center of the slab’s edge as I crouch at one side, I lift it slightly from the floor below.
Yes. It’s lighter than I expected.
“I can do it,” I report to Loobnar, via the efficient medium of the ever-helpful Maya.
And I really can. The slab is even lighter than I hoped.
I reposition my body so that I’m behind it with my arms outstretched, then spread my hands so each is around a third of the way from one side. Exerting surprisingly little effort, I then lift the slab and reveal an incredibly intricate series of engravings. I see row upon row of tiny text-like characters, as well as a small number of larger pictographs, and beside those pictographs I see what I can only describe as a detailed drawing.
Drawing isn’t the word. It’s more like a high-quality cave painting, albeit the content is engraved into the stone floor rather than depicted upon it. Either way, it doesn’t take a translator or an alien brain to know what the images represent.
Although it’s all pretty small, there is an incredible level of detail.
I’m looking side-on, which is obviously because the engraved image is so easy to understand, but I need to focus on safely moving this slab all the way out of the way before I pay too much attention. Dropping it now could damage the engravings, which is the last thing we need.
I don’t even need Loobnar’s help to inch the slab backwards once I have it upright. I do so very easily, before finally lowering it to a clear area of the floor beyond the all-important engraved section.
With this done, I instantly move to the front of the engravings and look again at the image. It’s highly detailed, and I know both who and what is represented within it.
“What does all of this say?” I ask Loobnar, who has already joined me.
He scans the dozen or so rows of text. Long before he could possibly have read all of it, he looks away and turns to me.
And even before he says a word, I know the news is bad.



13
“I am sorry,” Loobnar says.
“For what?” I ask. “What does it say?”
“That is what I am sorry for,” he explains. “I cannot read it.”
I look at him blankly. “But… you told us you could!”
“This language is not the language of our kind,” he goes on. “It is the language of the Ancients.”
I blow air from my lips in frustration.
“But I can read this,” Loobnar adds, touching down and pointing to the three pictographs beside the engraved image that initially captured my attention. He then points to each in turn and tells me what they mean: “Old word. Language. Key.”
I knew what the image was representing, and now I fully understand what it means.
The detailed engraving contains two alien figures. One is an Ancient, with the characteristically long skull. It’s not just any Ancient, though. It’s the one depicted in the statue we discovered on Bayzen… because it is that statue. The long-skulled alien stands in the exact same pose, with the same Maya-like bird in its hand.
Another alien, of Porro and Loobnar’s race, is looking directly behind the statue.
There is something there. There is something behind the statue on Bayzen. Something our drone didn’t capture in its footage and something Porro didn’t see when he stood before the statue itself.
A language key on the old world.
That’s what this is all about.
It has to be something like the Rosetta Stone, allowing one language to be translated into another. Why it’s there rather than here is anyone’s guess, and something I can’t even begin to understand.
The best logic I can come up with in the spur of the moment is that maybe Loobnar’s forefathers on Eden either couldn’t or wouldn’t assist the Ancients in creating another language key here.
Maybe the Ancients created one earlier on Bayzen, where their hosts were glad to engage in an era before the suppressive ruling order took hold?
Maybe the Ancients themselves were only vaguely familiar with a few of the pictographs used by Loobnar’s kind, in the same way I can only make sense of a few of his spoken words without the aid of our vocal translation devices?
Maybe maybe maybe.
In practical terms, what counts is that the Ancients are clearly pointing us to the statue on Bayzen, which we have to pass by on our way to Earth.
“Well?” Driver calls.
As succinctly as I can be, I tell her what I’m looking at.
She’s suitably silent for a few seconds, no doubt trying to take it all in.
“Take some good still photos from your lenses,” she eventually says. “Your whole visual feed should be recording to your card, but that records over itself every few hours unless we transfer it. Still photos get saved. We need to make sure we don’t lose a record of this, so make sure you get everything. If there is a language key on Bayzen, we’ll be able to translate all of this — but only if we have it.”
She’s right, and it does make sense to get the clearest photographs I possibly can. I take a minute or so to make sure I have clear shots at various levels of zoom. I vocally ask my lenses to send a photograph to Driver’s pair, so she’ll have it, too.
“Got it,” she reports. I’m standing near the bottom of the steps now, so I can hear her more easily. “And yeah… the alien in the carving is definitely looking behind the statue. That’s where we’re going to find something. That’ll add about an hour or two to our minimal possible journey time, since we’d have to land on Bayzen and then take off again. Going back to the statue won’t take long, but if we weren’t doing that we wouldn’t have to touch down at all and we could just go straight through the gate to Earth. But with the effort these guys have gone to, all to guide us to the language key so we can read these engravings, I think we’d be crazy not to. I know Earth needs us back as quickly as possible, but with how important the Orb has already proven, I just think there’s no telling what positive difference understanding this message could make.”
“Agreed,” I say. “So what about these things?”
I turn to the sarcophaguses and ask my lenses to send my live visual feed to Driver.
“Woah,” she replies, instantly accepting the feed and seeing exactly what I see.
“Do you think we should try to see what’s inside?” I ask.
Part of me can’t believe I’m even asking, what with how morally and ethically uncomfortable it seems. But a bigger part of me just can’t shake the fact that the Ancients wanted us to come down here. They’ve clearly shown a willingness to grant future visitors as much information and to offer as much help for any potential problems as they can.
“If you can open them without force, they’re meant to be opened,” Driver replies. I’m glad to hear her say this, because it’s exactly in line with my own train of thought.
“Loobnar?” I ask.
As soon as Maya passes the question along, he states his full agreement.
I step forward towards the central sarcophagus. Knowing there’s a dead Ancient alien inside, I feel strangely like I did on the Beacon when I had to use the bio-credentials of my fallen comrades to unlock phones and doors.
They would have wanted me to do that, just like I’m assuming these aliens would want me to look inside their final resting places, but knowing that isn’t enough to silence my natural hesitation.
I think wishing to show total respect for the dead is a very healthy inclination to have, so it’s not like I’m cursing myself for it. I’m not even trying to push through it. Really, what I have to tell myself is that this isn’t disrespecting the dead. This is doing everything I reasonably can that is necessary to protect the living.
To my right, I suddenly hear a noise as Loobnar reaches forward to open the sarcophagus in front of him. I didn’t expect this, since he didn’t say he was going to do it, but I don’t hate it. I’m actually quite glad since it has taken the pressure off me and kept my hands clean.
As he tries to pry the sarcophagus open, I walk over and watch closely. It doesn’t budge. There is no hinging mechanism and no obvious opening point. A thick bolt-like object made of stone is securing the front and back sections together.
The more I look, the surer I get. These weren’t made for opening.
Loobnar doesn’t force the issue, but he does try the other two sarcophaguses. Given what happened with the first and given that I see the same kind of bolts on each, I’m not surprised as I watch his second and third attempts come up equally short.
“They have been sealed from the outside,” he states. “Either one of their own did this and was then buried elsewhere, or one of my ancestors sealed them in. I do not recognize the securing mechanism and it is too high for my hand to reach. I believe this is the work of one of the taller Ancients — perhaps the last to die. They did not intend for these corpses to be seen.”
I nod in understanding. I think his first guess is right and that this is the work of the Ancients themselves.
If one of Loobnar’s Edenite forefathers sealed the sarcophaguses against the Ancients’ wishes, which presumably could only be to hide whatever was inside, it doesn’t make any kind of sense that they wouldn’t also destroy the engravings and the Orb.
We have some controlled explosives and countless other tools at our disposal that could force these sarcophaguses open, but that’s not who we are. That would be flat-out desecration.
The Ancients have helped us greatly, leaving the Orb and these engravings where we could find them. They deserve to rest in peace.
Doing everything I reasonably can to protect the living doesn’t include blowing open a casket. That’s especially true when there is no reason to think anything helpful will be inside, and it’s not something the group has to even discuss. Driver and I were on the same page about testing out how easy or difficult these things would be to open, with Loobnar also in agreement, and we’ve just gotten our answer.
Before returning to the steps, I look carefully at every part of every wall that surrounds this relatively small crypt. The last thing I want to do is miss anything, like Porro seems to have understandably missed something behind the statue on Bayzen.
“Maya, you should come down for one last look,” I suggest.
Rapidly, she does.
I do trust my own eyes in having noticed nothing else, and Driver has been watching through the lens feed, too, but there’s no harm in having Maya check. Her eyes are very different from ours, since they are actually extremely sensitive cameras rather than eyes in any remotely natural sense.
She very quickly agrees that there is nothing else down here for us to see.
And with that, we’re done.
I ask Loobnar to help me with the slab as I place it back where I found it, repeating the previous process in reverse purely because I do want to leave this place as I found it.
All things said, I’m very grateful for the assistance the Ancients have left behind.
I mean, sure… you could argue they’re to blame for everything since the creatures they designed to terraform Eden are the sole cause of the critical danger Earth is in. But they didn’t mean for that to happen. They’re also not the only race to have played an unwitting part in what’s happened, either.
After all, it was the disastrous runaway reaction caused by Porro’s mining crew — again an accident — that brought immediate danger to Earth in the form of the Anomaly and also mutated the creatures into their current terrifying state.
And if you really want to point fingers? Well, it was me and Driver who unknowingly brought the alien spores back to Earth in the first place, causing one problem by solving another — just as we’ve done all over again here, by cleansing Eden and catalyzing the plague that is now upon our world.
The road to hell is paved with good intentions, and three races from three worlds have all had a hand in this.
Now, with the wisdom of the Ancients and the assistance of the Edenites added to our own human determination and technologies, we can all still play a part in putting things right.
As I return back up to the Hall, climbing rather than walking up the large steps, that thought is in my mind.
“Thanks for suggesting this,” I say to Loobnar, who is following right behind me.
“I am glad our trip was not for nothing,” he replies.
It most certainly was not.
We found a detailed message from the Ancients, and we’re pretty sure we know how to decode it. This find might not be as spectacularly or as instantly impactful as the Orb, but I have a feeling it’s going to be crucial.
We’ll now hurry back to the Vita, checking on Simone’s progress with the Orb and Porro’s with the gate. We’ve all been working independently, actively moving towards the common goal of saving Earth, and it’s now time to bring it all together.
Before long, we will be leaving this planet behind. And if the gate activation news is good, we’ll be home very soon after that.
“Ray Ray okay?” Laika asks as I reach the main level of the Hall of Memories.
“Yeah, buddy,” I tell him. “And if we keep moving forward, everyone is going to be okay.”
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I wouldn’t call it a home run, but our return trip to the Hall of Memories has definitely been a success. Thanks to Loobnar’s initial idea to go back and then his discovery of a lower level, we have an alien message to translate.
This is a far cry from when we first had to decode the radio signal from Bayzen, when we had absolutely nothing to go on and when it took a huge collective effort to make any kind of sense of the message. This time, we know where to look for a so-called “language key” that will tell us what the Ancients recorded for posterity.
We’re not in control of what’s happening on Earth right now, and that’s hard to wrestle with. But while Porro’s team of experts have been working on the gateway that might ultimately get us there very quickly, we’ve made the most of our time.
In a situation like this we have to take a win wherever we can find one. This counts.
I close my eyes again for the ATV’s descent into the moat. When we reach the other side, I breathe a sigh of relief.
“Do we need this vehicle for getting to the statue on Bayzen?” I ask Driver.
The ATV doesn’t move nearly as quickly on land as our dedicated rover, which is parked right here, so it’s a worthwhile question.
“I don’t think it’ll fit through the underwater gap there,” she replies. “An aquatic drone could carry some of our regular drones, too, sealed inside. I can control those a lot more delicately. We just need to be able to see the language key. Someone could even swim if they have to. It’s just Bayzen water, not whatever this stuff is. So no, we won’t need the ATV.”
“Then we should switch back in to the rover,” I suggest. “We’ll get back a lot faster than⁠—”
“Guys?” Santino’s voice comes through the speaker. “You’re out? We’ve been trying to reach you.”
Driver and I share an uneasy glance. Santino hasn’t said anything negative, but his tone doesn’t sound too promising. Our radio clearly hasn’t been working on the other side of the moat, just like it didn’t last time.
“We’re out,” I confirm. “We found something that could be useful. What’s happening there?”
“We heard from Sasha again,” Santino explains. He hesitates, only adding to the feeling that I’m not going to like this. “Basically, the creatures are already having bad effects on the atmosphere. She has good data now that some more time has passed. Data from all over the world. We know what each of these things is doing to the air around it, and they are emitting some seriously bad stuff. If they keep doing what they’re doing, with no growth or acceleration of their emissions, Sasha’s models say there is going to be catastrophic environmental damage in a matter of days.”
And there it is.
I was starting to feel like a few more minutes of hope was probably asking too much.
A matter of days until catastrophic environmental damage?
This is bad. Very bad.
Sasha really isn’t someone to exaggerate a problem, so I know she hasn’t used those words without cause.
The creatures really are reverse-terraforming Earth, making it less habitable.
It’s impossible to know if they’re motivated by a quest for aggressive expansion and have deemed humanity their greatest obstacle, or if what we’re thinking of as a biological mutation is really a case of their technological wires getting crossed and making them do a job that’s the polar opposite of the one they were created for.
It goes without saying that we’ve never had to contend with or understand anything like this, now that we’re dealing with an enemy that our studies have revealed to be a genuine combination of organism and machine.
“I hate to have to tell you this, but it gets even worse,” Santino then sighs. Because of course it does. “Within six days, the changes they are causing will choke every single person who’s not in a secure bunker. Within ten days, Sasha thinks there will be irreversible ozone damage on a scale we’ve never even imagined. No one will survive. Ray… if it takes us two weeks to get back with the Orb, it will already be too late. Unless our scans can help them create and use something with the same kind of power, Earth is doomed. Because even if using the alien vessel to get home could save us some time, it’s not going to get close to this timeframe. Right? Did they say anything about that?”
Driver didn’t tell them about the gate when she went into the Vita to lower the rover, I remember. They don’t know.
They don’t know we might still have one risky shot of getting home quickly enough to save Earth before it’s too late.
They don’t know that we’ve been mentally weighing up the risk of taking the all-important Orb through an untested gate, versus the risk of taking a slower and safer route home in the hope that Earth’s leaders could contain the rampaging alien creatures for long enough.
Now, though, there is nothing to weigh up. If the gate can be activated, we absolutely have to fly through it. Untested or not, we have to try.
In an instance like this, not that there has ever really been any instance quite so desperate as this one, arriving late would be as good as not arriving at all.
It would be even worse than closing the stable door after the horse has bolted, because it would be more like reaching the stable after the whole damn thing has been destroyed by an invasive horde of relentless monsters.
I sigh heavily.
“We should tell them,” Driver suggests, speaking through obvious sorrow and discomfort at this news. “It seems like we’re all in on this one hope, anyway.”
I force a nod. “The aliens are working on a gateway to Bayzen,” I tell Santino. “They created it a few years ago but didn’t fully activate it. If they’re able to punch through to the other side, we’re going to have to take this one chance of getting home in time. The gate hasn’t been activated yet, and we don’t even know for sure if it can be. But if it is — and we’ll know soon — there’s not going to be any way to test it before we fly through. It really will be all or nothing.”
For an immediate reply, Santino goes with nothing.
“Santino?” I say after a few seconds, checking he’s still there.
“I am here,” he quietly replies, clearly just having needed a moment for this bombshell to sink in. “Okay. I have seen Sasha’s data, Ray. The situation really does demand any and all risks we have to take. Simone has sent back her initial scans of the Orb and we have detected a lot of radiation. Handling the Orb and being so close to it might not be good for any of us in the long run, but we can’t change any of that. The radiation isn’t like anything Simone has seen before. The good thing is that we’ve detected it. Our friends on the Balena and on Earth have the data. She has some more ideas for non-invasive tests but she is waiting to ask you about them.”
I’m glad she’s waiting, because I’m fairly sure my answer will be no.
“We’ll be back there soon, Santino,” I promise. “Thanks for laying this all out. We’ll check on the gate progress. It’s not a secret. We just didn’t want to tell you guys too early when we didn’t know if it would be possible or if we’d even need to use it. And now, since we very clearly do need to go through the new gate… well… we better hope to hell we can.”
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Taking a shortcut through Eden’s untested gateway to Bayzen is no longer something I hope to do.
Now, it’s something I have to do.
With only six days until the alien creatures’ reverse-terraforming processes literally choke Earth’s population, a two-week return voyage is simply out of the question. We are counting on the Edenites to pull off the gate activation as quickly as possible, and it goes without saying that we’ll then be counting on our own safe passage through it.
Earth is counting on us.
Humanity is counting on us.
It’s no exaggeration to say that the future of our planet and our species could rest on what happens in the next few hours. It could all rest on what happens on this bizarre alien world, a full four light years from home.
“Which way to the gate activation site?” Driver asks, wasting no time in directing this question to Loobnar. “We need to see how they’re getting on. Will it be faster to drive back to the Vita and fly from there, or is the site pretty close?”
Maya succinctly passes this question along, even adding a good estimate of how long the drive will take. As soon as she does, Loobnar replies.
His alien words appear in our lens-assisted vision as English text, like they always do. And this time, Driver doesn’t need to read the whole thing to know our next move.
She engages the rover’s acceleration right away, carrying us forward at a slight leftwards angle. Loobnar has encouraged us to make this drive, explaining that the radiation cannon is on the other side of Eden’s Lone Peak, in a location we can reach fairly quickly.
Radiation cannon.
Somehow, this combination of words — while not unexpected — generates an instant sense of foreboding. It automatically brings back memories from Bayzen, where Driver and I narrowly stopped another so-called radiation cannon from destroying Earth.
Bayzen itself was already in ruins due to the cannon’s malfunction, with the leaking radiation well on its way to consuming Earth, too, before our last-minute intervention. All of that was caused by the Bayzen-based aliens’ attempts to unilaterally punch through a gateway to Earth, in the same way our current hosts are attempting to force open a new gate from Eden to Bayzen.
All we can do is take Loobnar at his word that important lessons have been learned. All we can do is pray that the experts here won’t make the same mistakes the ones on Bayzen made several years ago.
Our allies on Bayzen are out of reach. That’s why attempting to forcibly activate this gate, rather than “opening” one side here and having them unlock the other like we did near Earth when Maya issued the instruction, is the only option we have.
Unfortunately, the need to do it this way is going to put three worlds in serious danger.
An explosive mishap here on Eden could utterly ravage the planet, like what happened on Bayzen. But the radiation could also leak through to Bayzen, like it leaked through to Earth in the aftermath of that analogous disaster. The most painful irony, though, is that further radiation could then leak from Bayzen to Earth through the already functioning gate.
It’s a convoluted mess of potential knock-on effects.
In the face of anything other than an extinction-level threat like the one we’re facing, taking a risk like this for the sake of shaving two weeks off a journey’s duration would be ludicrous. It would be so ludicrous, we wouldn’t even consider it.
And that’s the thing: we’re not considering it… we’re just doing it. Given what we’re up against, it would be ludicrous not to.
There’s no time for us to consider anything. The stakes are as high as they could possibly be and time is relentlessly ticking away. All of this only has a chance to run through my head in the moments while Driver is carrying us forward towards the cannon, focusing silently as Loobnar adds some further directions to his initial guidance.
Rounding the Lone Peak that dominates Eden’s skyline brings a closer view of its base, where the sludge was expanding its way up until Laika engaged the Orb. The remnants are eery, with our pyrrhic victory having left visible scars.
But despite those scars, Eden is now safe. Cleansed of the early-stage spores, the larval sludge, the ravenous insectoids and the terrifying monsters they ultimately assemble into, the entirety of this heavily populated alien planet is free from every form of the bio-engineered menace that the well-intentioned Ancients unwittingly created.
As we near the other side of the mountain, I turn to Loobnar and feel this particular thought dominating my mind.
Right now, Eden is safe.
Right now, his people are safe. Right now, we have to pursue an incredibly risky gate activation procedure for the sake of our own world.
But right now… Loobnar doesn’t.
So why is he doing it? Why are the aliens pushing ahead with such a risky move that only we can benefit from?
Is it guilt that their tunneling projects pulled us into this mess?
Is it gratitude that we’ve already saved Bayzen and Eden?
Is it some kind of innate obligation, driven by both of those considerations, that now compels them to do whatever is necessary to help us save Earth?
Whatever it is, I can’t pretend I’m not surprised that the aliens are willing to do this. I’m also damn sure going to keep my wonder about that to myself.
The gate they’re planning to activate represents our only chance of getting home while there’s still time to cleanse Earth. I’m not going to do or say anything that makes them reconsider, least of all emphasize the massive and wholly avoidable risks they’ll be taking by doing this.
No way. Not today.
After everything that’s happened, they should feel an obligation to help us. And believe me, I know better than to look this gift horse in the mouth.
When we finally reach the far side of the Lone Peak, what looks like a large gathering of aliens comes into view.
“Lenses, triple zoom,” I say.
And that’s when I see it.
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My enhanced vision allows me to see the majority of a crowd composed of what I could probably term civilians. A small number are wearing smarter and darker garments than the masses, which likely marks them as the experts responsible for the hugely consequential gate activation that lies ahead.
“Is that the site?” Driver asks.
Loobnar confirms that it is. The cannon itself is near the edge of the mountain, in the spot just beyond where the crowd is congregated. He explains that it’s located there to take advantage of rich deposits of a Bayzocite-like mineral which is crucial for the process.
It’s essentially the same stuff as Bayzocite, just slightly less potent and available in magnitudinally smaller quantities, he tells us.
The colonization mission to Bayzen was devised to take advantage of the massive quantities that had been detected on that planet. A huge amount was required for such an ambitious project as their bid to link their solar system with Earth, bridging a four-light-year gap, whereas far less is needed to link Eden and Bayzen.
That difference in itself makes this process less risky than the first ill-fated attempt on Bayzen, Loobnar insists. His team’s careful analysis of data from that disaster’s aftermath, meanwhile, is apparently responsible for his confidence that things will go far more smoothly this time around.
I return my zoom to normal as we draw closer to the crowd. There’s a fair amount of ground to cover, but Driver gets us there as quickly as the rover will allow.
I see Porro before long, tall and easy to spot as he oversees the dark-clothed tunneling team.
Tunneling has always struck me as a strange term for the act of creating bona fide wormholes through space, but I can understand the logic and why the root word in the alien language would be translated that way.
What I still can’t understand, however, is where the incredible technologies at play in these processes actually came from.
It’s one thing to fire radiation at a target in the sky, using a cannon fueled by a potent alien mineral. But it’s another thing entirely to somehow open up a working portal to a specified location. That’s the part I’m struggling with.
“How does this actually work?” I ask, turning directly to Loobnar. Driver will have us to our destination in a minute or so, and I can’t think of a better way to utilize that time than seeking something of an explanation. “Did this knowledge of quantum gateways and how to form them come from the Ancients?”
Before Loobnar even replies, I get the feeling that I’ve answered my own question.
“It did,” the former ruler confirms. “Legend holds that they did not use the technology themselves, fearing its implications. When they arrived on Bayzen and made contact with our ancestors, they did so following a long journey in a conventional vessel.”
“Where is it?” Driver suddenly blurts out. “Their vessel. Loobnar, is their vessel here? Because if it’s not… maybe some of them left here in it, before they died out? Maybe part of the legend is missing. Maybe some of them are still out there, somewhere else!”
My eyes widen in hope.
If some of the Ancients did survive, perhaps leaving Eden in a departure so late that nothing about it made it into the memory-holding Orb that illuminated so much, they might still be out there. And if they’re still out there, they might be able to help us deal with the problems being caused by their own mutated creations.
“I can assure you, with no pleasure, that they are all dead,” Loobnar replies, instantly shattering my short-lived but briefly intense hopes. “Their initial craft was badly damaged. They assisted my ancestors in the construction of a new vessel, using the hull of the original to create a new one which would fit the needs of both species for the journey to the promised land of Eden. That vessel is the one you saw on our Great Platform when you first arrived. It was long ago stripped of all remnants of the Ancients, in accordance with our ruling policy of seeking to erase their presence from our collective memory. The vessel Porro led to Bayzen is a replica based on the same design, created far more recently by our own fabrication teams to the specifications of the original. There is no third vessel. The last of the Ancients had nowhere else to go. Their race died here. I know this knowledge will not aid our mission, but it is a regrettable fact.”
I blow air from my lips.
At a stretch, I suppose this knowledge does help to further focus our minds on the fact that engaging the gate is the only move we have. Trying to reach out to the Ancients in the faint hope they might hear us could have been a distraction we don’t need, and we really do have to go all-in on the only hand we can play.
It’s the gate or bust.
All or nothing.
That thought lingers in my mind until Loobnar continues.
“As for the workings of the gate…” he says, pausing briefly. “I cannot pretend to fully grasp the technology at play. Like I said, the knowledge came from the Ancients but they never utilized it. Generations before me were similarly fearful. As you can tell, I was not bound by the same hesitation. The cannons themselves came from the Ancients, too. You are very welcome to study them. Our experts know how to operate these incredible machines without knowing how they work. Well, I say machines. You destroyed one on Bayzen, which I do not resent. That leaves us with only this singular cannon.”
The large object is coming into view just as Loobnar says this.
In all honesty, I’m not particularly surprised that the Edenites not only didn’t create the cannon, but also don’t even know how it works. These are smart aliens, for sure, but the disaster on Bayzen did bear the hallmarks of Porro’s team trying to do something they didn’t fully understand.
Sure, accidents happen. Just not usually on that kind of scale or with those kinds of consequences.
The cannon itself looks just like the one we saw on Bayzen, which is entirely unsurprising now that we know they both came from the same common source. We didn’t get such a good view of that one, and the scale is much more apparent here, now that we can see the cannon out in the open and with so many aliens crowded around it.
I’m most curious about what kind of control interface it has and how this allows the operators to specify a target.
I feel like truly understanding the workings of a radiation cannon capable of creating quantum tunnels is going to be well beyond my powers, and likely those of even our best minds. But when these aliens have learned how to operate it, without needing to know what’s actually going on inside, I see no reason why we couldn’t.
Don’t get me wrong: I know we’re going to have to trust the alien operators here. The timescale is so urgent that we can’t spare even a few extra hours for Santino to come out here for a look, or for Sasha or anyone else to remotely analyze what we’re dealing with.
I also know that future applications of the cannon could be almost unlimited in an era of information exchange and full cooperation between humanity and the Edenites, but that none of that will matter one iota if those Edenites can’t use it to save Earth in the here and now.
Driver pulls to a halt near the edge of the crowd.
The alien civilians are naturally intrigued by our presence. It’s impossible to tell whether they’re most interested in the rover or its varied passengers. When we step out, it quickly becomes clear that the rover is at the bottom of their interest list with Laika — once more — at the very top.
“Porro,” Loobnar calls, as soon as he steps out. “How are things progressing?”
Porro rushes over, using some hand gestures to request space from the crowd. They don’t just oblige — they obey.
“The news is good,” Porro replies, opening with the most welcome words I’ve come across in a while. “Things have moved more smoothly and more quickly than we expected. Nowhere close to the estimated preparatory timeframe was required. There is no need for any more waiting. I seek your approval in partnership, Loobnar, since you know this team and its work better than I do. But right now, if you agree, we are ready to activate the gate.”
“Proceed,” Loobnar replies.
Porro then turns towards me and Driver. “Do you have any news from Earth? Does the situation still justify this risk?”
“More than ever,” Driver replies, before I have a chance to say something similar.
“Then it shall be done,” Porro confirms. Turning back to the crowd, he then booms: “Everyone retreat. We are proceeding immediately.”
I watch in stunned amazement as everyone clears the area around the cannon.
It’s hard to believe how quickly things are moving. I thought the best news we could get was that things were going well and the gate would be ready on the timescale Loobnar first estimated.
For once, it’s nice to have a pleasant surprise.
Much sooner than I could have reasonably expected, this is actually happening.
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“What’s a safe distance for this?” Driver asks.
Loobnar and Porro exchange a pensive glance.
“If it works as we hope, there is no need for any safe distance,” Porro eventually tells us. “If it does not, there will be no such thing as a safe distance.”
This sobering thought, so explicitly laid out, sends my heart-rate soaring.
I already knew the level of risk we’re taking here. I certainly know the stakes that are requiring us to take it. But believe me, that doesn’t mean I was truly ready for this moment to come.
As Loobnar begins a countdown and only one alien stands by the cannon, ready to engage its incredible operation, it’s impossible to overstate the gravity of this moment.
We can’t win the war in the next few seconds, but we can sure as hell lose it.
When Porro’s countdown reaches zero, the lone alien by the cannon activates some unseen control on the far side.
And before my eyes can even move from the cannon to the sky, it all happens.
“Laika no like sound, Ray Ray,” the little guy squawks from beside me.
Half a second later, I know what he’s talking about.
I hear a horrendously dissonant sound, like amplified screeching, as the cannon kicks into gear. It’s like nothing I’ve ever heard, genuinely hurting my ears in a way I didn’t appreciate that a sound ever could.
I then very briefly see an incredible flash of light, before a disorienting pulse knocks me to the ground.
As my head pounds and the screeching continues, Laika huddles against me.
I see Driver on the ground next to us. I see Porro.
More distantly, I see an alien lying lifeless by the cannon.
This wasn’t supposed to happen.
Porro said that if the engagement process worked, there would be no need for any safe distance.
The screeching suddenly dies, drawing my eyes back to the cannon itself.
I’m looking right at it when the visible beams of laser-like light shoot out, firing towards the sky whatever kind of radiation this thing creates.
I see something changing in the sky and I manage to hold my gaze on it for several seconds. Driver gets to her feet… but only briefly.
Because when the next pulse comes, it’s very different from the last one. I see Driver fall just as some kind of shockwave physically knocks my head sideways, like a punch to the jaw from an unseen heavyweight champion.
My eyes struggle to reopen.
The physical pain in my ears is pretty intense, but my thoughts feel a whole lot worse.
Because there’s only one thing I know for sure:
This was not supposed to happen…
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A few seconds after feeling the intense pulse of energy from the cannon’s activation, I force my eyes open.
There are no longer any screeching sounds coming from the cannon, but my ears are still ringing. I’m not injured or even particularly hurt from my fall, which came after a kinetic wave of some kind, and the most obvious positive of all is that I’m alive enough to be thinking all of this.
“Are you okay, buddy?” I ask Laika, feeling his head pressing into my body. The poor little guy is cowering, and I don’t blame him.
Laika pulls his head back slightly and gives his best attempt at a nod.
I see Driver stirring on the ground next to us. While evidently far from unscathed, she looks more or less okay, too.
We’re okay, but this wasn’t supposed to happen.
Porro thought the process would either work safely, with no danger to any of us, or it would go catastrophically wrong. It seems like we’ve found an unexpected and unfortunate middle ground.
Or have we?
As my eyes follow the visible beams from the cannon to the sky, I see something that makes me reconsider this assumption.
We have found an unexpected middle ground between safe perfection and unmitigated disaster… but maybe that’s not so unfortunate after all.
I almost have to pinch myself to make sure I’m not dead or dreaming. Because in the sky above Eden, at a distance great enough to be described as far rather than high, I see a swirling gateway.
It’s a sight for sore eyes, a sight for sore ears, and a sight for sore… well, whatever else anyone around me has hurt.
The cannon has worked. The gate has been activated!
It’s a lot like the gates above Earth and Bayzen, but somehow even more spectacular. Whether that’s because it’s brand new or because so much was relying on this working out, I don’t know. I also don’t care. What counts is that the aliens have activated the gate and opened up a rapid pathway to Bayzen.
As quickly as the ringing took over, it fades.
I feel the discomfort in my ears similarly fade just as Driver excitedly comments on the wondrous sight she’s now looking at, too.
All around, I see fallen aliens getting back to their feet and gazing up. Aside from Porro, none of them have ever seen a swirling gateway like this with their own eyes. Their amazement is understandable, and the instant mood is one of jubilation and relief.
“It worked!” Driver yells. I hear her loud and clear.
“That was the moment of danger,” Porro says, stepping in close and projecting his guttural alien words more loudly than usual.
I think he’s experienced the brief hearing loss, too. He might either think I have it worse than I do, or he still has it pretty bad in his own right.
While Driver asks if he can hear okay, which he confirms while describing a similarly brief but intense sensation to the kind I felt, I keep a thought to myself. It’s that while Porro is correct to say everyone here has just survived Eden’s moment of danger with the successful activation of the gate, we’ll be taking a very different and equally unsettling risk when we actually fly through this thing.
I won’t get ahead of myself with that, though.
Stage one has worked.
My mind falls back on the thought I had before the activation: we couldn’t win the war in this moment, but we could have lost it.
Fortunately, we didn’t.
And thanks to the brave and generous assistance of our hosts, we are still standing.
We are still in this fight.
There’s a long way to go, but we still have a chance.
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“Is everyone okay?” Loobnar suddenly asks, even more loudly. He’s asking the entire gathering, not just us. In fact, having seen us talking to Porro, he’s understandably asking the mass of aliens rather than us.
“Ray, Driver…” a quieter and softer voice chirps.
I turn away from the alien crowd and see Maya. I’ll readily admit I’d forgotten about her in the rush of pain and emotion that came with the gate’s activation. I was so worried about Laika and Driver, our crucial robotic helper briefly slipped my mind.
Now that I am thinking of Maya, I’m beyond relieved that I’m looking at her hovering in the air in one piece.
She must have either been shielded by something — or someone — or was able to stay in the air during the kinetic pulse.
I suppose that makes sense, since she wasn’t planted on the ground to be knocked over like the rest of us. She was probably blown back rather than down, and regardless of the specifics it’s a very welcome development that she’s made it through unscathed.
“I can confirm that the gateway is operational,” our hummingbird-like helper reveals. “I am able to detect the pathway of our previous communication signals, albeit I am not yet linked with the vessel on Bayzen’s surface. I believe this gateway is currently unable to eliminate our distance-based communications delay, perhaps until we physically pass through it to initiate a final activation. But with full confidence, I can tell you that this gateway leads to Bayzen and that it is functional.”
Talk about your welcome developments!
I feel an overdue smile cross my face and see one spread just as quickly on Driver’s. Seeing is believing and we knew that the gate had been activated, but that’s not the same as knowing that it is indeed linking Eden to the correct location.
Nothing can guarantee our safe physical passage through the gate. But short of a successful unmanned flight with a test vehicle large enough to survive the forces at work within the gate, or perhaps some live communication with Bayzen, Maya’s confirmation that she has detected the transmissions pathway is just about the best news we could have received.
“Maya, when your link to the vessel comes back, could you ask the aliens on Bayzen how everything is going and get a read on the conditions?” Driver asks, again beating me to the punch. “It would be good to know if they can see the gate. You know, if everything has gone smoothly there, too, and if everyone is okay.”
“I will certainly get some answers to those questions,” Maya promises. “Only the communication delay is stopping me from doing so now.”
We make the most of this unavoidable time-lag, spending several minutes checking that no one present is injured and that all of the aliens’ equipment — and our own — has survived the blast.
While we do this, Maya explains that we really shouldn’t be too concerned about the lack of instant communication. After all, she says, she couldn’t communicate instantly with us from Bayzen until Driver and I activated the first gate from Earth’s side by firing a payload of neocite right into its center.
We followed directions she gave us via conventional radio communication — with a built-in lag of years, let alone minutes — and our actions in doing so only then enabled her to communicate instantly through the fully activated gate.
The aliens on Bayzen have no means of mutually activating the gate we’ve just created here on Eden, which means the delay will remain in place until we pass through to the other side.
Fortunately, our checks around the area confirm that no one is hurt and everything important is intact.
“Success — I have established a communications link through the gate!” Maya announces just as these checks conclude. “It doesn’t make anything faster than my previous direct link already did, but it assures us that the gate is working. Unfortunately for now, there is no one at the vessel’s communications console. They have had no reason to expect a sudden message, so I would not read anything into this. Someone might come to the radio now that the gate has emerged in their sky, as they will know something has changed. But even then, I would not count on it. They will likely expect us to fly through it imminently.”
I see Driver nodding in understanding.
“What about the ground conditions?” I ask, seeking a little bit more.
Intellectually, I understand that there was no good reason to expect any of the aliens on Bayzen to be at the console. But psychologically, I’d still like some kind of confirmation or at least firm suggestion that they’re okay.
Hovering in front of us, Maya replies without delay: “The vessel’s systems are fully operational. External conditions appear stable, too. I have no visual data to confirm this, but I see no cause for concern for the planet’s surviving colonists. Was that your main concern?”
“Yeah,” I say. “Thanks.”
Porro and Loobnar, content that none of their fellow aliens have been injured or harmed in any serious way by the miraculous gate’s activation, step quickly towards us. Without any need for us to vocally prompt her, Maya succinctly relays the news from Bayzen.
“Excellent,” Porro beams. “It works!”
And it does. The gate leads the right way and it works.
For regular-speed radio contact, at least. I keep my lingering fears about actually passing through it to myself, trying to lean on the memories of the first time Driver and I ventured to Bayzen with even less idea what to expect from that newly activated gate than we’ll have regarding this one.
Our absolute need to push ahead leaves no room for hesitation about doing so, but that doesn’t stop me from feeling natural doubts about how it’s going to play out. I’ve been through a lot of tough times in recent years and I’ve stepped up to the plate more times than I’d ever expect anyone else to, but that doesn’t mean I don’t feel the weight of the danger in front of us.
At the end of the day, I’m only human.
Driver, meanwhile, either has a better poker face than I do or is perhaps as superhuman as some have suggested.
“Well, let’s get moving,” she breezily suggests.
“I want to come with you,” Porro interjects. “I want to share the news of Eden’s survival with my team on Bayzen. I promised to return to them. And after all you have done for us, I want to help Earth in any way I can.”
This offer is anything but unexpected. Porro is a stand-up guy. He cares about his charges, who I think he always saw more as colleagues than underlings, and he is very sincere in his loyalty towards us. But he’s in charge here now.
And as grateful as we are for his previous help, there’s a specific reason that Porro is actually not the alien we need by our side for this mission.
With this in mind, Driver and I defer to Loobnar.
“We have not told you what we found in the Hall of Memories,” Loobnar says to him. “Or to be more accurate, beneath the Hall of Memories.”
He then succinctly fills Porro in on the salient points. Porro looks suitably stunned to hear about the tomb and the stone tablet, let alone the promise of another discovery awaiting our return to Bayzen’s ruin.
His biggest reaction, however, comes when Loobnar reveals his own ability to read.
“I must travel with our friends from Earth to assist in decoding the message they hope to retrieve from Bayzen,” Eden’s former ruler explains.
To this, the planet’s new leader replies only with shocked silence.
“Knowledge was protected for what we considered the betterment of our world,” Loobnar goes on, in his mind justifying the generations of secrecy. “Our planet’s true history, our own origins, even our written language… it was shielded. I ask only that you accept we acted with Eden’s interests at heart, Porro. That I acted with Eden’s interest at heart.”
Personally, I’m not so sure that I’m buying that. But given that Loobnar is someone who was born into hereditary power to exercise total and unquestioned control over an entire planet, I can imagine that his perspectives might have been so warped that he has no ability to distinguish his own interests from those of Eden as a whole.
“Of course,” Porro eventually replies. “I have no ill will over this, Loobnar.”
Laika, who can understand almost all of the aliens’ speech with no need for either a Maya-provided vocal translation or the lens-based text overlays I rely on most of the time, flaps his way up to perch on my shoulder.
This tells me that he really is okay after the bizarre pulses that accompanied the gate activation process, but also that he wants to tell me something.
“Porro no say truth,” he squawks as quietly as he can. “Porro sad that Porro friend no say truth.”
Although this interpretation may not have been the biggest ever test of Laika’s lie detection abilities, he’s noticed an insincerity in Porro’s acceptance that Loobnar apparently hasn’t.
It’s very understandable for Porro to feel upset and even betrayed over all the things Loobnar kept from him, and everyone else, for so long. The news of the Edenites’ written language seems to have hit him particularly hard, but he has shown laudable restraint in responding so diplomatically.
Porro knows this is bigger than him. He also cares more about Earth being saved than he does about being the one doing the saving, because that’s just the kind of guy he is.
I think it’s also telling that Laika has still never accused Loobnar of lying. To me, this speaks to Loobnar’s state of mind and detachment from our moral norms.
He didn’t lie about abandoning colossal numbers of his fellow Edenites below the clouds, but instead simply warned us not to engage with any “surviving life.” Our own psychology made us inherently assume that he couldn’t possibly be talking about other aliens like himself in such terms, but it quickly turned out that he was.
I believe Loobnar truly has conflated Eden’s interests with his own, to the extent that there is no dividing line between the two.
Pondering this makes me wonder if he might be considering that saving Earth could proffer some benefits down the line, but I think that’s a stretch. The level of risk in engaging the gate and then crossing it with us surely outweighs whatever selfish benefits he could hope that active interplanetary engagement will provide.
But whether it’s a stretch or not, I just can’t shake this thought. So while I know it’s far from the biggest thing to worry about right now, I decide to just nip these runaway thoughts in the bud right now.
“Loobnar,” I say, catching his direct attention. “Are you helping us for any reason besides only wanting to pay us back?”
As I ask, I move my shoulder slightly to signal for Laika to pay extra close attention to the upcoming reply.
“I do want to pay you back, but I also want to see the ruin on Bayzen with my own eyes,” Loobnar says. “I have grown curious of exactly what the Ancients wanted us to know. Generations of rulers, including myself, have sought to cover up the existence and work of the Ancients. But even I had no idea of their deliberate efforts to leave knowledge and memories for future generations. There is a wrong to be righted.”
Laika nods.
“No other reasons at all?” I push.
“None,” Loobnar says. “Which were you considering?”
Laika nods again. “True, Ray Ray.”
“None,” I confirm to Loobnar, fully accepting Laika’s read of his honesty. “I was just trying to drill down on why you’re going out of your way to help us so much. We do appreciate it. A lot.”
When Maya translates this, Loobnar’s expression softens. “You have helped us more than anyone could ever have asked,” the alien replies. “It is now my turn. The knowledge I can gain from the Ancients is a mere bonus.”
Laika nods one last time, confirming once and for all that Loobnar is telling the truth.
“Okay,” I say, fully satisfied with this. “Let’s get back to the rover and tell the others to be ready for us in the Vita. It’s time.”
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I pass on my thanks to the alien tunneling experts, who are all enthralled by Maya’s translation and grateful for the recognition, then head for the rover. As I go, Maya makes a wise decision to buzz over to the cannon and take a closer look at the control interface. Everything she sees is broadcast to the Vita’s systems, so this is as good as photographing it all.
She flies a lot faster than we can walk, too, so arrives back at the rover in no time.
“Anything familiar?” I ask as we step in.
“Vaguely,” Maya replies. “The interface has elements in common with some instruments on the Bayzen team’s vessel. Now that we know the vessel itself was constructed by the Ancients, or at least with their help, it makes sense that the quantum radiation cannons they created share some features with things we’ve all seen within it.”
Truth be told, the very worthwhile endeavor of inspecting the cannon up-close, however briefly, totally slipped from my mind in the aftermath of the initiation. Even though I’d considered future uses of the incredible machine just minutes earlier, I think that’s understandable given the gravity of our situation and the shock we all experienced.
It’s also another reminder of Maya’s value, with her unflappable rationality coming up trumps yet again.
Loobnar is coming back in the rover with us, while Porro is taking the vehicle he came here in with some of his advisors.
Those aliens seem to have seamlessly assumed their new roles as his advisors, and I really do think the way we ensured a peaceful transfer of power with Loobnar’s public blessing has played a part in that.
Sure, it wasn’t easy to ignore what Loobnar had done and offer him a relatively easy way out. And sure, a big part of me still feels like he’s getting off far too lightly. But there’s a lot more at stake here than my feelings.
We did what was expedient and what was “right” in the sense of maximizing the chances of stability on Eden and therefore our chances of saving Earth. There is no vacuum here. There is no thought experiment where we can debate the ethically or morally optimal way of handling this. We did what we had to, and that decision is bearing fruit.
I call Santino and the others in the Vita as soon as we’re in the rover. Santino’s voice rings clearly through the speakers.
Unsurprisingly, they have seen the gate from their position. Santino knows we’ve succeeded even before we tell him. That explains why his primary mood seems to be one of relief at our wellbeing, rather than wonder-struck excitement about the gate itself.
They heard the ear-piercing screeching sound and the Vita detected some kind of kinetic pulse just before the gate appeared, he explains. Understandably, the team was worried just how much worse these sensations must have been for us at such close proximity.
Driver enters the conversation while driving us back around Eden’s Lone Peak. She encourages Santino to get Clyde and begin preparing the Vita for departure so we can all set off as soon as we get back. This is a good idea and one he promises to get to work on straight away.
“Tell them that Maya connected to the vessel on Bayzen by directing her signal through the gateway, too,” I add. “We know it’s working for that.”
“That is an excellent sign,” the young man says. Despite his sharp mind doubtlessly recognizing that the safe passage of a radio signal is no guarantee to the safe passage of a spacecraft, there is absolutely no hesitation in his words or tone about our imminent journey.
This speaks well of Santino, for sure, but it also speaks to the urgency of our situation.
“And speaking of radio links… I’ll patch you guys through to the Balena again while we’re getting ready to leave,” he goes on. “There’s more news. It doesn’t fall clean into good or bad. Basically, Sasha relayed that an American military unit managed to capture one of the monsters. They got it into some kind of blast-proof container and managed to physically destroy it. It shattered into a hundred pieces.”
“That sounds like good news to me!” Driver beams.
“Well…” Santino sighs, elongating the word. “One caveat is that they were only able to destroy it with an energy-based weapon that isn’t approved for use in the field and only works by entirely surrounding a single target at close range. In short, it’s not scaleable.”
I blow air from my lips. I can see why Santino was so reluctant to call this good news.
“But that’s not all,” he goes on. “After it shattered, the pieces started to decompose almost instantly — back into spores. Then the spores turned to sludge and the sludge turned to insectoids and the insectoids assembled back into the final-form creature, all within less than a minute. The unit wasn’t able to actually kill the creature, just to temporarily reverse its formation. Eventually they got hold of some Bayzen water from the centrally rationed stockpile. That did stop the insectoids for good. So we have learned a few things. The monsters aren’t physically indestructible in a literal sense, but they truly cannot be permanently killed by force. Only the water can do that, and Earth has nowhere near enough to go around.”
“We’ll bring more back with us from Bayzen,” Driver says.
I nod. We will.
We’ll bring as much Bayzen water as we can, with the helpful aliens sure to assist the rest of our team in filling the Vita’s sampling tanks while we get some answers from the artifact in the hidden ruins.
The trouble is, that doesn’t do anything to help with the fact that these things are only physically destroyable by a prototype energy-based weapon that requires an individual creature to be trapped — and even then, the effect is only temporary.
I’m pretty damn sure the unit in question will have thrown everything else at the creature they captured, too. So for me, the fact it stood up to all other forms of weaponry is probably enough to classify this overall development as bad news.
Still, I’ll try to be positive about the fact that we’ve at least drawn some new distinctions.
“Okay, I’ll put you through to the Balena now,” Santino says. “See you guys soon.”
As he finishes talking and sets off, a low background noise takes the place of his voice. There was an abrupt change in the sound, telling us that we are now through to the Balena.
The communications lag means it’ll be a while until they hear us, effectively rendering natural back-and-forth conversation impossible. With that in mind, I lay out a few important points in my initial message.
Even if Sasha isn’t at her desk right now, this will be picked up and recorded.
I’m not sure how much, if anything, Santino will have told our distant allies about the gate. He only knew what Driver shared before we left to check it out. Things have changed a lot since then in any event, with the positive news of its successful activation further boosted by Maya’s report that her connection to the grounded vessel on Bayzen has been restored.
As soon as I’ve shared those main updates, I explicitly say that I’m finished with the most important part. I encourage whoever is listening to begin their reply at this point if they have anything important to share, to minimize the dead time caused by the frustrating communications delay. I explain that I’ll keep talking about the details of what we found in the underground tomb and about our plans to rapidly gather the artifact from Bayzen’s ruins, which the tomb’s stone tablet told us about.
I’m most of the way through this extra information when a voice cuts me off, interrupting in accordance with my instruction. To my surprise, this time the voice isn’t Sasha’s.
Instead, it belongs to President Williams.
“I’m coming in just as you’ve finished detailing what has developed with the new gateway,” he says. “I know this delay is frustrating. We’re recording everything else you’re saying and I agree that we have to be as time efficient as we can here. The situation here is bleak, Ray. I can’t dress that up. This gate, combined with the Orb it will allow you to bring it to Earth before it’s too late, is a flicker of hope in an extremely dark moment.”
None of this is at all surprising to hear, but President Williams is speaking in an exhausted and almost defeated tone.
“We’re already doing everything we can to utilize the data Simone has shared from her Orb analysis,” he continues. “On the ground, units around the world are doing all they can to find some other way of stopping these creatures. It hasn’t been very long. But in the time we’ve had, we haven’t made any meaningful breakthroughs at all. We need you back here as soon as you can make it happen, Ray. We need that Orb.”
When Williams pauses, Sasha’s voice enters the conversation.
Like I did a minute ago, she invites us to interrupt if we have any reply to the previous points and says that she’ll continue talking in the mean time. She’s going to share straightforward information we can’t really act on, but which is worth hearing if we don’t have any immediate reply to what Williams has already said.
Expanding on what Santino briefly told us, Sasha restates her six-day estimate for when the alien creatures’ reverse-terraforming will cause catastrophic damage to Earth’s ozone. She sounds even more concerned about this than Santino did.
Talking in a very low tone, she reiterates that most people on Earth — essentially everyone not fortunate enough to be in a dedicated survival bunker — could be dead even before then, due to the way the creatures are choking the air.
“They’re polluting our atmosphere as we speak,” she sighs, “and before long they’re going to totally destroy it. We really do need that Orb, Ray. It’s our only chance.”
In her role as an ERF analyst and now a trusted member of the inner circle, Sasha always has her pulse on everything. She’s also an eternal optimist in terms of humanity’s ability to think and engineer our way out of all kinds of problems. To hear her speaking in these terms is sobering.
We’ve already been operating on the assumption that Earth’s future depends on our swift return.
But now? Well, now it feels like more than an assumption.
Quite literally, it’s all on us.
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We arrive back at the Vita just as Sasha wraps up her points.
I tell her and Williams that we’re about to go inside and ask if they can patch me through to my family in the Colorado bunker. I want to see them for a few minutes while Driver double-checks everything is ready for the Vita’s departure, and while Loobnar says his goodbyes to the alien masses.
I won’t be wasting any time — I’ll be utilizing it.
I also ask them to pass along an explicit reminder about the communications delay, so Eva and the kids know what to expect.
It’s going to be more like sending a few video messages back and forth, rather than engaging in a live conversation. I’m sure they’ll be delighted to see with their own eyes that I’m okay, like I’ll be delighted to see them.
Still, it’s definitely worth setting expectations so that what should be a happy moment doesn’t turn into a disappointment.
Driver guides the rover directly underneath the Vita, onto the platform which will raise it back into its storage bay. We’re getting out on the ground, rather than inside, so we all step out and head for the entrance ramp.
I leave the rover without waiting to hear Sasha’s reply, which won’t come for a few minutes. I know it’ll be playing inside and that it’s also being recorded, and there’s just no time to wait around.
The communications delay is hardly the most pressing or most unwelcome thing we’re dealing with. Hell, it’s not in the top ten. But believe me, I’ll still sure as hell be glad to be rid of it when we cross the gate.
As Driver and I head for the Vita, Loobnar does indeed excuse himself and head towards the nearby tower.
Porro isn’t here yet, with our rover proving faster than the similarly ground-based alien vehicle he’s traveling in. I’m sure he’ll be back before long, though.
Santino and the others are waiting to greet us as we step onto the Vita’s ramp.
Laika, who has been uncharacteristically quiet while taking in everything we’ve heard over the radio, doesn’t even seem enlivened by the prospect of seeing our family via the radio’s link to Earth. He understands the gravity of our situation as much as anyone else, but there’s also the point that video calls have never really been his thing.
He recognizes that he’s communicating live with someone — at least when we’re in close enough proximity for that, without the delay we’ll be contending with today — but he’s a very tactile and affectionate little guy who feels the difference between a call and a direct conversation even more than I do.
When we’re back on-board, Driver immediately dives into a rundown of pre-flight checks. Clyde seems to be on top of everything, confirming that each point she raises has already been taken care of.
While she’s talking, the rover is ascending back to its storage bay.
“Are the water tanks and everything else we’ll need on Bayzen ready for rapid deployment?” I ask. “We’re waiting for Porro and Loobnar right now and I’m going to speak to my family in Colorado while Driver does her final prep. Once we get to Bayzen, we want to be ready to move on both fronts: heading for the ruins and gathering more water. We need to get as much ready now as we can.”
Clyde nods quickly, several times. “Come on, guys,” he says to Santino and Simone, making clear that this is one thing they haven’t yet taken care of. It’s more than understandable since there have been crucial pre-flight checks and tasks to complete, and the fact they have dealt with all of those things in advance is freeing them up for the Bayzen prep now.
This is a challenging situation with a lot of moving parts. But amidst all of it, I think we’re doing a good job of maximizing our operational efficiency and minimizing dead time.
“We’re good,” Driver says, turning directly to me. “I’ll take a few in the cockpit to make sure everything is set, they’ll get the equipment ready for Bayzen, and you can talk to your family. We will get through the gate… but I get it. If I had anyone on the other side, I’d want to talk to them before we do this, too.”
“What about Chester?” I ask after a brief pause for thought.
Admittedly, this is the first I’ve thought of him in a while. After a shaky first impression, the fast-talking Englishman stepped up to the plate back when decoding an alien signal was our biggest challenge. Since then, he’s been out of sight and out of mind.
Driver had struck up a relationship with Chester, though, and he’s the only person I can think of — besides myself, and to a lesser extent the likes of Sasha and Shaun — who she has a close personal connection to.
Immediately, she shakes her head and lets out a slow breath. “It’s not the same. Hell, I don’t even know if it’s anything now. Just say hi to Eva and the kids for me, too, okay? And we will see them soon. If they’re worried about the gate, tell them that’s a promise from me. I don’t make promises often, Ray, but I have a one hundred percent record so far.”
I hold Driver’s eyes for a few seconds. A familiar resilience and determination shines through her gaze. Our safety once we reach the gate isn’t truly in her hands, but there are still no others I would rather be in.
“I’ll tell them,” I say. “Good luck with the final prep. I’ll go to the Security Center for my call. We should stand on the ramp with Loobnar for a last-minute goodbye to Porro and the crowd that’s going to gather when they realize we’re leaving. It’s important to try and leave things stable, for the sake of the minute or so it’ll take to say something. I think we’ve already seen the benefit of the tactful approach we took with the transition of power. Letting Loobnar say something before we leave will help with stability. Things are worse for us than anyone here, but these guys have still been through a hell of a lot with the clouds and the Orb and then the gate appearing. They’re helping us a lot, too. I’d say we owe them a minute to draw a line under all of this.”
“You’ve got the same knack as Williams for handling problems and bringing people together,” Driver replies. “People, aliens… whatever. Anyone ever tell you that?”
“Not really,” I say.
She shrugs. “Well, you do. When Williams is done with the ERF and we need a successor, we could do a lot worse than⁠—”
“You,” I interrupt. “That deal we made made a long time ago still stands, Driver. The only thing I want is a quiet life with my family, even more than I did before the Anomaly and everything else pulled me away from them again. Remember the deal: you take space, I’ll take Earth.”
She chuckles slightly at that. “Okay, well… say hi to Earth, like I said. I’ll make sure we’re ready to fly through space. If that’s not teamwork, I don’t know what is!”
After that brief injection of levity, she heads for the cockpit while I enter the Security Center. I’m the only person going in, but I do have Laika and the even quieter Maya along with me.
“It’s ready for you,” Maya observes as she flies ahead to the screen, breaking her pretty long silence.
Sure enough, the main screen already shows a live video link to the Colorado bunker. I’m looking at an almost empty room. I’ve seen it before, when my family was first holed up in there. There’s a uniformed ERF officer standing by the inside of the door.
My family isn’t there yet, but a timestamp tells me that the image I’m looking at is from a few minutes ago. Knowing it’ll take a few minutes for everything I say to reach them and that they might well be in there by now, I start talking.
I address the guard first, explaining to him that I’m going to speak like my family is already there. It’s a strange feeling.
Fortunately, they step into the room just after I begin.
Seeing them all brings forth a flood of emotions. These feelings of longing, regret, hope and everything else have never been far from the surface. Now, though, they’re positively bubbling over.
The stupid and unavoidable two-way delay means I won’t yet be visible on the screen they’re looking at. Because of that, they don’t talk.
The guard in the corner doesn’t speak to explicitly remind them of the delay, and instead passes along a specific instruction from Sasha that they should wait for my message before replying with their own. He then leaves, giving us some privacy.
I dive right into the things I want to say. I don’t want to take any longer than I have to, given the obvious urgency of our overall situation but also because I know they’re not going to be able to reply until I stop talking.
Essentially, I tell them all of the most important things. I tell them we have a new gateway to Bayzen that Driver has promised she’ll take us through safely, I tell them we’ll be home in no time with an Orb that can stop the creatures once and for all, and — most importantly of all — I tell them that I love and miss them all more than I can say.
I really am overjoyed to see them all looking physically fine, even if they do appear exhausted in more ways than one. The delay is just terrible, though, making them feel further away than ever as they sit quietly long after I’ve stopped talking.
“He could be sitting there waiting for us to talk,” Joe eventually says. “He might have already said something. Sasha said they’re in a rush, so why don’t we talk to him while we’re waiting? If he’s not there, he won’t hear it. But we might as well try, in case he is. Right?”
Right, I think to myself. Right!
Joe is a smart kid, and I’m glad to see Eva shrug in agreement. It’s a heavy kind of agreement, seemingly more in hope than expectation that I’m actually going to hear the words, but she starts talking:
“I hope you’re there, Ray,” she sighs. Heavy really is the only word for her tone, as well as her demeanor, and I totally understand. “I hope you’re there to hear this, but I hope you’re not going to be there for long. We need you back here. Everyone needs that Orb you’ve found, but we need you. I know it’s nothing compared to what you’ve gone through for us, but I’m tired, Ray. I’m so tired. For so long, it’s just been one thing after another. We’re all okay — right, kids? — but we need you back with us.”
Suddenly, the word “heavy” is nowhere near enough.
I’ve never seen this kind of expression on Eva’s face, or this kind of body language, let alone when the kids are there to see it. She’s clearly at the absolute end of her rope.
Only the fact that Scarlet and Joe both still look well put together with their clothes and hair as neat as ever shows that it hasn’t been literally too much for her to handle.
She’s on the edge, though, as anyone would be. Hell, I’m sure anyone else would have fallen off that edge by now.
Things have been tough for me and the rest of my team here on the Vita, but in one regard I think we might be the fortunate ones. After all, we’re the ones who have been on the frontline where we’re able to at least try to influence the outcome of all this in a positive way.
Like everyone else on Earth, my family has only been able to sit and wait and hope we’re making progress.
They’ve been entirely dependent on us to succeed, and until very recently they’ve been entirely in the dark about how we’ve been faring.
That’s a recipe for psychological disaster, and for Eva more than anyone since I’m the only member of our team with an immediate family worrying about me every second. It must have been crippling for her over these past few weeks, without even thinking about the challenge of keeping the kids’ spirits from falling dangerously low.
Through more high-stakes challenges than I even want to count, I’ve often felt like my sole priority was saving Earth so that my family could continue to live on it. Saving them was always more important to me than getting back to them, and some of the riskiest actions Driver and I have taken were borne of that ultimate willingness to sacrifice my own life if that was what it took.
Looking at Eva now, though, I know that’s not enough. I have to get back to them so I can be with them, not just so I can save them. We are a family of four, not three, and they need me.
“I’m coming home,” I say. “This is how it happens and this is how we win. We have the gate, we have the Orb, and guys… soon, we’ll have each other.”
Their faces light up just as I say this, with timing so perfect that it’s almost as though there’s no delay at all.
“There he is!” Joe exclaims.
“Daddy!” Scarlet adds, excitedly pointing at the screen. “Laika!”
Clearly, the footage of me arriving in front of this camera with Laika on my shoulder has just reached them.
Eva’s demeanor changes, too, albeit not as much as the kids’. She starts to talk but quickly stops as my first words arrive.
Just as they do, in the here and now I hear three knocks on the Security Center’s door and turn to see Driver.
“Porro is outside with the crowd and I’m all set to take off,” she says. “Did you get through to… okay, yeah. Good.”
Driver stops and glances at the screen.
“They look okay. And since you know that and they’ve seen you, I really think we should make a move. Once we’re on the other side of the gate, there will be no delay. Loobnar has already said goodbye to the crowd and I did, too. You don’t even need to go out. The ramp is up. When you’re ready to join me in the cockpit, we’ll be good to go.”
While Driver has been talking, the end of my comments have reached Eva.
As Eva begins her reply, prefacing it by saying it will be short like mine, Driver steps inside.
“I guess we have a minute to hear them out,” she says, giving me a supportive pat on the back.
Eva doesn’t say much, just all the most important things about how they can’t wait to see us and have faith in Driver to get us home safely.
“We’re actually ready right now,” I tell my family, beginning what’s going to be the shortest message of all. “By the time you hear these words, we’ll be in the air and on the way to the gate.”
“And the gate is close to the surface,” Driver jumps in. “So by the time your reply to these words would reach Eden, we could already be on the other side. See you all soon, okay? That’s a promise.”
After speaking, Driver turns to me with a look that politely tells me to wrap it up.
I like her sentiment about how quickly we could be on the other side of the gate, and relating it to the length of this frustrating communications delay provides a natural segue to end the unique call.
“I’ll see you all soon and we’ll talk even sooner,” I promise. “I love you.”
“Laika love all, too,” the little guy squawks from my shoulder, finally joining in. “Luna take Laika home now. Laika home soon.”
“Damn straight, little dude,” Driver promises. “Damn straight.”
At that, we leave the Security Center.
There is nothing left to say.
There is only one thing left to do.
The gate is ready… and so are we.
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The others are waiting for us in the main hallway area outside, including Loobnar. I thank him for everything, which Maya passes on, then encourage everyone to take their safe spots for the journey. Everyone except Loobnar has done this before, so I ask Maya to stay with him and the others.
We know from Porro’s experience that the aliens’ physiology can stand up to passing through a gate, but Loobnar is totally new to space flight in general, let alone something like this. It will be helpful if the others are able to communicate with him as needed.
“But Ray,” Maya interjects. “I may have to awaken you, and more importantly Driver, as soon as we pass to the other side. That has to be our priority.”
Hmm. It’s a good point, and one that has come up before.
Before either Driver or I can reply, Maya explains this to Loobnar and asks if he will be okay following visual cues from the others in taking a suitable brace position. The alien quickly insists that he will and encourages Maya to stay with us instead of him.
“Simone, is the Orb secure in your lab?” I ask her, this crucial point entering my mind just as I turn towards the stairway leading up to the cockpit. I’m sure this will have been the first item on the team’s flight prep check-list, but it’s too important not to ask.
“Sealed in the reaction chamber,” she assures me. “We have done all we can, Ray. Now, we are counting on the gate.”
We part without another word. And because Driver has done such a thorough job of getting ready, the Vita is fully prepared for take off by the time I sit down.
Through the window, off to the side, I see a huge alien crowd ready to wave us off from a safe distance.
Driver lifts us into the air without any kind of ceremony, and a glance in her direction reveals her usual intense focus.
“This gate is as close to the ground as the other one is to Bayzen’s surface,” she says. “We’re talking less than a minute to get there. I’ve set everything up for an automatic landing on Bayzen in case we come in really low again, so that should all be fine. Maya, wake us if you have to. Apart from that… it really is like Simone said. We’re counting on the gate. I can fly us into the middle of it, but after that it’s out of my hands.”
I don’t know how to reply, so I don’t.
Instead, I sit silently and hold Laika tight as we head for the untested alien gate.
“Here we go,” Driver says, staying laser-focused as we near the swirling mass of mysterious light and head right for its center. “All or nothing.”
Those are the last words I hear before everything fades away.
All or nothing, she said.
And we’re about to find out which one it is…
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This isn’t the first time I’ve passed through a quantum gateway I can’t even begin to understand. It’s not even the first time I’ve passed through one that’s never been tested.
But believe me… as my eyes reopen on the other side, this is absolutely the first time I’ve ever felt a relief as strong as the kind flowing through me now.
I see Bayzen below us, confirming beyond any doubt that we’ve arrived in the right place. The surface is close, but not dangerously so. I also see Driver blinking herself back to full consciousness in the seat next to me.
Completing the picture, Laika is stirring, too.
“We made it,” Maya happily chirps. “I didn’t have to awaken you, either. Your bodies may be accustomed to passing through these gates. The forces remain strong, but they may not be the shock to your systems they once were.”
Passing through alien-made quantum wormholes wasn’t something I ever expected my body to get used to, but I’ll take it.
“I’ll take over for a manual landing,” Driver says, leaning forward to assume control. “I’ll take us down near the vessel so we’re close to the aliens and they’ll be able to help gather some more water while we get the artifact from the ruins. We’ll call… oh, shit.”
I know what Driver is reacting to, because I see where her eyes have fallen. The light indicating the status of our radio connection to Earth and the Balena is no longer green. Hugely frustratingly, it’s red.
“Passing through this new gate must have once again affected the Vita’s radio,” Maya states. “There is no cause for alarm.”
I know she’s right, and that’s why the problem is frustrating rather than concerning.
We know Earth is okay, because I was speaking to my family in Colorado just a few minutes ago. The problem is that we can’t confirm to them that we’ve made it through, and they’re all now going to be worrying about us.
Because while we have no reason to think anything major has changed on Earth in the last few minutes, they have every reason to think something terrible might have just happened to us.
None of the aliens on Bayzen were able to fix our earlier radio issues like the engineers on Eden did, so I know we’re not going to be back in contact until we cross back to Earth’s side of the original gate.
We’ll be returning home very soon, though, with the dual need to recover the potentially crucial artifact and top up Earth’s supply of Bayzen water being the only reason we’re touching down at all.
The situation on Earth is urgent and hugely time sensitive. I know that better than anyone. The counterpoint is, I also know that learning the meaning of the message the Ancients left in their tomb could prove as important as the Orb they left in the Hall of Memories above it.
We’ll move as quickly as we possibly can, but the simple fact is that we can’t afford not to pursue this final lead before going home.
Driver keeps us at significant altitude for now, flying towards the basin where we accidentally crash-landed the aliens’ vessel shortly after meeting Maya. Despite how recently it happened in absolute terms, that all seems so long ago. Relative to our most recent travails, I guess it was.
Like Eva said during our challengingly stop-start video call, it really has been one thing or another.
Driver has flown over Bayzen more than once and the Vita’s systems have mapped that whole planet with the aid of data from our drones, so we’re able to make a beeline for our desired landing spot.
“Do you see that?” Maya suddenly asks. “Do you see them?”
I immediately tell my lenses to zoom to their maximum level, knowing Maya can see a lot better than my unaided vision. I have a bad feeling about what she means by “them”, and my fear is immediately vindicated when they come into sight.
Speaking of oh shit…
“How?!” I groan, gazing down at the numerous fully formed alien creatures roaming the surface. “How are they here? I thought the surviving colonists cleansed all of the spores and sludge with the water?”
Driver, who hasn’t zoomed her lenses since she needs her full field of vision to safely control the Vita, sighs audibly. “Seriously? There are creatures here, too?”
Maya flutters beyond the control panel for a close look through our cockpit’s front window panel. “The colonists must have missed some spore concentrations, perhaps in distant or underground areas,” she muses. “There are not very many of them, Driver. Nine within sight. My advice would be to stick to your plan and land as close to the vessel as possible, as you were planning before we spotted the creatures. They are not close to the vessel. If we see more creatures there, or if these creatures move in, we could attempt to use drones to distract them while you drive to the cave and recover the artifact.”
“Ray?” Driver asks. “What do you think? I know we need to find the artifact to translate the message from the tomb, but is this a risk we can take? We already have the Orb. Maybe it’s like that old saying, a bird in the hand is worth two in the bush?”
I revert my vision to normal. “So what are you thinking?” I reply. “That we should take the Orb home to try and activate it, then come back for the artifact if the Orb doesn’t work and we need to know why?”
She hesitates. “Well, I wasn’t thinking that until you said it…”
“Stick to the plan!” Maya butts in, speaking in by far the most forceful tone we’ve ever heard from her. “We have to know what the message says. It might contain instructions or even warnings regarding the Orb. Activating the Orb without reading the message is not a risk-free option with no potential negative consequences. Earth’s atmosphere and sun are not the same as Eden’s — not by a long shot. For the little time it will take to recover this artifact, and for the relatively small effort it should take to distract or contain these creatures even if they do become troublesome, this is not a plan you should be thinking about going back on. We did not come here to leave with nothing more than we arrived with. Did we?”
Driver glances briefly at me. She’s clearly as surprised as I am by the strength of Maya’s comments, which have shown a new side of her.
In all honesty, though, I do see where the robotic hummingbird is coming from. The Orb is an object containing a power we can’t comprehend. If the artifact in the easily reachable cave we’ve already been inside does contain warnings about it, we have to read them.
“I think she’s right,” I say. “If the basin is clear of the creatures, we should still land.”
Driver nods and looks straight ahead once more.
Very quickly, the basin then comes into view.
“The area is clear,” Maya says.
I zoom my vision again and see that she’s right. “Almost too clear,” I reply. “There’s no sign of any colonists, either. Do you think they’re sheltering inside the vessel?”
“Probably,” Driver says, already engaging our landing procedures now that the touchdown point is in sight.
I look to Maya.
“Probably,” she agrees. “I am connected to the vessel’s systems, as I was on Eden once the gate was activated, but there is no one at the main console. There is no need to worry about that, as they might still have no reason to expect an incoming communication since they know the vessel’s own long-distance radio hasn’t been working. But I did expect some of them to be watching the gate. If they do not come out when we land, I will see that as cause for concern as to their wellbeing.”
I gulp. “You don’t think punching the gateway all the way through from Eden could have harmed them, do you?” I ask.
“That cannot be ruled out,” Maya replies right away, “but it is not what I was thinking. I am more concerned about what the creatures might have done to the colonists than what the gate might have done. We have seen the creatures seeking out lifeforms, with our own eyes on Eden and in footage from Earth. The fact that they are not concentrated around the vessel might be a negative sign, in that regard. The gate may have caused some problems, or the creatures may already have directly engaged the colonists. From up here, we have no way of knowing.”
These words linger heavily in the air.
“I’m sending out some drones towards the creatures before we land,” Driver says. “I’ll send them further away and hope those things follow. We can use some more direct and hands-on distraction tactics if we need to, but that’ll be better than nothing.”
I vocally agree, then stay quiet while Driver focuses on landing us as close to the vessel as she safely can. She brings us down just beyond the lip of the basin, so we don’t have to climb out on our way to the cave.
The presence of these godforsaken creatures on Bayzen makes a drive in our rover sound like a better way of traversing the short distance to the cave than walking. Being on the flat surface rather than inside the steep-edged basin has an obvious advantage on that front.
Driver brings us down gently, making the process itself look as effortless as ever. Our mission to recover the artifact suddenly feels a lot less effortless than it did a few minutes ago, though.
The next few minutes are going to tell us an awful lot, with all eyes on the vessel in the hope that some surviving colonists will emerge to fill us in on what’s been happening.
Whether they do or don’t, we’re going to have to keep moving forward.
But as we head downstairs to reunite with the others and tell them what we’ve just seen, I can only hope we see some signs of less hostile life on the surface — very, very soon.
Everyone other than Simone is waiting for us downstairs.
They all look fine, Loobnar included, and Santino is quick to explain that Simone has gone to her lab to check that the Orb is okay.
That’s the most important thing of all, really. Because if it’s not okay…
Well, I don’t even want to think about it.
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Only a few seconds later, mercifully cutting short my panicked thoughts, Simone’s voice rings over the Vita’s main intercom to confirm that the Orb is intact in her lab’s sealed reaction chamber with no discernible changes.
It seems very much like everything has survived our trip through the untested gate with the exception of our radio link to Earth. In the grand scheme of things, that’s a huge victory.
Like the moment when the Edenites were activating the gate, the moment when we finally passed through was one in which we could have decisively lost everything. The fact that we’re still standing, Orb and all, is a colossal relief.
That relief comes with a huge caveat, though. The presence of the creatures on Bayzen’s surface, allied to the absence of any surviving colonists, is cause for significant concern.
For two obvious reasons, we can’t use the Orb to deal with the creatures we’ve just spotted.
The first reason — which is more than enough on its own — is that anything we do to the creatures here could have knock-on effects on Earth. We’ve seen what the energy transfer did to Earth when we cleansed Eden, and right now we can’t even think about doing something that could worsen those existing problems.
Secondarily, we also can’t take any risk in potentially ‘using up’ any more of the Orb’s power when we know Earth is in such desperate need. Things on this desolate alien world seem fairly stable, which definitely can’t be said for our home.
We tell the others about the creatures very quickly. Maya makes sure to stress that we’ve spotted them a fair distance from our landing spot, rather than particularly nearby.
Somewhat unsurprisingly, everyone seems fully on-board with her assertion that we should push ahead with our original plan while remaining vigilant to this potential threat.
Once we’ve shared this initial information, our whole group filters into the Security Center. From there, we can review the visual images the Vita has captured during our approach.
It only takes a few seconds to pull up the footage and photographs.
“Wow, there really aren’t many of them,” Clyde observes right away. “I guess the aliens here did a good job of clearing the spores and sludge with their water, huh? They must have only missed a few little concentrations or there would be more of these things.”
Admittedly, this level of casualness about the presence of the creatures does surprise me.
I suppose the order of revelations is all-important. After all, I saw these creatures from the sky when I hoped and expected that I wouldn’t see any. Clyde is looking at them after already having heard that they’re here.
While my gut reaction to my first sighting was a fearful disappointment that there are more than zero, Clyde’s reaction to his first sighting is an understandable “could be worse” and “not as bad as I imagined” kind of relief.
“There could be more of them on the other side of the planet,” Simone muses, sounding significantly less relaxed than Clyde in both her words and her tone. “There could be multiple packs like this.”
“I’ll send out some high-altitude mapping drones to find out,” Driver replies. She leans in towards the main console as she speaks and performs several gestures on the control screen. “I’m going to make sure the drones are high enough not to catch these things’ eyes. I’ll also send some drones to assume a holding position above this pack of creatures we’ve already spotted. If they start heading our way at any point, I can lower the drones to distract them and try to herd them in another direction.”
Simone nods in full support of this idea. “I like it,” she says. “We saw the creatures on Eden responding to Maya’s movements, albeit not all of them. It was as though they were operating as a unit and splitting their attention. With multiple drones, we could distract multiple creatures. Reports from Earth suggest that the creatures are reliably distracted, albeit not for long.”
“The good news is we’re not going to be here for long,” Driver replies, still working away on the touchscreen. “Just long enough to get into the ruins in the cave, then get out again with the artifact we’re looking for. Maya made a good point that the translation key could tell us something about the Orb. We did find the Ancients’ more recent message right underneath the Hall of Memories. They probably didn’t know how to write in the Edenites’ language. In the old days on Bayzen, the elites weren’t hiding knowledge so they might have worked on the translation key together. We’re hoping for a Rosetta Stone kind of thing, as a means to an end of figuring out what the last dying Ancients wrote on the tablet in their tomb.”
Needless to say, that’s exactly what I’m hoping for, too.
“Maybe we should consider sending a small drone into the cave itself, just to make sure there is no danger in there?” Maya suggests.
Her intonation rises, forming this into something sounding more like a question than a statement. This is the way she usually shares ideas, and is totally at odds with the uncharacteristic way she implored us to continue with the plan when the initial sighting of the creatures was giving us second thoughts.
No matter her moment-by-moment demeanor, Maya is continuing to prove herself as an utterly priceless helper. I know she’s not truly alive like our other avian and alien helpers are, but she has such a strong sense of personality that I see her as more of an ally than a resource.
“Good idea,” Driver says. “I’ll send in a small scouting drone. The creatures we saw are way too far away to notice it. If any creatures do notice the drone, it’s because they’re already in the cave… and it would be way better to find out that way rather than to stumble across one when we go in.”
“And you do actually need to go in?” Santino asks.
“Yeah,” Driver says, finishing up her process. “At the very least, we need to put an aquatic drone at the edge of the water and control it. But on Eden, Ray had to move a stone tablet. We think there’s going to be something similar behind the statue in the cave, because we didn’t see anything out in the open when a drone checked out the ruin last time, and Porro didn’t see anything besides the statue even when he was right there. We didn’t get up-close images of the whole ruin, though, and neither did he. The statue took all of our attention.”
“The ATV we used to go under the moat on Eden wouldn’t work here,” I cut in. “There’s just not enough space. We’re hoping the drone will be able to see what we need it to. If not, we have diving-style suits made for moving through water.”
Driver taps out of the drone-control options menu just as I finish talking. When she does, she pulls up a screen full of live visual images. Some are from the drones as they begin their ascents before zooming off in various directions, while others are from the Vita’s own outward facing cameras.
It’s one of the Vita’s feeds that captures everyone’s attention, including my own.
Loobnar, who has been extremely quiet, is the first to react.
“They are alive!” he booms, with even the harsh alien words sounding more upbeat than usual as the translated text reaches my lenses.
And sure enough, he’s right. We’re all seeing the same thing: live footage of a few dozen aliens emerging from the basin where their vessel is grounded, heading for the Vita.
They obviously recognize this craft from our previous visits, and if they’re aware of the creatures then they might see our return as a beacon of hope. It’s easy to forget how little these poor guys know about what’s happened since we left for Eden.
They don’t know about the Orb, the problems on Earth, the confirmed resilience of the final-form creatures now stalking their own world. They certainly don’t know the truth about their own history, with Bayzen being their species’ original home world and Eden being the colonized planet, rather than the opposite lie they’ve been fed by their hereditary leadership for countless generations.
Speaking of leadership, they’re also no doubt expecting that Porro will be here with us. I guess they’re in for yet another shock on that front.
Together, our whole group rushes out of the Security Center. We open the door to let down the ramp. Maya rushes outside as soon as the door opens, wasting no time in seeking some information from the colonists and sharing some of our own.
By the time the ramp has finished lowering, some of the aliens on the ground have noticed that Loobnar is standing beside me. As the former unquestioned ruler of Eden, he is a god-like figure in their eyes.
With Maya outside, I can’t easily pass on a message to Loobnar that it might make sense to downplay for now the societal changes that have taken place on Eden. To my surprise, though, he seems aware of the need to be succinct.
“Greetings, brave colonists,” he begins, stepping forward to the edge of the ramp but opting to go no further. By now, the surviving colonists are gathered quite tightly around the bottom. “I cannot tell you how happy I am to see that you are alive. Until Porro reached us with the Earthlings, we did not think anyone could have survived the radiation blasts. Porro has clearly done an excellent job of seeing you through some challenging years since then.”
Bearing in mind that these guys were living in a cave while the vessel that now offers them shelter and sustenance was stuck in orbit with no one left alive to land it, he could definitely say that again.
“The Earthlings averted a disaster on Eden,” Loobnar goes on, “just like they did here. It is now our turn to assist them. They need to recover an item from the hidden ruin Porro discovered before leaving for Eden. Any information you have about the recent growth and spread of the creatures we have seen from the sky will be very helpful.”
“Where is your bracelet?” one alien near the front calls in reply.
Clearly unsure what to say, Loobnar turns to me.
The green bracelet he once wore was evidently of great ceremonial importance. There’s no need and no time to explain right now that we essentially stripped Loobnar of the bracelet due to his callous actions, but these understandably confused aliens do need some context.
“Porro has it,” I reply.
Maya relays this to the crowd in real-time, as she will the rest of my comments.
“Porro is now Eden’s leader,” I go on, drawing shocked looks and murmurs as I pause to let Maya translate. “Loobnar has come to assist us in a way that only he can. Both of them assisted in activating the new gate we just traveled through. You will soon be able to return to Eden, in a very short journey. Until we got there with Porro, everyone on Eden truly believed that Bayzen had been hit even harder by the radiation blasts than it was. They thought you were all dead, and that traveling here would be both dangerous and pointless.”
As the aliens digest this news, I step onto the ramp and encourage Loobnar to come with me. We need to talk with these surviving colonists, not just to them.
“We need to know what happened here,” Loobnar tells them, very straightforwardly. “Have the creatures been close? How many have you seen?”
The same colonist who spoke up to inquire about the bracelet steps forward. He’s slightly taller than the rest, though not on the level of Porro or Loobnar, and is perhaps the highest-ranking among them.
I’m admittedly inferring that the alien is a he. But given the nature of Eden’s social structure and their sexually dimorphic size differences, I think it’s a very safe bet. What’s far more important is what he says next.
“We lost four of our group to those monsters,” the alien glumly reports. “The creatures were ravenous. Murderous. Relentless.”
A chill runs down my spine. If there was any doubt at all that differing conditions on Bayzen might have resulted in differently behaved creatures, this revelation has just shattered it.
I should have known our task of retrieving the so-called language key from the nearby ruins was starting to feel too straightforward.
Now, we have to do it while a group of creatures is roaming the surface. A group that has killed before, and a group that we have very limited means of stopping from killing again.
Nothing is ever easy… but we can’t stop now.
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As well as exacerbating my fears, the revelation of four alien deaths at the hands of the creature casts an increasingly somber shadow on Bayzen’s predicament. I can’t help but feel guilt for the colonists’ loss.
After all, it was the energy transfer following our Orb-based intervention on Eden that prompted all remaining spores and sludge to rapidly develop into insectoids and then the fully formed creatures.
I saw the monsters kill Loobnar’s guards on Eden. I’ve seen footage of them eliminating a whole military unit on Earth. To know that they’ve already racked up a body count on Bayzen, too, really does underline the severity and breadth of what we’re up against.
Loobnar’s shoulders fall. Given how little he seemed to care about the lives of the masses he abandoned beneath the clouds on Eden, I’m a little surprised by how visibly this news is affecting him.
As I’ve been having to remind myself all along, though, his psychology is truly alien in a way that will make it difficult for me to ever fully understand his thought processes.
“What happened?” Loobnar eventually manages to press.
“We were caught unaware,” the downbeat mining colonist replies. “The first we knew of the creatures’ presence was from the painful cries of our fallen comrades. They were out looking for any concentrations of sludge we might have missed, to continue the planetary cleanse. But instead of sludge, they found the creatures. Or more to the point… the creatures found them.”
Damn… talk about horrible irony. The aliens killed by the creatures were bravely seeking sludge to make sure the rest of their group would remain safe, and they paid for it with their lives.
“How many creatures have you encountered or detected?” Loobnar asks. “More than ten?”
“No,” the other alien replies, giving his first welcome answer of the day. “Only one group. They have shown no interest in coming any closer to us. We believe we have avoided their detection. You saw them from the sky. But where?”
“Quite far away,” Loobnar says. “Far enough. We are tracking them now, to ensure it stays that way. For safety, you should return to the vessel. We planned to ask you to gather more water for use on Earth, but we do not want to attract the creatures while we engage in our higher priority mission. Is there anything else we should know?”
While the other aliens begin to filter back to their vessel, some mixture of obedient and concerned, their speaker confirms that he has nothing else of note to share with us.
I agree with Loobnar’s logic that we shouldn’t gather any Bayzen water now. While the creatures are distant, we have to focus on the cave. We should make hay while the sun shines… be the mice that play while the cat is away.
I’m not overly delighted about the way he made and communicated that decision without any consultation. But given the esteem in which Bayzen’s surviving colonists hold their long-time ruler, it might well make sense for him to be our spokesman. The aliens have certainly heeded his advice to retire to their vessel, leaving us to prepare for our hopefully quick reconnaissance mission to the cave.
We then retire back into the Vita to get ready. This isn’t going to involve much, thanks to the diligence of our team’s pre-flight work back on Eden.
Driver quickly stops in the Security Center first to pick up a drone control interface. Our observation drones have already reached the group of creatures and are now providing live images from high above them.
She instructs Clyde to closely monitor this footage. He is familiar with the controls on the console, and will act decisively to try to distract the creatures in case our presence on the surface does beckon them this way.
The good news is that the drone Driver sent into the cave has found nothing of concern. It couldn’t go any further than the water, since that requires an aquatic drone to be placed at the edge. But crucially, it shows us that the coast is clear.
“Laika stay with Ray Ray,” he suddenly squawks from the ground beside me.
I glance at Driver, who shrugs.
“Sure,” I tell him. “You can come.”
There’s no harm in it. If anything, he could be a very helpful distraction — like Maya — if the worst comes to the worst and a creature does come within dangerous range.
He’s also extremely observant, which could come in very handy when we’re analyzing drone footage from the ruins on the other side of the aquatic barrier.
If it comes to pass that Driver and I both need to cross, he’ll also make a reliable and effective lookout.
“I am coming, too,” Loobnar announces after Maya shares with him the news about Laika.
This intervention, entirely expected given his previous statements about wanting to see the ruin for himself, is also welcome.
I don’t know what we’re going to find when we explore the ruin in detail. There could be text-like symbols around the statue that lead us to the artifact itself, in which case Loobnar’s ability to read them would prove invaluable.
When we’re done in the Security Center and ready to grab our suits, Driver pauses in the hallway. Her feet stop very suddenly, almost making me crash into the back of her.
“What’s up?” I ask, because something definitely is.
“I think we should walk,” she announces. “It’s so close. We’d be on the ground for almost as long waiting for the rover. Driving might cause ground vibrations that attract them, too. We’d be less nimble. With such a short distance to cover and nothing much to carry, I think it makes sense to walk. Don’t you?”
As soon as she says it, I do. Being on foot will make me feel more exposed than if we were in the rover, but it’s not like the rover offers any real protection.
The creatures could surround it, trapping us inside. We saw what a swarm of insectoids did to an alien vehicle on Eden before assembling into the final form creatures that tried to enter the Vita, and footage from Earth has shown the destructive power they’re capable of.
Really, the rover would be more of a safety blanket than an actual protective shield.
I don’t know if the ground vibrations point is one to worry about when the Vita’s landing hasn’t attracted them, but staying nimble and not having to wait for the rover’s hatch-based elevator before and after the very short journey are certainly worthwhile factors.
“Agreed,” I decide.
There is no instruction manual for any of this, and there are no objectively right or wrong answers. No one else speaks up against our decision, though, including Loobnar, and that gives me confidence that it’s a sensible one.
We’re going outside.
“We might as well put the water suits on now,” Driver goes on. “Just in case. The less time we’re in there, the better.”
Again, she’s right.
And while I most certainly don’t want to submerge myself in the water, we didn’t come here to leave empty-handed.
My hesitation around water is so strong that I won’t go in unless I literally have to, for a reason that could only include something like saving Driver’s life or ensuring she can find the language key, and possibly move or flip it over if it turns out to be a stone tablet similar to the one I found in Eden’s hidden tomb.
If one of us has to go in with Loobnar, it’ll be her. I’ll only be getting wet if the worst comes to the worst and we both have to.
The suits, more than anything else, will protect us from any unexpected side effects of the Bayzen water. Nothing bad happened when I inhaled some of its steam to cleanse my lungs, but that doesn’t mean it’s a good idea to submerge myself in it.
Come to think of those small black markers in our lungs that were once the cause of so much fear, I feel a recurrence of the relief that no harm ever came to Driver as a result of her strategic and selfless decision not to cleanse herself.
She was worried about what would happen if some delayed side-effect reared its head and there would be no one left to fly the Vita, thinking it wiser for Clyde — our only other pilot — to perform the painless procedure while she sat it out.
Because she was present on Eden when we cleansed that world with the Orb, I no longer see yellow overlays around Driver’s lips and nose when my lenses are engaged.
She is now as in-the-clear as the rest of us. Before we can get to cleansing everyone and everything else on Earth, though, we have to find what’s waiting for us on the other side of a deep pool of Bayzen water in the cave we’re about to enter.
“Looking sharp,” Driver laughs as I step into my suit.
“Careful there, Ms. Lives In A Glass House,” I chuckle back.
Without another word, we head to the exit ramp.
“Good luck,” Santino says, the first of the group to offer their best wishes.
I thank them all and step outside, doing my best to hide a lingering feeling that we’re almost certainly going to need it.
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As soon as we’re back down the ramp and on ground level, the cave feels close. I can see it far more easily than when there was an alien crowd out here, and it somehow feels closer from this vantage point than it did from the top of the ramp.
Even the orientation of the Vita is working in our favor, with Driver having wisely ensured our ramp is facing the cave.
That might seem like a small point, but it’s easy to forget how huge the Vita is. It takes several minutes to walk from one end to the other at a brisk pace. I know that only too well from the sabotage attack that cost me my hand and involved a huge team effort to make sure it didn’t cost a lot of innocent people a whole lot more.
A few minutes less walking in each direction is a huge benefit now, what with the low-probability but high-risk danger of an approach from the creatures. Driver has done her part to make the journey as short and safe as possible, while I’m sure we can count on Clyde to closely monitor the creatures via the drone footage and interfere if he has to.
No one talks as we walk. Laika and Maya are just as silent as Driver and Loobnar. Like me, they’re all seemingly listening for any hint of unexpected movement or any update from Clyde.
On both fronts, no news is good news.
My initial steps are filled with trepidation, but after a minute or so I feel my elevated heart rate dropping closer to its normal level. We’re getting further away from the group of distant creatures with every step. Since we haven’t attracted their attention so far, I don’t see why we would now.
My calmness grows as the cave draws near. Bizarrely, I feel more at ease now than I did when Driver and I first approached the hatch-like opening that leads to the subterranean hideout, during our initial visit to Bayzen.
Back then, we didn’t know what to expect. We certainly didn’t expect Porro’s suspicious guards to burst out and take us hostage.
On this occasion, we do know what we’re looking for.
We know the general layout and we know that it’s free of alien threats. The stairway is actually too narrow for any fully formed creatures to make their way down, but I suppose insectoids could have either hatched out down there or swarmed down before assembling. We know that’s not the case, either, thanks to the drone Driver sent in.
The only potential unwelcome surprise my overactive imagination can think of is that there might be a hostile creature on the other side of the water, blocking our safe access to the ruins and the artifact we’ve come to recover.
We’ll check the area with the help of an aquatic drone before anyone thinks about going in, of course, and I really do think I’m stretching too far for realistic threats. It does make sense to think of worst-case scenarios from time to time, but I’m not going to dwell on it or keep fearing something that’s unlikely to come to pass.
Lord knows we have enough tangible issues to deal with.
Just as we arrive at the hatch, the drone controller in Driver’s hand buzzes. She flips a button to unmute the speaker, since we’re well clear of any creatures and don’t have to be silent.
The controller has a speaker and is in constant communication with the Vita as well as the drones, giving us a live radio link to Clyde and the others.
They’ll be able to see us via some of the overhead drones, so I’d like to think he’s just reaching out with a general update before we head down into the cave, just in case we lose contact once we do.
I’d like to think that, but I’m not sure I do.
“Guys? Do you copy? You have to see this,” Clyde says. The volume isn’t blaring, but we can all hear it. Maya doesn’t translate for Loobnar just yet because the rest of us need to be able to listen clearly.
“See what?” Driver asks.
At the very same moment, the controller’s high-resolution screen changes to show the group of creatures.
My first instinct is to panic, but then I realize that they’re not moving our way.
“What are we looking at here, Clyde?” I push.
From his position in the Vita’s Security Center, Clyde then zooms in on the live drone footage he’s sharing.
And that’s when I see it.
Unbelievably, live insectoids are hatching from the fully formed creatures. Hundreds of the tiny and ravenous insectoids are emerging from the underside of each creature.
We watch in horror as the scene unfolds. Very quickly, the swarms of insectoids begin to assemble into more creatures. Where once there were eight, there are now sixteen.
I wish I could say this was like a snake shedding its skin, and that the insectoids were effectively moving from one hardened host to another.
But no. There are sixteen active and mobile creatures. They have just rapidly doubled in number, with the new insectoids seemingly skipping the spore and larval sludge stages altogether.
This isn’t reproduction in any sense we’re familiar with. This is replication.
None of the original or newly formed creatures move towards us once the process is complete, which is at least one consolation. They are instead still milling around with no clear purpose. I’m sure they’re reverse-terraforming Bayzen’s atmosphere just like they are on Earth, but there are too few here to have yet caused any changes significant enough for us to measure.
Earth.
Shit.
If this replication process happens on Earth, where there is already an atmospherically catastrophic number of creatures, things are going to get far worse than they already are.
Twice as many of these monsters will consume twice as much oxygen and emit twice as much of the ozone destroying emissions Sasha has warned us about.
And worst of all, if this keeps happening…
I gulp. It hardly bears thinking about.
Even here on Bayzen, if eight becomes sixteen then just six more doublings will bring the number to over one thousand. Earth is starting with a far greater number than we’ve seen here. Even one or two doublings could tip our atmosphere over the edge long before Sasha’s already frightening six-day deadline to save the planet.
“Bad news, Ray Ray,” Laika squawks. “Laika no like.”
I can’t even bring myself to reply.
Aside from my fear about the atmospheric damage the creatures’ replication could cause, there’s also the more immediate point that even a single doubling of their number could quickly overwhelm humanity’s physical resistance and attempts to contain their spread.
This is beyond any of the worst-case scenarios that have crossed my mind. This is so bad, I didn’t even conceive that anything like it could happen.
“We are at exactly twenty-four hours since we cleansed Eden,” Santino states. He’s no doubt watching the same footage over Clyde’s shoulder in the Security Center, and his point isn’t lost on me. “That cannot be a coincidence. The creatures on Earth might be reacting somehow to the planet’s daily cycle. That’s what they have synced to. The changes we are seeing here could be mirroring similar events on Earth.”
No one speaks for several seconds.
“Maybe something good has happened on Earth?” Driver suggests, although her tone suggests she’s stretching for an optimistic take. “I mean, killing them all on Eden is what made them all hatch on Earth. Maybe our people at home have found a way to deal with them and the energy has transferred to the creatures here?”
It’s not a bad point. If it wasn’t for Santino’s interjection about the precise timing of it matching perfectly with Earth’s daily cycle, I might even believe it.
When he briefly re-makes that point, though, Driver has another rebuttal.
“But maybe they just lose or transfer energy after a daily cycle completes,” she muses. “We hardly know anything about these things, but we do know they are very reactive to sunlight. That’s what activated the Orb, after all. Sure, that was Eden’s sun, but now that they’re on Earth they’re reacting to ours. If the timing isn’t a coincidence, it doesn’t mean the creatures on Earth have replicated, too. I guess it does mean our teams probably haven’t made a breakthrough, because the timing couldn’t line up as perfectly as this. This isn’t necessarily bad news, though. Right, Ray? We might have to cleanse this place after we cleanse Earth, since that might cause another massive energy transfer like when we cleansed Eden. Things probably will get worse here. I get that. But there’s no reason to think things have just gotten worse on Earth, too.”
I exhale slowly. Watching those insectoids emerge from the creatures and form even more gave me one of the most uncomfortable feelings I’ve ever had. Driver’s logic is having some effect of quelling my worst-case assumptions, though.
The bigger point, of course, is that the best thing we can do for Earth is get back there to activate the Orb as quickly as we possibly can. Doing that in the safest and most responsible way we can, meanwhile, involves going just a little bit further here on Bayzen, to find and recover the language key we’re hoping will allow Loobnar to translate the message the Ancients left in their underground tomb.
“You might be right,” I say to Driver. “And the creatures here still aren’t coming this way, so we have to keep going. Whatever is or isn’t happening on Earth, we know what we have to do here.”
While we’ve been talking, Maya has been explaining the crux of this new issue to Loobnar in his alien language. She wraps up just as I finish my reply to Driver, at which point Loobnar speaks up:
“Forget your aquatic drone. Forget the search,” he booms, rushing down the stairway even as he says it. “If these creatures are replicating, we must find the language key now. Porro made it through the water to gaze upon the statue, and so will I!”
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Loobnar runs down the stairs faster than I’ve ever seen any of the aliens move.
As he goes, his multi-jointed limbs flow in a way that looks awkward to my eyes but clearly works for them.
“He’s going to dive in,” I say. I’m following behind but taking more care on the stairs.
Laika flutters down to hop in front of me. Wisely, he prefers the ground to his usual shoulder perch while I descend the uneven steps.
“I know,” Driver says, right at my back. “He’ll be okay, like Porro was, but I don’t want him to mess anything up. We need to look around at everything exactly as it is. There aren’t going to be any creatures on the other side. We know Bayzen water repels insectoids and sludge, so I just can’t see any way there could be. The danger isn’t going too fast without checking the coast is clear. The danger is going too slow and giving Loobnar a chance to mess things up. I’m not saying he’d mean to, but he might still do it.”
I greatly raise my pace as soon as I’m down the steps, running ahead and encouraging Laika to fly to keep up. I navigate through the dingy corridor of the caved hideout and reach the water just in time to see the last splashes from Loobnar’s dive.
I’ve been carrying our small aquatic drone since we left the Vita, with Driver holding the control screen, but she pulls it from my hand in a quick switch. Wasting absolutely no time, she places the aquatic drone at the edge of the water.
“I’m going in,” she breathlessly announces. As she speaks, she reaches towards me to tap a few controls on the screen I’m now holding. “I’ll hear you through the drone, you’ll hear and see me through this. Santino, only speak if there’s something urgent, okay?”
We wait for a second, hoping he’ll be able to hear this. I’m not entirely sure of the details of how all these radio signals we’re working with operate alongside each other, but Driver seems sure that multiple channels can come through at once.
“Understood,” Santino says.
Knowing he’s still within reach is great news. This means he can pass on any emergency information. I sure as hell wouldn’t want to be in Driver’s shoes on the other side of the underwater passage if he does have to share an unwelcome update about the creatures outside, but any warning is surely still better than none.
“I am still linked to the Vita’s radio system, too,” Maya reminds us. “I can see the same images as Santino and I can alert you to any new concerns.”
It’s easy to forget what Maya is capable of, and when she’s as quiet as she has been since we left the Vita it can be easy to forget she’s even with us.
This is a worthwhile thing for her to have restated, though, and I’m glad she did.
“Luna be safe,” Laika squawks to Driver, offering a far more straightforward message of his own.
“I’ll be back in no time, little dude,” Driver promises.
As soon as the aquatic drone drops into the water, she seals up her suit, inserting a breathing piece into her mouth. Even though it’s not linked to a very large oxygen supply, it could still sustain her for hundreds of times longer than this very short swim will take.
And with that, she jumps in.
All Laika and I can do, along with Maya, is watch the screen to follow the drone’s progress.
Driver is comfortably beating it to the land on the other side where the statue is located, but we can’t see or hear anything.
That changes when it arrives. And by then, Driver has already unzipped her suit. She’s standing with Loobnar, gazing at the awesome statue.
That statue has far greater meaning now than it did when we first saw it courtesy of the same drone. Back then, we had no idea that a third race of intelligent beings had ever existed along with ourselves and the aliens we then thought of as Bayzenites rather than Edenites.
Now, we know the truth. We know that they originally were Bayzenites after all, having been rescued from this dying planet by the Ancients who then took them to the refuge of the newly terraformed Eden. We know the Ancients have since died out. And most crucially of all, we know that the Orb they left behind is now humanity’s only chance of salvation.
We also now know why there is a hummingbird that looks exactly like Maya in the hand of the Ancient immortalized in stone. She was a creation of their race, as Loobnar has quite recently explained, who was then sent to assist with Porro’s mining and tunneling mission here on Bayzen.
She then lost all of her long-term “memories”, such as they were, in the fallout of the catastrophic radiation blasts that killed everyone on their orbital vessel and almost everyone on the ground.
“Are you guys with me?” Driver asks, crouching down to the drone. It moves a little as she presses something, probably to call out a speaker. We can already hear her, but she doesn’t seem to hear my message until she presses the button. “Okay, good,” she adds when my words finally get through.
“Look behind the statue and turn the drone to the other wall so we can look at that,” I suggest.
Driver instantly does as I ask. She also tells Loobnar to step back, and to make sure he doesn’t touch anything. She says this just as he moves extremely close to the statue.
Loobnar is looking at the statue’s front, gazing at the face of the Ancient.
He turns towards Driver when she talks, but doesn’t know what she’s saying until Maya translates it.
It’s a pretty odd setup, with Maya speaking in the alien language next to me so Loobnar can hear her through the drone on the other side of the underwater passage.
But the setup works, and that’s what counts.
Loobnar obediently steps back when he gets the message.
This whole situation is an odd one, really.
On the face of it, it doesn’t make any obvious sense for the Ancients to have written an important message for future generations on Eden that requires a language key on Bayzen for anyone to understand it.
Why would they do that?
It only makes sense when we consider the deeper context of the countless generations that have passed between the two artifacts being created.
It makes sense in the context of the changing relationship between the Ancients and the aliens they came to rescue, who clearly adored and perhaps even worshipped them here before later generations on Eden decided to minimize their importance and erase them from history.
Both races worked together to leave the language key here before they left for Eden.
I can’t pretend to know exactly why they did so, but the story of human civilization is similarly littered with discoveries of artifacts whose locations and histories make little to no rational sense. And just because we can’t see the logic, that doesn’t mean it’s not there. That’s true of lost civilizations on Earth, and it’s certainly true of the two alien civilizations who once cooperated here.
“Ray, there’s something here!” Driver suddenly blurts out.
Bingo.
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Instantly, I urge Driver to turn the drone back around so we can see what she’s spotted.
She does so, then rushes to join Loobnar close to the statue.
“It’s on the ground,” she goes on. “I was standing on it! Look, there’s a lip. It’s almost hidden in the rocky floor, but it’s not. Maya, ask Loobnar to help me lift this. It looks about the same size as the one he found with Ray.”
Maya passes on the message. Only then does Loobnar look down to the floor. He drops to his knees right away and runs his hand along the edge Driver has identified.
I can hardly see the edge at all on our screen, even now that I know it’s there. This explains why we missed it last time, and it makes me damn glad that Loobnar accelerated things with his unilateral decision to dive in which made Driver go right after him.
Together, Driver and Loobnar carefully lift the stone tablet. Driver takes the lead, wisely, and only really relies on Loobnar to help her lower it gently back down in the other direction.
Once the tablet is flipped, Driver grabs the small drone and holds it so the camera relays what she’s looking at.
If I didn’t have to keep my wits about me on this side of the water, I would ask her to share her first-person vision from her lenses to mine. That would give me an even better view of the engraved tablet than I’m getting now.
I really do need to be aware of my surroundings, though, so the visual feed I’m seeing relayed from the drone to the control screen will have to do.
“Jackpot,” Driver smiles.
Okay… I can’t see her. But it sure as hell sounds like she’s smiling, and I sure as hell know why.
We’re looking at a stone tablet the same size as the one I found on Eden, but with far more engravings. The symbols are much smaller, arranged in neat rows.
But best of all, those rows are divided in the center. On the left, I see somewhere around forty lines of small text-like characters. On the right, I see fewer lines of larger pictograph-like symbols.
This is it!
It really is a language key, and we really did find it.
This is exactly the Rosetta Stone-style translation aid we were hoping for. The two messages on either side of the division have to be the same thing written in both languages. They just have to be.
The messages are fairly long, too, with the individual engravings being much smaller than I anticipated. That raises my hopes that there will be enough for Loobnar to go on.
His ability to read the symbol-based language of his kind is what could allow us to make sense of the message the Ancients left behind on Eden.
At this stage, all we have to do is make sure we get flawless images of this tablet. We can then give him whatever help he needs to translate the tomb’s message from the equally detailed images we have of it.
That message itself wasn’t very long, and I have a good feeling we’ll be able to translate it quickly thanks to the greater length of this language key.
“Ask him what he makes of it,” I encourage Maya.
“This is good, Ray,” she comments first. “As long as he tells us what those symbols mean, I think I could do the rest of the translation work and I’m positive your computers could even if I can’t.”
“Good. But ask him,” I reiterate. Because truly, everything depends on what Loobnar can tell us. His literacy is our potential ace in the deck here, but it is also our potential bottleneck.
Maya succinctly passes on my request for his initial reaction.
Immediately, Loobnar replies.
“This message simply explains that it is the same in both languages,” he says. “It explains the grouping system of letters in the Ancients’ script and how they relate to the symbols of my own. It should not be difficult to translate the message from the tomb. It would take me a long time, letter by letter, even if it was here in front of me now. But since your brainpower and technologies proved capable of developing a vocal translation between your language and mine in such a short time, this should prove much easier.”
I see Laika looking up at me from the ground and meet his eyes. We stare at each other silently, as if we’re both waiting for the catch.
We’re both waiting for the but.
We’re both waiting for the bubble to burst, or at least for some caveat to emerge to tell us we haven’t really achieved so quickly what we came here to do.
“Santino, are you seeing this?” Driver asks.
“I… I am,” he replies. “This is exactly what we hoped for. Take some still images on your lenses before you leave, Driver. Check the sides of the tablet for any further markings, too, and have one final look around. There is no sign of trouble outside, but I still think you should be as fast as possible. We cannot count on the creatures staying where they are forever, and we know how much Earth is counting on us to get back soon with the Orb.”
Driver immediately checks all sides of the tablet, where there are no further markings. It was worth a look, though, and Santino was as wise to suggest that as he was to remind us of the need to get back as soon as the job is done.
All that’s left is for Driver to comb the rest of the area.
Maya encourages Loobnar to do the same, passing along my instruction to no longer worry about not touching anything.
Upon hearing this, Loobnar follows Driver’s lead in using his hands to feel the floor and walls for any more potential hidden items.
The tablet wasn’t exactly hidden, which would have raised more questions as to the logic of why it would be, and I think it may have been turned over simply to protect the engravings.
Once they’re satisfied they haven’t missed anything, Driver begins tapping, knocking and pulling on various parts of the statue.
I get the sense she’s seen a lot of movies where hidden chambers emerge when the archaeologist does this kind of thing, and I certainly don’t fault her for trying. Nothing happens, though.
We’re all done.
She then explains that she’ll close up the aquatic drone and send it back into the water before diving in herself. I don’t see when or where we’re going to need it again, but I suppose the added backup of its locally stored images will be no bad thing.
We lose audio and video from the ruin as soon as the drone enters the water, but Driver emerges on our side very quickly. Again, she comfortably beats the drone. And this time, she comfortably beats Loobnar, too.
Around ten seconds after she surfaces, water suit and all, he still isn’t out. We didn’t see Loobnar dive in or make it out, but I remember Porro struggling to swim.
Without taking her suit off, Driver goes back under.
I wait.
And I wait.
And I wait.
Very quickly, I start to worry.
With every passing second, that worry grows.
In selfish terms, you could say that I’m most worried about losing our sole means of translating the message.
And yes… that is the main thought in my mind. It’s not the only one, though.
The help Loobnar has been giving us of late is making me care about his wellbeing for its own sake, too, in a way I never would have expected when we first learned what he’d done on Eden. He has been taking great steps to redeem himself, and that surely deserves some credit.
At this point, what happened on Eden before we arrived is water under the bridge. Now, with Loobnar under the water, all that matters is the future. And since the future depends on the present, all that matters is that he makes it to the other side.
I count the seconds, telling myself I’ll give them another fifteen.
By ten, and still with no sign of Driver resurfacing with Loobnar, I’m officially panicking.
“Luna no safe, Ray Ray!” Laika squawks.
“She’s fine, buddy,” I tell him. He clearly doesn’t understand that she can breathe in her next-generation water suit, but I understand only too well that Loobnar is the one we have to worry about.
“Porro friend no safe,” the little guy goes on, still thinking of Loobnar primarily as Porro’s friend but now flapping his wings in evident agitation. “Ray Ray help!”
Water under the bridge.
The past doesn’t matter.
The future depends on the present.
For decades, I’ve been haunted by the memory of a day I would love to forget.
The flashbacks used to cripple me. I’ve finally come to believe that what happened to my brother truly wasn’t my fault, and that he died from a fall rather than drowning as I tried and failed to free him from the rocks.
Nothing I do here can bring my brother back. This isn’t a redemption story.
From the start, way back on the Beacon, this has been a survival story.
Humanity needs Loobnar, and I think something is stopping Driver alone from getting him out of the water.
I hate what I have to do, but I know what it is.
I zip up my suit, bite down on the mouthpiece, and jump in.
The sensation of the water and the visual of being submerged almost paralyzes me.
Almost, but not quite…
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My water suit feels very different from the EVA suits I’ve grown used to. It feels far more restrictive due to its tightness against my body.
I’m not used to being in water. I’ve spent my life staying out of it as much as humanly possible.
The unfamiliar heaviness and thickness of the water all around me is far more uncomfortable than being in space, but I do all I can to remind myself that I’m much safer here — so close to the breathable air of Bayzen’s surface — than I have been during any of my risky space walks and associated missions.
I can see relatively clearly thanks to my suit’s lights and full-face visor. I can also see lights emanating from Driver’s suit.
No great swimmer, to put it mildly, I grit my teeth and make a huge effort to push myself down and beyond the false wall that water continues under.
As soon as I reach the other side, I see that Driver is trying desperately to help Loobnar out of the water at the far edge. There is enough light for me to see exactly what’s happening. Part of the alien’s clothing is caught on something, and Driver is frantically doing her best to free him.
I push forward, breathing via my mouthpiece with some difficulty. Loobnar has no such luxury, though. And with his lifeless body totally submerged, I have to get there as quickly as I can.
Driver turns in response to the light shining from my suit. She gestures with her hand to the exact area of the problem. I’m sure she’s as surprised as I still am that I’ve willingly jumped into the water, but all that counts right now is getting Loobnar out of it.
When I reach them, I see that Driver is trying very hard to pull the fabric of Loobnar’s garment from a small but jagged protrusion in the rocky wall. He’s essentially hooked on, with terrible luck having seen to it that he re-entered the water in what seems like the only place there is any potential hazard.
I move in from his other side and try to help Driver out. My fingers are still relatively dexterous in the suit, but the angle of the hook-like rock protrusion is making it impossible to detach the garment. I then try lifting him upwards a little, hoping that might allow Driver to manipulate the fabric out of the tight spot.
But even as I lift him, as much as our limited room for movement allows, she can’t unhook it.
We don’t have anything sharp on hand that could cut through his clothing, either. Given how stubbornly attached the garment is to this naturally occurring jagged hook, which curves upwards and inwards at the worst possible angle, that fact could cost us everything.
I haven’t been underwater for long, but Loobnar jumped back in a lot sooner than I entered. He has been in for a disconcertingly long time, especially considering that his body was already unresponsive when I got here.
It might already be too late.
If it’s not, we’re definitely reaching that point.
When this latest attempt doesn’t work, I watch in surprise and admiration as Driver unseals her suit and tries to share her mouth piece with Loobnar. This would work if he was conscious, giving him the air from her suit’s supply, but his mouth is closed and she can’t get it in.
Driver can no longer clearly see me, either, now that her eyes — and everything else — are directly surrounded by the water.
With nothing having worked so far, the only hope I have left is to try to forcefully tear Loobnar away from the wall. I’m sure Driver tried this before I got here, and she’s no slouch. Pound for pound, she’s a strong woman.
Physics doesn’t deal in the currency of pound for pound, though. And right now, the fact that mass moves mass is the only thing giving me hope that I might have more luck in this last-ditch option than she did.
I wave my hand in front of Driver to get her attention then give her a nudge to clear away from the wall. My intent would be a lot easier to convey if she could see me properly, but I’m not going to criticize her worthwhile and brave attempt to share her oxygen with Loobnar. It hasn’t worked, but it was a good idea.
As Driver ascends to the surface for a breath, and probably to re-seal her suit, I get to action on the only idea I have. I don’t know if it’s a good one. It’s the most obvious brute force idea there could be, and I hope to hell it’ll work.
I wrap my arms tightly around Loobnar’s waist. In a quick motion, I then plant the fronts of my feet against the wall at a diagonal angle and try to pull upwards.
I put every ounce of my weight and strength into it, but still he doesn’t budge. The thin hook is just too tight. There’s no way of getting his trapped clothing out.
Breathing more heavily than ever after this failed exertion, I change approach for one last effort. Driver appears beside me before I go for it, and the presence of her visors allows her to see what I’m doing.
I wrap my arms around Loobnar again and this time plant the balls of my feet firmly against the wall. This time, I’m not going to try to pull him up and free from the hook. I can’t do that. I’ve tried, but I simply can’t.
My only hope of saving Loobnar, and thus possibly humanity’s only hope of safely and successfully utilizing the Orb, now depends on whether I can pull him free in a lateral motion — either breaking the jagged hook, or tearing the trapped section of clothing.
Driver gives me some space, knowing that the kind of sudden jerking motion I need to utilize isn’t something she can help with. This is about explosive power rather than strength, and it’s not a natural two-person job.
With my feet planted and my heart pounding, I yank Loobnar backwards in a single and decisive motion.
I yank him backwards.
I yank him backwards!
I don’t try to yank him backwards… I actually manage it!
Driver is immediately on him, helping me to pull him to the surface as quickly as possible. In the corner of my eye I see that the hook is still intact, with a small strip of clothing now all that’s attached.
Loobnar’s clothing gave way before the hook, which is no real surprise, but it’s not going to count for anything if I didn’t pull this off in time. After all, the goal wasn’t to free Loobnar’s body, it was to free him.
The cold hard reality is that Loobnar will be no good to anyone if he’s dead. I also feel a deeper longing to see him survive, though, given how willing he has been to help us.
We breach the surface, on the statue’s side of the underwater passage, where Loobnar was trapped. Every second could count here, and there was no way we could leave his oxygen deprived body underwater for the time it would take to drag him to the other side, where Maya and poor Laika are no doubt waiting in painful uncertainty and hope that we’ll re-emerge soon.
Driver gets out first and pulls Loobnar up while I push him from below.
She then calls on all of her first-aid and emergency training, doing exactly what we would be doing if Loobnar was human. He’s not, obviously, but what we’ve seen of his species’ physiology from both general observation and the medical testing Porro consented to suggests that for these purposes, he really is close enough.
I unseal my suit as soon as I’m out. Driver is doing everything right, so rather than get in her way I stay back like she did when I was pulling Loobnar free from the hook. I watch his lifeless body like a hawk, hoping and praying for some movement.
We’re way past the point of hoping Loobnar will stay with us. Given the total lack of any discernible breaths, I think it would be more appropriate to say we’re begging he’ll come back to us.
Driver hasn’t even wasted a second unsealing her own suit, but her visor is clear enough for me to see the panicked focus on her face.
Come on, Loobnar, I silently urge him. Come back to us…
My eyes flit back to Driver, just as her expression moves away from desperation to something I’d describe as closer to resignation. She’s not giving up in her physical resuscitation efforts, but I sense that she may well be emotionally giving hope that they’ll pay off.
But then, all of a sudden, her expression changes. Her eyes widen like dinner plates and her mouth opens at the same time.
Instantly, I look back down at Loobnar. And when I do, I see his body heave as he splutters out a mouthful of water.
He’s alive!
The alien’s eyes open just a second or two later, and within a few more he is gingerly rolling over while supporting his weight with his hands.
He soon pushes himself up to a sitting position and looks intently at Driver.
“You saved me,” he says, the words appearing in our lenses. “You saved my life.”
With our aquatic drone either back on the other side of the water or still on its way, we have no way of vocally replying in a manner Loobnar can understand.
Sometimes there is no need for words, though. Driver replies by simply pointing towards the water and moving back to the edge. As she and I sit with our legs dangling in, I call him over with my hand. We have to go back, and he has to know that.
I’m almost certain Loobnar now has about as much desire to submerge himself in water as I did a few minutes ago, but it’s not like he can stay here.
“Will you stay beside me and help as I go?” he asks.
I don’t know how he expects us to reply. Porro adopted some of our gestures quite quickly, like nods and handshakes, but we can’t count on Loobnar to understand them. Driver makes the smart move of standing up and moving towards Loobnar, offering him her hand as she stands beside him.
“You will?” he says.
I get up, too, and stand close to his other side.
The alien, weak from his near-death experience, stands up for the first time and takes our hands. He then walks with us to the water.
Driver unseals her suit and turns to me. “Nice work down there. I know that can’t have been easy for you, even compared to how hard it would have been for anyone else. For this part, we’ll keep a hold of him and just get through as quickly as we can. He made it here on his own, so we know he can make it, but he’s exhausted and his confidence is shot.”
Quickly, I unseal my suit, too. “And nice work by you bringing him back,” I say. “Let’s finish the job.”
We both seal our suits back up, as much for use of the visors as anything else, at this point, and guide Loobnar into the water.
He goes under of his own accord. We only have to guide him, rather than carry him, as he shows incredible and laudable resilience.
Unimpeded by any hooks, he this time makes it very easily. We all resurface together, to the welcome sight of Maya and Laika.
“Ray Ray okay!” Laika squawks, hopping up and down in an understandable rush of relief.
“Any news?” I blurt out, unsealing my suit and asking this all-important question as quickly as I can.
Maya, who is connected to the Vita’s radios, responds with the very word I hoped to hear: “No.”
No news is good news, meaning the creatures haven’t made any moves.
Things here didn’t go as smoothly as we hoped, but we got what we came for and we’re all making it out.
Armed with the language key we’ve been looking for, our high-stakes stopover on Bayzen has paid off.
Now, there’s only one place left to go.
Next stop: Earth.
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When Santino’s voice rings through the aquatic drone’s speaker, which predictably beat us back to this side of the water, it eliminates all doubt that the coast is clear outside.
“It’s still clear out there, guys!” he booms. “Hurry up and get back here while it stays that way. You’ve done great so far.”
Santino’s tone is one of utter relief, reflecting how helplessly he has been watching footage from the drone. His urgency is perfectly rational, too, and we’re in no mood to linger.
I can breathe a lot easier now that he’s explicitly assured us that it’s safe outside.
It’s not that I didn’t trust Maya’s judgement about what might constitute news worth sharing. I do.
It’s just that there’s never any guarantee her link to the Vita or indeed any other location or system will be fully operational. We can’t assume she knows everything.
There could have been something worth sharing that she wasn’t aware of, is all.
Santino, on the other hand, has his eye on countless drone feeds and is positive there is nothing concerning to report.
The magnitude of our success in finding the language key and especially the drama of Loobnar’s close call with a watery death have certainly made it feel like we’ve been gone from the Vita for a while. In real terms, though, we haven’t.
Our lack of contact with Earth means that the only bad news that could have emerged in that time would have related to the creatures, twice as numerous as when we arrived, making a dangerous move towards our current position.
If they had, we would have been effectively trapped in here. That’s why it’s such a huge relief that they haven’t, and it’s why Santino is so adamant that we can’t hang around.
“Maya,” I say. “Could you check with Loobnar that he’s okay to walk with us? We can take some of his weight if he needs us to.”
She dutifully passes on the question.
With less guttural gusto than usual, Loobnar replies that he can. He thanks Driver again for saving his life, which prompts her to tell him about that part I played under the water.
I can still hardly believe how that played out. When I jumped in, my thoughts were clear that it was all about survival rather than any kind of redemption for what happened in my youth.
I do feel like I conquered a longstanding fear just by diving in, though, and also that I’ve proven something to myself by saving Loobnar.
The past doesn’t equal the future. Our actions in the present are all that counts.
Those might sound like platitudes, but neither has ever felt more real to me than they do right now. And with the urgent danger Earth is facing, these are timely and welcome reminders to carry with me.
Speaking of carrying, the fact Loobnar can walk on his own two feet allows me to lift our aquatic drone while Driver takes hold of the control screen.
As we walk out of the cave for the last time, she flicks quickly through several feeds.
“They’re still miles away,” she says. “We’re good.”
I breathe a sigh of relief.
There’s still no room for complacency, however, so we continue forward as quickly as we can. Loobnar is the hold up, but he’s moving almost as fast as we would be without him. And after how hard Driver and I have both just worked to keep him alive, we’re not about to rush away from him for the sake of a minute or so.
The coast is clear, in one overdue stroke of good fortune, and we’re in contact with Santino as we complete the relatively short walk back to the Vita. He has seen the language key, via our radio signals, and says he’ll be ready to feed the data into our assistive AI systems as soon as Loobnar lays out the exact meaning of the symbols he can read.
Agreeing with Maya’s initial interpretation of the level of challenge this will present, Santino is extremely bullish about our prospects.
“Santino, we’re going straight through that gate as soon as we’re back in the Vita,” Driver cuts in. “What you’re saying sounds great, but it happens on the other side.”
“Of course,” the young man replies. “Depending on how quickly Loobnar can really nail the specific meaning of every symbol, we might even achieve a working translation in the time between crossing the gate and returning to Earth. Certainly not much longer than that. The computation should be very straightforward and the message you discovered on Eden isn’t a long one. The longest stage will be inputting the data with Loobnar’s help, but I don’t see that taking more than a few hours.”
“Maya, can you ask him how long he thinks it’ll take?” I encourage our helpful alien hummingbird.
She passes the question to Loobnar and says he actually thinks Santino’s estimate is on the conservative side.
“That is great news,” Santino says, taking the words right out of my mouth. “Everything is pretty set for take-off as soon as you guys get back.”
That return is now only another minute or two away. It’s surreal to think that in just a few hours, we’ll be back on Earth’s surface.
With all that’s been happening, it’s easy to forget Sasha’s revelation about the location of the ERF’s base for our attempts to defeat the creatures. Of all the places, it’s in Greenland.
With my family in Colorado, something is absolutely going to have to give. I don’t think I’m selfish to say reuniting is a personal priority, and I don’t think I’d be being a prima donna to say I deserve to see them after everything I’ve been through.
Once I’ve delivered the Orb, which is the overriding planetary priority, I’m either going to Colorado or they’re coming to Greenland.
Which way that plays out could depend on the nature of the new facility and the situation we find in regard to the creatures’ spread across North America. All I know is that I won’t be tolerating another Zola-era situation in which ERF top brass stand in my way of getting to my family, like Clarence Major did back then.
I saw and heard how heavily my absence has been weighing on Eva during this hugely unsettling global… well, invasion. I don’t think there’s a better word for it.
And if anyone thinks I’ll be content to sit a few thousand miles from my family after a round trip of eight light years?
Well, they’ve got another thing coming.
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As we near the Vita, Santino lowers the ramp. It was sensibly retracted until now, with there being no sense in tempting fate while the creatures are wandering around albeit distantly.
He’s timed this well, ensuring it will be ready no sooner than necessary but also that we won’t have to wait around.
“What about them?” Driver asks, when several of the surviving alien colonists come into view at the edge of the basin. They’ve been sheltering in their colossal vessel, which is extremely nearby and utterly dominating our field of view beyond the Vita, but they evidently saw or heard us coming. “I don’t like the idea of leaving them behind while we cleanse Earth.”
I hesitate before replying. I know what she’s getting at. There is a concern, and quite possibly a valid one, that fully cleansing Earth with the Orb will cause problems for the aliens left here with the only creatures that will then survive.
Cleansing Eden accelerated the hatching of insectoids on Earth, after all, by way of the quantum energy transfer we’re aware of without remotely understanding in any real sense. These poor guys could be utterly defenseless if things get a lot worse around here.
The only alternative to leaving them here is taking them to Earth, though, and that idea is rife with complications of its own. Bringing Loobnar to help with the crucial translation project is one thing.
But bringing dozens of them?
Driver’s stance is consistent with her ‘no man left behind’ mantra, but it’s not like we’d be abandoning these aliens for good. Our goal has always been to return them to Eden, dating back to even before we first found the Orb, let alone used it, and that goal hasn’t changed.
Once we cleanse Earth and know more about the Orb, a team — likely spearheaded by Driver — can come back here and utilize it. Hell, a team could come straight away. The aliens wouldn’t have to survive for long.
“Are you concerned about the spread of more creatures once we activate the Orb on Earth?” Maya asks Driver. “Based on what happened on Earth when we activated it on Eden, is that your concern?”
“Yeah,” Driver flatly states. We’re almost at the ramp now, and the crowd of aliens who have ventured from their vessel has grown in number. “Aren’t you concerned?”
“No,” Maya replies. “Think about it. When we accelerated the problems on Earth, we also accelerated the problems here. All of the sludge hatched into insectoids. There is no sludge left. Now, there are no insectoids left, either. Here on Bayzen, the creatures we have seen amount to the full extent of the threat. They replicated, seemingly based on an energetic change on Earth precisely one day after the initial acceleration, but there are no latent spores or sludge deposits. They could replicate again. We do have to be aware of that. But anything we do on Earth should not worsen things here, since there are no more spores or sludge deposits from which ‘regular’ creature growth could accelerate. The best we can do for Bayzen is work quickly on Earth. I do not share your concern about worsening this planet’s conditions, Driver, because I do not see any basis for it.”
And boy I am glad to hear that.
Since I don’t think there is any way we could reasonably evacuate the aliens on the Vita, Maya’s stepping in with some impeccable logic is easing my guilt about having to leave the aliens behind.
“Oh yeah,” Driver states in understanding. “That does make sense. I’m still coming back for these guys, though. Maya, could you buzz over and tell them that? I don’t want them to feel like we’re abandoning them.”
Maya can fly very quickly and she’ll be there and back by the time the ramp is fully closed behind us, so there’s no harm in this at all. It won’t hold us back even slightly.
The idea is Driver all over, too. She not only won’t leave these aliens behind for any longer than she has to, but she also wants them to know it.
She doesn’t want them to feel abandoned or frightened. She wants them to understand that they’ll be back on Eden before long.
The aliens will no longer have to tolerate a spartan life on this barren planet, and will instead be able to return home as heroes like Porro did on our first visit.
I don’t know exactly how a future of connection and cooperation between Earth and Eden will look, but we can be sure that Bayzen’s sky will persist as a nexus given that it contains the gateways linking our world to theirs. Its desolate and irradiated surface is no place for anyone, though. That’s why I look forward to the moment when these aliens, who helped us gather water on our last stopover in a manner we can’t risk doing again while the creatures are roaming, can return to Eden and the rest of their society.
We walk up the ramp while Maya does her duties as an interspecies messenger.
Loobnar is content with both the situation as a whole and that Maya, rather than him, will talk to the aliens. She confirms this with him just before setting off, and his response couldn’t be any clearer.
The former ruler of Eden is understandably exhausted and shaken, both physically and mentally, from what happened in the water.
His steps have grown labored as our short journey has drawn to a close, and I get the sense he’s been biting his tongue so as not to come across as either weak or as a complainer. He strikes me as the type to do that, like Driver would. I guess it maybe takes one to know one, because I have a similar tendency.
Clyde, Santino and Simone all greet us very warmly at the top of the ramp.
“You had us worried,” Simone says.
“But you made it,” Clyde adds, patting me firmly on the back. “Everything is ready, Driver. We can go through the gate to Earth as soon as you are.”
Driver nods several times, as though psyching herself up for one more passage. Even though we’re racking up the frequent flier miles, each time we approach the center of a swirling gate is a naturally unsettling moment. Aiming for something like that isn’t a natural action to take, and the fact Driver can do it so unflappably is testament to her nerve.
Clyde presses the button to recall the ramp.
Maya is still outside, but we won’t seal it all the way until she’s back. I glance out and see that she’s actually on the way already, having delivered our message. She’s back in no time.
“All good?” Driver asks her.
“They wish us luck and thank you for offering to come back,” Maya replies.
Driver’s shoulders visibly relax. Clearly, it really was important to her that the aliens didn’t feel abandoned.
Clyde taps the wall-mounted ramp control one more time to fully seal the exit. He then claps his hands together, exhales sharply and turns to Driver. “Earth ahoy, skipper?” he asks.
“Earth ahoy,” she deadpans in reply.
After we step all the way out of our water suits, I follow Driver upstairs with Laika in my arms.
Maya, meanwhile, sticks with Loobnar for the sake of aiding communication as he joins the others in taking their places for our final flight.
Even in relation to the madness of the past few years and the increasing craziness of recent months, so much has happened since I last set foot on Earth that it’s hard to even recall episodes that felt like genuine life-or-death struggles at the time.
Things like the asteroid storm we narrowly survived feel like they happened in another lifetime, without even getting into the more recent developments around the Orb, the Ancients, the sudden replication of the creatures…
Oh yeah.
That.
With thoughts of that replication in mind, it’s not all smiles as we settle in the cockpit and get ready to head for Earth.
On the other side of the gate, we don’t know what we’re going to find. We don’t know what we’ll hear when we get back into contact with Sasha and the others.
We also don’t yet know what the message in Eden’s tomb is going to reveal. We’re expecting it to relate to the Orb, but that’s little more than an educated guess based on where we found it and who wrote it.
What we do know, though, is that we have the Orb and we have the message. Within a few short hours, we’ll have the Orb on Earth and we’ll know exactly what knowledge the Ancients took such pains to write down before their deaths.
“Ready?” Driver asks, turning to me one last time before her full-focus mode will kick in.
“Go, Luna!” Laika squawks. “Ray Ray ready!”
Driver chuckles heartily at this rare display of impatience from our feathered friend. He’s totally right to make sure things move along as quickly as possible, but Driver has only asked her rhetorical question while the take-off procedures are initiating.
“We’re going, little dude,” she replies, patting him gently. “Don’t you worry about that.”
He sits up straight as a by-now familiar humming sound kicks in to tell us it’s time. Driver then lifts us from the surface of Bayzen like the Vita is a straightforward spacecraft to fly, and within barely a minute we’re making a beeline for the gate.
It’s close.
With every second that passes, it’s closer.
And before I know it, it’s here.
Scarlet, Joe, Eva, Earth, salvation… they all await on the other side.
I hold Laika tight and stare directly at the swirling mass of energy, anticipating the brief darkness that will come when we reach it.
They say it’s always darkest before the dawn.
And now more than ever before, I hope to hell they’re right.
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“Ray,” Driver says, shaking my shoulder as she speaks. I’m more aware of the feeling than the sound. “We’re through.”
My eyes reopen quickly, but evidently not as quickly as hers did. There’s never any telling exactly how the passage is going to play out in terms of our brief loss and quick regaining of consciousness.
I look down at Laika and see him stirring, which eases my mind by confirming that he’s okay, too.
We are through. And best of all, I can see Earth up ahead. It’s small given that we do have some considerable ground to cover — or I guess I should say some considerable space to cover — but it’s impossible to put into words how good it is to see it.
We’re back in the right solar system, in our own backyard.
Best of all, the radio light is green.
“Talk to me,” Driver booms, tapping on the console’s main screen to look for connections.
“You’re back!” Sasha’s voice yells in reply.
The communications delay from here is hardly any more discernible than it would be for a long-distance phone call on Earth, and compared to the brutal lag we experienced from Eden it feels like absolutely nothing.
“Do you still have the Orb?” she goes on. “Do you have the translated message?”
“Yes and almost,” I cut in. “We have clear images of the translation key, like an alien Rosetta Stone, and clear images of the original message. We also have an alien from Eden, their former ruler, who is going to help us make sense of the message.”
Sasha is silent for a few seconds.
“You brought an alien,” she eventually says. It’s not intoned like a question, but there’s certainly an element of uncertainty or perhaps disbelief. “Okay, well, I guess there are no genies left in any bottles, anyway. But listen, guys… since we last spoke, things have gotten worse. A lot worse.”
“The creatures have replicated,” Driver says. Again… not a question.
“How did you know that?” Sasha asks. “Were there some on Bayzen, too? Did you see it happening?”
Driver signals for me to take this one.
“Yeah,” I reply. “There weren’t many, but they doubled. Insectoids just kind of poured out of them and then formed more creatures. Santino timed it at exactly twenty-four hours after the big acceleration. We think the changes on Earth had an impact on Bayzen. It’s the energetic link. It has to be.”
“Okay, so you know a lot more than we expected you to,” Sasha says, sounding relieved that she at least isn’t having to break this bad news after our successful trip through the gate. “We’ve seen increased losses among units who have tried to contain the creatures in certain regions, but there hasn’t been any noticeable rise in aggression or change in behavior. The problem is just the sheer increase in their number and what that means for their effect on the atmosphere.”
As I thought, that’s the kicker.
“Like I said, this is bad,” she goes on. “If they keep doubling every day, we have one more doubling until it’s too late. In twenty-four hours, there will be four times as many of these things as there were when I told you we had six days. The worst part is that the original creatures are still emitting just as many harmful gases as they were, and the newly replicated ones are emitting the same amount. It’s not like they’ve spread their energy. Somehow, they’ve just… doubled. You know six divided by four, Ray. So if you’re following what I’m telling you here, you’ll know that means we have to cleanse Earth tomorrow, at the latest, or the damage will be done. What they’re doing to the air is bad enough, but it’s the ozone effects that will cascade and really put the nail in our coffin.”
“We don’t need tomorrow,” Driver boldly states. “We’ll be there in no time. Is there a team in Greenland waiting for us?”
“And is my family going to be there, too?” I cut in. “Because if they’re not, I’m going to Colorado.”
After a few seconds, a new voice enters the conversation. It belongs to President Williams. “You don’t have to worry about that, Ray,” he says. “As soon as the creatures replicated, we evacuated some core personnel from the other bunkers. Just like I wish we could have everyone in any of the bunkers, I wish we could have everyone in our safest location of all. That location is our facility in Greenland, being so far from any other landmass, and your family is en route there as we speak. They’ll arrive before you do.”
Instantly, it feels like a weight has been lifted. The news that I’ll see my family again so soon is exactly what I wanted to hear.
Even Sasha’s confirmation of the creature’s replication isn’t the worst update we could have gotten, either, since we fully expected it.
I also pretty much feel like the Orb is either going to work today, or it’s not going to work at all.
The translation project should be extremely fast, and if it’s not fast enough then we’ll just have to engage the Orb tomorrow without knowing what potential instructions or warnings we’re missing.
All I’m getting at is that whether we have six days or one and a half days until Sasha thinks we’ll pass a crucial tipping point, our overall chances haven’t changed much. We’re here in time to engage the Orb, and that’s what counts.
“Let us know if anything changes,” I say to our friends on the Balena. “The rest of us here will work on the translation while Driver gets us home.”
“And we’ll see you there,” President Williams replies.
Instinctively, Driver and I gaze at each other in confusion.
“You mean when we pass by?” she asks.
“No,” President Williams says, a hint of a smile shining through his words. “I mean when we land, Driver. We’re coming to Earth.”
To put it very mildly, we’re both surprised to hear that.
“The Balena can help,” Williams goes on. “We have resources, equipment and personnel onboard that could make the difference between this Orb engagement process failing or succeeding. It might not be as simple as it was on Eden. Our world is different from theirs. Our sun is different from theirs. And yes, there are thousands of people here at a safe distance from whatever happens on Earth. But when our world is in this level of trouble, a safe distance is no place to be. We can’t watch from afar. Not when we might be able to help.”
I’m both pleased and moved to learn of this decision, with Williams opting to step into harm’s way for the greater good.
Driver, however, surprises me by reacting quite differently.
“Just make sure you don’t guilt yourself into a bad idea,” she says to the Balena’s esteemed Senior Coordinator. “Don’t think with your conscience on this, think with your head. Whatever happens on Earth, humanity doesn’t have to die. You’re safe where you are. At least wait a few hours until we get back, okay? Give us that long to work on the translation. If we think we can do this without you, stay where you are. If it looks like we’ll need some help that only the Balena’s resources or crew members can offer, then sure… come if you want to. I’m not sure if I would make that decision, because as far as I’m concerned the survival of our species is the absolute priority. But I’m not in charge.”
I really am surprised to hear Driver say this.
She’s normally so steadfast in her commitment to leaving no one behind, whether they’re human or not.
I can see the utilitarian logic in thinking that the Balena — essentially humanity’s backup plan — should stay out of harm’s way. That doesn’t mean I agree with her comments, though. In fact, I honestly think that if she was in charge of the Balena, she wouldn’t agree with her current comments either. She would pilot the Balena to Earth so the crew could help out in any way they could.
The position she’s taking now almost seems like the ultimate extension of her selflessness, which is really what underpins everything else.
If someone needs help, Driver will help them. And if she’s in a group that needs help, she’s not going to call anyone else towards the danger.
I’ve often thought she can be too selfless for her own good. In a case like this, though, it’s almost like she risks being too selfless for a lot of other people’s good, too. From my point of view, and not for the first time, I’m glad someone with President Williams’ balanced approach is in charge.
“That strikes me as a reasonable compromise,” Williams decides. “We’ll hold to see what the translation says. But in the meantime, we’ll start preparing to leave our holding orbit and head for Earth in case it is necessary.”
I turn to Driver. We’re both content with this decision. “I’m going to go down and see how the others are doing with the translation,” I tell her. “Are you good up here?”
She nods. “Yeah, thanks. We’re going as fast as we can but I’ll work on the timing and path of an optimal final approach to the new base in Greenland. Maybe shave off a few minutes if I can.”
That sounds good to me. Every minute could count in terms of engaging the Orb before the creatures can wreak any more atmospheric havoc, and every extra minute I can spend with my family feels just as important.
It’s been too long. We’ve been through too much. This overdue reunion could be in Greenland or Colorado or Yemen, for all I care, or any other place on the damn map. All that counts is that I’m going to see them again. No communications delay, no screens in between us. Just all four parts of our whole — or five, counting Laika — coming together again at last.
I can’t wait.
I leave Driver to her arrival planning and head downstairs. Laika comes with me, naturally, and we arrive in the Security Center to find the others crowded around the main console.
On it, I see a crystal clear image of the language key from Bayzen.
“We know exactly what it says,” Santino reports, turning to me as soon as he hears me coming. There’s a wide smile on his face. “Loobnar has told us the meaning of the message on one side, in his language. It explains that the other side contains an identical message in the language of the Ancients. I know he told you that when he first saw it, but he’s now read and shared the full message. There’s more to it than we thought.”
Okay. I’m listening…
“Obviously this breakthrough opens the door for translating the message you found on Eden,” Santino goes on, “and we’re going to work on that with the AI and other computer programs right now. We’ll share it with the Balena, too, so everyone there can try. It’s going to tell us something important. But there is something here that might open another door, Ray. The message the aliens used to provide this double translation aid is substantive. It tells us something tangible. Something about them.”
I move in closer, looking at the section of alien text Santino is pointing at.
“It tells us where Ancients came from,” the young man explains. “Ray… it directs us to their home planet.”
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Instinctively, I bring my left hand to my chin and rub it in thought.
I feel like I must be missing something, because I don’t understand how learning about the Ancients’ home world can be of any practical use to us right now.
If my life was a Hollywood movie script searching for a brain-melting twist, Santino would follow up the revelation with a drumroll, and then say something crazy like “they came from Earth.”
As it is, though, I don’t really understand what he expects me to take from this.
“There is enough contextual detail for us to locate the planet,” the young man says. “They describe the size of their planet’s sun and its distance from Bayzen at light speed.”
I’m still scratching my chin. “But how can this help us?” I ask. “It’s not like we can call them for help. We know they left their world because it was dying. That’s why they ended up on Bayzen and Eden. There’s no one there.”
“But there could be signals, Ray!” Santino says, almost yelling. I’d say he’s more excited about the news than exasperated by my non-reaction, but there’s an element of both creeping into his tone. “Aiming our telescopes at Bayzen, which we knew about thanks to the old documents you found on the Beacon, is how we picked up Maya’s signal. That saved the world once. I know we don’t have long, but why can lightning not strike twice?”
I sigh. “Santino, what would it say? If we picked up a signal from this planet, and if we decoded it straight away, what’s the best possible thing it could tell us? They would have had to have recorded it before they left. It would be older than the message on Eden. How could it help?”
At this, his expression falls. He doesn’t say anything.
“Hey, we’ll still look,” I tell him, almost feeling bad for how quickly I’ve shattered his hopes. “It’s always worth looking. We’ll pass this to the Balena, like you said. The astronomers there will be able to identify the star based on its size and distance from Bayzen and they’ll check it out. Our focus has to be on the message from the tomb. Feeding this translation key into the computers so we can figure that one out is our best way forward.”
“We’re on it,” Clyde says. “The planet is another potential lead and I do think it makes sense to look under every single rock, but I agree: this is the priority.”
“Maya no can read words?” Laika suddenly squawks.
“I can,” Maya reports. “In fact, I have just finished translating the message, piece by piece. I would like independent confirmation, so we should share the raw data with our allies and with the system. But I would be happy to tell you my own interpretation. With the help Loobnar provided and the sufficient length and complexity of the language key, there is enough for me to be fairly sure of my accuracy.”
My eyes widen immediately. I glance at Santino and see that his are doing the same.
“Already?” Simone asks.
“Your computers should not take long, either,” Maya humbly replies. “Loobnar has done the part we couldn’t have done on our own. The Ancients provided enough data for linear logical operations to do the rest. The message is about the Orb.”
More and more, I’m liking the sound of what Maya is telling us.
“My interpretation is that they were indeed providing further information about how to utilize the Orb,” she goes on. “That general point is what we were hoping for, but the details might not be so positive.”
“In what way?” I cut in, with impatient worry making me blurt the words out. “What does it say?”
“That the Orb would not work fully on Bayzen, due to it being further than Eden from their solar system’s sun,” Maya says. “There is no technical information, only relative descriptions and general explanations. They state that if the Orb was ever needed here on Bayzen, it would not be able to cleanse this planet due to a lack of sufficient stellar energy. The message builds on the contexts and information you learned when you touched the Orb in its original position in the Hall of Memories, Ray. I fear it may be telling us that the Orb will not work on Earth. There is also something of a warning that in certain conditions, the Orb could work too well. I know you have thought about this, and your concern is clearly valid. Engaging the Orb on Earth without due care is not a no-risk move. The risk could be enormous.”
I feel my chest tighten. This is the opposite of what we wanted to learn. Parts of it are actually worse than anything I’d ever realistically considered that the message might tell us.
For Maya to have prefaced this revelation with a warning that the news “might not be so positive” suddenly feels like an all-time understatement.
It might not be a killer blow just yet, but it sure feels like one hell of a gut punch…
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“We’re closer to our sun than Bayzen is to its sun,” Simone interjects. “Theirs is bigger, but not by much. Do we know much about its strength? If solar radiation is what powers or at least activates the Orb, there are more variables to think about than just the distance and size. We would have to consider the protectiveness of our atmosphere, too. I think we have to share this with the Balena right away. We can get a second opinion on the translation, but there are a lot of things to consider. Too many things for us to hold back any information, even for a second.”
I nod firmly. “One hundred percent. Driver and I were just talking about the Balena’s crew and their ongoing role in all of this. I’ll go back upstairs and call this in to President Williams. It’s a material change in our understanding of the situation and I think it’s going to change how he wants to proceed. I’ll pass on everything you’ve told me. And we’re going to be back on Earth very soon, so in the meantime you guys should probably start getting ready. I don’t know what the setup on the ground is going to be like, but we might not be staying in here.”
“The Orb is safe where it is for now,” Simone insists.
“I know. Leave it in there,” I suggest. “Until we know how we can safely engage it, or until we have access to some other equipment that can analyze or even try to enrich it to make sure our sun can activate it, leave it in your lab’s reaction chamber.”
“Enrich it?” she asks.
I shrug. “I’m thinking out loud. If we can do some more analysis with other equipment or if someone can put together pieces of this puzzle that we’re missing, there’s no telling how this is going to play out. It’s all going to have to play out damn quickly, though. The creatures replicated on Earth when they replicated on Bayzen, like we thought, and Sasha’s models say we now only have a day and half until we pass a tipping point of total atmospheric destruction.”
The others all look sullen at this news, if not overly surprised.
“But you really think we might be able to enrich the Orb?” Simone asks, sticking on this point.
I sigh. I don’t actually think there’s much chance we’ll be able to do something like that, and especially not in the very limited time we have available. It’s not totally out of the question, though, depending on what our allies are able to come up with and what data we get from some high-level analysis of our sun compared to what we know of the aliens’.
“We’ve got a lot of smart people working together on this,” I say, deciding not to puncture Simone’s hope with too much probabilistic reasoning. “Look at what we’ve achieved here already, in a matter of minutes. When we share this, and when our various teams of experts and our AI systems are all pulling in the same direction, it would be a brave man who rules us out. We’re still in this fight, Simone. We just have to keep swinging.”
I sense a slight change in the group’s general demeanor, with this axiom that I’ve leaned on so many times again seeming to amp them up for the rest of the road ahead.
“Maya, you should come upstairs to tell President Williams everything you’ve just translated,” I request. “Santino, share all of the raw data and Loobnar’s exact translation with all of our ERF facilities and locations. The highest-priority personnel have all been moved to Greenland, but we have great minds all around the world. It’s all hands on deck.”
“On it,” the young man replies. “Then we’ll get ready for arrival on Earth. Are we going straight to Greenland?”
I nod. We always were, even if my family hadn’t been relocated.
The fact that they have been moved there means that I won’t have to make a trip to Colorado, but it doesn’t change anything for the rest of the team — other than maybe Driver, who might have been the one to fly me there.
She and I are the two members of the team whose specializations could be least likely to come in handy once we reach Greenland, but I’m still glad I won’t be torn away elsewhere.
A lot of the important people in our team, and really just a lot of people everywhere, have grown accustomed to looking at me and Driver as leaders. We’ve been constant and high-profile presences during all the hardest times humanity has endured in recent years.
Sometimes it almost seems like that because we’ve always pulled through, people see our resilience and continued survival as a sign that humanity always will pull through. And as long as that never turns into any kind of complacency, which it won’t with people like President Williams and Sasha and even these guys in the Vita’s Security Center involved, there’s no harm in anyone feeling like that.
It doesn’t add any pressure. Sure, people do sometimes look to us for solutions or answers whenever every other well is running dry. But when humanity’s survival timescale can be measured in hours, not even the weight of the heaviest expectations can compare to the weight of necessity.
I head upstairs with Maya and Laika.
“I heard everything,” Driver states before I even reach her. Sitting in front of the control dashboard and a radio linked to the Security Center, I’m not surprised.
“And?” I ask. “What’s your first reaction?”
She slowly blows air from her lips, saying a lot without even saying anything yet. “The planet feels like a red herring,” she eventually begins. “I don’t like the part about the Orb not working on Bayzen, though. Not one bit. As for the part about the risk of engaging it on Earth… I guess that definitely rules out the idea of just exposing it to the sun as soon as we land. We need to have as many smart people and powerful computers run as many calculations and simulations as we can, based on whatever info we can get. I know we only have until tomorrow, but we need to use the time we have.”
Reluctantly, I have to agree. We can’t just touch down, all guns blazing, and cross our fingers to see what happens when sunlight hits the Orb.
We need more insight about our sun compared to the star that Bayzen and Eden orbit, for starters, and we need as much high-tech analysis of the Orb itself as the ERF’s bountiful resources can deliver.
“Were you passing the audio from downstairs to the Balena, too?” I ask.
“She was,” President Williams replies through the console’s inbuilt speaker. “I heard everything and it was more than enough. My decision is made. Everyone who can help will be working on all aspects of the data you’ve shared, and in the meantime we’ll be making our descent. If this is humanity’s last stand against one final alien threat to end all others, we’re going to be there for it. The Balena is Earthbound, Ray. We’ll see you in Greenland.”
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The final stretch of our journey back to Earth is short.
Driver’s optimally mapped approach to Greenland is bringing us in as quickly as humanly possible.
The sight of the colossal Balena preparing for its own descent as we pass by, meanwhile, is a real sight to behold.
Our Vita is far more nimble than the Balena, which really is more of a space station than a spacecraft. The same could be said of the Vita in its full extended configuration, too. After all, I experienced it myself during the days of the Anomaly when being on-board this vessel genuinely seemed more like being in a small town on Earth than it felt like being in space.
But the scale of the Balena, like the alien vessels we encountered on Bayzen and Eden, really is on a different level altogether.
We’ve spent half of our journey accelerating across the significant distance from the gate since passing through it from Bayzen’s side, reaching speeds far beyond anything the Balena will reach during its short trip back to solid ground.
Combined with the fact that they have to perform some fast reconfiguration procedures to enable a safe atmospheric entry after so long in orbit, all of this is to say that we’re going to be in Greenland before President Williams and the others.
Reuniting with the likes of Sasha and Shaun for this crucial mission to save Earth will give us the best chance of succeeding.
The equipment on board the Balena could help in all kinds of ways, too. It could help in ways I haven’t even considered yet, largely because I don’t have any idea of their full inventory or even what goes on in half of their research divisions.
Our views become ever more humbling as we reach the point in our continued approach when Earth starts to look curved rather than spherical.
That’s a distinction I probably wouldn’t have understood until I first saw it for myself, but it’s a worthwhile one. And just as that point comes, we get word from Sasha that my family’s flight from Colorado has arrived in Greenland.
I breathe a huge sigh of relief.
It feels more than a little ironic that their journey of a few thousand miles could take such a relatively long time compared to our voyage across a vastly greater distance. Naturally, that’s without even considering our almost instant leap across the four-light-year gap that the gate so amazingly bridges.
Sasha explains that I can’t talk to them yet since they’re still making their way into the secure facility, but promises to patch us through once we’re down.
She also says that she’s now going to have to start assisting with the Balena’s own descent preparations. Driver says that she’ll need to focus on our landing now, anyway, so the cut-off in communication is well timed.
“I’ll see you guys on the ground,” Sasha says.
“See you soon,” we both say.
We’re now so close to the ground that my family will probably still be settling in when we touch down.
The imminence of our reunion is one hell of a nice thing to think about. And believe me, I certainly need a positive thought right now.
In the time Loobnar and Maya combined to translate the message from Eden’s tomb, the great minds that President Williams has put to work haven’t delivered much else I could reasonably count as a positive.
The sole exception is that they’ve identified a candidate star as the one referenced by the Ancients as their own.
Our next-generation telescopes in the Poly-Field Observation Array — the same ones that first detected the all-important signal from Bayzen — have now been diverted to look directly that way.
The powerful telescopes are now doing their thing, with ERF astronomers desperately searching for something… anything… that could help us out.
We’ve also publicly shared the star’s location, as well as the contextual information for why it might be important, with Earth-based astronomers. This is no time for secrets or message management.
It’s hugely unlikely that anything or anyone could detect something the PFOA telescopes don’t detect first. But still, you just never can tell. And when the stakes are so high, everything is worth a try.
So far, though, no one — via the PFOA or any other equipment — has detected any sign of any radio signals.
That’s no surprise to me, based on the logic I’ve already used to temper our team’s expectations. I don’t actually know what other kinds of data or observations the teams involved are hoping to discover.
We have enough people for dedicated teams of experts to work on low-probability sources of potential breakthroughs like that without taking important attention away from more tangible things like the Orb, though. To that end, I don’t see any harm at all in their continued focus on the distant star.
There’s no harm in it. But if I’m being blunt, I don’t think there’s a whole lot of hope, either.
When it’s almost time for our approach to turn into our descent, Driver leans forward and mutes the radio’s mic.
I turn to her, knowing well enough that there’s clearly something on her mind that she wants to share candidly.
She takes a heavy breath.
“You know that saying about how too many cooks spoil the broth?” she asks.
It’s obviously rhetorical, so I don’t immediately reply even as she leaves a short silence lingering in the air.
“And you know how they say a camel is a horse designed by committee?” she goes on.
Despite the heaviness of our situation, I crack a slight smile at that one, which I’m less familiar with.
“Ray… all of a sudden there are a lot of moving parts to this. So many teams, so many voices. The Balena’s equipment might be able to help, especially with scanning the Orb, but we can’t let this mission become some bureaucratic thing. There’s no time for meetings and discussions and risk analysis matrices. I’ve spent enough time on the Balena to know that kind of stuff pops up even when it shouldn’t.”
“What are you saying here?” I ask.
Instead of responding right away, Driver runs her hand back against the front of her slickly ponytailed hair. This is her clearest tell of being stressed and uncomfortable, as distinct from being scared and unsure.
“We found the Orb,” she eventually says. “I don’t want it leaving our sight. Or at least mine or Simone’s. You should go and be with your family. God knows you’ve earned that. I just mean… if there’s no other way forward, we do have to use it. Do you think the pencil-pushers would have let Laika carry it through the clouds on Eden if they’d been there and he’d asked for permission instead of just doing what had to be done? No way in Hell.”
I adjust my weight, my eyes still fixed on hers. “But exactly what are you telling me here, Driver?” I ask. “You want to engage the Orb, no matter what?”
“Not exactly no matter what. More like if we have to,” she says. “Even if we don’t know that it definitely won’t destroy the world, or whatever other worst-case scenario they tell us could happen… if the world is going to be destroyed tomorrow if we don’t do it, then we might as well try. Right? So I’m just saying, I don’t want us to get sucked into the politics of some new ERF facility. We should stay here or go onto the Balena once it’s down. It makes more sense. If there are people or resources in the facility that can help, they can come to us.”
Having not known where Driver was going with this, I find myself nodding in agreement.
She’s definitely right about the need to avoid getting bogged down in hierarchies and operational structures, which really is something that can happen within ERF facilities even during times of intense urgency. Hell, we both saw that only too clearly in Virginia way back when we first met.
“We’ll keep it simple,” I say.
“Right,” Driver replies. “At least, as simple as we can…”
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It should probably go without saying that I’ve never been to Greenland.
With no offense intended for anyone who lives there or loves the place, it’s never exactly been on my bucket list. Winters in Salt Lake City are about as much as I can handle.
There’s no denying the natural beauty of the snow-white landmass as we descend, though. It’s an awesome sight.
Earth as a whole looked more welcoming on our approach than it did during some previous return trips I’ve made, be that due to the burning wreckage of Zola’s disasters or the choking clouds and auroras of the Anomaly.
Today, from afar, the world has looked okay.
Unfortunately, I know the peace is an illusion.
The nature of our approach route and quick descent means that we weren’t close enough to the ground anywhere else to see any of the horror the creatures have been causing. We haven’t seen any roaming groups of monsters forcing people into hiding, but we know they’re there.
When we pass through the edge of Earth’s atmosphere, we’re already directly over Greenland.
The Vita’s cameras are now all linked to Clyde’s contamination-mapping overlays. Despite that, there are absolutely no yellow areas showing any signs of spores, sludge, insectoids or fully formed creatures.
Greenland really has survived as an oasis in Earth’s desert of destruction, with the natural isolation of the place keeping trouble at bay.
It’s a shame this ERF facility isn’t a thousand times bigger, I can’t help but think. If it was, we could have evacuated massive numbers of people.
We’ve been detached from any blow-by-blow accounts of what’s been happening on the ground elsewhere. I’m sure people have been evacuated to the safest places within reach even in countries where the ERF has no presence. Islands, mountainous regions, man-made fortifications… there are all kinds of options.
Those kinds of moves have hopefully limited the number of casualties that have occurred from direct confrontations with these unstoppable monsters.
If there’s a positive to reach for in all of this, I guess it’s that.
So far, the body count is pretty low.
This isn’t like when we had to race to the bottom of the ocean to stop Zola’s bombs from destroying what was left of the world, when we did so in the painful knowledge that colossal numbers of people were already dead. This time, for the vast majority of Earth, it isn’t yet too late.
One huge counterpoint to that, of course, is that we’re facing a much more complicated problem. Back then, we knew what we had to do.
That’s not to say it was easy for us to do it, but the steps we had to follow were clear.
Now? I would give anything to be dealing with something as comparatively straightforward as that. An underwater array of explosives, with BioZol pipes ready to set off huge theocite deposits, would feel like a walk in the park.
That was a murderous plan concocted by a mad man. This is a runaway disaster, caused accidentally by a long-extinct alien race.
The other counterpoint to feelings of relief about most people having survived so far is even bleaker. Basically, almost everyone is still alive because the creatures haven’t yet done their worst. Because although we can hide from their physical advances and attacks, we can’t hide from what they’re doing to our atmosphere.
We can’t hide from the toxic gases they’re spewing into the air. We can’t hide from the ozone-destroying emissions that are going to reach a decisive tipping point as early as tomorrow.
It doesn’t matter how clear the surface looks in Greenland. It doesn’t matter how well fortified people are elsewhere.
Because when it comes down to it, we all breathe the same air. We all share the same sky. And if we can’t stop the creatures before the tipping point of their atmospheric destruction comes, it’s going to be too late for everyone.
“There it is,” Driver says, noticing the ERF compound before I do.
I don’t actually see any buildings. I guess that makes sense since Sasha mentioned this was a repurposed Cold War-era site, which would have to be pretty inconspicuous from above. We can identify it now because of all the planes that have brought evacuees and core personnel here from all over the world. It’s like looking down at a parking lot full of cars.
I can only imagine what an air traffic control map would have looked like when all of these were coming in.
A nagging voice in my head is stopping me from being too pleased by this sight. Sure, in the short term, people in this secure facility could be shielded from environmental effects longer than people elsewhere. But in the long run, they won’t be. There’s just no way around that. Even if we can survive several days, or weeks, or however long the facility can sustain a population with no external resources, what then? We know the tipping point is only a day away. We would never be able to leave.
In anything beyond the most short-term sense, no one is truly safer here than anywhere else. Survival beyond that depends on what we can achieve with the Orb.
In turn, it seems like that’s going to depend on what we can learn from comparative analysis of Earth’s sun and Bayzen’s, and maybe what we can learn from the Orb itself via study with the Balena’s advanced equipment. We have the best people working on this and the Balena’s imminent arrival could be the shot in the arm we need.
There are reasons for hope, if not exactly optimism, and the next few hours are going to be absolutely crucial.
The planes get clearer as our descent continues, and their presence does at least signify one real piece of good news. It’s a huge one, too, and is the sole reason I feel a sense of warmth and relief.
One of these planes carried my family here from the ERF bunker in Colorado. They’re down there, waiting for me. They’re probably looking up at me right now, even if it’s via a screen inside the facility.
Eva will likely be experiencing the same feelings I am: near-suffocating fear for our family’s safety beyond the next day, along with an indescribable relief that whatever does happen next, we’ll at least be together.
Salt Lake City, Colorado, Greenland… the where doesn’t matter. Together is our favorite place.
“Where do you think I should come down?” Driver suddenly asks. “I haven’t been in contact with anyone inside. We don’t have a designated spot. I was going to aim for the big space at the far side of the line of planes. But now I’m thinking I should maybe leave that for the Balena. It needs a lot more space than we do and it’s not as nimble to land. Judging by the way the planes are oriented and where the brushed-out runway stops, I think this side is closer to the facility’s concealed entrance, anyway. Do you think I should stop short instead, before the main line of planes? I won’t block the runway. I just want us to be close and I want to make sure the Balena has an easy touchdown, too. They couldn’t come down this close to the runway. So if we don’t go here, they’d have to go even further behind us at the far side. They’ll need a lot of clearance, too. What do you think?”
I turn to Driver.
The truth is that I don’t really think anything about this, because it seems like a toss-up between some pretty inconsequential options.
It’s not like her to sound so flustered and breathless as she does at the moment, and I think that’s just a natural product of the stressful situation we’re in.
“Definitely this side,” I say. “Good thinking.”
I figure it’s best to be decisive and affirmative about this, rather than ask why she’s overthinking it.
We’ve become a good team over the years. A big part of that is that when one of us is getting flustered, the other stays grounded. Even in tough times, one of us is usually more centered than the other and can offer a voice of calm.
She nods without looking away. “Thanks. I thought so.”
Our final descent really brings home the isolation and barrenness of this location. That’s not by accident, obviously. There’s just a strange feeling about this place.
If it weren’t for the planes, we could be on another planet. Hell, we’ve seen more signs of life than this when we have arrived on other planets.
I’m now able to make out the insignias on many of the planes. Many are commercial jets while others bear the familiar ERF logo. Some look military.
As well as various styles, there are planes of various sizes, too. The range runs all the way from three massive ERF evacuation aircraft to a handful of very small jets that have likely transported national leaders or other ultra VIPs.
Indeed, as our angle changes I see flags of various nations on the smaller planes’ tails.
There really is a mix of people here, from scientists who can possibly help with our project to dignitaries who have been offered a place in what we’ve been told is the ERF’s most resilient facility.
I could get high and mighty about politicians and possibly even royalty being shipped in ahead of other people, perhaps with stronger meritorious arguments for inclusion, who haven’t been evacuated to this site. But the reality is that a place like this can only exist with massive international funding.
Leaders who sign the checks that keep this place running might not deserve a spot in the facility in some people’s minds, but I can understand why they’re here. I’m not saying I fully agree with it, but I do understand.
I’d be more than a little hypocritical to get too hung up on this, anyway. After all, my family has been flown in. And as well-respected in her own professional field as Eva is, they’re here because they are my family.
“Don’t worry, it’s going to be smooth,” Driver assures me as we near the ground.
The fact that she says this almost makes me worry it won’t.
Until now, the truth is that I wasn’t worried for a second. She’s landed in all kinds of places and in all kinds of conditions, so the actual process has been feeling pretty standard from where I’m sitting.
I think this is just her stress speaking once again, overcompensating and maybe thinking I’m more concerned than I am.
“You’ve got this,” I tell her, again opting to just support her rather than address her uncharacteristic apprehension.
And she does. Seconds later, we’re down.
“Earth,” Driver smiles, her demeanor instantly changing.
“Ready to save it?” I ask.
She unbuckles from her seat and turns to meet my gaze. “Born ready.”
“Ray Ray ready?” Laika squawks, speaking up for the first time in a while.
“Yeah,” Driver pushes with a slight grin. “Ray Ray ready?”
With a chuckle, I look down from her eyes to meet Laika’s. “Ray Ray ready, little buddy,” I tell him. “Are you? Are you ready to find our family and make sure everyone stays safe?”
“Joe Joe and Scar Scar here!” he squawks, more excitedly than I’ve ever heard him say anything.
He then flutters towards the stairs and disappears out of sight. He won’t get far, so there’s no concern. I’m glad to see him so upbeat and enthusiastic after all he’s been through, and I just know the kids will be massively uplifted by seeing him, too.
“I’d say he’s ready,” Driver laughs, standing up. “We’ll make contact with the facility from the Security Center. After what we talked about, I think it’ll be better if we can get your family to come in here, instead of us going in there.”
“Agreed,” I say.
This time, I don’t think Driver is overthinking anything due to stress. This time, I’m not agreeing for the sake of agreeing.
I actually think she was very smart to think of this in the first instance, and I’m glad she did.
Together, we walk to the stairs and head down.
The rest of the team are waiting for us, all looking very happy to be back on solid ground. They all know the size and difficulty of the challenges we face, but there’s nowhere any of us would rather be than the only place we can do anything about it.
Sure, we’ve just landed in the lion’s den. Sure, we’ve just put ourselves in harm’s way.
But just like our friends and allies on the Balena, we have no qualms about being here. We’re here to fight. We’re here to win. We’re here to save the only world we’ll ever call home.
Looking at our motley crew gives me renewed hope for our chances.
As I glance between Simone, Santino, Clyde, Loobnar and even Maya, I’m reminded of the strength and breadth of our skill-sets.
Yes, this is the biggest challenge we’ve ever faced. But no challenge has ever beaten a team like us. With help from the scientists and analysts in the nearby facility and the countless more en route in the Balena, we’re going to face this thing head on.
The rest of the group are looking at us intently, clearly awaiting an instruction, update, or maybe some kind of motivational comment.
“Welcome home,” I say to them, or at least the three humans. “Now… let’s do this.”
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“The Balena is coming down right behind us,” Santino announces. “Driver, Sasha said you were concentrating on our landing, so she hasn’t been in touch with you and Ray, but she let us know over the radio. We’re online with the GRC’s Senior Coordinator.”
“GRC?” Driver asks.
“Oh, the Global Resilience Center,” Santino explains. “The facility outside. Until now, they have used it for storing grains and biological samples. It was not originally going to be a shelter for surviving a disaster, like the bunkers, but a storehouse for things humanity would need after a disaster.”
Oh yeah. Now that he mentions it, I remember this from when Sasha first told us that a site in Greenland would be the ERF’s operational headquarters for this mission.
That was back on Eden, before we even ventured into the tomb. It’s easy to see why both Driver and I forgot about the term GRC, what with how much else our minds have had to deal with since then.
Driver nods in understanding. “GRC. Got it. So who’s in charge in there? Anyone we know?”
“Victor Blanche,” Santino replies.
I turn to Driver as he says this, keen to see her response. I don’t know the name.
“Victor…” Driver echoes, kind of tipping her head from side to side as though weighing something up. “Could be worse. He’s a Williams guy, through and through, and it sounds like Williams will be down here in no time, anyway. Is the radio still connected?”
Santino replies by holding his hand towards it. “He will be there.”
“Good,” Driver says. “Anyway… listen, guys. Ray and I think it’ll be for the best if we stay here in the Vita or move to the Balena if there’s equipment there that can tangibly help us. We don’t want to get bogged down in the operations of a facility where everyone just arrived and where everyone is going to want a seat at the discussion table. The important people can come to us, and the Orb can stay with us. Are we all on board with that?”
Clyde replies first, by way of a very loud exhalation. As sighs go, it’s a doozy. I can’t tell at first whether it’s a sigh of relief or maybe a sigh of unease, but he doesn’t leave me hanging for long.
“Driver,” he says, “you have no idea how glad I am to hear you say that. I’ve had very limited dealings with Victor, and never directly, but there are too many people in there. I’m not saying our voices should be the only ones to be heard, but they should be heard. In there, we could be drowned out by groupthink.”
I find myself nodding firmly. It’s good that we’re all on the same page. I think that must be at least partly down to the fact that we’ve seen things up close and shared in the same intense experiences, rather than any innate similarities in our personalities.
“We’re the ones who have seen the Orb in action,” Clyde goes on, quickly proving my hunch right. “We’re the ones who have walked on Eden. We’re the ones who were there when this all started on the Moon. In there, they’re running on data we’ve given them and they’re running it through incomplete frames of reference. This isn’t a military issue, it isn’t an environmental issue, and it isn’t a political issue. This is like nothing we’ve ever seen. Sasha says they’ll have good data soon about solar and planetary observations that could feed into some advanced AI simulations and tell us how we can make this work. We know the Orb wouldn’t work on Bayzen because the sunlight wouldn’t be strong enough to activate it. We also know there’s a chance our sun could be too strong, based on the message Loobnar translated. Obviously it can’t be both, and we’re hoping it’s neither. We should have comparative data very soon to let us know where we stand. It might even be in before they land.”
So far so good, I would say.
It sounds like Victor Blanche isn’t going to be a domineering figure trying to take control of our mission, and it sounds like Sasha might be about to land with some extremely important new information.
Almost as importantly, our team is on board with the decision to keep this as in-house as we can.
We will allow and encourage anyone who can tangibly help us to come and do so, and we’ll be in constant open dialogue with everyone in the GRC as well as other ERF facilities.
This isn’t about cutting anyone out or thinking we know best. It’s not our way or the highway.
Instead, it’s just a recognition that there’s no way everyone in the GRC will be on the same page like we are in here. With so much at stake and so many unknowns, there would be almost no chance of a broad committee-based decision-making team arriving at any way forward before it was too late.
Our plan is to seek information, data and ideas from as many sources as we can. Nothing is off the table as we look for a way to activate the Orb both successfully and safely. The only thing that is off the table is doing nothing.
I think an underlying factor that’s making me and Driver so hesitant to go inside is the memory of the last time we set foot in an Earth-based ERF facility.
On that occasion, our former friend Elana Hart almost killed us both — and thus almost stopped us from saving the planet — due to her well-intentioned opposition to the massive risk we had to take.
That risk, of engaging with the aliens on Bayzen by activating the gate, wasn’t anywhere near as immediate or emotive as the idea of cleansing Earth with an alien Orb in a move that we know might backfire and kill us all.
When a risk like this is on the table, there’s always a chance that some other well-intentioned person will do whatever it takes to remove it.
There are thousands of people in the GRC. It would only take one to seize or somehow destroy the Orb. It would only take one to doom us all, due to their own viewpoint that the risk we’re proposing might be a disproportionately dangerous one.
Not everyone will have the same faith in Sasha’s atmospheric monitoring data as we do. Not everyone will fully believe, or be willing to believe, that we are only one day away from a tipping point at which Earth’s atmosphere would become inhospitable to life and from which it could never be salvaged.
That’s why we’re staying here.
With the radio beckoning and my family in the same facility as Victor Blanche, Driver and I step forward together towards it.
“Victor?” she begins, after unmuting our microphone. There’s no live video feed.
“There you are,” an affable British voice replies. Blanche doesn’t have the classically refined accent of Chester, the only Englishman we’ve worked alongside lately. He sounds very happy to finally be speaking to Driver, and definitely like she’s someone he respects. “I assume you know the Balena’s crew is about to join us?”
“We do,” Driver says. “But listen, we’re not planning on coming inside. We have a lot more Orb tests and data analysis to do and everything is already running smoothly on board the Vita. It doesn’t make sense to waste time setting up shop somewhere else.”
“Not a bit of sense,” Victor replies. “And take it from me: you don’t want to be in here, anyway. I’m sure it’s better than being anywhere else, but chaos reigns supreme. There were never supposed to be this many people in the GRC. We don’t have enough dorms, for one thing. Don’t get me wrong, we’re all okay. All of our scientists are busily trying to do their part with the calculations and observations they’re working on, based on all the data we’ve received from the Balena about your experiences and discoveries. Like I said, the civilians in our facility are better off here than they would be anywhere else. Chaos might be too strong a word… it’s just no place for high level in-person meetings. Not with the circus you and Ray would generate, let alone if you brought the Orb.”
Driver turns to me and raises her eyes in evident surprise. I don’t think either of us expected Victor to be so supportive of our plan, even if our plan was based on the assumption that things might be as chaotic in there as he’s just confirmed.
“Speaking of Ray, is he there with you now?” the GRC’s senior coordinator asks.
“I am,” I cut in. “Would you be able to send my family out here? Is there a rover or something like that? I’m guessing everyone didn’t walk across the snow from their planes.”
“There certainly is a fleet of ground vehicles,” Victor says, “and I certainly can send your family over there in one of them. We have eleven minutes of clearance before the whole exterior has to be vacant for the Balena’s descent. That’ll block off a solid half-hour when no one can be outside, so I’ll do all I can to get them to you before then. I know you’ve all waited long enough for this. Obviously we won’t take any risks. In reality the area will be safe for more like twenty-five minutes, until the Balena is practically down. But I won’t send a rover unless I know it can be there and back within the official guideline of eleven. I’m on it.”
Eleven minutes.
That doesn’t sound like a lot, but we obviously can’t be far away from the GRC’s concealed entrance. We’re no further than the planes, for one thing, but clearly also close enough to enable an eleven-minute round trip that includes time for my family getting ready and into the rover itself.
Victor sounds cautiously optimistic that he can round them up in time and I have no concern about the safety aspect, due to our evident proximity and his accurate point about how much buffer time will be built into the Balena’s clearance warning.
Eleven minutes isn’t a lot… and that’s why I’m smiling.
I can reunite with Sasha and Shaun and Williams and everyone else on the Balena in less than an hour. But my family, who I’ve been without for far too long, is now barely ten minutes away.
For once, if only for a short while, I want time to move quickly.
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“This is going to work out,” Simone says, putting a hand on my shoulder and speaking up now that Victor Blanche has left his desk to make sure my family gets ready as fast as possible. “I heard Sasha when she mentioned the data they’re working on, about our sun and Eden’s. She said the telescope teams have found some interesting things, too. I really think we can do this, Ray. Quickly enough and safely enough… I really think we’re going to find a way to engage the Orb.”
Maybe it’s the positivity stemming from my imminent family reunion. Maybe it’s just the optimist in me. Whatever it is, something is telling me that Simone is right.
“They’re going to make it,” Victor’s voice suddenly blurts out, catching us all off guard. “Your family is getting into a rover now, Ray. They hadn’t unpacked much at all, which definitely helps with the speed. Get your rover hatch ready… they’re coming!”
“From where?” Driver inquires while I smile from ear to ear. “Where’s the facility’s entrance? Relative to our cockpit, where will we see them coming from?”
“Let’s see, from where you are… seven o’clock,” Victor replies. “You’ll see a ramp emerging. This place was more concealed than I expected, too.”
“Laika want to see,” the little guy squawks.
I do, too, and I don’t hang around. We rush back up to the cockpit one more time, leaving Driver with the others downstairs.
I activate the radio so I can hear everything up here, too.
“Any second now,” Victor states.
And sure enough, just a few seconds later, I see the ground open in the direction he suggested as a hatch reveals a vehicular access ramp.
The GRC seems to be completely underground, which I didn’t expect, and this kind of access point is familiar from other ERF bunkers.
What’s not so familiar is the overwhelming emotion I feel as I see a lone vehicle emerge from the ramp and head our way. There really isn’t a lot of ground for their driver to cover, so Laika and I make our way back downstairs very quickly to make sure we’re ready to greet them as soon as we possibly can.
“Do you need me to show you the way to the rover bay?” Driver offers.
“That would be great, thanks,” I tell her. “I think I know, roughly, but I want to be there before they are.”
We set off at a very brisk walking pace. The Vita might not be the Balena, but even in our current flight configuration it’s still one hell of a large spacecraft.
By the time we reach the rover bay, where our ground vehicles are stored and others can come aboard via the elevator-like platform that extends to the surface, the door is locked with a red light informing us that the air lock is currently unsealed.
Obviously there’s no danger here, since we’re on Earth and the only real issue would be the freezing cold. The creatures haven’t done quite enough damage yet to render the air here unbreathable, primarily because there are none in our vicinity, but I can’t criticize the Vita for its sensible safety features.
As soon as the light turns from red to a slowly flashing orange, I’m ready to go in.
But when I reach out, the door is locked.
“The hatch has resealed but the lift is still rising,” Driver explains. “Safety first.”
Again, it makes sense. I watch impatiently, counting every orange flash and thinking there surely can’t be many more. It’s been nowhere near eleven minutes since they left, so everything is relative, but the last part of any wait is always the hardest.
Eventually, after thirty-nine flashes, the light turns a steady green.
I instantly open the door and rush in.
I see a large rover with four people inside. At the front there’s a driver, whose quick work I’m very grateful for. But far more importantly, I see my family in the back.
I see Eva. I see Joe. I see Scarlet.
Joe is seated by the door closest to me. His face is beaming with joy, visible even before he opens the door and runs out.
“Joe Joe!” Laika squawks, flapping over to meet him halfway in a burst of unadulterated delight. Eva steps out the other side, holding an understandably sleepy-looking Scarlet.
When I meet her eyes, even if only for a moment, everything feels right in the world.
“You made it,” Eva says.
Joe is meanwhile trying to walk towards me as fast as the overjoyed macaw’s urge for hugs will allow.
“We all did,” I reply, stepping forward.
A laughing Joe has momentarily given up on walking with Laika’s wings wrapped around his legs, so I head straight for Eva and Scarlet.
I wrap my arms around them, probably even tighter than Laika’s wings, and place my hand gently on the back of Eva’s head.
I feel her body begin to sob gently and almost silently as weeks of fear and emotion finally release. Hell, it’s felt like an eternity to me, and I was in a coma for most of the time I’ve been gone.
Since then I’ve been so busy dashing from one mission to another, my brain hasn’t had a chance to lament much of anything.
I’ve been too busy trying to secure a safe future for my family to spend more than a few fleeting moments thinking about how much I’ve missed them. I also haven’t had to keep the kids’ spirits up while worrying that a total loss of contact could mean Eva was dead, like she’s surely been worrying about me.
I don’t know how she’s still standing, let alone how she’s managed to hold our whole family together.
“We’re going to get through this,” I vow, speaking aloud a sacred promise that I will do absolutely everything to keep. “Eva… whatever it takes, I will get us through this.”
Humanity has never been in more trouble than it is right now.
But the truest thing I know is that I have never been more determined to make sure we survive.
Finally, Joe and Laika reach us and expand the family hug.
“I knew you’d make it,” Joe says. “You always do.”
I gulp hard, trying to stop myself from shedding any tears.
In a matter of minutes, we’ll have crucial new data.
In a matter of hours, one way or the other, we’ll be using it.
I’m going to spend the rest of my life with Eva. Our life together will be a long and happy one.
It won’t end today and it won’t end tomorrow.
No matter what, I will see to that.
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After a few more seconds, Driver apologetically taps me on the shoulder and relays that the rover’s driver has to leave.
We would have been okay with the guy staying, but Victor did mention wanting an eleven-minute window for the rover to make it here and back.
We shouldn’t be in the vehicle bay when the hatch opens to expose it to the freezing wind. I can already feel more than enough of the biting subzero temperature courtesy of the hatch having been open just before Driver and I entered.
The driver looks keen to get going but not hurried, and he shoots me a warm thumbs-up in reply to my own.
We all step out of the room and into the Vita’s hallway. Right away, I see the light switch from green to orange. It goes red almost immediately, indicating that the airlock is open already. The stage when the bay is sealed off from the outside world but unsafe due to the moving platform is evidently far shorter when a vehicle is leaving than when it’s entering.
Joe, for his part, would have ordinarily loved looking around at the handful of very cool vehicles that were in there.
Our ATV wasn’t there, since we left it on Eden for the sake of speed, but there were still a few others he would have recognized and been able to name thanks to his endless interest in the ERF’s space program.
Today, however, he had tunnel vision for me and Laika.
I have a chance to really greet him now in the hallway, with Laika’s extremely affectionate attention having quickly turned to little Scarlet, the only person he’s even more attached to than he is to Joe.
I think Eva and I have both long stopped taking any offense to the reality that Scarlet loves Laika more than anything or anyone else in the world.
Their bond is unmatched, with Laika having been around for her whole life.
Macaws typically imprint on one person, but he’s anything but typical. He is extremely close to me and Joe, almost as close to Driver, and still very loving towards Eva despite not always displaying the same level of attachment as he does to the rest of us.
Eva is meanwhile embracing Driver, thanking her for getting me home safely once again. I don’t know how Eva must have felt when she first learned that Driver had taken me across the gate and then towards Eden, all when I was in a coma and unable to have any say on it.
I understand why Driver did it, given the circumstances she was facing, but I can’t imagine Eva would have been very pleased.
There’s absolutely no sense of resentment now, though. The two have always gotten along extremely well, with there being enough of an age gap for Eva to feel a real degree of protectiveness to Driver even if not quite in a pseudo-maternal sense.
“So what’s next?” Joe asks after hugging me for a full fifteen or twenty seconds. “Is the Orb going to work?”
“Sasha is working on that right now,” I tell him.
He looks up to Sasha a lot, based on the tales I’ve regaled him with regarding her brilliant work on various projects and missions. Her kind of analysis role on the Balena would be his dream job.
“She’s collating a bunch of data that will really bring us forward,” I continue. “By the time the Balena lands, we’ll have a much better idea of how the Orb would react to our sun. If the answer is good, we’ll have an immediate way forward. If the answer isn’t exactly what we’re hoping for, we’ll still have a way forward. Just with a few more steps.”
“Like what?” he asks. “I heard the Orb has radiation inside of it and that it will react to the sun. It has to react enough, but not too much. Is that right?”
I can only nod. He’s a smart kid.
It’s no surprise that he’s had his ear to the ground while he’s been surrounded by scientists. It’s also no surprise that he’s grasped the main points and distilled them like this. When he’s all the way grown, Sasha is going to have a run for her money.
“Pretty much,” I say. “I mean… yeah. Pretty much exactly.”
“So what would be the next steps if Sasha has bad news?” Joe pushes. “It’s not like we can make the sun stronger or weaker.”
“Don’t worry,” I reply. I know saying that to him right now is basically like telling the sun not to shine, but I have to try. “There are things we can try. Sasha has access to great computer simulations. The distance from Earth’s surface where we expose the Orb to sunlight is one variable. We’re going to keep studying the Orb, too, to see if there’s anything we can do on that side. Because you’re right, kiddo. Those are our two variables — the sun, and the Orb — and one of them can’t change. But we have the best minds in the world all coming together on this. We have the best minds in space on the way down to help out. They’ll be here in no time.”
There’s no lie in any of this. They really will be here in no time — within the hour — and I really do believe their data can help.
If it doesn’t grant us any clear distinctions, we can do what we would have done if we hadn’t discovered and translated the message from Eden. In short, we can engage the Orb.
But with our best minds on the job, I think we will gain some insights. The guys on the Balena might even have already spotted something in their telescope observations, their comparative solar analysis, and their deep-dive into Simone’s Orb data. They might be cross-checking things now, and getting ready to share the all-important breakthroughs as soon as they touch down.
“Can I see the Orb?” Joe asks.
Instinctively, I shake my head.
I’m of half a mind to think about asking Simone, since it might distract him from worrying so much.
Her lab is sealed off for very good reason, though. That Orb is the most important object in the universe. It’s no exaggeration to say that everything rests on what we can do with it.
So although I know Joe wouldn’t touch anything, it just doesn’t make sense to introduce the slightest element of chance that something could go wrong in there.
Come to think of it, I haven’t even laid eyes on the Orb since we left Eden.
I suppose it’s testament to the faith and trust I have in Simone to have her lab set up to suitably protect it, and particularly the reaction chamber it’s been sealed inside.
She’s checked on it after our passage through each of the gates, from Eden to Bayzen and then from Bayzen to Earth, and nothing has changed.
I can’t be sure that’s down to her reaction chamber protecting it from the intense forces of the gates, which were of course created by our alien allies with massive amounts of targeted radiation. But still, as this thought enters my mind, I’m more glad than ever that Driver and I chose to prioritize protecting Simone’s lab when we were configuring the Vita’s impact shield to defend against the asteroid storm.
It’s incredible how one small decision can change everything. Venturing into Eden’s Lone Peak to discover the Hall of Memories was another, since without doing that we could never have found the Orb in the first place.
The last few years have made me a big believer that good things come to those who look for them. Answers never fall into the palms of our hands, but that doesn’t mean they’re out of reach of inquiring minds and brave souls.
It’s not like our actions and decisions have been random, either. At every stage, we’ve bet on ourselves. We’ve sometimes taken more difficult actions that keep future options open, rather than what looked like the easier route at the time.
We haven’t quite been rewarded with victory just yet, but we have been rewarded with a chance.
“I just want to see the Orb,” Joe contends. “I’m not asking to touch it or anything.”
“Joe…” Eva says under her breath, in the tone he knows is more than a mere suggestion to stop pushing a point.
His shoulders drop.
“We can’t take you to the Orb, but we could take you to Orbs,” Driver chimes in, smiling as she talks gently to Joe. He looks up to her in a very different way than Sasha, seeing her very much as the cool one in our group. “Remember Orbital Brews, the cool coffee shop and restaurant where we hung out when you were on the Vita for a few days?”
“Sure,” Joe replies, albeit without much enthusiasm.
“You can maybe even meet our special guest,” Driver goes on, her warm smile turning into a knowing grin. “I hear you like aliens, right?”
Joe’s eyes widen like dinner plates.
It’s a stroke of genius by Driver.
Loobnar and the others aren’t doing anything during our very short wait for the Balena to land, and this suggestion has instantly cleared everything else from Joe’s mind.
“There’s an alien here?” he exclaims with glee.
“Not just any alien,” I say. “Loobnar used to be the ruler of a whole planet before he came here to help us.”
Joe turns and gazes back at Eva. “Can we go, Mom?” he asks, pleadingly.
A slight chuckle escapes her lips. Understandably, it’s the first outward hint of positive emotion she’s displayed. Joe’s enthusiasm and excitement is so pure and innocent, even in a time of such grave and urgent concern, that you would need a heart of stone not to smile.
For Eva, who has been tasked with single-handedly keeping both kids from full-on depressive gloom during my absence, it must mean even more to see him happy than it does for me.
“Sure,” she says. “Let’s go.”
Driver rushes back to the Security Center where the others are, while I lead my family to Orbital Brews.
“Did you meet Loobnar?” Joe asks Laika as we set off.
“Yes. Laika like Porro friend,” he replies.
“Porro is the other alien who has helped us a lot,” I explain. “He’s not here, though.”
At this point I can’t exactly remember what I’ve told Joe.
He will know about Porro, I remind myself, because Driver and I met him during our first trip to Bayzen. It’s easy to forget some specifics when everything has happened so quickly, and I naturally don’t know what he and Eva have heard from anyone else.
The two weeks I spent in a coma has really messed with my perception of the timeline of everything before we reached Eden, as well as making some things a little foggy in my mind.
What there’s no doubt about is the timeline we’re facing now.
We have until tomorrow to save Earth from a cataclysmic atmospheric tipping point, caused by the aggressive alien creatures who are terrorizing almost every area of the planet — all while threatening our entire ecosystem via their noxious emissions and the damage they’re doing to the ozone layer.
That’s why it’s such a relief that we have less than an hour to wait until our team here on the Vita — who have all done so much under such intense pressure — are joined by priceless reinforcements from the Balena.
Sasha, Shaun, countless leading astronomers and astrophysicists… this is going to be like our own rapid-fire Manhattan Project, but with the singular goal of saving Earth.
I suppose one goal-related commonality to that famous gathering of scientific geniuses is that we are looking to initiate a massive burst of energy. Ours will be cleansing rather than destructive, but we certainly hope the end result will be a victory over a very threatening enemy.
The stakes are even higher and the pressure even greater than when our core team assembled on the Moon to study the larval sludge that we then thought of as a parasitic pathogen.
We have never faced anything like this. But after all we’ve made it through to get this far, I would never bet against us.
“What are our chances here, really?” Eva asks quietly as Joe and Laika walk slightly ahead.
I’m holding Scarlet now, but I don’t massage the truth for her sake.
I tell Eva what I firmly believe, in the depths of my soul.
“We’re going to do it,” I say. “There’s no other outcome. We have to.”
And that, without doubt, is the truest thing I know.
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Once we reach Orbital Brews, my family settles in a comfortable booth.
They’re no safer in here than they were in the underground Global Resilience Center, but they seem a lot more relaxed than I imagine they must have been there.
Right now, that’s a win. We can only control what we can control.
There’s a calmness in here that’s totally at odds to how things will be in the GRC. Victor Blanche himself, that facility’s head coordinator, hinted that it’s filled with considerably more people than the original layout was designed to accommodate.
There’s also a sense of familiarity in Orbs, and I don’t think that should be understated.
Even though disaster struck during my family’s last and only other time on the Vita, they had a good time relaxing in this impressively decorated coffee shop.
Admittedly, there are no views of space this time. The view of Earth is very different, too.
Now, the close-up brilliance of Greenland’s snow-covered landmass stands in stark contrast to the distant view of our spherical planet that we enjoyed from orbit.
Today, no one is looking out of the window.
The promise of an imminent meeting with a real-life alien is also keeping Joe from checking out any of the futuristic table-top games that enthralled him last time.
Joe has already met Maya. That meeting came when Driver and I first returned from Bayzen in the days before we had any spores or sludge or alien creatures to worry about. He didn’t really get to talk to her, though.
Today will be different. I think the crucial translation role she plays in helping us engage with Loobnar is going to blow his mind.
Joe is a kid who has shown a keen interest in speculative science fiction stories about alien and space travel for years. He’s just as interested in real-world tech developments, too. That’s why I think he’s about to be impressed and amazed in more ways than one.
The main benefit to this little stop-over in Orbs and meeting with Loobnar, which are both great ideas I’m glad Driver shared, is that Joe’s natural fears about the state of the world have taken a temporary back seat. With Eva clearly needing and deserving a break from having to keep his spirits up, too, this is good for everyone.
Still, it goes without saying that the key word in all of that is temporary. This overdue reunion and brief respite for me will end when the Balena lands. We’ll then have to make rapid-fire decisions with the best data we have.
We’ll have to decide how to proceed in a task like nothing any of us have ever faced.
We’ll have to work together on questions that have no real answers.
And as time goes on, we’ll have to weigh the risks of waiting to perform extra testing and analysis against the risk of potentially acting too late.
Even now that I’m back on Earth, I know that here inside the Vita I’m shielded from the reality of what is going on elsewhere.
The atmospheric tipping point is what we’re all primarily concerned about, since that’s the fact that could irreversibly render our whole planet lifeless.
It’s far from the only danger the world is facing, though. In many ways, it’s not even the most immediate. Because outside, across countless areas of the world, people are in hiding while ravenous alien monsters roam their cities and countrysides.
Unlucky individuals who have found themselves face to face with the creatures have been ripped apart. From military units to far too many unfortunate civilians, the human cost is real.
This isn’t some abstract task we’re trying to complete.
Cleansing Earth with an alien-made and solar-activated Orb could sound like a highfalutin thing for us to be focusing on. For someone who doesn’t know what’s been going on, I’m sure it would. But the harsh reality is that our team — and our Orb — is humanity’s last line of defense.
Against an indestructible enemy that’s actively and willfully destroying our atmosphere, physical confrontation and containment doesn’t work. It’s a game of Whac-A-Mole that can’t be won.
Containment has at least greatly limited human losses so far. Everyone involved in those operations should be proud of themselves. Survivors from any military units who have reluctantly engaged with roving gangs of the creatures should receive the highest honors available.
But on a planetary scale, such efforts are futile. We can’t defeat these creatures with anything except the Orb.
There are also so many of them across so many areas that even a localized victory, somehow eliminating one herd, would have a very limited positive effect. We have to get rid of them all.
And when they could potentially be replicating every twenty-four hours, all attempts at long-term containment would be physically overwhelmed before long even if they weren’t poisoning the air.
All of a sudden, I see Laika’s head shoot towards the entrance. I hear quick footsteps a few seconds later, which he has obviously heard first.
But then, I watch with more than a little concern as Driver rushes in — alone.
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“We’ve got news,” Driver pants. “It’s okay, it’s not bad.”
It’s a huge relief when she adds this, because the urgency of her body language had me worried.
As Driver walks over towards our booth, I stand up to meet her halfway. Loobnar and the others will be here imminently to occupy Joe, whose understandable interest in this unspecified news is rudely going to be consumed by the alien’s arrival.
“Sasha has passed it on from the astronomers,” Driver begins to explain. “There’s something actionable Simone can work with right now, so she didn’t want to wait until they land. It might not get us anywhere… but it might. You know how they’ve been studying the star they identified from the message the Ancients left on Eden? After Loobnar translated the language key and Maya used it to read the message? Well, the computers on the Balena came up with the same final translation. The new PFOA telescopes have been looking at the solar system we think the Ancients came from, and they’ve picked up some unusual radiation.”
Just as my eyebrows narrow at the unexpected nature of this news, as well as my confusion as to how it can help us, the brief silence after Driver’s explanation alerts my ears to the rest of the group arriving.
I turn and see Loobnar walking in with Santino and Clyde. Maya hovers slightly ahead of them, with Simone nowhere to be seen.
“Joe Joe, come see Porro friend,” Laika excitedly squawks. He’ll make a good intermediary, so I’m pleased that he does.
Loobnar looks fairly at ease, and his unquestioning presence indicates that he meant what he said about being willing to help us in any way he can. For the moment, that involves keeping up my family’s morale. It’s not the most important task anyone is doing right now, but it’s something.
Far more important is what Sasha and the astronomers who report to her have been doing. With Joe visibly excited rather than nervous about meeting Loobnar and the alien looking content to be here, too, I can focus fully on what Driver is telling me.
Santino and Clyde come right over to us, leaving Laika to loudly and happily make his inter-species introduction. Maya stays with them, aiding the translations.
Eva, meanwhile, remains in the booth with Scarlet, who doesn’t look quite as relaxed as her brother in the presence of the unfamiliar Loobnar.
“As I was saying…” Driver goes on, continuing as soon as my full focus is back on her. “They think the radiation is a natural result of the Ancients’ home star dying. But the main thing is, there are radiation markers in the data that they’ve only ever seen in the results of Simone’s first Orb scans. There are also other interesting markers. They want Simone to do new scans to look specifically for the other kinds of radiation they’ve detected in the Ancients’ solar system. They think the Ancients have harnessed or imitated its natural radiation in the Orb.”
Okay. Maybe this is something, after all. I certainly see where it’s going.
“I think now the idea is that if we can understand exactly how much of what kind of radiation the Orb contains, we might be able to…. I don’t know… amplify it,” Driver says with a hopeful shrug. “Amplify it, enrich it, enhance it. Whatever they decide is the best word. But if it turns out our sun isn’t strong enough to activate the cleansing radiation inside the Orb, they’re hoping they can change the Orb so that it can. Because, you know, it’s not like we can change the sun.”
“And they’ll have final comparative solar data by the time they touch down, Ray,” Clyde chimes in. “That’s in minutes, not hours. We know the Ancients said the Orb wouldn’t work on Bayzen, so we can compare the strength of its sun relative to the same sun’s power on Eden, where it obviously did work. The Vita has gathered a lot of primary data on that, as well as the protection each planet’s atmosphere offers against solar radiation. For the Orb, more protection isn’t better. We need our sun to be strong enough inside the atmosphere, and these comparisons will help. With everything we already know about our own sun and the protection of our own atmosphere, we’ll very quickly see where Earth falls on the Orb activation spectrum. And like Driver said, Simone is gathering data for a contingency plan in case we need to amplify the reaction. That might be a long shot and we’re obviously hoping we won’t need to, but it makes sense for her to get as much data as possible.”
It’s a lot to take in.
“What do you think, Ray?” Santino asks.
As Joe talks excitedly with Laika and Loobnar and as Eva looks over at me to read my reaction to the news I’m hearing, I take a deep breath and force a nod.
“The more we know, the better we do,” I say. “This is good. Thanks, guys.”
Santino’s posture visibly relaxes. He’s one hell of a smart kid — smarter than me, for sure — but he always puts a great deal of weight into my opinion on things.
“Excellent,” he says, shifting his weight in a sign that he’s about to politely excuse himself. “Simone invited us to join her for the tests and she will be beginning those at any moment. Clyde, are you coming?”
The older man nods. “Sure. See you soon, Ray. I get the feeling this is all going to accelerate very quickly, so it’s good that you’re getting some family time.”
Clyde pats me on the shoulder as he leaves. His comment rings true, so I waste no time in getting back to Eva and Scarlet. The little one has been very placid since arriving here on the Vita, clearly tired and overwhelmed by all that’s going on.
Driver opts to leave with them, too, to stay on top of everything and give me some more family time while I can have it.
“I heard some of that,” Eva says when I sit down. “I think I got the gist. But what do you really think, Ray? No filter. What’s your gut telling you about how this could play out?”
I exhale slow, moving in close and putting my arm around Eva’s shoulder.
“I just hope the Orb works as it is,” I tell her. “Honestly, I think it would be very tough to somehow enrich it, let alone in the time we have. If we have to do something to intensify the reaction… well… I just hope we don’t have to.”
“The others seemed to think we could do something if we have to,” she replies after a pensive pause. “I mean, Sasha doesn’t chase red herrings. If she’s telling Simone to check this out, it must be worthwhile. Don’t you think?”
“It makes sense to try everything,” I say, measuring my words. “It makes sense to be as ready as we can for everything, too. There are thousands of people studying the data we have, Eva, and Simone is generating more data right now. We do have a chance of intensifying the reaction, if we have to.”
“Or of de-intensifying it if we have to,” Eva says. “You know, if we find out that more effective solar radiation reaches Earth than Eden. The talk in the GRC was that there could be a danger of the Orb being too strong, based on the translated message.”
“We have a chance,” I reiterate.
Abruptly, I notice Eva’s gaze drift away towards the window.
When I turn to follow it, I see that the area outside has suddenly fallen into dark shadow.
My heart-rate spikes.
What the hell?
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My gaze is frozen on the window and the darkened, shadowed area outside.
“The Balena is descending,” Maya announces, projecting her voice loudly to reach me from the spot where she’s standing with Joe, Laika and Loobnar.
Ah.
I feel the short-lived but intense panic leave me via a heavy sigh of relief.
It’s easy to forget how big the Balena is, and it’s safe to say I didn’t foresee it coming down at an angle that would totally block out the sun.
Joe sets off for a better view through the window, with Loobnar following right behind as Joe beckons him with an excited “come on” and some accompanying hand gestures.
I appreciate the alien’s patience and cooperation in talking to Joe like this, and I’ll be sure to thank him.
Eva and I join them with Scarlet, arriving quickly and looking up to see the magnificent Balena as it nears the ground. It’s effectively causing a temporary eclipse, coming directly between our position and the sun.
“Wow…” Joe gasps.
And believe me, wow is right.
The incoming craft is so colossal, it feels like another word is needed. After all, we call all kinds of things colossal. None deserve the moniker more than the flying city we call the Balena.
Watching the Balena descend is a stunning moment, but it’s also a far more emotional one than I expected.
The Balena has been a permanent presence in space for years. Everyone on board signed up for the so-called Bayzen Project, which was formed with the explicit aim of enabling humanity’s colonization of distant worlds, beginning with that first habitable world we discovered.
That was before the Anomaly and long before we discovered a quantum gateway, let alone any alien beings.
But the key point, pertinent above all others, is that the Balena’s crew left Earth with the intent of finding a new world. Now, even though we have discovered two alien worlds whose air I have breathed with my own lungs, the Balena has come back to help Earth in its time of need.
President Williams has made the bold and respectable decision to lead his crew directly into harm’s way, in the hope that they and their advanced equipment can help get the rest of us out of trouble.
When the Balena touches down, there will be almost no humans in space for the first time in a long time.
The sole exception is Doug Mountjoy, who remains alone on the ERF’s lunar colony to keep watch over the labs and other areas where spores and sludge once took hold.
Mountjoy is a hero for doing what he’s doing, and I know better than anyone how tough that kind of isolation is. He must be as lonely up there as I was when I was the last man standing on the Beacon.
But Mountjoy aside, it’s going to be literally all hands on deck.
The Balena is bringing us a crew of great minds.
It’s bringing the most cutting-edge technologies and advanced equipment known to man.
Perhaps most importantly, it’s also bringing decisive data on the effective strength of our sun relative to Bayzen’s and Eden’s, which will determine the effectiveness of the Orb.
I watch with bated breath as it continues to descend. Light returns to the area outside our Vita as the Balena moves out of the sun’s path and heads ever closer to its nearby landing spot.
There’s poetry in this visual, too, if you look for it.
It’s always darkest before the dawn, as I’ve tried to remind myself throughout this horrible time. And as the Balena’s movement bathes us in light once more, I have to believe its landing is going to usher in a new dawn.
The crew on board will help us to activate the Orb, bathing Earth in a very different and more total light that saves Earth from the alien menace.
I have to believe that.
Right now, there’s just no other option.
No one speaks for a full minute as we watch the Balena land.
And… that’s it.
It’s here. All hands on deck.
Eva taps my leg to get my attention then subtly tips her head towards the door.
She’s right. It’s time.
“You guys have fun,” I say to the others, trying to make no big deal of my exit. “I’m just going to talk to Sasha on the radio and catch up with everyone else. I’ll be back soon.”
I’m downplaying the importance of these conversations and meetings more than a little, but I really do plan to be back soon.
When I reach the door and turn right to head towards the Security Center and its radio console, I see Driver ahead of me walking in the same direction.
“Driver,” I call.
“Oh, good,” she says, waiting for me to catch up. “Simone is moving with the new tests but I want to get the word on this solar data as soon as we can. Whether we’re going to the Balena or any of them are coming here, I want to know what’s happening next. It feels like it’s all going to start happening fast, you know?”
I nod. “Yeah, that’s why I’m heading to the radio.”
Together, without another word, we walk.
Driver and I have ridden into more battles together than I’d care to count. We’ve survived more close calls and pulled off more unlikely victories than anyone could ever expect.
But today, we’re not alone.
Today, we’re in the unlikeliest of places with a peerless team assembled from all corners of Earth and the distant reaches of space.
One more time, and one last time, we’re counting on a miracle.
We need the Orb we brought back from Eden to grant us one more unlikely victory.
We’ve bet on ourselves every step of the way.
Now, it’s time to see how the dice are going to fall.
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When we reach the Security Center, the first thing I do is pull up a feed of Simone’s lab.
I see her in there with Santino and Clyde.
Their collective body language is encouraging as they all crowd around one of her computers. It’s impossible to tell if this is due to any positive results from her latest scans, or maybe just their underlying hope that some will come.
“Anything yet?” Driver asks them, holding her finger down and speaking into the microphone inset in the console in front of us.
The sudden sound from the lab’s overhead speaker startles them a little, but they’re all still smiling as they look up. They know where the camera is, right next to the speaker.
“Yes,” Simone replies. “Already, I have found new markers matching the radiation they identified around the Ancients’ solar system. Knowing what to look for, I was able to tailor the scans. I am now trying to measure this radiation. We are building a very good understanding of what is inside this Orb. We have now more or less ‘mapped’ its effective contents, in the form of the latent energy at its core and the radiation we’re looking for. Of course, I hope we can activate it with no need to attempt any modifications. But with every data point we add, it becomes less impossible that we could enhance its power.”
Less impossible…
It’s not exactly a huge vote of confidence, but it’s something.
The speed with which Simone has identified this radiation, matching the markers identified by the Bayzen’s PFOA telescope team, is hugely impressive. It also makes me increasingly glad we managed to translate the message from Eden which enabled us to identify the Ancients’ home system in the first place.
Step by step, piece by piece, it does feel like things are starting to come together.
“Good work,” Driver says. “Keep at it.”
Immediately, she then initiates a video call with Sasha’s computer on the Balena. That huge craft is so close to us now that we could practically shout from the ramp and be heard, but everyone is still inside.
Sasha picks up the call right away.
“Howdy, neighbor,” Driver begins, her mood boosted by the progress in Simone’s lab.
Sasha, however, looks in no such spirits.
I gulp.
“Do you want to come over here?” she asks, her expression sullen. “A few of us could come there, too, if you want to stay with the Orb. Me, Shaun, Chester…”
Neither Driver nor I say anything at first.
There’s only a second or two of silence, but it’s heavy with the weight of our concern about what lies behind Sasha’s downbeat turn. It’s not like she was a bundle of joy when we spoke via the radios earlier, just that something has obviously changed for the worse.
“We’ve brought all of the data together, and the news from our solar analysis isn’t good,” she goes on, sighing deeply after spitting it out. “Inside Earth’s atmosphere, where we need the Orb to be activated, we don’t get enough direct solar energy.”
My eyes close in reaction to this gut punch.
I could try to tell myself that it’s better to hear this than the alternative, that engaging the Orb here would have worked too well and over-cleansed the planet to the extent that we would have died along with the monstrous alien creatures we’re up against.
There would very likely have been no way to temper the Orb’s effects if that was the case, whereas enriching it to the point of effectiveness might not be totally impossible — especially on the back of Simone’s analysis work. According to her words from just moments ago, enrichment is getting “less impossible” with each distinction we make.
So yeah… I could tell myself all of that. Unfortunately, I don’t exactly believe it.
I know that Sasha is in a better position than Simone to understand the probability of success in any given course of action. After all, she’s been surrounded by literally thousands of scientific experts and has been collating data from everyone involved in any aspect of this mission.
And her tone leaves me in little doubt of how likely she thinks it is that we can still make this work in time.
“We’ve looked at the mass and intensity of our sun compared to the star in Bayzen and Eden’s system,” Sasha goes on. “We’ve also looked at the relative distances of each planet from its sun, as well as the protectiveness of its atmosphere. You guys brought all kinds of primary data back from both of those worlds, inside and outside of their atmospheres. We already knew from the message you translated that the Orb wouldn’t work on Bayzen. We’ve had input from our teams in photometry, astronomy, astrophysics. What we could tell very quickly is that their sun is very similar to our own. That’s no surprise, since it is the only other star we know of with planets that support life — and intelligent life that looks a lot like us. What we also know now, for sure, is that Earth gets less direct solar energy than Bayzen does. It’s close, but it’s clear. If the Orb doesn’t work there, it won’t work here. Not as it is.”
“So what do we do?!” Driver blurts out.
“We change one of the variables in this reaction,” Sasha replies. “Simone is gathering final observational data from the Orb right now. One possibility is that we could enhance the Orb. We have teams working on that idea — on what it would look like and how it could be done. Our AI systems are running all kinds of simulations on what could work, with the input data updating constantly as Simone learns more. The other variable is the amount of solar energy hitting the Orb. We’re looking at ways to deliver a concentrated burst of artificial solar radiation… ways to try and imitate the forces the Orb experienced on Eden. That’s a longer shot, especially in the timescale we have, but we are working on it.”
Given unlimited time, that idea actually sounds like it might be viable. Unfortunately, we have a single day.
Simone clearly thinks the theory is plausible, too, but seems to agree that a timely execution of it is very unlikely.
But like at other stages of this mission, it makes sense to have our various teams working on as many possibilities as we can think of, no matter the odds of any individual idea proving preferable to any other or even workable at all.
“I think you should come here,” Driver decides. “If you can bring your computer and it’s linked to the Balena’s AI systems and everything else from here, that’ll be better. Ray’s family is here.”
Sasha nods. “I think it would be a bit of a circus if you two came here with the Orb, anyway,” she says. “You were smart not to go into the GRC. Even here on the Balena, there are a lot of competing voices drifting too close to being contentious voices for my liking. And that’s with our structured crew who all know each other well. The GRC is full of people from all kinds of scientific and political backgrounds who have never met before. The only thing they have in common is their fear and desperation. One good thing is that Victor Blanche told me a lot of the people in there are still looking for weaknesses in the creatures. We pretty much know that’s futile, but it’s stopping everyone from totally obsessing over the Orb. That gives us a little room to work, unlike if they were all desperate to do their own scans or try to activate it with brute force or anything like that.”
I’m glad Sasha is on board with coming here. Driver’s point about my family being here is a good one, but the more pertinent thing is that we can’t afford to get bogged down.
“How are they working on ways to stop the creatures?” Driver asks. “Just with computer simulations, and stuff like that?”
“Mainly,” Sasha replies. “Multiple military units have managed to fully contain small groups of the creatures and kind of pen them in. So we have scientists in the GRC talking to them, suggesting tests and ideas to hurt them. Apparently there’s a biosecurity team in there who also have a few sealed samples of sludge that they’re exposing to various lasers and energy fields, to see if there’s any other way of killing it — besides with Bayzen water — that might also work on the fully formed creatures. The tiny amounts of sludge that were fully sealed in security-grade test chambers didn’t hatch into insectoids when everything else did, when the energy transfer from Eden caused the sudden acceleration. We don’t know why, but it’s good that we still have some.”
My eyes widen immediately.
To one of few places on Earth free of the creatures, the frozen base from which we’re plotting to destroy them, someone has brought a sample of larval sludge.
Only a few hundred meters away from our current position, it’s sitting there.
“Safe” until it’s not.
“Secure” until it gets out.
Just when I thought things couldn’t get worse, I learn this.
My chest tightens right away.
It could be an instinctive overreaction based on my prior first-hand experiences with this stuff, especially relative to the extinction-level dangers we’re already in, but I don’t like this one bit.
In fact, I hate this.
And as premature or overdramatic as it might be, I have a terrible feeling about how it’s going to play out…
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“You think this is good?” I echo in disbelief. “Sasha… they have sludge samples inside the facility, they’re performing atmospheric interventions, and you’re telling me that’s good?”
“Ray, it’s all okay,” she replies. “It’s safe. They have Bayzen water on hand to kill the samples if the sludge starts growing or if it hatches into insectoids. That work is happening in an outer annex of the main facility, too, as isolated from the main population as it could be. They’re taking precautions.”
“No no no no no,” Driver cuts in. “Sasha, that’s not okay. None of that is okay. We saw on the Moon how quickly this stuff can expand. We saw how quickly it can get out.”
She’s right, too. I can hardly believe what Sasha has just relayed.
I barely even know where to start with my objections, for all the good they’d do.
“Everyone on Earth saw a thing or two for themselves, too, Driver,” Sasha contends. “While you guys were in space doing all you could to help, everyone down here saw the creatures come from nowhere and take over. I know you’re going to say it’s not safe to test on the sludge, but other people will say it’s not safe to engage the Orb. We can’t expect people to do nothing. It’s not just about us, here. Other people think the work they’re doing is the most important thing, and they might end up being right. And really… if this situation and the timeline we’re working towards doesn’t justify taking a few more risks with the sludge, I don’t know what could. You guys are safe inside the Vita anyway, and we’ll be with you in a few minutes.”
Somewhat surprisingly, Sasha’s words actually get through to me.
We are myopically focused on activating the Orb, which we fully believe to be our only way forward, but we can’t expect or ask everyone else to sit on their thumbs and hope we pull it off.
It does sound like they’re taking some fairly reasonable precautions, too. And believe me: nothing would make me happier than an unexpected breakthrough from someone else saving the day.
This isn’t all about us, like Sasha said.
From the start, if Driver and I have been heroes, we’ve been reluctant ones. We’ve stepped up when no one else could, not because our egos ever pushed us to chase glory.
“So you’re coming over here now?” Driver asks. The fact that she doesn’t express any more disapproval of the ongoing sludge tests suggests she shares my view after Sasha’s valid points.
“Yeah,” Sasha confirms. “Shaun has been busy talking to a group of atmospheric scientists about the optimal place to engage the Orb, in terms of altitude and location. Fortunately Greenland is right up there at this time of year. I haven’t heard from him since before we started the descent but I’ll reach out and tell him we want to get together. I’m sure he’ll want to see the Orb up close and take a look at Simone’s testing equipment.”
Hearing that Greenland is a favorable location is a welcome piece of good news.
I’ll be glad if Shaun does come with Sasha, too, since he has a brilliant mind that sometimes sees things she doesn’t. He’s more maverick in some of his ideas, which is exactly what we need right now.
“Is there any scanning equipment on the Balena that could help in other ways?” I ask. This is one of the benefits we’re considering about the Balena coming back to Earth, along with the return of its personnel, but Sasha hasn’t yet made any reference to it.
To my direct question, she shakes her head. “Not for scanning the Orb. If it comes to enriching the Orb, some of the technologies we have here will play a huge part. And if we end up carrying it to altitude and trying to engage it with artificial sun-like energy or radiation, we’ll be relying entirely on the Balena’s cannon to deliver it. Nothing else can do that. Either way, I’ll be right over. See you guys soon.”
Okay. The cannon is a very tangible way in which the Balena’s presence could end up helping us here. That alone is a reason to be thankful that President Williams made the call he did to return to Earth.
Needless to say, I would rather we didn’t need the cannon or any other interventions. I would rather Sasha had told us that Earth’s sun is equally as strong as Eden’s, and that Driver could just fly it up to whatever altitude Shaun’s latest discussions tell us will be the optimal point.
Then again, if I’m going to wish for all of that I might as well just wish we’d never brought an ounce of that damn alien sludge back from Bayzen in the first place.
I might as well wish the well-intentioned Ancients had never created the creatures to terraform Eden, only for them to mutate and turn into the hellish monsters they are now.
But we are where we are.
We have various irons in the fire, and the one thing that gives me hope is that our future is still in our own hands.
We don’t have much time, but we’re not out of moves quite yet. Whether it’s enriching the Orb, bombarding it with artificially amplified solar energy, or even getting some unexpected news of a last-minute breakthrough from the GRC, we’re not relying on luck.
We’re relying on science.
We’re relying on teamwork.
We’re relying on human ingenuity.
We’re relying on never saying die and always believing that a stubborn heart will find a way.
I think we have a little over twelve hours until we’re expecting the creatures to replicate again, based on the twenty-four hour timing of their first doubling. The pace of their atmospheric destruction will massively accelerate at that point — it’ll double, naturally enough — and Sasha is grimly certain that the tipping point will be close behind them.
The point is, we don’t have another day.
It’s now or never. Win or bust.
As the video call ends, I watch as Driver’s eyes stay focused on the now-blank screen.
“What are you thinking?” I ask, knowing it’s something new.
Belatedly, she turns to meet my gaze. “I think Shaun has an idea he hasn’t told Sasha yet. They’re usually in touch all the time, let alone a time as urgent as this. If he hasn’t communicated anything to her in the all time he’s been with the atmospheric scientists, I think it’s because there’s something he’s not ready to tell her yet. An idea he doesn’t want to suggest until we’re hearing it, too. You know she’s more conservative than he is.”
Hmm.
Shaun is an outside the box thinker who’s as smart as anyone I’ve ever met. And while he might be a little more adventurous in some of his theories and ideas than anyone else in our inner circle, one thing he’s not is reckless.
If there’s a new idea or plan that he’s gathering input on from relevant experts, I sure as hell want to hear it.
“What do you think a new idea would look like?” I push.
Driver raises her eyebrows as she shrugs. “I don’t know, Ray. But this is Shaun we’re talking about… so I’m definitely looking forward to finding out.”
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Faster than I expected, courtesy of having their own rovers and thus not having to wait for a driver to reach them from the GRC, Sasha and her companions are on their way to us within only a few minutes.
There are way too many people on the Balena for it to be viable for them to all enter the underground facility, even if our much smaller crew hadn’t set the precedent of staying inside the craft we landed in.
President Williams isn’t coming, since he really does have to be personally present in his leadership role on the Balena.
After watching the rover leave the Balena for what’s going to be a very short journey, Driver and I head to the vehicle bay to be ready to greet the incoming crew. When the light on the door turns green and we get inside to see who’s arrived, it’s no surprise to see a small number of people.
There are only three people in the rover — the three we expected.
I’m delighted to see Shaun, and also that Sasha has her all-important computer that will easily connect to everything else including the Balena’s cutting-edge AI processors.
Completing the group is Chester, who I haven’t seen for a while.
He was put into isolation before we left for the Moon and ultimately Eden, due to his proximity to Driver and our exposure to what we then thought was an alien pathogen. He chose not to come with us on what might have been a one-way mission solely because he didn’t want to be even further away from his extended family on Earth, whose financial and medical needs had motivated him to take up a pre-disaster PR role on the Vita in the first place.
I came to like Chester, after a very rocky first impression. The fast-talking Englishman has a purer heart than I thought at first. Driver will know that far better than I do, having struck up an ongoing relationship with him in the few weeks before everything went to hell.
Driver doesn’t have a family of her own, so I’m not sure she understood his motives for not going with her as naturally as I did. She never wanted to talk about it, and it’s always difficult to tell whether her unmoved expression is a facade.
Their reunion now has all the hallmarks of a very awkward one. It doesn’t go that way, though.
Instead, after Shaun gets out first and rushes over to embrace me in what’s closer to a bearhug than anything else, Chester emerges with a warm smile on his face and a slight hint of some tears welling in his eyes.
Driver walks forward to meet him halfway. Without any need for words, they embrace in a heartfelt hug. It’s far more gentle and tender than the one between me and Shaun. As a rare moment of positive emotion, it’s a welcome sight for everyone.
“I wish I had been able to come with you,” Chester says, still holding Driver. “I just⁠—”
“I know,” she interrupts. “Chester, I know. It’s okay.”
We give them a minute to hug it out and keep catching up as Sasha, always less affectionate than Shaun, steps beside me and opens her laptop to show me some data.
“These are the altitude and positional calculations for maximum solar energy exposure within the next twenty-four hours,” Sasha says. She points me to the key fields in a complicated-looking spreadsheet that sits underneath a satellite map of this particular area of Greenland. “It still won’t be enough to activate the Orb, but this will be when and where we’d need to target the Orb with the smallest amount of artificial solar radiation to tip it over the edge. Do you follow?”
“Yeah,” I tell her, because I more or less do. “But the ozone damage these creatures are causing… isn’t it going to be more extreme in some areas than it is here? You know, areas where there are huge concentrations of them, instead of none like there are here? And wouldn’t that make other areas better candidate locations for the Orb activation process, if there’s less atmospheric protection to weaken the solar radiation getting through?”
As I look up from the computer towards Sasha’s face, I notice that Shaun is suddenly smiling widely beside her.
“No,” Sasha replies, not noticing Shaun’s reaction to my question. “As best we can tell, the creatures are emitting some unfamiliar gases in a very deliberate way. These gases are CFC-like in their effects, but almost unbelievably more concentrated and harmful. We have some thermal visualizations that show they’re not targeting specific areas. It’s more like the harmful gases are forming a film of sorts that’s weakening our ozone protection. It’s like… I don’t know… think of it like evenly heating a piece of plastic instead of trying to burn a hole in one part. This is all so new and hard to measure.”
Sasha is right about that. But she’s at least doing a good job of making a complicated issue relatively easy to follow.
“We don’t know everything,” she goes on. “All we know is that the total amount of the gases they’re emitting is going to cause massive and irreversible damage by tomorrow. And that’s without even factoring in another replication. If that happens again in twelve hours, keeping up the pattern they’ve established, I think that’s when it’ll already be too late. Even if we cleanse Earth of the creatures at that point, the damage will be done. It’d be like killing someone who’s already set your house on fire and trapped you on the second floor, suffocating by the second.”
Well, there’s no good news in that.
Now, though, my mind immediately turns to wondering just what the hell is Shaun so happy about.
Sasha eventually notices that I keep glancing at him and turns to look, too. “What’s the joke?” she asks.
Shaun shakes his head several times, as if shaking away the smile. “No joke. It’s just… there is something. Ray, you’re thinking along the right lines. You’re close. You just haven’t gone the whole way.”
“What are you talking about, Shaun?” Sasha asks. Quite understandably, she sounds more than a little impatient.
The tone has shifted in the few minutes since our inter-group reunion, and Driver and Chester now wander over towards the rest of us.
Driver and I share a silent glance.
She knows Shaun better than I do, given all the time they’ve spent together in recent years while I’ve tried to spend my own on the ground with my family.
I really think she might have correctly called something here, too. Because from where I’m standing, it’s looking increasingly like he has been pondering an idea Sasha doesn’t know about yet.
And by the look on his face, it’s one he thinks she might not like…
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“Okay,” Shaun begins, taking a deep breath. “Here goes. Ever since we found out the solar energy that reaches us inside Earth’s atmosphere isn’t enough to activate the Orb, we’ve been looking at how we can change the variables at play. On one hand, we’re looking for ways to enrich the Orb. That’s like lacing the wood with gasoline before we try to start the fire. And on the other hand, we have people working on ways to bombard the Orb with artificial solar radiation. That’s like coming at the wood with a bigger flame. Those are really the two variables, right? The Orb, and the solar energy that reaches it. The fuel and the spark. With me so far?”
“Where’s this going?” Sasha says, upturning her palms.
“Ray is almost there,” Shaun replies. “His brain is dancing around the edge of the new idea I was just talking about with our Atmospheric Science team. Basically, based on the comparative stellar analysis our other teams have done, we know that our sun is sending more than enough energy and radiation to Earth to activate the Orb. Ironically, the problem is that our ozone, and even more so our magnetosphere, is deflecting too much of it.”
This time, it’s Sasha and I who share a glance. She turns to me as soon as Shaun says this, as though she’s wondering if I’ve cottoned on to his crazy train of thought yet.
I gulp, because I think I have.
“Those guys I was talking to have some interesting ideas about that,” Shaun goes on. “Sasha, based on the simulations you set up, they can see how our protection against solar energy will decrease as time goes on and especially if these things replicate again. But the atmospherically destructive processes the creatures are using are relatively slow, like you just explained to Ray. They’re not targeting specific areas. When they’ve caused enough damage to reach the tipping point, it’s going to be like a dam bursting. Even if the Orb would then be able to cleanse Earth, since more solar energy and radiation would be getting through, it would be too late. The planet would be desolate.”
“Okay, I’m lost,” Driver jumps in.
She knows more than any of us about a lot of things, and especially most practical matters, but she doesn’t have an academic background in science. To her credit, she’s never too proud to ask for clarifications.
“Shaun,” she goes on, “I was following most of that, but who cares about any of it? Too late is too late. What do these Atmospheric Science guys think we can actually do? Do they even have any workable ideas?”
“Workable? Yes,” he replies. “Desirable? Well…”
Sasha sighs audibly. “Shaun, did you bring this idea to them or did they bring it to you?”
“I brought it to them,” he says. “Admittedly, they think it’s too dangerous. I just think we might not have a choice. I think we have to start preparing to do this just in case we have to, like we’re preparing to follow other courses of action in case we’re able to. When we have so little time, we have to get ready for all eventualities. If those things replicate again in just over twelve hours, I think we have to be ready to do this.”
“Guys… do what?” Driver interjects again. “What do we have to get ready to do?”
Shaun gazes at Sasha.
“It’s your idea,” she tells him. “You either stand behind it or you don’t.”
After a brief second of thought, as though he might be reconsidering what I’m pretty sure I know he’s about to say, Shaun eventually spits it out:
“I think it might be possible to use the Balena’s cannon to fire carefully measured and directed radiation of our own at a certain point in the sky, kind of like what you guys saw the aliens do on Eden to activate the new gateway to Bayzen. It wouldn’t be alien radiation, but it would be harmful. That’s actually the point. Because if we can pierce a targeted hole in the ozone layer and disturb Earth’s other protective shielding in one isolated spot, just enough to let unfiltered solar radiation reach the Orb, I think we can activate it without causing too much collateral damage.”
Silence circles.
“So you essentially want to do what the creatures are doing, but more precisely?” Chester speaks up, eventually breaking it.
“I wouldn’t say that,” Shaun replies. “What I’m talking about would be more like making a small incision to a dying patient’s brain so we can apply a cure or remove a tumor. The creatures are just trying to smash up his skull with a sledgehammer. They’re trying to destroy our planet. That literally seems to be their motivation. This part is conjecture, but I think they’ve identified us as a threat and they want to eliminate us. They’re not purely biological beings so they don’t need the same conditions we do to survive. They just know we’re a threat to their survival, so they’re trying to kill us off in the quickest way they can.”
“Forget all that,” Sasha cuts in. “Shaun, when you say you think this could work without causing ‘too much’ damage… define too much.”
Shaun raises his eyebrows and blows air through his lips. “Well, it won’t destroy the whole planet.”
“That’s your threshold?” she pushes. “Not destroying the whole planet?”
“Until I run more calculations and see what the AI says about this, it’s the most specific I can be,” Shaun says. “And yeah… of all the potential interventions we’re working on, this would be the one with the highest capacity for collateral damage. But it would also be the one most likely to work, Sasha. You can’t ignore that.”
My mind is moving a mile a minute.
I get exactly what Shaun is saying here, and it makes sense that the nuclear option is going to be the one most likely to take out our enemies but also the one most likely to blow up in our faces.
“The Atmospheric Science team is already working on a feasibility model for how this could be done,” he goes on. “After that, the next step is figuring out how it can be done as safely as possible. So far the assistive AI models are saying it probably can’t be done at all, but I don’t think they understand exactly what we’re asking. One of the guys is still working with the AI and the rest of them are doing a lot of calculations on their own and trying to feed some changes into your simulation. But even if the science checks out, there are going to be operational hurdles. We’d have to sell it to Williams and everyone else to be able to use the Balena’s cannon. And for that, there does have to be a we. If you guys are against it, no one else is going to listen to me. So tell me: as a truly last-resort option, would you authorize this?”
“Ray?” Sasha asks. She might see this as deferring to me, but in the heat of the moment it feels a lot like passing the buck.
Directed right at me, Driver nails her colors to the mast with a subtle nod.
“Nothing can be off the table,” I say.
“In that case,” Chester interjects unexpectedly, “we need to go somewhere with a table and gather around this computer of yours, Sasha. This isn’t going to be the easiest thing to explain, but there’s something you all need to know.”
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I’m a man of science.
I should be reveling in this situation.
I mean… I’m not saying I should like it, but I should definitely prefer this all-hands-on-deck search for a science-driven solution to our problem, over the madcap missions of the past when Driver and I often had to just go somewhere dangerous and blow something up.
This isn’t two people scrambling around for just any way forward. This is the best minds humanity has to offer, coming together to think our way out of a seemingly impossible mess.
And yet, here I am wishing there was a pipeline for us to blow up.
Here I am wishing there was a bad guy on a space station for us to eliminate once and for all.
As a great man once said, here I am wishing for a little less conversation.
Chester’s request for us to move to a more suitable room than this freezing vehicle bay came with a decisive step towards the door. And although we don’t yet know what he’s getting at about there being something we all need to know, we all agree that he’s right that it makes sense to go somewhere more comfortable where we can focus.
“I don’t want to talk down to anyone here,” Chester says as we enter the hallway.
His refined British accent carries a natural air of authority, one which is further added to by the way he carries himself in terms of posture and dress.
“I just have to say this,” he continues. “If we’re going to be relying even slightly on our AI models to help us get this ready so that the option would be there when we need it, we need to start with some nuanced understandings of how these models actually operate. Since it’s not your field, I think some of you still just see ‘the AI’ as some blob of knowledge we can ask for answers.”
“Since when is AI your field?” Driver asks him.
“I’ve spent most of my career in corporate outreach and PR,” he replies. “With the greatest of respect to the rest of you, I think I have a deeper understanding of manipulating biases than anyone else on this barren snow-covered landmass. I’m not claiming that’s something for me to be particularly proud of, but that point is neither here nor there. What I’m talking about are the biases inherent to the assistive AI models we rely on. What I’m talking about is how understanding and circumventing those biases could be the difference between humanity surviving the next few days or not.”
Wow. It doesn’t get much starker than that. If Chester didn’t already have everyone’s attention, he certainly does now.
“We all had direct dealings with Phil O’Connor,” Chester goes on, talking as we walk. “He created the PhilosophAI system that now underpins so much of our computational architecture, and he’s the one who told me about how insidious some of the biases can be. If you ask a person for advice, you really have to know that person to know how much value you can place on it. What quality of data informed their thought process? What intrinsic values drive them? Someone might think it’s always wrong to lie. Someone else might see telling a genuinely white lie as the kindest or safest thing to do in some situations. AI is the same. There are value systems underpinning everything it tells us.”
“We’re not really talking about asking advice here, though,” Shaun contends. “I get what you’re saying, and it’s totally right. It’s just not all that applicable when we’re talking about asking if the science works out. The Atmospheric Science team wants to know how this could work, not whether we should do it.”
This question comes just as we reach the Security Center and step in. Chester shakes his head firmly. “Value systems underpin everything, Shaun. Even the supposedly unfiltered PhilosophAI system we have on the Balena is still hamstrung by liability considerations Phil had to make when he built the core model. He told me this himself. Remember back when generative AI was new and there were news stories about some crazy answers it would give people? Stuff like saying it would never be justified for a person to say certain slurs even if doing so was somehow the only way of averting a catastrophic nuclear war? That was the extreme end of the problem I’m talking about. And that problem could be affecting the results you’re getting, Shaun.”
“This is interesting stuff,” Sasha says, sitting down and placing her computer on her lap. “Can we just put a pin in it for one minute while I check for updates from my main teams on the Balena? I haven’t looked at their data logs or internal messages since we left in the rover. Things are moving fast — hopefully, at least — so I need to keep tabs on this.”
“Sure,” Shaun says. “Value systems, Chester. We’ll get right back to it. In the meantime, we could take a look at what Simone is doing.”
“Great idea,” Sasha replies, already typing away and flicking from one brain-melting screenful of data to another.
She really does have a borderline superhuman knack of taking in huge amounts of information and making contextual sense of it almost instantly. She doesn’t have an amazing memory or eye for observational detail like Laika or even Santino, whose special brains are both the result of ZolaCore interventions in very different ways, but she is nevertheless a one-of-a-kind team member who we’re just as lucky to have on-board.
Driver quickly takes control of the Security Center’s main console and calls up a live feed from the lab. Simone, Santino and Clyde are all still there, poring over data on the main computer.
“Any news?” she asks them, speaking into the microphone.
“We have some observational data, but nothing new for a while,” Santino replies.
“We’ve radioed the Balena and it doesn’t seem like this is going anywhere,” Clyde adds. “I don’t want to say it’s a bust, and Simone is doing great to find the things they’ve asked us to look for, but it doesn’t look like they’re making any progress in developing a way to do anything about it. We could give them the exact ‘recipe’ of this Orb, but it’s not like they can make a new one or make this one bigger or stronger. They just don’t have the ingredients.”
I glance over at Sasha, who is looking up from her computer and listening in.
Understandably, she looks disappointed to hear this. Even before she’s checked the latest data and messages from the Balena-based team that’s been seeking plausible ways to enrich the Orb, we’ve just received confirmation that they’ve achieved nothing of note.
Sasha actually speaks up, thanking Simone for her work so far and encouraging her to keep working on whatever tests they’re asking her for.
Simone says she will, and we somewhat glumly leave them to it.
While Sasha finishes her information gathering, I take a look at another screen which shows a live feed from Orbital Brews.
There, I see my family and the odd trifecta of Laika, Maya and Loobnar looking very content in the booth where I left them. There are now some drinks on the table, including a little water bowl for Laika and a glass of regular water for Loobnar.
I lean in and activate the microphone to communicate with them.
“Hey guys, we’re just in the Security Center with Shaun, Sasha and Chester. I can see and hear you.”
They look around, until Maya directs them to the main camera and they wave directly into it.
“I’m here if you need anything,” I go on. “Otherwise, make yourselves comfortable in there. You obviously know where to find food and drinks, and the bathrooms. But Joe, if Loobnar wants to come back to the group to see what we’ve been talking about, you can still hang out and play whichever of the games you want to. He’s not used to talking all that much. This could be a lot for him.”
Within a few seconds, Maya translates this to Loobnar.
His translated reply appears in my lenses, as usual, with no need for Maya to share it out loud. To my mild surprise, he wants to stay in Orbital Brews with Joe. He is relaxed, the translation says, and this is the way he thinks he can best help us.
That’s probably true. He certainly is keeping Joe’s spirits up.
“I feel like we could use Maya’s input,” Driver states. “I know she’s translating, but it would be good to have her here.”
I can’t disagree with that, either.
“Maya,” I speak into the microphone. “There are some things we’d like you to see. Is Laika okay to do some basic translating if you leave, or is it too complicated?”
“Laika can do, Ray Ray,” the little guy squawks, his ears clearly burning.
“You can?!” Joe almost explodes in delight.
Laika then demonstrates, conversing briefly with Loobnar in his native tongue.
Joe, Eva and perhaps most of all Scarlet are all flabbergasted by Laika’s ability.
Scarlet is much more awake now than when she first came on board from the underground facility, which is great to see. Sitting with Laika, she looks like her happy carefree self.
The scene is a reminder of what I’m really fighting for here.
This isn’t some abstract bid to save our world’s atmosphere before it’s too late.
This is a man fighting for his family.
They are my world.
I’ve worked hard with Eva to keep a roof over the kids’ heads and to keep food on their plates for so many years, and now I’m working harder than ever to keep their entire world habitable.
Everyone who’s working on their own hopes or plans of finding a way out of this can relate to that, whether they’re doing so on the Balena, in the GRC, or even anywhere else around the world.
Not everyone has access to a constant stream of incoming data like I do, but everyone knows what we’re up against. Everyone knows what’s at stake.
Maya quickly excuses herself, urged along by Eva, to join us here in the Security Center.
“There’s nothing major to report from anyone else,” Sasha says, a slight sigh accompanying the words.
The mood lifts somewhat a few moments later when Maya arrives. She’s inquisitive about what we’ve been working on, but we’re all far more interested in what she might be able to tell us.
I ask Shaun to succinctly relay his bold plan. He does, stating only the headline goal of exposing a small area of Earth’s sky to unfiltered solar radiation by disrupting our ozone layer and magnetosphere.
“Disrupting the ozone layer and Earth’s other natural atmospheric protection seems like a very dangerous thing to do,” Maya replies.
Chester clears his throat. “This is the point when I’d like to remind everyone that Maya is not just an AI helper, she’s an AI helper created by an alien race.”
I gulp and shift my weight.
There is certainly no time for niceties. But as Chester gets ready to pick up where he left off before Sasha’s short interruption, I get the sense that things are about to get full-on contentious.
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“Maya is an alien AI,” Chester reiterates. “We can’t even begin to guess what kind of assumptions and value judgements underlie her priorities and decision-making.”
For the first time, Driver speaks up to counter one of Chester’s points. So far it seems like she’s mostly agreed with him or has at least felt no strong disagreement, since she’s never one to hold her tongue. This, though, is something she clearly takes issue with.
“Maya is different,” she insists. “If you’d spent more time with her, you’d know. Ask Ray. It’s like she’s alive.”
It is often like Maya’s alive, and that’s why it feels so odd to be talking about her like she’s not here.
“She’s more than a language model,” I say. “Definitely. The term ‘artificial intelligence’ applies much more to Maya than it does to some of the systems we use it for.”
“Okay,” Chester says. “I’m willing to believe she’s different, so maybe she can help with Shaun’s idea in some ways PhilosophAI can’t. But Shaun has a team working on that as we speak, and you guys need to understand why they’re not getting anywhere and you need to understand that the fact they’re not getting anywhere doesn’t necessarily mean the idea won’t work. It just means they’re using the wrong tool for what might be the right idea.”
“I can’t see this being the right idea,” Sasha says, closing her computer and focusing fully on our group once more.
“Well, none of your others are looking too hot right now,” Chester replies, unflinchingly.
Sasha takes that on the chin and holds out her hand, encouraging him to pick up where he left off. “So you were telling us why the AI’s value systems were getting in the way of helping with this ozone idea?”
“Yeah. In what sense?” Shaun asks, now genuinely interested where he previously seemed to think Chester was stretching things to think biases were at play.
Sitting in a seat near the central console, along with the rest of us, Chester scratches his chin in thought. “Well, the model is trained on all kinds of data, but it prioritizes highly cited academic sources and what are generally seen as reliable news outlets over some random web article or social media post. We know that. But what’s important to recognize, in this specific instance, is that for most of my life, there has been an overwhelming trend in our mainstream media and political culture to paint humanity as a scourge on the planet.”
I was already paying close attention to Chester, but now I’m more curious than ever. I really don’t know where he’s going with this.
“I’m not trying to get political here,” the Englishman continues, using that ominous phrase that often suggests the opposite. “But, well, it is what it is. In the modern world, biodiversity is the be all and end all. At the extreme end we have anti-natalists and anti-humanists who see themselves as environmentalists, but much more broadly we have a general societal context in which all learners — be they children or AI models — are essentially taught that humanity is bad for the planet. We now see ourselves as custodians of Earth where once we saw ourselves as the ultimate expression of being itself, with Earth as a vessel for our survival and development. Now, I’m not for a second suggesting that the AI would give bad advice because it’s rooting for these insectoid creatures or anything like that. What I am suggesting is that our AI systems value Earth over humanity — and however ‘intelligent’ they seem, they’re not intelligent at all. They’re spewing out answers and judgements based on biased data sets and subjective value judgements.”
Sasha tips back in her chair and places a hand on the back of her neck.
“Chester’s not completely wrong on this,” she says to the group as a whole, staring at the ceiling in thought as she talks before sitting straight again and looking his way to address him directly. “I think you might have stronger views of your own on these topics than you realize, but you might be right about the implication.”
“What is the direct implication, as you see it?” I ask. I have my own take, but it’s worth hearing Sasha’s.
“That the PhilosophAI model is not going to tell us how to do something that might harm Earth to save ourselves,” she replies.
“We’re not going to destroy Earth,” Shaun butts in.
Sasha upturns her palms. “Tomato tomahto, Shaun. You’re asking it for advice on disrupting the ozone layer, and even more dangerously the magnetosphere that stops the sun from frying us to death. It’s not going to help with that. It’s going to say it can’t be done, because the question it really hears is whether it can be safely done. That’s where the underlying liability constraints come in, like Chester mentioned. And it doesn’t fully understand urgency, so telling it the world will be destroyed if we don’t do this probably won’t help. In the AI’s ‘mind’, such as it has one, an active intervention that causes harm is not something it can readily suggest or assist with.”
“But Chester, you do think there’s a way to get it to help, right?” Shaun asks.
It’s a reasonable assumption, since Chester did bring this whole thing up, but Shaun sounds like he’s asking more in hope than expectation.
“I don’t, actually,” Chester says, puncturing that hope and surprising me to no end. “My point in all of this is that we can’t rely on the AI to help us here. You can call me crass for this comparison and you can disagree with my take, but I think it makes the point. If an American time-traveler from 1945 had access to our AI as it currently exists, that AI would warn against dropping those two bombs. More people would die and suffer due to the inaction, but the AI wouldn’t see it like that — just like some historians don’t see it like that. If a time-traveler came from a few years earlier, the AI wouldn’t have helped with how to make the bombs, either. Such a dangerous and destructive action, even contrasted to the costs of inaction, just isn’t something it would support.”
That comparison is a bit of a stretch, and I’m seeing a very utilitarian side of Chester than hasn’t come out in my presence before.
He’s normally been pretty guarded in what he says, no doubt owing to his background in PR, but here he’s taking the opposite track and laying his views on the line with some fairly extreme examples.
Shaun, for his part, is quietly but clearly disappointed that Chester has so far delivered only an explanation on why the AI can’t help us rather than a more productive solution for how it could.
“For this specific last-resort idea we’re talking about, I say forget the AI,” Chester says, getting to the real gist of it. “We cannot take its position on the viability of your idea as gospel, Shaun. It’s not smarter than you and those scientists you were talking to about this. With enough time and direct access to experienced AI system architects, or if poor Phil himself was still with us, we might be able to bypass these issues. As it is, I don’t think we can. If we ask how to do it, it’ll keep saying it can’t be done. And that’s my ultimate take: we shouldn’t ask. We have to trust ourselves. Isn’t that what you guys have always done? Bet on yourselves?”
“This feels a little different,” Sasha says, putting it mildly.
Chester shrugs. “I understand that. But I’m fully behind Shaun on the idea that all avenues are worth exploring. It also seems to me like all of your avenues are turning into dead-end streets. Has anything come of the artificial solar radiation idea? Can anything come of it? The sun doesn’t just fire heat and light and UV at us. If natural stellar energy is the key that unlocks this Orb, that’s what it’s going to need. There are still things we don’t know and can’t measure or replicate, just like people didn’t always know about UV.”
I glance at Sasha, who has no counterpoint on the tip of her tongue.
“And I gather that Simone has been gathering data for you with the idea of enriching the Orb,” Chester goes on. “But here’s my question: with what? Even if your simulations tell us it needs only a little more of the radiation the Ancients harnessed from their long-dead star to be compatible with the solar energy we can give it, then what? It might as well tell us we need unicorn hair! I’m no expert, but it sounds like Shaun’s idea is something we could feasibly pursue. The questions seem to be about safety rather than efficacy or viability. That gives it a head start on the things you’re currently holding up as our best hopes here, because those are going nowhere.”
Sasha isn’t easily offended and rarely gets personally attached to any ideas.
Both of those are very welcome traits right now, because to my mind Chester is getting a little brash in some of his comments. It’s no time for mincing words, though, and I’m sure Sasha herself would rather hear these points vociferously made than not at all.
“I haven’t heard anything from either of the teams working on those ideas,” she says. “And yes, you’re right: no news is bad news. When we need good news fast, no news undeniably is bad news. I’m willing to accept that the AI might rule this out due to the inherent danger rather than a lack of viability, and you’re more than welcome to explore ways around that so we can have an additional option to fall back on if we need to.”
“Excellent,” Chester says. His posture softens at this. I get the sense that he’s used to arguing in a way that feels almost like debating, and also that he probably doesn’t lose very often.
“Double excellent,” Shaun adds. “So, I’ll tell the team to step up their manual work and to use the regular computational simulations rather than PhilosophAI. But just for the sake of asking… Maya, what do you really think about this idea?”
All eyes turn to the brilliant robotic hummingbird, who is perched on the arm of Driver’s chair.
“The wisdom of it, or the viability and safety?” she asks.
“Viability,” Chester cuts in.
Maya floats into the air and moves away from us all before turning round, so she can easily see everyone at once. “Okay. Well, I certainly don’t think it’s very wise,” she says, opening in a way that’s both subtly amusing and yet another indicator that there is something incredibly like a personality in there.
“It’s not safe, either,” she goes on, “but it is viable. Using the Balena’s cannon and some fairly common materials your crew will almost definitely have on board, we could create a targeted disruption in Earth’s own protective atmospheric shielding. The logistics of that shouldn’t be too challenging. In twelve hours, which is how long we’re anticipating until the creatures replicate again, it could be done. The logistics of ensuring the mission is viable should be straightforward enough that most brainpower can be spent on maximizing its safety. I can’t help you with the lack of wisdom.”
That’s a very thorough answer. Shaun and Chester both look like they weren’t really expecting it. To be honest, neither was I.
Maya is very bullish about how doable this would be, all the while making no secret of the fact she doesn’t like it. That alone clearly distinguishes her from other AI systems that might just choose not to cooperate with an idea they deem reckless.
She really does act in our service, with no hint of an ego. She isn’t afraid to make points that run counter to our own, but they never get in the way of answering the specific questions we’ve asked.
“And the rest of you are all okay with this, for sure?” Shaun asks. “I can tell the guys we want them to work on an implementation plan, maybe with Maya’s help if she can give any, but I don’t want to push them further into this if one of you is going to veto it later.”
I shake my head firmly. “Shaun, no one has a veto here. We’re all doing what we can and looking for answers wherever we can find them. There are people in the facility doing tests on sludge we didn’t even know they had until Sasha told us. Sludge! We don’t like that, but we’re not going to veto it. There’s no time for cutting out any research that could help. The risk balance changed as soon as those things replicated.”
“And a few minutes ago, the time just ticked under twelve hours until we think they’ll replicate again,” Sasha sighs. She reaches down and reopens her computer. “We really are up against it, but between this and the other⁠—”
All of a sudden, Sasha stops speaking.
Far worse than that, though, is the look of horror on her face.
I don’t know what she’s just seen on her computer, but it sure as hell isn’t good.
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Driver, sitting at a more natural angle to see the computer than I am, leans in to look at the screen. And just like Sasha, she instantly looks like she’s seen a ghost.
“They… they’ve replicated again,” Driver chokes out. “All over the world, they’ve just hatched out more insectoids that have formed into more of the huge creatures. It’s happened twelve hours after last time, not twenty-four like we thought it might! Sasha, what does this mean? Are we too late?”
Sasha, our typically unflappable analyst who has a better grip of the broad context of this situation than anyone else, looks more deflated than I’ve ever seen her.
Deflated probably isn’t even a strong enough word. I think only defeated can really do justice to the sudden change in her demeanor.
“Sasha,” I say, reaching over and tapping her shoulder. “What does this mean?”
Eventually, Sasha takes a long, deep breath and gulps hard before looking my way.
“It means the old timeline is out the window,” she says. “The old deadline for how long we had left… it’s gone.”
“So are we too late?” Driver frantically repeats.
Turning to face her, Sasha sighs out three words that cut us all to the core: “I think so.”
Both the content and weakness of Sasha’s reply leave me in little doubt of how fatal she thinks this blow is to humanity’s already slim chances of survival.
It leaves me in little doubt that just like that… not with a bang, but with a whimper… we’re done.
We failed.
It’s over.
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“If their doubling time somehow halves again, just one more time, the atmosphere will be destroyed within a few hours,” Sasha says, expanding on her grim assessment that it’s quite possibly already too late. “If this pattern continues — and like I said, it only has to happen one more time — that would give us less than six hours to formulate and safely execute a plan.”
“Which is impossible,” Chester curses under his breath.
Glumly, Sasha gives a laborious nod.
I feel a crushing helplessness welling deep within me.
“So forget the ‘safely’ part,” Shaun interjects. “Guys, we have to do this. The creatures are going to kill the whole planet. If our only way to stop them is by causing some damage of our own, surely that’s better than not doing it? And we can mitigate the damage. Piercing a targeted hole, miles away from here — in goddamn Greenland — is a lot better than standing by while these creatures destroy the whole of the ozone layer. We have to do this. None of the other ideas are moving forward at all and there’s no way we could put them to work in this new timeframe, even if we knew how. This is viable. Maya, tell them. You said yourself that it’s viable. Not safe, not wise, but viable. Right? So tell us how. Tell us how you think this could be done.”
“Answer that question,” Chester butts in, imploring this of Maya before she has a chance to. “Accept what Shaun has told you about this being the only way. Show me right now that you’re different from the other AI systems. No liability, no avoidance of elective risks… just tell us how we can do it.”
Maya looks directly towards me.
“Yeah,” I say, hoping desperately that she’ll have something for us. “There’s no other way.”
At that, Maya responds. “Like I already said, it could be done,” she states, very plainly. “If your goal is to disrupt Earth’s atmospheric layers of protection, to allow unfiltered solar radiation to reach the Orb, it can be done. I said it could be done within twelve hours. Within six? Maybe. It could still be done if you immediately set all of the necessary personnel to work. There will be far less time to consider safety, but you will still have to prioritize delivering the minimal necessary level of atmospheric disruption. An explosive projectile containing the necessary gases, launched from the Balena’s cannon on the ground, could be detonated at the edge of the atmosphere. The Orb would have to be positioned at high altitude, directly in the path of the unfiltered sunlight. It could work. At a cost, it could work.”
In place of crushing helplessness, I feel my heart begin to race. I don’t know if the conflicted feeling of responsibility and urgency that replaces it is better or worse.
“The collateral damage could be localized and it could be minimal,” Maya goes on, surprising me with what sounds like an optimistic moment. “In the past, Earth has healed itself of fairly severe ozone damage caused by human actives. That is the best-case scenario. The danger is that your disruption has a cascading effect, if the intervention with which you intend to create one small hole, possibly penetrating further to other protective layers, turns into a runaway reaction that effectively destroy’s Earth’s atmosphere before the creatures have to do it themselves.”
“Like cutting off an infected foot to save the leg,” Shaun blurts out. “You might bleed out, but you’re giving yourself a chance. Guys… we have to try. Sasha, you’ve got to agree here?”
With a heavy sigh, Sasha looks upwards at the ceiling. “I don’t like it one bit, but I see literally no other way forward. Nothing like this has ever been done, so it’s not like we know the minimally effective concentrated dose of destructive gases or chemicals to blow up at the edge of the atmosphere. And with the time it would take to load them into a projectile and fire up the cannon, there’s going to be almost no time for careful calculations like that.”
“But you do think there’s time to do it?” I ask. I’m more than a little surprised at this, and the utter necessity has me equally surprised to be hoping that we can follow this crazy plan to fruition. “Not time to do it carefully, just time to do it at all?”
“Maybe,” she replies. “Obviously we’ll need to clear it with President Williams. We can’t use the cannon without his say so. He’ll have seen news of the replication coming in from all around the world and I think he’ll be with us.”
As she’s speaking, Sasha navigates to a video call window on her computer. Within seconds, President Williams appears. He’s surrounded by harried staff and colleagues, including Clarence Major.
When Williams appears, Sasha reaches out and taps my leg. It’s really more of a slap, taking no chances about getting my attention.
She clearly wants me to speak, likely because she thinks Williams will be more inclined to green-light this insane mission if he first hears it from me.
“We have one long-shot idea,” I tell him. “Unless you have some good news on any other ideas that Sasha hasn’t heard yet, it’s the only chance we have.”
“Give me a moment, please,” Williams says to the people around him, sounding flustered as he ushers everyone apart from Clarence Major out of his office.
Evidently, he knows this is going to be a controversial idea and one he might not want leaking out to the masses right away.
When Williams gives me the okay, I tell him.
As quickly as I can without leaving anything out, I tell him about the crazy idea Shaun has come up with and the equally crazy fact that the rest of us are reluctantly on board.
Neither he nor Major say anything at first.
I’ve known both of these powerful men for several years, but I’ve never seen either of them like this. They look as desperate and harrowed as I feel. But with Driver in the picture on one side of me and Shaun and Sasha on the other, they know this message isn’t coming lightly.
The two sides of this call pretty much account for the inner circle of ERF decision-making back when we were fighting Ignacio Zola rather than these replicating hordes of alien monsters.
The decision we’re working towards right now is without question the most consequential anyone has ever made, and the ball is ultimately in Williams’ court.
Sasha adds a few details I’ve missed, and within little more than a minute Williams has heard everything we have to say.
“You’re telling me this can be done in six hours?” the well-respected politician turned ERF leader asks. And while it has come in the form of a question, that response might as well be a yes. Williams isn’t one to seek details when he opposes a general idea, let alone when time is as tight as it is right now.
“Hopefully,” Sasha comes in. “We would need the Atmospheric Science team working with our chemists and defense teams to put together the right payload as fast as possible. The payload needs to be sufficient to increase the solar energy reaching us to the level that reached the Orb on Eden. We have that data from the Vita. No lower amount will guarantee a successful Orb activation, and that’s what we need. We also need the cannon to be ready, so you’ll have to get that team operational as soon as possible.”
“And don’t worry about the Orb,” Driver chimes in. “I’ll get that to the right place at the right time, one way or another. If you can get everything in motion for the cannon and the missile, we’ll take care of the Orb. We’ll figure out the coordination, but it sounds like you really need to get all those teams on this so the payload is ready.”
Keeping her eyes locked on President Williams, Sasha nods in support of Driver’s points. “Exactly. So… are you in?”
Not for the first time, my swirling mind is amazed by how quickly things have moved.
Crazy things never happen slowly. I’ve learned that time and time again in recent years, and the axiom is proving true all over again.
From our in-group debate of the viability and sanity of this idea, we’re now wrapping up the external approval we need.
Firing an explosive missile at the edge of our own atmosphere, basically laced with a frightening concentration the same kind of CFC-like chemicals or gases the creatures are emitting, is something so crazy that no one would have ever considered it unless the situation was so grave.
Our grave situation just got a whole lot worse, thanks to the creatures’ accelerated replication, and that has moved us from consideration to implementation in almost no time.
If that doesn’t highlight just how desperate we are, I don’t know what could.
“I’m in,” Clarence Major says, replying first even though the question was intended for Williams.
I’m glad to hear this. Because while Major isn’t the final decision-maker, I’ve seen first-hand how obstructive he can be.
Granted, that was a long time ago… but since disagreement from him could have thrown a real wrench in the works of an already hugely time-sensitive mission, I really am delighted that he’s on-side. That saves us a world of potential complications.
“I am, too,” Williams decides, through evident hesitation. “We’re in. I’ll inform the leaders of the teams you mentioned that this work is authorized from the top. But Sasha, there is a but…”
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There’s always a but… and we’re listening.
“I don’t want you to talk to anyone about this until I have isolated the teams in question,” Williams goes on. “This is not a moment for broader transparency. If we publicize this plan widely, someone will try to stop it. I believe many will try to stop it. We are not taking this decision lightly. We are not taking this risk lightly. But there will be many who do not think we should be taking it at all. This decision is on me, so I want none of you to feel any guilt over keeping it quiet.”
“Understood,” Sasha replies.
“Ray? Driver?” Williams pushes, with extra emphasis on her name.
There was a time when we would have argued that it’s unfair and immoral to keep secrets from people whose lives depend on a mission. But believe me, those days have gone.
Phil O’Connor paid with his life and my family almost paid with theirs when people who opposed our gate-activation mission tried to stop us. Driver and I almost died in the Colorado bunker when Elana Hart did the same.
Some people’s minds just refuse to see the inevitability of disasters that will occur due to inaction. Those kinds of people simply won’t be able to accept that Earth’s atmosphere will be destroyed in a matter of hours if we don’t make this risky intervention, which means there’s no way they would accept the intervention itself.
They would see our action as something putting them in danger, rather than our only way of getting them out of it.
I feel no guilt over this decision, and I wouldn’t even if we were the ones taking it. I appreciate that Williams is taking it on his own shoulders, though. Like so much else, this is indicative of the kind of leader he is.
“So you’ll put the teams in lockdown?” Sasha asks. “How will that work when they have to communicate with each other?”
“We have contingency systems,” he replies. “They will be able to communicate securely. I’ll clear all uninvolved researchers from the areas where the work will be conducted. We are very clearly in an emergency situation, so extreme measures aren’t going to come as a surprise to anyone. I will tell the general population that we are going to fire artificial solar radiation towards the Orb, to amplify the natural sunlight. That way, we are only hiding the details of what is actually going into the cannon. Their loading procedures and everything else won’t raise any suspicions.”
He’s a quick thinker, for sure, and I agree with his plan.
“So we’re telling no one the full plan?” Sasha asks.
Williams nods. “Precisely. Only the teams I mentioned who will be working on the mission. I will keep the details from everyone else. The Senior Coordinators of our bunkers, Victor Blanche in the GRC, everyone apart from the few who truly have to know. It’s in everyone’s best interests. Sasha, I’ll give you a list of the team leaders and send you an invite to the secure communications server once I’ve isolated and informed the teams. And Shaun… excellent work coming up with this. I’ll be in touch with you all soon. In the meantime, you should all start planning and coordinating how you’re going to do this once the cannon is loaded.”
“Good luck on that side of things, friends,” Clarence Major adds. “Godspeed.”
When the call ends, it’s impossible to describe the atmosphere in the Security Center.
I’ve never felt such tension. We’ve gotten what we wanted from the call, and now reality is sinking in.
“This is actually happening…” Shaun says, perhaps feeling this all even more acutely than the rest of us since the initial idea was his.
Without replying to that, Driver turns to the room’s main control console and holds a button to activate the microphone.
“Simone,” she says, addressing her via the lab’s speakers. “There’s been a change of plan.”
Simone, Clyde and Santino all step away from the computer they’re crowded around and look up.
None of them yet know that the creatures have replicated again, doubling their number all across Earth, let alone that we’ve just reached a momentous decision about how to react.
“Stop all the tests and stabilize the reaction chamber,” Driver tells them, her tone appropriately conveying the urgency of our situation. “We need the Orb.”
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Simone and the others return from her lab in no time. It took her only a few moments to stop all testing, and the trio are understandably intrigued by what’s going on.
Their expressions vary as they enter the Security Center, with Simone looking most hopeful that we might have good news while Santino and Clyde appear more resigned to the opposite expectation.
Sasha fills them in very quickly.
Needless to say, Simone’s expression falls very quickly. News of the creatures’ unexpectedly early replication would have that effect on anyone, but the double-whammy of also learning that a massively risky mission to disturb Earth’s atmosphere is already underway takes things to another level.
“Were there any other changes?” Santino asks. “When the creatures replicated, did it happen like last time with insectoids hatching straight out? Or has there been any more sludge?”
My eyes widen.
Sludge…
Shit.
“We need an update from the scientists doing tests on sludge in the GRC,” I blurt out. “Sasha, we need to know if anything has changed.”
Frantically, and understanding precisely what I’m concerned about, Sasha quickly checks on their computer for an update.
She types several commands and is quickly in a chat window. She types again and gets a rapid reply from whoever is in charge of the sludge research.
“All clear,” she sighs in relief. “Nothing changed. I guess nothing changed during the first replication, either, but it was worth making sure. And Santino, to get back to your point… no. There has been no more sludge anywhere. The creatures did hatch out insectoids like last time, and the insectoids quickly assembled into the hardened final-form creatures. All over the world, just like last time.”
With that settled, the conversation moves on.
While Simone raises several specific and valid questions about the plan, Driver stands up and calls Clyde and I slightly away from the others. “We need to talk coordination,” she tells us.
Understandably, Clyde’s face is pale as the news continues to settle in his mind.
It must be even harder for him to get his head around this than it was for me, I figure. After all, I heard the idea from Shaun before the developing situation forced us to put it into action.
I had a chance to ask questions and hear input from everyone else, including the hyper-logical Maya. We had more or less decided that the plan could be viable before it became urgently necessary, so there wasn’t one single deluge of Earth-shattering information like Clyde is having to contend with.
Earth-shattering…
Bearing in mind what we’re setting out to do here, that’s probably not the best turn of phrase.
“Clyde,” Driver says, lightly and quickly clapping her hands in front of his face to get his full attention.
He blinks a few times, as if coming back to us from deep in the recesses of his own mind. “Coordination,” he says, gulping hard. “Of what?”
“How we’re going to do this,” she replies. “My thinking is that we’ll fly the Orb to the chosen location, ideally as far from here as the cannon’s angular range and the sun’s position will allow. I’ll be flying. Clyde, you’ll release a drone holding the Orb and pilot it to the exact spot where we need it to be. It’ll be a drone like we used on Eden, before it died in the clouds and Laika had to take over. The Orb will be held in the arm, exposed to the open air. I’ll hold our position clear of the disruption. You just need a steady hand.”
Clyde already looked worried, but the pressure of the key role Driver wants him to play has amplified that to no end.
“You just have to pilot a drone,” Driver says, evidently not understanding his hesitation. “You’re not even flying. I can bring in someone else if you can’t do it, but I’d trust you more than anyone else to work alongside me in a high-pressure environment. Well, obviously there’s Ray… but I need him on the ground.”
I feel my eyebrows narrow in confusion at that.
Driver and I do make an excellent team, and I’ve been her wingman more than once to fire or engage something while she does the flying. I understand why she’s implying that she’d trust me most of all when her back is against the wall.
I would also understand if she had said she doesn’t want me to leave the ground unnecessarily when my family is here, because that’s the kind of thing she’d empathically bear in mind.
What I don’t understand is why she’s saying she needs me on the ground.
“Ray, I need you to make sure the cannon fires when it’s supposed to,” she explains. “Things can happen that we don’t expect. Even when we’re keeping this on the down-low, things could go wrong. I need to know there’s someone on the ground who will do whatever it takes to fire that damn cannon. We’ll have a set activation time and we’ll be in radio contact. But once we start, there’s no stopping. Whatever happens, I’ll die to make sure the Orb is in the right place at the right time.”
“Don’t say that,” I tell her. “No one is dying.”
She exhales deeply. “I’m just saying: I understand the risk I’m taking, and I’m taking it willingly. What I’m not doing is taking that risk for nothing. If there are communication problems or anything like that from the atmospheric changes that are already happening up there and we can’t hear each other, you have to trust that I’ll have the Orb in the right place. Just like I have to trust that you’ll make sure the cannon fires. We won’t be side by side, but we’ll be counting on each other, Ray. You take Earth, I’ll take space… just like we always said. I’ll be way up there, whatever altitude they tell me to reach, and you’re the only person I can trust to do the other part down here. Are you with me?”
“All the way,” I reply without any hesitation. “I’ll do my part.”
From the moment I met her, Driver’s trust issues were obvious. They made sense when I found out she’d been left behind by her so-called friends and locked up for the privilege.
Even now, I know she doesn’t trust easily. But she trusts me, and I take that very seriously.
To tell the truth, there’s no one else I would trust to go through with the risk Driver is taking. Her part is far more challenging than mine.
It speaks well of Clyde that he hasn’t backed out of his part, but there’s a world of difference between being a passenger in a dangerous flight and being the person making the ongoing decision to fly directly into danger.
That’s what Driver will be doing when she reaches her target point to release the Orb. She’s done similar in flying into the center of the alien gateways, especially on the first occasion when we had no idea what would happen when we reached it.
I can count on her and she can count on me.
“Clyde?” she asks, turning back to her would-be wingman.
“I’m in,” he says, firmly enough for me to know he really means it.
Clyde is one hell of a brave guy in his own right, having flown down from space to carry me back up to our mission on the lunar colony, when no one else would come near me due to their belief that I was a biohazard.
He’s also driven by an emotionally powerful story of having lost his family in Zola’s demonic attacks. Now, Clyde lives and acts to ensure no one else has to suffer what he did.
Aside from Driver — or really, alongside Driver — there’s no one else I’d rather be counting on more than Clyde.
Driver holds out her hand, palm down, encouraging us to place ours on top.
I put mine on hers, and Clyde adds his on top.
“Whatever it takes,” Driver says.
Clyde and I share a glance, then both repeat the longtime mantra that counts more now than ever:
“Whatever it takes.”
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It’s always the same: when you want time to pass quickly, it takes forever.
And when you want time to slow down, it races away like a greyhound.
Up against an incredibly tight deadline, it’s thus no surprise that I feel like our clocks are all on fast-forward.
Together, we’re closely following developments from the Balena. And before I know it, an hour has passed.
Sasha has been able to communicate with the core teams working on the payload and preparing the projectile for a while now. Throughout we’ve been glued to their updates.
Nothing about this is easy. That goes without saying. But the word so far is that every individual piece of this puzzle is moving along as smoothly as we could have hoped.
There aren’t all that many people directly involved in this mission. Those who are, without exception, are leaders in their fields.
Each of them understands the urgency of what we’re working on and there have been no naysayers. Even though they are essentially locked in an area of the Balena that has been otherwise cleared of non-essential personnel, they’re fully on-board.
Some of these experts have also stressed the importance of precise timing on our side of the mission. We already knew how important precise positioning would be for Driver and Clyde, but it sounds like the timing is almost as key.
The payload is going to massively disrupt the Earth’s protective ozone. But we’ve been told that if everything goes to plan, the effect will be greatest immediately after the detonation. It will also fade fairly quickly, making the timing crucial.
We could increase the duration for which the solar radiation reaching the Orb would be enhanced, but doing so would require detonating a greater payload for a greater level of atmospheric disruption.
The kind of disruption we’re talking about isn’t some academic or abstract concern, either. The stronger the effect, the greater the chances of some catastrophic collateral damage.
We’re playing with fire, and no one knows that better than me.
It’s a real balancing act between ensuring we cause enough disruption — and for a sufficient window for Driver and Clyde to have the Orb in place — and ensuring we don’t cause too much. There is no guidebook for this, either. We’re relying on a combination of hard science and human judgement.
My troubled mind doesn’t have a perfect metaphor on hand. But I guess on some level, it’s kind of like applying a general anesthetic. If the dose is too low, the patient wakes up and you’re in all kinds of trouble. If it’s too high, they’re flat-out dead.
This is no time to err on the side of caution. With the potentially cataclysmic cost of overdoing the payload being so high, though, it’s also no time for wanton recklessness.
Driver has assured everyone the agreed upon target time period of maximum disruption is “comfortably” long enough. She has never let me down so far, and I’m willing to take her at her word.
But although we would prefer not to think about them, we can’t shy away from the two possibilities of how things might not go to plan. Aside from the flying, not everything is in Driver’s hands.
One possibility is that the ozone isn’t disrupted at all, in which case the Orb almost certainly won’t activate. After all, Earth’s protective atmosphere means that less solar radiation reaches us than it does on Bayzen, where the Ancients warned the Orb wouldn’t work.
The other possibility is that the disruption does indeed have a greater effect than we intend or foresee. At worst, that could involve the catastrophic and cascading destruction of the ozone layer.
If that were to come to pass, we could face an ironic situation that while the Orb cleanses Earth of the alien menace we’re fighting, the same root action also renders the planet just as uninhabitable as it would soon become if the Orb didn’t work at all.
The most important thing we’ve been told by our colleagues on the Balena is exactly how long it will take for the cannon’s payload to reach its chosen detonation point.
The answer is not very long, but still enough for us to have to factor it into our timing how long after I fire the cannon Driver should get the Orb in place. Details matter, and we’re on top of them.
With all this going on, an hour quickly turns to two.
The biggest decision I still have to make is what exactly I’m going to tell Eva.
It should go without saying that I don’t like lying to her. In case it doesn’t: I don’t like lying to her.
I’m not worried that she’ll blab to anyone else about the full extent and dangerous nature of our mission, in the unlikely event she’s going to encounter anyone who doesn’t know. But what I don’t want to do is pointlessly burden her with extra worries in what is already a hellishly challenging time.
I’ve glanced at the live camera feed from Orbital Brews more than a few times, and Eva looks relatively calm in there with the kids, Loobnar and Laika.
Joe has been playing all kinds of games, some by himself and some with little Scarlet and Laika, while Loobnar has taken the opportunity to rest.
Even now, a few hours after the event, none of them know that the creatures have replicated again.
If they did know, they wouldn’t look as relaxed as they do. I’m going to have to break this fragile calm soon, since I’ll be leaving for the Balena and they’ll at least have to know of our plan to fire something from the cannon.
Whether or not I share any more than that, which is the upper limit of what almost everyone else knows, is going to depend more on the gut feeling I get when I see Eva up close than on any deeper logic. I’ll adapt to what’s in front of me. That seems like the best move.
When two hours turns to three and our teams of hardworking geniuses on the Balena confirm that they’ve prepared what they believe to be an optimal payload, there is no more time to wait.
The time has come for us to get ready to leave the Vita.
“What are you going to tell her?” Driver asks as I motion to head for Orbital Brews. That’s where I’ll gather my family for an essential transfer to the Balena and its all-important cannon.
I hesitate. “Probably everything,” I say, surprising myself by deciding this. “I would want her to tell me.”
Driver nods. “Do you want me to come?”
“Yeah,” I say. There’s no hesitation on that one.
This isn’t going to be an easy conversation.
Learning first-hand that Driver is willing to fly into the face of danger for this mission might help Eva to understand its necessity and the faith we have that it will go well.
It might not help, of course, but it certainly won’t hurt…
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Maya comes along with us to Orbital Brews, to aid in any translations we might need to communicate details to Loobnar that would be beyond Laika’s more limited but still-impressive abilities.
Since our mission preparation began, Maya has proven herself as useful as ever. She has most certainly won Chester around in showing that she is far more intelligent that any Earth-based AI systems, and her rapid powers of calculation have assisted in double-checking some specific points from the Balena’s mission team.
She was never a fan of this idea, but she has thrown herself firmly behind it since it became clear we had no choice but to move ahead.
As we enter the hallway, Driver and I get our first alone time — Maya excepted — since this whole thing accelerated.
Driver spent a good portion of the past few hours with Chester, whose earlier insistence in the value of human thought over AI-based advice played a big part in softening the group’s collective mind ahead of the huge decision we ended up having to make.
Chester is a positive presence. I can’t always put my finger on why, but he’s a good person to have around.
He makes Driver happy, which is one thing I’m always glad for. But more importantly for the group as a whole, I think his personality acts as a good counter-balance to the more academic thinking that otherwise dominates. Chester doesn’t mince his words and isn’t afraid to speak against the grain, either, which is never a bad thing when the stakes are as high as they are here.
Even in the past few hours, he has asked Sasha to challenge and clarify certain points from the Balena’s experts that are miles outside of his own intellectual wheelhouse. He’s certainly not as ‘book smart’ as the likes of Sasha, Santino or Shaun, but he has a strong intuition.
“I was worried about Clyde,” Driver says as we walk. “You know, at first. He’s good now. Don’t you think?”
I stop.
“What?” she asks.
“You tell me what,” I reply. “Driver, if you have to ask me about Clyde, we have a problem. His head needs to be clear. He needs to be in this. All in. You know him better than I do and you’re the one who’ll be up there with him. What do you think?”
“He’s good,” Driver says, upturning her palms in what seems like frustration. “I was just asking if you thought he was hesitant at first, too. He’s okay now.”
I nod in understanding and resume walking. “Okay. Yeah, sure. He was definitely worried. I thought you were having doubts about him now. He needs to be just as clear-headed and steady-handed as you and me.”
We walk the rest of the way in silence. It’s not far to Orbital Brews, and Laika hears us coming before we get there. I know this because he meets us in the doorway.
“Ray Ray and Luna!” the little guy excitedly squawks.
I’m glad he’s so upbeat, but that only underlines how tough this could be.
Joe runs over to greet me, immediately gushing about how much fun he’s had with Loobnar and the table-top games. Once he’s breathlessly told me all of that, he asks with hopeful eyes if we have any news about being able to use the Orb.
“Come and sit down,” I tell him, leading him to the booth where Eva and Scarlet have just finished eating what looks like macaroni and cheese. Loobnar is in the next booth, leaning back with his eyes closed.
It strikes me now that I’ve never seen him asleep before. If there’s anything strange about the sight, it’s only how unusually human he looks.
I mean, there are more than enough differences to make that description seem pretty crazy on the face of it, but his resting posture is familiar and his eyes, when open, are one of the most strikingly alien things about him.
I don’t see any need to wake him up. Maya can tell him we’re going to move over to the Balena once I’ve told my family.
If anything, this is a good thing. Anything that makes what’s going to be a difficult conversation more simple is fine with me.
As soon as I sit down, Eva knows.
I know her looks and she knows mine. Even before I speak, she knows I’m not bringing good news.
“We’re in the final stages of a plan to engage the Orb,” I say. Because why not start with the positive? “We’re going to have to move across the Balena, because its cannon is going to help us increase the solar energy that reaches the Orb. Driver will be flying it into position and I’ll be activating the cannon.”
“How can the cannon do that?” Joe asks. “Do you mean artificial sunlight, like some people were talking about inside the bunker? Can we actually do that?”
I hesitate, then stick with my gut decision to be honest. “No… we can’t. But what we can do is let some extra solar energy down from space by piercing a little hole in the protective ozone layer that usually blocks most of it.”
As I hear myself say this, it doesn’t sound so bad. I guess I’m downplaying the extent and danger of our intervention more than slightly by talking about ‘a little hole’, but there’s no sense in scaring everyone more than I have to.
“And they have to do this before the creatures replicate again?” Eva asks.
“Definitely,” I say. “Especially since they’ve already replicated again since you last heard anything. It happened at twelve hours instead of twenty-four, so we’re preparing to act within six hours of the last replication. Partly in case the replication time halves again, but partly because the new number of those things all around the world is degrading the atmosphere very quickly. That’s why it’s such good news the people on the Balena are ready for us to take care of things.”
“Maya think Ray Ray has good idea?” Laika squawks.
“The plan can work,” his robotic hummingbird friend replies, very diplomatically. I know Maya is behind us, but her risk aversion calculations do seem to weigh active risk more heavily than passive risk.
She doesn’t think this is a good idea, but she doesn’t have to. She has helped us as much as she could, and that’s what counts.
“And we’re all going?” Eva asks. “The kids are quite comfortable here, if that’s an option we have.”
“I don’t want to leave you again,” I say.
I see Eva’s lips tighten in her first visible expression of emotion since I sat down. She has one hell of a poker face, particularly when she’s trying to put one on for the kids’ benefit, but this gets her.
Eva understands the core issue here just as well as I do. She knows that we’re pursuing the only course of action available to us. She knows we’re doing this not because we want to, but because we have to.
I can understand why she might not have seen a need to disrupt the kids once again, but she’s clearly coming around after my honest and blunt statement.
She nods quickly, just a single simple gesture. “Okay. We’ll come with you.”
“I love the Balena!” Joe blurts out, standing up first. He doesn’t have much of a poker face, so I know he really is okay with all this. I think this speaks to the trust he has in us, and maybe even the trust he has in science.
He knows how smart everyone on the Balena is, and he especially knows how smart some of our group is. Our seal of approval for the plan is good enough for him.
Little Scarlet has barely said a word since our reunion earlier in the day, and she’s just as quiet now. All the strange places and frightened faces must be so hard for her little mind to deal with. I want nothing more than for the world to go back to normal, giving her a chance of a normal and happy childhood that first the Anomaly and now these godforsaken alien creatures have threatened to take from her.
As Eva stands up on the other side of the booth, Scarlet squeezes out and steps towards me.
“Don’t leave again, Daddy,” she pleads, wrapping her little arms around me.
I glance at Eva, who is really working overtime to hide her emotions now, then reach down to pick up our innocent little girl.
“I won’t, darling,” I promise. “Daddy’s not going anywhere.”
All along, that’s what this has always been about: keeping the world safe for my family and being at their side.
That’s all I’ve ever wanted, for myself and for them.
And now that we have an opportunity to ensure a safe future together, I’m absolutely determined to do my part in delivering it.
Driver will get the Orb where it needs to be, and I’ll make sure the cannon fires.
No matter what.
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As Scarlet hugs my leg, I can’t help but reflect on just how damn glad I am that Driver wants me on the ground rather than at her side, and that Clyde is willing to go along for the ride.
When Laika wakes Loobnar, Maya flutters over to tell our alien friend only that it’s now time for everyone here to rejoin the rest of the group. I guess she’s awaiting explicit instructions on what else to tell him.
Loobnar rubs his eyes and stretches his legs, with that eye-rubbing gesture again looking fairly human even though it involves his odd multi-jointed arms.
I carry Scarlet all the way to the Security Center. She leans in tight and snuggles into my neck.
This is how she usually is at home, but it’s a very welcome contrast to the borderline coldness she’s shown since arriving on the Vita.
I can’t imagine how hard it’s been for her with me leaving again, especially when my last departure was basically an abduction from our doorstep which left no chance of even an abrupt goodbye.
As soon as we reach the Security Center, Santino surprises me with an announcement.
“Simone and I are going to stay here,” he states. “The Vita should not be empty, Ray. We will stay, in case of any unexpected eventualities, just like Doug stayed behind on the Moon.”
“It’s not the same,” I tell him. “You really don’t have to do that, Santino.”
Still, he doesn’t budge. “We want to, Ray,” he insists. “We want to help in some way, even just as two more pairs of eyes looking in different directions. Our minds are made up.”
I turn to Sasha, who only shrugs. “They’re dead set on it,” she says. “Simone is bringing the Orb now. And hey, since they’re staying, maybe you should ask the alien if he wants to hang back, too. It might be a lot for him to see so many people. And, uh, it might be a lot for the people, too.”
Oh yeah.
It’s easy to forget, with how accustomed our core group has gotten to being around Porro and Loobnar, that most people are entirely not used to being in the same room as an alien.
It’s also easy to forget that Shaun, Sasha and Chester haven’t even seen my family since getting here from the Balena, let alone Loobnar.
“Hey there, kiddo,” Chester says to Joe, who immediately rushes over to see him.
They didn’t spend much time together during my family’s previous visit to the Vita, but Chester’s work in the school for researchers’ children reflects how good he is with kids. It might actually be the other way round, with that work being why he was so able to quickly bond with Joe, but that doesn’t really matter.
“Daddy, it’s Chester,” Scarlet says, pointing over and surprising me by remembering him, too. I let her down to go and say hello.
“Ray…” Sasha says, regaining my attention. “Do you want to ask him?”
“Oh, yeah,” I say. I ask Maya to see if Loobnar would want to stay here, since I do think it might be for the best if he does.
Laika is most certainly coming with us and I want Maya there to oversee everything, too, so she’s asking this question with the caveat that it would mean Loobnar won’t be able to communicate directly with Simone and Santino.
To my mild surprise, the alien is entirely and decisively okay with this.
Sasha reacts to his dissonant vocalizations like a cat reacting to a fallen branch, startled into wide-eyed shock by something that’s a lot more impactful in the flesh than via video link.
“I will rest here,” the helpful alien states. “If I can help in any other way, I will do so. If not, I will rest.”
This has to be a lot for him, too, I figure. Loobnar definitely hasn’t been himself since the whole almost-drowning incident on Bayzen, and I’m beyond grateful for the priceless help he’s already provided in leading us to Eden’s tomb and ultimately allowing us to translate the message the Ancients left behind.
Without that, we wouldn’t have known the Orb won’t work here on Earth without an intervention to increase the solar energy that reaches it. We would have been fighting blind.
Given the urgency and gravity of our situation, it’s no exaggeration to say that our cooperation with this morally complicated alien — who we initially hated for his actions on Eden — might yet save the whole world.
A few moments later, I hear footsteps approaching the doorway and turn to see Simone.
In her hands, she holds a clear box containing the Orb that is now, without question, the most important object in the universe.
She steps forward and hands it to me.
“I’m staying here with Santino,” she says. “Did he explain?”
“And Loobnar,” I nod, although my focus is almost entirely on the Orb.
I haven’t seen it since Eden. Looking at the marvelous sphere brings back memories of the first time I touched it, when it delivered echoes of the past and explained so much of what is going on with the creatures.
Laika gazes up at it, no doubt recalling the moment when he bravely and tellingly activated it to cleanse Eden. We’re hoping for a similarly decisive result here, and there’s no time like the present to get on with it.
“Thanks for everything you’ve done,” I say to Simone. “None of it was in vain. The radiation you detected all fed into the simulations and helped the team who designed the payload. And Santino, everything you did to help with the translations has paid off big time. If that was all you’d done, it would be more than anyone could have ever expected. But we both know it’s not, so thanks for all the rest, too. We’ll see you both in a few hours when the world is a much safer place.”
If I wasn’t holding the Orb, I know for a fact that Santino would hug me. I can see it on his face.
“Whatever happens, I will never forget that you saved me,” he says, referencing our liberation of the Valerio Institute in which Ignacio Zola had essentially imprisoned Santino and far too many other innocent boys with unique minds.
“Best thing we ever did, buddy,” Driver interjects, stepping forward to embrace the young man in my place. “Seriously.”
Last of all, I turn to Loobnar. “You’ve given us a chance,” I tell him, pausing for Maya to translate. “When this is done, we’ll get you back to Eden along with everyone on Bayzen. We haven’t forgotten about them. You’re all making it home.”
“You are a good man,” his alien reply appears in my lenses, automatically translated as soon as he says it. “Good luck.”
And at that, it really is go time.
“What did he say?” Joe asks as we all head for the vehicle bay.
“Porro friend say Ray Ray good man,” Laika explains. “Say good luck to Ray Ray.”
Leaving only Simone, Santino and Loobnar, the rest of us pile into the large rover that came our way from the Balena earlier in the day.
I take immense care with the Orb, treating it like the priceless object it is.
With Driver behind the wheel, we set off for the Balena as soon as the vehicle bay’s lift lowers us to the snowy ground.
In all honesty I’d almost forgotten just how white it is out here.
Even from right below the Vita, where we emerge, the Balena looms large in its landing spot. I see its huge cannon, the angled base of which has been positioned on the ground since the colossal craft is in its parked configuration.
I’d barely be exaggerating, if at all, to say that the cannon is big enough to throw redwoods like darts.
Without this kind of firepower, we would have no chance. Just like Loobnar’s intervention to lead us to Eden’s tomb and come with us to Bayzen, President Williams’ decision to bring the Balena down to Earth is giving us a chance.
Unlike my desperate fight for survival on the Beacon, this equally desperate fight for survival is no one-man show.
Against a threat no one could have ever imagined, I have a team as good as any a man could ever wish for.
That huge cannon offers our only route out of this mess and our only ticket towards a better future, while the woman currently driving this rover is the only person who can make sure we get there.
All I have to do is press a button.
Let’s just hope that’s as simple as it sounds…
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Relentlessly, time marches on. The sand drops steadily through the hourglass, counting down to our date with destiny.
Our drive to the Balena is short and easy, culminating at an entry ramp that leads us into an area of the craft that has been cleared for the core team. This is very near the base of the cannon, granting us incredible views as we draw towards and ultimately up the ramp.
Driver stops the rover at the top of the ramp, not even continuing into the arrival bay. The door we’ll walk through is to the right, not up ahead, and she clearly doesn’t want us to have to add even a single unnecessary step to our journey.
Inside, only two people are waiting to greet us: President Williams and Clarence Major.
The payload has been secured into a large projectile missile, one of many created for countless eventualities that no one ever could have imagined would include something like this. That huge missile has been loaded into the cannon, which is ready when we are.
Sasha has already relayed to us that the payload will automatically detonate when it reaches its target altitude.
Driver will be waiting nearby, lower and only slightly out of the blast’s range, so that Clyde can rapidly pilot a drone into the path of the intensified sunlight. Timing is everything, for reasons that have already been firmly impressed upon us, and there is very little left to do but move forward.
“Ready?” President Williams says, asking Driver rather than me.
“Always,” she replies. “Is the Hawk?”
Williams confirms that Driver’s agile aircraft is indeed ready and waiting, already outside having been positioned beyond another of this enormous spacecraft’s exit hatches.
The drone that Clyde will be operating is also pre-loaded, with a backup control device in case there is any unforeseen issue with the first.
“We’re fully locked down, Barclay,” Major tells me. “Nothing and no one can get in the way of this mission. I’ll lead you to the Defense Office, where the cannon’s controls are located. Driver will need the Orb, of course. I understand the two of you are crystal clear on the timings?”
I nod as I pass her the Orb, still in its transparent box.
“We’re taking no chances,” Driver says to Major, effectively her former boss and someone whose stature she’s always respected even when they haven’t seen eye to eye. “I’ve given Ray a watch synced to mine. We’re counting down, not up. I know exactly how long it’ll take the payload to reach its detonation altitude and that’s factored in to our plan. Clyde is my second pair of eyes. He has a watch, too. We’ll be in radio contact with the ground, but we’re not counting on it. We go when we go. The plan is set.”
“Exactly,” I echo.
With the teams here having done so much work, there’s really not a lot for us to do other than get started.
“Then I guess this is it,” Driver says, turning back to me. “One more time, cowboy. Don’t you think it’s kind of funny how it always ends with us blowing something up? Even this, after all the exploring alien planets and studying alien orbs, at the end of it all we’re firing something out of a cannon.”
There’s a broad grin on her face as she says all this. I know she has to be more nervous than anyone, but one of her strengths is that she’s always able to fight through that.
“I’ve been thinking the same thing,” I reply with a smile of my own. “I guess the big difference this time is that we’re trusting someone else’s recipe, huh? There’s no theocite or BioZol in that cannon.”
“The best of the best have developed that payload,” Major butts in to reassure us, missing an element of humor as he always does. “The best of the best have also aimed the cannon and set the projectile’s detonation altitude. You can count on that. If your timing is all set, this is all go. It’s risky, but we’ve prepared well.”
He’s right about that, on both fronts. The preparations have actually gone more smoothly than I would have expected, but the risky part is yet to come.
“We’ll talk when I’m in the Hawk and set the timers before I take off,” Driver says, motioning to head away with Clyde. “Just remember: no matter what, push the button. I’ll do my part, Ray. We rely on each other.”
Those final five words, so plainly delivered, really hit home. Coming from Driver of all people, they really hit home.
Now more than ever… we rely on each other.
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We rely on each other.
Nothing truer has ever been said, and there is nothing more important to remember as our mission to save Earth enters its final and most important phase.
“You can trust me,” I reply to Driver. A few years ago, these words would have bounced off her like rain off glass.
But now? Now they get through.
I say a warm and thankful goodbye to Clyde before the two of them set off. Chester gives Driver a kiss on the top of the head and wishes her the best of luck, taking great care not to knock into the all-important Orb she’s holding.
Our two pilots then set off to their waiting plane. Driver knows the Balena like the back of her hand having lived on-board for so long, so she clearly knows where she’s going.
I, meanwhile, am reliant on Major for directions to the room he’s called the Defense Office.
Williams is standing with my family and the others, away from Major, in a way that indicates he’ll be taking them somewhere else.
Knowing Driver is on the way to her plane, the so-called Hawk, I want to make sure I’m in front of the cannon controls and able to check them out before we start our timers. After that, like she said, there is no going back.
This means it has to be a quick parting with my family, but that’s probably for the best. I don’t want Scarlet in particular to feel like this is a longterm goodbye, of the kind I promised her there would be no more.
“Daddy is just going to help his friend push the button so Driver can fix the air and stop the creatures, okay?” I tell her. “Just through this door. I won’t be in there for long, and when I come out everything is going to be okay again. Does that sound good?”
At first, she doesn’t say anything. After a second, though, she looks down at Laika as he stands next to me. “Laika, Daddy looks scared. Stay with him.”
Wow.
The only person who looks as shocked as I feel is Eva, because we both know how attached Scarlet is to Laika and how reluctant she always is to be away from him.
I guess I really do look scared, but equally I guess Scarlet really does believe I won’t be gone for long. Of the latter point, I’m very thankful. Of the former, I’m unsurprised.
I am scared. I’m scared of the countless ways this could go wrong, and I’m scared of the danger Driver and Clyde might be in even if it goes right for the rest of us.
“Thank you,” I say to Scarlet.
And the truth is, I do want Laika with me. He’s a calming presence and something of a lucky charm, as well as having a keener eye than any of the rest of us. Along with Driver, he’s the one teammate I’d always want to ride with into battle.
“Maya come, too,” Laika suggests, very wisely. I was going to ask her, anyway, and she floats right over.
President Williams hasn’t even asked where Simone, Santino and Loobnar are, either too preoccupied by the mission to have noticed they stayed behind or maybe having not expected them to come.
He doesn’t seem surprised that my family did come, along with the returning trio of Chester, Sasha and Shaun, but either way he is now ready to take them to a more comfortable waiting area than this entrance hallway.
“Knock ’em dead,” Eva tells me with the bravest face she can muster.
“That’s the idea,” I reply playfully. “Oh and Joe, the light is going to be really bright when the Orb activates, so you might not want to look out of the window.”
“Aww, man,” he huffs, exactly as I wanted him to.
This is a little trick I learned from Eva, an internationally published expert in child psychology, to introduce a small disappointment to take away from a larger negative emotion. Because as excited as Joe might be to be on the Balena, he’s as human as the rest of us and is bound to get anxious once Driver takes off.
Joe is smart enough to understand most of what’s going on, even though we’ve tried to protect him from the worst of it, and his mild annoyance about this fairly unimportant window issue is a good way to dilute his worries.
Eva, now holding Scarlet, sends me a knowing wink before turning away. She gets it.
Shaun and Sasha say their goodbyes, both having played very different but very complementary roles in getting us this far as they often have in the past.
“Good luck, my friend,” Chester adds.
“It’s going to work,” I promise him, “and you’ll get back to your family in no time. No more worries about money, either. It’s all going to be okay.”
He thanks me for saying that and then disappears through the door before President Williams silently nods my way and follows them all through it.
This leaves just me and Major, plus two very special birds.
Without any further delay, Major guides me to the nearby Defense Office. It hasn’t been all that long since I first set foot on the Balena, getting my new right hand attached and enjoying the remarkable sights of the immersive Bayzen Room, but it feels like forever.
“Here we are,” Major says. “This really is straightforward, Barclay. There’s a single button. Everything is in place. When the timer you’ve set up with Driver reaches zero, that’s it. We have various camera feeds and links to the Hawk’s status, but you won’t have to touch anything apart from the cannon controls. All clear?”
“Crystal,” I say.
The room feels vaguely familiar, what with how many Control Rooms and Security Centers and everything else I’ve stood in, be it here or on the Vita, the Beacon, or even the alien vessel on Bayzen.
Once you’ve seen one, aside from maybe the alien one, you’ve pretty much seen them all.
Just as I take a seat in front of the console, with its big red button commanding all of my attention, Driver’s voice rings through the speakers.
“We’re in place and good to go,” she says. “Ray, are you there?”
“Here,” I confirm.
“Okay, great,” Driver replies. “My course is set. We know exactly where we’re going and where to position the Orb. I know this Hawk well. Hell, I helped design most of the controls. The Orb is loaded, too. Clyde is ready. Tell them.”
“I’m ready,” Clyde says firmly, like he means it.
“Timer on zero, Ray,” Driver tells me. “Five… four… three… two… one… zero.”
On zero, as she asked, I set my timer.
Because she doesn’t have to fly all that far or all that high, it’s set for only eighteen minutes.
Eighteen minutes is a compromise position, since Driver said she could comfortably be in position within fifteen and talked Sasha down from the originally mooted twenty.
In Driver’s eyes, more people could be dying at the hands of these alien monsters every moment, especially if the recent re-doubling of their number has overwhelmed more defensive forces.
With that in mind, it’s true that there is no sense in waiting two extra minutes for no good reason.
The teams that have set up the payload and the cannon have worked quickly, but we’ve been assured that no important corners have been cut. Once the payload was loaded and the cannon’s targeting was locked, the only delays could have been our own.
Fortunately, we’re ready to roll.
“Here we go,” Driver says, ready for take off. I hear the engines through her cockpit’s microphone and watch my screen as her altitude ticks upwards. She’s on the way.
I shouldn’t be surprised by how slowly these minutes seem to pass, but I am.
We stay in touch as Driver’s Hawk aircraft climbs ever higher. She’s flying a little way away from here as well as up, towards the optimal position chosen by our experts based on the maximum distance the Balena’s cannon can aim while still hitting the required altitude. After all, no one wants to cause this disruption directly above the area where so many people are currently located.
There were discussions about moving the Balena itself, but ultimately the issue remained that the safety of everyone on board — all several thousand of us — is best served by aiming the cannon as far away as possible.
After just under fourteen minutes, she’s there.
“Not even fourteen minutes! Tell Sasha I made it in less than fourteen,” she playfully jibes. “But this gives us time to guide the drone out very carefully and into its holding position, closer to the detonation point but still far enough to survive. I have all the visuals I need. We’re going to hold it close enough to get there while the disruption is strong, but not too close to be hit by the projectile on its way up. The team who chose the location points have really made this part easy for me. It’s going to be over to you soon, Ray. Just a few more min⁠—”
Very abruptly, Driver’s relaxed and optimistic voice cuts off.
“Luna?” Laika squawks.
Major shushes him, listening carefully from another sound through the speakers. But no sound comes.
No sound comes… until one does. One we most certainly did not want to hear.
An ear-piercing alarm begins to sound, just as our screens full of data and visuals regarding the Hawk turn black.
The message on the screens is stark:
CONNECTION LOST.
But just as bad are the words I suddenly see illuminated on the console itself, which I didn’t even realize had a digital display until now.
CANNON OFFLINE. PHYSICAL OBSTRUCTION DETECTED: BASE INTAKE.
That’s it.
We had one last hope. All or nothing.
And now we know: nothing it is.
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I look at my watch.
I look at my watch because I have to believe Driver is okay.
I look at my watch because I made a promise to her that no matter what, I would make sure the cannon fires at zero.
I look at my watch and see that I have barely three minutes to find out what the hell is going on and put it right.
It feels impossible, but we made a vow to play our part and trust that whatever obstacles emerged, the other would play theirs.
We rely on each other.
She can trust me.
“Barclay, we’ve lost everything!” Major yells. “It’s all gone dark! I don’t know what the hell is going on out there.”
My heart is pounding like never before. We don’t know what’s going on out there, and with this inexplicable loss of connectivity there’s only one way to find out.
Without giving myself any chance to overthink or reconsider, I hurriedly take the watch from my wrist and give it to Major. I glance at far bottom left corner of my vision to bring up the time in my lenses. That gives me an indication of how long I have.
“I’m going out there,” I tell him. “If there’s an obstruction at the cannon’s base, it could be something I can move. Listen to me, Major: if the cannon comes back online, either by something I do or just on its own if the system stops glitching, and if I’m not back in by the time this timer hits zero, you will push that button. No matter what, you will push that button. Do you understand?”
“Okay,” he says, relieving me to no end by not trying to talk me out of what has to be done.
Humanity has one shot and it expires in three minutes.
I have to go out.
I know this is crazy, but it’s not half as crazy as doing nothing.
I sprint back the way we came in, all the way to the ramp.
Panting all the way, I feel successive bursts of relief first that the doors are unlocked and then that the ramp is still down. This is because Driver stopped the rover right at the top so we wouldn’t have to walk any further than necessary to the inner door, consequentially blocking the ramp from automatically coming up in a manner she won’t have foreseen.
This is only one tiny stroke of luck when everything else is going against us, so it’s hard to feel too fortunate.
I must have already burned another minute just getting here. But the cannon is so close that it would take me longer to start the rover and drive it down, then park again and get out, than it would to keep running.
So run is what I do.
Towards the cannon armed with an unprecedented payload, whose ‘base intake’ is somehow blocked, I run.
The air is freezing, almost like below Eden’s clouds, but I have to push on. I don’t know what I’m hoping to do here and every step down the ramp makes me feel increasingly like this is a futile bid to feel like I’m doing something.
But when I get far enough down the ramp to see the base of the huge cannon, I see something.
I wanted to see something, since I can do more with something than I can with nothing, but I sure as hell didn’t want to see this.
I perform two slow blinks to activate a feature of my contact lenses that I haven’t had to use in a while. Immediately, the yellow overlays confirm what I feared.
Pulsating around the base of the cannon, I see sludge.
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You couldn’t make it up.
I’m staring at a pulsating glob of larval alien sludge — a glob that is decommissioning the cannon that offers our only way to do anything about the atmosphere-destroying monsters it turns into.
The overlays tell a story that makes an instant and regrettable kind of sense.
It has come from the outer vents at the bottom of the Balena, where at least a small concentration of spores must have been present.
In the vacuum of space, they would have had no chance of developing. But when the Balena touched down on Earth, that changed. Since then, the spores have clearly developed — not only spreading, but developing into sludge.
We worried about the sludge a team has been studying in the nearby underground facility. No one worried about any sludge that might have been latent within the Balena.
Driver and I brought it back from Bayzen, causing it to start growing on the Vita — where we first found it — and then all over Earth as the tiny and easily spread spores passed from one person and one place to another.
It clearly reached the Balena, too, and they clearly didn’t perform the same intense cleansing we carried out on the Vita. If they did, a spot was clearly missed.
There are yellow overlays everywhere I look, covering the nearby areas of the surface that was white until I activated my lenses. The sludge is our real problem though, because that’s what’s blocking the cannon’s intake and preventing it from firing. I can only guess some sludge is blocking a radio antenna, too, which could be why we lost contact with Driver at the same time as seeing the warning about the cannon.
That gives me renewed hope that she’s okay, and renewed hope to hold up my end of the bargain.
If I had a backpack filled with Bayzen water, like I did when I went to tackle the rapidly expanding sludge in the lunar labs, this would be a piece of cake. But I don’t. I have nothing.
The sludge hasn’t spread far up the cannon and is only at the very bottom, extending maybe fourteen or fifteen inches.
If this really is just a case of clearing an air intake so the cannon can fire, satisfying whatever safety feature that I wish had an emergency override, I might not need anything.
After all, I do have two hands.
When there might be no tomorrow, today’s dangers don’t really register.
I would always tell everyone to stay away from sludge and never even think about touching it, but what choice do I have?
As I reach the cannon and take a closer look, the bubbling and spreading mass gives me second thoughts.
I’m not backing out, but I’m not going to stick my hands directly into it to brush it aside. The only risk I’m worried about is the risk of burning or otherwise paralyzing my hands to the point they can’t finish the task.
That’s why I fight my body’s natural instinct for warmth and take off my sweater as I stand in this frozen wilderness, wrapping my hands inside it.
With this rudimentary and far from satisfactory barrier in place, I start sweeping away the sludge.
To my relieved surprise, it moves easily. I expected it to be sticky, but it seems cohesive rather than adhesive. By that I just mean that it sticks to itself more than it sticks to the base of cannon, allowing me to move away large chunks of the gelatinous goo at once.
I don’t stop for a second. Before long, I see a small hole. And then another.
The intake! I’m almost there.
I can even see a light now, albeit a red one.
I keep clearing, working and working and working. After enough time that it feels like I might already be too late, I finally clear the full base of the cannon. The light turns green.
I look down to the far left corner of my vision, calling up the time in my lenses. Thinking back to what it said when I gave my watch to Major three minutes to go, I think I’ve actually made it. I think there is somewhere between ten and fifteen seconds left!
Now, I can only hope the button is going to work when Major pushes it.
I’m counting on him like I’ve never counted on anyone. If there was time for me to run back in and press the button, I’d do it myself.
There isn’t, though.
There isn’t even time for me to make it to the ramp.
Come on, Major, I silently implore him. We must be getting close to⁠—
A sudden rumbling sound cuts off my thought. Instantly, it turns to a deafening boom. I stumble to the ground not from any physical force, but from the sheer intensity of the sound. My ears positively ache in a way they never have, feeling not only disturbed but injured by the sound.
But the sight?
Well, the sight is something else.
I’m the opposite of hurt by the wonderful sight of our missile soaring like a rocket to its target altitude.
Over to you, Driver.
As I turn back to the ramp, I see an odd sight in the distance.
It’s the rover, coming from the Vita. I guess Santino and Simone must have realized something was wrong, either through radio contact or maybe even a direct visual.
No one from the Balena has come out to help me, probably through some combination of the fact that everyone has been locked down, ironically to ensure the smooth execution of our mission. And in all likelihood, I think the loss of radio contact could well be one of many issues caused by the spread of the sludge out here.
I hope Santino and Simone have seen what was going on, and I hope they’re bringing some Bayzen water to deal with this sludge right away.
The good thing is that we won’t have to worry about it once Driver and Clyde activate the Orb. That will be very soon, given how fast the rocket-like missile is climbing. I glance again at the time.
I know how long we were told it would take, and it’s such a short time that I’m not convinced we could clear much of this sludge with the water before the payload detonation even if we had to.
If Driver pulls through like I fully believe she will, all of this sludge and any other latent spores will be gone for good.
Over the unfamiliar pulsing sound of my truly pained ears, I could swear I hear something closer than the distant hum of the rover I’m watching as it comes this way.
The sound is higher pitched and it’s getting closer.
“Ray Ray!”
What the hell?! What’s Laika doing out here?
I turn towards the ramp to see him, only to realize that he’s already here. He almost flies straight into my face, seemingly having been on his way to physically alert me of something upon wondering why I wasn’t responding to any of his calls.
“I can hardly hear you!” I tell him, pointing to my ears.
“Onsher!” he replies.
“What?”
“Onsher!”
I point again to my ears. “Buddy, I can’t make out what you’re saying.”
At that, he flies past me, beyond the cannon in the one direction I haven’t been looking.
Away from me and towards what he’s talking about.
All of a sudden, and only too clearly, I know what Laika was trying to tell me.
Onsher.
If my ears weren’t pulsing, I would have known right away:
Monster.
It’s not just sludge.
It’s not even just insectoids.
Evidently having come from the area beyond the cannon, where I noticed an intense concentration of the yellow overlays but nothing as terrifying as this, I see a fully formed alien creature.
Worse still?
It sees me.
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“Onsher!” Laika squawks, facing me again. “Ray Ray, Onsher!”
“I see it!” I call back. “Get away from it. Come back! We need to get inside.”
“Onsher onsher onsher!” he yells in reply, flapping wildly in the air and shooting back towards me. He flies over my head, drawing my eyes back in the direction of the ramp.
Back in the direction of our only escape.
Back in the direction where another godforsaken onsher is now blocking my path.
I did my part, I tell myself, resigned to what’s coming as this second creature steps towards me. At least I did that.
And little Laika, loyal and brave to a fault, is committed to doing his.
If my vocal cords weren’t paralyzed with fear, which I’ve never experienced until this very moment, I’d be telling him to fly back into the Balena.
I wouldn’t bother telling him to raise the alarm, because Driver and Clyde are either going to fully cleanse Earth of these creatures in a matter of moments or there is going to be no future left to worry about. I would just be telling him to get himself to safety.
But more clearly now than ever, fleeing to safety when his friend is in danger is just not in Laika’s DNA.
Just as he did to Ignacio Zola when the shit hit the fan in our final showdown, Laika bullets himself right at the creature and targets the closest thing to a head the spider-like robotic alien creation has.
His claws won’t harm the impenetrable metallic shell and he can’t knock this thing down like he did Zola, but he’s trying. The monster has stopped moving towards me, too.
Laika might not be hurting it, but he’s doing something.
“Run, Ray Ray,” he calls, audible to my slowly improving hearing.
And I do. I run towards him, and the ramp, as the creature ambles aimlessly as though he really is blocking its eyes.
Arcing safely around the disoriented creature, I make it to the ramp.
“Come on, buddy!” I call.
But just as I glance back, I see one of the devilish monster’s legs reach up and successfully knock Laika aside. I see it knock him down, and I see it bearing in on him as he struggles and fails to fly back up.
I stand at the bottom of the ramp.
Driver in the sky. My family inside.
But Laika is on the ground, hurt and helpless, so there’s just no way I can do anything else.
“Hey!” I yell, running back towards the creature. “Asshole!”
Far too close for comfort, it turns towards me.
Beyond its terrifying mass, I see Laika still trying and failing to fly.
The poor guy is hurt, either from the fall or from the blow that knocked him down.
I see him looking at me.
And no matter what happens next, I know my little buddy has seen that I came back.
I know he’s seen that I didn’t leave him behind.
“Ray Ray…” he calls weakly.
I wish I could get to him, but there’s no way past.
Having seen how quickly these things can move, I also know that there’s no way I’d be getting away even if I was the kind of man who could abandon my friend like this. It would chase me up the ramp and catch me long before the top.
“Stay still,” a new voice suddenly implores me, whizzing by.
I see her a split-second later — Maya! — heading right for the creature but staying a safe height above its head. When she’s closer, she bombs towards its head and then back up, catching its attention.
“Go,” she then calls, projecting her voice as she leads the creature away like a matador with a red flag.
I run to Laika immediately. As soon as I do, the first creature I saw, further away, starts bearing in.
My movement has caught its eye, just like Maya’s caught the eye of the other, and we’re now essentially in a foot race to Laika.
The creature wants me, not him, because I’m the one running. They’re attracted to movement, as we’ve known for a long time, and poor Laika can’t do much moving right now.
Although I have a head start, the creature has the speed advantage.
“Maya!” I call, hoping she’ll come back. Because I don’t just have to get to Laika first, I have to get to him and then get away.
I can’t turn around, so I don’t know if Maya is coming back. I also don’t know how she could possibly distract two at once. All I know is that I can’t slow down.
Before I reach Laika, I come to terms with the likelihood that there’s no getting away. The creature is freakishly fast, and it’s already made up a lot of ground. It’ll reach him right after I do. It’ll reach me.
“Ray Ray… Laika no-kay,” I hear him say when I’m almost there, sounding like the younger bird I first found on the Beacon, when it was the two of us against the world.
Come on, missile… I plead. It must be nearly there, with Driver and Clyde waiting in the wings.
Just then, like magic, I hear a distant explosion. My heart dares to hope it’s the missile, detonating in the right spot and with Clyde ready to rush the Orb-holding drone into place.
Three steps later and with no sign of Maya, I reach Laika.
Reality dawns when I do. There is absolutely no getting away.
The creature is too close. All I can do is reach down to scoop Laika up and try my best to run, hoping that either Maya shows back up or the Orb activates before the demonic monster catches us.
As it goes, I don’t even get that far. I crouch down and pick Laika up, scooping with my left hand. The snow-covered ground is freezing to the touch, but that’s nothing compared to what comes next.
Because as my right hand rests on the ground for balance, in the millisecond before I push myself back up, an extended metallic claw pierces straight through my right hand and literally spikes me into the snowy ground.
Shit.
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It’s my artificial right hand that’s been pierced into the ground, at least, and the force is intense enough to bypass the bionic pain sensors as per the design.
But the good news ends there. Because believe me: I’m going nowhere.
I can’t apply enough of a sudden yanking force to disconnect the hand before the monster is bearing over me. Its other pincer-like legs pin me down, not quite piercing but certainly putting pressure all over my body. I shield Laika as best I can.
“Laika sorry,” he squawks, almost sounding like he’s sobbing. “Laika love Ray Ray.”
“I love you, too, buddy. And don’t be sorry. You tried.”
He did. We all did.
And as I look up and see a hideous mouth open on the creature’s underside, I can only hope we’ve managed to save Earth even though we couldn’t save ourselves.
A foul smell comes over me as the alien monster lowers its mouth.
The feeling of its legs holding me down is awful.
The sound of its hissing body sends shivers down my spine.
The smell defies description.
But the light?
The light?
Yes… the light!
Before the darkness of the creature’s mouth consumes me, a brilliant and almost biblical light consumes us all.
My eyes close quickly defensively as the total light continues.
And it’s a good thing they do, because I just as quickly feel shards of a hard and sharp material colliding with my skin.
Within only a few ethereal seconds, it all happens.
I open my eyes when I sense the light has abated and see that the creature, this bloodthirsty and relentless onsher, has shattered into a thousand pieces. I look around and see Maya flying away from a similar pile of broken shards. I see the sludge around the cannon’s base is all gone.
And most importantly of all, I feel Laika moving under the protective cover I’ve given him.
“Monster dead, Ray Ray?” he asks, his words perfectly audible to me now even as his voice remains weak.
I move off of him, letting him see for himself.
My artificial right hand is a stomach-churning mess of exposed fake flesh and who-knows-what-else. The shattering of the creature’s hardened pincer that had pierced through has made a serious mess of it, from the inside out.
But right now, I couldn’t care less about that. My relief is so total, I can’t even bring myself to speak.
Laika will have seen by now that the monster is indeed dead — nothing could be more obvious — but our victory is a lot broader and bigger than that.
It worked.
The Orb worked!
I did my part in making sure the cannon could fire, and Driver and Clyde theirs.
Against all the odds, we’ve really done it.
“You did it!” a voice calls from behind. And this time it’s not Maya’s, but Santino’s.
Coming from the just-arrived rover, the young man runs towards me with his arms outstretched, seemingly as oblivious to the cold as I am. Adrenaline is one hell of a drug.
Still, I can’t speak.
“Come on, let’s get you both inside,” Santino goes on, moving to Laika after embracing me. He gently lifts the little guy up then hands him to me.
“Tino okay?” Laika says.
“We’re all okay, my friend,” the young man says, putting a warm arm around my shoulder as we head for the ramp.
Maya arrives beside us, excitedly chirping with joy about our remarkable success. She did her part in our final victory of survival by distracting the first creature, even if she kind of went missing after that, on top of all the assistance she offered to get us this far. Without a doubt, she deserves to celebrate as much as anyone.
“Santino… what happened?” I ask, finally forcing out some words. “Why did you drive here?”
“We lost all contact with the Balena and then we saw you coming outside,” he explains, more or less as I might have guessed.
“The radios should be back now,” I say. “We’ll be able to talk to Driver, too. She’s going to be worried about us if she’s already reconnected with Major.”
“Luna okay?” Laika asks. This is so typically Laika, too, worrying about everyone else even when he himself is clearly hurt, though at least not showing any signs of serious injury.
“Like I said, we’re all okay,” Santino replies. “After what we just did, everyone is going to be okay.”
I smile truly and exhale deeply for the first time in too long.
As cold as the air around me and the snow on my skin is, my heart and soul are warm.
Because Santino is right. Everyone is going to be okay. The Orb isn’t a light with a dimmer switch — it either works or it doesn’t. And the total light that just cleansed Greenland was the kind we know cleanses a whole planet, just like it did on Eden.
The Orb was designed by the Ancients specifically for this task, as an emergency stop in case their terraforming creatures ever mutated in a dangerous way.
I’d like to think they’re looking down on us now from some other realm, their spirits echoing like the visions I experienced in their Hall of Memories, with warmth in their souls at the knowledge that we did it.
I step onto the ramp with those three beautiful words echoing in my own mind:
We did it.
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When I reach the top of the ramp, a door to the left swings open.
Eva immediately bursts through, as though allowed to only now, and drapes herself around me in a pent-up outburst of overwhelming relief.
“What were you doing out there?!” she asks.
I carefully hand Laika to Santino and wrap my arms tightly around my long-suffering wife. She hasn’t noticed my right hand yet, which is probably for the best since it looks infinitely worse than it feels.
She also doesn’t know what happened, and I don’t think it’s the time to get into just how narrow our escape was.
“I had to manually unblock the cannon’s intake so it would engage,” I say.
“Well it worked!” Sasha’s excited voice exclaims as she follows close behind Eva. “Ray, it all worked. Everywhere! They’re all dead. Australia to Argentina, Canada to Cambodia… everywhere has been cleansed. Everywhere had the burst of light, even where it was the dead of night, and everywhere is reporting that the creatures are all dead! The disruptive effects are already fading, too. The payload was just right — it did enough, but avoided a dangerous chain reaction. It all worked out!”
I could never possibly express in words how deeply this news relieves me of all remaining tension.
It was one thing seeing the light for myself and believing it was logical to think that such an incredible alien force would have a similar effect everywhere, but it’s something very different and altogether better to know for sure.
More smiling faces emerge from the door. Joe and Scarlet come with Chester, some way behind Eva who has understandably rushed ahead.
“I’m only going to say this once,” Shaun says, stepping out just before President Williams and looking at Sasha with a huge grin on his face. “But holy balls, did I tell you so! Let the record state who raised this idea… that’s all I’m saying. Let the record state.”
Everyone laughs heartily, even Sasha.
We all know Shaun well enough to know he doesn’t mean this at all, because he’s just about the least conceited person you could ever meet. I’ve seen him blossom from a brow-beaten analyst in the Virginia bunker to an all-star of the inner circle, and I couldn’t be prouder of him for it.
“Does Driver know what happened down here?” I ask. “Does she know enough to have been worried about me, and then enough to know I made it?”
I’m looking at Sasha, who always has her finger on the pulse, but she only shrugs and gestures towards the door in the other direction. “The radios just came back on after the light burst. We weren’t connected to the Hawk. If you left Major in there, he’s the one who’ll be talking to her.”
Together, we all walk towards the Security Office.
If there’s a single word for the group’s collective mood, I’d go with jubilation.
As I reach to open the door, Eva pulls me back. “Your hand! What happened?”
Everyone gasps as they see it.
“Oh… it’s a long story,” I say. “But I don’t feel anything. Don’t worry about it.”
“And hey, you’re in the right place to get a new one,” Shaun quips, keeping up his jestful mood. He’s right, too, since the Balena is where my artificial hand was attached.
I push the door open and step in, ready to roundly congratulate Major for a job well done.
But when he turns to face us, I instantly know that he’s in no mood for celebrating.
“What?” I blurt out. “What’s wrong? Didn’t you see that we did it?”
Clarence Major, one of the most unflappable and emotionless man I’ve ever met, looks broken.
“I know we did,” he says through quivering lips. “But Ray… Driver and Clyde didn’t make it.”
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There are simply no words for the feeling of desolation that rips through my body.
Driver and Clyde didn’t make it.
They did their part, but they’ve paid the ultimate cost.
I grasp the door frame with my left hand, fighting to keep myself upright as this awful shock hits.
Behind me, some of the sounds I hear are impossible to describe. There are gasps, there are cries, there are even guttural choking sounds from poor Santino as he tries to force out some words.
Something Driver said when we were planning this mission begins to echo painfully around my mind, and I know the words will never leave:
“I’ll die to make sure the Orb is in the right place at the right time.”
So many times, Driver and I have risked our lives and just made it out. So many times, we’ve been willing to sacrifice ourselves for our world but we’ve always narrowly managed not to.
But like every dog has its day, every cat runs out of lives at some point.
And Clyde.
Brave, selfless Clyde.
If it wasn’t for him, I would have been up there with Driver.
“What happened?” President Williams eventually asks, stepping through the broken crowd and squeezing past me as I straighten my body in the doorway.
“Our radios came back online after the cleanse,” Major explains. “But the Hawks’ radio didn’t.”
“That doesn’t mean they’re dead,” Williams contends. And I think he has a point.
Maybe the cleanse or the payload detonation just fried their radio? Maybe the Hawk and its two pilots are on the way back to Earth, all while we’re in here mourning their deaths?
Glumly, Major points to one of the data screens.
I lean in closer and see what he’s indicating. And there it is… unambiguous.
With a timestamp of just over one minute ago and a location directly under their rendezvous point, the status of the Hawk’s tracker could not be clearer:
EVENT: CATASTROPHIC IMPACT.
A few minutes after contact was lost, the aircraft crashed. If we were still outside, we might even have seen or heard the fireball.
My stomach is in knots.
I feel someone else push past me towards the screen. It’s Sasha.
“So the status tracker stayed live,” she says, stating it to Major rather than asking him. Her tone is hollow. “That means everything will be logged, even from the time offline. You’re just saying their communications radio never came back online?”
“No connection came back,” he says. “This alert just came in. It was the first one I saw.”
Sasha leans over the screen and takes control of its interface, with no objection from Major.
“That doesn’t mean it’s the only status update we’ll be able to see,” Sasha explains. “Whatever happened was recorded. The alert just didn’t come in while the Balena wasn’t picking up any signals because of the sludge. There could be other updates that tell us what happened to the craft at the precise moment of the cleanse. Any instrumentation failures or actions Driver took should be⁠—”
Very abruptly, Sasha cuts off her explanation with a huge gasp.
I look back at the screen, which I previously couldn’t bear to see, to check what she’s looking at.
Sequentially, we can indeed see a system log of what happened to the Hawk:
EVENT: BALENA LINK LOST.
EVENT: EXTERNAL EXPLOSION DETECTED.
So far, so expected. The Hawk lost contact with the Balena when the sludge blocked the main radio antennae, and a huge explosion followed when the payload detonated.
EVENT: CAMERA FAILURE.
Okay… so that’s probably the cleanse. The total light, especially with the source so close, could very conceivably fry a camera.
EVENT: ENGINE FAILURE.
I guess it could fry an engine, too.
But then, from the depths of despair, comes hope.
The final event is the catastrophic impact we’re already aware of.
But between that and the earlier engine failure, something else happened.
EVENT: PILOT EJECTION X2.
“They ejected!” I yell, beating Sasha to the punch as she remains unable to vocalize what she’s discovered. “Guys, they got out before it crashed! They could still be alive!”
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I dash back to the door and run out to the ramp, behind only Maya as she flies even faster. Santino still has Laika, who is in no fit state to fly anywhere, while Eva is now holding the kids.
Chester is right beside me, each step of the way.
“Rover,” he says.
I get in, letting him drive since I’m working with one hand.
“That way!” I exclaim, pointing in the direction they flew — and where they could now be coming down, if they really have made it out of the Hawk alive.
They were at serious altitude, but nothing theoretically unsurvivable. Not even close.
And although I didn’t check or even ask, I’m sure they’ll have been wearing pressure suits and helmets. Driver doesn’t take reckless chances when they can be avoided, and I don’t think Clyde is the type to do so, either.
There’s another rover on the ground, which Santino drove over from the Vita. The others can take it if they want, which is fortunate since Chester is in no mood to wait for anyone in this rover. He’s moved by urgency rather than selfishness here, without doubt.
Seeing the other rover, from the Vita, makes me think of Simone who stayed behind and might be the only one of our group who doesn’t yet know everything.
She’ll be watching us like Santino was earlier, and she’ll be able to reach the Balena’s radio by now. If she knows anything, she’ll be praying for Driver and Clyde just like we are.
“What the hell happened out here?” Chester asks. “Are these… are these pieces of a creatures’ shell?”
I rapidly explain the events that unfolded, leaving Chester momentarily speechless.
“Wow,” he eventually says. “You are some man, Ray Barclay, let me tell you.”
That sounds like a compliment, so I thank him for it.
We quickly pass Maya, who is flying up and away from the Balena in a desperate search for our friends.
“Lenses, full zoom,” I say.
When the zoom engages, I see smoke billowing from the ground. I then look directly up from there, towards⁠—
“Chester!” I boom. “Parachute! Parachutes! Two of them!”
“For real?!” he asks. “You’re sure?”
“Ten thousand percent,” I tell him. “Go go go!”
I hear him take several slow breaths, now containing hope and excitement rather than dejection. “We’re going full speed,” he assures me. “You just keep looking, Ray. Tell me if you see anything else.”
For a while, I don’t.
But as we draw nearer, I can finally see that both parachutes are moving — in tandem — away from the crash site and towards our direction of approach.
The wind isn’t blowing this way. They’re not blowing this way… they’re coming this way. They’re landing this way.
Driver and Clyde, both trained pilots with knowledge of emergency landing procedures, are controlling their parachutes.
“They’re alive!” I finally say with total confidence. “Chester, they’re alive!”
I hear sobs of relieved joy and cancel my lenses zoom to see how close we are. The answer surprises me, as we’re actually a lot closer than I thought.
For as incredible as the lenses and their optical zoom are, seeing small details at a combination of distance and altitude is no mean feat. And by now, albeit without being able to see exactly how they’re moving, the parachutes are looming large even to my naked eyes.
Within only a few minutes, we’re waiting directly under the spot where they’re coming down. Within a few more, they’re almost here.
Chester isn’t wearing any lenses, so in the interest of solidarity I choose not to engage mine again so we’ll have the experience of greeting our friends. We’re here together, ready to offer whatever help they need and get them back to the Balena.
“Ray!” Clyde yells, around ten seconds further down than Driver and now close enough to be heard with his helmet’s visor popped up.
“Clyde!” I call back, not knowing what else to say. I’m more or less right below where he’s coming down, while Chester is likewise waiting for Driver and now calling back and forth with her.
I step away when Clyde comes very close, not wanting to be roughly pressed into the freezing ground any more times than I already have been today. And seconds later, he’s down.
I rush forward to help him, but he landed well and is quickly to his feet without any assistance.
He’s freeing himself from the parachute just as Driver touches down, a little less gently but still with a good degree of control.
Clyde steps forward as soon as he’s out of the gear and wraps his arms around me. “Holy shit…” he exhales. “Tell me there was less drama down here.”
I laugh instinctively, back up and show him my hand. “Have I got a story for you.”
“Jesus!” he yells. “Well, at least it’s that hand! But what happened?”
“There’ll be time for that,” I say, walking with him towards Driver and Chester.
When their joyous embrace is over, Driver gingerly steps towards me.
In that moment, seeing my reliable partner in one defiant, smiling piece, I can hardly believe she’s here.
The level of relief I feel is almost indescribable, equivalent only to the level of pain I felt when Major shared his understandable belief that Driver and Clyde were both dead.
“Just a graze,” she says with a wry grin, which fades as soon as she sees my hand. “Come on, Ray. How many times do I have to tell you that you’re not supposed to blow yourself up?”
“I’ll have you know that I was spiked by a creature who tried to eat me,” I tell her. “You missed all the fun.”
“Creature?!” she echoes. “Here?”
“There were latent spores in the Balena that turned into sludge once it came down to Earth,” I explain. “But don’t worry, it’s all gone. All over the world, Driver. Sasha says the creatures are all gone — everywhere. We really did it.”
The smile that crosses Driver’s face upon hearing these words truly reaches from ear to ear.
Taking care not to knock into my hand, probably not realizing it has no feeling, she hugs me tightly and silently.
We’ve been through so much, and even in victory we’ve been through one little bit of final drama.
“Do you want to drive?” Chester offers her when we part.
“Do I look like I want to drive?” she laughs, gesturing at her ripped suit and exhausted expression.
Chester chuckles warmly and gets behind the wheel. I insist on letting Driver sit next to him, as does Clyde.
Under Greenland’s summer sun, we head back towards the rest of our friends. The heated rover offers some welcome respite against the freezing air that has been increasingly nipping away at my skin and lips in a way that gives me a sense I couldn’t have safely taken much more of it.
With the adrenaline of everything now fading, I’m more aware of just how cold I’ve gotten, particularly in my fingers — the fingers of my entirely human left hand, at least. That’ll pass, though, and some temporarily frozen fingers is a small price to pay for the all-encompassing victory we’ve just secured.
We began this mission in the knowledge it would be all or nothing.
For a while there, it looked like that wasn’t going to be the case, after all. It looked like we had won a halfway victory, with the main goal accomplished at a painful and unspeakable cost.
But in the end, that’s not how it went.
In the end, stubborn hearts prevailed.
So to hell with your nothing and to hell with your halfway victories.
Because the fight is over and we’re still here — one and all.
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Just before we set off back to the Balena, I reach forward and put my hand on Chester’s shoulder.
“Wait,” I say. “The Orb! Driver, do you think there’s any chance the drone will still be holding it in the air?”
She hesitates for a second. “No way. The drone will be fried, too. It’s going to be on the ground, near the wreckage of the Hawk.”
Understanding very well that we can’t just leave the incredibly powerful Orb out here in the wilderness, Chester sets off towards the billowing smoke.
When he gets as close as feels safe, he gets out to search the area.
Chester takes a look at me as I try to step out behind him and firmly insists that I should stay in the rover.
Still shivering, even with the internal heating at its maximum power, I’m not too stubborn to know that he’s right.
Driver and Clyde step out with him, but neither gets far before he exclaims that he’s seen a sign of a smaller impact, much closer to us than the main wreckage. He runs forward.
And sure enough, he gives a thumbs up then reaches down and stands back up with the intact Orb in his hands.
Chester knows what happened on Eden, when Laika was able to keep hold of the Orb after its activation, so he’s not being overly reckless in touching it. He comes back to the rover and hands it to Driver.
“That’s what I call a clean mission,” the Englishman says. “Personnel and precious cargo, all recovered.”
It feels like we’re all still pinching ourselves that we’ve really succeeded as we return to our friends and allies.
We drive up the Balena’s ramp, all the way inside, and find them waiting for us. Even Loobnar and Simone are here now, clearly having made the trip in a rover after seeing all the commotion.
The post-victory relief of Driver and Clyde’s survival has made everyone more emotional than I can remember, on top of the huge initial relief that naturally comes with having cleansed Earth of the creatures.
President Williams is the only person I expect to see who isn’t here. Eva explains that he’s giving a live address to the global population.
We’ll see that address later, but it warms my heart to know that people around the world will be tuning into their TVs, radios and web streams to hear confirmation of the good news.
It’s the news everyone will be dying to hear: that bright light they just saw really has put an end to the horror movie we’ve all been living in, once and for all.
Santino is still holding Laika, but the little guy is a lot more spritely than when I last saw him.
“Laika okay, Ray Ray,” he tells me, seeing the concern on my face.
The little guy doesn’t motion to try and fly to me and he looks content with his good friend Santino, so I leave him there for now. Seeing how much he’s already improved is exactly what I hoped for.
We’ll have him properly checked over, of course, but I don’t think it’ll be too long until he’s back to his usual self.
While Eva is hugging Driver, Clyde is excitedly answering questions from the others about what happened, I step towards Loobnar.
The tall alien, once a ruler on his world and looking very out of place as a side character on ours, has seen plenty of hugging in the past few hours. I think that’s where he’s picked it up, and that’s why he steps forward and puts his awkward-looking multi-jointed arms around me.
“Freen shekk lavaan,” he utters, right into my still-tender ear. “Basseen paak shool.”
The words appear in my lenses right away: “You have earned this happiness. Enjoy it.”
I step back from the alien’s surprisingly bony feeling body and look into his thoughtful eyes. He’s helped us more than we could ever have expected, fully repaying our cleansing of Eden.
With the future of both worlds now secured, I don’t know what our shared future is going to look like. We can certainly learn from their technologies as much as they can learn from ours.
And while our initial contact and meeting with the aliens did bring the sludge and creature-related problems to Earth in the first place, I’d like to think something great is going to come from interplanetary cooperation now that we’ve consigned those horrors to the past.
There’s good and bad in everything. Life is rarely black or white.
At every stage, we’ve done what we’ve had to do to keep Earth safe, and we’ve done what we thought was right. We’ve rolled with the punches and stayed in the fight.
Now that the final bell has rung and we’re standing victorious thanks to the Orb and its blinding light, I’m ready to bask in the afterglow.
Humanity as a whole has earned some positivity as a reward for the resilience we’ve all shown. And through ongoing cooperation with the aliens and the incredible quantum technologies they have learned to harness, I truly believe our future can be brighter than anyone has dared imagine.
“I haven’t forgotten about Bayzen,” I tell Loobnar. Maya, who has noticed us talking, zips over to translate.
“Neither have I,” Driver states, evidently having heard me, too. “Loobnar, give me a few hours to get ready. I’ll take you back in the Vita to pick up the colonists and take them to Eden. The new gate makes it so easy and we can’t leave the colonists there with the creatures for any longer than we have to. The Orb isn’t going to work there, so⁠—”
“Actually…” Sasha cuts in.
Maya translates the first part of Driver’s comment to Loobnar, then turns to Sasha like the rest of us.
“I’ve been thinking about that,” Sasha goes on. “Obviously we want to completely eliminate the creatures, sludge, spores… all of it. We want them all gone, and Bayzen is the last place we know they exist. We were also told in the translated message that the Orb won’t work on Bayzen. What we’re missing is this: that message was written a long time before Bayzen was massively irradiated by the tunneling accidents. I hadn’t thought about this because it didn’t really matter until now, but we don’t know how much more stellar radiation might be getting through to Bayzen today, compared to when the Ancients wrote their message.”
Hmm. Interesting…
“We have readings from the Vita showing that more was getting through there than here,” Sasha goes on. “But we don’t know what the cut-off point for activating the Orb is. It’s worth a try, right? If not, we could take the Balena through the gate and use the cannon like we did here, to weaken whatever is left of Bayzen’s atmosphere’s protective layers, but that would be a much bigger mission.”
I turn to Driver and see her eyes widen in hope. “You’re right. The Orb might just… work.”
“But wait,” Shaun says, a little less cheerily. “Does that mean there’s a chance we didn’t need to do any of this? Like… maybe it means all we really should have been thinking was that the Orb wouldn’t have worked on pre-disaster Bayzen, but the data readings of solar radiation we had from modern day Bayzen might have been enough? Meaning Earth’s natural solar radiation might have been enough, too?”
“One hundred percent no,” Sasha says.
And I won’t lie, I’m glad to hear this confident reply. It wouldn’t have really changed much in the grand scheme of things, but it would still have been a major kick in the teeth to think we didn’t have to go through all we have.
“Think about it. The Orb was exposed to sunlight as soon as Driver and Clyde sent it out from the Hawk,” Sasha explains. “But nothing happened at first. It didn’t activate until it met the unfiltered stream of light. Our atmospheric intervention made all the difference. I’m just saying that we might not need an intervention to engage the Orb on Bayzen as it is now, because there is already more solar radiation there than we started with here. Not as much as we allowed through during the disruption, but it still might pass the threshold. And it’s worth a shot. Driver could take the Orb in the Vita while she’s picking up the surviving colonists.”
Maya rapidly translates this right beside Loobnar’s ear.
Meanwhile, Driver is nodding decisively. “Damn right,” she says. “And I do just want to get this done.”
“I’ll come,” Clyde chimes in.
“And me,” Santino adds.
Driver turns to me and subtly shakes her head, as though there’s any doubt about what I’m going to say.
Loobnar looks at me, too, then speaks up very firmly: “You must stay with your family.”
Maya vocalizes this in English for the benefit of our group members without translation-capable lenses.
I look at Eva, at Joe, at Scarlet.
A promise is a promise, and I’m done leaving them.
Earth is safe and so is Eden. Cleansing Bayzen and transporting the colonists is a case of dotting the I’s and crossing the T’s, and of drawing a decisive line under this whole affair.
For me, though, the job is done. I have no hero complex or driving need to be the one making a difference, no matter what some people who don’t know me have said over the years.
I’ve found myself in the heat of the fire not by choice but by circumstance and by necessity. Today, when I have the choice whether to leave my family again or trust the final acts to my capable and brave teammates, there is really no decision to be made.
“Best of luck, guys,” I tell them. “You are needed on Bayzen… and I’m needed here.”
“Damn right,” Driver says, smiling approvingly.
As she claps her hands together and calls her team in to start their preparations for one more mission, I turn to my family.
“I’m never leaving Earth again,” I promise them.
“Can I go with Driver’s crew?” Joe asks, sincere in his desire and innocently oblivious in thinking there is any chance in any world that we would ever say yes.
“Maybe when you’re forty,” Eva tells him, ruffling his hair with her hand. “And even that’s a maybe.”
Laughing together, we step into the main body of the Balena. We won’t be in Greenland for long, but right now it’s time to decompress and get ready to return to the simple and peaceful life I’ve craved for so long.
I had two weeks of it between our original Bayzen mission and the discovery of the sludge, and now I’m ready for a lifetime.
More surely than ever before, all I want is to step into the only life I’ve ever wanted: a quiet life at home, shared with the people I love most.
That, and nothing else, is what this has always been about.
My family is what I’ve been fighting for all along, and it’s finally time to enjoy my prize.
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Wow.
A lot has happened in the two days since we cleansed Earth.
Driver and her team have also cleansed Bayzen, for one thing. As we hoped, the Orb activated as soon as they exposed it to the planet’s sunlight.
Sasha was right to factor in the atmospheric degradation caused by the disaster when Porro’s team of mining colonists were trying to create their first gateway to Earth. Owing to that, far more stellar energy reaches the planet now than it did when the Ancients wrote that the Orb wouldn’t work there.
On Bayzen, Driver first arrived to the sight of far more creatures than when we left. They had doubled repeatedly, seemingly at least once more than the ones on Earth had the chance to.
Bayzen’s air was thus very unpleasant and growing unsafe. Driver found the colonists hiding in their vessel, extremely glad of her team’s arrival. Not for the first time, she truly saved them.
The cleansing went smoothly and decisively.
First it was Eden. Then Earth. And now, Bayzen too is fully cleansed.
With this done, we truly have eliminated the scourge of spores, sludge, insectoids and monsters — or onshers, as those dramatic moments with Laika will always make me think of the fully formed creatures.
Once and for all, we’ve done it.
For the sake of thoroughness, intensive cleansing with Bayzen water has also taken place in every area of the Balena. No sludge or spores were found after the Cleanse, but it pays to be safe.
Humanity will remain vigilant, as will our friends on the other side of the gate.
And speaking of alien gateways…
During their quick mission, Driver’s team also successfully returned every single colonist to Eden. In doing so, they reunited them with the family and friends who had for so long thought they were gone for good.
While that was all happening, I stayed here in Greenland with my own family. That should go without saying, I figure. But I have seen the joyous video footage from the colonists’ reunions on Eden. It would bring a tear to a glass eye.
The new gate between Bayzen and Eden made the team’s trip far quicker and easier than when we blazed a trail during a two-week voyage — asteroid storm and all. Driver was gone for less than a day.
I felt sadder than I expected to see the back of Loobnar, but something tells me that a synergistically cooperative future between Earth and Eden will bring him back before too long. My gut says it was goodbye for now.
While Driver was completing that mission, another pilot was performing another recovery mission. That one involved a flight to the Moon. From his outpost on the ERF’s lunar colony, Nick Mountjoy has come home.
I’ve since caught up with Mountjoy and thanked him for his willingness to stay behind like he did, all to make sure nothing went wrong.
I know better than anyone how tough that kind of isolation is. I know it only too well. And although Mountjoy is the kind of guy to dismiss his own contributions and downplay the difficulty of what he’s done, we all know how much he stepped up.
We all know it, and we all appreciate it.
Since even before Driver’s one-day trip, meanwhile, President Williams has been preparing the Balena’s crew for the craft’s imminent relaunch.
His video message to the world immediately after the Cleanse went down extremely well.
After so many difficult years contending with the Anomaly and then the shorter-lived but hugely disruptive creature-based threat, people really are daring to believe that we’re on the other side of it all.
Things are looking up.
The future is bright.
These are the kinds of things people are saying again. The mood has shifted for the better, with cynicism taking an overdue backseat.
We truly have made it through the darkest days, and a new dawn is rising.
I’ve spent the past two nights on the Balena with my family, reuniting with some old friends and even getting a replacement right hand from my buddy Earl in the bionics division.
Today, however, the Balena is returning to space.
It’s time.
The overwhelming majority of its crew haven’t even stepped outside during its telling time in Greenland.
One longtime crew member who has been absent for a while, though, is today going back with her colleagues.
She was missed by them when she wasn’t on-board, and she’ll be missed by the rest of us when she is.
There are no missions of distant exploration planned for the Balena’s immediate future. With so much to be decided regarding the new opportunities offered by the gate, nothing is set. But still, I know it’s likely to be a long time until I see Driver again.
We’ll stay in video contact, of course. And I know she won’t leave on any huge or potentially one-way trips without coming back one more time to say goodbye for real.
“Well, it’s been something, Ray” she says, putting on a happy face when it’s time for my family to leave so that the Balena’s take-off procedures can begin.
We’re going back to Salt Lake City in one of the many planes stationed outside the underground facility, which I thankfully never had to enter and which just as thankfully has some huge reserves of jet fuel.
“It’s been something,” I reply, forcing a smile right back at her.
We’ve had the full day since Driver got back from across the gate to prepare for this moment, but it’s natural for there to still be some emotion coming to the surface.
It’s us who are leaving first, departing the Balena with the best wishes of a large crowd.
Shaun, Sasha and President Williams are all at the front, along with Santino who is the most emotional of anyone.
Not everyone is staying on the Balena, though. Most of the crew who moved across from the Vita when we had to first venture across the gate are returning to that research craft.
The Vita will return to its full station configuration in orbit as soon as repair work is completed to fix the damage from the asteroid impacts we endured, which is expected to take a few weeks. They’ll live on board in the meantime.
Clarence Major and Simone are among them, along with countless other researchers in various fields. The natural delineation between the Vita and the Balena is blurred now that the long-distance exploratory focus of the Balena has been upended by the gates, but the ERF will figure it out.
And really, these are good problems to have! Humanity has two excellent spacecraft at its disposal, both of which can function as large research stations and both of which can cover great distances with or without the new quantum shortcuts our alien allies have provided.
Maya is staying on the Balena, of her own volition and with Loobnar’s blessing. She was made by the Ancients, but in her incredible little mind, with a mind being something it truly does often feel like she possesses, she belongs with us.
She will miss Laika, and vice versa, but she will thrive in space with Driver and the others.
Aside from my family, the only other person leaving the Balena for a terrestrial flight is Chester. His heartfelt connections to Earth mean that it just wasn’t in the stars for him and Driver to end up together, with no pun intended, but they’re parting on good terms and with happy memories of the times they had.
He has said his goodbye already, before this public spectacle, but he waves warmly at Driver one last time as he joins my family in stepping into a waiting rover.
My family have said their private goodbyes to everyone, too. With so many people here for this, we wanted to make sure of that.
We’re now going to wait in the Vita until the Balena takes off. After that, we’ll be boarding a homeward flight along with a few hundred others from inside the facility.
I won’t miss Greenland.
In all honesty, there’s not a lot to miss.
But still, I’ll always remember it as the place we won the fight.
I’ll always remember it as the place humanity came together, defiant to the end, and defeated an alien scourge.
I don’t think I’ll ever be back, but I’ll sure as hell never forget.
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ONE YEAR LATER
I didn’t think I’d ever be this far away from my family again. Alas, the circumstances called for it.
We couldn’t all make the trip, and I felt like I had a responsibility to make an appearance.
This is important. It’s worthwhile. It’s what the world needs.
After everything that happened last year, it’s crucial that we remember those who were lost.
Almost as importantly, the world also has to remember that so many were saved because of the united front we put up against the creatures. That front came together not only from across Earth, but from much further afield, too.
Last year, unity brought survival.
Today, unity brings hope.
That’s why I’m here. That’s why I’m conducting this ceremonial reveal of the new Unity Torch.
Artfully and ingeniously constructed from materials originating on Earth, Bayzen and Eden, the Torch is an important symbolic monument.
I promised Eva and our children that I would never cross another alien gate. I vowed to never again even leave Earth’s atmosphere.
Fortunately, I haven’t had to do either of those things to reach New Zealand.
A thousand memories swirl as a car takes me from our landing spot to the ERF’s huge global headquarters, once a ZolaCore research facility, where the Unity Torch has been erected.
No one has come down from the Balena or the Vita for this ceremony, let alone from any other worlds. This is an Earthly celebration of that fateful date one year ago, now known simply as the Cleanse.
All year, things have been good. Earth has remained very stable, with no reported incidences of spores — let alone anything worse.
Sophisticated adaptions based on Clyde’s ingenious thermo-atmospheric method of detecting the hallmarks of infestation and creating visual overlays are now built into all kinds of technology, from home security equipment to airport scanners.
There is nothing left of the stuff and hasn’t been since the Cleanse, with even the sealed sludge sample in the underground GRC facility having been destroyed by the high-altitude Orb activation.
Still, there is no harm in being vigilant.
Another field that has seen significant advancement in the past year is communication with the aliens. Our initial translation breakthroughs were crucial, but they came together very quickly and aren’t a patch on what our expert teams have developed more recently.
From the Balena, Maya remains in communication with the aliens on Eden via the radios.
Their world is stable, too, with Porro and Loobnar working together on instituting and overseeing some major changes to their society, based on the benefits of the more open society they witnessed in their time spent with us. That humanity has been able to serve as a positive example is something for us to be very proud of, in my mind.
Further observation and study of the Ancients’ home solar system has revealed little of note, beyond decisively confirming that their star — and by obvious extension their world — is long dead.
Bayzen, meanwhile, is as uninhabited now as we expected it to be when we first discovered it. Some have mooted the possibility of using it as a hub-like interchange for new gates, linking Earth to other distant worlds like it already does to Eden.
I’m not in favor of that, given the proven danger of creating new gates. We witnessed the potential effects during The Anomaly, without knowing the cause, and I think I’ll have a hard time ever supporting non-essential projects that carry such risk.
My interest in Bayzen lies largely in the alien vessel that’s still grounded there. We know its hull was salvaged from the enormous craft the Ancients’ themselves used to reach the planet in the first place.
A lot of that extinct race’s technical knowledge has been lost to time. If a skilled human crew is ever sent to deeply study the vessel’s core workings and design, which is something that’s being discussed, their work could answer scientific questions we haven’t even thought to ask.
In any regard, we are still very much trying to understand exactly how the gates work. The aliens have told us what they know, but their mastery of the incredible technology is still imperfect, as shown by the Bayzen disaster that caused the Anomaly.
Loobnar told us last year that the underlying technology came from the Ancients, who deemed it too dangerous for them to actually use. He had different ideas, of course, but I fall on the conservative side of that argument.
We’ve seen both the benefit and the risk of gate-creation… and I’d say that in anything other than a literal emergency, the latter decisively outweighs the former.
Some people see gate travel as our path to an endless universe of travel. I suppose that on this, the genie will never go fully back in the bottle. Fortunately, creating further gates remains a niche interest and not one favored by any leading figures in the ERF or any powerful national governments.
There are currently no aliens on Earth and no humans on the other side of the gate, but we are in frequent communication. Discussions around permanent envoy positions are also at an advanced stage.
When I say that “we” are in constant communication with the aliens, I mean humanity. I am living the quiet life I’ve always longed for, and I have more reasons than ever to already be looking forward to getting back home. A huge global audience is expected for this ceremony in New Zealand, though, and my presence means a lot to a lot of people.
Eva encouraged me to come when I was wavering, and I know she’s okay with the kids and Laika. I spoke to them all right before stepping off the plane, and I’m going to be back on my way to them within a few hours.
A large crowd is gathered when I reach the site of the Unity Torch.
Covered by a cloth I’ll be ceremonially pulling off, the Torch stands directly opposite the entrance to the ERF’s Global HQ.
Seeing the glass facade up close makes me think back to the moment when Driver smashed a rock through it when it was Zola’s home base, much to my surprise and even more so that of Sasha, the then-inexperienced analyst and communications expert we had along for the ride during our reconnaissance mission.
I look across in the other direction and see the former site of the Valerio Institute, where Santino was kept for most of his childhood.
There really is a lot of history at this site, which is where Zola’s secretive researchers and contractors built the Balena entirely under the ERF’s radar. With the role this place has played, as well as its current status as the ERF’s administrative center, it was the obvious candidate for where to erect the Torch.
As I step out of the car, the crowd greets me very warmly. Several reporters come as close as the security staff let them, asking all kinds of friendly questions.
I stop and answer a few, since we’re slightly early, telling the cameras that this is a powerful moment to reflect on what we’ve overcome and remember how much we can achieve when we work together.
It’s a platitude, sure. But it’s also true. On top of that, it’s the kind of thing I should say. I’m not a politician or an official decision-maker, even though the likes of President Williams and Clarence Major do still loop me in on things and consider my input on the rare occasions I feel strongly enough about a project or idea to share any.
After I pass the reporters, at the base of the covered monument I see my old friend Clive, who we found abandoned in Zola’s old base when the demonic maniac’s inner circle had already fled Earth in the Balena. His insider knowledge helped us stop Zola once and for all, and it’s always good to see him. He has worked his way through the ranks here, and I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s Senior Coordinator before long.
Clive could go as far as he wants in the ERF hierarchy, in Earth or in space. But like me, he prefers solid ground to orbit.
He says a few words as the ceremony gets under way, thanking me — the so-called guest of honor — for coming as far as I have. This gets a warm round of applause.
As other dignitaries say their piece, I can’t pretend that my mind isn’t wandering. I want to be at home. The more time I spend there, the more I want.
I almost miss my mark when it’s time for me to share a few prepared remarks, which are all very safe and diplomatic while still being from the heart.
“We stand here exactly one year on from the Cleanse,” I say, getting ready to close out my remarks. “We find ourselves today thinking back and looking forward. The sacrifices and challenges of the past should never be forgotten, but the future is a clean slate. This is going to be my last formal public engagement. And as I step back, I want the last thing I share to be a reminder that the future itself can be cleansed of all fear by the constant twin lights of hope and unity. The past may have shaped us, but the future is ours to shape. Together, led by hope rather than fear, it can be brighter than anything we’ve ever imagined.”
The crowd cheers heartily, bringing a degree of pride that my words have gone down so well. I agonized over finding the right level of oration, trying to say something memorable and meaningful without coming across as bombastic.
All in all, for a jet fuel specialist who fell into this spotlight and had no choice but to run with it, I think I’ve done okay.
When I get the signal, I then pull the cloth from the monument.
“Presenting: the Unity Torch,” I announce, bringing further applause. “A torch made from three types of rocks from three different worlds. Earth. Bayzen. Eden. Together, united, and supporting a hope that shines bright.”
I gesture up at the Orb-like sphere that floats above the main structure of the cone-shaped torch.
“Constructed from the shattered shells of the creatures who threatened our world, this replica Orb symbolizes the light of hope. May that hope cleanse all of our todays and all of our tomorrows.”
The Unity Torch is a lot more impressive in person, and it seems a lot bigger than it looked in the drawings I saw when it was being planned. It’s certainly a worthy symbol of the important message it represents.
A lot of attention has been paid to the small details, too. The word “Hope” is written near the base. A third of the way round, a pictograph symbol is present to represent the same thing in the language of our alien friends. Between them, several letter-like characters form the same word in the language of the Ancients.
It’s a lovely touch.
I also particularly like the symbolism of the replica Orb. The fact that it’s made of shell fragments from the creatures we destroyed in the Cleanse is ironic in the best way.
It’s beyond fitting. It’s poetic.
From the darkest nights come the brightest days.
The real Orb, meanwhile, is under lock and key in the facility directly behind me. We kept it on Earth rather than returning it to Eden purely in case we ever need it again. We don’t think we will, of course, but you can never be too careful.
It didn’t belong to the Edenites, but rather was left by the Ancients for whoever might find it. We were that whoever, when we defied the orders of Eden’s leadership to explore in and around the planet’s Lone Peak.
Neither Loobnar nor Porro asked for it back, which avoided any potential discord.
To date there has been no discord at all, with the aliens seeming to greatly respect our species for our intellect and bravery. They remain hugely grateful for the help we offered on Bayzen and Eden when it was needed most, just as we remain grateful for theirs.
Mutual respect is a good foundation for a cooperative future, and that is why my words of hope today feel like more than platitudes.
I mean what I say. The future is bright.
Together, we can do so much.
But me?
I appreciate the adulation of this crowd as I walk around for an informal meet and greet after the ceremony concludes. I appreciate that they came out, and I appreciate how much they appreciate me.
Truly I do.
Nevertheless, I just want to go home.
The ceremony has gone well and I’ve made my announcement that this will be my last formal public engagement. It’s been a worthwhile trip.
I give the excited crowd as much time as the security guards allows me to. I want everyone to leave here happy. Happy for the future, but also happy in the present.
When it’s time to leave, I say goodbye to Clive and return very gladly to the waiting plane.
I’ve done my job today. It was a pleasant experience with a lot of very pleasant people, but it’s done.
More broadly, my public service as a whole is done. I’ve done my time in this spotlight I didn’t ask for, giving my all every step of the way.
I’d like to think that people in the future will speak of Ray Barclay as a guy who tried his best and never ran away.
But stepping back isn’t running away.
I’m exiting stage left once the dragon has been slain. There’s no shame in that.
Because more than anything, I care what my family thinks.
I care that Joe and Scarlet will grow up remembering that I was there for them as much as I could possibly be. Just as much, I care that Eva will go to bed each night knowing that I’ll be there in the morning.
The time zone difference isn’t on my side for that to work out tonight, but this is my last night away. I’m stepping back to the only place I want to be.
Home.
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“Two minutes!” Joe calls from the patio.
Although I’ve only been home for ten after a long flight back from New Zealand, there’s no way I’m missing this. Traffic almost conspired to make sure I did miss it, but I’m here.
I’m weary from the back-to-back flights and I’m going to sleep harder than ever when I get to bed, but I’m here.
“Are you coming, darling?” I ask Scarlet.
She’s in the nursery, putting some extra details on a small mural she’s been working on for her new brother or sister.
Brother… but she doesn’t know that yet.
Eva’s due date is only two weeks away, which is why my trip to New Zealand was a solo one rather than a family one. She’s already sitting with Joe and Laika, ready for the rare and symbolic event we’re about to witness in the night sky.
While some people might think the timing could have been slightly better, to have come one day earlier and fall precisely on the anniversary of The Cleanse, I would disagree. After all, I wasn’t home last night.
“Coming,” Scarlet replies, carefully putting down her paintbrush and joining me in the hallway. I lift her up and carry her outside.
We reach the patio in time, albeit with very little to spare. I sit in the chair next to Eva, holding Scarlet, while Joe is already in front of his telescope and Laika is standing on the ground right next to him.
Armed with a red flashlight and pre-printed sky map, designed to avoid losing his hard-earned visual acuity for the stars as he would by looking at a backlit screen, Joe points me to our north-west horizon.
That’s where the Balena will appear to come from as it makes its frequent orbit. What’s special about tonight is that from here, it will appear to continue right into the heart of the vivid alien gate that remains a perceptible fixture in our sky.
Both the Balena and even more so the gate are bright enough to be observed with the naked eye. But for better views, we all have our binoculars ready and Joe has his telescope pre-aimed directly at the gate.
Some purist astronomers aren’t too happy that the gate has changed the night sky so much, but it is what it is.
That gate has changed the world as a whole and will continue to do so. It’s also not like it’s overly disruptive or anywhere near as bright as the Moon or even Venus and Jupiter on a lot of nights.
The gate’s presence also allows for all kinds of fun new alignments. None are as cool as the one we’re about to witness, when the Balena — from here a bright dot, but in our hearts so much more — will genuinely look like it’s disappearing into the gate.
One day, I have little doubt that it will.
The Vita has crossed again, most recently a few months ago, to establish permanent atmospheric monitoring stations on Bayzen and release new telescopes in the planet’s orbit.
It’ll be a far bigger event when the Balena does, though, because it certainly wouldn’t be for a short mission like that.
“There it is!” Joe happily exclaims.
I point Scarlet to the light. “Look!” I say. “There it is. Driver is up there right now, waving down at us. Maya, too, and a lot of our other friends.”
“Wow,” she replies. “They are so high!”
Scarlet isn’t old enough yet to realize just how unusual her life has been, and I don’t even think the time she spent in orbit on the Vita has fully registered. The spaceplane she took up and down doesn’t feel very different from being on a regular flight, and being inside the Vita in its station configuration really does feel eerily like being on Earth.
With all the innocence of the sweet child she is, Scarlet waves frantically towards the Balena.
“Hi, Driver!” she yells.
“Hello, Luna,” Laika adds, hopping around excitedly.
I show Scarlet how to hold the binoculars that are hanging around my neck, then take my own when Eva hands them to me.
“Thanks,” I tell her.
With a lingering glance, Eva smiles the untroubled smile of the woman I fell in love with.
I’ve put her through a lot since then, and we’ve endured far more time apart than any couple should ever have to. Yet despite it all, at every stage, Eva’s spirit and faith has held up like a redwood in a storm.
Her skin is now glowing like it used to even before the pregnancy, just like the bags under my eyes have faded, with peaceful and calm living proving as good for our bodies as our souls.
I haven’t found a way to stop the gray hairs from coming quite yet, but I can console myself with the fact that I’ve definitely earned them.
My life changed when I was left as the last man standing on a dead space station, more isolated than any man in history as I desperately fought to get home to my family.
Now, as I watch my countless friends pass overhead in the vibrant research station that is the ERF Balena, I’ve got exactly what I wanted.
My planet is safe.
My feet are on solid ground.
My family is at my side.
All the struggles, the close-calls, the time apart, the desperate missions and the painful moments… it’s all been worth it.
For this perfect moment and this perfect life… it has all been worth it.



AUTHOR’S NOTES
Thank you for reading All Or Nothing!
The Earthburst Saga has been a huge part of my life for a long time, and it’s very fulfilling to reach the end with so many loyal readers having joined Ray and Driver for the ride.
I’ll miss the characters (maybe Laika most of all), and I’ll especially miss the supportive team Ray amassed along the way.
If you’ve enjoyed this story and could spare a few moments to leave a review on Amazon, that would be very helpful. Reviews are a great way for readers to find books that might interest them and every kind word really does help. Thanks!

BEYOND THE LIMIT — A PREQUEL STORY
Although Ray’s adventures are complete, I have some great news! A short prequel story, titled Beyond The Limit, is now available to order at Amazon.
Beyond The Limit explores the events leading up to Ray’s fateful placement on The Beacon, providing some nice ‘Easter Eggs’ for fans of the series! Click here to order today.

If you’re looking for another epic read and you haven’t already checked out my Not Alone series, that’s the obvious next stop for more thrilling sci-fi adventure. You can pick up the blockbuster first novel by clicking here.
I have some huge projects coming soon. To make sure you don’t miss any of the most important updates on future books, simply sign up to my email newsletter by clicking here.

To reach me directly, discuss anything related to my books, keep up to date with what’s coming next and even have a chance to read it early, you can also join my Facebook fan group — Craig A. Falconer’s Sci-Fi Tavern — by clicking here. It’s an awesome group of friendly readers and it’d be great if you could join us!

www.craigafalconer.com
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