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I don’t know what’s going on.
I don’t know where I am.
I don’t know who the hell the guys are that just bundled me into the back of this van, and I don’t know where the hell they’re taking me.
The old saying that bad things happen fast has never been truer than it is right now.
A few minutes ago — minutes — I was doing my usual home workout in front of the TV. I was thinking about how nice the past two weeks at home have been, coming after a quarantine period of the same length.
The back-to-back dramas on the Vita and on Bayzen took so much out of me, I could never take downtime with my family for granted ever again. That’s why what just happened seems so cruel.
I’m in the back of a van with a transparent hood-like cover on my face. It’s the kind of thing you’d see in a movie about a viral outbreak, probably around fifteen minutes before the first zombies start to show up.
The two guys who bundled me into the van were wearing identical hoods. Along with those, they were sporting some very serious looking hazmat-style suits. After they bound my hands, they lowered this damn thing over my head and pressed some kind of switch that made the bottom part tighten around my lower neck.
I hate it. It’s airtight and clearly has some kind of filter, allowing me to breathe without infecting the van’s sterile air with whatever they think I’m carrying.
And that’s the crux of this. As this darkened van carries me to God-knows-where, I don’t know anything for sure.
I only have two clues to go on. One is a status report from Sasha on the Balena, which she sent just seconds before my hooded captors made me drop my phone on the doorstep. The other is the limited but harrowing information those guys gave me.
“We have reason to believe you have been directly exposed to a parasitic alien pathogen,” one of them said. “This is for everyone’s safety, including your family.”
The other guy didn’t waste any words, either. He told me that a “public health emergency” gave them authority to detain me if I didn’t go willingly.
The worst irony was, he didn’t even give me that chance. When I glanced down at an important notification on my phone, he took advantage of my averted gaze to grab my hands and bind them. From there, they frogmarched me to the van and forced me inside.
So much for going willingly.
Both of the guys had ERF logos on their suits, but that doesn’t tell me too much. Assuming they really are working with the Earth Resilience Forum, which formally administers both the Vita and the Beacon, as well as the underground bunker network, I should soon get some answers from my friends at the top of the organization.
After all, even if I don’t have a formal role, I’m pretty much recognized as an honorary leader of that organization.
I really think they are ERF emergency health officials of some kind. Because although the thought has crossed my mind, I can’t see any way it makes sense that they were impersonating agents.
If they were malicious actors trying to kidnap me for some reason, why would they show up in conspicuous biohazard suits? Why would they do it in the middle of the day? And why would they put a transparent hood on me before tossing me into their getaway van?
Surely kidnappers posing as ERF guys would have tried to tempt me to a more discreet meeting place, I figure. Or if they had taken the other route, they would have just cuffed me and grabbed me without any of these pretenses.
That’s my logic, anyway.
And then there’s Sasha’s message, I remember. Oh yeah. That seals it. They’re legit.
My mind is scrambled from this chaotic and terrifying turn of events, but Sasha’s message serves as confirmation that the ERF hierarchy really is concerned about something I might have unwittingly brought back from the alien world of Bayzen.
They’re very concerned. And because of that, I am, too.
The major physical discomfort I’m feeling has dominated my thinking for the past few minutes. It’s so dark in here that the transparent hood might as well be made of thick black cloth. My breathing is restricted, too, to the extent that I feel like I’m sipping air through a straw.
Part of this might be because my heart-rate is so elevated with the stress. I think the hood has a lot to do with it, though.
Believe me: this is no low-grade face mask. These guys mean business.
Needless to say, being without the use of my hands makes things all the worse. That’s a real shortcut to helplessness.
A few sharp turns have already knocked my unrestrained body from one side of the van to the other and I haven’t been able to brace myself. That’s a real shortcut to some aching limbs.
In some ways, this whole operation feels pretty damn sloppy.
They did show up in my busy neighborhood and take me away very conspicuously, and they did roughly bundle me away right after introducing the idea that I could go willingly.
The fact I’m not restrained in a real seat, for either my comfort or their security, is another sign that this was all hastily arranged.
On reflection, though, that only underlines how serious this must be.
For them to publicly take me from my doorstep, they must be spooked to high hell. That alone is already going to be headline news, and someone up the chain must have made the decision that bringing me in as quickly as possible was their sole priority.
A parasitic alien pathogen…
Those four words are flat-out nightmare fuel.
Four weeks ago, Driver and I became the first humans to make direct contact with an alien race. We stood face to face with them. We breathed their air. Hell, we were briefly detained by them, with our hands bound like mine are right now.
The point is, we were totally exposed to whatever was lurking on Bayzen and in its atmosphere. There’s no need to look for ways that an alien parasite or pathogen might have taken hold. If we really have been exposed to something like that, it’s because we unwittingly stepped right into its lair.
I wish that wasn’t the case, but I can’t regret what we did.
I didn’t want to venture further away from my family once again, let alone through a totally untested portal. I didn’t want to answer the call of a potentially hostile alien race, who very well could have been conducting any one of the nefarious schemes people were suggesting. I didn’t want to be involved in any of it.
Who would?
I acted because I had to. There was no other way forward, and the specificity of the alien invitation made it clear they wanted no one else to answer their call. Driver and I were chosen because we had succeeded in other missions, in the face of almost impossible odds.
Now, with an alien pathogen striking me as something we are entirely unequipped to deal with, I think remembering what we’ve already overcome is an important way to keep my mental state from reaching a critical low point.
Driver and I crossed the quantum gateway to Bayzen out of desperation, with no idea of who or what we would encounter on the other side. Earth was dying and the aliens reaching out to us from the other side were our only hope.
With their help, we were able to stop the cosmic radiation that was set to destroy Earth within a few days if we hadn’t succeeded.
Sure, some people were unshakably opposed to our mission. As the murder of our poor friend Phil O’Connor showed, some people were violently opposed to it.
That’s why when this pathogen news becomes public knowledge, I expect to hear “I told you so” from more than a few angles.
I expect vitriol, too, but I couldn’t care less. I didn’t do anything for the plaudits. I crossed that gate with Driver to give humanity a chance. We had one unpalatable option in front of us, and we took it.
If we hadn’t gone to Bayzen, everyone on Earth would be dead by now. That’s a fact. And amid all of the guilt I’m starting to feel for having introduced something so concerning to our world, it’s a fact I have to bear in mind.
And sure, we’ve had our share of opponents. There have always been naysayers and there still are. As sure as night follows day, there always will be.
But I’d prefer to focus on the allies that have helped me succeed in all of the recent missions that have kept Earth safe. Because just like night follows day, day follows night. The darkness fades and the sun comes up.
Whatever is happening up on the Balena, with Driver and Maya being isolated like I am down here, we have a team that stands undefeated.
It’s difficult to feel positive about the guys who left me as uncomfortable as I am with so little explanation of what’s going on. Beyond difficult, it’s impossible. But as much as I’ll have some strong words for them when I get the chance to talk, I know they’re not my enemies.
The ERF exists to keep Earth safe. Right now, when they’ve just learned I’ve been exposed to an alien pathogen, keeping Earth safe involves making sure no one else is exposed. My heart is beating a mile a minute as I try to contain natural fears about the danger I might have put my family in. ERF health agents sure as hell better not be rough with them. For everyone’s sake, I hope that’s not going to be any kind of issue.
Even more pertinently than that, though, I just hope beyond hope that I haven’t passed anything on. I know so little that it doesn’t make sense to let myself slip into catastrophic thinking, but no one ever said fear is a logical beast.
Driver and I were on Bayzen, touching the aliens and swallowing the air. If something has just been detected after we’ve been free to go about our lives for two weeks — which came after two weeks of strict Vita-based quarantine — there’s no reason to think I’ve given my family anything dangerous.
Pessimistically, though, there’s also no reason to think I definitely haven’t.
On one hand, it could be the case that prolonged direct exposure is necessary for whatever this is to take hold. But on the other, there could simply be an incubation period that Driver and I have exceeded. For my family, it could be a matter of time.
I wish I could call Eva. She’s going to be worried sick about me, just like I am about her and the kids. It wouldn’t change anything tangible, but hearing her voice would ground me when I feel like I’m tumbling towards a hopeless vortex of runaway fears and worst-case scenarios.
I wish I could call Driver, too, or anyone on the Balena who could tell me what’s happened to her. Maya, the alien-made robotic bird who acted as our AI interface with the aliens and their technology, could be a priceless resource, too.
Sasha is the Balena’s lead analyst, and I got the impression she was taking a risk by reaching out to me when she did. Her message was short and to the point, but even without the benefit of hearing her tone, I sensed a real and uncharacteristic franticness.
The exact content isn’t as clear in my mind as the shocking words I heard about the alien pathogen a few moments later, but I remember the gist of it.
Sasha was reaching out to tell me that Driver had just been taken away. She also said that Maya was gone. Perhaps most importantly of all, she shared her belief — though uncertain — that this was happening because something had been found in the Vita.
That’s what I remember from the message. I don’t have my phone and I can’t operate my smartwatch to read it again. The guys bound my hands in front of me, rather than at my back, but the fact that they’re bound at all obviously means I can’t operate the watch’s controls.
If it weren’t for this horribly uncomfortable hood, I might have been able to use my nose or even my tongue to press some buttons and make an emergency call to Eva.
I might have been able to. But with how efficient these guys were, and how serious this all seems, I don’t think they’d take that kind of chance. I would wager that this van has some anti-communications shielding built into its walls, or maybe just some wave-based signal-blocking technology.
Either way, I can’t see the full message, let alone try to reply or call Sasha or anyone else.
It’s safe to say the message isn’t the only thing I can’t see in this van’s eerily pitch black rear compartment. I can sometimes hear engine sounds and particularly harsh bumps, over what could be potholes but could just as easily be off-road terrain.
My frazzled mind couldn’t even hazard a worthwhile guess as to how long I’ve been in here.
Fifteen minutes? Forty? With no real sensory feedback and more troubling thoughts than I know what to do with, my time perception is operating very shakily — if at all.
Given how rashly the guys acted, it really did seem like they were acting on very new information. The timing of Sasha’s message could be no coincidence, either, coming just as they arrived at my door.
That’s all to say, this is very much a developing incident. Skilled teams of analysts are no doubt scouring the Vita for more signs of whatever they’ve found, and Driver could be undergoing some physical tests in the medical bay. By the time this van stops moving, there could be clearer information.
Just as this thought is resting in my mind, my body jolts sideways as the van takes one of its sharpest turns so far. I hear the engine rev loudly before settling to near silence.
My runaway thoughts all go quiet for the first time as my ears focus on the slight changes in vibration. We’re slowing down.
I hold my breath, as if I need to deprive my lungs of any more air given the horrible hood I’m still wearing. Quickly, I become all but certain that we’ve totally stopped.
Consciously, I count the seconds.
After a full minute, there is still silence and stillness.
Wherever these guys have taken me, I think we just arrived.
My thoughts return to their starting point from the beginning of the least comfortable journey I can remember.
I don’t know what’s going on.
I don’t know where I am.
I don’t know who the hell the guys were that just bundled me into the back of this van, and I don’t know where the hell they’re taking me.
But now, and not before time, I’m about to find out…
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We’re here.
You know… wherever here actually is.
I gave up on counting a while ago, but it has to have been several minutes since we stopped moving.
The guys must be filing a quick report or taking some extra precautions before letting me out. Something like that.
Whatever they’re doing, it won’t be long.
When the wait starts to feel like it’s stretching out, I start counting again.
I try the sometimes-effective trick I learned from my middle-school friend Kelly, which involves guessing how long something will take and deliberately overestimating it so I might be pleasantly surprised.
I place a pretend bet with myself that it’s going to take at least five more minutes for anyone to come and open the door. I count to one hundred, at which point I extend my left thumb. One-third of the way there.
I don’t get all the way to three hundred seconds. My count stops somewhere around one-thirty, just past two minutes.
Unfortunately, I don’t stop because the door opens.
Nope. I stop because this situation is making me about as patient as I was back in middle school, when Kelly and I would use the counting game in a bid to stay sane while waiting for the bus to get through the world’s worst traffic lights at the last turn before our neighborhood.
I move myself towards the door, trying to listen for movement or voices… trying to listen for anything.
No sound meets my ears.
I’ll be out of here soon, I try to reassure myself once more. And even if it’s not right away, it won’t be too long. They’re not just going to leave me.
At first, it’s easy to tell myself this. Nothing else makes sense.
Why would they bring me here and leave me here? They wouldn’t. It’s a stupid thing to worry about.
And yet… here I am.
Still.
I’m not really worried that they’re going to leave me altogether, but I’m growing seriously pissed that I’ve been here for what feels like almost as long as the drive’s duration. My breathing is getting more uncomfortable than ever and the total darkness is messing with my mind.
With so many emotional and practical concerns about what could be going on everywhere else with this pathogen I’ve apparently brought back from Bayzen, this growing physical discomfort is enough to tip me over the edge.
“Let me out of here,” I suddenly roar, kicking hard against the van’s back door.
When it doesn’t budge an inch, I desperately — and probably foolishly — move backwards before charging at the door with the full weight of my shoulder.
It doesn’t buckle, but I do.
Even through the adrenaline, the stress, and everything else I’m feeling, you’d better believe my shoulder now aches like a female dog.
Worst of all, it has absolutely no effect. Not only does the door survive without so much as a tiny dent, no one in the front of the van or outside of it reacts to a sound they must have heard.
I mean, how could they not hear it? I heard engine sounds and road bumps, and those wouldn’t be as loud or as sudden as the man-on-metal showdown I just lost so decisively.
Anyone within earshot would have heard it… which makes me think, very troublingly, that there is no one within earshot.
Maybe the sound of my roar and the follow-up collision might as well have been a tree falling in the woods when there’s no one around to hear it.
“Breathe,” I tell myself, sitting up straight and closing my eyes.
This makes the square root of zero difference to what I can see, but it still has the effect of helping to calm my mind. There’s something about voluntary darkness that brings peace, just like there’s something about externally imposed darkness that brings the opposite.
I take deliberately slow and steady breaths, like I did during the latter part of the drive when I was finding it hardest to stay composed.
And then, all of a sudden, I hear the click of the door’s opening mechanism.
It slides horizontally to the right as I look out. This opening brings with it a welcome burst of light, albeit clearly not sunlight.
My eyes adjust quickly and take everything in. That’s easy since there’s almost nothing to see, with a concrete-looking floor and a light wall beyond the threshold.
“Hello?” I call.
No one answers.
I’m not hanging around in here a second longer than I have to, so I move to the door and step out.
Where am I?
Beats me. But I’m out.
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Instantly, I see that what I thought was a wall is actually a kind of canvas structure, like a large crime-scene tent. I try not to read too much into that.
“Hello?” I yell again.
I know my voice is getting out, because sound gets in. So does air, because this hood is no spacesuit helmet.
I heard the guys loud and clear back at home, when they spoke through theirs without needn’t to engage any kind of button. The lack of reaction to my calls is unsettling, but I guess I can understand why there is no one around.
If I really am a serious biohazard, I’m likely to be in some kind of containment.
I walk around the van, hoping to find something on the other side. A door out of the tent would be nice, but right now I’d settle for anything.
To my surprise, I see a full biohazard suit hanging on a rail that’s been placed by the front of the van. Clearly, this is for me.
Maybe no one can come near me until I’m wearing it, and maybe they were rightly worried about how I’d react to the guys if they had physically opened the door and greeted me there?
The van is empty, as I expected, with the driver and his colleague nowhere to be seen.
“My hands are tied,” I call, wondering how they could have missed this point or how the hell I’m supposed to do anything with the suit until they remove the binding.
But then, for the first time since the two agents arrived at my door, I see something I’m actually glad to see.
Very glad.
On the edge of the rail, clearly for my benefit, is a jagged blade that looks very hastily attached at a horizontal angle.
Without any pause for thought, let alone any overthinking what exactly is going on here, I hold my hands out and place them around the blade. I then move them back and forward until the zip-tie like binding is defeated.
I wriggle my fingers and crack the knuckles of my left hand. I make the same movements with my right, but its bionic nature — however convincingly real it often feels — rules out that particular sound.
In any case, the new freedom of movement feels good both physically and psychologically.
The first thing I do is tap my watch’s screen.
I do this more in hope than expectation, on the off-chance that it might have some level of data signal or GPS connectivity. If it does, I could reach out to Eva or at least get some idea of where I am.
Alas, there’s no connectivity at all.
I’m either too deep inside this facility for any external signal to reach me or there’s some active signal blocking going on. These considerations are the same ones I pondered in the van. Only this time, my ability to reach the watch allowed my hope that I could utilize it live a little longer before falling flat.
The next thing I do is reach for the uncomfortable hood, feeling around the area where it snugly meets my neck. I’m not familiar with the technology at play. I don’t know what’s making it stick like this without hurting me. My breathing feels restricted and the whole thing is very uncomfortable, sure, but it’s not painful.
I can’t feel any controls to disable the attachment mechanism. With each passing second of my continued failure to detach the hood without force, the jagged blade looks increasingly tempting…
No, I decide.
Piercing it would be inherently dangerous, for one thing. After all, I don’t know what this hood is made of or how it might react to a sudden puncture.
More than that, though, part of me thinks I should probably keep this hood on until I reconnect with the guys from earlier or meet someone else. The ERF is sufficiently concerned enough about what I’ve been exposed to that they’ve done all of this.
The guys tasked with bringing me here might have failed to be as attentive or friendly as I’d like, but for all I know they’re currently dealing with news of some big new development.
The point is, this really is bigger than me. That isn’t just something I say — it’s something I know and it’s something I feel.
The delay in getting me out was clearly caused by the guys, and whoever else operates this place, setting up the tent and the few things they’ve left out. However thoughtless they’ve been in regard to my needlessly rough trip here, I know they’re not my enemies.
And so it goes that with my newly freed hands, I choose not to break the hood. Instead, I reach for the biohazard suit and put it on.
Compared to their time in the restraint, my hands still feel very free even in the gloves I slide them into.
There are boots, too, which I also put on. They’re a little on the loose side, but the suit has feet of its own. That means it’s fully sealed, so the boots are presumably for comfort.
I wear them, since I don’t know how long I’ll be standing or walking for and my own shoes could naturally be carrying some remnant of whatever it is that has everyone so spooked.
As soon as I’m fully kitted out, with my shoes placed next to the rail, a path of light appears on the floor.
For half a second I wonder if I’ve slipped into some dream-like state where I’m being guided from above, but then I look up and see that I literally am.
A spotlight has sprung to life, clearly at someone’s remote behest, and it’s pointing to the tent wall at the passenger side of the van.
I step towards it and see a flap that wasn’t visible until I got very close. I push through it and step forward again, this time all the way out of the tent.
The floor is the same, still concrete, but the space I’m in is now a lot more vast. It’s not huge like the hangar in Colorado or the docking bays on the Balena, but it’s still sizable.
“Hello?” I call once again. Any observers might think I have the vocabulary of a parrot far less special than Laika.
Laika…
If Eva and the kids are being taken somewhere for testing or isolation, which better be a whole lot more gently conducted than my ordeal, I hope the little guy is being taken care of. Driver and I missed having him at our side during our latest mission like we did in some earlier instances, even though I was glad he didn’t have to go through it all.
And as unique as he is, thanks to the genetic interventions of ZolaCore’s bio-engineers, he’s still a macaw. He still doesn’t take kindly to scary-looking strangers. He wouldn’t go peacefully if some guy in a biohazard suit tried to cage him. I don’t think that would end well for anyone.
He’ll be okay, I tell myself. And whether I believe it or not, it’s the only thought worth thinking.
My call, again, receives no direct answer. Another spotlight does however illuminate a new path just a few seconds later.
The silence around me now feels very different from the silence of the parked van.
I’m fully aware this doesn’t make any sense, but it seems… louder.
Being surrounded by total silence in a large space like this makes it more total. More oppressive.
It’s almost like it makes my ears listen even more closely, like they know there should be a sound at any moment. Just like absolute darkness sometimes plays tricks on my eyes, truly total silence can start to sound like white noise.
Before setting off along the path, I decide to look around the other side of the tent to see if I’m in the middle of whatever kind of bay or entrance area this is.
As the silence dies with my movement, each footstep sounds like an elephant’s.
Unsurprisingly, I quickly see that the tent isn’t in the middle of this place. Instead, the van stopped near a solid-looking metal entrance hatch.
I’ve seen enough ERF bunkers to know this isn’t one, and I don’t think we were driving long enough to have reached any of them. I’m certainly in a secure facility, though, and I’m certainly going nowhere until the person with the keys wants me to.
With this knowledge fresh in my mind, I walk back to the tent’s exit and begin following the lighted path.
To judge the distance, I count my steps. I don’t think I’ve counted this much in years, but there is at least some practical purpose in counting steps where there wasn’t in counting seconds.
Sure, the size of this place has no real bearing on anything I can do, but I’m trying to figure out what kind of facility I might be in.
Walking towards seemingly nothing more than another wall brings to mind the cavernous entry hall of the alien vessel Driver and I found ourselves in just a month ago. I have almost as many questions right now as we did then, before we understood that their vessel was positioned directly on the other side of the gateway and had opened to let our Vita’s self-landing technology take over, before we even regained consciousness following our passage through the portal.
Whatever comes next in here, it surely can’t be as crazy as everything we found there.
Ironically, of course, I’m here precisely because of something we found there — something we didn’t know about until today.
When I reach the wall, my count stops at 396. Almost 400 yards. A quarter of a mile.
Yeah… this is a big place, alright.
The pathway terminates at a barely visible doorway, which automatically slides opens as I reach it.
I step in, finding myself in a narrow corridor. One more overhead spotlight guides me to one more door, and I get the feeling I’ve really arrived now.
Sure enough, I finally hear a voice as soon as I step inside the room.
Ward would be a better word, I think. It’s all very white and very sterile. It’s much larger than I would have expected from the corridor, based on how close together its various doors were.
“Hello, Ray,” the voice says, female but unmistakably robotic.
I look up ahead and see a wall-based screen that looks like it’s capable of displaying a lot of data. There are blank two-axis graphs and empty data tables.
“Thank you for your cooperation so far,” the voice goes on. “This will not take long. Some of this may be uncomfortable, but all of it is necessary. For the greater good, it is all necessary.”
I gulp at this and slowly turn around, wondering what — or maybe even who — I might see in the area behind me that I haven’t seen yet.
There’s no one there. What there is, however, is a whole series of medical instruments and equipment.
Some of the things are familiar and some are innocuous enough looking, like a large scanning pod that I’ll evidently have to step inside.
Others, though, to be grossly blunt, look more like Victorian torture devices than anything I want near me.
I don’t think I’ll need to use everything that’s here, and I honestly don’t think I could use some of it. Aside from the painful-looking things, I’m not experienced enough to feel comfortable doing much more than taking a blood pressure reading or stepping onto a scale.
“Our remote testing will begin now,” the annoyingly chirpy robotic voice says.
My eyes can’t stay away from the worst-looking implements, as much as I want them to. Human nature is what it is, I guess.
I gulp again. Because believe me, “uncomfortable” is right.
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“Please proceed to the table in the corner behind you, to the right,” the robotic voice requests.
It’s probably more of an order than a request, I suppose, since it’s not like I have a lot of options here. I’m in some kind of isolated facility, likely in the middle of nowhere, with no way of contacting the outside world.
The door behind me isn’t so much locked as gone, since it works via automatic controls rather than a handle. It slid closed, back into its recess, as soon as I stepped into this room.
And with my shoulder still complaining about its losing fight against the van, I don’t think trying to burst out would be the best idea even if I had a reason to think there would be anywhere to run to.
This doesn’t feel like when Driver and I were detained by Porro and the other aliens on Bayzen, though. This doesn’t feel anything like that.
Back then, we were in the hostile hands of a race who didn’t know that our motives were pure. Maya’s temporary incapacitation meant that we couldn’t communicate with them at all, and it seemed like we were set to be held indefinitely. There was almost no hope.
Here, on the other hand, I know what I’m being asked to do.
I don’t like it, but at least I know what it is. And while I don’t agree with the manner my captors are conducting things, deep down I know they’re not hostile and they know the same about me.
The trouble seems to be that they think I’m dangerous, all because of that fateful trip to Bayzen.
I’m clearly a health risk in their eyes, but they showed an element of trust in allowing me to free my hands before I reached this sealed room. I figure that was probably because I had to be wearing the full containment suit before venturing into the corridor, and naturally I couldn’t have put it on without the use of my hands.
The guys who brought me here probably deemed it unwise to be there to help, since it wouldn’t take a genius or master psychologist to guess that I’d be mightily pissed at them.
Some things don’t make sense. The purpose of the tent is one, for example. But right now I don’t want to get stuck on minutiae. I’m sure I’ll get answers in due course, when there aren’t so many bigger questions to start off with.
My hunch is that ERF, along with any other health agencies they’re working with on this, is working off the cuff. There can’t be a precisely set protocol for this eventuality. I mean, who could have seen it coming?
“Please proceed to the table in the corner behind you, to the right,” the voice says again.
I turn around and look again at the equipment.
There are no visible speakers anywhere that I can see. That part of this again reminds me of being in the alien vessel when Maya started talking to us, and I sure as hell wish she was around now. Her native familiarity of the Bayzenites, as well as the deep knowledge she has gained of humanity through their years of observation, would make her a priceless resource in figuring out what we’re dealing with here.
Sasha’s message only said that Maya was “gone”, which leaves a lot of space for my imagination to come up with best and worst-case scenarios. None will help me right now, though, so I make a conscious effort to quiet my mind as I focus on the array of medical equipment.
A beam of light appears from overhead. Following a method of directing my focus which is by now well established, the beam centers on a nondescript plastic object.
The thing is around ten inches long and almost looks like a wand. That’s the word that comes to mind when I get close to it.
I pick it up. The material seems like a porous plastic. Looking up close brings to mind the texture of the kitchen stirring spoons I used to have, before Eva told me it was a better idea to use natural materials. It’s lighter than I expected and totally smooth, with no grooves or discernible markings in any area.
“Press the top of the deactivator against the rear of your facial shield,” the voice instructs.
Deactivator, huh?
I like the sound of that.
Facial shield, on the other hand, is one hell of a euphemism for this fully enclosed hood I’m wearing.
And although in some ways it might loosely resemble one, this isn’t like I’m wearing a beekeeper’s facial shield. No. I’m not the beekeeper in this analogy, because I’m the one they’re worried about.
Either way, I’ll be massively glad to be out of it. A breath of fresh air, or at least a deep breath of indoor air, is exactly what I need.
I hold the wand closer to my face and focus on its two ends, trying to figure out which side is the top.
“Which side is the top?” I ask, going for the obvious shortcut.
I try one end as I ask, keen to get this hood off as quickly as possible.
Nothing happens. No reply comes.
I’m starting to wonder if whatever kind of system is talking to me might be spitting out set phrases in accordance with some situational protocol. At first I thought it might be speaking words a real person was typing as they watch on through an unseen camera, but now I doubt that’s the case.
I touch the other side of the deactivator to the back of my hood. Mercifully — hell… beautifully — I hear a slight hissing sound as real air comes in.
I lift the hood off without a second’s delay.
Finally. Air!
The air I taste might not be fresh, but it’s just what the doctor ordered. It feels like my lungs are filling for the first time in far too long.
It’s like how the artificial light I saw when the van finally opened eased my eyes. Whether it’s natural or not, they need light to function just as my lungs need unrestricted airflow.
My whole body seems to ease as the oxygen feeds my brain and everything else. A pulsing tension in my forehead is instantly abating, too. Only its fading makes me realize how persistent it had been, with my mental clarity now rapidly returning.
I don’t know how much of the discomfort was purely physical. There’s no doubt a mental aspect was at play, too, with the fact the hood was physically imposed upon me making the situation worse.
Not knowing how long I would have to endure it certainly didn’t help, either, and all of that is contributing to the level of relief I’m feeling now.
“Please remove your protective suit to enable testing to begin,” the voice says.
I’m still not keen on the look of some of these medical instruments, but I am starting to like the general direction of travel here…
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Whether the voice is fully automated or is serving as a proxy for a human onlooker, its instructions so far are welcome. It has spoken about the greater good making testing necessary, which is something I agree with, and it’s freed me from the hood.
Now that it’s instructing me to remove the suit, too, I realize I must have had to wear that earlier to make sure I didn’t infect the corridor.
I figure this room — or lab, or ward, or whatever term fits best — must be fully sealed. Unlike in the corridor outside, which will be used for accessing other areas, no one else can be in any danger from my breathing in here or from my clothes or shoes spreading any potentially dangerous material.
There’s only one thing the voice has said so far that I don’t like. When my first glance at the medical equipment made me shiver, I tried to tell myself that I might not have to use the least appealing instruments. But combined with the voice seeing fit to warn me that the necessary tests might be uncomfortable, I can’t put too much weight in that optimism.
For now though, as I happily step out of my suit, things feel decidedly less clinical.
Don’t get me wrong: I’m not kidding myself that anything has really changed. I’m here because I’m a biohazard, and the implications of that for both me and humanity as a whole could be grave beyond my wildest concerns. I also know that some “uncomfortable” testing lies in my immediate future.
But still, I’d sure as hell rather be facing this shit-show of a situation out of the restrictive suit-and-hood combination than in it.
I fold my suit and place it on a clear area of the table. Getting out of this small room might require putting it back on, and I guess I have a hard-wired dislike for putting clothes on the floor. The suit came with some slightly oversized boots, but I put those under the table.
In a pinch, I could handle clothes on the floor. But no one puts shoes on surfaces, right?
Under the table, I see four bottles of water and a large pouch of some kind of soluble nutrient mix.
In one sense, it’s a good thing there are some supplies since no one else seems to be around. But in another, I don’t like that this indicates I could be alone in here for quite a while.
I’m now standing in my socks. They’re patterned novelty socks, with their very dark blue background punctuated with stylized representations of our solar system’s planets. Joe got them for me last Christmas, continuing a long tradition that stretches to every occasion and leaves no room for plain socks in my drawer.
The sight of the socks is another reminder of Joe and Eva and Scarlet. Everything I’ve done in recent years has been to keep them safe, and that’s what I have to keep in mind ahead of my upcoming self-administered tests. It’s all for them.
Horribly, though, there are two big differences between this time and all of the other hairy situations I’ve been in.
For one thing, it might already be too late. If a pathogen really did come back through the alien gateway, my family and untold others might already be exposed.
And for another, I’m to blame.
That knowledge cuts me like a knife. It has been cutting deep ever since the words “parasitic alien pathogen” first left the agent’s mouth on my doorstep. It’s cutting deep because I know that any physical alien threat to our world is only here because I brought it back with me.
It doesn’t matter that I didn’t mean for it to happen. It happened.
The road to hell is paved with good intentions.
No good deed goes unpunished.
You’re damned if you do, damned if you don’t.
Those idioms and countless others apply here, only too well. I take a deep breath, still grateful that I can do so, and try to focus on what happens next.
There’s no undoing the past. The fact I’m here is testament to how seriously the ERF and likely some powerful government health agencies are taking this. When everyone is pulling in the same direction like that, there’s no reason to get ahead of myself and let any catastrophic thoughts in.
Yes, they think I’ve been exposed to an alien pathogen. But if that truly happened, it happened four weeks ago. In a detached rational sense, there’s a strong argument to say that means we’re in a better position today than we were yesterday. After all, the problem already existed, we just didn’t know about it.
My being here, as regrettable as it is, could enable some major steps in putting things right.
I can only trust that the Vita is being carefully scanned for samples and clues about what we’re dealing with. Aside from that, tests on me and Driver are humanity’s best way of developing an understanding of the potential threat.
“Okay, I’m out of the hood and suit,” I say. As I speak, I look around the room for signs of the cameras that have to be capturing my actions.
There’s no reply. In lieu of any spoken instructions, the spotlight returns and directs me to a large pod that almost brings to mind an instant photo booth. It’s roughly that size, albeit with a fully sealing door.
“Is someone actually there?” I ask, growing frustrated. “Listen: I’ve been cooperative with everything you’ve asked since I got out of the van. I just want to know what’s going on. I want to know where my family is, I want to know where I am, and I want to know who is hearing this. I’m beyond sorry if I’ve brought something dangerous back from Bayzen, but all I’ve ever tried to do is keep the world safe. I’ll do what I have to do. I’m not looking for any apologies for being dragged out of my house and dumped in a van. I’m just looking to not be treated like a goddamn criminal. Biohazard? Sure, if you have to. But criminal? No. I haven’t done anything wrong here. And after everything I’ve put myself through before all of this came up, I think I’ve earned a little bit more than a robotic voice and a spotlight.”
I’m not trying to pull a ‘do you know who I am?’ on anyone, but I don’t think my request is unreasonable.
To my surprise, and almost immediately, a reply comes.
“You’re right,” a human male voice utters. It sounds less crisp than the robotic voice I’ve been used to, clearly coming through a small microphone.
Within seconds, I see both where it’s coming from and why it sounded less than crystal clear. A large section of the room’s main door-facing wall slides downwards into a recess. Behind it, a thick glass wall remains. And behind that, I see them.
It’s one of the guys from the van, still wearing his suit and hood. I recognize him as the one who cuffed my hands, enabling the other to stick the hood over my head and seal it.
“We are sorry for how things went down, Mr. Barclay,” he says. “This is a rapidly developing emergency situation and we had an urgent order to isolate you as quickly as possible. Your cooperation since then has been noticed. We appreciate it.”
“Who’s we?” I push. “Who is involved in this? How many people know? And where is my family?”
The man hesitates. “I’m going to need you to step into the testing pod. You’ll still be able to hear my voice and we can talk a lot more while the results are being analyzed. There’s no time to talk first. All I can ask is that you keep cooperating, and all I can promise is that I’ll answer as many questions as I can. Okay?”
Standing as close as I can to the thick glass boundary between us, I look into the man’s eyes. He knows more than I do about this emergency situation, as he called it, and he looks genuinely terrified.
“Your family is at home,” he goes on. “We really do have to get moving with these tests, but I can tell you that much to ease your mind. They’re being kept there for testing and close monitoring. They returned shortly after we left with you, and my colleagues arrived close behind them along with trained family liaison agents. If you don’t believe me, look.”
I watch as he performs some gestures on one of the two computers in front of him. He then gets up and holds it towards me. Sure enough, I see a feed of our home with several vehicles in attendance. One of them is Eva’s car.
“Okay,” I say, exhaling slowly and turning back towards the testing pod. “I’m in.”
It’s infinitely better for my family to be monitored and tested at home than in a facility like this. The presence of so-called family liaison agents also tells me they’ll be facing kinder treatment than I have, which is even better news.
“Thank you,” the man says, remotely unlocking the pod as he speaks. “We’re on the same team here, Ray. My name is Tom, if you care, and I have three kids of my own. I’ve been in public health for sixteen years. My government job got me a spot in the Colorado bunker back in the dark days. I was in there with your wife and son. I joined the ERF’s health division after you saved the world. I know you and Driver just did that again, and I thank you for it. Today, we’re going to work together to make sure the world stays saved.”
I glance back at Tom as I reach the pod, just before getting in. I would never claim to have Laika-level abilities to always know when people are lying, but this guy is definitely telling the truth. I just know.
I hear it in his voice. And beyond that, words aside, there’s no way even the world’s best actor could fake the concern on Tom’s face.
“Let’s do it,” I say, ducking under the top edge of and stepping into the surprisingly spacious but totally empty pod. “Let’s see what the hell we’re dealing with.”
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The scanning pod feels bigger than it looked from outside. I think that’s because although it’s roughly the same size as the kind of Photo Booth I initially compared it to, there’s no area for a screen, printer, or even a seat.
When I say that it’s empty, I mean that it’s empty.
With the door closed behind me, I feel more alone and isolated than ever. And coming from the guy who spent so long on a dead space station, that’s saying something.
“So how does this work?” I ask, trusting that Tom will still be able to hear me and that I’ll still be able to hear him.
“Various kinds of imaging and other scans,” he replies. “You’ll be familiar with X-rays, MRIs, body composition analysis. This pod conducts all of those and more. Ironically enough, it was developed with space travel in mind. You know, for missions and locations where compact design will be necessary.”
Tom’s voice is no tinnier than before. I see no sign of a speaker inside this pod, which literally has to be firmly insulated if I’m about to undergo tests like the ones he mentioned.
“Yes, there’s a speaker in the ceiling recess,” he explains, not so much reading my mind as reading my obvious visual confusion. “Speaking of which…”
A mechanical noise hums from overhead as a compartment lowers from that recess on ingeniously designed extending arms. When it settles at chest level, I see that it’s totally empty apart from a tiny pair of black eye protectors. I’ve never used these myself, but I recognize them as the kind of thing people wear in tanning salons to guard against the intense light.
I lift them out. “Is that all?” I ask.
“Uh, no. This is the part when you might wish you were still talking to a robot and didn’t know I was watching,” Tom says.
Oh.
“My clothes,” I sigh. It’s not a question. I’ve figured it out.
“Some of the tests need it to be just you in there,” he confirms. “You will need to remove your clothes and your watch, too. My camera view will only be on your upper body and I really don’t have to look at all for most of this. It just is what it is.”
“It is what it is,” I repeat, starting with my solar system socks and quickly putting everything else in the compartment, too. “Just don’t lose the remote control or anything, okay? I will be wanting those back…”
Tom chuckles with me, breaking the awkwardness. In one sense it’s actually better to be talking to him directly, even though it means I know he can see me.
I know he’s feeling some of the same natural embarrassment that I am, whereas the neutral female robotic voice would have been cold and detached.
“Actually, wait,” I say, suddenly serious again. “Is my bionic hand going to be okay in here? There’s metal and who knows what else inside here. I could get the hand off, but the docking attachment on my arm needs a procedure with specialized equipment. Then there are the implants in my temples, too.”
“We have a firm green light on all of that,” he replies. “You’re smart to raise the question, but your body modifications have already been cleared — including your smart contact lenses, too. They might affect some of the readings, but the system is going to account for that. What they won’t do is cause you any problems in there. The pod is designed to be safe for people with unremovable implants. Like I said, it’s been created with space travel in mind. Future missions will involve passengers and crew with more and more modifications, so that safety has been built in from the start.”
That’s reassuring, and again feels like a better response than I would have gotten from the soulless voice that first greeted my arrival.
As my clothes disappear upwards, I feel even more alone in this void-like pod than I already did.
“If you could put those goggles on for me, Ray, I’ll start the tests. These primary scans will be very fast but it’s crucial you don’t take the goggles off until I ask you to. Does that sound okay?”
“Let’s do it,” I reply, putting them in place. In the total absence of light, I feel like I’m back in the van again.
I follow Tom’s instructions to part my feet and raise my hands. I’m striking the airport security pose and probably undergoing a similar kind of scan, among several more advanced others.
Tom talks me through what’s happening for the next few minutes, letting me know when one scan is over and the next is underway. He encourages me to relax my stance in between some of them, when longer breaks are required for the pod to recalibrate or engage whatever kind of technology is needed at each stage.
Holding my arms still in the air for extended periods becomes a surprisingly challenging task, especially when my shoulder starts to hurt again due to my foolish attempt to break out of the van. Nevertheless, he’s diligent to impress upon me how crucial it is to be totally motionless so the scans can work properly.
He sometimes sounds like a fitness instructor, telling me to stay in position for just a little while longer. At the end of each countdown, he’s equally diligent to praise me for holding perfectly still.
He counts me down all the way from sixty on one occasion, during what he calls a deep tissue scan. This takes longer than any other individual test inside the pod, and he says it’s going to be my last.
“I can feel heat,” I say with mild concern after around forty seconds.
“Don’t worry,” Tom replies, breaking his count to reassure me that everything is okay. “The walls around you have closed in for this test. They’re currently shining extremely bright light at you from all angles — hence the goggles. We’re actually doing two tests at once here. Your skin is being visually monitored under the intense light, which works best at the same close range that the interior tissue-scanning technology needs for optimal performance. And while I’ve been explaining that… our time is up. The walls are returning to their previous position. You can now relax your pose and remove your goggles. I’ll lower the ambient light to help you readjust.”
I do as he says, grateful for the low light. I think I’ve been in here for nine or ten minutes, based on adding up the countdowns and factoring in our breaks in-between.
“How long until you have the results?” I ask.
In the milliseconds before Tom replies, I hear an overhead click to signal that the compartment containing my clothes and my watch is coming down.
“We have some already,” he replies. “The basics. Some will take a few minutes for the system to compile, since they’re based on observations from multiple sensors and instruments within the pod. Even after that, it’ll take a while for human eyes to draw conclusions. My work is mainly done, because the detailed analysis is way above my pay grade. I’ll pass on what we find, though. We’re really looking for anything anomalous — sorry to use that word — compared to what we’ve seen in other patients who have tested out the pod’s novel scanning abilities. For the more common tests, we’ll compare them to the most recent equivalent results in your medical records and also look closely for anything that doesn’t look right.”
“Got it,” I say.
“Most of this will be done in the first instance by cutting-edge medical AI software, just like it is in civilian hospitals these days,” Tom goes on. “But leading experts in every relevant medical and biology-related field are going to be poring over every ounce of this test data, Ray. The same is true of Driver’s results, which are a little ahead of yours, and it goes without saying that any unexpected results we see in both of your scans will be the most important data of all.”
That all makes sense, and especially the last part.
“So is that it for now? I can get out of this pod here and do whatever other tests you need me to do?”
“Well, I would appreciate it if you could put your clothes back on before getting out of the pod,” Tom laughs, making a joke about another thing I thought went without saying.
I reach into the compartment and then pause. “I mean… you made me pretty damn uncomfortable with the hand-binding and the hood. If I get to feel free as a bird and it makes you uncomfortable at the same time, maybe I don’t need these clothes after all?”
“At least put the socks back on,” he retorts with a deep laugh. “Seriously, though, there are no more tests for you to do.”
I feel my eyes widen in pleasant surprise. “For real? I don’t have to touch any of those crazy-looking medical instruments on the table?”
“I don’t think you’d be qualified for that,” he chuckles.
“Right,” I say. “But the first robot voice told me some of the tests were going to be uncomfortable. And, you know, the stuff is on the table. I thought everything in here was specifically for me.”
“No, this is a standard isolation and diagnosis room,” Tom explains. “And the tests are uncomfortable for a lot of people. Holding your arms perfectly still in the air for sixty seconds, after several other scans, isn’t always easy.”
I guess this all makes sense, and I’m beyond relieved that it’s the case.
“I can reconfigure the pod to give you a seat while we wait to hear what’s going to happen next,” Tom goes on. “As of right now, I honestly don’t know. You saw the water and electrolyte mix under the table, didn’t you? My colleague placed that in there for you while I was setting out your suit and everything else by the van. We weren’t told to do that, so it’s not like we have information suggesting you’re going to be in there for a long time. It’s just, you know, we don’t have any information that you won’t be. We just had to get you here and get you in the pod without exposing the rest of the research areas to anything you might be carrying.”
That’s a lot to take in. The long and short of it is that Tom doesn’t seem to know much more than I do, at least in terms of what my immediate future holds.
“Where are we?” I ask. “You can at least tell me that, right? And you can tell me what you know about whatever they found on the Vita?”
“How do you know about that?” he replies right away, with a tone of surprise rather than any kind of defensiveness.
“I saw it on my phone, about two seconds before you cuffed me,” I say.
He hesitates before breathing what sounds very much like a sigh of relief. “Ah, okay. So nothing leaked out earlier than that, and no one else will have heard. Good. Like every other aspect of this, it’s a developing situation. I honestly haven’t been updated on any of that since we were sent to bring you in. I just know it’s for the best if the public doesn’t start hearing scary headlines before we get a handle on this.”
Fully dressed once again, I step out of the pod and walk over to the glass wall. It’s good to see Tom again. Even the minimal bonding we’ve done has me feeling less alone than I was when he agreed to talk to me, and I’m starting to like him.
“Can you tell me what you do know?” I ask. “What was the situation on the Balena when Driver was taken in for tests? Did she get the chance to go peacefully? Why aren’t we leaning on Maya to understand the danger here? And most of all, what exactly did they find inside the Vita that has freaked them out so much?”
Tom focuses intently on his computer, clearly pulling something up. A few seconds later he looks at me again, clearly uneasy.
“This is the only image I’ve seen,” he says, his voice lower than before. “They’re bound to have more by now, if they’ve sent in some scanning drones. But this is pretty clear. They called it sludge, Ray. Security footage from the Vita, near the door where this was found, shows that it’s been slowly growing since you and Driver got out of quarantine. It’s small in absolute terms, but it has already tripled in size. No one noticed it until today… ironically the same day Driver has come down with a cough. She was isolated right away, at the same time a remote probe was sent to analyze the sludge. The results convinced our biologists on the Balena, where the Vita is docked, that this sludge is an alien substance. They believe it has infected Driver, or perhaps that the same microscopic bacteria or lifeforms that have infected her has manifested in this way in the open air.”
When he finishes talking, Tom turns his screen around.
And as if his words hadn’t been harrowing enough, this image takes things to a whole new level.
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The sludge, as Tom called it, is jet black in color. It’s hard to tell from a still image, but it looks gelatinous. It’s like someone dumped a half-done fried egg on the floor, or like Joe dropped a tub of his homemade slime.
What I know of my friends and allies on the Balena is that they don’t take major action lightly. Sasha sounded concerned about what was going on, in terms of the reaction as well as the discovery. But for decision-makers like President Williams and Clarence Major to have acted as swiftly as they have, their analysts must be both absolutely sure that this sludge originated on Bayzen and genuinely concerned that it poses a grave threat to humanity.
Another thought that crosses my mind, though, is that this isn’t the kind of thing that would cause public panic.
Tom seemed worried about that, when he was so relieved to hear that I learned of the discovery in a direct message from someone on the Balena right before I was taken here. He was very glad I hadn’t heard it through the online grapevine or from any other Earth-based source.
Really, though… this stuff just looks like a pile of gunk. Sure, context is everything. And sure, Driver’s cough is a concern. But without being told it was alien, I could easily have believed someone had stepped in a pile of literal bullshit and then wiped it off their shoe.
After everything that’s happened lately with the Anomaly and the alien signal and our ultimate trip across the gate, people on Earth have been reveling in their few weeks of normality since the threat faded away.
On one hand you might think it would only take a slight breeze to blow the public mood back towards panic stations, but I actually think the opposite might be the case. After all, there is such a thing as exhaustion.
“Can we talk to the Balena?” I ask. “Can I? I’ve done everything you’ve asked. I appreciate you letting me know where my family is, but I still don’t even know where I am and I don’t know what’s going on with Driver and Maya. Surely they’d want to talk to me, since I’m the only other person who was on the mission? Surely they want to ask how I’m feeling as well as see my results?”
Tom nods a few times as he busily types on his computer.
It’s odd seeing him still sitting there in his suit and hood, even though we’re separated by this thick glass. But in his line of work, and especially on this assignment, I guess caution is always going to be the order of the day.
“I’ve just communicated that we’re finished with your scans,” Tom replies. “They have live access to the data, but hearing that from me should speed things along. I’m sure they do want to talk to you, Ray, and I certainly want to hear what our next move is. The testing pod can reconfigure into a bed as well as a seating area, but that room you’re in isn’t meant for a long stay. I can pass essentials into you via an air-locked supply passageway, but you’ve probably noticed there are no bathroom facilities. I’ve told them that in my medical opinion, you shouldn’t be forced to stay in there for much longer.”
In the uncertainty and confusion of all that’s been happening, I actually hadn’t consciously noticed the absence of a toilet. But now that Tom has mentioned it, I can hardly notice anything else.
Again, though, his comments and concerns reaffirm that he really is on my side here. He’s not only trying to keep me calm, he’s now advocating for my best interests and trying to facilitate an overdue conversation with the Balena’s top brass.
“Who did the order come from to bring me in?” I ask, while the subject of those top brass is at the forefront my mind. “One of your divisional bosses, or higher up? And if it was one of your bosses, do you know who asked them to give the order?”
“It came from President Williams,” Tom replies instantly. “Not directly. When we got the order from our office, it said we had to bring you in as quickly as possible and that Williams knew you would understand. Our specific instructions came when we were already on the way to your house, and those told us not to tell you any more than we had to until you were safely isolated here.”
“And where is here?” I ask, determined to finally get an answer.
“We’re a little over forty miles west of the city, inside an Emergency Viral Containment facility. This building exists to contain and study newly discovered pathogens, which includes bacteria and other disease-causing microorganisms as well as viruses. Until today, this facility has never been used for anything except test runs. We have dozens of similar EVCs across the country, all now funded and operated by the ERF. Novel pathogens have always been considered a serious concern for potential threats to global safety. The field might not be as sexy as anti-asteroid defense or anything else that looks to the sky, but the probabilities have always skewed this way. Ten years ago, I would have said our greatest threats came from naturally mutating Earth-based viruses rather than anything relating to aliens. Never in a million years would I have thought we could be dealing with an alien pathogen.”
And that makes two of us, I think to myself.
“It’s a good thing this facility exists, if we’re counting small mercies,” Tom goes on. “Just like the bunkers, places like this can seem expensive and unnecessary until you’re suddenly glad they exist. All around the world there’s now a far higher level of preparedness for all kinds of black-swan threats than there was before Zola’s attacks. If one good thing came of that bastard’s evil actions, it’s that we’re more ready to deal with natural threats and more aware of how precarious our safety really is.”
I take a deep breath. “So you really think, and I’m asking you personally, that this is as bad as they think it is? You’re not just doing what you have to do, following orders and delivering data?”
Tom very tensely shakes his head. “At first, they didn’t tell us what this was about,” he says. “They only gave us any information when we said we couldn’t take the actions they wanted us to take without knowing the justification. I mean, you’re… you. You’re Ray Barclay. The idea of taking you away in broad daylight, against your will, sounded totally insane. At least, it did until they told us about the sludge.”
I wouldn’t have thought it was possible, but Tom’s expression now grows even tenser.
“I… I just feel like you could be underestimating the threat level here, Ray,” he goes on, gulping as he speaks. “I studied as a virologist for six years and this is a worst-case scenario. I haven’t closely studied all of your test results yet, because that’s not my job here. But while we will soon have good data about you, we have no data on the potential severity or transmissibility of any pathogen you might have been exposed to. Worst of all, though, we also have no natural defense against it. If you and Driver have been exposed to something virulent, and worse still if you’ve passed it on to others, this truly could be an existential threat. Civilizations have fallen due to exposure to foreign pathogens, and those pathogens had only been carried across oceans. This thing came from four light years away, through a quantum gate we haven’t even begun to wrap our heads around.”
Existential.
I hate that word. Outside of philosophy classrooms it’s always followed by threat, in the same way abject is always followed by poverty or Herculean is always followed by task.
My mood is pretty abject right now, with this poverty of information about what could be a Herculean task of trying to prevent an existential threat from taking hold. All I know is that Tom’s downbeat take, as understandable as it is for a man of his expertise, has left me feeling more concerned about this than I have at any other point so far.
“News!” Tom suddenly blurts out. He wheels his chair slightly to the side, from one of his computers to the other. He then focuses intently on its screen.
I watch his face through his hood, looking for any early clue as to whether the news is good or bad. More realistically, I know I’m really trying to gage just how bad it is.
“President Williams can talk to you now,” Tom reports without looking up to meet my eyes. “There are some new developments. He wants to tell you these things directly. And really, I do think it’s best if you hear this from him.”
“Hear what?” I ask.
Eventually, Tom does look up towards me.
He doesn’t say anything about the news, though, opting only to turn his computer around after making a video call to the Balena.
“Actually, I’ll cast it to the wall,” he offers. A few keystrokes later, the call window is visible on the wall to my right. I focus on Tom and his borderline desolate expression for a few more seconds, right until the lighting changes as Williams answers the call.
He’s in his office, flanked by some of my closest allies. I see Sasha, Shaun, Santino, Simone and Major.
To say none of them look happy would be the understatement of the century.
More than anything related to them, though, my mind is fixating on who isn’t there.
Driver’s tests began at least a few hours before mine, and she’s still not there. Her absence can mean nothing good.
“Where is she?” I ask.
President Williams, the leader among leaders, takes it upon himself to break the news.
“Driver is infected, Ray,” he sighs, clearly both heartbroken and terrified to be having to speak those words. “And so are you.”
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I say nothing for a few seconds. Adding to the atmosphere of oppressive tension, neither does anyone else.
“I know we’ve been exposed to something,” I eventually say. “Isn’t that why I’m here?”
Williams closes his eyes and exhales slowly. “No, Ray. You’re there because we thought you might have been exposed to an alien pathogen. We now know that you have been infected by one. I wish I had some better news, but I don’t. The scans our team ran on Driver have shown some unusual signs of a dark and semi-hardened fluid in her lungs, and the scans you’ve just undertaken have shown the same thing in yours.”
My heart sinks.
“Neither of you had any sign of this in the scans you underwent on the Vita during your quarantine period,” President Williams continues. “The problem has developed since then. It has incubated, and it may still be incubating. We don’t know yet if this is transmissible or indeed if it will be directly harmful, but the timing of Driver coming down with a cough is hard to ignore. You know yourself that she’s usually the healthiest of any of us.”
“She is,” I sigh.
“We’ve put Chester in solo isolation, too,” Williams adds. “He and Driver have been obviously in particularly close and prolonged contact over the past few weeks, so it only makes sense. He understands. The bigger issue is that she’s mixed with all of us, though, and we’re in an enclosed space. At this point, when so much time has passed since she was directly exposed, isolating all of her minor and moderate contacts would essentially have the same effect as isolating none of them. None of us, I should really say. It would be pointless, as well as damaging to our efforts in getting to the bottom of this.”
“There is one piece of potentially good news,” young Santino pipes up from behind Williams. “Driver has undergone the deep scanning process twice today, three hours apart, and there was absolutely no change in the results. There is no sign of continued growth.”
“In three hours, Santino,” Williams sighs. “That’s no length of time to draw conclusions. Besides, our experts tell me that if the sludge is present in Driver’s lungs, it may settle at a minimally effective size to ensure its own propagation. My understanding is that parasites often work like that, avoiding becoming so much of a problem that the body would start focusing on their elimination.”
“It’s worth saying that we don’t know if this is a parasite in any true sense of the word,” Tom interjects. “From my professional standpoint, it’s too early to say that. There are a lot of unknowns.”
No one vocalizes any disagreement with that.
Santino catches my eye, shrugging and leaning towards the camera on their computer. “The sludge in the Vita has grown slightly in three hours, Ray,” he tells me. “I’m just saying: we have measured that growing in size, but not the dark fluid in Driver’s lungs.”
He’s trying to reassure me, and I appreciate that. But in the knowledge that there’s some kind of alien sludge present in my lungs, knowing it’s merely staying the same size isn’t exactly easing my concerns.
“We’re studying this sludge with our full focus as we speak, and we’re developing methods to better analyze what exactly we’re dealing with,” Williams goes on, taking charge again.
“Maybe Driver and I are experiencing some weird thing because we passed through the quantum gate,” I suggest, reaching for an explanation that doesn’t involve a potentially transmissible infection. “Can we rule that out?”
My eyes flit between Shaun and Sasha, the two brilliant young analysts who always have some insight I’d never land on myself. Today, though, they’re both speechless.
“What does Maya have to have say about all of this?” I ask. “Where is she?”
I think and speak in terms of Maya being a ‘she’ despite the fact I’m talking about an alien-built robotic messenger. It’s just their speech and mannerisms and, for lack of a better term, personality were all so unique and lifelike that it’s hard to think of her as the inanimate object she technically is.
Her ability to link up with all knowledge and data stored in the aliens’ vessel on Bayzen, even after we crossed the gate, could be priceless to us right now. Combined with her ability to communicate directly with the aliens through the gate could give us their insight on this unexpected development. After how willing they were to help us get the necessary job done to save both Earth and Bayzen, I don’t understand why we’re not making use of this.
For the first time in the conversation, Clarence Major steps in. “Maya came from the same world as this pathogenic sludge that’s infected two of our best people, Ray,” he says, his voice firm. “At this stage, we cannot fully rule out that she knows more than she has told us and more than she would volunteer if asked. For that reason, her functionality has been temporarily disabled. Until we establish more of the facts about this, we have to be careful.”
“Careful of what?” I ask, incredulous over what I think he’s getting at. “You can’t seriously think Maya doesn’t have our best interests at heart?”
“She doesn’t have a heart,” Major flatly replies. “Ray… she is a conduit for the aliens. Accidentally or not, they already almost destroyed our world with the radiation leak caused by their first attempt to force open a quantum tunnel between our worlds. I’m sure I don’t have to remind you that when we were preparing for your last ditch mission, others thought the aliens were not to be trusted. Some thought they wanted Earth as their own.”
I feel my head shaking, scarcely able to believe where Major’s mind is taking him.
We’ve clashed in the past over his sometimes over imaginative doubts and his extreme caution in the face of certain risks or challenges, but I thought we were past all that. And compared to anything else that’s come before, this takes the cake.
“Since then, we have discovered that Bayzen is in ruins,” Major continues. “They have spoken of having ventured there from their true home planet, Eden, to establish a mining colony. In the interest of caution and balance, I have to point out that not everyone believes them. There are still some voices suggesting these aliens may not have cared an ounce about saving us… and that they only assisted you to save Earth. We only have physical evidence that they inhabit one world — Bayzen — and you saw with your own eyes that it is in ruins due to the radiation bursts. If… and I stress the if… if they wanted Earth as their own, wouldn’t sending a pathogen through the gate to eliminate the existing population be an effective way to achieve such a goal?”
Silence circles after Major makes his point.
There’s no way this is some bioweapon from Bayzen.
It can’t be true.
Can it?
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“You’re insane if you believe that,” I insist after a few seconds of thought.
There’s no sense in sugar-coating this, because it’s the truth. I know it in my bones.
“Major, I’ve been to Bayzen,” I tell him. “I’ve met these aliens. They were absolutely desolate over what they’d done with the failed gate’s radiation leak. And as for Maya, she was loyal to us over them! When we had the choice of risking our lives to possibly save the Bayzenites or sacrificing theirs to definitely save our own, she told Driver to retreat. We didn’t, but Maya wanted us to.”
“I thought she wanted to save her own ‘life’, to the extent she might have started to think she has one?” Major retorts. “That was what Maya said, wasn’t it? That she didn’t want to die in the craft?”
I pause for a second. He’s right, but it’s little more than a technicality. “But still,” I say, sounding more flustered than I want to. “You can’t have this argument both ways. You can’t say we shouldn’t talk to Maya about this because she’s a conduit for the aliens, and then say it doesn’t matter that she was willing to sacrifice them so she could make a getaway with us. That logic doesn’t hold. She thinks for herself, like it or not. She has an extensive knowledge of alien biology and humans. It’s flat-out madness that we’re not using her as a resource!”
“I agree,” Santino says, nailing his colors to the mast. “Shaun? Sasha?” he goes on, bringing two of my longest standing allies, currently silent, into the mix.
“Maya is not the problem here,” Sasha offers.
Shaun, meanwhile, simply nods supportively.
President Williams turns away from the camera for the first time, looking directly at Major. Those two haven’t always seen eye to eye, either, with Major being the commonality in such things, but there’s a great deal of mutual respect between them.
“What harm could reactivating Maya actually do?” Williams asks. “The sludge is already here. If we limit her movements in a cage of some kind and ensure no one is further exposed to anything she might be carrying, knowingly or otherwise, and if we limit what knowledge and data we share, what harm is there in running some questions by her?”
Major, somewhat surprisingly, doesn’t look overtly disagreeable. “Those are sensible parameters, and I’ve voiced my concerns,” he replies with a slight shrug. “If the rest of the group is in agreement, I won’t speak against the collective decision.”
That seems pretty magnanimous of Major, and it is always better for people to air their concerns within an inner circle meeting than to leave them unsaid until it’s potentially too late. I do notice that he didn’t say he would accept the rest of the group’s decision. Major isn’t a man to use words carelessly, and the fact of the matter is that he’s not in a position to accept or reject any decisions President Williams wants to take.
Quite simply, what Williams says goes. Only a mutiny would change that, and he’s far too reasonable and well-respected for anything like that to ever come to pass.
Williams is categorically in charge of everything that happens on the Balena. He’s also the de facto executive decision-maker for the ERF as a whole, as seen by his ability to order my emergency medical detention. I don’t hold any grudges over that, and it’s not the right thing to focus on right now.
Major may have been officially in charge of the Vita during its pre-emergency operations, but while it’s docked on the Balena — like it is now — it falls squarely under Williams’ jurisdiction.
“Uh… guys?” Tom croaks from behind the glass. I instantly look his way. “Are you all seeing this incoming communication from the field agents?”
His face is etched with concern. Glancing back to the wall where the video feed from the Balena is being displayed, I see that the others look just as worried. Evidently, they are seeing the news.
Only one person is still in the dark.
“Anyone want to throw me a bone here?” I ask.
Honestly, the more I look at everyone, the more I start to think that concern and worry aren’t strong enough words.
“Guys, come on!” I grunt in rapidly increasingly frustration. “What the hell is going on?”
“This is coming in from the agents at your home in Salt Lake City, Ray,” Williams says, his voice lacking its usual punch given the stress of the moment. “They’ve utilized one of the pods like the one you were scanned in, and they’ve just communicated a very unfortunate find. Let me explicitly state that your wife and your children’s lungs are all clear.”
I don’t know how to react to that. The news is obviously bad, but he’s ended his preface by assuring me it’s not the one thing I was most concerned about. I guess you could say I’m more worried than I was before they all got scared by this news, but slightly relieved that it’s not the absolute worst-case scenario.
“So what is it?” I push. “Is some other part of them not all clear?”
Williams shakes his head slightly. “It’s not them. Ray… it’s Laika.”
I feel my eyebrows furrow. “What’s Laika?”
“Your parrot has returned an adverse scan,” Tom chimes in, filling a brief silence. “We’ve detected fluid markers in his lungs, similar to what’s visible in your scans as well as Driver’s.”
“Is he okay?” I blurt out, panic taking over. “Where is he now? Does he seem okay?”
“Ray!” Sasha’s usually soft voice booms. “I love that little guy, too, but this isn’t about Laika. He’s the canary in the coal mine. Laika wasn’t on Bayzen and he wasn’t in the Vita after it returned through the gate. This is very different and very much worse than seeing a common problem between only you and Driver, as bad as that already was. Unlike the two of you, Laika hasn’t been directly exposed to the alien world, the alien air, or the aliens themselves. He’s caught this. Do you understand the gravity of what I’m saying?”
I feel my stomach churn and my chest tighten, because I do. I understand it only too well.
“The pathogen is transmissible,” I reply weakly. “He got it from me.”
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“We’re going to have to change course in our ground reaction,” Tom announces. “Those orders will be in soon and it’ll all be coordinated on a multi-agency level way over my head. As soon as news of this evident transmissibility spreads, we’re going to see a move from a contact tracing paradigm to a lockdown paradigm. Hopefully not for long, but until we have a handle on exactly what we’re dealing with.”
“Contact tracing“ and “lockdown paradigm” are certainly two terms I hoped I’d never hear again after all the crap we suffered through a while ago, but I understand where Tom is coming from. The fact that Laika has returned an “adverse scan” without direct exposure to the pathogen is just awful news, whichever way you slice it.
“Bring him here,” I suddenly say. “Laika is going to have to be isolated somewhere, right? Just like I am. This is the closest facility and he’ll be much calmer and better off if he’s with me.”
I’ll be better off with the little guy’s company, too, to be sure, but I really am thinking primarily of him.
“Do it,” Williams tells Tom, who starts typing to pass on this order right away. “We have already been tracing your known recent contacts and asking them to stay home, Ray, in case something like this transmissibility issue did become apparent. Eva has been very helpful with that, as you would expect. I’ll make sure you can get in direct touch with her as soon as we’re finished with this call. Things are going to have to ramp up now, though, like Tom said.”
“Oh, mother of shit…” Sasha curses, very uncharacteristically. She’s looking down at her phone, evidently reacting to an incoming notification. “Speaking of ramping up… they’ve just found more of it in the Vita. They’ve found a much bigger sludge pile, in an air vent.”
The silence now is every bit as jarring as it was during my lonely walk from the van’s tent to this bizarre room. Every expression is frozen in shock.
Simone, who has been even quieter than her usual self, is the first to speak. “I need access to a sample,” she says, looking right at President Williams from her side-on position as she says it. “We need to know what we’re dealing with before this spirals out of control. This can’t be a moment we look back on and wish we had taken major action when the warning lights started flashing.”
“None of it leaves the Vita,” Williams insist. “That’s the move we could end up regretting, Simone.”
“Then I’ll go in!” she suggests, surprising me as well as everyone else by how serious she sounds. “My lab is on the Vita. You said it yourself — we could all have been exposed already. Ray and Driver might just be a few weeks ahead of the rest of us in showing any signs. If it weren’t for this news about Laika, there would be an argument for saying their prolonged exposure to Bayzen and Maya and everything else could be the difference. But now that we know he has acquired the pathogen through indirect exposure, the situation has changed. We have to find out as much as we can as quickly as we can, while sticking to some principles of safety and security. Anything else really is madness.”
“You’re crazy for wanting to go in there,” my good friend Shaun tells Simone, “but you’re dead right about everything else. President Williams, we have to massively amplify our study of this stuff just like the emergency response teams on Earth are going to massively amplify their containment efforts. So far we know this is growing on the Vita — very quickly — and that it’s on Earth in Ray and Laika’s lungs. For all we know, there could be sludge piles growing on Earth that are either too small or too hidden for anyone to have seen yet. On the Vita, it looks like the sludge we’ve found is in the air vent and by the door. Maybe it likes airflow? Maybe that’s why it’s in their lungs? None of this is my field, but we have exobiologists onboard this spacecraft and we have one of the world’s leading chemical experts right next to us in Simone. Let’s use them. Let’s start physically studying this stuff instead of just monitoring it, so we know how to stop it if it keeps growing. For all we know, this could be an early stage in its growth cycle. It could accelerate, it could mutate, it could become atmospherically hostile.”
“Do you really think it could start rapidly expanding?” President Williams asks. Like me, I know he trusts Shaun’s gut on scientific matters more than he trusts anyone else’s with the possible sole exception of Sasha. “Do you think it’s conceivable that we could face a direct physical threat from this sludge’s growth, beyond any consideration of its pathogenic effects? In a worst-case scenario, are you suggesting you think it could… consume us?”
It’s getting increasingly hard to believe that I woke up this morning thinking it was going to be another good day at home with my family.
How the hell has everything come to this?
As if worrying about the pathogenic effect of the sludge wasn’t enough, now the team on the Balena is thinking about the possibility like it could keep rapidly expanding to the point of consuming them?
Needless to say, Shaun’s point about the possibility that piles of sludge could already be growing on Earth makes this idea hit even harder.
“I’m not saying I think every scenario I’ve mentioned is realistic,” Shaun replies. “But really, who would have thought this was realistic? What I’m saying is that we have to start directly studying this. We have to start testing ways to immobilize it, too. We have to start testing ways to kill it. This morning, we didn’t know the sludge existed. Today, we don’t know a whole lot beyond the fact that it does. The true nature of this stuff is still pretty much a mystery for now, but by tomorrow it could be a tangible threat to our safety. Guys… we can’t count on being able to deal with this at some point in the future. If it becomes a threat that we have to eliminate, we have to know how to do it. If you ask me, it’s high time we start taking steps in that direction.”
“I think you’re right,” Sasha says. “But anyone who exposes themselves to the sludge for the purpose of studying it would have to stay in full isolation. They’d be volunteering for that.”
“Fine by me,” Simone says.
Everyone’s attention falls on President Williams. “I don’t foresee a disaster tomorrow,” he says, maintaining an air of calm — outwardly, at least. “None of the observation reports on its growth patterns suggest anything like that, to the best of my knowledge. But I do agree that we cannot avoid direct engagement for much longer. What concerns me is the possibility that experimenting on the sludge might change its state or its… behavior, if you will, in a negative way.”
“We still have to do it,” Simone shrugs. “Seriously: at the very least, we have to start seeing how samples react to changes in their environment as well as what interventions can safely and effectively render it lifeless. I’m telling you that I’m willing to do this on the Vita, knowing full well I’ll have to be isolated. I’m trying very hard not to judge anyone else, but I can’t stand by and do nothing while this situation risks getting away from us. The idea of not urgently studying this alien sludge with full scientific rigor is not an option my conscience can accept.”
“Okay,” Williams says.
“Okay?” Simone replies, clearly surprised to have convinced him so quickly.
“On the understanding that you know you’ll be volunteering for total isolation, you can perform direct tests on samples of the newly found sludge pile in the Vita’s air vents. But you can’t do it while the Vita is docked with the Balena. I can’t have you performing tests with uncertain consequences so close to the rest of our people.”
“So… we’ll move the Vita back out to its own orbit?” Simone asks.
Williams hesitates. “Look, if there was no sign of this pathogen on Earth, either in its open-air sludge form or inside Ray and Laika’s lungs, I would be all for sending the Vita back into its own orbit and just blowing it up to eliminate this stuff once and for all. But that ship has sailed. You could work in orbit, but space on the Vita is relatively limited. I know it’s a very large vessel, but compared to the Balena and other ERF facilities it lacks space for any very large-scale tests that might become necessary.”
“You can’t bring any of it down to Earth,” I insist. “I don’t care if some is already here, you’re not sending more. Our focus down here should be on isolating any instances we can discover. Even somewhere like this or in the bunkers, there would be a risk of it leaking out.”
Williams nods several times. “We’re not sending the Vita to Earth, Ray. I’m thinking of another ERF location,” he muses.
I feel my eyebrows raise in reaction to this. Simultaneously, I see Simone’s do the same.
“I’m just putting it out there,” Williams continues, “but the facility I have in mind certainly ticks a lot of the boxes for this kind of thing. Abundant space, isolated and insulated laboratories, and all at a very safe distance from anything else. There’s also the point that the Vita’s entire air supply appears to have been compromised. There’s nowhere, including your own lab, where you could engage in experimentation within a truly untouched environment. If the point of any study is to see how the sludge and possibly the airborne variant of this pathogen will react to changing conditions, that work could be tainted.”
“What are you getting at here?” Major asks, not the only one who looks like he isn’t following along. “Are you saying the Vita is or isn’t a suitable place for studying the pathogen?”
“I think it can be,” Williams says, “but it’s not the optimal place. It could, however, carry the pathogen samples and a small crew of selfless volunteers to the better-suited facility I have in mind. Driver is already in enforced isolation and I don’t think she would take any persuading to pilot the Vita. After all, she wouldn’t be going anywhere she hasn’t been before. Right, Ray?”
Right indeed.
This isn’t the craziest idea I’ve ever heard, but it’s probably not too far off it.
Because while Williams isn’t talking about an ERF research location on Earth, he is talking about one on solid ground.
Lunar ground.
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The Moon.
President Williams wants us to study this new alien threat on the Moon.
Ironically, one of the most surprising things about this inherently spectacular idea is that the other people hearing it don’t look as surprised as I am.
Is it because they all voluntarily live in space? Is it because they see the ERF’s Lunar Research Compound — LRC — as just another location?
I’m the only person on this call who’s even actually been to the Moon. I spent a few hours there with Driver and Laika, back when the only thing there was a minimally functional and unmanned ZolaCore structure designed to facilitate theocite mining. Since then, a lot of things have changed up there.
“Desperate times call for desperate measures,” Williams states after a long pause.
There’s no disagreeing with that, from me or anyone else.
“Ray,” he goes on, “you were talking about fully utilizing our available resources when you suggested asking for Maya’s input on all of this. And as far as available resources go, the isolation and lab space of our LRC makes it an exceptional resource for this. There is already a fully equipped Emergency Viral Containment facility within the lunar colony, designed for any outbreaks that may have occurred among the researchers stationed there. We can move very quickly on this.”
“That facility currently has no permanent staff,” Tom says from the other side of the glass. “President Williams, I’m not aware of anyone on the Moon with experience of high-level bio security practices. The facility was due to have a small intake of staff from Earth and the Balena in a few months, as I understand it. Everything had to go on hold while the Anomaly took over. The facility is in place, but it’s not operational.”
Again, the fact that we’re now talking about the operational aspects of the Vita’s prospective relocation to the Moon says a lot about how just desperate these times are. No one has voiced any other kind of objection, and even through my own surprise I can’t think of any myself.
This could be the least bad option we have.
There are only a few hundred people stationed at the Lunar Research Compound, as far as I know. As long as they have the opportunity to leave before an alien pathogen is thrust upon them, I don’t see any ethical concerns with this. In practical terms, the fact that the sludge samples have been found inside the huge craft that would be making the trip certainly makes things easier than they could have been, by negating the need to carefully collect and transport any of it to another vessel.
“That’s a good point,” President Williams replies to Tom. “Thank you for raising it. It’s worth noting the facility you and Ray are in right now was previously empty, too, though. But you’re right about the staff. I’ll ask the virologists and microbiologists who were due to relocate to the Moon if they would be willing to do so immediately. These people are dedicated to our core ERF mission of protecting Earth from all threats and seeking interplanetary expansion to ensure that humanity continues to thrive. They will understand the necessity of this call. We don’t need them all, but some will be willing.”
“And you will give them the full details, right?” I ask. “You are going to tell them you’re sending the samples to the Moon because you don’t want this research happening anywhere near the Balena?”
Williams nods quickly. The gesture is almost dismissive, as though he feels affronted that I’d even ask. “Candor is the least our personnel deserve,” he says. “And on that point, I think it’s only right that we offer the researchers currently on the Moon a chance to leave if they wish. Needless to say, there are abundant evacuation vessels on hand for them to do so. No one will go to the Moon who doesn’t want to. And just as importantly, no one will stay on the Moon who doesn’t want to.”
I’m glad to hear that. Secondarily, I’m also glad that I didn’t have to ask. Williams really is all about respect and decency, and he clearly saw it as morally obvious that no one should have the pathogen’s presence forced upon them.
Of everyone who could possibly be in charge during a difficult and unprecedented time like this, there’s no one I would choose over President Williams.
“What’s the timeframe on this?” Clarence Major asks. Among our inner circle, he’s the person I would have expected to have the most hesitations about this. But, once again, the practical nature of his questions speaks volumes. We’re talking about how to do this, not whether we should.
“Immediate,” Williams says.
And with that one word, the tone changes.
It’s as though the air changes, too, with a new level of urgency taking over.
Williams passes some specific instructions to Shaun and asks him to make sure relevant departmental heads understand the urgency we’re seeking with this.
Simone is the next to leave after Shaun. Before standing up, she explains that she wants to gather some equipment from her current makeshift lab on the Balena so it can all be quickly loaded back on to the Vita when the time comes.
I get the distinct impression we’re looking at a timeframe of hours here. This is confirmed when Williams briefly calls Simone back from the doorway, to tell her everything has to be ready “tonight.”
Wow. It really is that soon.
“But Simone…” he goes on. “If you’re recruiting anyone for this, make sure they fully understand the implications. This pathogen could be extremely dangerous to anyone who is exposed. And even if there is no physical harm in the immediate term, anyone who is directly exposed will be subject to isolation and containment until we reach sufficient consensus that there is no material risk. This is a voluntary mission with mandatory consequences.”
“Of course,” Simone replies. “But it’s not a one-way trip. I know we’re doing this because we need to learn as much as we can, in case the sludge keeps growing and especially if it spreads widely on Earth. That’s not the only reason, though. Ray and Driver are already facing indefinite isolation until we figure this out. All our volunteers will be doing is putting themselves in the same situation to study the pathogen. By locking ourselves down for a while, we can make sure Driver can get back to work and Ray can get back to his family. After all they’ve done for us, it’s the least we can do.”
“Thanks, Simone,” I say, really meaning it. “I appreciate that. But I don’t want anyone else to feel like they owe us anything — especially this. A small and dedicated mission team is better than a bloated crew of people who are going to resent what’s being asked of them. Focus on inviting people who can really contribute in tangible ways. And make it sound more like an invitation than a request. We need people we can count on.”
“Yes, they will have to be mentally ready,” Clarence Major agrees in his always deep and resonant tone. “Ray is right. Psychologically, this could get rough for everyone involved. Think of the Manhattan Project, when all those researchers pulled together to achieve something incredible. That was psychologically shattering for a lot of the scientists involved, and they were only in the New Mexico desert. We’re talking about close confinement inside a research compound on the Moon, with no time off and no guaranteed end date. I know everyone here has been in space for a while, but the Balena feels like a vast open world. This won’t. They have to be ready for that. We also have to prepare ourselves for the reality that no one with any dependent family members is going to sign up for this. Because for all we know, this could be a one-way ticket.”
Major’s comparison to Oppenheimer’s Manhattan Project is an interesting one, and I think his points about the mental strain this could put on everyone who makes the trip are very worthwhile.
Right now, though, another of his points is already having a major negative effect on my own state of mind. His talk of no guaranteed end date, combined with Simone’s kind comments about wanting to make sure I can reunite with my family before too long, is focusing my mind on a very uncomfortable reality.
I’ve been forcibly separated from my family before, of course. It first happened on the Beacon, and again much more recently with everything I’ve had to do to stop the Anomaly. But in all of those cases, there was a goal for me to work towards and a promise — however faint — that I could make a breakthrough at any time.
With this, that’s just not the case.
It’s different.
With some kind of transmissible alien pathogen apparently sitting in my lungs, I’m in a bind I can’t get myself out of.
Even if the upcoming lunar research mission does make a quick breakthrough to neutralize the pathogen, I don’t know how long the powers that be will want to keep me under observation.
Although Tom is being nice to me, and although the ultimate decision-maker in President Williams is someone I count as a close ally, the bottom line is that I’m currently being held in a medical containment.
I’m not a free man.
I wouldn’t say I’m being held against my will, because I wouldn’t be selfish or irresponsible enough to leave this place at the moment even if I could. At the end of the day, though, I couldn’t.
I guess you could say I’m being held regardless of my will.
And especially given that this horrible situation has come to pass despite what I felt was an overlong two-week quarantine period after my return from Bayzen, I could be looking at a much longer wait to get back to my family.
Even that only applies in the optimistic scenario of Simone and whoever she rustles together as a team succeeding in finding a cure or antidote to the alien pathogen I’m carrying.
The more I think about that, the worse I feel.
As Williams straightens his posture to signal that this troubling but necessary group conversation is coming to an end, there’s only one thought on my mind.
“Can you connect me to Eva?” I ask.
“Soon,” Tom cuts in from behind the glass. “The live status report from my colleagues on the scene tells me that your family is currently undergoing a repeat round of testing. After Laika’s result, we’re being very thorough. Eva is with the children — you don’t have to worry about that. They’re not being isolated from each other, and they won’t be under any circumstances, even if any of them return an adverse result.”
As frustrating as it is that I can’t talk to them yet, that last part is a relief.
“Thanks,” I say.
The others begin to file out of Williams’ office, all ready to assist with the mission preparations however they can, which leaves me alone with Tom once more.
“How are things going on the outside?” I ask him as that thought crosses my mind.
It feels like forever ago that he was telling me about contact tracing and the shift to a lockdown paradigm, so I know people are going to know by now that something big is going on.
I don’t think anyone would have had “alien pathogen” on their bingo card, but the number of people on the Balena — all with open communications access — makes it very possible the nature of our problem might have leaked out.
Tom doesn’t say anything right away, but I can tell from the sudden typing and clicking on one of his computers that he’s looking for an answer. Seconds later, I can tell from the expression on his face that he’s found it.
His expression tells me that “badly” would be a very safe bet for how things are going. But when he clicks a few more options to cast this new screen onto the wall where I’ve just seen my friends, I realize that badly doesn’t come close.
Seeing the alien sludge was much worse than first hearing about it, but seeing this is on another scale entirely.
I didn’t think the public would react with visceral panic to a pile of slime, so soon after dealing with the paradigm-shifting revelation that aliens exist at all.
The thing is, the news headline and chaotic scenes I’m looking at now tell me that the public knows about more than just the slime.
Below a split screen picture of the sludge on the left and public health officials locking down my home of Salt Lake City on the right, the headline makes me gulp:
“BARCLAY INFECTED: ALIEN BUG ON EARTH!”
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Well, the cat is out of the bag.
The world at large not only knows that there’s alien sludge growing inside the Vita, they know that it’s reached Earth and infected my lungs.
An atypically high-level data sharing between the ERF and other medical agencies and experts is obviously responsible for news of my situation getting out, but there’s no sense in crying over spilled milk.
What troubles me far more than any of that are the scenes I see on the news network. Sensationalism is their bread and butter, but there’s no need for any today. These events speak for themselves and require no exaggeration or amplification.
What I see is beyond upsetting.
Emergency workers stand on the streets of my home town, wearing unsettling biohazard suits that match the one Tom is still wearing. Roads are closed off and people are being sent home — forcefully so, if they don’t immediately comply.
The focus then shifts to show incoming live footage of scuffles and looting. It would be upsetting to see this anywhere. But when the streets and storefronts are so personally familiar and so close to my home, the footage hits especially hard.
The talking heads in the news studio hardly make me feel any better, with one coming at me particularly cruelly for causing these problems.
“I wasn’t one of the people who was against Barclay crossing the gate to Bayzen,” the guy says. Introduced as the head of news content for some social media app I’ve never heard of, he looks and sounds like a stereotypical timeshare salesman. “I mean, I understood the need for that, you know? We were out of options and we had to trust the alien message. No arguments there. But once the Anomaly was gone… Barclay didn’t have to come back. That wasn’t a necessary move. And look where it’s gotten us!”
The anchor rubs her chin in thought, like this is some real gotcha moment.
“I can buy that Barclay left his family and crossed the gate for everyone else’s sake,” the guy continues. “He wanted to save humanity. But listen: that’s not why he came back. He came back for his own reasons, and that might have just doomed humanity.”
The anchor cuts to commercials at that point, sparing me from any more of this unbelievable blame game.
“Don’t pay too much attention to that noise,” Tom says. “I can leave it on if you want, or I can switch it off. I have to step out of here and work on some of the next steps. We should be able to connect to your family soon. In the meantime…”
Tom gestures towards the wall where I’ve been watching the news.
“Leave it on,” I say. There’s literally nothing else for me to do in here, and it makes some sense to stay connected to what’s happening beyond these oppressive four walls.
My brain is accustomed to tuning out the barrage of prescriptive drug ads that fill the commercial breaks between news segments, so Tom’s exit leaves me more or less alone with my own mind.
Although I think any reasonable person would think that commentator was being very harsh in blaming me for any of this, I can’t stop his words from getting to me.
If we hadn’t come back, this wouldn’t have happened. That part is an indisputable truth that no amount of rationalization can change.
I just… I just can’t understand why, or how, anyone can believe it would have crossed our minds not to come back.
Driver and I didn’t oppose our two weeks of quarantine and observation, for all the good that turned out to do anyone. We weren’t trying to be reckless at any stage.
It’s not even like we could have worn our protective suits at all times. After all, we were away from the Vita and its re-charging facilities for much longer than their maximum operating times. As well as that, we had to be recognizable to the aliens as the humans they were familiar with from their years of distant observation and attempts to communicate.
As the commercials end, part of me hopes the same guy will still be talking. I kind of want to hear him expand on this, to see what points he can rely on if anyone challenges the fairness of his criticism. But given that there’s no guarantee anyone would, I should probably feel relieved when the anchor returns and cuts right to a report about the international reaction to this news.
The main points are fairly predictable. Planes are being grounded around the world, public gatherings are being canceled, and people are being told to stay at home.
Really though, with the terrestrial presence of a transmissible alien pathogen now public knowledge, I don’t think too much enforcement is going to be necessary.
This isn’t a flu virus we’re talking about here. It might turn out to be less virulent and completely non-lethal, but as of right now we just don’t know.
What we do know is that it has originated on an alien world, and that we’re likely to have no antibodies or other natural protection against whatever effects it might have. The novelty of the pathogen and the uncertainty around it is one thing, but one small word — alien — is the real kicker.
TV news is rarely a positive and uplifting thing to devote attention to, and that’s truer now than ever. Before long I wish I’d asked Tom to switch the damn screen off and leave me in peace.
A clock in the top right corner makes it easy to see and track the time. That’s handy, because my frazzled brain would be pretty poor at estimating anything.
My brain is so unfocused, in fact, it’s only when I see the time on the screen that I remember I’ve been wearing my watch ever since the end of my last scan. Even without any external connectivity, it naturally displays the accurate time.
I see now that it’s already a lot later in the day than I thought. And after seventeen more minutes on my own, I’m also starting to wish I’d asked Tom to be a little more specific about what things he was going to take care of.
There’s an audio link between my room and his, obviously, and after a few more minutes I hear the faint sound of a sliding door that tells me he’s back.
At least, I think it does.
But when I glance through the glass, I see that his door is still tightly closed.
“Ray Ray okay!” a loud voice squawks from behind me.
My eyes close instinctively as my chest heaves in deep relief.
I feel a warmth flood over me at this positive development, which is something I’ve sure as hell been overdue.
This situation is still grim and concerning in more ways than I can count, but I’m not alone anymore.
My little buddy is okay, and my little buddy is here.
In the same infected boat as me but managing to put on a much braver face…
It’s Laika.
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When I turn around to see Laika, I’m treated to a pretty bizarre sight.
He’s in his own travel cage, which is a good thing since he’s comfortable in that. At least, he’s normally comfortable in it.
The cage doesn’t normally have some kind of protective layer of material around it, though. It seems similar to the material of the hood I had to wear until I arrived.
The cage is also not normally secured on top of a moving circular platform that looks for all the world like a robot vacuum cleaner.
They obviously couldn’t trust Laika to follow a beam of light through the corridor, I guess. In fact, the main issue would have been that he couldn’t possibly fly or walk himself here without potentially exhaling the pathogen into the air. It’s not like they make streamlined biohazard suits for parrots, after all.
I quickly realize that Laika’s cover is sealed, then waste no time in reaching for the wand-like deactivator that I used to remove my hood. Within seconds, he’s free.
“Air good,” the little guy immediately squawks, clearly feeling a relief I can relate to from my own similar experience earlier today. “Thanks, Ray Ray.”
I open the cage and let Laika out to stretch his wings.
He doesn’t bother with that, though, instead choosing to huddle in and wrap them around my leg in his trademark form of a hug.
I lower myself to his level, making it a real one.
Laika might just be a bird in some people’s eyes, but he’s part of our family. He’s not just a bird, either, as anyone who has ever met him would attest. But we’d love him all the same even if he wasn’t as prodigiously and indeed preternaturally intelligent as he is.
People often say they can count on one hand the number of times certain things have happened, or the number of things that fit a certain description. And when it comes to Laika, I can truly say that I could count on no hands the number of humans I’ve ever met who are as truly selfless, loyal and caring as he is.
“Ray Ray okay?” he asks, as if trying to prove my point. “Was man in suit nice to Ray Ray?”
I shrug. “Yeah,” I then add, seeing no sense in getting into the initial roughness I felt at the hands of Tom and his colleague.
We’re going to have to deal with those guys again, so I don’t want to unnecessarily turn Laika against them. One element of his undying loyalty is that an enemy of mine is an enemy of his, and he doesn’t always react to things within the established norms of human behavior. It would be unfair to expect him to, really, but one thing I’ve learned over my years with him is that it’s best to avoid certain situations entirely than to try to manage them once they come around.
“How are you doing?” I ask him.
His shoulders dip slightly, as though I’ve taken him out of this happy reunion moment and brought him back to the broader reality.
I place my hand on his back. “Are you okay, buddy?”
“Laika miss family,” he replies. Phonetically, the way he says family sounds more like fam-wee. This only makes him seem more pure and innocent, like an exceptionally gifted child.
“Me, too,” I say. “Our friends in space are working on a project so we can see them again soon. Shaun, Sasha, Driver… all of our best friends. Do you know why we’re here? Did Eva or the men in suits explain anything to you?”
“Ray Ray and Laika sick,” he says. It’s blunt, but it’s not far wrong.
I take a slow breath. “We’re not sick,” I tell him. “We just have to make sure we don’t make anyone else sick. I was close to something that could make people sick, and then it seems like I passed it on to you. I’m sorry.”
He shakes his little head, in a gesture he’s really nailed down since Scarlet took it upon herself to help him master it. “Ray Ray no mean to,” he squawks. “Laika know Ray Ray never mean bad things.”
Before I can reply to yet another instance of his kind and understanding nature, Laika squawks loudly in reaction to the sound of a sliding door.
This time it is Tom, returning to the adjoining room that’s visible to us through the glass.
“Does he seem okay?” Tom asks me, sounding like he genuinely cares. “He was put in the cage and full body shield at your home and then we placed him on the robotic transporter. He was extremely quiet but he looked physically fine. Cards on the table, though: I know absolutely nothing about birds. We just had to get him into isolation as quickly as we could.”
“Squawk! Laika okay,” the little guy replies.
Tom smiles at that. “I’ve heard about you. Are you as smart as people say?”
“What do people say?” Laika asks right back.
One interesting thing about Laika is that he always has this knack of using slightly better grammar and syntax when he’s relaxed, and also when he’s talking to new people. Given a few minutes to convey this same question, he probably would have asked something like “what people say?”
Lorien and Vicki, his two close friends and favorite researchers, have some interesting thoughts on why this second point could be the case. They think it could be because Laika has developed a lot since we met, and that he might have some kind of mental anchor to those early times that make him less able — or at least less likely — to draw on his more recently acquired knowledge.
He never drops the quirk of saying “Laika” instead of “I”, and we don’t think he ever will.
The fact that interventions from genetic engineers working for Zola on the Beacon were responsible for Laika’s amazing brainpower make it impossible for us to draw firm conclusions on why he says and does certain things in his own unique ways, because there’s just no established reference point to compare him to.
In the truest sense of the term, Laika is one of a kind.
“Well, they say you’re much smarter than any other animals,” Tom replies. “They say you can remember hundreds of numbers at once and recognize all kinds of patterns that even trained human detectives can’t spot.”
“That stuff not so smart,” Laika replies, not feigning modesty so much as genuinely expressing it. “Computers do that, too. They more good at that than Laika. Ray Ray more good than computers at most things. But Ray Ray not see patterns so well.”
I grin as I watch Tom’s eyes widen in amazement.
Sure, the memory feats and pattern recognition are impressive. But it’s only when you have a direct conversation with Laika that you get a sense of how intelligent he is, when his level of contextual understanding has a chance to shine through.
He’ll squawk out phrase constructions like “they more good” instead of “they’re better”, or “Ray Ray not see” instead of “Ray doesn’t see”, but no one notices that over the depth of his replies and questions.
I think depth is a good word to convey Laika’s conversational ability. His speech isn’t polished, but it sure as hell isn’t shallow.
“Oh, good news,” Tom then utters, glancing down at one of his computers.
His eyes move down so quickly, I know he can only be reacting to an incoming alert or notification of some kind.
“It’s your family,” he goes on. “Their latest tests are clear again and they’re able to talk to you now. Are you ready? I can switch the screen outputs so you’ll see them on that wall. You have seen enough of the news for now, haven’t you?”
“I’ve seen enough of that crap for a lifetime,” I chuckle, my mood boosted by finally being able to reconnect with Eva and the kids. Having Laika here is great, as much as I wish he didn’t have to be, but since the moment I was dragged off our doorstep I’ve been aching to get in touch with them.
Laika and I both turn to the wall as the news station feed disappears. It’s then blank for several seconds, with a black loading screen covering the cold white surface. Before long, though, Eva appears.
“You’re okay,” she says, sighing deeply. Right away, she then gestures off screen and nods.
I understand why as soon as Joe and Scarlet come into view a few seconds later. Clearly, she wanted to make sure nothing about my condition or surroundings would upset them. As an internationally published childhood development expert she’s always wise to considerations like this, and I think it was a smart one.
Everything about the house looks fairly normal, with the same kitchen view I usually see in video calls when I’m away from home.
My limited understanding is that my family is being closely monitored inside the property while a hard exclusion zone is enforced around it. I don’t know if our closest neighbors will be locked in their own homes or if they’ve already been moved elsewhere for monitoring, but I hope they’ll be more understanding about this whole thing than the asshole from the news.
For ten or fifteen minutes, we just talk.
Eva and I try not to get too deep into any of the most concerning elements of this, but Joe in particular is a very smart kid who is old enough to have some good and difficult questions.
Little Scarlet, on the other hand, has lived through the Anomaly at such a young age that she doesn’t really have a normal baseline to compare this to. She knew all about my trip across the gate, which I was never guaranteed to survive, and she actually seems the least troubled of anyone.
That’s a relief to me, because I wouldn’t have it any other way.
When Joe eventually asks what will have to happen for me to be allowed home, we get onto the subject of the ERF’s next moves.
To ground the lunar mission in the necessity that makes it seem proportionate, I have to tell them about the growing sludge and the larger sample on the Vita. Some of this is news to them, as apparently they haven’t been able to watch any TV or use their phones or computers until now.
Being the avid lifelong sci-fi fan that he is, Joe is equal parts stunned and terrified by the idea of a rapidly growing substance we don’t understand. Like Williams earlier, he makes the valid point that this could be a massive threat in itself, even without the transmissible pathogen the sludge seems to be releasing.
His expression eases slightly when I tell him we’re sending a team to the Moon, with the Vita and everything inside, to actively study the sludge in ways we couldn’t safely do with anyone else in close proximity.
“Tom,” I say, calling to him beyond the glass. “Do you have any word on how many people have volunteered?”
“It’s not good,” he replies right away, without having to refer to any notes. “Almost everyone in the lunar station is leaving. We’re talking ninety-nine percent. And on the Balena, almost no one has volunteered.”
“Ray…” Eva says, in that tone I know always precedes something she thinks I might not want to hear. “They’re saying you categorically won’t be allowed home until they’re sure you pose no threat. That only comes after they figure this thing out on the Moon, but it also only comes after they can apply whatever they learn. When you’re already exposed and you can’t come home until this threat has been dealt with, one way or the other, maybe you should be where the research is? Maybe if you volunteer, it’ll even make others see you don’t think it’s a suicide mission or a one-way trip?”
“I don’t think they’d let me,” I say, surprising myself as I speak. Because just like the others revealed their views on the lunar mission as a whole by talking about operational issues instead of whether we should do it, I didn’t tell Eva she’s crazy.
Part of this might be because I do feel an element of guilt for bringing the pathogen to Earth, albeit unknowingly. I’m self-aware enough to know that. It’s hardly fair to expect unexposed people to make the trip to the Moon, with the damn pathogen, if I’m not willing to do it myself.
The far bigger issue is that Eva is right about me being stuck in purgatory wherever I am, and that my decision to volunteer might spur others to do the same.
I simply hadn’t even considered it before, because no one asked and I didn’t think I’d have much to offer in the way of specialized knowledge or abilities. Thinking about it now, though, the fact I’m carrying the pathogen could make me a valuable test subject if nothing else.
I don’t know if the others also thought that I probably wouldn’t offer much tangible assistance, but I’d guess they probably don’t want me there because I’ve been exposed. If I raise the point about them being able to study me, that might change things.
“Tom… do you think they would let me?” I ask.
“Well,” he begins, elongating the word, “Driver is going, Ray. She’s as exposed as you are, and with a cough to boot. They need a pilot who can fly the Vita and no one else will do it. So she’s in. But then again, she is fearless.”
I don’t know if that final sentence is a challenge of some kind, but I’m going to overlook it. He’s right about Driver being on the team, and that really eliminates the only strong reason that I couldn’t or shouldn’t go.
I take a deep breath and then suddenly think of one other potential reason.
Instantly, I look at Laika.
On my call with the others, there was a lot of talk of not bringing anyone who didn’t willingly volunteer with a full understanding of what they were getting themselves into. I wouldn’t dream of dragging Laika up there against his will, but I also don’t want to leave him down here without me.
Effectively, it’s up to him.
“Do you want to go?” I ask him.
Slowly but surely, and rather less smoothly than he performed his equivalent gesture for no, the little guy nods his head.
“Whatever it take, Ray Ray,” he says, holding my eyes as he borrows and only slightly modifies my phrase. “Whatever it take.”
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Whirlwind.
Quite simply, that’s the only word that can come close to describing the few hours after we decide to volunteer for the mission.
It’s one thing after another: bang, bang, bang.
I’m quickly back in conversation with President Williams, who is taken aback but delighted that I’m willing to step forward.
As soon as I volunteer, he tells me that he was all set to ask if I would — as a way of trying to bring some others on board. Apparently, there has been a chronic lack of volunteers and it’s hoped that I can make a difference.
As she so often is about anything relating to psychology, Eva was right about that.
I’m told that work is rapidly underway to seal off sections of the Vita that don’t show any signs of pathogenic exposure. This strikes me as the most obvious and sensible of all precautions. The ongoing tests being conducted by remote drones and related equipment have helped with this, Williams explains.
Markers have been detected in the air which are most apparent around the sludge piles and fade further away. There is nothing visually detectable, of course, but we’re getting somewhere.
One of the remote probes has made physical contact with the sludge in the air vent. So far, it has been able to conduct some rudimentary initial analysis. Even at this early stage, that has already given us useful knowledge that can assist in monitoring the Vita’s air and keeping our crew as safe as they can be in there.
These are positive developments. For the first time, it’s all making me believe that we truly might be able to develop a very fast understanding of this stuff. Once direct testing is allowed, things could really take off.
Simone sounded full of ideas for ways to study the sludge, and she’s one of the sharpest minds I know. Her work on synthocite made me think she was reckless, and that’s not a view I’ve totally lost. But as long as she always has to answer to someone, her outside-of-the-box and ambitious thinking can be great assets. Especially when we might be up against the clock as the sludge continues to expand, an over abundance of caution isn’t what we need.
While the Vita is being prepared, Williams lets me know that another craft will be readied to collect me from Earth. The Vita can’t land here, for the obvious reason that it was touching Bayzen’s soil just a few weeks ago. Whatever is growing inside could be even more prevalent on the outside, perhaps lying dormant while the Vita is docked.
The last thing I want is for even more of the pathogen to end up on Earth because of me.
Instead, an exobiologist who has volunteered for the mission is going to fly down in a Mantis-style spacecraft that can take us to the Moon in less than twenty-four hours. I wouldn’t believe that if I hadn’t already done it in the original Mantis, but from what I’ve heard the new craft is even better than that old ZolaCore design.
Our pilot is one of Driver’s best students, apparently.
To be honest, I would rather hear that directly from her than from Williams. Unfortunately I’m still unable to talk to her since she’s apparently locked down inside the Vita’s dorm area, while a seemingly endless number of tests are conducted.
If I didn’t trust Williams and the others as much as I do, I would insist on at least seeing Driver. The fact that she’s actually symptomatic explains why so much caution is being exercised, though, and I know that none of the tiny number of others who could fly the Vita would be likely to volunteer. I know them all at least a little, since there are so few, and each of them has a family on the Balena.
Driver is going to be fine, and I’ll see her on the Moon later.
That sentence is most definitely not one I expected to be thinking when I woke up this morning, but we are where we are. And more to the point, we’re going where we’re going.
“What about Maya?” I ask, as she returns to my mind for the first time in a while. “If you’re still not using her as a resource there, at least tell me she’s coming to the Moon.”
“She is,” Williams nods. “But there is still some opposition to reactivating her on the Balena. It’s not just Major, either, Ray. He has softened, but there are other firmer voices of concern. Some of the departmental heads don’t want it to happen, even if her movement is restricted. Just like we don’t know everything about the sludge, we don’t know everything about Maya. I understand why you trust her and the aliens, having dealt with them directly, but surely you can understand why some people don’t? The Anomaly, the sludge… both of these existential threats have come from Bayzen. At a certain point, to those with a certain world view, unfortunate accidents can start to look like suspicious patterns.”
From my standpoint, that’s just not a valid concern. I don’t think Williams buys it, either — he’s just less unequivocal in his trust. I don’t see any sense in arguing about this.
“As long as Maya will be there,” I shrug indifferently.
“You can reactivate her on the Moon,” Williams confirms. “We’ve reached a consensus on that. To make sure Driver doesn’t activate her as soon as we hand her over, which some of the hesitant voices think she would, we’re going to send the activation chip down with the pilot who’s coming to collect you. Maya will then become whole again when you reunite with Driver. Does that work?”
“Sure,” I say.
Again, I don’t see the point in these concerns but also don’t see any point in arguing with Williams about them. What counts is that we’ll be able to utilize Maya’s remarkable knowledge bank, as well as her ability to communicate with the aliens on the other side of the gate.
It blows my mind that people are standing in the way of that for the time being. There seems to be a hint of “not in my backyard” about certain decisions being taken on the Balena today, which in a time of crisis is far from ideal.
I’m just glad Williams is letting the Vita’s lunar mission go ahead, and that he’s authorized our use of the Lunar Research Compound. We’ll prove the doubters wrong when Maya helps us solve this thing.
For now, though, it’s time for our own preparations to get underway.
After a goodbye for now from President Williams, Tom tells me that Laika and I will have to be in our protective shields before we can leave this room. I still hate that euphemism, but I’m glad to hear it’ll only be a short drive to the boarding point where our Moon-bound spacecraft will soon land.
We won’t have to wear those coverings for the flight itself, he explains, because we’ll have the option of changing into our fully insulated space suits. Mine fits like a glove, of course, while Laika’s is more of a tent than anything else. It’ll be a lot more comfortable than the cover they’d wrapped around him earlier, though. That’s for sure.
“Say, Tom, what was the tent around the van?” I ask, reminded of this and keen to get an answer before it’s too late. “I mean… it wasn’t airtight or anything.”
“Oh, I mainly just wanted to give you a modicum of privacy — or at least a sense of privacy — while you were changing into your suit. I say changing because I thought you might have removed some of your clothes before getting into the suit. I also figured it would have been pretty unsettling for you to step immediately into a massive empty hall.”
I tip my head slightly in realization. That’s certainly a less technical or operational reason than I expected, but I appreciate the thoughtfulness.
“Makes sense,” I say. “I mean, it’s not like I then had to remove all of my clothes in the testing pod or anything…”
He laughs at that and then encourages us both to have some food and water before getting set to leave.
My so-called food is the soluble nutrient mix under the table.
Laika has a comparable feast of mixed seeds. I see a small seed tin inside his travel cage, which Eva clearly put there instead of leaving it all loose in his feeder to make sure he wouldn’t eat them all during the journey. He does that when he’s stressed.
“You’ll have access to a secure bathroom when you’re changing into your flight suit, beyond the walls of this facility,” Tom goes on. Upon hearing this, I’m a lot less hesitant to rehydrate.
Just a short while later, it’s time to go.
“You’re going to go back the same way you came in and climb into the back of the van,” Tom says. “I won’t see you again after this, Ray. I’m sorry again for how all of this started this morning. Our orders were explicit and I wish we’d been able to make you more comfortable. There are straps to secure Laika’s cage, and we’ll have a light on for you this time. It had to be dark last time so you couldn’t look for any potential ways to free yourself. Again, we were following emergency orders.”
“Don’t worry about it,” I say with a brisk shake of my head. “For real. We’re all just doing what we can to keep the world safe. You’ve done your part. Now… it’s on us.”
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I’m not going to look back on this place with any fond memories.
The slight hesitation I feel when it comes time to leave isn’t because I don’t want to.
No… it’s a natural hesitation about where I’m going.
Even more than that, it’s a hesitation about what — and who — I’ll be leaving on Earth.
“Ray Ray still okay?” Laika asks, looking up at me.
He’s an observant little guy, to say the least, and I know there’s no chance of hiding any feelings from him.
“I will be, buddy,” I tell him. “It helps that I’m with you.”
He’s the best lie detector in the world, but there’s no lie in that. This situation really would be even harder on me, emotionally speaking, if I didn’t have Laika here to keep my spirits from crashing through the floor.
He hops into his cage without even waiting for me to ask. High-stakes and high-tension situations like the one we’re in now always bring back memories of those that have gone before, and Laika’s presence is a constant in almost all of them. In good times and bad, he’s almost always been there.
I still wish he didn’t have to be. I wish I hadn’t exposed him to the pathogen. I wish he could be at home with Eva and the kids, keeping their spirits up instead of mine. But given that I did expose him, I’m grateful Tom and his bosses have at least allowed us to be together.
Laika and I have come a long way since I had to sedate him for our death-defying trip to Earth in the Beacon’s Escape Pod. That feels like forever ago.
I remember it being one of the first times I was amazed by his level of contextual understanding. We were new friends, but he trusted me and accepted the necessity of what had to happen.
Since then, I’ve learned that Laika understands pretty much everything. His combination of a strong intuition and cooperative nature mean that I usually don’t even have to ask him outright to follow instructions, as seen by the fact that he’s now even trying to lock the travel cage with his beak to save me the trouble.
I then proceed to put the cover back in place around the cage. “It won’t be long until you’re more comfortable on the spacecraft,” I remind him.
Tom is still watching on from behind the glass as I do this, to make sure we’re fully sealed so he can open the door in the knowledge we won’t breathe anything dangerous into the corridor or the broader facility.
Thinking about this leads me to ask how he was able to open the door to let Laika in while I wasn’t wearing any protective equipment. I briefly wonder if that slipped his mind, in the tension of the greater concerns we’re all facing, but that turns out not to have been the case.
There are sectional panels that can seal the corridor at various points, he explains. I think he’s simplifying things for my benefit, but the setup sounds a little bit like the one I knew so well on the Beacon. In any event, he tells me that Laika was positioned in one very small airtight section outside the door when it was opened, ensuring no air from in here flowed into the rest of the corridor.
In turn, that makes me wonder how he can maintain a division while we walk out of the corridor. After all, for us to proceed back into the main hall, we have to walk the whole way. I don’t understand how the air from Laika’s small section, which mixed with the air I’ve been inhaling and exhaling in here, won’t naturally mix with the air everywhere else.
“Because Laika was in such a small area, we were able to thoroughly sterilize it and cycle out the air,” Tom explains. “When you step out, we’ll have the same seals in place. We’ll then sterilize the air again before you walk any further. No one else is going to be anywhere near that corridor anytime soon, but we’ve taken every reasonable precaution we can.”
I nod in understanding.
“You know, I have a lot of questions about biosecurity on your mission,” Tom goes on. “I don’t know what measures will be in place to keep you two and Driver from exposing your teammates on the Moon. I won’t be involved in any of that. From what was said in your conversations with the team on the Balena, it sounds like everyone you’ll be meeting there is well aware of the risk they’re taking. It could be that things will be more… well, I don’t want to say more cavalier, but certainly less conservative.”
That’s an interesting point.
From a personal standpoint, I sure as hell don’t want to have my breathing restricted indefinitely once we get there.
My understanding is that Driver is currently in a securely isolated section of the Vita’s dorms. I think she’ll only have to wear a sealed suit during the times when she’s actively piloting the craft to the Moon. The rest of the time, she’ll be in her isolated room like I’ve been in mine here, where suits only become necessary when it’s time to leave.
The issue of air mixing every time the door opens is one that Driver and her passengers will have to consider, too, but I suppose things are different on the Vita. After all, it’s not like the air in the communal areas is sterile and clear of pathogenic exposure. The sludge is in the air vents, which means that particular horse has definitely bolted.
The more I think about this, the more I think the voluntary nature of the mission is going to determine how things play out.
In all likelihood, anyone who is signing up is doing so knowing that they will be exposed to the pathogen — not that they might.
It’s like boarding a cruise ship when you already know there’s a stomach bug doing the rounds, or joining a submarine crew when you know some of them are carrying something.
This is like that, but it’s not that. This is joining a lunar research mission to understand and defeat an alien pathogen, voluntarily, with no end date and no knowledge of how dangerous exposure could prove.
I don’t know how many people are coming or who they’ll be, but I have undying respect for each and every one of them. Their decision to join the mission is every bit as brave and selfless as any of the risks Driver and I have been lauded for taking in the past.
Thinking about this puts my own hesitations into perspective. I’m already exposed, and I’m the one who brought the pathogen back.
From a medical standpoint, I’m the one with nothing to lose. And from an ethical standpoint, there’s an argument that I’m the one with an obligation to do whatever I can to put things right.
Laika, for his part, is already exposed because of me. Watching him hop into his cage, almost eagerly, is a good pointer for how I should be acting, too.
I shouldn’t be standing here feeling sorry for myself. I should be seeing this mission as an opportunity.
The pathogen is on Earth, and it’s in my lungs. As it stands, there’s no telling when or even if I can see my family again. But because of a small number of brave volunteers, we have a chance of getting to the bottom of this thing.
I shouldn’t be cursing my luck. I should be counting my blessings.
“How do I seal my hood?” I ask Tom, keen to keep moving while my mood is so determined.
He instructs me where to apply some pressure, as his colleague did when I was less willingly restrained on my doorstep. It’s an easy task. He likewise instructs me how to seal the cover around Laika’s cage.
I ask how these protective shields work as I’m doing it, speaking as I work rather than wasting any time. I’m curious about a lot of things, but I don’t want to hang around in here any longer than I need to.
Our spacecraft will be on the ground soon after a very short trip from the Balena, and I don’t want to keep the pilot waiting.
Tom replies that the shields are made of a new material. Enabled by recent developments in nanotechnology, it acts like a next-generation air filtration system. There have apparently been further breakthroughs in a search for more comfortable shields that cover only the mouth and nostrils, but nothing that’s been approved for medical grade usage.
It’s interesting stuff.
I don’t dig any further than that. That’s partly due to time, but partly because the way Tom says it makes me think neither of us would fully understand a deeper explanation.
Laika’s protective cover envelops his whole travel cage, including the handle. Given its size, this would make it hard for me to carry it the whole way. That’s even truer while I’m wearing my own biohazard suit, which slightly restricts my arm movements. The gloves, too, make it harder to grip.
That’s why I’m glad we have the round robotic transporter at our disposal. It brought Laika in and will also automatically carry him back to the van. Just as soon as I secure the cage on top, Tom is going to initiate the pre-programmed journey. He tells me it’ll move briskly, at the pace of a fast walk.
I briefly study the transporter as I lift Laika on.
As I look, I still can’t get over how much this thing looks like an autonomous vacuum cleaner. We have one of those at home, and the only real differences seem to be that this transporter is slightly bigger and white rather than black.
I’ve seen transporters like this used in hospitality settings, too, with vertical stands attached to carry drinks to tables. I’m pretty sure this is the first time one has ever been used to move a parrot, though.
“Ready when you are,” Tom says.
Once Laika is in place, I quickly walk to the table and pick up the wand-shaped object I used earlier. This deactivator is necessary to unseal my hood and Laika’s cover, and I don’t want to be without it.
“I’ll pretend I didn’t see that as long as you promise it’s for genuine emergencies only,” Tom says. “Your pilot will have one, so that’s only if you or Laika absolutely need to breathe more freely in the van in the meantime.
I give an honest nod, then a thumbs-up signal to confirm I’m ready. Seconds later, I watch as the door slides open.
“Hey, Ray…” Tom says, stopping me as I turn away.
“Yeah?” I ask, turning to see him one last time.
He holds my eyes through the glass. “Good luck, brother.”
And with that, we’re gone.
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It feels bizarre walking back to the van, not least because I’m trying to keep pace with Laika as the robotic transporter glides him forward.
We only have to stay in a sealed section of the corridor for a few minutes before the airtight barrier in front of us slides back into its recess. Tom isn’t talking and neither is any robotic voice. We’re on our own now.
There’s not even so much as a spotlight to guide my path. I don’t need any help to know where I’m going, of course, since I’m following a straight route to the end of the corridor before we’ll exit into the large entrance area. Laika’s transporter is quite literally leading the way, too, at a pace I’d call more than brisk.
“Laika go fast!” he says with a degree of excitement.
He’s not lying.
I’m almost out of breath by the time I see the van, and not only because of my restrictive hood. My fittest days are in the past, I’m slightly ashamed to say, and a few minutes of jogging takes a greater toll than it used to.
The tent from earlier is gone. It looks like everything else besides the van is gone, too. It’s only when I get closer that I see my shoes are exactly where I left them. I think about picking them up but ultimately decide to leave them where they are.
After all, the purpose of all of this is to limit the spread of the pathogen. Those shoes have been everywhere I’ve been lately. And while I don’t think any sludge piles have been discovered on Earth, there’s no guarantee I haven’t stepped on a tiny amount of whatever early-stage spores or possibly fungus-like organism eventually becomes the glooping black mess we’re all so worried about.
There are just so many unknowns, it’s hard to know where to start.
To my mild surprise, I see Tom’s colleague sitting in the driver’s seat of the van. He’s fully suited up and the windows are tightly sealed, for obvious reasons.
I raise my empty right hand to wave. Even as he sees the wand in my left, the guy musters a half-smile and gives me a thumbs up in return.
Laika’s transporter stops right at the back of the van, which then opens for us to get in. I lift his cage and place it inside, taking care to secure him in place with the straps Tom mentioned.
There’s a light, too, again as Tom promised.
With Laika, a light, and the knowledge of where I’m going, this is going to be a far more comfortable drive than the one that brought me here.
As we set off, albeit with no view of the outside world, I look down at my watch to see if it can pick up any kind of signal. Since it’s under my suit, I can’t see anything.
It’s a little worrying how absent-minded I’ve caught myself being on a few occasions like this, but given the extreme circumstances I should probably cut myself some slack.
Although I can’t use my watch to keep track of the time, Laika is great at estimating durations. It’s an ability Lorien and Vicki have worked on a lot in the past year or so, in their quest to see what he’s capable of rather than with any particular application in mind. Their research enriches him and he loves every second of it, so I’ve always supported their work.
“Can you breathe okay?” I ask him.
“Laika okay,” he replies. The fact he doesn’t say anything else is a sign that he’s stressed out, though. As if I needed another sign to know that while he’s eating his way through a large helping of the seeds I poured out, and while his head is jerking nervously at every bump we feel.
“It won’t be too much longer,” I tell him. “And things will be better for us on the spacecraft, okay? Then better again once we get to the lunar compound.”
He glances over at me, and I know he’s reading my face.
“Ray Ray no sure,” he astutely observes. “Ray Ray say that to make Laika more calm.”
I exhale slowly. “You’re doing great, buddy. And you know I wouldn’t have you here with me if I thought this was going to be too rough on you. I don’t know exactly what we’re getting ourselves into, but I would never put you in a situation you can’t handle. Okay?”
After some consideration, he gives a slow and determined nod.
Only another few minutes later, the van slows to a total stop. The back door then clicks open without delay.
In an opposite manner to last time, the brightness of our travel compartment then gives way to the darkness of the outside world. I know we’re outside because I can see the ground, and as I move forward to the edge of the van I see that it’s a road.
My eyes then widen in surprise when I see we’re on the highway, which is totally deserted apart from one other vehicle: a sleek and impressive spacecraft, standing diagonally with the help of its extremely long extendable legs.
It really does look like a souped-up version of the Mantis craft we used to reach the moon last time, from ZolaCore’s abandoned site in New Zealand.
Back then Driver landed a passenger jet on a deserted main road, and I remember how surreal that sight was. It was absolutely nothing compared to this, though.
I lift Laika out and place him on the ground, wishing I still had the robotic transporter to carry him the rest of the way. It’s not too far, but we’ve stopped at a safe distance I’d estimate at around 700 yards. The van is surely going to move before we take off, so I do kind of wish the driver had taken us a little closer.
As the door’s closing mechanism kicks into gear, I quickly reach to grab the deactivation wand. I know Tom said the pilot should have one, and I know I could break this material with something sharp in an emergency, but I don’t want to take any chances.
“Good idea, Ray Ray,” Laika says.
Just as I then take a step towards the front of the van, where I want to gesture a quick goodbye to the driver, it unceremoniously pulls away and shoots out of sight.
Oh well.
By the time I turn back around, only a few seconds after looking away from Laika and the spacecraft that lies beyond, I see a figure walking towards us. It’s our pilot.
I pick up Laika’s cage and start walking. Carrying him like this isn’t as easy as I’d like.
I would temporarily unseal his cover so I could use the handle, if only I wasn’t so committed to the moral imperative of doing everything possible to avoid spreading this damn alien pathogen that we’re both regrettably carrying.
When we reach our pilot, I’ve walked significantly less than halfway to the craft. That’s almost entirely due to the cage I’m carrying, but I’m sure I’ll have more than a few years on this guy, too.
All I know about him is that he’s an exobiologist — perfect for this research mission — and also one of Driver’s brightest trainees. I owe him a huge thanks for his willingness to come down to Earth to collect me, on top of my broader gratitude for his participation in the mission as a whole. I’m sure the fearlessness of youth has something do with it.
And that is why I’m so surprised when his face comes into view. This is no reckless youngster. The guy looks older than me — late forties at the very least, and probably well into his fifties.
“Can you hear me through these things?” he asks, speaking through a pressure suit of his own.
“Yeah,” I reply, trying to hide my surprise as I place Laika down for now. “Good to meet you.”
“Clyde,” he says, warmly extending a gloved hand.
I look at it for a few seconds, then shake. “Ray.”
He smiles at that.
“Squawk! Laika,” my little buddy replies. “Hello, Clyde Clyde.”
Clyde grins widely at that. “I’ve heard a lot about you, too,” he says, crouching down to get closer to Laika’s level. “Driver is a big fan.”
“Luna love Laika,” he warmly replies. “And Laika love Luna.”
“She did say you’re the only one who’s allowed to call her that,” Clyde says with another chuckle before extending his arms around the cage and gently lifting it. “Okay, let’s get you guys set for the trip. How much have they told you?”
“I can handle that,” I tell him, as glad as I am for the help.
Clyde shakes his head. “You carried it this far. And I hear you’ve both had a hell of a day.”
“Thanks. But you haven’t?” I joke.
“Oh, this Hopper is a joy to fly.”
I look ahead to the craft. “Hopper? Like grasshopper?”
“Yeah,” Clyde says. “You know all about the Mantis, better than anyone. Our fabrication team on the Balena built this thing based on that tech and design. It’s been built to hop between planets and moons like no one’s business. I was awake for the flight down, but we’re going into hyper speed for the next phase. We’ll all be out for the count until we arrive. You’re both good with that, right? Like in the Mantis?”
“Sure,” I say. “But they didn’t really tell us much about the journey. They mentioned changing into suits, and a secure bathroom.”
I see confusion on Clyde’s face at that last point. “Like a portable bathroom? Not around here. There’s one on board, though, and the whole cabin will be secure. You’ll be the only one in there. I do have a suit for you and one of the pet enclosures for Laika, but that’s it. Oh, and for when we get there I have more breath shields for you guys and a little chip for the other bird. The robot.”
“Maya,” I say. “Good. So you don’t have a wand like this, for deactivating our sealed air shields? The guy in the containment facility said you would. I brought this one just in case, anyway.”
“Smart idea,” Laika reiterates.
“Very smart,” Clyde chimes in, “because I don’t have anything like that, either. There are a lot of moving parts here. We were joking about it, but it really was one hell of a day up there. I’ve never seen those kinds of disagreements on the Balena. Williams has been taking flack from all angles. Most of the leadership of the Lunar Research Colony were furious when they found out what’s happening. There’s almost no one left. Even granting permission for me to fly down here got him a lot of heat, and that’s despite the Hopper having been in a sealed holding bay on the Balena, as far from the Vita as could be. This craft is probably cleaner than the ground it landed on, since this poor bird’s lungs are proof positive that pathogen is already on Earth.”
“Laika on Balena, too,” the little guy points out before I can reply to any of Clyde’s interesting points. “Maybe Laika got sick on Balena. Maybe Earth still clean.”
Clyde’s pace momentarily slows as he ponders that point.
I haven’t consciously considered it, either, but Laika is dead right. He was on the Balena when Driver and I stepped out of the Vita and into the docking bay, at the end of our quarantine period. So far, we don’t have a confirmed instance of Earth-based transmission.
Sure, this doesn’t change a lot for now in any tangible sense. But it definitely allows a positive change in my thought patterns about how bad things might — or might not — already be.
Although some of the early enforcement tactics looked a little overzealous on the news, I know that a lot of dedicated agencies are working on making sure Earth stays safe. Hyper-vigilance is the order of the day, to make sure things don’t get any worse down here while our team on the Moon looks for ways to undo what’s already been done.
“So… about the suits and a bathroom?” I ask, breaking an ongoing silence.
Clyde nods. “Sure. There’s a bathroom and shower at the back of the Hopper’s passenger cabin. It’s airtight from the rest of the cabin, but I won’t be in there, anyway, so make yourself at home and do what you’ve gotta do. And like I said, your suits are ready for the trip. You should change in the sealed bathroom area. Once we reach the compound and you don’t have to worry about the forces of the journey itself, you can either go back into those suits you’re in now, or you can just use the breath shields. We’ve spoken about this, and everyone on the mission is okay with whatever you choose.”
“What are the breath shields?” I inquire. “Do you mean there’s another hood like this, but I won’t need a full suit along with it if I’m wearing new clothes?”
“Oh, no, they’re tiny,” Clyde replies. “I didn’t know anything about these things until today, but apparently our medical team has been testing them. They’re just little pieces of… film, kind of. One covers your mouth and one covers your nostrils. They’re practically invisible and they’re made of the same nanotech-enabled material as your hood. They’re supposed to be way less intrusive to wear and breathing feels more natural. I’m not totally sure how it’ll work for Laika, but if I were you I would definitely be going that route. I made a hood for him out of the material while I was waiting for you guys to get here. It should be more comfortable, but if it’s not then he can always stay in this thing. You’ll want the shields instead of your hood, though, Ray. They’re kind of like strips. I know I couldn’t wear a hood like that without feeling like I was going to suffocate. It’s not like this helmet.”
“Not at all,” I say. “But yeah, these mini shields sound great.”
They’re obviously what Tom was talking about when he mentioned a technology that he didn’t think was quite ready for medical-grade use yet. Apparently, though, the team who developed them has decided it is.
When we reach the imposing and impressive Hopper, after a truly surreal walk down the utterly deserted highway, Clyde places Laika down by the ramp that leads up to the passenger cabin.
“See you on the Moon, space cowboy,” he grins at me.
“Why are you doing this?” I blurt out before he leaves.
Clyde’s expression changes in an instant. “My family,” he says.
I look at him with confusion.
“You’re doing this so you can see your family again as soon as possible,” Clyde goes on. “I’m doing this because I can never see mine again. They died in the attacks, Ray. Zola killed them. I was working at the university and I got a bus ride straight to the airport with the other scientists who made the list. My wife and daughters were at home. They got the call, but they didn’t make it in time. We took off without them and we got to our bunker seven minutes before the first major detonation. I don’t know if they would have made it if we could have just waited six more minutes, but I wasn’t flying the plane.”
I say nothing, genuinely sorry I asked.
“But now? Now I can fly the plane. Now I can fly the Hopper. I was on the Balena for my exobiology background but I grabbed the chance to skill-up when Driver put out a call for pilots. After what you two did to save the world from Zola, I wanted to be as ready as I could to help out if things ever went to shit like that again. And as for why I’m going to the Moon… I have no family anymore, Ray. I’ve got nothing and no one to lose. So whatever I can do to protect all of the people who do, I’m going to do it.”
As Clyde sheds a tear, which his helmet means he can’t wipe away, I give him a firm and supportive pat on the shoulder. “You’re a good man,” I say. “And we’re going to get this done.”
He nods and sets off for his cockpit without another word. I’ve gathered that it must be fully shielded like the rest of the Hopper, unlike in the original Mantis when only the central compartment was sufficiently insulated to make hyper-speed travel endurable for anyone inside.
“Laika like Clyde Clyde,” the little guy says as I carry him up the ramp.
“Me, too, buddy,” I tell him. “We’re in good hands.”
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From the outside, the Hopper looked slightly bigger than the Mantis. From in here, though, the difference is night and day.
The spaciousness can only have been achieved from a massive increase in the efficiency of the shielding materials used to protect us from the forces we’re going to be exposed to.
It makes sense that major advances have been possible over the past few years, since the Mantis was built secretly in a ZolaCore compound. This craft, on the other hand, has had the advantage of using the original as a starting point and then improving it through open collaboration between world-leading experts.
Clyde’s voice is with us soon after we board, coming loud and clear through visible overhead speakers. He reminds us that the bathroom is fully sealed, so that’s where we should change into our pressure suits for the flight.
I see my suit folded on one of around a dozen chairs, each of which has limb restraints. There is no mask to apply a pre-flight sedative, and Clyde explains that it will instead be pumped into the air of the bathroom to a pre-determined concentration, which will take a few minutes to kick in.
The same will happen in his cockpit, once he has engaged the launch process, and we’ll then proceed at an incredible speed before waking shortly before the landing.
Although there are some big differences from last time, this isn’t a totally alien experience.
After a few seconds of looking around, I see a spot where I can secure Laika’s cage. Needless to say, I’ll take the seat right next to it.
“Is twenty minutes enough?” Clyde asks. “That should give you time to freshen up and get into your positions. There’s a full set of clothes in the bathroom, too. Put those on when you’re ready and then suit up for the ride. Okay?”
“Twenty’s plenty,” I reply.
As soon as the exterior door closes, I open the bathroom door and find myself pleasantly surprised by the size. It’s small, for sure, but not like what you’d find on an airplane. The mention of a shower should have told me that, but even aside from the space it takes up there’s still more than enough to accommodate Laika’s cage.
Out of caution, we want to move from our current protective gear into our new suits inside the bathroom, so we’re not breathing in the cabin whose air will inevitably mix with the compound’s when we get out.
I know the Hopper is bound to have state-of-the art filtration of its own, like the kind Tom applied in the facility’s corridor after we left that area, but it makes sense to take as much care as we can.
I really am beyond thankful for Clyde and others who have stepped up to volunteer, and the last thing I want to do is pass anything onto them via a lack of due diligence.
Without wasting any time, I carry Laika in and seal the door behind us. When I see a light confirming that the full seal is in effect, I first deactivate his cage-covering shield and then deactivate my hood.
The air feels wonderfully fresh all over again, even though we’re inside, just as was the case back at the facility when I first took this damn thing off.
I then open Laika’s cage to let him stretch his wings, which he’s more than happy to do.
“We’re going to be still for a long time,” I tell him. “Make the most of this.”
And he does, fluttering around in the relatively small space while I start the enclosed shower running. I dump my old clothes and step in.
The hot water is just what I needed.
When I step out, I quickly dry off and then reach for the neatly folded clothes that Clyde mentioned. They’re very plain and slightly on the large side, but I’m glad to have them.
It crosses my mind that I’m currently breathing on them, and that no breath-shield I put on later will undo that. But really, if we’re dealing with a pathogen that can pass on to clothes through proximity and then jump across to someone else’s clothes and wait until their airways are unprotected… well… let’s just hope we’re not.
Everyone else who’s coming to the Moon is currently inside the Vita, where the sludge has been found growing in the air vents. What I’m getting at is that while I’ll gladly take every sensible precaution that I can, some things are outside of our control.
Things aren’t perfect, but we’re doing the best we can. And once again, that’s why it was so important that everyone who joined the mission did so entirely of their own accord.
When Clyde announces through an overhead speaker that the atmospheric sedative has reached its necessary level and that we’ve been exposed to enough of it, I encourage Laika to step into his cage.
He get in his right away, and he’s very calm as I surround it with the zip-up suit-like material that Clyde and the rest of the team has provided. It’s designed for pet carriers, making it far more suited for this task than the makeshift shield that Tom’s colleagues rustled up for Laika’s trip in the van.
An ingenious design means I can make it fit tightly around the cage and clip-seal the extra material at the back. It could accommodate a cage for a large dog, I reckon, and that’s probably its limit by design. The front section is see-through, like my helmet, and we can hear each other loud and clear even when I put my own suit on.
The helmet really is comfortable compared to the hood I’m so glad to be rid of. Maybe that’s because I’ve grown used to wearing spacesuits over the years, which is definitely not something I ever would have expected before fate first took me to the Beacon for my theocite research.
Before fully sealing my suit, I tap my watch and pray it has a signal. To my delight, it does.
I have at least one hundred message notifications, judging by the “99+” icon at the bottom, but I’m not overly interested in any of them. None are from VIPs, which would include Eva and Driver and anyone else I’d like to talk to right now.
Instead, I navigate to compose a new one. In the recipient field, I type Eva.
In the message field, I keep it short:
“We’re taking off now. Everything is good. Laika is calm and the pilot is a great guy. I’ll call when I can. For now — I love you. To the Moon and back.”
I complete my suit with the gloves, bringing a familiar hissing sound as everything seals.
For once, I do notice a difference between my real left hand and the bionic right hand. It’s not huge, but the coolness and tightness of the glove isn’t coming across quite as strongly in my right. It’s still a marvel of science that I can feel anything close to the same sensation, of course. I’ll never stop being glad the technology exists.
I lost my hand on the Vita and got a new one on the Balena. Now, inside the Hopper as we set course for the Moon, I try to remind myself of just how much our technological prowess has already conquered.
Everything we’ve set our minds to, we’ve achieved.
We decoded the signal.
We activated the gate.
We crossed that gate to Bayzen and we made it back alive.
Ahead of what is surely our biggest challenge ever, that’s a positive thought to bear in mind.
Clyde is impressed when we’re in our positions with a full four minutes to spare. He says he’ll speed things along so we don’t have to wait, and a few seconds later he announces that the sedative should ease us into a gentle but deep slumber very soon.
I look through the window on my right and see some stars. It’s nothing compared to the view I’ll have soon.
We’re going to be en route to the Moon for long enough that some major developments could occur in the meantime. For better or worse, a lot can change in the twenty-four hours this remarkably fast voyage will take.
“See you soon, little buddy,” I tell Laika as I feel the first effects of the time-delayed sedative. “And we’ll see Driver, too.”
“Goodnight, Ray Ray,” he replies. “Sleep tight.”
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The taste is the first thing that hits me.
There’s a sour tinge to it, unlike the sweet sedative that knocked me out, but I know what it means.
We’re here.
We haven’t quite landed yet, but we’ve finished our rapid deceleration and are now minutes from the Moon.
My eyes open somewhat reluctantly, heavy from a prolonged and unnatural sleep. The first thing I do is look down at Laika. He’s still out.
That’s not exactly unexpected, since the sedative was atmospherically delivered to us both at once and since a parrot his size is naturally going to react differently to the same dose as me.
Come to think of it, though, Clyde did assure me it would be okay. He said the suit-like covering around Laika’s cage is hard-wired to only let in a ”pet-sized dose” of the sedative, albeit it doesn’t get any more specific than that and he still needs less than a large dog, for instance.
It should just be a matter of minutes until he’s awake, and I’m relieved that I can see him breathing only slightly slower than he usually would while asleep. That convinces me that he’s going to be totally fine, and my main thought is that I hope he wakes in time to experience the landing.
“Clyde, are you with me?” I call into the air.
“Sure am,” he replies from the cockpit. “Just waking up in time for the best part! The Hopper will land itself, but I’m here in case it needs any help. Have you looked outside? You can move around now.”
Well, he doesn’t have to tell me that twice.
I free myself from the limb restraints that have kept me safe during our voyage, then head straight for the closest window.
It never gets old.
The view really is a million times better than it was from the ground, and I could never get tired of this. The stars look like an endless ocean and it feels like we’re floating in the middle of it.
I hear a weak but welcome squawking sound as I gaze out, which rapidly pulls my attention back to Laika. I hurry to his side twice as fast as I rushed to the window.
“We made it,” I tell him. “You’re okay, buddy.”
I can’t let him out in here to see the view, what with the cover around his cage and the whole pathogen in his lungs thing, but it’s just good to see him wake up.
It takes him a minute or so to really come around. “Ray Ray go look,” he says, tipping his head towards the window. “Laika see soon.”
Like Clyde, he doesn’t have to tell me twice. And this time, the view is even better.
As we descend towards our landing spot, the ERF’s Lunar Research Compound comes into view. To say things have changed up here since my last whistle-stop visit would be one hell of an understatement. Where once there was only an unmanned ZolaCore structure housing their deep-drilling mechanism for irresponsibly mining theocite, a number of impressive buildings now fill a very large area.
Compared to human settlements on Earth, it’s still tiny. But this is only stage one of what’s planned to be a thriving colony.
And hey… this isn’t just any settlement. This is a settlement on the Moon! The same Moon I grew up looking at every night, wishing that mankind would hurry up and go back. The same Moon that has captured our attention for millennia, and the same Moon that could now play a priceless part in keeping humanity safely thriving for the millennia to come.
It’s incredible to see what’s already been built in the past few years, and especially considering that the whole project was a relatively low priority for the ERF even before the Anomaly put further lunar investment on hold.
Some of the buildings are several stories tall, and I’m sure there have been some tunneling projects, too. I haven’t paid particularly close attention to the compound’s development, to be honest, for the simple reason that I kept my feet and my thoughts firmly on the ground when I finally got back to my family after stopping Zola once and for all.
I didn’t devote much attention to any of the ERF’s work until the Anomaly reared its head and turned my attention back to the sky, along with everyone else’s, as the auroras and the hellish cloud patterns took hold.
“You’ll see the Vita through the windows on the side further from your seat,” Clyde calls.
I rush across our passenger cabin and look out of the first window on the left. And sure enough, I see the remarkable Vita on the lunar surface. Seeing it from above like this really brings its size into focus. I feel the same sense of awe I did on the first day I saw it, when I met Driver as she was carrying out maintenance work in the bunker’s launch area.
It’s only in comparison to the Balena that the Vita feels anything other than insanely enormous, and even next to the buildings below it looks like a vehicle belonging to some race of super-giant beings. It’s more than a vehicle, of course, with even this flight configuration allowing ample space for leisure facilities and research labs.
I don’t know if Driver will still be inside. I also don’t know yet what kind of breakthroughs the team’s initial analysis of the sludge and our unsettling lung scans may have led to, but I suppose I won’t have to wait much longer to find out.
The landing process is pleasingly uneventful, and only ten or fifteen minutes after waking up I find myself back on solid ground.
We’re landing right next to a short passageway that leads into the largest of the compound’s interconnected buildings. I don’t actually know what’s going to happen next, but just like with the research developments I know I’ll find out very soon.
As it goes, I only have to wait a few more seconds.
“This could be a good time to switch to the smaller breath shields, if that’s the way you want to go,” Clyde suggests. “It’ll be five minutes until this thing cools down enough to let me extend the legs and lower the exit ramps. It’s different from the Mantis in that sense. I just figure you might as well make use of the time so we can join the others right away.”
“Where are the other shields?” I ask. “I didn’t see them.”
“They’re below the bathroom mirror,” Clyde replies. “Yours are on a tray and Laika’s version was where I left his suit cover. It’s see-through, but it should still be there.”
I walk into the bathroom to check. Sure enough, a closer look brings it into view. It feels bizarre and looks like it will go around his neck like a satellite-dish guard for a sick dog that has to be stopped from licking its leg.
The shields for me, meanwhile, don’t look like they’ll make for a particularly pleasant experience. One of the pieces is actually a double-pronged filter that will plug my nostrils. It’s like a smaller version of the things people use to stop snoring, albeit with a lot more high-tech stuff going on inside it.
The mouth shield is made of the same material as my hood, but small enough to cover only my mouth. I guess this set up will make me feel less restricted than wearing a hood, but I don’t see how it’s going to make my actual breathing feel any clearer. After all, the same nanotech-enabled filtering material is still going to be coming between my lungs and the compound’s air supply.
“Oh, shit… wait,” Clyde says.
I gulp.
“Ray, I’m getting word from inside that changes the level of protection you need to put in place.”
“What?!” I groan. “How much extra protection can I wear? These things and the hood?”
“It’s not that,” Clyde says, his voice weak. “They’re saying you don’t need to worry about it. They’ve all undergone scans in the compound’s medical bay. It’s already in every single one of their lungs. None of them besides Driver returned any adverse scans on the Balena. But Ray… after a day and a half on the Vita, they’ve all got it.”
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I’m stunned.
I didn’t want to have to walk around with excessive protective equipment restricting my breathing, but that would have been better than this.
“What about you?” I ask. “You’re not exposed. We can still protect you.”
“There aren’t enough of those small shields to go around, Ray,” he sighs, “And it’s not practical for everyone to wear hoods or suits. We came here to do a job and people need dexterity and freedom of movement to do it. I can wear the mini shields. You guys don’t have to worry.”
More and more, I’m gaining immense respect for Clyde. The way he’s reacted to this news is exemplary. We’ve just received the strongest possible sign of how transmissible this pathogen is, and his reaction isn’t fear or panic. He isn’t telling me that he’s going to bail out. Instead, he’s proposing a way forward that will inconvenience him alone while allowing everyone else to conduct their work here as comfortably as possible.
As selflessness goes, this is hard to beat.
“What about the people who were already here?” I then ask, as that thought jumps into my mind. “Do they have the pathogen in their lungs? I know they haven’t been exposed for long, but have we tested them?”
“There’s only one person left,” he replies. “Nick Mountjoy, the LRC’s Head Coordinator. Everyone else bailed out before our team arrived. The status report I just got tells me that he’s wearing full biohazard suit in all public areas and only taking it off in his fully sealed office. He’s not happy we’re here and he’s been butting heads with Driver.”
I close my eyes and sigh at that, which is all we need. A bitter and hostile Head Coordinator who didn’t even want our mission to begin… what could go wrong with that?
“Don’t worry, your presence will calm things down,” Clyde goes on. “And seriously, you can just take off that suit. We’ll be disembarking straight into the entry tunnel. We’re about to be encased in the artificial atmosphere. There wasn’t a big enough landing dome ready for the Vita, but we’ll have one within a few minutes.”
I glance out of the window again. Sure enough, I see one quarter of an incredible geodesic dome rising from the surface outside. It continues upwards, where it will soon meet the other sections to seal us in. We’re clearly sitting on a designated helipad-like zone, where this ingenious feature has been built into the ground.
Since those days of Zola’s sole and tiny lunar structure, even more has changed up here than I thought.
Following Clyde’s selfless instruction, and realizing it would be futile and pointless not to, I remove my helmet and free Laika from his covered cage.
We both take in deep breaths of air and look out at the now-complete dome.
“The Hopper is now cool enough for positional adjustment,” Clyde reports, retaining an impressive focus despite the recent news. “You shouldn’t feel much but our resting angle is about to change.”
We don’t feel anything, as it goes, thanks to an impressive suspension effect I first experienced on the spaceplane that took my family to the Vita around two months ago… although that really does feel like two lifetimes ago.
“And… ramp,” Clyde says. As he speaks, our cabin’s external door slowly opens. Laika perches on my shoulder as I walk over and look down the stairway.
We’re inside a dome, now within the compound’s impressively maintained artificial atmosphere. It’s genuinely amazing how Earth-like the air feels, and that’s without even mentioning the artificial gravity.
As well as the longstanding work of space agency researchers around the world, countless ZolaCore breakthroughs have been utilized and improved upon to make things like this possible. And while I’d never for a second suggest that we owe the murderous Ignacio Zola anything, I remain hugely relieved that we didn’t throw the baby out with the bathwater after taking his evil empire down. Instead, we requisitioned his New Zealand compound and everything his staff created, from their often unethically and sometimes illegally gained research data to the Balena itself.
Most amazingly of all about my view and my surroundings is that at the bottom of the stairway, there is no floor. There is only the ground — the bona fide lunar surface. I’m about to set foot on the Moon in the most literal way possible, and even in these horrible circumstances it’s impossible not to appreciate the magnitude of that.
I walk down and step out. To my surprise, Clyde is already there. He’s out of his suit, too, allowing me to see him without restriction for the very first time.
He looks exhausted, as I’m sure I do, too, but his face has an unmistakable kindness to it. He’s wearing the nose guard and mouth shield. The former looks very odd, while the latter is almost impossible to see.
“Is that comfortable?” I ask.
After pondering a response for a few seconds, he reaches up and peels it away from his mouth.
I’m speechless.
“No,” he replies with a brave laugh. “And seriously… I came here to study this thing. If I’m struggling to breathe and worrying about being exposed, when everyone else already is, I’m not going to be able to focus on my work. Remember: we don’t know if this is harmful in your lungs, we just know it’s there.”
He proceeds to remove the nasal plug device, then puts it in his pocket along with the mouth shield.
Pointing to the door at the end of the walkway up ahead, he turns to me. “Shall we?”
I put my hand on the incredibly brave man’s shoulder and nod firmly.
With that, we make our way to the door.
Before we even get there, the doors open and a figure rushes out.
“Luna!” Laika cries excitedly. Sure enough, it’s Driver.
“Hang back,” I tell him, and he obediently does.
Without a word, Driver heads straight for my position and wraps her arms around me.
“Luna okay?” Laika asks, reacting with concern to her uncharacteristic tears.
I put a hand on the back of her head as it moves up and down with the sobbing. “Hey, we’re still in this fight,” I tell her. “You hear me? Let’s get Maya back to life and see what we’re dealing with.”
At that, Driver pulls away and looks into my eyes. “Wait… you have her chip?! Williams said someone had hidden it so we couldn’t reactivate her. Some of those idiots on the Balena think she has something to do with this. Not Williams or any of our inner circle, but some of the departmental heads. I brought her with us in case we could wake her up some other way, but we haven’t been able to.”
“President Williams is the one who hid it,” Clyde explains. Meanwhile, I’m hearing all of this for the first time and trying to keep up. “He was only acting outraged that someone else had done it, so all those idiots you’re talking about would stop fixating on Maya before you guys left. You did still bring her, didn’t you? He said you would. Because I brought this.”
As he talks, Clyde lifts the activation chip from his pocket and holds it up in his hand, safely housed in a tiny plastic pouch.
“Don’t even think about it,” Driver laughs at Laika as he leans in for a closer look. Her spirits have instantly lifted at this solution, to a problem I didn’t even realize she was worried about.
I instantly have a flashback to the moment when Laika unwittingly knocked my contact lenses down the drain on the Beacon, setting in action a chaotic string of events that made our very survival a lot more difficult.
“Laika no touch,” he promised. “Luna, this Maya’s heart?”
“Something like that, little guy,” Driver replies, holding her arm out for Laika to hop on. “Now let’s go inside and get it beating again.”
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As we walk through the doors and into the compound’s entrance area, I’m happy to see Simone. She’s going to be crucial in this mission and has really stepped up by coming here.
Next to her, I see the smiling face of another great mind: Santino.
I force a smile of my own, but I’m not sure how I feel about his presence. Santino is as smart as anyone, but now he’s exposed. I’m sure he could help our team in untold ways that will soon make me glad he came. I just can’t help but feel even guiltier than I already did.
Everyone here is a volunteer, and I know that in my mind. But in my gut — in my soul — I still feel responsible for their current predicament. And especially regarding Santino, a survivor of Zola’s demented Valerio Institute who has been through more in his young life than any of the rest of us could comprehend, that’s a heavy weight to bear.
Our reunions are warm but brief, with everyone understanding that we all have a job to do.
“Where’s everyone else?” I ask.
“Well, I didn’t want Shaun and Sasha to come,” Driver answers. “They weren’t enthusiastic, for one thing, and we can always reach them via the radios. Their skills are analytical anyway, you know? They’re not practical like Simone. I told Santino he really didn’t have to come, either, but he wouldn’t hear it.”
“You two saved my life,” the innocent young man chimes in. “If there is anything at all I can do to help save yours, I always will.”
I thank him for that then turn back to Driver. “Okay… but I mean, like, everyone else. Not just our usual team. Is there one main area where people are already working? Are they still on the Vita?”
Driver and Simone exchange a telling glance.
“Uh… this is it,” Driver eventually replies. “Ray, this is everyone else. That whole idea of your presence attracting more volunteers didn’t exactly come to fruition. And like with Shaun and Sasha, there were a few people who seemed like they were volunteering because they felt like they had to, and I didn’t want that. Williams agreed. Now that we’re all infected, it’s probably a good thing we didn’t bring too many people. Not everyone would take that as well as these guys have.”
I force a nod. I don’t disagree with that, either, I’m just surprised by how few people stepped forward without reservation.
I guess I shouldn’t be, when I think about it logically. After all, on the face of it this does look like a suicide mission. I don’t begrudge anyone for not coming, and I don’t begrudge Driver for having insisted upon enthusiastic commitment.
“How are you feeling, anyway?” I ask. “Williams said you were coughing a lot.”
She shrugs it off. “I honestly don’t think it was related, and you know I wouldn’t just say that. My cough is gone now and my scans are still showing the same fluid markers, so I’m putting it down to a regular old cold or something. Chester said there was a bug going around the school, and he’s been helping out a lot.”
Chester.
Although I’ll admit he’s not the first person whose absence I noticed, it’s still a surprise. I thought he and Driver were becoming pretty serious, but here she is… and here he’s not.
“He has a family on Earth,” Driver says, reading my face. “They’re still keeping him in isolation and he was torn about whether to stay there or come with us. In the end, I decided for him. But listen, let’s talk about who is here. Clyde is a genius and you already know Simone. These are the best people for the job. We’re going to do this, Ray. There isn’t a worthwhile test anyone else could run that these two can’t. They can test samples of the Vita’s sludge in this place’s secure labs, and they can do a lot of stuff at once. We want to see how it behaves in different conditions. Simone can tell you more. Add Santino and Maya to the mix for ideas, and this is a solid unit. Small, but solid.”
“Where is Maya, anyway?” I ask.
Santino raises his left hand, presenting the incredible hummingbird-like AI helper and simultaneously reminding me of just how small and fragile she is.
Clyde re-opens his palm, held upwards, to present the tiny activation chip once more. I gesture for Driver to do the honors and she takes it without hesitation.
“I guess we’re not worried about restricting her movements,” I observe, since Maya is going to be free to fly around as soon as she is reactivated. It’s not really a question, because I know the others won’t be. It’s just a thought that crosses my mind, recalling what Williams told me about how others on the Balena felt.
I’m starting to realize that he was probably limited in what he could tell me, due to the fact that space-to-Earth communications are never truly secure. If groups on the Balena really didn’t want Maya to be reactivated, I can understand why he had to keep different elements of his plan from me and Driver.
What counts is that Williams has facilitated this reactivation, with Clyde’s help, and that we’re about to regain access to Maya’s immense banks of knowledge as well as her ability to converse with Porro, the alien leader on Bayzen, and the rest of his stranded colonists.
I hold my breath and Driver takes the chip from its protective pouch and gets ready to put it back in its position.
With so many uncertainties about the pathogen we’ve unknowingly brought back through the gate, Maya truly does seem like our best hope of understanding a broader context we might be missing. Driver and I need her now almost as much as we did when the aliens took us captive on Bayzen, mistaking us as hostile until the chip brought her back to life and she vouched for us.
“And… bingo,” Driver says, slotting the chip into place.
At once, literally instantly, Maya’s wings flutter and she stands upright in Santino’s palm.
“Ray!” she chirps, seeing me first before glancing around the unfamiliar surroundings. “Driver! What happened? Where are we?”
“In trouble,” Driver replies. “That’s where we are. And you’re going to help us out of it.”
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Now that Maya has come back to life — and her convincing movements are so fluid that it’s only too easy to slip into the belief that she is alive — I find myself amazed by the alien AI messenger all over again.
Her striking eyes, composed of so many concentric circles that are visible only at close range, are utterly captivating. The sheen of her body is a sight to behold, too, with the textured effect of her metallic casing looking uncannily like feathers under all but the closest inspection.
The little tilts of her head and sideways hops are also back, reminding me of our first meeting in the alien vessel she helped us land on Bayzen.
But although our situation now feels just as desperate as that one did, the reality could hardly feel more different.
Rather than an alien craft we knew nothing about, we’re now on a manmade colony on our planet’s only natural satellite. Maya has awoken with no idea of what’s going on, and no uplink to the aliens on the other side of the gate can fill her in on this.
“Maya, we’re in serious trouble,” Driver reiterates. And from there, she dives straight into a laudably succinct breakdown of the situation.
I add in a few pertinent details she’s missed, like the fact Laika is showing signs of infection while my family aren’t.
As soon as I say that, I turn to look back at Driver and ask if she knows for sure whether that’s still true. We have a communications link here, so I’ll be able to get back in touch with Eva very soon, but I want to know right now.
Driver nods. “As of the latest test, three or four hours ago, she’s clear. They’ve stopped testing the kids every single time, at Eva’s request, but we know she’s still okay.”
“And have there been any other big developments on Earth?” I ask. It’s good news about Eva and the kids, but I know the transmissibility of the pathogen is only one side of our problem. “Any sludge piles, or anything like that?”
“No,” Simone answers, very simply.
After that, we lay out some more pieces of key information for Maya and all focus in anticipation of her response.
“I don’t know anything about this,” the incredible hummingbird-like helper bot says, her head falling slightly. “No one on Bayzen ever mentioned any problem like this, and we didn’t see any sludge. I know I didn’t. Ray, Driver… did you?”
“No,” we both say.
Maya’s English speech strikes me as remarkable as ever, with my time away from her making it seem newly impressive all over again.
She’s effectively an AI interface between us and the aliens’ computer systems on Bayzen, and her knowledge of our language has developed over their many years of close observation.
In some ways she works like our own generative AI systems, presenting natural-sounding answers to all manner of queries almost instantly. The fact she does so vocally, and while moving around fluidly in her remarkable physical form, makes her without doubt the most impressive piece of technology any of us have ever seen.
Maya is a true marvel, evoking wonder from all who encounter her… and that would be true even without factoring in the mind-blowing point that she was crafted by alien hands.
She sits still and silent for a few seconds, either accessing information or communicating through the quantum gate.
Although Bayzen is four light-years from Earth, our side of the gate is so close to Earth and the other side is so close to Bayzen that there is effectively no noticeable communication lag whatsoever.
When we returned from Bayzen after stopping the radiation that threatened Earth, we hoped that cooperating with the aliens and studying their gate could usher in a new era of human progress. Instead, that return trip has landed us here — standing on the Moon, desperately scrambling for solutions to the pathogenic problem that came back with us.
“None of the others are sick,” Maya eventually says. “Porro has confirmed it. He knows nothing of the sludge. We have never encountered anything like this. Do you have any data I can look at? I am more familiar with alien biology than human biology.”
“Clyde here is an exobiologist, too,” Driver says, gesturing to the one member of our group Maya has never met. “He’s going to start studying some samples, and so is Simone. If you could take a look at what they’re doing and what they find, maybe you’ll spot some things they don’t. Do you think so?”
“I’ll help any way I can,” Maya replies. “The only idea I have for now is that passing through the gate might have changed the nature of some biological matter you accidentally brought into the Vita before we left Bayzen. If the only problem was the unusual fluid markers in your lungs, I would have thought the gate had done something to you. But when others are experiencing this, who didn’t pass through the gate, I do believe we are dealing with a pathogen of some kind. I will have to see the samples to say more. This could be viral, fungal, protist, or something I’m completely unfamiliar with.”
“Protist?” Driver asks.
Clyde steps in to field this one: “A protist is a microscopic organism that doesn’t fit into our classifications of land plant, animal or fungus. They also don’t fit within our classification of bacteria, which lack nuclei. Algae and protozoa would be the two best-known examples. Malaria and other fatal diseases are spread by parasitic protists. I’m surprised you know about protists, Maya. Is that from alien biology, or data you’ve observed in broadcast signals leaking from Earth over the years.”
“Both,” she replies.
Holding her captivating gaze, Clyde scratches his chin. “Interesting. I’d definitely like you to look over my experiments and even advise along the way, if you can. Say, Simone, where are we on gathering some samples?”
“Done,” Simone deadpans. “I have the entire first pile of sludge we discovered on the Vita. It’s downstairs in the containment labs. It is also still growing. At a guess, if it keeps growing at the current rate then I would only give us three or four days before we will have to do something to physically destroy it and gather another sample from the air vents, where it seems to be growing less quickly. I have my theories about that, but we can talk more once you have seen what we’re dealing with. Because from the very early tests I have done, destroying this stuff might not be as easy as it sounds. I do not want to oversell a problem we have not met yet, but destroying or even immobilizing this sludge could prove anything but easy.”
I feel my chest tighten at that appraisal.
No one — least of all me — has ever accused Simone of being overly cautious. If there’s a reckless member of our inner circle, it’s surely the woman who thought synthesizing a theocite analog on a space station heavily populated by civilian families was a good idea. All of that is to say that hearing her of all people speaking with such concern underlines the level of threat we’re dealing with.
There’s the pathogen, with its wholly unknown effects, and there’s the rapidly expanding sludge we believe to be causing it. Both are problems, and it sounds like the latter might actually catch up with us first.
“Can you take me to the labs?” Clyde asks. “With Maya, too.”
“And me,” I add. “I want to get a sense of what we’re dealing with and also what kind of resources we have. Is the lunar version of the containment facility I was in downstairs, too? Simone, is that where the labs are that you mentioned?”
She nods. “It is, yes. And of course, I will take everyone who wants to come. Follow me.”
“Not so fast,” a new voice interjects, cutting through the air like an unwelcome insect.
I turn towards the sound, where I see a man in a full EVA suit.
Mountjoy.
I’m sure that’s what Clyde said his name was.
Yeah, that was it. Nick Mountjoy.
Nick Mountjoy, Head Coordinator of ERF’s Lunar Research Compound and the only member of the previously thriving colony to have stayed behind when they all learned we were coming.
And let’s just say he doesn’t sound very pleased to see me…
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“Well, if it isn’t the man of the minute,” Nick Mountjoy says, walking my way and speaking clearly via the aid of his helmet’s external sound relay.
I take a step towards him as he gets close, opting to make a visual point of standing my ground.
Laika, the best judge of character I’ve ever met, squawks disapprovingly.
The little guy doesn’t say anything, since he’s usually able to contain his human-mirroring behaviors in moments of unease, but his feelings are clear.
Mountjoy glares at him briefly before returning his focus to me. “My colony is dead because of you,” he says, laying his cards on the table more quickly and explicitly than I ever would have expected. “Do you realize that?”
I study his face for a few seconds.
Surprising me in the opposite way Clyde did, Mountjoy looks very young for a Senior Coordinator. The others I’ve known to hold a position at that level have all been considerably older, from Clarence Major to Elana Hart and now, of course, President Williams himself.
“No one set out to kill your colony,” I reply, deciding to take the high road. “But listen to me: your compound could still go down in history as the facility that saved Earth. The work my friends do in your labs could deliver a solution to the pathogen that might be the biggest threat we’ve ever faced. I realize that. Do you?”
“See, they should have sent you first,” Mountjoy replies. He then holds up a finger and points it at Driver, wagging it a few times as he continues: “You know how to conduct yourself. She came marching in with orders and demands like she owns the place.”
Immediately, Driver knocks his hand away and steps forward. “Point at me again, asshole,” she challenges.
“See what I mean?” he sarcastically utters.
I count to five in my head, saying nothing while they both look at me.
Like so much else, I learned this technique from Eva. It comes from theories of conflict resolution in children, but it works for adults most of the time, too. Basically, when two people are arguing and turn to you to state your case, you want to maintain your air of authority. Making them wait does that very effectively.
The next move is more risky, but I don’t see a better option to decisively nip this nonsense in the bud before it starts festering.
“I don’t have time for this,” I say. “Keep your bullshit among yourselves, and if it gets in the way again then the rest of us will have to cut you out of future decision-making. Is that clear? If you don’t like what I’m saying, call President Williams and ask him who he wants to be in charge here. Or let me just save you the trouble and tell you now. Spoiler alert: it’s me. Like it or leave.”
I glance briefly at Driver, winking with the eye that’s further from Mountjoy, then stare at him.
“Well?” I push. “What’s it going to be?”
“I said I’m not taking orders from her,” Mountjoy reiterates, trying to save face.
I nod slowly. “Agreed. But she’s not taking orders from you, either. Okay? I appreciate that you stayed behind like a good captain should, even when everyone else deserted this ship. I just need you to remember that you didn’t swear an oath to this Lunar Research Compound. You swore an oath to the Earth Resilience Forum. And right now, Earth’s resilience against this pathogen could be entirely dependent on what we achieve here — as a unit.”
Mountjoy doesn’t say anything.
“Are we good?” I ask, extending my hand towards his gloved suit.
He looks down at it then back up to my eyes. “We’re good, Ray, but I’m not going to risk touching any of you. No offense.”
“None taken,” I reply. The whole point of this was to de-escalate by shaking the proverbial bottle and then letting out the fizz. Mountjoy’s addition of “no offense” is a positive sign that it worked.
“Be nice to Luna,” Laika then suddenly squawks at Mountjoy, just as things are dying down.
Mountjoy looks at him quizzically and then glances at the quieter and less imposing Maya. “Okay… I can just about handle Driver, but I can’t have either of these things flying around the equipment. They could—”
“He is not a thing,” Driver cuts in. “Laika is a more important part of this team than you’ll ever be and I’d bet everything I own that he’s a hell of a lot smarter, too.”
“Enough,” I firmly insist. This time I aim no furtive wink at Driver to tell her I’m not actually irked with her, because this time I am.
Clyde, standing to my right, sighs audibly and speaks his thoughts to everyone and no one in particular: “Look, I just want to see the labs.”
“I will take you,” Simone says. “Ray, is that okay? The above-ground labs are offline and we don’t have the power levels I expected, which means I’m having to improvise a few things, but we are moving forward. I would like Maya to see everything, too, so she can advise on things I might have missed.”
This is the first I’m hearing of any disappointment about labs being offline and the available power being limited.
Instinctively, I turn to Mountjoy.
“One of my security staff took it upon himself to act out of spite before everyone left,” he says. “Camera footage will show you that I wasn’t involved, if you don’t believe me and care to check, but what’s done is done. He flipped some breakers in the maintenance wing and took every single key with him. He didn’t do anything that would endanger me or the arriving mission team, but he wanted to limit what you could all do.”
“That’s all?” Santino chimes in, speaking for the first time in a while. “We’re only missing a key to get inside and flip some breakers? I thought your guy had smashed the circuitry or something like that?”
“He might as well have done,” Mountjoy shrugs. “There’s no way in.”
Santino looks at him incredulously. “What about through? Don’t you have a fleet of rock-moving mechs? I saw them in one of your recruitment videos. Ray is good with robots. Right, Ray?”
As everyone turns to me, I can only wonder if this is actually happening.
Did I make a wish on a monkey’s paw that I would get to control robots when I grew up, or something like that? The irony of how many times I’ve had to solve complicated problems by literally smashing through doors with robots is almost too great to ignore, but yet again it seems like that’s where this is going.
“That’s not actually the worst idea I’ve ever heard…” Mountjoy muses. “Controlling these mechs is a skilled position, and my mech pilots left along with everyone else. But Ray, you can give it a shot. My piloting team always called them mechs because all four limbs slot into the remote control interface, which is mapped to your movements. You’re not in the mech, which is sometimes what the word brings to mind. But its arms and legs move with yours.”
I nod in understanding.
“If we can get in to restore full power to the other labs, Simone could start some of the power-intensive tests she hasn’t been able to do yet,” he goes on. “I wish this mission of yours was happening somewhere else, but if it’s happening here I want it to succeed here. Ray, I’ll help with the mech.”
I’m glad to hear all of that, as well as the earnest tone Mountjoy said it in, and I thank him for the offer.
“What kind of tests are going to be so power intensive?” Clyde asks Simone. “Just to be clear… we’re not delving into gain-of-function research, are we? Because as desperate as things are, that could be a shortcut to making things a lot worse.”
“I’m not looking to make any genetic interventions,” she replies. “What I’m looking to do is majorly alter the conditions within distinct labs, to see how the sludge responds. Extreme cold, extreme aridity, things like that. I will readily admit that some of these tests might speed up some samples’ rate of expansion, but we’ll be using very small amounts. And at the end of the day, we did not come here to not find out what is going on. We cannot learn what will slow it down without risking speeding it up.”
From knowing some virologists and biologists in the past, I can more or less follow what they’re talking about here.
My understanding of gain-of-function research is that it’s essentially any research that seeks to enhance the effective properties of something like a virus or bacteria, to study what would happen if certain mutations occur naturally and to develop ways of dealing with those scenarios.
That’s not an exact definition and might not even be technically correct in some senses, but it’s close enough for the gist of what we’re talking about. And while I understand that Simone is proposing tests that could enhance the pathogen, rather than seeking to do so, I can also understand Clyde’s hesitation.
“Needs must, Clyde,” I jump in before he replies. “Normal levels of caution can’t apply here, but I do want you both to discuss every single intervention before you make it, with Santino as well as with each other. You’re the checks and he’s the balance. Are you up for that, Santino?”
“I don’t know if I’m qualified,” he replies.
“You are,” I tell him. “I just want you to stay close to the labs and let me know if there’s anything you think might be too risky, so no one gets carried away with any particular processes. We’re all on the same team here. I want everyone involved in as many discussions as possible. Driver and I will liaise with our friends and experts on the Balena who didn’t want to join us, too, because they’re also pulling in the same direction. Not as helpfully as you all are, though. Let me be clear about that. The world is going to owe you all a debt of gratitude for being here, when we solve this thing.”
Santino nods slowly. “I understand. We will discuss details of the research. You should go with Nick to work on restoring the full power supply.”
I always appreciate Santino’s directness and conversational simplicity. That’s the only context where simplicity is a word that can be used to describe anything about him though, as he’s incredibly observant as well as a deep thinker.
I’m glad he raised the issue of the power supply, too. For one reason or another — and I’m not yet jumping to assume it might be a questionable one — Nick Mountjoy didn’t.
“I think I’ll go down to the underground labs with the others, Ray,” Driver decides. “I’ve seen them, but Clyde and Maya haven’t.”
“Laika no see yet,” the little guy reminds her.
“That’s right, buddy, and I guess you might have an idea or two of your own,” Driver says. Her voice makes it sound like she’s humoring him. The fact I’ve picked that up means Laika will definitely notice it, too, but he’s not someone to count out.
With this decided, I say a quick goodbye for now to Laika and the others and head off alone with the fully suited Nick Mountjoy.
“So, how complicated are these robots to control?” I ask. “Do you think I can do it?”
Mountjoy blows air from his lips, perfectly audible through his helmet. “Well, I briefly tried myself before anyone got here. I couldn’t handle it. I know what to do, but I don’t know if I could do it even without my suit and gloves limiting my dexterity. They’re not coming off, anyway. Not with everyone breathing into the air like they don’t have a care in the world.”
There’s an element of bitterness in those final words, and I can’t pretend I don’t understand why. This was Mountjoy’s colony, and we have shown up with a potentially lethal alien pathogen.
Right now he certainly looks like the crazy one, walking around in this habitable artificial environment with a full EVA suit. But as the only one of our group who hasn’t been infected, the suit makes perfect sense from his own perspective.
He probably doesn’t think it’s fair that he’s the one taking such precautions, while the rest of us breathe freely. He might have a point about that, too, but the reality is that restrictive protective equipment would get in our way and slow our progress down.
It’s simply more practical for one person to try to keep himself free of the pathogen than for everyone else to take extreme measures for the benefit of that individual. And in an urgent situation like this, practicality has to trump fairness in that regard.
Without trying to be defeatist, I also think there’s an air of inevitability about the pathogen passing over to Mountjoy. He’s in here with us, and we’re breathing the air around his suit. Even if he religiously sticks to his plan of only removing it within his own sealed quarters, he could still be bringing spores or pathogen particles in there, which his hands could be touching when he takes the suit off.
I really think he’s in a position akin to using Band-Aids to patch up a leaky roof. But the storm is already here and I don’t see all that much sense in him trying to wait it out. Our best bet is to stop acting defensively and start attacking this situation from all angles.
Already, Mountjoy’s reluctance to remove his suit has prevented him from giving these mech controls his best shot. That might have cost Simone some important research time, which is exactly the kind of negative consequence of defensiveness I don’t want to get in our way.
“Santino might have been good at the controls,” I muse. “He knew about the mechs, and he is into his video games and simulators. Driver can pilot just about anything, too. Did you tell the others anything about this option before I arrived?”
Candidly, he shakes his head and replies: “I didn’t trust them not to do something reckless. Now that you’re here talking about checks and balances and walking a line between caution and recklessness, I’m less uncomfortable. Simone’s ideas could still make things a lot worse instead of better, but you’ve made it clear you want to call the shots.”
That’s certainly true, and I don’t regret it. I opt not to reply, though, leaving some pensive silence as Mountjoy leads me to a specific doorway.
“You’ll find the mech controls in here,” he explains. “But be ready… these rock movers aren’t your grandma’s robots, Ray. This is next level stuff.”
As the door swings open, my eyes widen in reaction to what I see inside.
“Whoa,” is all I can say. I feel my jaw slacken as I walk in towards the incredible physical control interface.
“So… do you think you can do it?” Mountjoy asks, turning my earlier question back at me.
I grin for the first time in too long. “Hopefully,” I say. “And I’m definitely going to have fun trying.”
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The controls for Mountjoy’s rock-moving mechs, as Santino called them, are like nothing I’ve ever seen.
It looks like the robots, if that’s the right term, really are motion-mapped via limb sensors. The control area has high boot-like slots where I’ll place my feet, and similar hollow areas for my hands.
“Are there grips inside?” I ask. “Or are these things not all that dexterous?”
“Oh, they are,” Mountjoy replies with more than a hint of pride. “You’re going to try to break through the locked door, which will be easy if you can get the mech into position. But if we had a key and a skilled mech pilot, they’d be able to unlock it. Remember: you’re going to take a mech inside to flip the breakers. The mech’s hands will allow you to do that, albeit not as easily as smashing through the door, and full power will be restored to the underground labs. That’s what this is all about.”
Impressed by that confirmation, I nod in understanding before walking over to examine the interface more closely. This is the kind of thing my real right hand would have struggled with, owing to the nerve damage from my crash all those years ago.
Controlling the Beacon’s robotic repair arm proved impossible because of that, which was why I had to perform an impromptu EVA and ultimately almost blind myself due to inexperience. Needless to say, we’re hoping for no such accidental disasters here.
I don’t think I’ll ever be truly glad that I lost my right hand altogether in a neocite-fueled explosion on the Vita last month.
No… I wouldn’t go that far. But I am definitely glad of how far the field of bionics has advanced in recent years, to the extent that the “fake” hand I now have is better than the weakened real one I lived with for so long.
It’s only as I reach the controls that I notice a headset, resting on the shelf between the two arm slots.
“First-person POV,” Mountjoy explains. “That’s the best way to do this. It puts you right in the action… you’ll feel like you’re out there.”
I think back a few years, to the challenging remote mission Driver and I conducted from the ERF’s Virginia bunker. That relied on contact lenses to relay our robots’ visual input while we controlled it from afar, but this isn’t all that different. The main difference is that I’ll be doing everything this time, including moving the mech by moving my own legs.
“What do you mean ‘out’ there?” I ask. “Where is the maintenance room we’re trying to get inside?”
“Outside this main building,” Mountjoy replies. “There is an access shaft connecting to an underground lab network, but it isn’t operational yet. The full kit-out was set for the second phase in our colony’s development. You know, before the Anomaly came along and put everything on ice. Anyway, our staff would normally access it via a rover. Our emergency oxygen reserves and other potentially dangerous materials are stored in there, which is why we have some physical separation. It’s not a maintenance room so much as a wing.”
I pick up the headset, turning it around for a better look as I listen to Mountjoy’s comments. “And it’s safe to smash through the door?” I ask.
“Of course. We would normally open it, anyway. The maintenance wing is fully within our environmental control zone, Ray. Everything is inside the dome. As I said, the staff normally used a rover to reach it. But it is walkable. It’s just cumbersome in a suit, and for safety reasons no one has ever been allowed outside without a suit even though the atmosphere is controlled. Complacency is the deadliest of enemies.”
I don’t disagree with any of that. What I know of Mountjoy so far, based mainly on the suit he’s still wearing, underlines that he’s a stickler for safety and responsibility. In a compound as precarious as this, where we’re insulated only by a thick dome and where far more can go wrong than in a bunker, those are probably very good traits for a Senior Coordinator to have.
Things are slightly different now, though, when the high stakes and urgency of our situation mean more risks have to be taken than might normally be the case. I’m no proponent of throwing caution to the wind, but we do need to dial it down.
That’s why I’m about to do this, enabling Simone and Clyde to begin more intensive research on the sludge and pathogen we’re racing to understand.
“So it’s safe out there,” I muse, pondering a new idea. “In that case, is there anything in particular that’s stopping you from going out there in a rover, in your suit, and placing a timed explosive on the door? With the new iterations, their explosions are more controlled than ever and you can make them radial rather than piercing.”
As though I’ve just suggested jumping into a volcano, Mountjoy stares at me like I’m the craziest man in the world.
“Ray, there are a thousand things in particular stopping me from doing that,” he deadpans. “For one, your explosives have never been tested in this environment. This isn’t the Vita or the Balena. The air is safe out there, but you wouldn’t want to breathe it for too long. The composition is different. With the scale of the dome and the power resources we have available during this first phase of development, it has to be.”
He has a point.
“For two, there are—”
“One is enough,” I cut him off. “We’ll stick to the plan. Where are the mechs right now, anyway? Close by?”
“A little way away,” Mountjoy says with a noticeable sigh and a slow shake of his head. He doesn’t sound concerned by this, but it’s clearly an inconvenience. “The clue is in the name: they’re rock movers. It’s a misnomer in some ways, because a lot of what they do is actually keep dust clear of the dome’s edges. Our activities here have an effect on the immediate area around the controlled zone, what with the inevitable thermal loss and the take-offs and landings by the entrance. Most of their work is outside of the main dome, but they all stay on our side when they’re not in active use. It’s just that they’re all near the airlocks at the edges, and our maintenance wing is in the middle. They’re all equidistant from the maintenance wing, so no specific mech will make it there any faster than the others would.”
“So it’ll be a long walk for any of them?” I ask.
He nods. “Power isn’t an issue, but your legs are going to be working hard. There’s no, I don’t know, cruise control or anything like that. I insisted on very strict limitations of what these mechs can do. I know what Zola did with his Robex models and I know one of them ended up killing him, albeit with a little nudge from you. I didn’t want any robots on my colony that could do anything without explicit and ongoing human involvement. It blows my mind that so many people are okay with that kind of thing.”
Once again, I see Mountjoy’s operational conservatism coming to the surface.
“I guess I fall somewhere in the middle ground,” I shrug. “But if this is going to take a while, we should probably get started. Is this going to be harder than it looks? Because right now I’m looking at these leg controls and wondering why you couldn’t have at least moved it to the door, even in your suit.”
“I didn’t try very hard,” he admits. “I’ve already told you I was hesitant about enabling Simone’s more power-intensive research plans until you arrived. I did test out the controls, but only briefly. When I realized how hard it is to grip the inner controls with my suit’s gloves, I didn’t think there was much point in moving a mech towards the door if I couldn’t activate the hand controls. But please, feel free to begin. I’m right here to guide you and I’ll pull your chosen mech’s visual feed onto this screen so I can see the same view you’re seeing.”
“Are there any differences between the mechs?” I ask, glancing round at the other three control interfaces that run along the same wall as the one I’m currently standing at.
“Not at all. They’re functionally identical,” Mountjoy replies. “The one you’ve gravitated towards is Rocky. See?”
As he speaks, he points upwards to a handwritten banner containing the name Rocky. I guess the mech-pilots who worked in here had their favorites and each tended to use the same one.
Further along the line, I see three more names written in very different styles.
First there’s Smash, complete with a rough sketch of some rocks being pounded by a robotic fist. Then there’s Cindy, marked by a pink love heart with a fiery arrow sticking through it.
Last of all, I see Dave. This name is written in pencil and has no accompanying drawing.
“Dave Miller was my best mech pilot,” Mountjoy says, watching as I look at the name. “I don’t know if he didn’t have as much imagination as the others, or if he just wanted to name it after himself.”
I chuckle slightly at that and then make my decision.
“Smash,” Mountjoy muses. “A good choice.”
“I figure I’m smashing our way,” I shrug, lifting the corresponding headset and putting it in place. The strap is comfortably tight around the back of my head, but so far the visor-like front of the headset remains transparent.
That enables me to put my hands and feet into position. It feels surprisingly natural, and I’m relieved that the leg slots — which I wish I had a better word for — don’t feel heavy.
“Squeeze with both hands to activate the visual feed and he’ll be all yours,” Mountjoy says.
I waste no time in doing as he suggests.
Instantly, the room before me gives way to one of the most incredible vistas I’ve ever seen. Through the transparent atmospheric dome that plays such a key part in keeping this colony running, I see a seemingly endless lunar expanse.
I’ve been a lot of places and seen a lot of things, but this takes some beating. Like I was reflecting during our final approach before landing, this is the Moon. This isn’t some man-made structure I’m looking at. This is the surface of our natural satellite, viewed with total clarity from a man-made structure.
And this isn’t like the Moon I grew up knowing from old dark photos and video clips, either.
No.
Here, when the powerful lights of our colony combine with the clearly excellent cameras that function as Smash’s robotic eyes, I can see well into the distance.
“Okay, I have the view,” Mountjoy reports. “Try turning towards the compound. With your hands, not your feet… all they’ll do is walk. Squeeze your left hand to pivot left. It’s easier to figure it out by doing than by hearing. You’ll get there.”
As I squeeze hard, Smash rapidly spins.
“Yeah… maybe a little less,” my instructor laughs.
I adjust by squeezing the right hand, straightening up, and quickly have the compound’s buildings in sight.
“Proceed at two o’clock,” Mountjoy says. “Pivot a little more and then get walking, cowboy.”
Being careful not to squeeze too hard, I follow the instruction. “There?” I ask.
“Bingo,” he replies.
And with that, I lift my feet and start walking.
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Okay, I was right.
This is Fun with a capital F.
It takes more effort than I expected to make the mech walk forward, based on how sensitive the hand-based turning mechanism was, but it’s not overly strenuous.
Smash is on the move.
I’m quickly able to estimate that it’ll take around five minutes to reach the fairly distant area Mountjoy has revealed as my target, which is a shorter walk than I was bargaining for.
One thing that makes the walk enjoyable is that I can change the mech’s visual focus simply by turning my own head. That allows me to look around and take everything in even as I continue forward in a direct path to the maintenance wing. And believe me, there’s plenty to see.
The views from within the compound are wondrous in their own way, truly bringing home the magnitude of what’s been achieved here.
Even a decade ago, the very idea of somewhere like this existing would have felt fantastical. I would have thought the only way I could experience it would be to live it vicariously through a sci-fi movie or novel.
Because of our discovery of Bayzen, some of the shine has come off the Moon as a site worth investing in. Mars had been doing the same for years, taking funding from potential lunar missions as the idea of colonizing a planet appealed to people on a deeper level than colonizing a natural satellite, but Bayzen has since blown them both out of the water.
I don’t feel guilty for enjoying this unexpected side-mission. The others are looking at Simone’s early research data in the underground labs beneath our feet, and Clyde and Maya are both far better suited than I am to ask good questions and provide useful analysis.
But I’m not wasting time here, I’m actually doing my part to move things forward. By getting into the maintenance wing to flip the breakers, I’ll be enabling our intrepid researchers to accelerate their tests and conduct entirely new ones that aren’t possible at the moment.
With the sludge continuing to increase in size and the mysterious pathogen already in almost all of our lungs, things could hardly be any more urgent. The others here are counting on me to succeed. The people of Earth, meanwhile, are counting on a resulting research breakthrough to keep them safe.
This has to be done, so I might as well make the most of it.
Sue me.
Looking around is great, but so is looking down. The mech I’m controlling is big.
Smash, to give him his designated name, is actually so big that I have to confirm with Mountjoy whether it’ll definitely fit in the door. He tells me it will. But either way, there’s a real sense of power that comes with controlling something so massive. That’s even truer when it’s a human-shaped robot providing a first-person view.
I used to dream of stuff like this and I used to read every mech-related comic book I could get my hands on. I always wished there were more and never understood why my friends at school seemed to prefer reading about guys in capes.
Where are your human superheroes now, Jay Gillespie and Billy Rusch?
Mountjoy fills me in on more of what I should expect when I reach the door. Since the walking part of this equation is pretty thoughtless, I’m able to practice fine motor controls with my hands without slowing down. It’s a good use of our time.
The trick is not to squeeze, which makes the mech’s feet pivot. Instead, Mountjoy explains that I’ll want to fully extend my fingers and loosely rest them on the inner grip. Very slight movements are all it takes to control the mech’s fingers, which seem oddly small compared to its arms.
My mech is designed primarily for brute tasks, for which extra mass proves a major advantage. Its hands and fingers are modeled on a human’s, though. That’s so it can more easily utilize tools or handle equipment built primarily for humans.
It’s a good mix, I figure.
I’m glad to make full use of the time spent walking. Minutes could count in our race against the sludge, which is expanding at a rate that’s seriously concerning Simone and which could also be evolving in ways we don’t realize yet.
I don’t quite have the fine motor controls figured out before I reach the door, but I feel like I’ve almost got the hang of it.
The door is indeed very tall, as Mountjoy reassured me, and there’s going to be no problem fitting through it.
What I’m hoping is that there will be equally little problem breaking through it in the first place.
My practice with the hands stands me in good stead for this punching phase, where Smash is really going to come into its own and live up to its name.
Pulling back the arms is very easy, since it involves doing the same gesture with my own rather than relying on any squeezing or grip manipulation. I practice punching the air one last time before I step closer to the door. Again, there’s a real feeling of power and I definitely don’t hate it.
“That door isn’t an air seal,” Mountjoy comments. “It’ll buckle pretty easily. You don’t have to swing for the fences. A sharp jab near the lock should do it. The door is going to be out of commission either way, but it’s only there for security — not safety. So don’t worry about going too hard, but don’t feel like you have to.”
Good to know… but what if I want to?
“As hard as you want,” he goes on, sensing my feeling.
“Here goes,” I exhale, winding up a punch and then thrusting forward my arm — and Smash’s — with as much force as I can muster.
The door is instantly defeated.
So far so good, I think to myself.
Now for the hard part.
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“Nicely done,” Mountjoy says. “Now, do you see those breakers in the corner?”
I do. Turning Smash’s legs towards them requires some careful control, but I’ve gotten the hang of the pivoting by now.
After complimenting the swiftness of my turn, Mountjoy then suggests I take care not to walk too quickly. Smash takes big steps, he tells me, which is an advantage in the open but could lead to collisions in this tighter space.
Inside this room at the outer section of the maintenance wing, which is fortunately the only part I have to navigate, I see a few chairs at a desk and a pin-board that’s partially covered by some handwritten notes. They only contain numbers that don’t mean anything to me.
The room looks well used, and recently used. Several computers line the desks, one for each chair. It’s basically a monitoring station, really, where Mountjoy’s security and maintenance staff would have kept an eye on the colony’s workings.
I heed Mountjoy’s warning about the size of my steps and move slowly forward towards the breaker box.
Whoever flipped some of the switches out of spite at least did me a favor by leaving the box flap up, which gives me one less precise hand gesture to worry about performing.
“Now just do what we’ve been practicing,” Mountjoy instructs me. “One finger, one flick. Don’t overthink it. You’ve got this.”
The more this impromptu mission has progressed, the more supportive I’ve felt Mountjoy becoming. At first it seemed like he was letting me do this reluctantly, and like he wished Santino hadn’t mentioned the mechs at all. But since then he’s given me multiple small tips that have really helped.
Without him, I’m sure I would have figured out how to get Smash moving. I don’t think I would have mastered the pivoting or the fine motor controls anywhere near as quickly on my own, though. And more to the point, I wouldn’t have even known where I was aiming for.
I still don’t like the way Mountjoy talked to Driver, but on balance I can see that she wasn’t exactly Miss Congeniality in his presence. Hopefully our success here will show her that he’s firmly on our side, even if his resentment about the colony’s evacuation and his insistence on wearing an EVA suit make it hard for him to feel like a fully signed-up member of the team.
But I know better than to count any chickens before they hatch. Right now, I can’t start thinking about what’s going to follow this success. I have to achieve it first.
With that thought in mind, I take a deep breath to gather myself.
I look down at Smash’s feet, giving both me and Mountjoy a view of how far away I’m standing.
“Inch forward just a little,” he says. “Not too much. We want the arms to reach at full extension.”
I do as he suggests, grateful for another specific and timely instruction.
“Perfect,” he confirms. “Now, just get to flipping. Take your time. And like I said: don’t overthink this. One fully extended arm, one fully extended finger, and you’ll get this done in no time.”
I slowly raise my right arm, leading Smash to do the same as he stands in front of the breaker board.
He, I catch myself thinking. It’s just hard not to personify a mech like this, and especially when its human-shaped hands and fingers come into view.
I extend my index figure, which just feels like the most natural one to use. I suppose there’s a lot of irony in the fact that I’ve instinctively gone with my right hand, which after all is the opposite of natural.
A bionic hand remotely controlling a robotic hand… talk about sci-fi inception. I really can’t wait to tell Joe about this.
With Smash’s finger extended, I perform the decisive gesture I’ve been practicing and breathe a sigh of relief as the switch flips from the Off position into the On position.
“Never in doubt!” Mountjoy beams. “Okay, let’s keep striking while the iron is hot. You’ll be able to reach the next one from there, since it’s so close, but for the third you’ll need to adjust your feet.”
I waste no time in reaching to the second breaker. It’s a stretch, but its proximity to the first means that Smash’s finger does just reach.
Two down, one to go.
Mountjoy explains that because the mechs don’t walk backwards, I’ll have to pivot 90 degrees to the right and take a step forward before turning left again.
“I’d rather do a 180, step back, and re-address the breaker box from a step further along,” I tell him. “I don’t want to risk knocking into anything by pivoting too close.”
“Good idea,” he affirms. “Go for it.”
And go for it I do.
I feel more comfortable with this process, which takes only twenty or thirty seconds longer than his initial idea. By the time I take my careful step forward to bring the final breaker within direct reach, my brain starts thinking about ways this could still go wrong.
I’m not used to straightforward victories, even when they’re only relatively minor waypoints on the road to a broader goal.
But as I reach forward and flick the final breaker… that’s it.
It works.
Nothing goes wrong.
Before I can accidentally do anything else, I lower Smash’s arm, pivot 180 degrees, and step away from the breakers. I don’t even think about closing the cover or making any other unnecessary moves.
“Should I leave Smash in here in case we need him to do anything else?” I ask.
“Absolutely,” Mountjoy replies. “And hey… great work, Ray. You nailed it.”
I thank him and remove my headset, feeling the smile on my face widen as I do.
We really did it.
But when I turn around, my smile fades.
Because beyond Mountjoy, at the doorway of the room we’re in, I see Santino.
“There’s something you have to see downstairs,” he says, wearing the opposite of a smile on his face. “Ray… it’s not good.”
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Lately it’s started to feel like my victories are getting shorter and shorter lived, but this has to be a record.
No more than a few seconds after I’ve removed my headset, Santino’s ominous words have removed all feelings of success.
“What’s not good?” I ask him. “What’s happening down there? Is it one of Simone’s tests?”
“You should come downstairs,” the young man replies before setting off without me. His face looked paler than I’ve ever seen it. Whatever this is, it’s seriously troubling him.
I turn to Mountjoy. “You should come,” I say, keen to work him into the group dynamic.
His expression, clearly uneasy even through his helmet, doesn’t waver until he holds a hand out to lead me out of the door. “Let’s go,” he decides.
It’s a fairly short walk to the stairs that will lead us down to the main labs, although I guess that’s relative to the lunar trek I’ve just taken. It still takes us a minute or so to get there, and then another to reach the labs.
To anyone who hasn’t spent as long as I have in underground survival bunkers, I’m sure the stairway and tunnels would feel extremely claustrophobic. But still, everything does feel even narrower than I’m used to. That could simply be down to the added difficulty and costs of building a compound as deep as this on the Moon rather than on Earth, where there are already a lot of technical challenges to contend with.
Aside from the tightness of the corridor we emerge into at the bottom of the stairs, it feels like I’m inside a pretty typical research building. The walls, flooring and lighting have a comforting element to them, evoking any number of university settings. This is nothing like the weirdly empty corridor in the medical facility where Tom and his colleague brought me, or indeed the very utilitarian materials used in the ERF’s bunkers.
Inevitably, though, the comfort ends there.
Even though Santino rushed back down here after telling me there was something I had to see, I would easily have found him and the others without Mountjoy being here to lead me to the labs Simone has been using. That’s because their voices are echoing down the corridor in my direction, with more than a hint of concern in each of them.
“It just doesn’t make sense,” I hear Clyde say. As our only trained exobiologist, it’s not good to hear that coming from him.
“She’s not going to be wrong about this,” Driver replies.
I figure she’s talking about Simone. But when I reach the lab they’re all in, I can quickly tell that it’s actually Maya who has said something Clyde is querying. The fact he’s looking at her and Driver, with Simone by his side, makes that clear.
“What’s going on?” Mountjoy asks, beating me to it with the obvious question on the tip of my tongue.
All eyes fall on Maya. “I am not familiar with the biology of this sludge,” she states.
Maya always speaks in the terms we do, quickly absorbing our word choices and applying them in the right contexts, but it’s still a little jarring to hear her talking about sludge.
What’s far more jarring, though, is seeing the stuff in the transparent test chamber behind her.
This is the first time I’ve seen a sample in person, and it more than lives up to the… well, weirdness I expected. The sample in here is around the size of my palm, in both width and thickness. It’s truly jet black, in the rare way that makes you realize other things you think of as black just don’t compare.
It looks like one of those new materials that used to always crop up in news articles, when scientists had created something that absorbs more light than anything before it.
When I saw an article like that on my computer a few years ago, my first reaction was that there was something wrong with the screen in the part of the picture where the substance was. But now that I’m looking at this bizarre alien sludge with my own eyes, I have no choice other than to believe what I’m seeing.
Worst of all, as I look closer, I see that it’s moving.
Vibrating might be a better word, and the movement is admittedly slight, but I’m still very unsettled by this. I’ve known since the start that this pathogen-housing sludge is alive to some degree or another.
There’s just something about seeing it move, though. It makes the threat feel all the more real, as though that was remotely necessary.
“Maya has never seen anything like it,” Simone goes on. “And Ray, neither have we. Since we put this sample in the chamber, eight hours ago, it has almost doubled in size. The oxygen level of the chamber has fallen dramatically, and it’s still dropping. This stuff feeds on oxygen.”
I gulp. “Yeah, but… I mean… so do we, in a way,” I reply, searching for a way to convince myself this isn’t a frightening development more than I’m trying to convince anyone else. “That’s why we’d suffocate in a sealed chamber. Won’t that happen here? Doesn’t knowing this actually give us a way to control it? You know, like a fire? Deprive it of oxygen and watch it die?”
“Well, we don’t double in size every nine hours,” Clyde steps in, answering first. “And yes, we would die without oxygen. But this doesn’t. Simone has another sample in the lab next door, in a small vacuum chamber. It’s showing the same signs of life as this, just without the alarming growth. It seems to need oxygen to expand — to thrive — but not to survive.”
I let that settle in my mind for a minute. It’s not good, but it’s not quite the disastrous news I was fearing.
“But it gets worse,” Simone says.
Of course it does.
“I have three samples in here so far,” she goes on. “I have been actively trying to immobilize the third since the beginning, and nothing has worked. Major temperature fluctuations, exposure to fire, even putting it into what amounts to a molecular blender. Whatever I do, it reforms into this gelatinous state and goes on like nothing has happened.”
“So like a sponge?” I ask. Again, I’m looking for an angle that can make this slightly less disconcerting.
“Exposure to air kills sponges,” Simone replies with a curt shake of her head. “Exposure to countless readily available chemicals kills sponges. Ray, nothing I have tried has worked. I’m still working on it, and if you have restored the power to the other labs and chambers, I can get more aggressive with the changes in test conditions for general observation as well as with my attempts to find a decisive weakness. But what’s concerning us most right now is that Maya has another thought about this sludge that could explain why it’s so unlike anything we have ever expected to encounter. Given how human-like the aliens were, in so many ways, and given how Earth-like Bayzen was, the idea of something as inexplicable and novel as this life form evolving there is difficult to accept. Maya’s observation might explain this… but you are not going to like it.”
I look down at the incredible little bird, who is perched on the arm of an empty chair. Everyone is standing. And even though the others apart from Mountjoy all know what she’s going to say, they’re standing as silently and attentively as we are.
“I am not familiar with the biology of this sludge, Ray,” she repeats, her voice far less chirpy than it often is. “I am also not familiar with its chemistry, or with its physical properties. I know of nothing like this existing on Bayzen or on Eden, and I have encountered no previous data suggesting that anything like this exists on Earth.”
As Maya pauses briefly, twitching her head, all I can hear is my ever-accelerating heartbeat.
“Based on Simone’s observations and based on my own interpretation of primary data from the sample analysis conducted here, as well as on the Vita before it left orbit, I don’t believe we are looking at a naturally occurring organism.”
Now, I can’t just hear my heart racing. I can literally feel it, pulsing in my neck as well as my chest.
“I think this is an engineered substance,” Maya says, spelling it out in the simplest and most frightening possible terms. “I’m afraid that’s all I can tell you.”
My eyes briefly close of their own accord, because what Maya has just told us is more than enough. It’s more than enough to turn this search for understanding on its head, and it’s more than enough to make me concerned that we could be in a genuinely unwinnable fight.
This AI messenger bot, trained on an endless library of data from Earth as well as her creators, doesn’t know what we’re dealing with. All she knows is that it’s not natural.
Someone engineered this aggressively expansive and seemingly indestructible sludge.
The first big question is who.
And the second, perhaps even more pertinent, is why.
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“I just don’t think they would do this,” Driver says, taking a seat next to Maya.
The sludge sample I’m struggling to keep my eyes away from is in a reinforced test chamber on the other side of the square lab. In front of Driver’s chair, there’s a screen displaying all manner of data as well as some options to control conditions inside the chamber.
It’s funny — in the loosest sense of the word — that I used to think Simone having neocite in a test chamber on the Vita was the height of scientific danger. Now that we’re all sharing a room with a rapidly expanding pile of bio-engineered alien sludge, those old mineral synthesis experiments seem positively quaint.
“Do you think they would?” Driver goes on, looking squarely at me.
After a brief deliberation, I shake my head. “I don’t get it. They helped us. Why would they send something to harm us?”
“Well, devil’s advocate…” Clyde begins. “Back when you were planning to cross the gate, not everyone wanted you to. People thought the aliens could be trying to develop a passage to Earth so they could colonize it. We know they were responsible for the Anomaly. You believe it was an accident, and in my gut I think I do, too. But for the people who don’t, this idea of the sludge being an engineered atmospheric weapon of some kind fits in perfectly with their existing suspicions. In theory, the aliens could have sent the sludge to change Earth’s atmosphere and make it more suitable for their own needs. Reverse-terraforming, if you will. They could possess an off-switch of some kind, to stop the expansion when necessary if a cessation isn’t automatically engineered to happen when conditions reach a certain tipping point. This doesn’t all fit with the things you’ve spoken about from your time on Bayzen, but it’s what some people are going to say when they hear about this.”
I gulp. Some of that most definitely doesn’t fit with what I know about Porro, his fellow aliens, and their world. They did help us. But what if they just had to make sure we made it home with their ticking time bomb tucked away in the air vents of our craft?
It’s enough to make my blood run cold.
“Still no,” Driver stubbornly insists. “Clyde, we were breathing their air. It was like ours. If they wanted Earth for themselves, why would they send a bio-weapon to reduce the oxygen levels? Their world is like ours.”
“That’s not their world, though,” Clyde retorts. “Bayzen is a mining colony. A failed one, at that. The conditions there might not necessarily be similar to the conditions on Eden. The aliens you encountered were living rough, in tunnels. Their primary structures were destroyed by the radiation blasts they caused trying to tunnel to Earth. Maybe Bayzen is to them like the Moon is to us. If this colony was to collapse, a future alien race studying it might wrongly conclude that we thrived in the external conditions.”
“Listen: they were breathing the air!” Driver replies, throwing her hands up in frustration and placing an exaggerated emphasis on each of her last three words. “We would die instantly if we went upstairs and stepped out of the controlled zone. They’ve been on Bayzen for a few years since the radiation disaster.”
Clyde sighs. “So they say, Driver. All we have is their word — on everything. The timeline, the nature of the disaster, everything. And who’s to say the aliens who sent them to colonize Eden are biologically identical to them? If we’re thinking outside the box, which we should be, those aliens you met could be engineered worker drones, for all we know.”
“I think we should slow down on that kind of talk,” I interject, deciding Clyde’s rabid speculation has gone far enough. There’s value in considering things from every angle, for sure, but there’s a fine line between being open-minded and totally abandoning any filter between reason and fantasy.
Clyde literally holds his hands up. “I’m not saying I believe it, Ray. But none of this makes sense. There’s a context we’re missing, and I don’t think we’re going to find it by thinking inside the lines.”
“I have some context,” Santino chimes in. Often quiet and always a deep thinker, his opinion is one I very much want to hear.
“Yeah?” I encourage him.
“Maya,” the young man says, very flatly. “She is the context you’re ignoring, Clyde. She just told us about this. If you’re telling me an alien race is intelligent enough to engineer this sludge, as well as to create something as incredible as Maya, are you also telling me they were foolish enough to let Ray and Driver take her back to Earth without programming in an order that she would not reveal the despicable plan you are accusing them of?”
Clyde’s expression changes instantly. “Hmmm,” he muses.
No one else says anything for a few seconds, either.
It’s an excellent point, come to think of it. Why would Maya warn us of something her creators would obviously not want her to mention?
“I will keep studying this sample and begin gathering and working on others,” Simone eventually says, breaking the silence. “Clyde, I do not agree with some of your interpretations but I would appreciate your assistance with the experimental set up and ongoing analysis. We all have questions, and our best chance of finding answers is working together.”
“Absolutely,” Clyde says. “Ray, I’m guessing from this that you did manage to restore full power to the other labs?”
I nod. That already feels like forever ago, after the shocking body-blow of this revelation that the sludge seems not only alien but engineered.
Mountjoy, who has been quietly listening in. “Whatever assistance you need to speed up your experiments or open up new options, let me know,” he tells Simone. “I wish this wasn’t happening anywhere, let alone here, but it is. And our best chance of getting somewhere really will come from working together.”
We’re all glad to hear that, and I notice even Driver giving a barely perceptible nod of appreciation.
“How did you guys safely gather these samples from the Vita, anyway?” I ask. “And I guess you’re going to do the same again.”
Driver holds her hand out for Simone to field this one.
“While the Vita was still docked in orbit, we started off with remote probes,” Simone explains. “I think we were still in contact with you then, before we all started getting ready for our respective trips here. At first they were just performing tests in situ. But as soon as we left orbit and didn’t have to abide by the restrictions that had been imposed, we used the probe to gather a small amount of sludge in its secure sampling compartment. I transferred it to my lab on the Vita, then we repeated the process a few more times. We will do the same now.”
“Okay,” I reply, satisfied with that. “Thanks.”
“In the meantime, your success with the power restoration will help with our existing experiments,” she goes on. “It means we now can also dial up some of the atmospheric manipulations to which we are exposing these existing samples. Clyde can keep watch while I perform the sample collections.”
That make sense.
“So that is how we did it, Ray,” Simone continues. “You asked how we did it safely, and all I can say is that we took every available precaution that we reasonably could. Every passing minute and every new data point we learn about this stuff is making any kind of safety feel like an illusion, but I will continue doing the best I can.”
I thank her again — because really, our best is all we can do.
“Does anyone else have any pertinent points to share before we split?” Clyde asks the group.
Catching us all by surprise, Laika squawks loudly from his position on the ground to take everyone’s attention.
“Maya say truth,” he tells us. “No lie. Maya want to help.”
At that, Maya flutters down to his side. “Thank you,” she says, tilting her head to make contact with the bottom of his wing.
She’s tiny in comparison to Laika, but then again she’s tiny in comparison to just about everything.
I’m not sure how much weight we can put into Laika’s character-judging and lie detection abilities when we’re dealing with an alien AI, but he sounds as sure about this as he’s ever sounded about anything. I also see a lot of merit in the question of why the aliens would even contemplate sending Maya here without making sure she wouldn’t sell out their supposedly diabolical plan.
Too much of Clyde’s far-out idea just doesn’t make sense, even if I can’t pretend it hasn’t opened my mind to some very uncomfortable ideas.
As Simone sets off towards the Vita and Driver vacates the chair so Clyde can monitor the ever-changing data on the screen in front of it, I glance down at my watch.
We’ll have even more data in a few hours, and some of it could be very telling if Simone’s enhanced experiments are as effective as she hopes.
“Hey, Nick,” I say to Mountjoy. “Could you get me on to comms network? I want to see if I have any messages from home. And if I can, I want to call my family.”
“Of course,” he says. “Come with me.”
I follow right away, with Laika opting to stay with Maya, Driver and the others.
I know from times when the kids have been out of town visiting some of Eva’s extended family that he doesn’t like seeing them on video. He misses them terribly, but a visual with no real contact only makes him miss them more.
I wouldn’t say there’s a spring in my step as I walk upstairs with Mountjoy, but I’m definitely looking forward to hearing my family’s voices and laying my eyes on them. It’s not the same as being there, of course, but unlike Laika I find a video connection a lot better than nothing.
Because surely to hell, things can’t be going as badly down there as they are up here…
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As soon as my watch is connected to the compound’s internet link, I receive a deluge of incoming message notifications.
They’re all from Eva, since she’s one of very few people who isn’t silenced.
I glance through them chronologically. Her first message is a reply to mine from just before I left Earth, wishing me well. From there, I see that she’s sent another every so often to tell me everything is okay and ask me to let her know I’m safe as soon as I can.
She reiterates each time that she knows her messages aren’t being received, since none are showing as delivered to my offline watch. All she asks is that I drop a quick message at the first possible chance.
I instantly feel bad for not asking Mountjoy or one of the others to help me get connected to the network as soon as I arrived. I’m sure Eva would understand why, given that my mind was on the urgent tasks at hand. If I’d seen these messages to know how worried she was about me, though, I would definitely have prioritized a reply.
Now that I’m online, I hold my watch to my mouth and dictate a quick message. I let her know that I am here safely. I also ask when she’ll be available to talk. Happily, she replies almost immediately to say she’s ready whenever I am.
Once again, she insists everything is okay at home.
By home, I know she means the house. That’s a huge relief in itself. But if everything is okay on Earth as a whole, with no majorly concerning developments to speak of since I left, I’ll be very pleasantly surprised.
Mountjoy leads me to the nearest computer I can use for a video call. He reminds me that nothing I say can be considered truly secure. This is the case because nothing going in or out of an ERF facility can fully evade potential eavesdropping.
“I don’t know what this group’s MO is about sharing ideas and discoveries before we’ve got a grip on the full situation,” he says. “I’m not trying to tell you what to do or step on your toes, Ray, but just don’t say anything to your wife you wouldn’t want everyone to hear. These walls can talk, is all I’m saying. Be mindful.”
I appreciate both elements of what Mountjoy has said here. There’s his wise reminder, of course, but there’s also his humble acknowledgement that he’s not running this show. I thank him for bringing me to the computer, then politely ask if I can have some privacy for a few minutes.
“It’s not that there’s anything I would hate for you to hear…” I say with a slight chuckle, referencing the point he’s just made.
He smiles and shakes his head before stepping out. “Say no more.”
Due to the time of night, which is a concept I’ve lost after my induced slumber inside the Hopper spacecraft that brought me here, Eva sits alone at the kitchen table. Evidently, the kids are asleep upstairs.
I’m beyond glad they’re able to live with this degree of normality, isolated and monitored at home rather than in some cold and clinical facility. That would have been horrible.
Even as the situation here risks spiraling out of control and my driving goal of keeping my family safe feels harder to achieve than ever, just seeing Eva’s face is enough to calm me down.
She asks about my journey, and how Laika is holding up. She’s especially worried about Driver, too, having heard on the news — through the kind of leak Mountjoy was talking about — that she had come down with a nasty cough.
I tell her the cough has faded and that we’re all fine, besides the obvious. I don’t see any benefit to revealing that everyone is infected, and Eva doesn’t push for details about what we’ve learned about the pathogen. We’re on the same page.
All I do say is that we’re making progress in understanding its nature, which is true. I know Eva can read from my tone that those understandings aren’t exactly positive, so her decision not to dig any deeper is clearly a conscious choice.
We’ve been through so much together, and so much apart, that we’ve come to a silent understanding that problems shared aren’t always problems halved. She’s my light in these dark moments, and talking about the nitty gritty won’t help either of us.
Talk moves to the kids and how things have been. She insists it really hasn’t been too bad. Joe is obsessively following the news, as he does, but even that hasn’t been overly concerning.
Apparently there have been no signs of the pathogen in anyone’s lungs, anywhere on Earth. And it’s not like no one is looking for it. Medical facilities with the right kind of scanning machines have begun profiteering off the terrified public, Eva says, by selling scans at ludicrously inflated rates. People are queuing around the block at all hours, allowed to do so during a strictly enforced curfew only because the scans are one of few permitted reasons to be in public spaces.
We also touch on the irony of the fact that after surviving a civilizational human threat from the malevolent Ignacio Zola, a potentially planet-killing celestial threat from the Anomaly, and having more broadly survived the manifold dangers of life in the deadly void of space, our biggest challenge of all now comes in the form of a gelatinous alien sludge and its microscopic spores.
It’s humbling — a reminder that just like ticks and bugs can kill people, something like this can threaten humanity as a whole.
After a few minutes, I hear three quick knocks on the door. When I call for whoever is there to come in, Mountjoy opens it and peeks inside.
“I’m not trying to rush you,” he begins. “I’m just wondering if you’ll be much longer? It’s no problem, but I won’t wait if you are. I’ll stop by my room. If you want more time, that is.”
“Oh, sorry,” I reply. “I didn’t realize you were waiting for me. Yeah, I’ll stay. We’re just catching up on things. Thanks again for the link-up.”
He tells me to think nothing of it, then leaves.
“I guess that was Nick Mountjoy?” Eva asks. “There has been a lot on TV about him. He’s the only one who stayed, right? Some of his old deputies from the LRC have been criticizing him for staying. If he hadn’t, the team on the Vita couldn’t have gotten inside. Someone had to be there. Apparently Williams gave Mountjoy final say and he said he would stay, reluctantly, so the mission could go ahead.”
That gives me pause. I was under the impression Mountjoy was the one person who hadn’t been given any choice. He’s been growing on me as his demeanor has softened, and this is another tick in the right box.
I don’t know exactly how long we talk for, but it’s naturally the best time I’ve spent since Tom and his colleague bundled me into their van… two days ago? I want to say two, but the journey here really has messed up my perception of time.
Eva is either very interested in hearing about my adventure with the mech or very good at humoring me, and I don’t spend too long wondering which it is. For her part, the main news from family land is that Joe has been letting Scarlet sleep on his normally empty bottom bunk.
I’m sure Scarlet is missing me, but I’m not going to kid myself for one second that she isn’t missing Laika a whole lot more. They’re all but inseparable. For as much as I love having him around, that’s one of the main reasons I wish he hadn’t returned an adverse result from his lung scan.
It’s still a bit of a mystery as to why the pathogen passed to him and not Eva or the kids, with my best working theory being that he was simply more susceptible.
Three more knocks draw my attention to the door a little while later. I turn, expecting to see Mountjoy and his space suit once again.
My eyes instantly widen in surprise, though… because that’s not what I see.





29

“Where’s your suit?” I ask, gazing at Mountjoy’s newly visible face and body.
He shakes his head, almost indifferently. “I did another scan,” he says.
No more words are needed.
“Sorry,” I sigh.
“It was always going to happen,” he shrugs. “Clyde has it, too. But listen, they’ve found something new. Two things. Clyde spotted one and Simone spotted the other. Your work with the mech has paid off already, it seems. Maya hasn’t seen anything yet because they don’t want to show her until you’re there, so you can witness her initial reaction. Clyde had that idea. I don’t know any more than that. Santino just told me this much when I passed him in the hallway. And I’m still not trying to dish out orders, Ray, but this time I am rushing you. They’re waiting.”
Mountjoy leaves without another word.
Eva then leaves our call after only a few more seconds, as glad of our time together as I am but equally understanding that I have to go.
I close down the computer and hurry downstairs.
I’m sure the others haven’t been twiddling their thumbs while waiting to share their findings with me and Maya at the same time. They’ll be constantly working on one thing or another, but I do think Maya’s input could be important in both interpreting what they’ve already discovered and advising how well they can effectively proceed.
As I walk back downstairs, this time it’s a lot quieter than last time. There are no loud voices echoing my way, and really no discernible noises at all.
The first voice I hear when I reach the corridor is Laika’s, and even he isn’t speaking loudly. I soon see that he’s in a lab with Driver and Maya.
He and Driver greet me almost at once, both asking how Eva and the kids are doing.
They join me in continuing down the corridor as I answer. The door to the lab I left the others in earlier is closed, so I knock. Santino opens it very quickly, then steps out.
“They’re next door,” he says, clearly talking about Clyde and Simone. I’m guessing that Mountjoy, newly de-suited, is in there with them, too.
“Any idea what the new discoveries are?” I ask.
His silence says a lot.
“That bad?” I push.
“I don’t know, Ray,” the young man replies with an uncharacteristic sigh. “To be honest, I don’t understand this well enough to say.”
I gulp. If Santino doesn’t understand something, I don’t know what chance I’m supposed to have.
Seemingly responding to the sound of our voices through the partially open door, Simone steps out and ushers us inside.
“Are they all there?” Clyde asks. “Ray and Maya, too?”
“Present and ready,” I reply, speaking for both of us and probably stretching the meaning of the word ready.
Clyde is no longer wearing his small facial shielding, now that an adverse scan result has confirmed that he too has been decisively exposed to the pathogen.
Before he can continue speaking, Driver cuts in.
“Wait…” she shrieks, looking to our left. “Why is that sludge white?”
I follow her eyes and see it. Sure enough, the pile of sludge in this test chamber is white.
“Well, that’s the thing,” Simone steps in. “All of our samples are in hermetically sealed test chambers. No leakage is possible — of any kind. Bear that in mind before you hear this next part. Guys… we did absolutely nothing to this sample to turn it white. But next door, in another airtight chamber, we exposed a different sample, taken from a different area of the Vita, to a bleaching agent along with intense light. Somehow, they both changed.”
I feel my head, previously leaning in for a closer view, recoil away from the chamber.
“That is right, Ray,” Simone goes on, realizing that the incredible implication is dawning on me. “Although physically separated, these samples seem to be energetically connected — or perhaps even quantumly connected — to each other. They’re connected in a way that completely defies our understanding of science. This should not be possible, but we just witnessed it.”
As this brain-melting discovery sinks in, an unexpected voice breaks the silence.
“Listen to me, everyone,” Maya begins, fluttering to the top of the chamber and outstretching her wings. “I don’t say this lightly, but you have to stops these tests… right now. I think you’re making a huge mistake!”
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“What the hell are you talking about?” Clyde booms at Maya.
“Listen,” the robotic alien bird replies. “If what you do to one sample of this sludge is having an effect on another pile, you have to stop. If there is a connection like the kind you just suggested, this has to stop.”
“Why?” Simone presses. “We’re actually getting somewhere.”
“Somewhere you do not want to go!” Maya insists, holding her ground. “Right now, you have to stop making interventions that could speed up a sample’s expansion or enhance its potency in any way. What you do to one small sample, you could do to all of it. And as you see with the gate, quantum entanglement has no regard for distance. It is not only other sludge here in the labs or on the Vita we have to worry about. What you’re doing here could be dangerously affecting any sludge that might have found its way to Earth!”
A total silence falls, landing hard after Maya’s final sentence.
“She’s right,” Driver utters, the first to speak.
Stunned, I can’t bring myself to disagree.
This development certainly adds weight to Maya’s existing view that the sludge is an engineered substance, rather than something that naturally evolved on Bayzen or anywhere else, but it also hangs a dead weight around our testing.
Until we know more about how this remarkable non-physical connectivity between isolated sludge samples work, we can’t risk any more major interventions.
“What was the second thing you guys found?” I ask, keen to just get the presumably bad news over with so we can start recalibrating our whole damn mission, as it seems like we’ll have to.
Mountjoy mentioned that Clyde and Simone had each noted one of the breakthroughs.
Simone relayed the news of the bizarre link between samples, indicating that was her discovery, and this time Clyde speaks up.
“I placed some of my own hair and skin cells in a test chamber with one of the other samples,” he says. “Almost immediately, the sludge… well… it spat visible spores in their direction.”
The room falls so silent, the old hear-a-pin-drop line wouldn’t come close to doing it justice.
“I’ve since replicated the same result with another sample,” Clyde goes on. “This was not a one-off. The process is highly visible under microscopic observation, but studying what happens at the precise moment has also allowed me to develop a composite thermal-imaging method of scanning for spore exposure that holds up on a much larger scale. For example, I can now analyze thermal images from the Vita, combined with sufficient atmospheric data, to determine which areas are contaminated. Areas of known concentration, current and prior, show the clearest markers. It works.”
“Can we use that for mapping any spread on Earth?” I immediately ask.
Clyde nods. “I think that’s the useful application. If we can see which areas have actually been exposed, we can narrow in on where exactly isolation and mitigation efforts have to take place.”
“And what about Bayzen?” Maya chimes in. “Clyde, I can provide you with imaging data from the last aerial scans captured from the vessel where I met Driver and Ray, just before we descended. Would that help?”
Clyde glances between the two of us. “Yes, yes, and yes… with the right thermal imaging and atmospheric data, that could really help. A regular photograph is no good, but full atmospheric imaging will be very useful,” he replies, evidently grateful for her interjection having earlier doubted her intentions. “Maya, you can also look over the continuation map I’ve generated from the Vita, to see if you agree with what I’ve found. You might be able to improve on the method.”
“I am currently fetching the images and data you have requested,” she says. “Okay, I have now fetched what you need. Are you able to receive the data transmission?”
“Where? With what?” Clyde asks. “It’s not like you’re on our wifi network.”
I have to suppress a laugh at that, as tense as the moment is.
Maya hesitates. “I have asked Porro to send the images and data in a radio communication, following the same procedure I did before you managed to activate the gate.”
“I’ll get on the line to President Williams so he forwards that as soon as it comes through,” Mountjoy says, already heading to the door to leave and get right on it. “Clyde, you’ll have access to satellite images of Earth on the systems. All ERF computers do.”
Santino sits down in an empty chair in front of the room’s computer, then opens a new window. He knows exactly where he’s going and pulls up a promising-looking interface in very little time.
Clyde joins him, quickly selecting a few different kinds of images and scans of the same location. I can see from here that he’s chosen the area around my home. That makes sense. After all, if anywhere is going to be most exposed, it’s there.
I get the real sense that things are moving rapidly now. Even then, I’m stunned when Clyde snaps his fingers and points at the screen.
“There!” he yells. “Oh, God. Ray… it’s everywhere. But look at the concentration there. Let me zoom in as far as I can. Is that a drain?”
I nod dumbly. The area that’s most densely and brightly highlighted, by the yellow hue used to show likely pathogenic exposure in this visual representation of Clyde’s ingenious scanning method, is a drain at the edge of our front yard.
But what’s troubling me most is that almost the entire property looks contaminated. Areas of the backyard where the kids and I spent most time, like the sandbox, are more densely highlighted than the parts where we more rarely set foot.
Clyde acknowledges my response then moves to another test area, this time a few miles from my family home.
Once he’s applied his digital magic, I see far more yellow than I’d like. It’s less dense than at home, but the pathogen has clearly transmitted here, too. The densest area here is by a bank of trees. It’s actually highly concentrated, rivaling the drain by my front yard despite the rest of the surrounding area being relatively clear — albeit only relatively clear — of evident contamination.
“I want eyes on that drain and these trees as quickly as possible,” Clyde says. “Santino, communicate this to President Williams and his team on the Balena, and make sure the ground teams in Colorado Springs know. Speed is everything. Send them the images and stress the urgency. I have a bad feeling about what might be growing in those densely highlighted spots.”
“I will put a message out to the Health Response Force at the same time I send it to the Balena,” Santino replies, focusing intently and already typing away.
No one says anything. Driver and I share a stunned glance, both flabbergasted at how fast things have moved and how fast they’re still moving. Things have progressed, in a sense, but hardly in the direction we wanted.
I try to convince myself that making distinctions and detecting problems are essential steps on the road to solutions. It’s pointless. Attempts to ease my mind against abstract nonsense like that are doomed to fail before they begin, what with how unsettling this whole situation is.
“Received on the ground, at your house,” Santino says, reading a message in some kind of ERF internal messaging app that I’ve never seen. “Agents are going to closely analyze the drain. It has been checked, but not for two days. Long enough for things to change.”
I gulp. More than long enough.
“Oh, and now the images are in from Bayzen!” Santino exclaims. “There are a lot. Thanks, Maya.”
Clyde turns towards her. “Yeah. Thanks, Maya,” he adds, sounding like he means it, before asking Santino to cede control of the computer chain. He then proceeds to do his thing again.
My watch buzzes, capturing my attention.
“There’s sludge in the drain,” I say, hating the sound of the words as they leave my mouth just as much as I hate the sight of them in Eva’s message. “She just watched them find it.”
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Mere yards from my family’s property boundary, there’s alien sludge in the drain.
Fearing the implications, I can’t even think straight.
“Santino, where’s that message chain you were in with the ground agents?” Clyde asks, as if Eva’s words aren’t confirmation enough.
Santino navigates back to it then sighs audibly. “It’s been confirmed. They found sludge where the yellow marker was most dense. I’ll bet they are going to find it by those trees in the city, too.”
“So the imaging technology works,” Clyde says, taking no pleasure in the words. Hyper-focused, he then pulls an image of Bayzen back up and finishes his process. The image isn’t as zoomed in as the one on Earth, which I can tell from the edge of a very familiar basin whose scale I know only too well.
Seconds later, the screen is entirely yellow.
“Holy shit,” Driver utters.
No one else says a word.
In no area is the yellow even nearly as dense as it was beside the drain outside my home. But what Bayzen’s image lacks in denseness, it more than makes up for in sheer dispersal. The stuff is everywhere.
Clyde navigates to an image from another area of Bayzen and applies his ingenious overlays. Again, yellow dominates the screen. Again, the coverage is exceptionally widespread. Yellow is almost everywhere.
Almost is an important word, though, because a few spots in this image are notably un-highlighted. The coverage this time isn’t absolutely total, and that draws Maya’s attention.
There are several unmissable gaps in the coverage, seemingly where no spores have taken hold.
“Do the other two images,” Maya instructs him.
Clyde gets right back to it.
Mountjoy returns just as the third image is ready, this one also yellow but for a few notable “islands” of apparent non-contamination, for lack of a better term.
Simone fills him in on what he’s missed as Clyde finishes his work on the last image. Continuing the theme, this one is extremely yellow in all but one solitary spot.
“There is something in these non-yellow spots that is stopping it from establishing itself,” Maya states. “There are a lot of things we do not know about this sludge and its spores, but I know that much. Even if we are dealing with an unnatural threat, my friends, these unaffected spots on Bayzen’s surface may indicate some kind of natural repellent or remedy against it.”
Like close friends often do, Driver and I instinctively glance at each other again. She looks more hopeful than she did a few moments ago, and I’m sure I do, too.
“Maya, can you ask the aliens to check these spots out?” Clyde asks, excitement at a potentially huge breakthrough tinging his words. “Like our agents did on Earth?”
“Unfortunately, they won’t be able to,” she replies. “They have no vehicles, and only the location of the first image is within a reachable distance of their base. That one contained no untouched areas, so checking it out wouldn’t help.”
Clyde sighs ruefully. “So you’re saying there could be a solution to this problem, or at least a clue, sitting on the surface of Bayzen… but we can’t find out what it is?”
“No, Clyde,” Maya replies in a tone that’s chirpier than any she’s used in a while. “The aliens, as you think of my creators, have no vehicles. That is why I said they can’t quickly venture to these locations and find out what it is repelling the sludge. I didn’t say that we can’t…”
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I remember what President Williams said when the idea of this lunar mission first came up: “Desperate times call for desperate measures.”
As Maya’s even more surprising idea settles in the air, the idea of returning to Bayzen to find a solution to the problem we brought back from there sounds just about as desperate as it gets.
But like her suggested measure, these times truly are desperate.
Things have been moving rapidly. So rapidly, some earth-shattering revelations from within the past few hours already seem like yesterday’s news.
I take a deep breath and mentally run through what we’ve learned about the alien sludge.
First and perhaps worst of all, it seems practically indestructible.
Our best experts are in agreement that it is probably some kind of engineered life form, rather than a naturally occurring substance.
It eats oxygen to fuel its own rapid expansion.
Isolated samples remained connected to each other in a way we don’t understand in the slightest, with some kind of quantum entanglement being the best explanation anyone can muster.
It shoots spores towards human cells, as though either attacking or seeking a new host.
Oh, and it has already spread to Earth.
The fact that it’s present in the lungs of everyone here is hardly even registering as a concern anymore. That’s how quickly and how badly things have progressed.
We’re walking around with an alien substance inside of us that we’re still considering as a pathogen, and no one is even talking about that. The sludge, which the spores that have infected us must have come from, is the real threat.
Its aggressive growth, its physical toughness, its bizarre ability to react in one location to stimuli applied in another… it’s like nothing anyone has ever even envisioned humanity having to deal with, let alone anything we’ve dealt with before.
“You want to go back,” Driver eventually muses, looking only at Maya as she breaks a long, ponderous silence.
“I do,” Maya replies, more succinct than ever.
I exhale slowly. “Does anyone have a good reason why we shouldn’t?” I ask, surprising even myself. “I mean… we’re getting nowhere. Nowhere good, anyway. And now that we finally have a lead, what choice do we have? Something is stopping the sludge from growing in those isolated spots on Bayzen. Maybe there’s something on the ground there that’s like kryptonite to the sludge. If there is we have to find out what it is. This could be our one chance of stopping this stuff before it’s too late.”
“I could give you a lot more reasons than one, if you want them,” Clyde replies. “There is something interesting here, Ray. But I still don’t think we can trust these aliens. The sludge is engineered. Maya said it herself, and the molecular structure and bizarre properties I’ve directly observed lead me to the same conclusion. We know it came from Bayzen… so can’t you see who must have engineered it?”
“Maybe something got out of hand,” Driver interjects. “They didn’t mean to harm us with the tunneling project, and they almost did. Maybe they engineered an organism on Eden to help with something, I don’t know, and maybe it went haywire when it was exposed to the different conditions on Bayzen? Or maybe the radiation from the tunnel blasts mutated something into looking engineered? Guys, we don’t know. That’s the point. But what is it they say? Don’t attribute malice when something could be an accident? Something like that. And it’s not like we’re flush with options here.”
Well, that last part is definitely true. Really, though, I’m with Driver on the rest of it, too.
“Maya,” Santino interjects, wearing the expression he always does when a new idea has hit. “Your vessel was in the air for a long time, wasn’t it? Do you have aerial imagery of Bayzen from different time periods? Could you get us multiple images of one of these locations, from different times? Maybe looking at the spread of the spores could tell us something.”
Clyde immediately puts his hands on the keyboard. “Genius. Maya, can you do that?”
“I can try,” she replies.
“The images will come straight here this time,” Mountjoy chimes in. “I don’t have to loop anyone in. As soon as the aliens send them across the gate, we’ll pick them up.”
This saves him from having to run to another computer like he did last time, which allows our whole group to gather round as we wait for the images.
“No historical images are available,” Maya comments in a downbeat tone. “I can only access aerial scans from the moment our descent began, when the vessel’s systems were fully reengaged. No comparisons will be possible.”
With that good idea dead before it even gets off the ground, we’re back to where we were before Santino had it.
Disappointment swirls tangibly in the air.
“All this means is we don’t know when the spores spread on Bayzen,” Driver says, sounding less than defeated. “Sure, that would have helped us understand some things, but not the main thing. The main thing right now isn’t knowing where the sludge came from and when its spores started spreading on Bayzen. The main thing right now is stopping it from spreading on Earth. We still know there’s something stopping it in certain locations on Bayzen… and Maya is right: we can check out what that is.”
With Driver’s cards so clearly on the table, everyone turns to me.
I gulp away my doubts and rise to my feet. “Let’s do this.”
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We’re going back to Bayzen.
That’s the long and short of it.
With urgency as our tailwind, the entire team pulls together as soon as I share my decision.
No one tries to talk me or Driver out of it. They know how crucial this is, and I get the sense from some of them that they would be volunteering if we weren’t.
Santino, meanwhile, goes a step further by volunteering once we already have.
He’s always willing to help, even when it requires going above and beyond. But with his own best interests in mind, I veto his offer before anyone else can react.
Sure, everyone here has already been exposed to the pathogen. And sure, it might seem like there isn’t a whole lot more for him to lose.
But Santino is a young man with a hopefully full and prosperous life ahead of him. Given the countless unknowns regarding the lasting effects of traveling through the quantum gate, I can’t in good conscience let him come with us.
Driver and I have already been to Bayzen. We’ve already crossed the gate. If we ultimately find out that the gate itself causes further harm, distinct from any harm caused by the pathogen, it’s already going to be too late for us. I don’t want that to be true for Santino, too. I don’t want him to step into any more danger than he has to.
As our preparations begin, I find myself wishing for the organizational skills of Shaun and Sasha. I’ve grown so used to relying on them, it’s a weird feeling not to have their help. Within a few minutes, though, I realize the preparations for this trip are actually a lot more straightforward than they have been in the past.
As it turns out, there’s not a lot to be done. We’ll have Maya, of course, and we’re also taking print-outs of the important images she’s helped with just in case a worst-case scenario develops in which we can’t utilize her.
This is a mission with the singular goal of finding and recovering something in a specific location. With the location in front of us, the only other thing we really need to ensure we have is a means of recovering whatever we find.
If we were filling an empty spacecraft with equipment for this mission, I’m not sure what we’d be focusing on. We simply don’t know what we’re going to find or how we’re going to recover some of it, if indeed there is a removable resource that proves effective at repelling or eliminating the sludge and its spores.
Fortunately, though, we’re not taking an empty spacecraft. We’re taking the Vita.
As a fully equipped research station in its full configuration, the Vita contains all manner of equipment. There are even other vehicles within its bays, for various kinds of terrain, along with an abundance of specialized resources.
The Vita isn’t quite as well-stocked as the much larger Balena, but I have faith we’ll have what we need.
One thing we don’t do during our final preparations is to reach out to our friends on the Balena. That’s because I’ve made an executive decision to keep this decision in-house until the last minute.
After the remarkable and unsettling things we’ve seen in these labs, no one could talk us out of this decision any more than they could talk me out of crossing the gate. Since we don’t know what other tangible assets we might end up needing, I see no clear upside to reaching out.
What I do see are some huge potential downsides. Even before I reached the Moon, I was aware of the unprecedented levels of opposition to this mission. Some of that understandably came from the colonists who had to leave this compound, but some came from overly conservative naysayers who believe Maya might be an enemy agent.
In previous missions, I’ve often struggled with the balancing act of involving as many people as possible in decisions that could affect them while still trying to remain operationally efficient. But since everything went to hell with the cyber attack on the Vita last month, that balance has shifted.
My friend Phil O’Connor is dead and buried because of fanatical fear-mongering over the aliens. My former friend Elana Hart almost killed me, and herself, for the same reason.
To twist a phrase: crazy situations make people crazy… and absolutely crazy situations make people absolutely crazy. That seems like an obvious thing to say, but I’ve only recently come to understand how true it really is.
As the team works through the few things we do need to take care of, I find myself trying to view this mission from every possible angle.
It’s certainly true that in the last few hours, our situation has grown increasingly urgent thanks to a series of very unwelcome discoveries about the sludge. In the last few minutes, though, we have landed on a possible solution.
It might be a long shot that we’ll be able to detect what is keeping some small areas of Bayzen free from the otherwise ubiquitous spore exposure, and it’s an even longer shot that we’ll actually be able to utilize whatever it is.
But if the past few years have taught me and Driver anything, it’s that even the longest shot is a lot better than no shot at all.
Coming to the ERF’s Lunar Research Compound has delivered us this breakthrough. Now, leaving its relatively comfortable surroundings is the only way we can take the next step.
Last time we crossed the gate, Driver and I didn’t know what we’d be doing there. Our situation was even more desperate than it is now, with Earth’s destruction seeming imminently inevitable if we hadn’t found a way to plug the Leak responsible for the Anomaly.
This time, we at least know what we’re looking for. We can’t be complacent about how long we might have until the sludge starts rapidly expanding on Earth, or what the fallout of that might be. We’ve seen here, only too clearly, how rapidly it can grow. We need an answer, and we need it now.
Clyde, our resident exobiologist, shares an unsettling prognosis with me just as we’re about to board the Vita for some quick pre-launch preparation.
“With the expansion rates we’ve seen in our tests, I don’t think we have long,” he says.
“For what?” I ask. “I mean, specifically.”
He hesitates. “Well, we believe we can restrain the expansion of our samples here by reducing the oxygen concentration. But in the Vita’s air vents, and even more so on Earth, that’s not something we can do. We’re at the mercy of processes we don’t understand, without even considering this whole entanglement business. That’s a wild card we can’t defend against.”
“But how long are you talking?” I push. “And for what? Until the Vita’s life support systems can’t keep up with the oxygen this stuff sucks out of the air?”
Clyde nods ruefully. “There is that. Based on the data we’ve collected and the projections I’ve run, I’d only give that two days. You’ll have to work fast.”
“Days?” I gasp. “Clyde, the Vita is our only way of crossing the gate. Are you telling me we’ll have two days to find what we’re looking for and bring some back for everyone to study, and hopefully to synthesize some kind of working sludge-killer? Two days!?”
“I’d be a lot more comfortable if you can get back within twenty-four hours,” he says. His expression and tone tell me he knows this is an unreasonable ask, but the fact he’s saying it at all tells me how concerned he is. “We need to leave room for a margin of error. With how many unknowns we’re looking at, that’s extremely important. Its pace of expansion could increase with its mass… I don’t have enough data to be sure. If it doubles in size in nine hours, maybe it’ll then triple in the next nine if enough oxygen remains available. Maybe it quadruples. We don’t know.”
I feel my chest tighten. I’m glad Clyde has shared this with me, but I wish with every bone in my body he didn’t have to.
All of a sudden, I hear a buzzing sound as Maya flies over and lands on my shoulder.
“My analysis of the data says something similar, Ray,” she says.
I’ve known for a long time how good her hearing is, but Clyde looks positively shocked that she’s picked up what we were talking about. I don’t even know where she was, with her tiny size making it easy to lose track.
“How long do you give it?” Clyde asks.
Maya tilts her delicate head from side to side, in another of her uncannily lifelike mannerisms. “For the Vita’s air supply to withstand intra-vent expansion at anticipated rates? Thirty-one hours. I have accounted for observable changes in the expansion rate as the detected sludge has grown. There is a snowball effect of acceleration, Clyde, but I do not believe it will be as powerful as in your worst-case estimates.”
I don’t know how to feel about this. It’s good to know the sludge isn’t going to start tripling its expansion rate midway through our trip, so at least there’s that. Thirty-one hours is better than twenty-four, too, albeit barely, but I’m still disheartened that Maya has supported Clyde’s general theory.
“Maya, what else are you thinking?” he pushes. “We need to know these things. You should have offered that estimate as soon as you calculated it. Is there anything else Ray and Driver should know before they set off?”
I focus on her tiny, robotic eyes, fearful of what she’s going to say. Clyde is smart to ask this, and it is important that she proactively shares crucial information. But that doesn’t mean I’m excited to hear it.
“I cannot make any judgment about the expansion of the sludge on Earth,” she says. “We can estimate how quickly the existing samples will expand, but we have no information about how quickly and how broadly new samples will appear. If new sludge develops from the spore ejections we have witnessed in laboratory conditions, the spread could very quickly become exponential. With or without the Vita’s life support deadline, we might face a similar window to stop Earth’s problem from spiraling out of control. If we do not catch this snowball very soon, near the top of this mountain of trouble, it could run away from us and destroy everything below.”
Maya’s use of idioms is always a particularly impressive part of her natural-sounding speech, but hearing this one is like nails on a chalkboard.
Even more than I realized, Earth is truly dependent on our rapid success in finding a solution.
“We have a good plan, Ray,” she goes on, clearly sensing my unease. “Porro and the other aliens are expecting us. They are ready to assist in any way they can, with local knowledge about Bayzen’s terrain and other wisdom that could help as we seek answers in the spore-free areas of the planet. They know nothing about the problem we have detected, but they are at our disposal to help solve it. Thirty-one hours is a workable length of time.”
Clyde and I share an uneasy glance, at the newly confirmed deadline rather than Maya’s comments about the aliens.
I have no doubts Porro and the others will want to help us, but I have many doubts about how much they’ll be able to. I really think this is on us.
“You and Driver have done harder things than this without me,” Maya says. “Together we can do this. We can put things right. We are still in this fight.”
I inhale slowly and force a nod. She’s right. We are.
And until the last bell rings, we’ll always have a puncher’s chance.
“Thanks. Now let’s finish getting everything ready,” I say. “The clock is ticking.”
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Optimism would be way too strong a word, but it helps my outlook that Maya will be coming with us.
She’s a huge asset.
Aside from the huge benefit she brings in allowing us to converse with the aliens, she really has already proven her worth in coming up with creative ideas. That’s on top of her helpfully deep analysis our own experimental data. She’s a priceless ally in this fight, and I still find it hard to believe Porro and the other Bayzen-based aliens aren’t our allies, too.
One question is far more important than any other right now: how do we contain the sludge? But if we’re lucky, this impromptu trip we’re about to take through the gate might provide the answer to some others which can’t be ignored, either.
Knowing where the sludge came from — which is to say who engineered it and why — could become an existential issue in itself. If another alien race or even another faction of the race we’ve encountered is not only capable but willing to do something like this, we have to know.
That’s a question for tomorrow, though. Today, we have to make sure tomorrow even comes.
The last thing we can afford to do is sit back and allow Clyde’s images of Earth to become as yellow as the ones from Bayzen.
Things moved so fast in the labs that one thought I had was overtaken before I was able to fully consider it. It related to Clyde’s images and what else the distribution of the yellow spore markings might imply.
The sight of Bayzen, so almost completely yellow under his ingenious overlay, raises two intriguing questions in itself:
First… why didn’t we see any sludge when we were there?
And second… if Porro and the other aliens are constantly exposed to such huge quantities of the spores, why did they seem unharmed by it?
On the first of those related questions, I can’t even hazard a guess. I’m stumped.
As for the second? Well, a pessimistic view might hold that if the pathogen was engineered by these aliens, it’s hardly surprising that they made sure it wouldn’t affect their own kind.
For obvious reasons, I vastly prefer my alternative optimistic reading. Just as we’re hoping some areas of Bayzen’s surface might hold clues as to how to contain the pathogen on Earth, the aliens themselves might hold clues as to how we can cleanse ourselves of the apparent infections concentrated in our lungs.
Something might be making them naturally immune. I’m sure Porro will gladly consent to some tests, and I know the Vita is loaded with the scanning pod we’ll need. Full instructions for the pod are on board, so running those tests is something I definitely want to add to our short but crucial to-do list.
There is one even more optimistic possibility. It’s possible that the aliens will have pathogen markers in their lungs, too, despite showing no symptoms. If that’s the case, we’ll have reason to believe the presence of those markers in our own lungs could be benign.
We can’t go back to Earth until we know we’re not infected with anything dangerous. That’s the cold, hard reality of our situation. In itself, that shows that our priority is — and has to be — the safety of Earth over our own well-being.
And because of that, we have to focus on Bayzen more than on the aliens. Because of that, we have to find a way to contain the sludge before we worry too much about our lungs.
Scanning Porro’s lungs will take only a few minutes. That is undeniably worth it for the potentially telling data that the results could give us.
I’m just saying that we won’t be fixating on that side of things. Not when a natural sludge-repellant might be lying in wait on the surface of Bayzen. Not when the very future of Earth could be dependent on our ability to find it.
Before we leave, we remove all remaining accessible samples from the Vita’s interior. We keep only a few in sealed conditions, such as in Simone’s lab, so we can show the aliens to see if they recognize it.
Like the scanning pod, there are full instructions on board for how to use all of Simone’s equipment.
We’re hoping the Vita will maintain a radio connection to this side of the gate once we cross to Bayzen’s, but that didn’t happen last time.
Either way, we’ll be able to communicate crucial information through the alien computer system Maya used to issue our initial invitation to Bayzen. The trouble is, that’s a fairly cumbersome process.
One good thing is that we’ll now be able to embed text within an image, to easily share complex statements in a way Maya couldn’t back then. It still won’t enable any rapid back and forth conversations, though, and that’s why comprehensive written instructions could come in very handy. We have to prepare ourselves as best we can.
If the Vita’s communication systems don’t remain functional, we certainly won’t be able to do anything as convenient as video call. We’ll be limited by what the aliens’ computer system can do, which is send image-based signals in Earth’s direction.
We’re unable to safely remove the sludge that’s been detected in a section of the Vita’s air vents. What we have done is turn off the flow in those areas. It’s not perfect, but it’s better than nothing.
Still, as Driver and I near the end of our personal preparations, we’re not going into this under any illusions. We’re stepping into a very dangerous situation. There’s just no denying that. We’re going to expose ourselves a lot more than we have already. That’s true of the sludge in the vents, that’s true of the spores on Bayzen, and that’s true of whatever forces are at play in the incredible quantum gate.
Face shields and space suits can’t undo what’s already been done, though. And while I can’t speak for Driver, I know that’s why I’m not going to worry about wearing any on Bayzen. We’ve already spent a considerable amount of time there, and it’s not as though we can get double infected.
More to the point, we are on a tight deadline. The suits or shields might “only” cost us a ten percent loss in efficiency, from the time to take them on and off and also any hinderance to our communication or movement limitations. But even that would be an unacceptable cost.
With so much at stake for so many people, we have to act in ways that maximize our chance of success. Even if doing so increases our personal risk of harm, that’s our mission.
Like the other high-risk missions we’ve faced, this one isn’t about us.
Before long, the last accessible sample of sludge is removed and it’s finally time for us to leave.
A voice then indirectly raises one question the group hasn’t discussed — a question as to whether anyone else at all is coming with me and Driver.
“Laika need cage from Hopper, Ray Ray?” my little buddy asks.
I quickly turn to Driver and see her nod.
We’re on the same page.
Laika is coming, alright. You better believe he is.
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“Oh yeah,” I reply. “We will need the cage for you, buddy. Santino, could you get it while we check everything else is set?”
The helpful young man runs off right away.
“You’re taking Laika, too?” Simone asks, eyeing me with surprise. “I thought you didn’t want to expose anyone to Bayzen’s air who hadn’t already been exposed?”
“Laika no stay with no Ray Ray or Luna,” he answers on his own behalf. “Laika be too sad.”
It might sound trite or dramatic, but he’s absolutely right. Laika would be too sad here without us. The loneliness would make him more than sad. Really, he would be full-on depressed.
“He’s coming,” Driver firmly insists. She then leans in to Simone’s ear and whispers: “I trust Maya. But I’d trust Laika with my life and he’s the best lie detector that’s ever existed. Those aliens are human-looking enough for him to read them like a book.”
I nod in agreement to a point I hadn’t considered.
There are benefits to taking Laika, and that’s one of them. It really is impossible to think of leaving him here, though. Without us, or any of the rest of his family, and especially in an unfamiliar place like this, he would not do well at all.
That’s why the question of bringing him or not hasn’t even come out into the open until he smartly asked about his cage. For me, it’s the most obvious thing in the world.
While we’re waiting for Santino to arrive back with the travel cage, the others say their goodbyes for now and pass on final pointers for our mission.
We know we can’t count on being in touch once we cross to the other side of the gate, so every piece of last-minute advice is welcome. Maya is internalizing it all in case Driver and I lose track of any technical aspects in the heat and stress of the moment, which is another benefit to having her along for the ride.
With a head full of information and a heart full of determination, I hug Simone then thank Clyde for all he’s done. He really did step up to the plate by volunteering for this mission, joining us as the only outsider. Bringing me here was crucial in itself, but he’s since provided several important observations that could yet prove pivotal for humanity’s future.
Last in line is Nick Mountjoy. We had a rough start, but he’s risen to the occasion when it’s mattered most.
“Pretend this is like playing with the mech, Ray,” Mountjoy says with a slight grin as we shake hands in farewell. “You know, a little side mission you didn’t expect. If you handle this one as well as you handled that one, we’ll be laughing.”
Right on cue, Santino sprints our way with the travel cage in his hand.
Going between the Hopper spacecraft he’s fetched it from and the Vita has taken a little while, since there is no direct path between them. Each is encased in a protective dome — the Vita’s being far larger. Mountjoy explained early that such a huge dome was available only because the compound’s landing zones were future-proofed in anticipation of such a huge craft arriving at some point, full of intrepid colonists from Earth.
Santino gives us the warmest goodbye of all. He’s such a good kid despite everything he’s been through. I just wish he could have a more normal life.
“You can do this,” he tells us. “Ray, Driver… you will do this. As soon as you come back with some information about why the spores can’t settle in some areas, I will help however I can.”
I thank him for that and turn towards the ERF Vita one last time.
I’m sure Santino and the others will help in any way they can, but it’s Simone who I anticipate to be busiest of all. If we do find a tangible resource or mineral that can effectively repel the sludge, we’re going to do whatever it takes to recover a sample. It could then be down to Simone to rapidly study the material and synthesize far more of its active element, to be used on Earth. It’ll probably be too late for the Vita by then, but if we’re back on the Moon’s solid ground then that’ll be a price worth paying.
A few minutes later, I’m ready to settle back aboard the Vita for the first time since my quarantine period ended two weeks ago.
I try not to think about what else is in here with us this time — and I’m not talking about Laika — because it won’t do me any good.
There is pathogenic alien sludge in the air vents, eating our oxygen and expanding as it does.
But we have to do what we have to do.
“Will gate hurt Laika?” he asks as we continue our fairly long walk to the Vita’s cockpit.
“No way,” Driver says. “You’ll be all good, buddy. And I’ll bet these aliens are going to love to meet you. They designed Maya as their helper bot, so they must love birds. Don’t you think?”
Laika replies enthusiastically, happy to hear this. But his question about how he’ll fare with the gate crossing is one I haven’t even thought about until right now, when he’s chosen to raise it.
And on this one, all I can say is that I like Driver’s confidence.
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As Driver initiates the Vita’s pre-launch checks and procedures, her eyes and hands move rapidly. She’s in a flow-like state of total concentration, as is always the case in times like this.
Controlling a truly enormous craft like this is no small feat.
“Okay,” she says when the main operations are either complete or underway. “I just have to wait for the dome to retract. We should suit up now so we’re ready to go as soon as Mountjoy gives the all clear.”
Given the unknown forces we’re going to expose ourselves to when we pass through the gate, we are going to wear our suits for the crossing. This wasn’t even a topic of discussion, unlike our mutual decision to not limit ourselves by wearing them on Bayzen.
Laika dutifully hops down towards his travel cage, on the floor beside me. Santino bundled up the suit-like cover inside the cage before he carried it to us, as smart and diligent as ever, so I now lift that out.
Once Laika steps inside, I secure the protective cover around his cage like I did before our launch in the Hopper.
“Laika stay awake?” he asks.
“Probably not,” Driver tells him, answering before I have the chance. “There’s no sleeping gas like we had in the Mantis, or like you guys had in the Hopper. But we passed out last time we crossed the gate. The Vita landed itself. Actually, Maya… do you think we’ll just stay in orbit this time, until I take us down? Last time we landed inside that huge vessel you were in, because it was parked right at the other side of the gate. Now that it’s not, we probably won’t need an automated landing at all, right?”
“I don’t think so,” Maya chirps in reply. “We will arrive into a low orbit and the Vita should maintain an orbital position. If not, I’m sure it will land safely.”
“Okay. We just don’t want it to be too far from the basin,” Driver says. “We want to be close to the aliens and they’re going to be inside the vessel we landed there.”
“They are,” the alien bird confirms.
“Maya, could you try to wake us as soon as we pass through?” I ask. “Assuming we do pass out again. We don’t know how long we were out for last time. So even if the Vita will hold an orbit, we could be wasting time.”
She pauses for a few seconds. “I can try, Ray. But how? By making noise? I cannot control the Vita’s interior conditions. Do you have any clear ideas?”
Hmm, it’s a good question.
“You could unseal our helmets,” Driver says. Hers is in her hands, ready to go on. “Apply some pressure here and it should work. When we’re in a controlled environment, the full safety measures aren’t in place. You don’t need two hands or any difficult movements to unseal it.”
Driver then proceeds to put her helmet on and seal it to the rest of her suit.
“Try it out,” she suggests.
Maya wastes no time. She flutters onto Driver’s back, looks closely at the pressure point Driver identified, then presses her beak firmly into it.
I hear the slight hiss of air releasing.
“Bingo,” Driver smiles. “The change in conditions between the suit and the cockpit should give our bodies more of a jolt than any sound you could make. That’s probably the best chance you’ll have of waking us up.”
With this plan set, I put on my own helmet and seal it for take-off. “You should sit somewhere safe,” I tell Maya. “The forces are pretty intense.”
“Yes, I remember it well from when we crossed from Bayzen,” she replies. “I will brace myself.”
I look out of the cockpit again, straight ahead. The buildings of the colony are now directly in front of us, with no dome in between. I see the final stages of its recession back into the ground, marveling at how it was created.
The whole compound has been impressive to see up close. In any other circumstances I would be glad to be here and explore all the areas I haven’t seen, but today I’m just itching to get away.
“Let’s make the call to Williams,” Driver says. “I’ve been thinking about it and having doubts, but I still think we should tell them. We don’t want to come back through the gate to any physical hostility. If we leave here and go back to Bayzen without letting them know, a lot of people aren’t going to be happy. They’ll wonder why we’re being so secretive. And even just taking off from here without calling ahead could bring trouble. They might think we’re going to land on Earth and do something to stop us.”
I nod firmly. I haven’t been having doubts about whether we should call ahead, and Driver’s reasoning for ultimately deciding we should is precisely why. We’re not seeking permission, by any means, because this has to happen. But for purely practical reasons of ensuring our safe passage in both directions, we do have to let them know.
“I want to tell Eva, too,” I say while Driver engages a call to the Balena.
I unseal my suit and reach for my watch, then type in a quick message.
It’s the middle of the night at home and I know — or at least hope — Eva will be getting some much-needed rest. I try to strike an optimistic tone in telling her that we’ve identified a possible solution to the problems we’re facing, and that Driver and I just have to make a quick trip to Bayzen and back before we can put it into action.
She’ll worry, naturally, but I’d rather she hears this from me than in any other way.
Only a few seconds after that’s done, President Williams appears on the screen of Driver’s control panel.
“You’re not serious?” he begins, clearly noting our suits as well as the fact we’re in the Vita. He then adds a second question, with only one word required: “Why?”
“There’s something on Bayzen that stops the spores from settling on some parts of the surface,” Driver quickly explains. “We’ve applied an overlay to some images of Bayzen and we can see which areas are affected.”
As she’s talking, Shaun and Sasha appear next to Williams. They’re both panting, obviously having rushed in at the first word of an incoming call.
“Almost everywhere is exposed,” Driver goes on, “but there are some small areas that look clear. We’re going to find out why and we’re hoping we can apply what we find to prevent any further spread or expansion on Earth.”
“So that’s what those images were about when they came through the radio,” Sasha chimes in. “Okay. Interesting. But how do you know where there are spores? What’s the overlay? Our teams didn’t notice anything.”
I field this one, very rapidly filling her in on the basics of Clyde’s imaging method.
Sasha’s eyes light up. “Can we bring him in on this call?” she asks.
Major taps a few commands into his computer, turning this two-way conversation into a three-way one with our team inside the compound now also involved. It’s Mountjoy who appears first, but he quickly yells for Clyde to join him.
I listen as Sasha fires off rapid and detailed questions about how exactly Clyde has managed to create a visual overlay that can detect where spore exposure has occurred. She seems to already know about the sludge-detection method he has pioneered for use on Earth, which makes sense given that ERF ground agents were involved and it went through Williams, but the fact we’ve been able to discern an almost entirely yellow aerial view of Bayzen is news to her.
“If this is all thermal and atmospheric, we should be able to apply it directly via the lenses,” Sasha muses, sounding increasingly excited as she speaks.
The lenses! What a great idea.
This is why I found myself wishing for Sasha’s help in the initial preparations for our mission. And if she’s right, that mission’s chance of success might be about to receive a major, major boost…





37

Our next-gen contact lenses, one pair of which I’m currently wearing and another of which Driver has also hung onto, could be about to help us out more than they have since our final showdown with Zola on the Beacon.
On that occasion they alerted us to the otherwise invisible hazards of his laser-based tripwires. Now, it sounds like they could let us see the concentration of pathogenic spores, in real time and with no need to even refer to any screens or devices.
“Guys,” Sasha goes on, “I really think we can make it so you’ll be able to see the yellow markers and warnings of sludge concentrations when you’re on the surface! The lenses are incredibly perceptive. Even tiny changes in localized oxygen concentration and ground temperature will show up. Do you have ten minutes for us to set this up?”
“According to Maya, we have thirty-one hours in total,” I reply. “That’s how long she thinks the Vita’s systems can keep supplying us with oxygen while the sludge in the air vents expands and consumes more and more of it. But for the benefits this could bring, I think ten minutes is worth it.”
I’ve always liked the old Abraham Lincoln quote about chopping down a tree. He said that if someone gave him six hours to perform that task, he would spend the first four of them sharpening his axe.
Don’t get me wrong: I don’t want to use two-thirds of our time on preparation. That’s not remotely viable. After all, in this situation we don’t just have to chop down our proverbial tree. We also have to chop the trunk into firewood, carry it a long way, and start a blaze that will consume our problem. It’s not a perfect metaphor, but I think it holds up.
Sasha, meanwhile, very clearly does not like the sound of our thirty-one hour deadline. Like air escaping a pierced balloon, her demeanor visibly deflates as soon as I share it.
“I’ll try to do this in five minutes,” she says, exhaling deeply and cutting the ten-minute estimate in half.
She and Clyde then work diligently on exporting his parameters for overlaying the estimated spore concentration onto visual images. Sasha, who became a trained expert in the lenses under the tutelage of my old friend Mr. Lindell, is the best person we could possibly have on hand to rapidly develop a new function.
The operating system that runs our lens-controlling devices is designed for functions to be added by third-party developers, but there’s no chance in hell any of them would be able to work as quickly as Sasha is right now.
While she continues, I fetch two of the card-shaped devices Driver and I had in our suit pockets the last time we were on Bayzen. These work as a control interface, allowing us to perform intuitive voice gestures, but they’re also crucial for the functionality update she’s getting ready to upload.
“You’ll be able to use a slow double-blink gesture to activate or deactivate the overlay,” she explains, once the impressively rapid procedure is complete. “You can test it in there, if you want. It won’t work through glass, since it’s dependent on direct thermal observation. But, wow, seriously… this could be huge. It will help you guys in this mission on Bayzen, but ground agents can use it on Earth, too.”
Yeah… I ponder. They really could. I hadn’t thought of that.
“If we can detect where spores have been dispersed before any sludge starts developing, we’ll be a step ahead of where we are right now,” Sasha goes on. “We can’t really stop the spread until you guys find something, or until someone else finds something it’s not resistant to, but we can clear affected areas. The fewer people it infects before we have a cure or remedy, the better our chances of truly defeating it.”
She’s right on all counts.
“Is it ready now?” Driver asks.
“Yeah,” Sasha says. “As long as your interface devices are paired to your respective lenses, a slow double-blink should activate the overlay. It’ll be the same gesture to disable it. Hopefully you won’t see any yellow yet, but we do know the Vita has been a hotbed of pathogenic proliferation. Don’t be too surprised if your vision changes a lot.”
I turn to Driver. “On three?”
She nods quickly and counts.
When she gets to three, we both perform the same slow double-blinking gesture.
And… it works.
I know it works, unfortunately, because Driver’s nostrils and lips are now covered in a deep yellow overlay. She instinctively covers her mouth with her hand. This tells me she’s seeing the same thing on my face, and correctly assuming that I’m seeing it on hers.
I turn around and see lighter but still unmissable concentrations on the floor.
I then catch sight of Maya, who is absolutely covered in yellow. Since she came from Bayzen, that’s hardly a surprise. I’m starting to understand why Laika returned the adverse lung scan result and the rest of my family didn’t, since he’s the only one of them who was in direct physical contact with Maya after we left our initial quarantine.
Laika, currently free again from his suit cover, shows a similar pattern to me and Driver. For each of us, it’s mainly focused where we breathe.
I report this to Sasha, who isn’t surprised by any of it.
I then quickly leave the cockpit and continue to the first area where I can see one of the affected air vents.
Again, what I see is by now no surprise. That doesn’t make it any more pleasant of a sight, though. Much of the vent is covered by an extremely bright and dense yellow overlay. There is a gradual fading effect from the right-side as I look, which is yellowest of all, to the left. This is clearly the direction in which the sludge is expanding.
“It works, alright,” I reaffirm when I return to the cockpit. “At least we’re not going in blind.”
Driver forces a nod. “It’s better to know,” she says. Surprisingly, a slight grin then crosses her face. “You look like a photo someone has defaced with a highlighter pen. You know, like how people used to doodle on newspapers and stuff like that?”
Call it gallows humor, but I can’t help but laugh.
“But five minutes is up,” she then says, clapping her hands together. “Clyde, Sasha… thanks a bunch. It’s time for us to make use of this.”
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I hurriedly secure the protective suit around Laika’s travel cage, which is already strapped down in place. With that done, I seal my own helmet and strap myself in, too.
“I was going to disable the overlay for now, but it doesn’t work through our helmets, anyway,” I think out loud.
With the helmet preventing my lenses from performing their incredible direct detection of the tiny thermal and atmospheric variations that signal the pathogen’s presence, Driver’s face looks normal as she turns to me.
“I’m going to leave mine active all the time, in case the gestures don’t work,” she replies. “Better to always have it engaged than not be able to reactivate it when we need it, don’t you think?”
It’s a fair point. There would be no benefit to having a constant visual reminder of how exposed we already are if we didn’t have our helmets on in here, but the whole point of going to Bayzen is discovering why some isolated areas are clear of the pathogen and most others are teeming with spores.
I’ll make a conscious effort not to perform any slow double-blinks. They do have to be unnaturally slow and performed without any deviation in spatial focus, so it’s not the kind of gesture I’m likely to trigger by accident.
“Can we apply this to the scouting drones, too?” Driver asks. Her tone has a hint of hollow optimism to it, like she thinks this is worth asking but isn’t really expecting a yes.
“For sure,” Sasha replies, pleasantly surprising us both. “Their cameras have in-built thermal and atmospheric sensitivity. I’ll just have to patch the firmware before you cross the gate and force an update to your control system. That will be done in less time than it’ll take you to get there, so you don’t have to hold back on my account. I’ll patch in these yellow overlays as a custom filter, using Clyde’s same parameters, and you’ll be able to turn the filter on and off in your system settings. Does that sound good?”
“Beyond amazing,” I reply. “Seriously. Thanks.”
“Sasha, can you help me to see the pathogenic concentrations?” Maya suddenly interjects. “I would like to help scout the surface if I can. I will see the overlays on your digital images, but I would like to be able to see with my own eyes from above.”
With her face still filling the video screen on Driver’s control panel, Sasha shakes her head ruefully. “No, sorry. I can work with the lenses because I know how the lenses work. You’re a mystery to us, Maya. Unless your eyes have in-built thermal and atmospheric detection capabilities, I can’t help.”
“They don’t,” Maya says, sounding less chirpy than usual. As the robotic bird’s head falls in what looks very much like real disappointment, I reflect once again on how truly uncanny it is that she so often seems so… alive.
“Maya can still help,” Laika squawks supportively. “Maya good at other things.”
“Thanks,” the smaller bird replies, appreciative of his input.
And now that we’re all set for our mission, better prepared than before we told our friends of the plan, it’s time to go.
Once we end the call, with no drawn-out goodbyes, Driver engages the final stage of our take-off. With the Vita already in its launch configuration and with no Earth-like gravity to contend with, it’s going to be an easy and fast departure.
The gate isn’t far away from the Moon’s currently orbital position, either, so we’ll be there very soon.
Because I’ve re-paired my lenses to their card-shaped control interface, activating a lot of features and functions I don’t use the rest of the time, I can see that they’re also paired to my watch. To be more accurate, since they’re always technically paired to my watch, I can see that they’re displaying notifications as well as a stopwatch-style timer I set running before getting into my suit.
I can disable this with a simple voice command if I need to, but I don’t bother since nothing is getting in my way. Driver is also currently focusing very intently on keeping us on course for the center of the gate.
The sight is beyond spectacular, just as it was when we first activated this same gate, in accordance with the instructions we received in Maya’s conventionally delivered radio signal from four light-years away.
That this quantum portal can take us all that way in an instant is something my brain will never fully comprehend, just as the visual majesty of the swirling vortex-like gate is something my words could never do justice.
I don’t think an all-star team of physicists could ever explain this thing, and I don’t think history’s greatest poets could ever describe it.
“You’ll be okay, little dude,” Driver calls to Laika without looking away.
“Driver good pilot,” he replies. “Laika okay.”
I turn to Driver and see her nod intensely, still not breaking her focus.
She is a good pilot, and that’s never been in question. I just hope the forces of the gate that made us pass out last time don’t have any worse effect on Laika. They shouldn’t, and intellectually I don’t think they will.
Still, it’s only natural to worry when I care about him so much.
In these last few seconds on Earth’s side of the gate, the Vita’s communications system remains online and my watch is still drawing a connection. Since re-activating the interface I’ve seen that I still have at least one hundred unread messages, none of which are from any of my highest priority contacts.
But as the center of the gate fills my vision and the moment of passage is imminent, that changes.
Nine words suddenly pop up in the corner of my vision, underneath a small profile image of Eva smiling:
“Be safe and get it done. I love you.”
The words are the last thing I see before we reach the gate.
We will get this done, and we’ll try to be safe.
In that order.
With that thought alone at the forefront in my mind, my vision fades to black.
It’s time.
Bayzen waits, and there’s no going back now.
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Consciousness returns far less suddenly that it faded.
The first thing I’m aware of is a change in the air. It feels cooler and fresher.
The next thing that breaks through my mental haze is a familiar and welcome voice:
“Ray Ray, wake up,” Laika squawks. “Bayzen here!”
Groggily, I blink my eyes to life.
No slow double-blinks, I remind myself, already lucid enough to remember that.
As my vision returns, I see Maya perched on the control panel and Driver’s hands already back in control.
Laika is still secured in his suit, clearly awake and well, and a quick glance outside tells me that we’re still in orbit.
So far so good.
“Everything good?” I ask, turning to Driver.
“Seems like it,” she replies.
I take off my helmet, which Maya has unsealed like we asked her to. At first, I don’t know if I’ve woken up any sooner than I would have without that intervention. But as I glance at the stopwatch that’s been running since I got into my suit, it’s clear that I have.
I started the stopwatch so I would be able to tell how long our passage and reawakening took. I glanced at it right before we reached the gate, when Eva’s message popped up, and to my delighted surprise I can now see that only eighty-five seconds have passed since then.
Maya must have unsealed our helmets as soon as we were through, and the passage itself must have taken almost no time at all.
I already knew the gate was a genuinely incredible shortcut through space, but my amazement is amplified even further by now having an absolute number for just how quick the passage was.
We’re four light-years from Earth… and we got here in less than half the time it takes to boil an egg.
“It won’t take long to reach the basin,” Maya says. “I can guide you.”
“Thanks,” Driver replies. “I remember some of these mountains, though. I think I know the way.”
I most certainly don’t, but then I don’t have the instincts and keen eye for navigation of an expert pilot like Driver.
Laika asks if he can get out to see Bayzen, too. I immediately free him from his cage, because there’s no reason not to and this really is a sight worth seeing.
The surface doesn’t look yellow right now, since there is glass between it and the lenses that are soon going to help guide us to the areas where pathogenic spores have been unable to settle. Bayzen is a literal wasteland after the radiation blasts that killed most of Porro’s fellow mining colonists, but its landscape is still a captivating one.
Any alien world would be, I think, by sheer virtue of its alienness. Bayzen is rugged, though, like I’ve always imagined Scandinavian fjords or the islands of Scotland to look like from above.
“Where friends?” Laika asks.
“Not far,” Driver tells him. “And I really do think they’ll be excited to meet you, buddy.”
“Laika like to meet new friends,” he says happily, flapping his way from one side of the viewing window to another. He’s not in Driver’s way, since we’re flying in a straight line and only slowly descending.
The familiar basin comes into view surprisingly soon, though, at which point I call him over to sit in my lap.
The gargantuan alien vessel remains where we left it after the unfortunate crash that temporarily trapped this spacecraft within it. This in particular is a wondrous sight to behold, truly highlighting its scale.
As we descend, with Driver focusing ever more intently on making sure it’s a soft landing, a series of small dots becomes visible.
They’re not yellow, and not only because there’s glass in the way. Instead, they’re gray.
When we’re almost down, I discern the first few faces. I’m sure I can make out the figure Porro, the leader who is slightly larger than the rest.
“Friends here,” Laika happily observes as the final touchdown procedures kick in.
Driver exhales deeply, her whole body relaxing now that her work is done.
We’re safely on the ground. We’ve made it back to Bayzen in one piece.
I look out again, seeing the few dozen aliens waiting at the rim of the basin. Inevitably, I think back to everything that happened last time.
Yes, they took us hostage.
And yes, long before any of that they were responsible for the radiation blast that almost destroyed our world.
But ever since Maya stepped in to quell all misunderstandings about our intentions in making the first trip, Porro and the others have gone out of their way to help us.
This time, they know why we’ve come — and they’re here to greet us.
“That’s right, buddy,” I say to Laika. “Our friends are here. Now let’s see if they can help us get this done.”





40

By now, I trust Laika enough to let him fly freely as we get ready to disembark from the Vita.
This isn’t like a few years ago when we were still newly acquainted and he accidentally smashed Driver’s laptop on our way out of a plane. He has matured and mellowed out a lot since then, to the point where we both view him as a great asset rather than any kind of liability.
He’s a member of our team now, not just a bird who’s along for the ride and who we have to babysit while conducting our real business.
As far as birds on our team, Maya’s ability to instantly translate communication to and from the aliens outside is an utterly priceless boost to our mission. Without her initial effort to reach us, we would never even have received the warning about the Leak. And without her far more recent intervention, we would never have escaped alien captivity in time to stop that Leak before it consumed both Earth and Bayzen.
The only negative right now is that we’ve lost radio communication with our friends on the other side of the gate. But since that was such a firmly expected development, we don’t dwell on it for any more than the few seconds it took to confirm it was the case.
We can still reach them by sending images via the computer system inside the aliens’ huge vessel. That’s a cumbersome process, though, and with their leader Porro outside rather than manning the computer, I don’t think it’ll be possible in the immediate term. Still, it’s good to know Maya could fly in and send a message if we need her to.
“Are we ready?” Driver asks.
All three of us say yes.
We are.
Driver then hits a large button to open the Vita’s main entrance and exit ramp. As soon as she does, my eyes adjust to the natural light outside.
Only a few seconds later, when I step forward far enough to see the surface as well as the sky, my eyes adjust less easily to the very unnatural yellow overlay that I see absolutely everywhere.
In every direction, the ground is yellow. It’s not just the case that there is yellow on the ground, it really is the case that the whole ground is yellow.
I don’t see a single clear spot in my current field of view. The images we saw earlier, showing some clear zones, were captured from significant altitude. The scale was vast. The clear zones looked like islands in a deep yellow sea.
Right now, that yellow sea feels like an endless ocean.
I take a deep breath to gather my thoughts and calm my racing heart.
None of this is a surprise, I tell myself. We knew it would be like this.
“Damn,” Driver sighs, evidently seeing the very same thing.
“Is it yellow?” Maya asks.
Driver nods silently.
“Hey, we expected this,” I tell her. “Don’t worry. Besides, it’s no yellower than most of the floor we’ve just walked across.”
Her posture softens slightly at this. “I guess,” she replies, albeit weakly.
I then watch as she blinks very slowly, twice in a row, to disable her lenses’ pathogen-marking overlay.
While Driver’s nostrils and lips remain yellow to me, along with Laika’s beak and Maya’s entire body, I know we will all now look normal to her.
Seeing how fully the spores have contaminated Bayzen does hit harder in the flesh than on a computer screen. There’s no denying that. To that end, I can understand why Driver has done this.
But from my standpoint, it’s crucial that I stick to the plan. After all, it was Driver herself who pointed out we’d be taking a risk by disabling the overlay, in case we later had any problem reactivating it.
I’m not holding her decision against her, though. Driver has just gotten us and landed us here safely, which was no mean feat in itself. If her eyes and mind need a break from the constant reminder of how far the pathogen has already spread, I can’t begrudge her that.
Just before I step onto the ramp itself, Laika awkwardly and noisily flies up from the floor to perch on my shoulder.
For all I think of him as my little buddy, he’s a big fellow. I’m used to him perching like this by now, though, and I know it brings him comfort as well as an elevated viewing angle.
Driver silently encourages me to go first, gesturing with a slight tip of her head.
As I start walking down the ramp and my own viewing angle changes, some of the aliens come into view. My feet stop moving, so suddenly that Driver almost clatters into the back of me.
“What’s up?” she asks.
I stare dumbly at the aliens, unable to reply right away as my brain tries to make sense of what I’m seeing.
“Ray?” Driver pushes, literally prodding my back. “What is it?”
“Do the blinks and you’ll see,” I eventually force out.
Because none of our alien greeting party have a single speck of yellow on them.
Not on their nostril-only noses, not on their vertically oriented mouths, and not even on the feet that are touching the pathogen-teeming ground.
“They’re immune,” Driver gasps in sudden understanding as soon as the yellow-ground overlays reappear in her vision.
I take one of the deepest breaths of my life before continuing down the ramp.
This is either very, very good, or it’s very, very bad…
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“Ray… you can’t see any yellow on their bodies?” Maya observantly asks.
“No,” I confirm. “Which means they’re immune. Something on or inside their bodies is repelling the pathogen, or at least preventing it from taking hold. Immunity makes sense if they engineered it. But what I’m hoping for is that they have a natural immunity we can isolate and replicate. It could be similar to whatever is protecting certain areas of the ground.”
“Very interesting,” Maya muses.
“So if we don’t find anything on the ground, do you think maybe we should take one of them back with us to study?” Driver suggests. “At the very least, we should get one of them into the scanning pod and run every test we can. The data will be there when we get back and the others might be able to make sense of it.”
“We’ll do the scans,” I say.
I don’t directly address Driver’s first suggestion. If it gets to the point where bringing an alien across the gate for study is our best course of action, we’ll be in even more trouble than we are now.
But still, whether I like it or not… it is an idea.
None of us say anything until we’re on the ground.
Driver hesitates slightly before stepping off the ramp and onto the yellow surface below. She’s only two blinks away from everything looking normal again, but she seems to be past that now.
“Air taste bad,” Laika comments.
I know what he means. It’s by no means terrible, but the atmospheric composition here isn’t quite what we’re used to. It’s the same as last time, though, so at least it hasn’t worsened.
Whether the air’s unpleasant taste has anything to do with the pathogen, we can’t be sure. The only data that exists from Bayzen is data Driver and I have collected, and Earth’s scientists have only had a few weeks to analyze it. The presence of the pathogen, meanwhile, has been known only for a matter of days.
We take the shortest and easiest route out of the basin, where the aliens are waiting for us at the rim. They’ve clearly anticipated our landing point and have just as clearly — and wisely — stayed safely out of the basin itself.
When we reach their level, the contrast between their silver bodies and the yellow ground becomes even starker than before. It’s like looking at shadowy scarecrows in a field full of sunflowers.
Porro, recognizable from his taller stature and the different fabric of his cloth covering compared to the others’, stands at the front of the grouping.
“Baan fleep shing ho,” he proclaims.
Immediately, we all turn to Maya. She flutters into the air between us, quite literally bridging the gap.
“He wants to help,” she relays.
“Ask him if they know about the sludge and the spores,” I request.
Turning to me, Maya replies right away: “They don’t, Ray. I asked that from the Moon when I was communicating via our vessel’s computer systems. They know nothing about any of this, but they want to help however they can.”
“First of all, we want to run some tests,” Driver interjects. “Ask if one of them will stand inside a pod for a little while. That’s all it takes.”
Speaking in the language of this race who created her, Maya passes on the request. After Porro replies very succinctly, she turns back to us and translates his single word response into one we can understand: “Yes.”
“Ray Ray need to find where ground okay,” Laika squawks. He’s telling Maya this, rather than reminding me, and he evidently wants her to ask the aliens how I can do it.
As soon as he speaks, every alien face reacts in wonder. Even though their total lack of eyebrows make their faces inherently less expressive than ours, there is no mistaking the total shock they’re all experiencing. It’s clearly a positive shock, rather than anything based on fear or unease.
“None of the birds native to Eden can talk,” Maya explains.
“None of the other birds native to Earth can talk like Laika,” I reply with a slight grin. The situation is tense, but finding humor where I can isn’t going to hurt.
There’s something amusing and almost reassuring about how the aliens are reacting to Laika. Some even point at him while conversing with each other.
“I told you they’d like you, buddy,” Driver chuckles.
He hops down to the ground and walks towards Porro. Some of the aliens immediately behind their leader step back, surprised by the movement and perhaps apprehensive for the first time.
“Careful,” I tell him.
But Porro himself looks calm. “Huuk sheel nappang?” he asks.
I say asks because the intonation makes it seem like a question. The linguists on the Contact Team our colleague Harriet wanted to send across the gate last time would have more to say about this than I do, but I’m pretty surprised that a rising intonation can give me this kind of clue. I don’t even know if intoning questions in this way is universally common across human languages, and for all I know this similarity could be down to chance.
After Maya replies in kind, she tells us that Porro was asking if Laika is real.
“He’s real,” I say.
There could be a longer and more convoluted reply about how his most remarkable features are actually the result of cutting-edge genetic interventions rather than any natural evolution, but that’s not what Porro is getting at. He just wants to know if Laika is alive like us — and him — or if he’s our version of Maya.
“Laika real,” the little guy confirms for good measure. “Maya, this Porro?”
Maya says yes, all the while watching the two staring at each other as intently as I am.
“Hello, Porro,” Laika squawks, looking up at the bizarre but friendly alien leader.
Porro then crouches to the ground, bending his double-jointed legs for the first time. This in itself is odd to see, even odder than when I’ve seen their over-articulated arms move in a fluid and truly alien manner.
Once he’s on his knees, or perhaps more accurately the lower of his paired knee joints, Porro continues getting even lower until his head is resting on the ground.
It looks for all the world like he’s… bowing.
And as soon as he does, all of the aliens behind him do the same.
I’ve seen some sights in the past few years. But without any doubt, this scene unfolding before us is the single strangest thing I’ve ever seen in my life.
“Do they worship birds or something?” Driver whispers in my ear.
“Yes,” Maya replies succinctly, her astute hearing working just as well in this wide open world as it does indoors.
“So he’ll do whatever Laika says?” Driver follows up, this time with no effort to speak quietly.
“He already wants to help us,” Maya says. “But to answer your question directly, yes. Laika’s presence will compel Porro and the others even more strongly to assist us.”
As Porro raises his head and slowly stands up, I call Laika over and tap my shoulder to encourage him to fly back and perch.
He does.
If they worship birds, knowing that this most incredible bird of all answers to me can only help my standing. And given that we don’t yet know how exactly we’ll need these aliens to help us, I see that as no bad thing.
“We need a volunteer for the tests and some information on any of the areas that are clear of contamination,” I say, talking directly to Maya. “Did you share that data with them?”
Without answering me, she says something to Porro. It seems too short to convey both of my requests, but there’s no way to know if their language is twice as efficient as ours.
“Porro thinks those areas were once home to something close to your Earthly geysers,” Maya explains. “This area of Bayzen is home to the prime Bayzocite mining deposits and is free of the geysers. He thinks this can explain why this area appears entirely covered in the spores.”
I nod several times. That’s definitely something. “Driver, we should get to work on sending some drones out to those locations. We need live visuals and also ground samples.”
“I’ll get on it when we’re done talking,” she replies. And she’s wise to wait out here for a few more minutes, because it’s not like we’re all idly chatting. This is a crucial scene-setting and information-gathering conversation. Everything that follows could stem from what we can learn from Porro here, and from how exactly he agrees to help us.
This geyser information is promising, but we still need someone to step forward for testing, for one thing.
“Porro will assist with as many tests as you require,” Maya goes on, indicating that she did ask him both of my questions, after all. “Ray, I believe you should start that process now, while Driver engages the drones.”
I look at Porro, grateful for his willingness to act like the leader he is and step forward instead of pushing one of the other aliens to help with our testing.
“Perfect,” I say.
“I also believe we should send some drones to areas we have not yet mapped,” the robotic bird goes on. “As I explained on the Moon, I have access to no aerial data from before the radiation blast and our vessel has only passed over a small portion of the planet’s surface since then. There could be significant clues elsewhere, perhaps in larger areas with no signs of exposure.”
“Totally,” Driver chimes in. “And if there are geysers in the clear areas we have seen, or at least if there were, maybe there’s something in the water here that the pathogen doesn’t like? I could send a drone to take samples at the nearest coastline.”
“It is worth a try,” Maya says. “Simone said water at any temperature had no lasting effect on her sludge samples, but the water here might be different. It might also have an effect on the spores which would prevent any sludge from developing. I do think we should pursue that angle, even if only to rule it out. Every distinction we make is a step in the right direction.”
In full agreement, I’m very glad with how these first few minutes have gone. With how willing and even enthusiastic Porro has already proven wiling to help, I’m now confident that the aliens’ visible immunity or resistance to the pathogen is a good thing. Scanning him could help us help ourselves, just like scanning the clear spots and coastline of this planet could help ours.
“Well then, let’s get moving,” I decide. “Maya, ask Porro to come with us.”
As soon as she passes the message on, he starts walking.
The rest watch on as we head up the ramp.
Things are moving forward already, and the results of our drone surveillance and physical tests could really propel us towards a solution faster than even my most optimistic estimate.
Did you ever hear the one about the two humans, the parrot, the AI helper bot and the alien who walked into a spaceship?
Me, neither. But I’m starting to let myself get optimistic that it might just have a welcome punchline.
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Porro doesn’t need to say anything for it to be clear that he is impressed and perhaps even awed by what he sees inside the Vita.
Our walk to the medical bay doesn’t take long, but he doesn’t utter a single word in the few minutes it takes. Driver doesn’t join me in leading him there, going instead to place our scouting drones outside and gather the controls for their upcoming flights.
She’ll join us again before sending them out, since Maya’s input will be necessary to make sure we send them to the right locations.
I’m sure it’s greedy to wish for two Mayas, so that we could each have one during the split tasks we’re currently performing, but a man can dream.
We soon reach the medical bay, where a full scanning pod is in place.
Before any tests can begin, I have to familiarize myself with the instructions.
Back on Earth, Tom was conducting everything from his seat on the other side of a glass wall. But here on Bayzen, where the tested has become the tester, it’s down to me.
It all seems pretty straightforward, to my relief.
I think the more complicated part is going to be interpreting the results, which isn’t something we can expect to do ourselves. The purpose of this testing is to gather some data we can deliver to our friends on the other side of the gate, ideally via radio communications or at the very latest when we arrive back from our mission.
“He’ll need to take off his… outfit,” I say, stretching that term to its breaking point. Porro is wearing a very basic piece of fabric, which covers only the central area of his torso. To put this in human clothing terms, it’s probably closest to something like a very tight romper suit. “Is that going to be okay?”
Maya hesitates. “They are a modest people, Ray,” she replies.
Her use of the word “people” strikes me as interesting. But at the end of the day, I know she’s effectively a robot choosing the words she thinks I’ll understand best. She might also think “race” could have potentially undesirable connotations for some, since she has after all been trained on a data set including many years’ worth of broadcast signals originating from Earth.
I probably shouldn’t read too much into things like this. What’s more important in this situation is working around Porro’s apparent modesty.
“Tell him we’re modest, too,” I suggest. “And tell him I had to remove my clothes for the test that revealed the pathogen is in my lungs. Tell him we got infected because we came here and the only way we can be cured is if he helps us.”
“And say Laika no wear clothes,” the incredibly perceptive little guy squawks from my shoulder.
Maya talks to Porro, whose expression changes slightly upon hearing this.
“Tell him no one will even see,” I go on, ironically echoing Tom’s promise when I was hesitant in a very similar situation. “He can step in with the outfit on and then take it off when the door is closed. There will be a compartment in the ceiling. Okay?”
Very quickly after Maya relays this, she turns to me and confirms that Porro will do it.
I breathe a sigh of relief and open the door.
As he walks in, I study the instructions again to figure out how to lower the overhead compartment. This proves very reassuringly easy.
As the instructions suggested, the pod has a screen on the outside which only comes to life as soon as the door is sealed closed. I didn’t know about this until now, since I’ve only ever encountered one other of these pods and I was on the inside of it when it was closed.
The screen is extremely intuitive. It provides me a view of Porro’s smooth and lean upper body, allowing me to see him follow the arms-raised instruction when I pass that on via Maya. He holds still as I engage the first test.
Like an extremely disciplined and well-trained street performer who earns a living looking like a statue, Porro doesn’t move a muscle for close to six minutes.
Driver is back with us by the time of the last test.
“How long do you think he could stay like that?” She asks. “If we weren’t in a such a hurry and I wouldn’t feel bad about it, I would leave him in there until he moves.”
“I don’t know, but staying as still as that with your arms up is a lot harder than it looks,” I reply. “Believe me: I was in his shoes not very long ago. Okay, Maya… tell him we’re done. I’ll lower the compartment for his clothes.
“He’s naked in there?” Driver asks in surprise. “Do they have like… you know…?”
“How old are you?” I laugh.
“As if you didn’t wonder,” she shoots back with a laugh of her own.
I shake my head, faux-judgmentally. “Well, I sure as hell didn’t check to find out.”
Innocently fluttering in the air between us, Maya offers something of an answer by simply stating that Porro is indeed the male of a sexually dimorphic people.
“People?” Driver asks, tripping over the same word choice that caught me off-guard earlier.
“An alien species, from your perspective,” Maya clarifies. “From mine, you do not seem so different.”
With the door now unlocked, Porro steps out.
I ask Maya to convey just how thankful we are for the help he’s given.
Laika extends a wing towards the alien. “Laika thank Porro,” he squeaks.
“He wants him to touch it,” I tell Maya.
She conveys this to Porro, who hesitates before sheepishly reaching out and making gentle contact with Laika’s wing.
It’s a nice moment.
With one task done and another to dive into, though, we have no more time for hanging around. “Driver, are you ready to launch the drones once Maya has helped check over the planned routes?”
Driver nods and reaches for her large handheld controller. There’s only one, which must control all of the drones and send them off in their respective directions.
“Okay,” Driver says, calling Maya in closer with a tip of her head. “The drone mapping system has access to the images the Vita automatically captured on our way down. From that, I can already see some of the physically obvious locations from the maps Clyde was using. I’ve been able to pre-program some of the drones to target spore-free zones, but we didn’t pass over any coastline, like we talked about. Do you know how far it is from here?”
“Roughly,” the robotic bird confirms. “I do not have access to exact data on the entire planet. Not since the radiation burst. I only have my knowledge of Bayzen’s total size and the maximum distance we could be from a coast, based on the distance we have covered in a straight line without seeing one. I know the speed of your drones. How long can they fly without pause?”
“Seven, maybe eight hours,” Driver replies. “Don’t tell me we’ll need anything like that long?”
“Not at all,” Maya chirps happily. “Send the drones off in any direction and they will find the coast long before then. You can assume manual control, can’t you? I propose sending at least one drone in a straight line, continuing in the direction we came, and monitoring the visual data until we see water. It will not take long.”
“Sounds like a plan,” Driver says, turning to me for approval and quickly getting it.
It certainly does, and we certainly are moving forward.
Heading back towards the outside world, where Porro will reunite with his fellow aliens and where we’ll send the drones off on their all important scouting missions, we are most certainly moving forward.
“Laika like Porro,” the little guy says to me a few minutes later, as our alien friend heads down the ramp first.
“Me too, buddy,” I tell him. “Me too.”
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At every stage of our engagement with these aliens, negative voices have posed questions about their motives. First, doomsayers suggested the signal inviting us to activate and ultimately cross the gate was a trap. Far more recently, they said the pathogen could be the aliens’ method of eliminating humanity so they could claim Earth as their own without a shot being fired.
If those people were here now, I’d like to see their faces.
I’d like to hear the explanation of why Porro just voluntarily stepped into the scanning pod, thereby granting us not only confirmation of whether his lungs show any fluid markers regarding pathogenic exposure, but also untold other information about his biology.
The data generated by these scans is going to open the door to a full understanding of how these aliens compare to us. There is no possible ulterior motive behind the assistance Porro has just offered, and the way he has conducted himself since we arrived has settled some questions that were admittedly lingering in my own mind.
I’ve never really believed these aliens could have played any deliberate part in the pathogen’s spread to Earth. Having spent time with them during our first trip, when we learned that they are stranded on this failed mining colony with no way of reaching their home world of Eden, I formed a bond that few could understand.
Our discovery that the pathogen appears to be genetically engineered did challenge some of my assumptions about the aliens, and I won’t deny that for a second. Seeing that they remain unaffected by its spread, despite Bayzen being absolutely covered in signs marking exposure to the spores, also made me reconsider some things.
The sludge might be engineered. Aliens might be involved. Reluctantly, I accept that. But not these aliens. Not Porro, and no one who programmed Maya.
It will be a while until we fully understand the results of Porro’s scans, but fortunately we have no such wait for Driver’s drones to do their thing.
Within no more than fourteen minutes, one has reached a spore-free zone. We’re outside with the aliens when it arrives, at which point they gather round to watch the incoming visual feed with as much interest as I do. They remain utterly fixated by Laika, and never more so than when he took to the air to spread his wings.
He rushes down when he sees us all crowding around Driver, cognizant enough of what we’re doing to know what this means.
“Drone find safe place?” he squawks as he swoops down beside my feet, before flying up to my shoulder as carefully as he can.
“I think so,” Driver said.
On the screen, the drone is descending like Laika just did. Thanks to the filter Sasha set up just before we crossed the gate, we can clearly see a break in the yellow markers that highlight areas of spore exposure.
I know the drone itself is responsible for this, rather than our lenses, because the lenses’ own overlays don’t work through glass or when looking at regular photographic images. The drone is picking this up with its own thermal imaging cameras and atmospheric analysis sensors, all of which are being fed into the powerful operating system. An additional clue, if one was needed, is that both Maya and Laika can clearly see the yellow.
What’s more interesting to me right now than the prevalence of yellow on Bayzen’s surface is the absence of yellow where the drone is landing. It touches down gently, in the middle of a clear area, almost perfectly circular, which it measured as being around sixty meters in diameter.
Driver assumes direct control of the drone as soon as it lands. I watch intently as she instructs it to essentially transform into a multi-functional land-based robotic scout. The visual is no longer very useful, since the angle is no longer aerial, but I see a fine drill appear and pierce the ground.
Simultaneously, Driver explains that two other sensors are gathering data from the surface while a small autonomous scooping device is gathering a physical sample.
“So we think there was a geyser or something here?” she asks Maya, once her main work is done and we’re waiting on the drone to deliver meaningful data.
“Yes,” Maya replies. “Which gives credence to your own idea that Bayzen’s water may play a part in preventing the pathogen from affecting some areas. The effect must be lasting, if water residue in this circular area is still keeping it clear. The presence of a high water concentration within the bodies of Porro and the others could explain the absence of pathogenic markers within them, too.”
“Where is their supply of drinking water?” I ask. “I mean… it doesn’t seem like it rains here.”
“Since the blast, it doesn’t,” she answers. “Their vessel’s life support and reclamation systems provides water. Before we landed the vessel, they were relying on a deep cave pool in their underground dwellings. This sustained them for several years. The water level has greatly diminished, but a lot remains.”
My ears perk up.
Driver and I turn to each other, knowing we’re sharing the same thought.
We’ve been in those underground dwellings. We were held captive in those underground dwellings. And more relevantly than anything else, we know how nearby those underground dwellings are.
If Bayzen’s water is the key factor here, perhaps containing some compound that repels the pathogen, we could be in luck. And with an abundant supply in easy reach, we don’t even need to wait for the other drones to report back to us.
All of a sudden, something changes on the drone control’s screen and draws our eyes back to it.
“There’s no water there,” Driver reports, poring through a data report more quickly than I can. “At least not within two meters of the surface. We have a core sample as well as a surface sample, so it’s something. But Ray, I want to check out this cave pool.”
“Definitely,” I agree. “Bring an aquatic drone, send it in for chemical analysis, gather some samples to take back with us. That’s a good move.”
Driver narrows her eyes and shakes her head. “I’m thinking more immediate than that,” she says, a grin rising. “We could fill a bucket with Bayzen water and throw it on the ground to see what happens to the spores. Hell, Ray… we could even throw some of it at the sludge sample in Simone’s lab to see what happens! If it works, we’ll bring some back so she can isolate the active element and start synthesizing it. This could be it. What do you say?”
I know it’s premature, but I feel an unusual relief flood over me. All of a sudden, it feels like the end really might be in sight. Because Driver is right: this could be it.
“You had me at ‘throw it on the ground to see what happens’,” I reply, a smile spreading across my lips as I speak. “I think it’s the scientific rigor and careful execution I appreciate most.”
She fakes a serious expression and deadpans back at me: “Well, usually you end up solving our problems by blowing them up. I just figured we could try something new.”
“Laika like Luna idea too, Ray Ray,” he offers. “Maya like idea?”
“It’s definitely worth a try,” the robotic bird replies. She then says something to Porro in his language, waits for his reply, and passes the message on to us that he will gladly lead the way.
And with that, we’re in business.
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Driver calls back the drone that has just gathered its sample, then quickly checks on the status of the rest. She is able to program the others that are heading for clear areas to perform the same series of data-gathering tasks she just manually controlled on the first, which is a great time-saving feature.
The last thing she does before standing up is check on the progress of the coast-bound drone. All being well, it’s going to analyze and gather some water samples before long.
There’s a significant possibility that water from Bayzen’s oceans will differ from the fresh water Porro and his kind presumably drink, though, so it will definitely be beneficial to test samples from both sources.
The cave pool has the obvious benefit of being nearby, and it sounds like there is a vast reserve. Combined with the pool’s proximity, Driver’s idea of performing basic exposure tests on the spore-covered ground and the sludge sample sealed in Simone’s lab could deliver us a massive breakthrough within as little as an hour.
As our deadline for returning safely in the Vita continues to draw nearer, that information could be a huge boon.
If the water has a clear and welcome effect in our exposure tests, it will represent a huge stride forward. For sure, there will still be a lot of work to do in figuring out the active compound or chemical within the water. But our job will be done.
We came here to find out what’s stopping the pathogen from contaminating certain areas, and I really think we’re on the verge of doing so. We’ll bring back a significant sample, and likely as much as we reasonably can, then pass it over to Simone and the others along with all of our findings.
Earth will have a real chance, and the spread that has already occurred will hopefully prove fully reversible.
I know I’m still being premature in thinking all of this, but it’s hard not to. The signs are finally pointing in a positive direction, and the answer to our problem could be right below our feet.
Driver hurries into the Vita to gather an aquatic drone.
Maya, who has looked yellow through my lenses for so long that I’m starting to forget how eye-catchingly beautiful her teal body really is, hovers in front of me.
“Be careful near the water, Ray,” she suggests. “Regardless of whether it is bad for the pathogen, it might not be good for you. Porro and the others have a very different biological makeup. They evolved in different conditions than you did, with exposure to different gases and compounds.”
It’s good advice. “Thanks. But why did you wait until Driver was gone to tell me that?” I ask.
“I get the sense that Driver does not like being told what to do, even when it is meant as helpful advice,” Maya replies, as astute in this moment as she’s ever been. “She accepts instructions from you far more readily than from anyone else.”
I can’t say I’ve consciously noticed that, but it might well be true. In fairness, though, the same could probably be said of me.
I’m nowhere near as stubborn as she is, as she’d tell you herself, but a suggestion from Driver does land differently than one from almost anyone else. It’s probably because we’ve been through so many high-stakes and high-tension moments together, when there has been no time for niceties and all that’s counted is getting the job done. The fact we’ve both seen each other succeed in those moments helps, too, since the working respect that comes from that is hard to beat.
“Got it,” I hear Driver say from behind me as she leaves the Vita with the aquatic drone in hand. “Are we ready?”
“Yeah. But don’t get too close to the water, okay?” I warn her. “It’s not necessarily going to be ‘water’ as we think of it. Vinegar can look like water. Acid can look like water.”
“But these guys drink it,” she replies, surprised rather than argumentative.
“And flies eat shit, Driver. We don’t. These are aliens, okay? Just don’t touch the water. Treat it like it’s toxic to humans. For all we know, it might be. So no touching, no throwing, nothing you wouldn’t do if it actually was acid.”
Driver shrugs. “Okay, mom, I’ll be careful. But if you really think it’s dangerous, I guess you better make sure you don’t piss me off when we’re standing near the edge,” she adds with a wink.
As Driver sets off, causing Porro to walk quickly alongside her, Maya hovers beside me.
“See?” the little helper chirps. “Driver listens to you.”
And I listen to her, which is why we’re heading back to the aliens’ now-abandoned underground dwellings.
Driver is the one who had the idea of collecting what she called ‘Bayzen water’ and literally throwing it at our problem to see what happens. She had the idea, and I tempered it down to make the whole throwing part a little more cautious.
We reach the entrance in no time, with Laika and Maya along for the ride. Porro asks the other aliens to wait at the top of the stairs, which they dutifully do.
I take a deep breath before descending them, far more willingly than I did last time.
Driver has by now stepped back to allow Porro to lead the way, and in very little time we’ve taken a few quick turns to reach our destination.
The floor has looked yellow through my lenses for the full duration of our underground walk, albeit with the exposure markers less densely overlaid than they were on the surface. But when we reach the cave at the end of the walkway and catch sight of the water up ahead, there is no longer any yellow to be seen.
Light from a few holes in the roof of this natural cave illuminate the still and clear-looking water before us. It positively glistens, like the clear water you’d see in a Mexican cenote of the kind this entire caved area brings to mind. Needless to say, though, no one should be diving into this untested water for a refreshing mid-afternoon swim.
“Looks positively deadly, huh?” Driver mocks from my side.
I can only laugh. “Still, just put the drone in without touching it. No unnecessary risks.”
“I’m screwing with you, Ray,” she replies, crouching down to place the drone on the ground. Staying safely back from the edge, she then uses the drone’s limited ground functionality to inch it forward until it glides into its natural aquatic surroundings.
As I crowd in behind Driver to watch her screen, she explains that the drone will check the depth of the water and scan the floor before doing anything else.
This doesn’t take long.
“Seven meters,” she says. “You can see it used to be a lot higher. Probably twelve, maybe thirteen.”
I’d agree with that estimate. Either way, the drone sends us a visual feed of the floor which shows nothing of note. It then continues along the pool’s floor until it reaches the back wall, as part of its bid to map the whole area. It turns around, facing inward as it ascends, before suddenly spinning back in the other direction.
Bizarrely, we can see a break in the wall. The drone continues further back, moving away from us and into what seems like some sort of underwater passageway. Around fifteen tense seconds later, it surfaces on the other side of the wall we’re looking at.
“There’s another cave,” Driver observes.
Porro is by now right at my side, looking intently at the screen.
When the drone turns around once more and shows us a live image of what lies above the surface of the water beyond the wall, I hear a guttural gasp escape the alien’s throat.
Hell, I hear one from my own.
My eyes almost cannot believe what they’re seeing.
Driver is as speechless as I am.
And Porro?
Well, Porro’s immediate reaction to this incredible sight is to dash away from us and dive head-first into the pool.
His initial movements in the water don’t look like those of a natural swimmer, and he soon resurfaces with his arms flailing. I look around for something to throw in to help but see nothing.
Porro continues to face away from us, as if thinking of trying again to reach the other side.
Laika flaps his wings and squawks in panic. “No, Porro! No safe! No safe! Porro come back to Laika!”
Seconds later, though after exhaling deeply to clear his lungs of buoyant air, the alien disappears under the water once again.
Through sheer determination and some serious exertion, he manages to reach the short passageway and soon emerges on the other side of the wall. Via our drone’s camera, which Driver is now manually controlling, we watch as he surfaces and steps onto the dry land.
He walks forward, towards the sight that has already stunned us into silence.
The remains of an ancient ruin then fill the drone’s camera feed, dominated by a striking statue.
The stone statue is an extremely detailed representation of an alien, with a skull far longer and with eyes far more oval than Porro’s.
A bird, looking uncannily like the robotic imitation hovering beside my head, sits proudly in the statue’s outstretched hand.
While my eyes remain fixed on the screen, I see Driver’s head turn questioningly towards Maya.
We came down here to gather some water samples.
What we’ve just found not only questions the history of Bayzen… it fully rewrites it.
Porro and his mining team, who I fully trust did not engineer the pathogen, were not the first ones here.
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My mind doesn’t even know how to start trying to make sense of this.
Porro and his kind arrived here as mining colonists from Eden, but someone beat them to it. The statue he’s now incredulously staring at looks thousands of years old and raises too many questions to count.
The alien in the statue looks nothing like Porro. Its elongated head and oval eyes stand in stark contrast to his features, telling us that this is not simply a relic of another faction or civilization. Clearly, the alien immortalized in this imposing statue belonged to a completely distinct extraterrestrial race.
“What the hell is that?” Driver demands of Maya. “And why is it holding a bird that looks exactly like you?”
Maya’s beady robotic eyes remain transfixed on the screen. “This should not exist,” is all she says.
Driver then turns to me, looking as speechlessly stunned as I am.
Based on what we know about Bayzen, this statue really shouldn’t exist. Porro and Maya have never mentioned anything about a lost race, or any previous civilization who lived here.
Little Joe has seen every sci-fi movie going and he’s read just about every classic novel. If he was here, he would be telling me this isn’t necessarily a sign that the long-skulled alien’s race ever did live on Bayzen.
They could have been visitors from above, he would say, idolized by Porro’s native ancestors. But even accepting that possibility can’t explain why such an old statue is here. After all, there weren’t supposed to be any ancestors here. The Bayzen colonization project began very recently, not hundreds or even thousands of years ago.
This discovery speaks of a lost history… or perhaps one that has been deliberately hidden.
“Maya, have you ever seen anything like the alien in that statue?” I eventually manage to ask.
“Never,” she immediately replies. “I… I don’t understand this at all. That statue should not be here.”
Although it wasn’t the first thing I noticed, I belatedly realize that the drone’s thermal and atmospheric sensors are picking up no signs of the pathogen on the other side of the cave’s wall. The area Porro is standing in is completely enclosed, perhaps a shrine from a time before any water filled this pool, when it would have been more easily accessible.
Perhaps unsurprisingly by now, the water does appear to have acted as a barrier.
“Driver, move the camera to get a close-up view of everything and then bring the drone back,” I suggest. “This changes a lot of things, but not how urgently we need to test the water samples.”
She nods and silently gets to work. It doesn’t take long, since the area is relatively small. When she has recorded clear images of the statue and its surroundings, she guides the aquatic drone back to the water’s edge and taps an automatic recall button to bring it the rest of the way.
The last thing we see before it leaves the surface is Porro’s foot tentatively touching the water. He wants to come back, clearly, but is more hesitant than last time when sheer disbelief called him forward.
We hear a loud splash a few seconds later, then wait and hope for his return.
The drone arrives very quickly, but with no sign of Porro close behind.
I hold my breath.
“Porro no safe!” Laika calls, extremely agitated.
If this was normal water, or if we at least knew it was safe, I’d like to think Driver would already be in there trying to pull him out. I think the only thing holding her back is my earlier warning.
She knows there’s no way I could do it, even if the water was clean.
I just don’t do well in water, going back three decades to the day my brother drowned when I was unable to free him from the rocks he’d become stuck in. The flashbacks have faded in recent years but it’s hard for me to even look at a body of water like this without the harrowing memories returning, let alone think about swimming in it.
To my huge relief, Porro eventually surfaces. He flails like crazy but makes it to the edge.
“Tell him we’re glad he’s okay, but to make sure not to splash any water on us,” I say to Maya.
She relays the message to Porro. He still looks dumbfounded by what we’ve just found, even as he replies to Maya.
“Porro does not understand how this can be here,” the robot bird passes on. “He believes he has been lied to.”
“Once this is all done and Earth is safe, I’ll take him to Eden,” Driver vows. “Tell him that. I’ll take them all home and we’ll find the real history of this place.”
When Maya tells him this, Porro’s demeanor immediately changes. There is a steely determination on his face, tinged with something that looks a lot like betrayal, replacing his previous expression of helpless confusion.
Understanding our fear of the water, he stands at a safe distance while the drips fall from his silver skin and romper-like clothing.
“Beez haanook shalfenn,” the soaked alien proclaims.
Driver and I turn to Maya.
“What’s he saying?” I ask.
Maya hovers between us and translates the message: “But first we save Earth.”
I nod intently. “Driver, does the drone have a water sample?”
“Two samples,” she replies. “Maya, can you ask Porro to carry our drone back to the Vita? It’s wet and Ray doesn’t think we should touch the water.”
“If we can avoid it,” I agree. To be honest, while we certainly don’t want to drink the stuff or submerge ourselves in it, I’m not overly concerned about limited exposure from a drop or two. Still, it makes sense to take care whenever we can.
Porro quickly and helpfully picks it up when Maya asks, more than willing to help us out. This discovery has been a shock to us, so I can’t even imagine how it feels for him. It would be like us learning that everything we knew about human history was a lie. I feel sorry for him, and glad that Driver’s bold promise to one day take his entire stranded colony back to Eden has seemingly raised his spirits.
As we reach the stairs and the yellow overlays appear on the ground, I ask everyone to stop.
“Driver, you said we already have two water samples, right? We’ll take one to the sludge in Simone’s lab. Why don’t we actually try what you said about just dropping some on the ground to see if the spores react? One way or another, it’ll tell us something.”
Driver snaps into action, first having Maya ask Porro to walk out into the open air and then instructing her drone to eject one of its sealed water samples.
“Ask him to unseal the cap and dump the water on the ground,” she goes on. “For science.”
Porro hesitates when Maya first shares this request, but obliges once she explains further. I watch more intently than ever as he unseals the cap of the sampling tube and proceeds to pour it out at arm’s length.
All of the gathered aliens watch, too, no doubt utterly confused by what’s happening.
Instantly, as soon as the water touches the ground, a broad smile crosses my face as the yellow overlay disappears from the newly wet area.
The area is small, but the result is clear.
Hell… it’s decisive.
Rock beats scissors…
Scissors beat paper…
Paper beats rock…
And water beats pathogen.
As though reluctant to believe we’ve finally had such a big breakthrough, Driver’s head turns to me in slow motion. “Did… did we just do it?” she asks. “Ray… did we just find the solution?”
To my mind, this tiny new island in the middle of a spore-covered yellow ocean speaks for itself.
“Let’s get the other sample into the lab and test it on the sludge,” I say. “And we’ll get more water from the cave, too. Much more. If we get the aliens to carry some out in buckets, we can pump it in to the sampling tanks and bring a decent amount back to the Moon. The more we have, the more our team can test it. And the more they can test it, the faster they can isolate whatever active component neutralizes the spores.”
“Let’s do it,” Driver nods.
Porro doesn’t say anything to his fellow aliens about what he’s just seen in the cave, sticking to his promise of focusing on helping us save Earth before his attention — and seemingly Driver’s — will turn to seeking answers in a brave and perhaps foolhardy voyage to Eden.
The only other planet I want to set foot on is Earth. And if something within this Bayzen water really can neutralize the sludge, and especially if an extract can also safely clear our lungs, the day I can return to my family might not be all that far away.
Hope carries me forward quickly as we step inside the Vita and onwards to Simone’s lab.
I see tiny areas of the floor become free of their yellow overlays as a few last drops of water fall from Porro’s body.
Step by step and drop by drop, my hopes are growing stronger.
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Although I’m optimistic about our discovery, our work here isn’t done.
I know the equipment and computers in Simone’s lab will be less straightforward to use than the medical bay’s scanning pod proved to be.
Introducing something to a dangerous substance inside a fully sealed chamber isn’t new to me, given all my work in theocite enrichment over the years, but Simone’s setup is very different from mine.
I’m glad we have full instructions. Still, I can’t help but wish Simone was here.
It is possible to contact our team on the Moon, but doing so isn’t as easy as turning on the radio and sending a message. Instead, it would require sending Maya into the alien vessel at the edge of the basin and then all the way up to the control room where we first met her.
There would then be a wait for Simone to reply, and no possibility of a naturally paced conversation.
We’ll try with the instructions. After all, that’s why they exist.
One thing I won’t do is take even the slightest risk with biosecurity, even though there are already other sludge piles growing in the Vita’s air vents. Those could be relatively stable, having organically grown from spores.
The sample in the lab, meanwhile, was gathered from an open area of the Vita and has since been in a highly controlled environment. It’s possible that could make it less stable.
The whole quantum entanglement thing is something my brain is still wrestling with, too. Working on one sludge sample can have direct effects on another, even when they’re physically separated. We saw that very clearly on the Moon.
For all we know, there could be major negative consequences to suddenly exposing one sample to a lot of oxygen having previously kept it isolated in lab conditions. We just don’t know, which is why our team on the Moon ceased all active experimentation.
The problem is, everything we do is an intervention. Now that we have samples in various labs, primarily on the Moon but also here on the Vita, we have to be extremely careful.
All of these thoughts are swirling in my mind as we reach Simone’s lab. But when I open the door and step inside, all of these thoughts instantly wash away.
Because when I see it, there is no room for any thoughts but one:
Oh, shit.
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Jet black and unsettlingly gelatinous, gazing upon the alien sludge in Simone’s tank-like test chamber clears my mind of all prior thoughts.
My lenses provide no dense yellow overlay on or around the sludge, since it lies on the other side of the chamber’s thick glass. But lenses or not, everyone can instantly see how much trouble we’re in.
Extraordinarily quickly, the sludge has massively expanded in size. Not to double or triple its original size, but easily twenty times. It now literally fills the chamber, pressing against all sides as though trying to break out.
“We have to leave,” I manage to force out through my shocked terror. “Driver, if that stuff reaches the oxygen out here and starts expanding even faster, it could keep snowballing and take over the whole Vita. We have to get back to the Moon with some water samples while we can. If we don’t make it back, all of this is for nothing!”
“The expansion is snowballing,” Maya ruefully speaks up. “Much more dangerously than Clyde or I predicted. This sample could be gaining energy from another elsewhere. And if this one does break out of its chamber to reach the Vita’s atmospheric oxygen, it might accelerate things even more. This could be a vicious cycle. We have to get back with the sample.”
“We need more Bayzen water than that,” Driver laments, pointing to the drone and its sample tube as Porro holds on to it tightly. “Even if it works against the sludge, it’s hardly going to make a dent! And if this sludge is expanding everywhere, we’re not going to have time to identify and synthesize the water’s active component. We need to start killing this stuff. This connection between it all makes it so when some grows, the rest can benefit, right? Maybe when we kill a big pile, it hurts the rest? We have to do that, and it’s going to take more than a few drops.”
“Maybe we should at least expose this stuff to the small water sample we already have?” I breathlessly suggest. “Driver, it’s ready to burst out. I don’t know that we could make it back to the Moon from the gate before it does, even if we cross right now.”
She hesitates for a split-second, then rubs her palm down the front of her face in evident distress before nodding several times. “If you can do it without adding any atmospheric oxygen, do it. You’re right… I don’t think we would make it. Just do it. I’ll start the pre-takeoff procedures and get some buckets for the aliens to bring us more water. Maya, tell Porro. We have to move fast.”
Porro places the drone, sample and all, gently on the ground. He then rushes away with Maya and Driver.
From wonder over the statue to optimism at the water’s power, we’ve rapidly descended to full-on panic. The situation has gotten very real, very fast. Only Laika stays with me as I rapidly call up the instructions on Simone’s computer and get ready to introduce our water sample to the frighteningly enormous sludge.
Before long, a so-called injection reservoir is ready for me to introduce the water.
I reach for the drone.
“Water safe, Ray Ray?” he asks before I touch it.
The aquatic drone looks dry by now, and I simply can’t afford to be overly cautious about exposing myself to a few drops.
“A little bit should be okay, buddy,” I tell him. “Stay back, though.”
Dutifully, he retreats to the doorway.
I lift the sample tube from the drone and quickly unseal its cap. Holding the water at arm’s length and following safety protocols far less diligently than I would in any less of an emergency, I then pour the sample into the reservoir and quickly hit a button to engage the mixing process.
I hold my breath as I watch one end of the reservoir seal it off from the open air. My heart feels like it’s about to explode as the process continues with the bottom end opening up to introduce the water to the sludge.
Time seems to stand still… until everything happens in an instant.
The water reaches the sludge halfway up from the bottom, where the diagonally oriented reservoir enters the main chamber. As soon as the reaction occurs, the result is decisive.
To my total and utter relief, it is decisively good.
The small amount of water pierces through the sludge, like a slow-moving bullet through jello. As the water settles on the base of the chamber, each part of the sludge that comes into contact with it simply… dematerializes.
The overall effect is that the sludge looks like it’s sinking — or perhaps more accurately, like it’s draining away through an invisible plug-hole.
I’ve never even seen anything like this and I don’t think I’ve ever been more glad to see anything at all.
Something in Bayzen’s water does effectively defeat the sludge. Better yet, the water’s effect doesn’t seem to weaken until the entirety of the sludge is gone. It really did work like an acid, steadily burning away every inch of sludge it came into contact with.
“Ray Ray win?” Laika asks.
I turn to him. “I think I stopped us from losing, buddy,” I reply. “For now.”
I then call him to come with me as I rush out to tell Driver. Running in this direction brings some of the air vents into clear view, in a manner that walking towards the lab simply didn’t.
That’s why I only now notice how deep the yellow overlays are, all along the vents. There are no areas of obviously higher concentration anymore.
But terrifyingly, that’s not because any concentrations have dropped. Instead, the lack of a visual gradient is because the entirety of the vent I can now see is covered by yellow markings as deep and bright as any I’ve seen anywhere.
Holy shit… I think to myself. It’s all expanding like crazy.
I run to the main exit, where I see a hoard of aliens already rushing around to fill our buckets with Bayzen water. Driver runs past seconds later, heading for the controls to release the pump that can secure significant samples ahead of our necessarily imminent return to the Moon.
“Did it work?” she pants.
“Yeah,” I say. “But did you see the vents?”
She momentarily stops and looks up. “Shit. Ray, if this stuff’s rate of expansion has suddenly sped up here…”
She doesn’t have to say anything else. I know exactly what she’s getting at, because I’m worried about the exact same thing.
We have to get back to the Moon as quickly as we possibly can, with enough Bayzen water to directly deal with what might be waiting for us.
We have to start killing this stuff before it passes a tipping point where we can no longer keep up, and we have to start immediately.
I’d love to think that taking out the significant pile I just destroyed might have set back the expansion of other distinct samples, but the vents suggest otherwise. There is already so much of it in there, I think any difference I’ve just made is likely to be barely a drop in the ocean.
But then again, that was achieved with a tiny test tube full of Bayzen water.
We’re about to pump gallons of the stuff into our sampling tanks and take it back to the Moon. When we get there, we can give some to Simone for rapid analysis and we can use the rest to flush out the vents and kill the samples in our underground labs.
It feels like we’ve just realized the disease is worse than we thought and might already be too far gone to reverse it, but that we’ve simultaneously just discovered the cure.
It might be too late, but it might not.
I rush outside to assist the helpful aliens as they try to line up our makeshift containers, none very large but all collectively full of a fair amount of Bayzen water.
Driver has already called back our other drones, one of which has gathered a sample of water from the coast. Now, she’s controlling the Vita’s vacuum-like liquid sampling pump by hand, by which I mean literally moving it from one bucket to another as I hold them in place.
We are long past having time to worry about minor exposure.
The aliens are working tirelessly on our behalf, carrying and passing the buckets both ways in an assembly-line style.
There’s no right answer as to how long we should keep pumping.
We quite simply have to get back to the Moon, and any sudden expansion of the vent-based sludge that harms the Vita’s operability will likely doom humanity to being consumed by this runaway sludge, which is proving far more physically dangerous than the spore-spread pathogen we were first so worried about.
But to balance that out, we have to bring as much Bayzen water back as we reasonably can, to deal with the sludge in case we can’t make a return trip for more.
When we reach a point where all of the dozen or so buckets are either en route to or from the cave, with none on hand for immediate pumping, Driver calls it.
“We have to go,” she says, looking to me for support.
She finds it.
“Agreed,” I gulp. “Maya, tell them thanks and that we’ll stay in contact via you if one of them mans the computer in the vessel, okay? We have to go.”
Maya relays the message. Porro, arriving with a large bucket just as the pump retracts and we make our way up the ramp, calls something after us.
“He says good luck,” Maya relays.
“Tell him I don’t forget promises,” Driver replies. “I’ll take them to Eden. But like he said himself: first, we have to save Earth.”
Once Maya translates this final message, she joins me, Driver and Laika in rushing on to the Vita and towards the cockpit with that singular focus in mind.
We get into suits and seal Laika’s cover around his cage as quickly as possible. Driver’s wise decision to start the pre-launch procedures as soon as our need to leave became apparent pays off now, meaning we can go almost right away.
The visible gate swirling over Bayzen’s sky is an obvious target. We head right for it and hold our collective breath.
I make a conscious effort to keep my eyes open, but I have no chance against the quantum forces involved. The next thing I know, I hear Laika again and see Maya hovering in front of us. A glance at my stopwatch tells me she’s woken us right away, like last time, and Driver groggily opens her eyes just like she did then.
Immediately, she reaches for the radio and calls the Moon.
“No connection,” she says. “Or to Earth. Our comms must have been totally fried by the gate this time.”
I exhale deeply. Not being able to update our friends right away is going to make for a tense flight back, but at least we’re on the way.
And with a tank full of Bayzen water in tow, we’re definitely not coming empty-handed.
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During our flight back from the gate to the Moon, Driver runs several internal atmospheric status checks.
With a tense expression, she tells me that oxygen levels are dropping in all areas. It’s not a rapid process, but it is happening and it is accelerating.
Maya looks closely at the data and turns to face us.
“The Vita will be overwhelmed in less time than our initial estimates suggested,” our robot helper glumly reports. “The acceleration of sludge expansion rates is continuing to pick up. The snowball is rolling.”
“But we’ll make it back?” I ask.
“Oh, without doubt,” Maya says, easing at least that concern. “Assuming the pattern of acceleration continues, by which I mean accounting for continued acceleration, I give the Vita around four hours. This flight will take considerably less than one. Still, it is a very good thing that we left when we did.”
Four hours. Holy shit.
I force out a slow breath. It goes without saying that I’m glad we’ll make it back to the Moon… but then what?
The Vita is a crucial tool in our arsenal. It’s one of only two craft we have that Maya thinks capable of crossing the gate, with the other being the Balena which will never be authorized for such a mission.
Our group still has access to the Hopper I came here on in the first place, which could carry us off the Moon, but it’s not gate-worthy. Simply put, retrieving any further water samples from Bayzen requires the Vita.
That’s why eliminating the sludge from our air vents will have to become a priority when we return to the Lunar Research Compound, where one of our brilliant teammates will hopefully come up with an efficient plan for achieving that goal.
First, though, we have to make sure conditions are stable in the compound itself. After what I encountered with the tank-filling sample in the Vita’s on-board lab, I’m worried about every single sample we’ve isolated.
Simone and Clyde have stopped all interventionist research for the time being, but no one was doing anything with the sample here and it still expanded to the point of almost breaking out of its containment.
I’m sure those guys are keeping a close eye on their samples, unlike the one here which no one was watching as it rapidly grew. The problem is, they have no effective means of stopping any expansion. Here, I was able to speculatively and hopefully introduce Bayzen water to the reaction chamber housing the sludge sample. For them to do the same on the Moon, we have to get back as quickly as we can.
Driver is taking care of that as reliably as ever, pushing the Vita to its limits and accelerating until it’s time to slow up for our approach maneuvers.
We still have no communications with the compound even at close range, which all but confirms that the problem is indeed with our radio. The system hasn’t flagged it up as non-functioning, only disconnected from either the Moon or any other ERF radios on Earth and the Balena.
“Ray Ray, why red light flash?” Laika suddenly asks.
He’s seen it only a few moments before me or Driver, and now it’s the only thing I can see.
From several locations around the compound, which is quickly coming into closer and closer view, air-raid style lights are flashing.
“Something is not right,” Maya replies, stating the obvious.
Driver grips the controls with more focus than ever and lands us in the same spot we left from, several incredibly eventful hours ago.
“We’re not even getting anything on the close-range radios,” she reports uneasily. “Ray, I think their radios are down. Something is seriously not right. I don’t even know if the dome is going to close around us. Hopefully it’s automated. Otherwise we’re going to have to go out there, fully sealed in EVA gear, and with Laika, too.”
As Driver is talking, Maya alerts us to the fact that the multi-sectional dome is rising around us from the surface.
Thank the Lord for small mercies, I think to myself. I think the dome is automated, so this isn’t necessarily a sign that our friends inside are watching our arrival and still have control access over core compound operations.
I sure as hell hope they’re okay, but I just don’t know.
What I do know is that we can now get inside to help them without having to worry about fully sealing our suits — and more challengingly, moving Laika while he’s protected — and there is absolutely no time to waste.
With our cumbersome suits and helmets quickly removed, we rush out of the cockpit and towards the exit ramp.
Our pace doesn’t slow once we’re down, heading quickly for the compound’s main entrance.
There, the door opens just before we reach it. Someone has seen us arrive, and they’re stepping out.
The sound of a blaring alarm is very jarring, but it’s a sight that makes me stop dead in my tracks.
The entirety of the floor inside is teeming with yellow markers in my lens-augmented vision. The whole place is fully exposed, but even that isn’t the worst of it.
In the doorway I see Nick Mountjoy, the Senior Coordinator of this ERF Lunar Compound.
And while he looked understandably tired and haggard when I saw him earlier, things are a lot worse than that now.
I perform two slow blinks to momentarily disable my lens overlays. Mountjoy was completely yellow, but I want to have a better look at what was obscured underneath those markers.
Scrap that. Want is the wrong word. I need to see this.
Mountjoy’s skin looks like it has been blackened with soot or a similar dust, while his right eye is gruesomely puffed up as though he’s just gone twelve rounds with the heavyweight champion. He has smaller lesions on his neck and face, as though he’s been bitten by huge mosquitos.
His condition would be an unsettling sight in any situation. Here, it’s bone-chilling.
“It got out,” Mountjoy groans over the sound of the alarm. “The sludge got out and it’s heading for our backup oxygen reserves.”
“Oh no!” Maya shrieks, the only one of us able to talk at all. “If the sludge gains access to so much pure oxygen, that will fuel expansion that consumes the whole compound! And since we know that what happens to one sludge sample can affect what happens to others, this could worsen the situation on the Vita at the same time — and the situation on Earth. This could be an irreversible tipping point.”
Breathing heavily, Mountjoy looks even more concerned now than he did a few seconds ago.
“How fast is it moving?” I blurt out. “Mountjoy, how long do we have?”
Ruefully, he shakes his head. “It’s too late. It’s in the lab below the maintenance wing, where our tanks are, and it’s eating its way through the ceiling in between. From how quickly it has moved so far, I’d say we have less than an hour and we still have no way of stopping it. Unless you found something?”
“There is a way to kill the sludge,” Driver tells him.
“And kill the sludge is exactly what we’re going to do,” I declare, more determined in this moment than I’ve ever felt in my life. “Whatever it takes.”
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Just as Mountjoy starts asking what we’ve found on Bayzen, Simone and Santino appear behind him.
Neither look physically affected by what’s happened here like he does, but my mind immediately and fearfully jumps to the question of where Clyde is.
“He’s downstairs trying to stop the rest of the sludge from breaking out,” Simone replies, desperation in her tone. “We didn’t do any interventionist testing, like we agreed. The sample that got out just… got out. It started expanding like crazy all of a sudden. We had the oxygen levels low so our theory is that it took energy from another sample — if we can think of it as ‘energy’ — and broke out to access more oxygen to feed the whole hive mind.”
Hive mind.
Now there’s a term I don’t like.
There’s an appropriate urgency in Simone’s words. What we don’t have right now is time to talk about our problem, any more than is strictly necessary to get a handle on solving it.
“Now it’s going for the motherlode,” she gulps. “The huge sample that got out is eating its way through the lab’s ceiling, towards our massive tanks of pure oxygen. Clyde has turned up the oxygen levels in the other labs, so that those samples will hopefully stay where they are and ‘only’ keep expanding at their current rates. We’re learning on the job here, and none of what we’re learning is good. Please tell me you have something, Ray. Please tell me you have something we can use.”
“The water on Bayzen kills the spores and it kills the sludge,” I say. “Simone, one test tube of the water killed the sludge in your lab on the Vita, and it had grown to literally fill the reaction chamber. The chamber was pulsing. The sludge was ready to burst out. We have a decent amount in our liquid sampling tanks. There are hose pipes but I don’t know if they’ll reach down to—”
“They will,” Driver cuts in. She knows the ins and outs of the Vita a lot better than I do, so I’m happy to take her word for this. And much more pertinently, I’m happy her word is positive.
This is going to be operationally challenging, but we at least have a way forward.
No one asks any questions about the Bayzen water. I’ve told them it works, and that’s enough. I’m sure they’re wondering, but there’s simply no longer any time for unnecessary discussions.
I’m not getting into the fact that we’ve scanned Porro’s lungs along with the rest of his body, which seemingly repels pathogenic spores just like the water kills them. Our inexplicable and potentially context-shattering discovery of ruins depicting an ancient alien civilization is similarly something we can address later, perhaps in a bid to discover who engineered this aggressive pathogenic menace in the first place.
“Did you have any other ideas before we got back?” Driver asks.
Simone and Santino both turn to Mountjoy.
“The same one I’m keeping in mind in case this Bayzen water doesn’t work,” he says grimly. “As a last resort, we’ll blow up the oxygen tanks before the sludge can reach them.”
“That will kill us all!” Driver shrieks.
With a sullen posture, the former leader of this otherwise abandoned lunar colony forces a nod. “I know. But it might be our only way of saving everyone else.”
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When Driver asked if the rest of the group had any other ideas to stop the sludge, I think Mountjoy could have saved some breath by saying only three words:
No good ones.
Blowing up the maintenance wing’s oxygen tanks, as Mountjoy is suggesting as a last-resort move, would decisively prevent the sludge from accessing it. I’m not arguing with that.
As a side-effect, it would also destroy this entire compound, so delicately positioned on — and slightly beneath — the Moon’s inhospitable surface. Mountjoy himself wasn’t shying away from that particular reality.
If nothing else, an action like that would be decisive.
And if the sludge here was all we had to think about, I might even be on board with it. That’s not the case, though. There is already sludge on Earth. That ship has sailed.
We have to consider the whole picture in every decision we make, let alone one as consequential as this.
If we sacrifice ourselves to stop the stuff here from expanding any further, which could potentially enable it to empower the stuff on Earth via its bizarre hive-like connectedness, we wouldn’t be going down alone. We’d be taking with us the knowledge we’ve gained about how to defeat the sludge, as well as our physical samples of that all-important Bayzen water.
“Are the radios working at all?” I ask as I think this, hoping we can send a message to Earth or the Balena.
As it stands, they don’t know anything about what we found on Bayzen. If we can change that, at least it’s something.
Mountjoy shakes his head. “The sludge has already taken out some crucial communications cables on its way through the ceiling in the lab. It’s almost halfway through, Ray. Once it breaches into the maintenance bay, we’re screwed. It broke out of a reinforced test chamber and it’s eating through the solid structure of the compound. Nothing we’ve tried can slow it down. I ran in. I tried the fire extinguisher, I tried fire, I tried water. It doesn’t flinch.”
“Was that what…” Driver points to her own face as her words drift off, hinting at the unsightly and painful looking lesions on Mountjoy’s face.
“Yeah, it got me,” he replies. “The sludge is bubbling now that it’s out, like it’s ready to do something. Like it’s hungry. There was no smell, but the taste of the air was metallic like nothing I’ve ever known. Nothing even touched me. This was just from close air exposure. That’s how dangerous this stuff is. No one can go near it.”
To say my first impression of Nick Mountjoy has turned out to be a false representation of who the man really is would be a major understatement. He wasn’t doing himself any favors in the way he was talking to Driver or conducting himself in general, but since then he has really stepped up to the plate.
There may be an element of Mountjoy still feeling responsible for everything that happens here.
The presence of the pathogen is categorically not his fault. We brought it back from Bayzen and then we brought it to the Moon. But he seems like the kind of guy who takes responsibility for anything even close to his sphere of control, as a natural default response. That’s a rare and positive trait. In this situation, I think it’s manifesting itself as an undying urge to make sure nothing happens on his colony that will harm humanity as a whole.
For a responsibility-driven guy like Mountjoy, he’s probably no longer thinking about who brought the pathogen here. He’s probably thinking about who put the maintenance wing and its oxygen tanks directly above one of the labs, or why the floor and ceiling in between aren’t much thicker than they are.
Even when no one else would pin blame on him for failing to foresee a black swan event like this, a guy like that takes responsibility internally — regardless of whether anyone calls him on it.
If it sounds like I’m talking from experience… maybe I am. I’ve certainly been accused of blaming myself for things I couldn’t have seen coming, like Zola’s maniacal decision to seize upon my innocently motivated theocite research in the murderous way he did. In Mountjoy, I see the same kind of signs.
Rushing into danger like he did in the lab is exactly how a leader should act. I’m not going to argue that he was reckless to rush in without an EVA suit, but I’m not going to pretend I wouldn’t have done the same. The shock of the sludge breaking free and the urgency of trying to do something about it would have pulled me into that lab as fast as my legs would carry me, just like it pulled him.
To begin with, Mountjoy seemed bitter about our presence here and more concerned with his own safety than anything else. After all, he did insist on wearing an EVA suit around us until a lung scan proved that he was already as infected as the rest of us.
It really says a lot that Mountjoy is willing to run with a last-resort idea that would not only kill him, but also destroy the colony he has dedicated his recent life to building up.
Stress and mayhem often bring out the worst in people. Here, however, they have brought out the best in Nick Mountjoy.
“Clyde is still down in one of the labs closer to the stairway, trying to contain another sample,” he goes on. “He’s wearing a full suit and its status warnings are telling him to get the hell out of there. The suit isn’t going to hold up for long, and that’s at the other end of the corridor — with two doors between him and the loose sludge. That’s what we’re dealing with. The free sludge has grown so large, being anywhere near it is not like being close to the sludge on the Vita. Those air vents aren’t huge. This stuff has climbed the walls of its lab to reach the ceiling, and it has obscured our cameras in the process. We’ve lost track of its growth. All I know is that it’s eaten through the ceiling far enough to reach our communications cables.”
Young Santino, looking more intensely focused than I’ve ever seen him, interjects with a question for me and Driver: “How much Bayzen water do we have?”
“Enough,” I confidently reply. “I’m hearing everything about how big this sludge has grown, but a small tube of Bayzen water killed a full chamber of it on the Vita, and we brought back a fair amount. This is worse than anything I thought could happen here while we were gone, but the Vita is in trouble, too. We need to flush out the vents as soon as we’ve dealt with this, so we need to think about holding back at least a little bit of water for that. But like I said, there’s going to be enough. But we need to get to using it right now. We have to figure out the practicalities.”
I see expressions of agreement all around. Again, no one pushes for details about what’s going wrong on the Vita. I do think it’s important to hold back some Bayzen water to make sure the Vita itself isn’t consumed by continued sludge expansion and eventual breakout from the vents, but none of that will matter if we can’t stop the stuff here in the compound.
“Driver, you said the hose will reach,” I say, getting us moving. “But how are we going to target the sludge if no one can go near it, even in a suit? We have to open the sealed lab doors to get to it.”
“What about using the mech?” Santino suggests.
With my hopes instantly enlivened by those five short words, I turn to Mountjoy.
When his initial reaction isn’t to immediately dismiss the idea, I know what that means:
We’re doing it.
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“Controlling the mech for this wouldn’t have to be too dexterous…” Mountjoy muses. “It wouldn’t be much more challenging than what you did earlier, Ray. If we get it to the stairway and get the hose there, too, we can wrap the hose around the mech and have him carry it in. Santino, I think you’re onto something!”
“And our hose is definitely long enough for that?” I ask Driver, desperate to make sure none of this is too good to be true. “All the way in from the Vita, all the way down the stairway to the labs, and all the way along the corridor to the lab where the mech has to take it? Definitely definitely? Like… definitely?”
“It’s a big hose,” she replies, almost chuckling out the words. It doesn’t seem like a time for humor, and I think she’s just amused by my repetitively stressed need for certainty. “It’s really for pumping out liquid samples from new sources, in hard to reach places or from deep down. We’re just reversing the flow so it spits the water out, which is something it’s also designed for. The point is, it’s long. It’s wound around a big spool a lot of times. We’ll have excellent pressure, too. So of all the things that can trip us up, the hose isn’t one of them.”
“So what are?” Simone interjects. “Guys, what are the stumbling blocks here? Connecting the hose to the water, unspooling it, controlling the mech… can anyone think of a problem we can get ahead of while we’re moving to set this all up?”
We don’t have time to stand around and dream up worst-case scenarios, but Simone is wise to at least ask. No one suggests any issues, though, and we’re all in agreement that it’s time to get moving.
We know what has to be done and there are obvious lines for the division of labor we need to get all of the parts in place. It takes no time to clear that up.
Mountjoy and I will head to the mech controls. Out of his suit, he’s keen to pilot one at the same time I do. We’ll race to the same finish line without a care for who wins.
We just have to get a mech in place as quickly as we can, and definitely by the time Driver and Santino have the hose connected to the water sample at one end with the other end inside and ready at the stairwell. No one wants to be the reason we’re held up for a minute longer than we have to be.
Simone, meanwhile, will suit up and run downstairs to get her fellow researcher Clyde out of harm’s way before we engage this plan. He’s out of contact at the moment, but we know he’s down there.
“And Mountjoy, how long will it take to blow up the oxygen if this fails?” Driver asks, just as he and I start on our way to the mech controls.
“Seconds,” he replies, unusually breathily. “I’ve already disarmed all safety delays and overridden the double-authorization requirement. It’ll only take a touch of a button from the control room I’m going to right now.”
Knowing that the compound’s total destruction is a finger-tap away makes the hairs on the back of my neck stand up.
I’ve stood on the precipice of life and death before, more times than I’d care to count. But knowing the line between the two exists only so long as someone else’s finger doesn’t press a single button? Well, this is particularly terrifying.
“So it’s dependent on a remote instruction?” Driver pushes. “Well here’s a stumbling block. The radios are already down. What if a connection is severed or fried and you can’t send orders? Same with your mech’s remote controls. We need a foolproof Plan B.”
I watch as Driver’s well-made point visibly dawns on Mountjoy. “I’ll lift the main dome now, while all control systems are live,” he decides. “All of the research buildings are fine. We’re sealed inside and the buildings have additional atmospheric protection in case of dome failure. But if I lift the main dome and the emergency inner protection above the maintenance wing, you would be able to hit it from the Vita. I’d have to remove the Vita’s dome, too, which I can do once you’re finished hooking up the hose. If you had to go back in after that, you would need a full EVA suit until you were inside.”
“Wait,” Santino chimes in. “Does that mean the maintenance wing will be totally exposed to lunar conditions? Meaning its backup oxygen tanks will be cut off from the rest of the compound?”
I see what he’s getting at. And if he’s right…
“No,” Mountjoy says, cutting off that hope at the knees. “Removing the wing’s protection won’t mean a hit on the wing will only affect it. A hit that blows the oxygen tanks inside would still destroy the whole compound, due to the linked ventilation systems and tunnels that all connect to the wing. It just means a direct hit will be possible, even if our control systems go down.”
“So, to be clear…” Driver begins in a low tone. “You’re saying you want me to literally bombard the maintenance wing from the parked Vita, killing us all and destroying everything here?”
Mountjoy shakes his head firmly before setting off again for the mech controls and pulling me along with him. “I don’t want you to, Driver. What I’m saying is: if we fail in Plan A… the world might just need you to.”





52

Laying down an emergency Plan B for Driver to blow up this whole compound wasn’t quite how I wanted to end our final conversation before diving into Plan A, but it is what it is. And as I rush forward with Mountjoy on our short trip to the mech controls, I know that all I can do is give everything I have to make sure it doesn’t come to that.
Last time I controlled Smash, I knocked down a door and flipped a few switches.
The stakes are more than a little higher this time, and this mission is as urgent as any I’ve ever undertaken.
I step into the room with Mountjoy.
There are EVA suits and helmets on one wall, but those won’t be needed for this. A remotely controlled mech is going to be the one doing the lunar walking today, under my control from the relative safety of this room.
Feeling the heat of the moment, I exhale deeply to center myself.
“Ray Ray okay?” Laika asks. He’s come with me by default, with no job of his own to do anywhere and no one he’d rather stick beside than me.
Maya has gone downstairs with Simone, to check out the situation in the corridor and the safer lab.
I’m glad on both counts. Maya could see things Clyde or Simone can’t, and I’ll always want Laika at my side.
“I’m okay, buddy,” I tell him. “You’ll find this pretty cool, too. I already had some fun with Smash earlier.”
The controls lie directly in front of me while the problem we’re here to solve is developing underfoot.
“Don’t use Smash,” Mountjoy suggests. “He’s in the maintenance wing where we left him. Take one that’s closer to where we need it to end up. There, Cindy. She’s closer.”
I look across to the banner with word Cindy written in a fancy font. A pink love heart pierced by a fiery arrow completes the design, which hangs above the controls for the mech who was given this name by its pilot. I thought this was pretty funny the first time I saw it, contrasted with Smash and Rocky, and I still do.
Besides, I had good luck with trusty old Bex on the Beacon. Maybe girl power isn’t just for humans… and it’s Cindy’s time to shine.
As I slot my arms and legs into position, I notice that Mountjoy isn’t getting ready to control one of the others like we talked about.
“I need to take care of the domes,” he explains. “The main outer door first, which will take a little longer to lift. I’m not going to lift the Vita’s dome until they’re ready with the hose. Hopefully that’ll be around the same time you get Cindy into place. I’ll guide you, too. I didn’t realize she was so much closer than any of the others. Unless you have any problem, it doesn’t make sense anymore for us both to do it. If you do have a problem, I’m here to step in. But you’ve got this, Ray.”
“Ray Ray got this,” Laika adds supportively.
I pull on the headset and hope to hell they’re both right.
Although I’m just walking for now, my hands are responsible for making Cindy pivot in the right direction. I perform the squeezing gestures until Mountjoy confirms I’m facing the right way.
Already, through Cindy’s eyes, I see the main dome lowering into the ground, section by section. I can look around without affecting my walking angle, but after a few quick glances I focus fully on the target ahead.
I look down at the robot’s powerful feet, with the first-person view oddly making it feel like they’re mine.
“Ray Ray legs make robot walk!” Laika excitedly remarks.
And they most certainly do. My legs carry Cindy forward with steady and deliberate strides for the few minutes it takes to reach my first doorway.
Mountjoy explains this is an outer airlock leading into a walkway that will take us to the point where we’ll gather the hose, at the top of the crucial stairway.
Opening the door requires far more dexterity than pivoting, which I’ve more or less mastered by now, and I have to focus fully on doing so. It takes me a frustrating thirty or forty seconds to pull the handle and step in.
“That was great,” Mountjoy says. “Faster than I thought. Usually it would be humans opening that door. It’s not made for the mechs, but you nailed it. Now, step in and pull it closed, then the inner seal will automatically open and you step through.”
I take a slow breath. Grabbing the inner handle to pull this door closed won’t be any easier than the reverse movement just was, but I’m relieved at least that the next threshold will part automatically.
“Just do same, Ray Ray,” Laika says, cheering me on again. “Ray Ray got this.”
On the first attempt, I reach for the handle but clasp my hand — and by extension Cindy’s hand — too soon. Essentially, she grabs a handful of thin air.
“One more time,” Mountjoy says in a supportive tone of his own.
I gather myself to go again then perform the gestures without overthinking it. This time, I successfully grab the handle. I keep Cindy’s hand closed around it, focusing my eyes firmly on the action, and then pull my whole arm back firmly.
The door clicks closed. I push it to be sure, and by the time I turn my head to look the other way I can see that the inner seal has already opened.
“Nailed it,” Mountjoy exhales relief. “Okay, onward to the end of the walkway and then we’ll take two lefts. Without comms I don’t know if the others will be there yet with the hose, but they shouldn’t be far behind us.”
I don’t know, either, but I sure as hell hope so. And again, all I can do is keep my eyes on my own metaphorical paper and do my part.
Pivoting and walking feels easy after the relative difficulty of opening and closing the outer door. My legs carry Cindy forward as quickly as they did outside, and it only takes another minute or so to reach the end of the walkway.
“Left,” Mountjoy reminds me as I face a choice of two turns. I pivot again then step forward.
I quickly face another choice, of going left or straight on. I remember that he said two lefts, but he leaves nothing to chance and reminds me of this one, too.
As soon as I pivot Cindy that way, I see the welcome sight of Simone and Clyde up ahead. They’re wearing suits, which tells me it’s them even though I can’t see their faces.
Clyde, the taller, raises a gloved thumb. He’s standing at the edge of the stairway. I see now that Maya is with them, too, hovering in the air between them.
I stop just in front of them, and only a few seconds later I see the equally welcome sight of Driver rushing in from the usual way we’d come to the stairs. She’s holding a hose, with Santino following around ten paces behind and also holding on.
“Ray Ray win,” Laika happily observes. “Luna close but Ray Ray win!”
I laugh at that. Laika loves Driver, but for this friendly race he was at my side on Team Cindy.
With our individual parts of the plan all having worked so far, and with the clock ticking ever nearer to a disastrous outcome if we don’t succeed in the next few minutes, it’s now time to put everything together and give our all for the final push.
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In line with the plan we’ve laid out, I hold my hands still so Driver can secure the hose to Cindy in a sufficiently tight but sufficiently loose manner. We need it to stay in place when the water pressure kicks in, but we also need to be sure there are no kinks.
The hose actually looks thick enough that kinks aren’t going to be a problem. I don’t think Driver could knot this thing tightly enough to cut off the water flow if she tried, which means she can focus purely on looping it around Cindy and then placing the nozzle end in the mech’s open hand.
In no time, it’s in place.
“Everyone clear out,” Mountjoy requests. I hear his voice from very close to me, but he’s clearly speaking to Driver and the others.
“Oh, we can talk to them?” I ask in pleasant surprise.
“When they’re close enough to hear,” he replies, definitely right beside me. “Cindy can project our voices from her speaker, totally separate from our disconnected comms systems. As long as we can control her, we can make her speak. I just hold a button here on your console and speak.”
A button on my console — that explains why he sounds so close. In my focus, I didn’t hear him walking over.
“You’ve all done excellently well,” Mountjoy goes on. “You know where we are, so please come and join us. It’s very important that no one is close to the corridor when Ray makes Cindy open the door. He won’t be able to re-close it, what with the hose in the way, but you’ll be safe in here.”
I watch the others all turn to leave, evidently coming our way. Simone, Clyde and Maya must not have detected anything going on that merits changing our plan, since they all look on board with the continuing mission. That’s good news, since there was never likely to be any new positive information.
“Wait… what about the stairs?” I suddenly ask, as this most obvious of all potential issues belatedly dawns on me.
“Just walk slowly,” Mountjoy says, his calm demeanor suggesting there’s nothing to worry about. “Cindy can handle stairs no problem — up or down. Her legs will adapt vertically to land on the surface as you walk, as long as you don’t rush. Don’t overthink it, Ray. Don’t think at all.”
I hold my breath and do what he says. Part of me worries he’s making it sound easier than it is, but it quickly turns out that Cindy really can handle stairs like a pro. We’re on the lower level in no time, ready to walk into the lab.
There’s only one more door to open.
“You’re doing great!” Driver’s voice booms from behind as she bursts into our room. It’s maybe a little irresponsible, since I could have been performing a specific action that required total focus, but I can understand and appreciate where she’s coming from.
“Thanks,” I say without looking away from the door I’m seeing through Cindy’s eyes. “So for the hose… I just squeeze the nozzle? And you’ve left plenty of slack for when I walk to the dangerous lab?”
“Exactly,” Driver replies. “But they’re all dangerous. Clyde was out before Simone went in. The sludge in the last lab is leaking through the door, into the corridor. It’s coming out into the corridor even as it’s eating its way up through the ceiling. We don’t think it’s overly sticky, but you’ll definitely want to spray the floor before you walk over it. The last thing we want is your robot getting stuck, because Clyde said there’s no way anyone can go in there.”
“There’s not,” the brave exobiologist and my one-time pilot cuts in. It sounds like he’s now out of his suit. This room fully seals when the doors are locked from the inside, which I’m sure they are now. “Ray, my suit alerted me to leave my lab, and when I opened the door it almost failed in the twenty seconds it took me to get out of the corridor. The oxygen level down there has dropped like crazy and my suit reported unknown contaminants in the air. It’s getting worse. The sludge in my other lab hasn’t expanded much. We don’t understand why some samples do and others don’t, but you do have to kill the runaway batch before it reaches the oxygen tanks. We’ll be dead if you don’t, and so might everyone else. If this aggressive sludge can feed on so much pure oxygen, which we know fuels its expansion… God help us all.”
I fully understand what I’m playing for here, but hearing it restated so bluntly only further focuses my mind. Clyde is right. This isn’t just about us. If this sludge keeps growing, it could pass on its strength to distant piles elsewhere.
The non-physical connection between distinct samples almost suggests that the sludge behaves as one quantumly linked organism. To give humanity any chance of killing this hydra-like pathogenic threat, we have to cut off its strongest and largest head — right now.
With Cindy’s empty left hand, I reach for the door. I grip it on my first attempt, impressing Mountjoy as well as myself, then firmly push it open.
We’re in.
At least… we should be.
Immediately upon opening the door, however, I see a warning flash up in Cindy’s vision:
“ENTRY RESTRICTED: UNSAFE CONDITIONS DETECTED.”
I continue to walk, knowing the robot is hardly going to suffocate.
But therein lies the problem. Because although I continue to walk, Cindy does not.
“Fuck,” Mountjoy grunts. “Ray, she’s not going to go. It could be the floor or it could be something in the air, but she’s detected something that would limit her core functionality.”
“Can you fire the hose and clear the floor?” Simone suggests.
That’s not the worst idea, but I can’t even see the sludge from this far away, let alone be sure the hose would reach it — or indeed that the floor is the problem.
“We only have so much water and we need most of it for the lab where the sludge is trying to break though the ceiling,” I say. “I can’t fire it blindly.”
For a few tense seconds, no one speaks.
“There’s just no way in,” Mountjoy sighs. “Driver, with the control system still working, we don’t need you to do anything from the Vita. But we do have to act decisively. I have the button ready right here to blow up the tanks before it reaches them. We gave it everything, and by giving ourselves we can still leave Earth with some chance, at least. I hate to say it, but it’s over. We have no choice. It’s time for Plan B.”
I pull my hands out of the mech controls and remove my headset.
“The hell it is,” I roar. “While we’re breathing, we’re fighting.”
“Ray… it’s over,” Simone says, siding with Mountjoy. “Clyde and I both think we’re down to a matter of minutes until the sludge breaches the ceiling. From there, it’ll only be a few more until it reaches the oxygen. Without the robot being able to help, it really is over.”
I flick my eyes towards Driver, seeking support, but on the way they catch sight of something else.
It feels strange to be glad to be having this last-ditch idea, because it’s probably the worst and most dangerous that’s ever crossed my mind.
But it does cross my mind, and I have to follow it through.
While the others look on in confusion, I see Driver close her eyes and cover her mouth with her hands.
She alone already knows what I’m thinking. She doesn’t like it, but she’s not speaking up.
“Just give me three minutes,” I demand, my eyes flicking back to the EVA suit and helmet that hang on the wall. “Cindy won’t take the hose in to kill that sludge… but that doesn’t mean I can’t.”
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“You’re not serious,” Mountjoy says. It’s not so much of a question as a disbelieving statement. There truly is nothing but sorrow in his demeanor and words. He’s not arguing here or trying to be right. In my book, he’s just too quick to accept defeat.
“You’re damn right I am!” I yell. “We have the water, we have the knowledge, and we have the Vita. Earth needs all three to defeat the sludge that’s already there, or at the very least they need the knowledge of how to do it. Plan B is Plan Z. We can’t go there until we’ve exhausted everything else.”
I rush to grab an EVA suit from the wall.
“No,” Clyde steps in, physically pulling me back. Like Simone he’s still in his own suit, but out of his helmet. “You literally cannot go down there. Ray, my suit almost failed and the conditions have worsened again since then. This robot operates on the surface of the Moon, and it’s telling you the conditions in that corridor — let alone the compromised lab — are more hellish than anything it can operate in.”
I shake Clyde off and push him back, all the way to the ground.
I like and respect Clyde a lot and I didn’t mean to knock him over, but nothing can get in the way of what I have to do. As he’s on the ground and I think back to how brave he was to join this mission in the first place, flying down to Earth to collect me in the Hopper, a thought enters my mind.
“Three minutes,” I insist. “Driver, make sure no one presses any buttons in here. And Laika… this is for Eva, Joe, and Scarlet. I need you to make sure no one tries to stop me or come after me. And if they do, I need you to stop them. This is for our family and everyone else I’ve put in danger by bringing this pathogen back from Bayzen. I’m counting on you, buddy.”
As Driver reluctantly but dutifully steps between everyone else and the room’s main control panel, from which Mountjoy could engage an explosion to destroy the oxygen tanks before the sludge reaches them, Laika flies to the doorway.
“No one stop Ray Ray,” he squawks. He settles on the floor and opens his wings.
Maya flies over with him, hovering in the air. “Ray is right. Destroying the compound might be only marginally better than if the sludge reaches the oxygen. It will buy Earth some time, but not enough to figure out what only we can share. No one is getting in Ray’s way.”
I’m heartened by Maya’s intervention, largely because it further convinces me I’m doing the right thing. As an AI, she is obviously the coldest and most rational among us. She’s unlikely to be able to physically stop anyone, due to her tiny stature, but her voice adds weight to mine.
And when it comes to an effective physical barrier to intervention, a well-motivated Laika is not a bird anyone wants to mess with.
I step into the suit and pull on my helmet.
I don’t want Driver or Laika to have to physically prevent anyone from pressing the button or coming outside to stop me. I want the team behind me as I lead from the front.
“Three minutes,” I repeat. “Please… give me that.”
“Three minutes,” Mountjoy confirms, respectably changing his mind after hearing me out. “Godspeed. If you succeed with this, we’ll hop right onto the Vita and clear the vents.”
Hop.
Hop!
“Wait, Clyde…” I gasp as it dawns on me. “The Hopper! We’ve been missing the Hopper. You guys can get the hell out of here before this place blows, or at least get a message down to Earth! There’s no reason the radio in the Hopper won’t work, right? The Vita’s radio is fried and the cables are cut in here, but that’s totally separate!”
Clyde’s eyes widen in the same sudden realization. Like me, I think he’s half-wondering how the hell we missed this and half-glad I’ve at least thought of it now. With such pressing urgency upon us and so many complex factors in place, the out-of-sight Hopper has been very much out of mind.
“I don’t think it’ll be ready to launch in time, but I can send a message,” he replies. “Guys, you might as well come, in case I can take off. You don’t have to martyr yourselves.”
“You really don’t,” I implore. “Santino, Simone, Mountjoy… go.”
Driver, standing by the button that can blow the tanks if my mission fails, understands why she’s been left off my list.
Mountjoy, however, barges her aside and points to the door. “No. This is my ship and I go down with it. The world needs you more than me, Driver. We both know that.”
I look at the two of them then tell Driver he’s right. With all due respect to Mountjoy — and right now he is due a hell of a lot — the world needs Driver to push on with whatever comes next.
If I can do enough here to make sure there’s a future for Earth to worry about, Earth needs Driver.
“This isn’t a time for no man left behind,” I tell her, moving as I talk. It’s past time for me to leave, but this is important. “Think about my family and everyone else down there on Earth. Think about everyone on the Balena. You’re a leader to them, Driver. This wouldn’t be running away, it would be stepping up. It would be going past your mantra to do what needs to be done.”
With the most conflicted expression I’ve ever seen on her face, Driver grabs a suit. She’s going.
“The walkway to the Hopper is still shielded by its dome,” Mountjoy says. “It’ll only lower when you get in and close the door. You don’t need the suits and you don’t have time. There will be suits on the Hopper. Save this time. The focus is on getting a message to Earth. If you all make it, that’s a bonus.”
“Come on, Laika,” Driver urges him, able to rush away without sealing herself in a suit.
I glance at Driver again and see that she’s fighting back tears. I have to clench my teeth to stop my own eyes from following, since tears really are the last thing I need while I’m wearing a helmet that would get in the way of wiping.
Neither of us say anything, because there’s just nothing to say. But because we’ve been through so much together over so many years, there’s no need to say anything.
We’ve both taken huge risks, together and alone. This one is on me.
I seal my helmet and set off for the door.
“Good luck, Ray Ray,” Laika says as I walk past, with Maya hovering beside him.
I know I only have three minutes, but I take three seconds to crouch down and give the little guy a hug. I don’t want to think of it as one last hug… but realistically speaking, I know what I’m getting myself into.
My words weren’t empty when I told Laika this was for Eva, Joe and Scarlet. All of us will die if we have to rely on a massive detonation to stop the sludge from reaching the oxygen tanks, and we’ll likely all die only slightly less instantly if it gets there.
But if I succeed in killing the sludge in the underground lab, everyone else can live. Everyone on Earth, and everyone up here.
Don’t get me wrong: I’ll do all I can to get out. My mind is just currently transfixed on going in and getting this done.
I run outside and towards the nearby stairwell, a route I know well by now.
My suit is complaining about the atmosphere even before I get there, due to the fact that Cindy opened the door before refusing to go any further and also because the extra-potent runaway sludge is now leaking under the door of its lab.
By the time I’m down the stairs, the sensors are going haywire. I do all I can to ignore the warnings as I unwrap the hose from Cindy and take hold of the nozzle.
I can’t see any sign of sludge creeping along the floor, which is good news. If it’s only near the door, I can spray it to give myself a clear path before I open the lab and get ready to fire away with all I’ve got.
Driver has set up this ultra-long hose, connecting it to our sample tank of sludge-killing Bayzen water. Her word is all I have to tell me it’ll work, but there is no one I would rather trust with my life.
I grip it tightly and step forward.
And that’s when the warnings become a critical alert.
That’s when I look down again and see that there’s a very unwelcome reason I didn’t see any sludge creeping along the floor.
It’s not just a warning anymore. It’s not even a critical alert.
Really, it’s a bona fide death sentence:
“SUIT BREACHED! EXTERNAL EXPOSURE!”
The words are red.
Red for dead.
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A flashing image in my helmet’s visor shows which part of the suit has failed.
I look down in painful realization.
The suit has been breached because my boot has been breached… by the sludge that positively covers the entire floor of the corridor.
I didn’t see it slithering its way towards me, because the godforsaken stuff — more jet black and light-absorbing than anything I’ve ever seen — was already here.
Mere seconds of contact has been enough to burn a hole in my boot, which is now exposing me to the conditions Cindy wouldn’t even step into.
Mountjoy has agreed to give me three minutes.
I don’t know how much of that is left or how diligent he’ll be in acting immediately when it expires. But regardless of all that, a new and utterly unbudging time limit has just taken over:
How long can I go without breathing?
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I aim the nozzle of the hose downwards and squeeze to engage.
It takes a few long and uncomfortable seconds for anything to happen, no doubt due to the distance the Bayzen water is traveling from our tank on the Vita.
But when it happens, it happens.
The water shoots out in a focused stream, reacting to the amount of pressure I apply. I don’t want to waste any more than I need to, so I aim only directly ahead of myself to clear a path.
My boot has been breached from only momentary exposure. I don’t know what would happen if I stay in contact with the sludge, which is why I’m so glad to see the path clear as I walk and shoot.
The Bayzen water is just as effective here as it was in Simone’s lab. As I move, the water repels the sludge to either side of a narrow central pathway. Forget the Red Sea, It’s like I’m parting the blackest sea, rushing forward as I do so in the knowledge that I have only as long as my breath will last.
About halfway to the door, my visor’s increasingly desperate warnings about the air quality the and contaminants I’m currently exposed to reach a level that makes it hard to see what I’m doing.
“Disable all overlays and status reports,” I blurt out before resealing my lips. This sacrifices some air, but it had to be done. I have to see the door so I can open it.
All that’s left is a marker in my vision telling me the air quality is, in two very unsettling words, “FATALLY NOXIOUS.”
For me, it all ends here. I don’t even think yours truly can luck his way out of this one.
You can’t stay in a fight when your lungs are empty, and all I can do now is make sure my last big swing takes the sludge down with me.
My face is hot and I’m very light-headed by the time I reach the final door to the lab. But I reach that damn door. I reach it and I pull it open with my free hand, ready to blast the sludge to kingdom come.
As soon as the door swings open, I’m confronted with a lab that’s literally full of sludge. It’s everywhere, like I’m looking at a solid mass of sheer black ooze.
I squeeze the nozzle much harder than I have so far, spraying all around.
Each blast of water pierces through it like a skewer through cheese.
I quickly take to cutting a sharp horizontal lines near the ceiling, which is where it’s most important to stop the sludge’s movement. I then take a more scattergun approach, literally, in blasting all around.
The results are rapid. The water has a compounding effect, with each exposed part of the sludge seeming to damage the rest as it comes into contact with the water I’m blasting at varied angles.
Ten seconds, or fifteen at most, is all it takes for most of the sludge to clear. Driver’s hose setup and the Bayzen water haven’t just worked, they’ve excelled. Against all odds, they’ve done it.
Feeling like I’m in my final seconds, I aim again at the ceiling to clear off the remnants of sludge I’ve missed. Almost all of the rest is all just… gone, as though the water doesn’t just kill it but somehow dematerializes it. Just like in the lab — it worked.
My eyes fall to the ground a few seconds later. There is only one real concentration of sludge left, in the far corner of the room. I’ve killed the rest, and with everything gone from the ceiling I think the imminent threat of it reaching the oxygen tanks is gone.
I think the others will be able to rush in and clear this out, without gravely risking their own lives.
Somehow, someway, I think I’ve actually done it.
As my head pounds and my chest tightens, affecting my vision so much that I can hardly focus on the remaining pile, I can no longer resist taking a breath. I’m going to die, anyway, and there is a one percent chance that eliminating the sludge has cleared the air enough for it not to kill me.
I don’t actually know if the problem is the presence of something bad in the air or the absence of oxygen. Killing the sludge might have solved either or both problems, if the inexplicable stuff’s demise has returned to the air the oxygen it previously fed on.
I gulp in the deepest breath of my life.
And I’m still standing.
My eyes are then drawn again to the remaining sludge concentration, in the far left corner. Now that I can see it more clearly, I aim to fire.
But as I do, it bubbles in a way I’ve never seen. And before I can fire my hose, the bubble pops in a loud explosion.
I recoil, but I’m not hurt. It didn’t shoot any sludge at me.
It’s just too bad the good news ends there.
A sound far worse than the loud pop is now filling my ears, and the worst sight I’ve ever seen is now dominating my vision.
The sound is a loud hiss followed by a horrific rush of scurrying, like a thousand rats clawing at the base of my skull.
And the sight?
Worse than rats. Worse than anything…
A thousand alien insects, newly hatched, swarming straight towards me.
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I squeeze the nozzle with everything I’ve got, firing Bayzen water at the swarm of locust-like alien beasts.
I aim from one side to the other in sweeping movements, clearing the ground ahead of me. Each… insectoid is around the size of a large spider, with similarly long legs but far sturdier bodies.
Of all the awful possibilities, it never even crossed my mind that the sludge could be alien larvae.
I don’t even feel like seeing is believing, because this is just flat-out insane.
Although the water is effective in immobilizing the insectoids it hits, more and more just keep coming. It seems to kill them, but they don’t disappear like the sludge did. And when I kill the line at the front, the ones behind just climb right over the bodies of their fallen hive-mates and continue towards me.
This is every nightmare I’ve ever had, dialed up to eleven.
I keep aiming the water in front of me, trying to stem the flow. But it’s not working. They’re relentless.
I change tactics out of desperation and aim instead for the corner where the bubble came from. When I do, shooting into the oozing mass from which more and more insectoids are still pouring out, the hissing sound from earlier returns far louder than ever.
The awful sound rises and rises, crescendoing into a sudden noise that sounds like a guttural croak.
No more are coming from the corner, because there is no sludge left. I’ve destroyed it all. It’s now just me and this hoard of miniature alien monsters.
All of a sudden, and just as the front row of surviving insectoids is about to reach me, they all turn and rush away.
But this is no victory. Not yet.
They gather near the middle of the back wall, then begin swarming into a singular mass. Like circus performers forming a pyramid, they climb onto each other and rise upwards.
Oh my God.
It looks like the final shape is going to be a hugely upscaled version of each spider-like individual that is coming together to form it.
I rush forward over the dead bodies of the tiny beasts I’ve already taken out, then shoot my Bayzen water at some of the survivors as they try to reach the others who are assembling into a new structure. The stragglers hiss and fall.
Too many more have already assembled, though. The structure is growing and hardening.
Only a small gap remains in the huge collective being the insectoids are forming. It’s a small circle, which they’re closing by the second as more and more of them rush in to complete the new structure. As I aim my hose, the individual insectoids who have already hardened into the larger collective body prove impervious to the water.
These things are hardening into a much larger final form… one I won’t be able to kill if I don’t stop this process before it is complete.
I aim directly at the shrinking circular hole, which brings a pained sound that is somehow even worse than all of those before it.
The hardened areas aren’t reacting to my water anymore, but firing it into the shrinking circle is clearly doing something. The hissing and shrieking are unmistakable sounds of death.
I keep aiming. The gap is closing and the outer edges of the circle are hardening even as I shoot. I think I have a few seconds until it’s too late — until the gap will be fully closed and my one effective method of taking these things out will no longer work.
That’s why I rush forward and firmly thrust the hose into the hole at the center of the terrifying new creature’s structure. My gloved hand makes contact too, feeling the rock-like surface of the newly hardened creatures that have formed into one.
With the hose inside, I squeeze and move it around to fire at as much of the inner section as I can. I’m hoping that a still-vulnerable interior lies within the hardening exterior shell, and humanity’s future might just rely on whether it does.
The shrieking gets worse yet again, until it stops.
It all stops.
In an instant, everything stops.
The first thing I see is a rapidly developing crack in the hardened mass of collected insectoids. Like an eggshell, cracks appear all around the collective body before large chunks break off and fall away.
It’s dead.
They’re dead.
I stopped the sludge from reaching the oxygen and I’ve just learned what the sludge actually is.
Although it has left me with even more questions than I had before, and feeling like our future is even more precarious than we thought, we are going to live to fight another day.
Our enemy — this alien larvae and the hive-mind of insectoids it can spawn — is even more formidable than we thought. But it didn’t beat us today.
We are still here to tackle it. We are still in this fight.
Not much is left of the countless insectoids that had almost fully formed into one indestructible beast. There is the broken shell, formed by hundreds of the horrible creatures, and there are the dead bodies of the hundreds of others I killed while they were still behaving as individual organisms.
Aside from that, there is one more thing: a perfectly spherical mass of jet black sludge, floating eerily and inexplicably off the ground.
I can’t make much sense of anything I’ve seen here, but I think this was their power source.
I step back and aim, then fire my hose to destroy it.
There is no hiss. There is no shriek.
Instead, there is a violent explosion giving way instantly to the most blinding white light I have ever seen.
Utterly blinded, I see nothing as a violent blast throws me back into the wall that was at least twenty feet behind me.
Feeling a crushing impact on my back and a whiplash effect from my helmet, I crumple.
Between my last blinks, I see that there is nothing left ahead of me.
The lab is clear of everything but the godforsaken insectoid corpses.
The brutally destructive force of the reaction I just unleashed has eliminated the sphere and every ounce of the sludge that remained.
The sphere is gone. The sludge is gone.
But as that last blink takes my consciousness… I’m gone, too.
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As my eyes slowly open, I don’t know where I am.
I know where I’m not — and that’s in the Lunar Research Colony’s underground lab corridor. It’s far too bright in here for that.
The Vita… I realize, my blurry vision slowly clearing. I’m in the Vita’s medical bay.
I sense a tube of some kind in my mouth and reach to feel it. My hand feels something else, first though: a beard.
Running my hand along my cheek, I know this isn’t just a few days stubble.
I’ve been out for a while.
That’s no surprise after the force of the impact I felt in the lab, and the real surprise is that I’m here at all.
The real surprise is that I’m breathing at all, first and foremost, but I also know what it means that I’m on the Vita. It means the team has managed to clear the sludge. The Bayzen water must have done its trick in our air vents, just like it did in the lunar lab.
My relief is punctured by a harrowing flashback that makes me physically jolt. It’s the most vivid and worst flashback I’ve had for years — and it has nothing to do with the teenage accident that killed my brother.
Instead, all I can see in my mind’s eye are the insectoids.
Swarming from the sludge, rushing towards me, and ultimately forming into one super-sized collective being that was seconds away from becoming whole and impervious to our only weapon against this alien menace.
I don’t think I’ll ever unsee it.
My sudden jolt has knocked out a cable or two from the instruments I’m connected to. Right away, I see Simone rush in.
“You’re awake!” she yells, delighted to see that my waking movement is why the alarms are beeping.
Her voice is clearly enough to rouse the others. Santino arrives first, with relief and gratitude gushing from him as he steps into the ward.
Clyde, my one-time pilot and our crucial exobiologist, is next. He’s delighted to see me, too.
I’m not sure which of them has the most medical experience, if any. We all know first aid from our ERF training, and I don’t know what kind of treatment I’ve needed. It could be basic IV and a nutrient drip, along with painkillers and basic physical care.
Needless to say, I’m beyond grateful for whoever has stepped up to the plate.
“Ray Ray okay!” the most excited voice of all then squawks, a few seconds before my little buddy Laika arrives with Maya hovering close behind.
“So what’s happening?” I ask everyone and no one in particular.
Before any of them can answer, Driver appears at the door.
And before I can say anything, like ask why she doesn’t look overly happy, someone else appears at her side to leave me confused to the point of speechlessness.
There’s no unexpected orbital reunion with my family this time.
Instead, the “person” at Driver’s side isn’t really a person at all.
It’s Porro.
“Wh— what’s going on?” I eventually manage to ask.
Driver takes a deep breath and walks over to my bed. “We made contact with Earth and your family was okay,” she says. “But that’s the only thing I can tell you that you’re going to like.”
I gulp and try to shift my weight.
A sharp pain runs up and down my spine. The impact it made with the wall in the lab was truly brutal, but the look on Driver’s face tells me that what she’s about to say could hit me even harder…
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“Ray, I need you to know that I made the only decision I could in the best interests of everyone,” Driver goes on. “I didn’t even know if you were going to wake up.”
“What’s happened since I passed out?” I repeat.
Clyde steps forward, joining Driver at the very edge of my bed. “Well, first of all we finished what you started and took out the rest of the sludge in the other labs,” he says. “Then we cleared the vents here on the Vita. You two did great work on Bayzen finding the water, and you did especially great work eliminating the runaway sludge, Ray. No one could have asked for more.”
That’s welcome confirmation, but nothing I hadn’t deduced from the fact that we’re on the Vita right now.
“We also began to study and analyze the creatures you discovered,” Simone takes over. “Your helmet’s camera recorded everything. We saw what you faced down there and how bravely you defeated them, Ray. What we’ve learned is that they don’t appear to be entirely biological animals. Their shells contain metal compounds. When they were transforming into the singular super-structure, those shells were hardening into something we’ve never seen. Your quick thinking to force the hose through the opening and destroy it from the un-hardended interior is the only reason you were able to defeat it. Once these things hatch and reach their final form, not even Bayzen water is an effective immobilizer.”
“Have you isolated the effective element of the water?” I ask her. “Maybe we could amplify its properties and synthesize some. Or at the very least we can synthesize an analog so every sludge deposit on Earth can be destroyed before the larvae hatches. Clyde’s thermal mapping breakthrough will show where to aim it. We can still do this, right? We didn’t just save Earth for now?”
Simone turns to Driver, deferring to her.
“We’ve given our teams on the Balena and on Earth everything we possibly could,” Driver says. “Simone hasn’t yet identified an active compound we can isolate, but we’ve told our friends and colleagues everything we know. We’ve shared the video footage of what happened on the Moon, we’ve shared all of our data from what we found on Bayzen, and we’ve physically sent them a substantial sample of the water we brought back. But Ray… they wouldn’t let us go home.”
I don’t like where this is going.
“ERF Earth Command said they appreciate what we’ve done, but that we represent too significant a biohazard,” Driver goes on. “Politicians have been riling people about all of this and they insisted that if we try to land, we’d be considered a threat to global security and we’d be physically eliminated. It’s all because although no one on Earth was showing any signs of lung infection, we still were. The markers haven’t gotten bigger but they haven’t gone away.”
“Was?” I ask, singling out one all-important word. “No one on Earth was showing any signs of lung infection?”
Driver slowly blows air from her lips. “Look… like I said: I need you to know that this was ultimately my decision and that I didn’t take it lightly. I couldn’t bring you back to your family and we couldn’t stand still. Right now I don’t know what’s happening on Earth, because we’re not in contact with Earth. We can’t communicate from this side of the gate.”
“But we can send messages from the aliens’ vessel, like Maya did before,” I reply. “That still works, doesn’t it?”
Driver holds my eyes and shrugs. “It’s on Bayzen. We’re not. Maya can’t talk to them from here.”
“So where are we? And where’s Mountjoy?”
“He’s still on the Moon,” Simone interjects. “He stayed behind to keep watch. We cleared all the sludge and all of the spores we could see, but we know the compound was heavily exposed. He insisted on staying in case any more sludge forms from any surviving spores. We left him some Bayzen water but he’s also keeping his finger near the button in case things go very wrong again. He still doesn’t want his colony to be the reason the sludge gets stronger.”
I feel bad for Mountjoy being left alone on the Moon, but proud of him for keeping guard. He really is a leader, deserving of his position as Head Coordinator of the Lunar Research Compound.
“How was his eye?” I ask. “Did the swelling go down? Did anyone else have anything like that? I was down there with it.”
“No one else,” Simone replies with a shake of her head. “Not even you. We think it must have been some gaseous release from the sludge’s initial lab escape that caused those issues. He wasn’t getting worse. We didn’t stick around long, to see whether he cleared up. We had to get on our way.”
And there it is. We’re not on the Moon, Porro is here, and we’re “on our way.”
My chest tightens at the tacit confirmation that we haven’t just left my family on the other side of the gate… we’re getting further and further away from them.
Clyde, our exobiologist, steps in to fill a heavy and painful silence.
“Ray, we appear to be dealing with an engineered… species… of aggressive alien insectoids,” he says, laying it all out. “A species which hatches from a rapidly growing sludge that feeds on oxygen. A species which becomes effectively indestructible when the hatchlings combine into their final collective form as something akin to a ravenous, oversized, and heavily armored alien spider. Driver made this decision, but I fully supported it. We have to do whatever we can to learn more about these creatures, and especially how to kill the final form. The sludge itself remains a threat to Earth, given that it could grow in places where it won’t easily be found. But this has intensified every concern we have. The sludge is just the larval form of the threat we’re facing. These monsters can move around, Ray. They are fearsome creatures, and they clearly weren’t engineered to be our friends.”
“I had to do it,” Driver insists. “Our best hope of finding the answers we need about these things is going straight to the source… to the only place they could have come from. Porro is coming for answers of his own, and we have Maya here to translate and help us out. I couldn’t bring you home to your family and we couldn’t stand still on Bayzen. It’s inevitable that more of those things are going to hatch, and I think we’re the only people who can find out how to stop them — once and for all.”
I gulp and uneasily run my hand across my rough and unkempt beard. “Seriously?”
“Yeah,” Driver says, her low tone accompanied by a heavy nod. “Ray, we left Bayzen eleven days ago. Now… we’re on the way to Eden.”
    
Ray’s adventure continues in The Reckoning, which is available to order now.
Read on to discover what lies in wait on the alien world of Eden!
You can order now on Amazon by clicking here.
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