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Part 1
FRACTURES





“Never look back
unless you are planning
to go that way.”
Henry David Thoreau





WEDNESDAY







T minus 99
UNITED NATIONS HEADQUARTERS
MANHATTAN, NEW YORK
“Welcome to New York,” Tara said, ironically chirpy as a second egg smashed against the car window.
“I think I prefer New Kerguelen,” Dan replied.
A smile broke out on Tara’s face for the first time since they’d left the hotel, but it faded quickly as the crowd came into view. She wasn’t even sure if ‘crowd’ was the right word for the restless mass of humanity gathered in front of the UN building, and as its collective attention turned squarely towards the incoming vehicle she certainly didn’t want to get too much closer.
The driver continued until he reached the allocated spot, drawing to a halt and informing his high-profile passengers that this was where he’d been instructed to drop them off. Well clear of the crowd-control barriers and protected by a double cordon of police officers, Dan was satisfied enough.
Dan glanced at Tara and immediately saw the concern on her face. “I’m glad you’re here, even if you’re not,” he added, trying to calm her nerves as she prepared to open her door.
When she did, the level of noise truly had to be heard to be believed. The cacophony of sound overwhelmed Tara’s mind as much as her ears, causing her to pull her door closed immediately after opening it.
She closed her eyes and took several deep breaths. “I wish Emma was here,” she said, the fear of the moment bringing forth an emotional need for her older sister that she wouldn’t typically share out loud.
Dan put his hand on Tara’s shoulder. “You know what she would say, don’t you?”
Tara nodded rhythmically, psyching herself up.
“Game face, Tara Ford,” Dan said. “There’s an alien waiting for us at that doorway, and some of these people were a hell of a lot more hostile towards him than anyone will be to us. We came here because things have gotten so bad… and one way or another, this all ends today.”
Tara considered these words, took one more deep breath, then swung the door open as she spoke: “Game face.”





T minus 98
GRAVESEN HOTEL
ANKARA, TURKEY
“I don’t have any concerns about any of it,” Billy Kendrick said, speaking into a phone which was balanced between his cheek and shoulder and commanding only around thirty percent of his attention. “Whatever the agency is called and whatever city it’s based in, if Dan is involved there’s nothing to worry about. And if Dan’s not involved there’s nothing to worry about, either, because the Messengers aren’t going to talk to the politicians without him.”
Billy’s hands were busy as he spoke, navigating a complex map on his computer screen. The map featured icons highlighting the eleven dig sites under Billy’s supervision, with live data telling him how many archaeologists were present and how much of each target area they had analysed. Exclamation mark icons popped up whenever a team member shared a comment or photograph they considered urgent; to date, however, on the only occasion one of the ninety-plus experts under Billy’s charge had raised such an alarm they had done so by accident.
Still, the project had only been underway for a matter of weeks and everyone understood that the early stages of speculative excavations rarely bore fruit. Billy and his financial backer were in this for the long haul, searching for absolute proof of a world-changing theory on which Billy was willing to stake his entire reputation.
Despite frequent calls for comment from media outlets, Billy’s public profile had dipped significantly in recent years. Its high point had unquestionably come when his decade-long crusade to blow apart a supposed alien coverup ended with President Slater uttering the four immortal words he had longed to hear for so long: we are not alone.
Much had changed since then, what with the initial ‘proof’ turning out to be a hoax and the real aliens turning up on Earth a year later, and at certain times Billy’s views had run contrary to public opinion. Billy had recently stepped away from the spotlight altogether, sidelining his lucrative speaking tours for a return to his first love: archaeology.
A respected professor for many years, Billy had seen his academic career nosedive precisely as his profile began to rise. Both trends had their origins in an appearance on an episode of the famed discussion show Focus 20/20, in which he plainly stated his absolute confidence that aliens had visited Earth and that the proof was out there waiting to be found.
The extent of the ostracism and ridicule Billy faced led him to believe that he was a victim of a coordinated campaign, and from there his message changed: the truth wasn’t just out there waiting to be found, it was being actively suppressed. The tag of ‘conspiracy theorist’ stuck to Billy like feathers on tar, and his life as a respected academic was quickly confined to memory.
Now, with the biggest question regarding mankind’s place in the universe having been answered, Billy had returned to his archaeological roots. Something about the alien world of New Kerguelen didn’t add up in Billy’s mind, with the Messengers’ understanding of their Great Shelter raising more questions than answers. While Dan McCarthy — a trusted friend — was engaged in the unenviable task of uniting world leaders around the idea of meaningful cooperation with the Messengers, Billy threw himself into a search for answers closer to home.
He knew what he was looking for and felt surer than ever that he would find it, particularly with the no-strings-attached funding he was able to secure from Timo Fiore.
Timo, the space-obsessed billionaire who had funded Billy’s early tours to help him spread the word before Dan McCarthy’s leak blew the lid off everything and brought unprecedented public interest to the issue of alien life, stepped up once again when Billy needed funds for the broadest series of coordinated digs in recent history. There would be no clear economic reward for what Billy hoped to dig up, but that wasn’t what either of them were in it for.
Billy Kendrick’s name still meant enough to ensure that calls for comment poured in on days like this, when a high-stakes summit in New York was set to determine the future of the much-maligned United Nations Interspace Contact Agency. He thought as little as possible about such things, not envying his friend Dan’s position for a second, but the unmissable level of attention on this particular summit had him hoping that Dan would take a decisive step to accelerate cooperation between Earth and the Messengers.
Gridlock was the word of the day in New York, and Dan was widely expected to express his frustration with obstructive governments. Billy knew that Emma Ford and her unmatched ability to navigate turbulent waters were with Dan in spirit if not in person, so he was sure the situation would be better at the end of the day than it was now.
Essentially, however, Billy’s knowledge that meaningful technological cooperation would inevitably come at some point left him relatively indifferent to the supposed urgency of the day. What he could control was finding new truths on Earth to illuminate the broader context of interplanetary relations, so this was where his focus lay.
“Look, I’ve told you a million times that I won’t get involved in any of the politics,” Billy sighed, addressing a particularly frustrating question from the Blitz News reporter on the other end of his phone and getting the feeling that the interview had run its course. “You know what we’re looking for and you know why I think we’re going to find it, so until I have real news to share I don’t know what else you want me to say. Rather than endlessly restate my thesis, I’m going to hang up this phone and get on with the job of proving it. Just bear in mind I’ve been recording this call, too, and I’ll gladly post it if you try to misquote anything I’ve said about—”
Mid-sentence, Billy’s phone fell to the floor of his hotel room.
Stunned by a sudden development, he shuffled forward in his seat, deaf to the tinny voice yelling for his attention, and frantically zoomed in on a dig site just sixty miles from his Ankara hotel.
A bright yellow exclamation mark soon filled almost the entire screen, sending Billy’s heart rate through the roof. He clicked to see the attached message, hoping for a photo and praying that it wasn’t another false alarm.
And then, like a child unwrapping a Christmas gift and seeing exactly what they wanted, an initial expression of open-mouthed shock gave way to a smile that spread and spread across Billy Kendrick’s face.
He reached to the ground to gather his phone, ending the call with a single touch and rapidly scrolling through his contact list to begin a new one.
Whatever else was happening today, this simply couldn’t wait.





T minus 97
CAVALIERI OBSERVATORY
TRENTO, ITALY
Timo Fiore sat in the lookout tower above his 400-metre radio telescope, once the largest in the world, with a look of grave concern on his face. Much of his recent time had been spent here in the Cavalieri Observatory, primarily for the company but also because of a growing feeling that his presence was less welcome in the United States than had once been the case.
“They’re going to cut us out,” he sighed to his trusted confidante, Alessandro Bonucci. “Godfrey has been telling Dan that the only way to cooperate with the Messengers is to break free from the UN’s shackles and set up a new agency… and when Dan steps out in front of a crowd that’s hostile to him for one reason or another, he’s going to buckle. They’re going to move everything to the old GCC building in Buenos Aires and cut out all the European voices Godfrey is blaming for the gridlock. It’s so blatant…”
Alessandro, a young astronomer who knew Dan personally if not quite as well as Timo did, rubbed his chin in thought.
“Surely I don’t have to tell you that you’re allowed to disagree?” Timo said, a hint of a grin almost breaking out.
“Well, since you asked for it…” Alessandro chuckled. “Timo, just because Emma isn’t by Dan’s side, that doesn’t mean she’s not in his head. There’s nothing in the world Godfrey could say that Dan won’t be prepared for. And to be completely honest, I don’t see the problem if he does lead a breakaway. The Messengers will always go through Dan anyway, whether the official address of his office is in New York or Argentina. Godfrey, Slater and Ding are joined at the hip over this whole thing, anyway, so there is no fear of the kind of East-West split we saw last year. And here at Fiore Frontiere, it’s not as if we’re in the loop as it stands.”
“But right now no one has access to the Messengers’ technologies,” Timo countered. “We’re as out of the loop as everyone else because of these research moratoriums, but the Chinese and the Americans are going to start reverse-engineering everything in Argentina. The propulsion, the forcefield tech… Alessandro, the telepathy. Call me old-fashioned, but those aren’t things I want in the hands of those governments and their corporate associates. At least in the current system, other nations have been able to veto the research until the right regulatory systems are in place!”
Alessandro shook his head, very calmly. “Dan won’t let anything nefarious go on under his watch, and the Messengers won’t cooperate on anything dangerous. Besides, Timo… look at this the other way: if UNICA collapses and the research moratoriums go with it, we can step up our work on all of those things you mentioned.”
“How?!” Timo yelled, frustrated and stressed by the situation rather than angry at Alessandro. “They’re going to have access to the Messengers and their vehicles… we’ve got nothing and no one! And they’re not going to let us in, even if Dan asks. The startups that crowed about telepathic breakthroughs before the moratorium were selling snake oil — all this ‘thought-proofing’ nonsense they’re pushing is evidence of that — because there was never anything for them to research. Without access to someone who’s at least experienced it, there’s nothing.”
Alessandro leaned back and narrowed his eyes, clearly running something through his mind.
“What?” Timo asked.
“Hear me out,” the younger man began. “With the power at the Messengers disposal, and with Dan in their ears, I’m not worried about any technologies humans can develop with their help. Let’s be real: they could take it all away just as quickly as their assistance enabled it. But if you’re seriously concerned about the telepathic aspect, like a lot of people are, and if you’re looking for a willing research subject who has had direct contact with the Messengers…”
“If you say Jack Neal...” Timo interrupted.
“Jesus,” Alessandro scoffed. “That scumbag can rot in jail, and he will! I’m talking about Doug Parsons. You know, the police officer who was immobilised at the drive-in on Contact Day, along with Clark? The US authorities gave him all kinds of tests, but he never got to see the results. And have you seen his media appearances lately? He says he’s started having vivid dreams about the Messengers and hearing voices when he’s in a crowd. He’s lost his job, his family… not quite a total descent into madness, but he’s on the way. I think if we told him that we could run tests and show him the results, with a participation payment for his time…”
Timo rose to his feet. “Shit, you’re right. Parsons. And you can’t be the only one thinking it, Alessandro. Even if it’ll almost certainly go nowhere, we need to try to bring him here before anyone else gets to him. I am worried about how Godfrey and his cronies will apply what they learn about the neurological changes caused by this kind of contact, and anything we can learn could be a defence against those applications. If this turns into an arms race, what we might learn from Parsons could be a shield against weapons we can’t even imagine.”
“I do think you’re worrying far too much, but I also think Parsons is someone we should work with,” Alessandro replied. “I’ll get someone on it today.”
“Thank you,” Timo said. “But discreetly, of course. Oh, and excuse me…” he added as his phone began to ring.
Very few people had a direct line to Timo Fiore, so Alessandro watched and listened with interest as he answered the call.
“Ah, Billy!” Timo began, settling the main question. “How have things been… woah, slow down, slow down. Start again.”
Alessandro, knowing all about the extensive network of dig sites Billy was overseeing with Timo’s financial assistance, felt his heart quicken as the excitement built on his boss’s face.
Timo hurried back towards one of the tower’s many computers, but stopped mid-stride. His expression then morphed from intrigued to positively stunned as Billy’s words sunk in. Although he’d heard perfectly, one question automatically escaped his lips:
“You’ve found what?!”





T minus 96
UNITED NATIONS HEADQUARTERS
MANHATTAN, NEW YORK
As they took their first steps along the media-lined walkway to the building’s entrance, Dan and Tara couldn’t help but glance towards the deafening crowd.
Tara then flinched as she saw a coordinated barrage of eggs suddenly raining towards them, but every single one crashed into an invisible forcefield a few feet from her face. The broken eggs slid quickly to the ground, as though having collided with a pane of glass.
Some of the crowd hollered in amusement and others turned angrily towards the small group responsible for the missiles, but the fact that no one was awestruck by this remarkable sight only served to highlight how much the world had changed in recent years.
It wasn’t just that aliens were now known to exist, or even known to have visited Earth. Amid chaotic scenes, one was currently standing at the building’s entrance in anticipation of Chief Planetary Liaison Dan McCarthy’s arrival, and the nature of humanity’s ongoing interaction with its race was the key point of contention responsible for the size of the crowd.
The scale of this crowd was truly humbling — unseen on these streets for many years — and the variation of represented viewpoints was immediately evident.
Blue T-shirts with splashes of green were visible in huge numbers, signalling the presence of thousands of generally peaceful environmental protestors. Unlike alien-phobic movements of the past, such as the risible and terroristic GeoSovs, the loosely defined groupings which composed the broad environmental movement were typically considered to be progressive rather than reactionary, and enjoyed huge support among the young and disenfranchised.
While the movement lacked the clear focus of the defunct ‘Now Movement’ that Dan himself had spearheaded in the pre-Disclosure days of old, one of the environmentalists’ demands rose above all others: the demand that Earth’s leaders should immediately cease sending resources to another planet, and worry about safeguarding New Kerguelen’s environment only once they had united to deal with the multitudinous challenges facing Earth’s.
Dan often thought to himself that the well-intentioned environmental movement had been hijacked by populist agitators and political opportunists who would have opposed anyone seen to hold power regardless of their intents and actions, but he knew far better than to mention this out loud.
The Messenger from New Kerguelen who was waiting patiently at the building’s entrance stood with one hand aloft, holding in place the forcefield which had spared his human friends’ blushes.
William Godfrey, the political titan currently serving as one of Dan’s three Deputy Planetary Liaisons, remained under the covered entrance for fear of falling victim to a so-called ‘green-staining’ stunt. Social media platforms had recently featured countless boasts from individuals insisting that they would somehow evade security measures to pilot a drone and drop green paint on Godfrey from above. This was a move borrowed from the playbook of British protestors, who had terrorised him with red paint dropped from ‘blood drones’ during his controversial first reign as Prime Minister, and a repeat incident was the last thing he wanted.
Other recent targets of green-staining stunts had included oil executives and Congressmen with voting records deemed unacceptably environmentally unfriendly, and Godfrey was loath to become the highest-profile victim yet.
Many of the youngsters in blue T-shirts saw Dan as a sell-out for standing alongside the President Slaters and DPL Godfreys of the world, but this was far from a universal viewpoint as he was still held in high esteem by the silent but vast majority for all he had done in pursuit of peace on Earth and beyond.
In another area of the crowd, a sizeable group of counter-protesters held up placards featuring images and slogans supportive of ongoing engagement with the Messengers. Many held plain white signs with three bold black words: “Peaceful, United, Prosperous.”
One far larger banner displayed the words “Peace And Love To Our Brothers Above”, with the words accompanied by a huge spray-painted image of the two Messengers who had walked openly on Earth and conversed with Dan on multiple occasions. Almost all of these demonstrators were dressed entirely in white, in honour of the seamless tunics worn by the Messengers themselves.
Dan fought his instinct of waving to this supportive section, following explicit advice from Emma. He greatly missed having her at his side but was relieved that she was safe at home with their young daughter, Piper, as well as glad to have the next best thing in the form of his sister-in-law Tara.
A young model turned fashion designer may not have been anyone’s obvious choice for an interplanetary diplomat, as Tara was first to admit. But after falling into the role by accident, she had stepped up to directly ensure peace on two planets by convincing the Messengers of the right course of action in a blunt manner that Dan hadn’t considered. And while she was revered for this on Earth, a people’s princess of sorts in the eyes of all but the anti-cooperation protestors, it was on New Kerguelen where Tara — like Dan — was admired most of all.
Dan didn’t know whether the police had done a good job of corralling the groups or if their divisions had emerged naturally, but the blue-shirted environmentalists and white-clad Messenger-supporters were neatly organised with a third and final group gathered slightly less neatly in the middle.
Rather than opposing Earth’s assistance of the Messengers, these un-uniformed protestors feared the Messengers… and their telepathic and telekinetic abilities, in particular.
Now that their eggs had been thrown, everyone in this section held their hands up in the air with their middle fingers touching their thumbs and their index fingers extended; this was a reference to the ‘activation’ gesture they had seen Dan himself use in the brief period when he had been endowed with the Messengers’ so-called UpLift powers.
These protestors feared that political cooperation with the Messengers would ultimately leave Earth’s governments with the power to mentally eavesdrop on their citizens, and Dan recognised this as a valid concern.
The only reason it didn’t also concern him was that he truly knew the Messengers and trusted their judgement. He knew they would never use the powers irresponsibly, much less share them with politicians they wisely distrusted as much as he did, and he dearly wished that he was able to convince everyone else of this fact.
Somewhat amusingly and entirely without irony, a minority of the people with their hands in the air were wearing bona fide tinfoil hats. Keen to protect themselves from any telepathic intrusions by the one Messenger who remained on Earth as an envoy, these individuals were evidently indifferent to how crazy they looked to the vast majority.
The tinfoil hats were mercifully few and far between, at least, with the other alien-wary protestors tending to be the most vocal in their ridicule of the hat-wearers and often keen to point out that the Messengers had proven capable of communicating telepathically over great distances and through far greater obstructions than a thin piece of metal.
Having seen enough of the crowd to sense the hugely conflicted moods of their constituent groups, Dan and Tara continued forward with their eyes focused on the waiting duo of Godfrey and the alien envoy.
As difficult as their day at the UN was going to be, the hostile mood of some elements of the crowd made Dan and Tara keen to get inside and get on with it.
“How the hell did it come to this?” Tara asked.
Dan sighed and encouraged her to keep up the steady walking pace, unable to answer a question that his mind pondered every single day.





T minus 95
DRIVE-IN
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
“On a day when Birchwood’s most famous son is set to address the world from the UN building in New York,” an excited reporter spoke into one of the many cameras stationed at the old drive-in lot, “we’re here where it all started.”
Behind the reporter lay a U-shaped retail unit with New Kergrillin’ Bar & Grill in its centre, and this backdrop was as famous around the world as the town resident she alluded to.
“Barely thirty feet behind me, on the other side of the police cordon, the very Messenger currently walking around with William Godfrey in New York first announced itself to the world. Dan McCarthy’s words on Contact Day have rightly been credited with playing a large role in the prevention of a cataclysmic comet strike, but there is a feeling in Birchwood and beyond that elements of society have forgotten that it was the Messengers’ actions that ultimately diverted Il Diavolo. This town, with all of the renown and economic benefits contact has brought it, may not be a perfect or generalisable example, but in all the hours I’ve been here today I’ve yet to hear a single word spoken against a hastening and deepening of interplanetary relations.”
The reporter encouraged her cameraman to capture some of the members of the public who had gathered for their own views of the drive-in, many of whom were striking similar poses behind selfie-snapping cameras of their own. Any alien-related anniversary and any major event brought crowds to the drive-in; but on a day like today when nothing was actually taking place there, the numbers were fairly low.
“Of course, Dan isn’t here and Emma is likely to be at home with baby Piper,” the reporter blurted out, attempting to subtly regain the cameraman’s focus upon realising that the shot of the crowd was rather underwhelming. “The best place for the people of Birchwood to follow today’s events is right here on ACN, but we’ll be here all day in the hopes of catching a word with some friends or perhaps even family members as the afternoon wears on.”
Subtly done, the cameraman acknowledged with a wink.
“For ACN at the Birchwood drive-in, this is Nora Stewart.”





T minus 94
UNITED NATIONS HEADQUARTERS
MANHATTAN, NEW YORK
As Dan and Tara made a beeline for the entrance to the UN building to join William Godfrey and the amiable extraterrestrial they all knew as Leesha, the voice of one particularly loud reporter rose above every other in the media pack.
Perhaps aided in standing out by a strong Australian accent, the words were clearly audible: “Dan… Ken Whitehouse, ARDB News. Are you willing to comment on the worst-kept secret in the world? Can you confirm that China and the US are about to break away from UNICA in frustration at the overly cautious approach of European governments? And more importantly, will you support their efforts to break the stalemate?”
Having subconsciously stopped walking to hear the end of the question, Dan felt obliged to answer it. A signal from Godfrey encouraged him to do so — acknowledging a question without answering would look weak on a day when strength was required more than ever — and in that moment Dan acutely shared Tara’s wish that Emma could have been with them.
Long before he was fortunate enough to become her husband, Dan had been Emma’s client, kept afloat by her expertise in the choppy waters of the media attention that followed his discovery of an apparent alien coverup. The world had changed in too many ways to count since then, but the best of them was undoubtedly his union with Emma and the perfect child it had produced. Mother and daughter were together at home now, no doubt watching these scenes, and Dan drew strength from countless memories of Emma keeping calm in difficult times.
“I’m more frustrated than anyone else by our lack of progress,” he said to the reporter. “I didn’t accept this position on the basis that practically a year later we’d be no further forward in the information exchange with the Messengers that this agency was supposed to facilitate. We should already be benefiting from all kinds of peaceful new technologies, but politics has gotten in the way. That’s not a situation I can toler—”
“Dick Murphy, Blitz News,” an obnoxious American reporter interjected, literally barging his Australian counterpart aside. “Let’s not dance around the real issue today: telepathic intrusion! You can see from this crowd that the public will never accept any so-called ‘information exchange’ which grants super-human powers to governments or law enforcement agencies. The privacy concerns, the ethical concerns… where does it end, Dan? Where does it end?!”
This was not a question Dan would have willingly stopped for, but with a Blitz News camera in his face and hundreds of millions of people watching, he couldn’t back down. He leaned on every technique Emma had taught him and mentally framed this unwelcome confrontation as a good thing: a way to calm the minds of people who were understandably concerned about the potential applications of telepathy.
“It’s a good question,” Dan began.
“So answer it!” the reporter blurted out.
”Dick by name…” Tara muttered quietly at Dan’s shoulder.
Dan, however, strived to keep his cool. “If I weren’t in this privileged position of Chief Planetary Liaison, I would share the concerns you raise,” he said. “But because I am in this position, I know that the Messengers will never use against us the telepathic powers they briefly granted me last year and even more briefly granted Tara on New Kerguelen. The neurological UpLifter they used on us is similar to the device they use on themselves to activate these abilities, which they are not born with, and that UpLifter can also deactivate the abilities either individually or both at once. The envoy standing next to DPL Godfrey, who I know as Leesha and who I count as a dear friend, has retained his telekinetic abilities but currently has no telepathic power whatsoever. No one wants telepathy on Earth, Dick. No one. You’re making an issue out of nothing, whipping up hysteria for the sake of your viewing figures, as always.”
Dick stepped back, seemingly satisfied with his direct response and not wishing to risk being escorted away for pushing too far.
“Dan, you were talking about what you’re willing to tolerate?” the far more polite Australian reporter prompted.
By now, Godfrey was subtly gesturing for Dan to hurry up.
“I have to be quick, Ken,” he said, turning his body away to stress this point. “But I understand the positions of everyone in that crowd. I’ve already mentioned the UpLift powers, I appreciate the support from the people in white, and I care about our environment just as much as everyone in blue. But let me make this clear: I’m not just as frustrated as them that nothing meaningful is being done to clean up our atmosphere and safeguard our planet’s future… I’m more frustrated.”
Tara nodded in agreement, standing in-shot at Dan’s shoulder to visually support his words in a manner Emma had suggested prior to their departure for New York.
“I’m more frustrated because I positively know that deeper cooperation with the Messengers could deliver beneficial technologies we haven’t even dared to dream about,” he went on. “So my message to the environmental protestors is this: I’m with you. But the solution isn’t disengaging with the Messengers and hoping that our politicians can solve our problems. We all know that doesn’t work. The solution is deeper engagement and cooperation with the Messengers — the same Messengers who already saved our planet once when they diverted comet Il Diavolo, let’s not forget. The Messengers are our friends. And just like me, they are friends of the people… not of the politicians.”
Dan walked away, happy with his closing line, and Tara smiled as she followed right behind him.
Godfrey nodded approvingly as they approached, but seconds later they both saw their extraterrestrial friend Leesha moving his hand towards the sky.
Dan was first to look up… first to see the remarkable sight of a water balloon filled with green paint crashing into an invisible forcefield just a few metres above his head. The paint pooled as though on a physical surface, right until Leesha tilted his hand to angle the forcefield in a manner that took it safely to the ground.
As various members of the crowd and press pack reacted in every way from shock to amusement, Leesha then proceeded to point upwards once more and casually plucked the offending drone from the sky before slowly lowering it to the ground. Attendant police officers rushed in towards the object, while Godfrey made a point of patting Leesha on the back.
“This is the kind of power that citizens are rightly frightened of!” Dick Murphy from Blitz News yelled above the general din. “That… thing just created a forcefield and pulled a drone from the sky!”
“A drone your goddamn fear-mongering and divisiveness put there!” Tara uncharacteristically snapped back. She was less used to being confronted by hostile reporters than Dan, having not joined him in the public eye until opinion was well on his side. Things were different now, with the nation and broader world split on what kind of relationship Earth should have with New Kerguelen — if any — and she didn’t like it one bit.
Dan gently pulled her away and continued unfazed towards Godfrey and Leesha. He shook the alien’s hand, thankful for the help in avoiding a public green-staining and truly glad to see him again after far too long. He then greeted Godfrey in a similar if less enthused manner, while Tara hugged Leesha and drew a smile from his almost-human face.
Leesha, one of the two Messengers who had guided Tara and Dan around New Kerguelen on their all-important first visit, was around her height and bore a permanent expression of something that resembled keen interest due to the size and intensity of his primate-like eyes. The light blue skin and two-fingered hands no longer seemed as alien as they once had, so familiar had the Messengers become, but the eyes remained as remarkable as ever.
While Tara and Leesha enjoyed a silent reunion, William Godfrey called a group of photographers onto the walkway to capture some pre-summit shots. He leaned in to Dan’s ear while he still had time, promptly delivering a highly unexpected piece of news:
“We just received a quite remarkable status update from our team on New Kerguelen,” Godfrey said in his ever-refined English accent. “Leesha wants to talk to you in the Table Room as soon as you get inside, so I’ll tell you the details right after that. The Messengers don’t know what we just found out; and if I told you now, you might accidentally let it out.”
Dan looked straight ahead, quietly trying to make sense of these comments and hide his confusion as the cameras began to flash.
“This isn’t a piece of news I’m strategically choosing to give you at the last minute,” Godfrey added. “This is news I’m giving you as soon as I’ve got it, Dan. And believe me when I tell you: this changes everything…”
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FORD-MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
“We should be there,” Clark McCarthy groaned, pacing the living room in helpless frustration. “I should be guarding them and you should be guiding them.”
Emma, lounging on the couch, flicked her eyes downwards to the sleeping baby in her arms. “Yeah… I mean it’s not like we have anything important to do here, right?”
Clark sighed. Emma was right, and he had consciously opted to stay with her and Piper in the knowledge that Dan and Tara would be surrounded by the best security money could buy during their time in New York.
This didn’t fully settle his mind, though, because he knew that money couldn’t buy everything. The betrayal that led to Tara’s kidnapping at the hands of Jack Neal the previous year was never far from Clark’s thoughts, while his own time spent in the murky world of VIP security work in Iraq had taught him that loyalty could often be outbid. Clark had seen plenty of men like himself willing to risk their life for money, but he was yet to see one willingly give it.
Even the Secret Service agents permanently stationed in Birchwood didn’t put him at sufficient ease to consider leaving his baby niece and astute sister-in-law alone, and this was why Tara and Dan’s safety was currently out of his hands.
They had Leesha, at least, the powerful Messenger who Clark had once guarded and bonded with during the remarkable evening when Dan’s temporary UpLift powers had been revealed to a frightened public at Stevenson Farm.
Clark was more than a little glad of that, particularly while the projector screen that filled the wall showed replay after replay of green paint flowing down an invisible angled forcefield. Without Leesha’s intervention that paint would have been all over Dan and Tara’s undeserving heads, so Emma too was tremendously relieved that the alien was present.
This was the first time Dan had been gone since Piper’s birth, such was the level of gridlock at the UN, and the several weeks’ notice ahead of the ongoing summit had at least given Emma plenty of time to prep him on how to deal with the likely challenges of the day. Without doubt, his ability to deal with crowds and deliver important speeches had come on leaps and bounds since she was sent to Birchwood by her hawkish PR firm to win his business. The intervening years had seen their relationship change as much as the world around it, of course, and the character changes Emma could see in Dan were all for the better.
Their family home was the one Emma had purchased when she left New York’s PR world behind once and for all, and lay next door to the house where Dan and Clark grew up. Although Emma had taken the McCarthy name, the agents tasked with guarding the area typically spoke of this as the ‘Ford-McCarthy residence’, distinguishing it from the original McCarthy residence where Clark still lived with his father Henry.
Clark, Tara and Henry sometimes spoke of it as ‘Emma’s place’, simply because the McCarthy residence was so associated with Dan in their minds, but this didn’t bother him in the slightest.
Other than the living room, the rest of the house was currently empty and now sadly lacked the presence of old Rooster, the loyal dog Dan and Emma had rescued from Richard Walker’s farmhouse after the man’s sudden abduction. Rooster had been a good age even then, and his final days were far longer and more joyous than anyone could have expected at the time.
While the end had been inevitably sad, everyone was grateful that Rooster had at least held on just long enough to see Piper come home; not as if he knew, Emma insisted, but because he knew. A framed photo of Rooster guarding the baby’s crib now had pride of place on the family’s mantelpiece.
This photo was currently joined by a ‘Happy Half-Birthday!’ card Tara had given Piper around a month earlier, so excited to be an aunt that she was still inventing milestones whenever she could.
Tara signed the card ‘Aunt Tara and Uncle Clark’, referencing an ongoing relationship that had been slightly awkward for them to disclose at first given that Dan and Emma’s marriage had made them brother-and-sister-in-law. Their longevity as a couple surprised no one more than themselves, with a mostly stable year breaking each of their previous records by several months.
To outside observers, their pairing made more sense than Emma and Dan’s — what with the huskily-built former soldier and the ten-years-younger former fashionista fitting a clearer mould than the awkward UFO enthusiast and the nine-years-older PR supremo. To their close friends and family, however, the fact that Tara and Clark had made it this far without their apparently fire-and-gasoline personalities combusting into chaos was a welcome surprise.
“Oh, here she comes,” Emma said as Piper began to stir. She sat up straight and gently rocked the baby, but nap-time was clearly over.
Clark covered his face with his hands and called Piper’s name, trying to make her giggle before she could find a reason to cry. It worked, but he only held her focus for a few seconds.
“Dada!” Piper called, her eyes drawn to the image of Dan on the wall-filling screen behind Clark. “Tata!” she merrily added a few seconds later when Tara appeared, too.
Somewhat unusually but not quite remarkably, Piper was already able to make distinct sounds for the four main carers in her life. In the past week she had begun to clearly say Caca for Clark and Tata for Tara, on top of the more typical Mama and Dada she had mastered shortly beforehand.
“That’s right,” Emma said proudly, “Dada and Aunt Tara!”
“And who’s this with Piper?” Clark asked, stepping towards the photo of her with Rooster.
“Ooooos!” Piper beamed, uttering a sound somewhere between ‘Rooster’ and ‘woof’ but certainly doing so intentionally.
“When did you learn that one?” Emma asked, rubbing Piper’s nose to make her giggle again.
Piper then reached out for the photograph, which was around five metres out of reach, opening and closing her hands.
“You want to see Rooster?” Clark asked, moving towards it.
But before his hand got there, the frame toppled over. Thinking its balance must have been unsteady and that his heavy steps had somehow tipped it, Clark reached to pick it up.
Once again, however, he was too slow. This time, the frame — perfectly balanced on its front — suddenly slid off the mantelpiece and crashed to the ground. The glass front smashed, leaving dozens of shards on the floor.
Clark turned around in shock and found Emma looking at him with a similarly perplexed expression. But when his eyes fell upon Piper, shock turned to horror. While she was still reaching for the photo and her hands were still opening and closing seemingly instinctively, Clark saw that the baby’s middle fingers were making frequent contact with her thumbs and that her index fingers were — deliberately or otherwise — pointing towards the frame.
As the screen behind Clark showed hundreds of alien-wary protestors raising their hands in the finger-position that enabled telepathic and telekinetic abilities in those endowed with the power, there was no longer any doubt in his or Emma’s mind.
The photo frame hadn’t fallen…
Piper had moved it.
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Although sedate in relation to the madness outside, the corridors of the UN building buzzed with activity as Dan stepped inside. He walked with Godfrey, unsuccessfully seeking further details on the big news from New Kerguelen, while Tara and Leesha followed behind.
A proud aunt, Tara was excitedly showing her alien friend some photos of her holding little Piper. Leesha smiled as Tara swiped through the images.
Piper was in fact the reason that Tara rather than Emma had ventured to New Kerguelen in the Messengers’ time of need, with Emma’s pregnancy at the time having rendered her unable to safely make the trip. Given that it had been Tara’s blunt words which ultimately convinced divided factions on the alien planet to unite in the absence of their elders and to recall a threatening Squadron from Earth’s skies, everyone recognised the important role Piper had played before she was even born.
“You’ll meet her one day soon,” Tara said, momentarily forgetting that the neurological changes involved in the deactivation of Leesha’s telepathic UpLift power also removed his acquired ability to process human speech. “Emma will be happy to see you again, too.”
Godfrey held a firm hand outwards to dissuade members of some national delegations from even trying to get near Dan at this stage, with the gravitas he exuded ensuring that no words were needed.
Dan himself was nominally in charge of things at the United Nations Interspace Contact Agency — almost always shortened to UNICA and pronounced simply as yoo-nikka — but the day-to-day reality was that William Godfrey called the shots. Everything Godfrey did was with the support of President Slater and Chinese Premier Ding Ziyang, Dan’s other two Deputy Planetary Liaisons, and needless to say also with tacit agreement from Dan.
This was only Dan’s third visit to the building, and his first for some seven months. His role as figurehead had been suggested largely to bring legitimacy to the agency in the public’s eyes; for while his own public standing was no longer universally positive now that he was so closely aligned with these powerful leaders, Dan was also far more trusted by everyday citizens than any politician could reasonably hope to be.
Perhaps even more importantly, however, the Messengers themselves trusted him more than anyone else. It was Dan with whom they had communicated first, and it was Dan’s willingness to repay their altruistic intervention in diverting comet Il Diavolo that had saved their home world when the shoe was on the other foot.
At the time of UNICA’s creation, New Kerguelen’s so-called Great Shelter — a roof-like structure which the Messengers explained had been constructed thousands of years in the past to insulate them from their planet’s rapidly changing and increasingly dangerous atmosphere — had been in dire need of repair. Unfortunately, the super-intelligent AI machines the Messengers thought of as their Elders had recently ceased functioning, and the knowledge of how to maintain and repair the Shelter had been lost with them.
Dan and Tara’s impromptu diplomatic visit, during which they became the first humans to set foot on another planet, succeeded in calming growing unease on New Kerguelen when the vacuum left by the Elders’ apparent demise had threatened to spill over into violence on Earth as well as the alien world.
But that visit had also revealed something entirely unexpected: that the Messengers had grown utterly dependent on the wisdom of their Elders, seeing the machines as gods rather than tools and complacently neglecting to pass knowledge from generation to generation as had once been the case. Their true ancestral elders had doubtless designed the machines to make their species’ life easier, but over the intervening millennia it was clear that something innate had been lost.
When every decision was turned over to machines, it turned out, the decision-making muscles of the species who created them would ultimately atrophy. And so it went that an extraterrestrial race with technologies capable of near-instantaneously traversing the galaxy and activating almost unfathomable mental powers had been, in essence, unable to keep a roof over their own heads.
Much had been discussed on Earth regarding the pros and cons of attempting to reactivate the remarkable Elders — the term everyone used, despite the fact that the machines had more accurately been designed by the Messengers’ elders — but that was very much an issue for another day. Dan was giddy at the knowledge that might flow from the machines, while more conservative voices spoke of Pandora’s box and genies that couldn’t be put back in bottles once unleashed. The issue would have to be settled eventually; and though Dan had kept quiet about it in public, his desire to revive the Elders was well understood within the corridors of power.
For now, however, the focus remained solely on the Great Shelter itself. While Dan had been disappointed that his time on an alien world was essentially spent indoors due to the Shelter’s presence, he understood from what the Messengers told him that it was the only thing keeping them alive in the face of a planetary atmosphere that had unfortunately become inhospitable.
Dan had gathered from discussions on lifespans and generational records that the Shelter had been in place for something like ten thousand years, and that life in the few hundred years prior to its completion had been immensely difficult as conditions deteriorated. He wasn’t clear on whether the Elders had assisted in the huge construction project or if they had been developed shortly afterwards, by the Messengers’ same highly capable forefathers who had safeguarded their species with the Shelter. He was sure that such questions could be answered by the Elders, but others would be more pressing.
The only positive decision UNICA’s consensus-driven assembly had ever reached was permission for the joint Chinese-American Shelter-repair crew to travel to New Kerguelen twice on the Messengers’ mothership, first to determine the scope of the project and then to return with the necessary materials.
The Shelter was now almost fully repaired, with the physical task having proven very straightforward for a small human construction crew. The Earth-like atmosphere within the Shelter and the grateful friendliness of their hosts made the crew’s stay pleasant, by all accounts, and they were due home within a few weeks.
Since the decision to send a crew, however, countless other motions had been struck down by what Dan and billions of others saw as needlessly conservative bureaucracy. Simple things like a thorough technological analysis of the propulsion systems in the Messenger’s spacecraft had been vetoed, as had all attempts to study the cable-link system the Messengers had first used to communicate with Dan. Lacking any telepathic element, he struggled to see why this was controversial in the slightest and had grown increasingly frustrated by the lack of progress.
If Dan had it his way, one human team would currently be trying to revive the Elders while another was reverse-engineering the neurological UpLift device and a third was conducting a deep sociological and cultural study of the Messengers themselves. He understood why risk assessments and political discussions were needed ahead of major moves like this, but the delays over things as basic as propulsion research drove him crazy.
He could only imagine that the Messengers, an advanced alien race who were eager to share and cooperate, must have been feeling exactly the same thing.
The logic of the most conservative national delegates was that since any transformative new technology could be weaponised, extensive checks and balances had to be put in place before the research began. During Dan’s last address to UNICA’s assembly, he had encouraged compromise and essentially warned the handful of obstructive nations that the Messengers wouldn’t wait around forever. Since that day, divisions in New York had only deepened, to the extent that Ding Ziyang had recalled the Chinese delegation and openly invited President Slater to join him in doing so.
While Slater hadn’t gone quite so far as recalling the US delegation, she had tellingly admitted to sharing Ding’s frustrations. Godfrey had since made clear to Dan that more than 150 delegates were willing to break away from the “stifling” confines of the UN and form a new agency, headquartered in Buenos Aires and with the same executive leadership.
The simple fact, as Dan knew only too well, was that there could be no new agency without him; he hadn’t asked for the responsibilities thrust upon him, but nor was he shying away. This wasn’t even a matter of public opinion, merely a reflection of the reality that the Messengers would never cooperate with a political entity that Dan McCarthy didn’t overtly and visibly support.
“Here we are,” Godfrey said, pointing Dan and Tara towards their destination. Godfrey placed his thumb on the door’s security pad, prompting it to emit a shrill beep. Leesha then did the same with the remarkably dextrous thumb that complemented his two broad fingers, at which point the door opened.
“That part was just for show,” Godfrey whispered, turning back to Dan. “You never know who’s watching.”
Inside the room lay a large table with a box-like device in its centre, a dozen or so chairs, and nothing else. It was easy to see why Godfrey called it the Table Room. Neither Dan nor Tara were surprised, both having been in here before and both having stood upon the table-like communications platform on New Kerguelen which had inspired this design. Indeed, their recollections and Leesha’s assistance in procuring the device had led to the room’s development.
Godfrey walked forward and took a seat, revealing that he would be in on the interspecies communication to follow. Tara and Dan followed close behind, while Leesha delicately opened a compartment on the top of the translation device, which looked something like a shoebox made of flawless black marble. Leesha produced four cables, handing one to each of the humans and keeping one for himself.
All accustomed to the process, everyone then attached one of their own cable’s adhesive ends to the tip of their right index finger and the other to the device. This device had come straight from New Kerguelen, with the Messengers explaining that something very similar had been used as an intermediary between themselves and the Elders whenever particularly complex communication was needed.
Dan and Tara had communicated via a similarly equipped table on New Kerguelen, talking to various Messengers from caste-like groupings which prevented them from accessing the communicative powers known to Leesha and a select few others.
This device would be studied soon, Dan knew, with potential applications as simple and wholesome as allowing speech- or hearing-impaired people to communicate more easily with their loved ones.
As an alien stood in front of him, setting up a device that would have seemed like impossible magic just a few years earlier, Dan McCarthy lamented the political bureaucracy that stood in the way of progress. As far as he was concerned, the potential benefits of technological research were so great that the blocks against it were not just scientifically indefensible but also ethically so.
Only five humans had ever used the device, and the two who weren’t present this time — Slater and Ding — both knew this meeting was happening but deemed it politically expedient to keep a distance during the heated summit.
With everyone seated and ready, Leesha spoke first:
“Hello, friends…”
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10 DOWNING STREET
LONDON, ENGLAND
The past year, while disappointingly uneventful for some in New York and on New Kerguelen, had been anything but in London.
Prime Minister John Cole didn’t mind one bit, however, since much of the almost unprecedented domestic political turbulence had landed him back in Number Ten after some help from his former boss and former enemy, the inimitable William Godfrey
Cole, whose meteoric rise to power had been matched in pace only by the fall that followed, owed his position entirely to Godfrey. Initially, the success of his small populist party landed him a role in Godfrey’s coalition government and his masterful rabble-rousing over the IDA leak had won him a place at Godfrey’s right hand.
The rest of the story was equally well known, with Godfrey’s move to the fledging GSC having left the door open for Cole to take the top job only for Cole’s disastrous link-up with the now-incarcerated Jack Neal to quickly result in his shameful resignation.
Cole’s name had been dirt, until Chinese Premier Ding Ziyang essentially recruited him as a tool with which to provoke Godfrey and President Slater. From his ELF office in Havana, Cole had then won back Godfrey’s favour by following Emma Ford’s advice on how to contain Jack and the alien Squadron who were under his control. Without too much hyperbole, Cole’s willingness to cooperate — albeit driven by his jealousy of Jack’s contact with the hostile aliens — had quite possibly held off humanity’s destruction long enough for Dan McCarthy and Tara Ford to prevent it altogether. No one but Cole would ever claim with a straight face that he had saved the world, but he had undoubtedly played his part.
Dan, for his part, still trusted Cole less than the weather app on his phone.
Since the events in Havana, Cole’s requests for a top job at UNICA had been vetoed by President Slater, who was slow to forgive his reckless and politically motivated decision to unilaterally leak information about Comet Il Diavolo’s approach and send the world into several days of chaotic and sometimes deadly riots.
But with Jack Neal utterly out of the picture, jailed for life for the specific charges of money laundering and conspiracy to commit terroristic atrocities during his association with the fortunately defunct GeoSovs, Godfrey had seen fit to reward Cole in a meaningful way. He did this by supporting Cole’s challenge for the leadership of a party whose base still saw Godfrey as the main man. That endorsement, along with some good old-fashioned smear stories, was all it took to shunt aside former Prime Minister David Hearst, who had done an unspectacular job of keeping the chair warm for a while.
Cole had been working hard to pressure European governments into ceding some ground in their arguments over UNICA’s deadlock-stricken voting structure, but their obstinance led him to recommend a breakaway agency in Godfrey’s old stomping ground in Buenos Aires, which proved to be a popular idea in Beijing and Washington.
Birchwood — the last brick in the wall — was frustratingly for Cole the one place where he had zero influence.
Cole’s ideal world wouldn’t have Dan McCarthy in it at all, but as an apolitical figurehead he didn’t pose any real problems. Indeed, Dan’s willingness or otherwise to move Earth’s sole legitimate contact-focused agency from New York to Argentina was the only factor still at play.
Once Dan was fully on their side in that regard, the real work could begin. Ding Ziyang liked Cole, William Godfrey no longer hated Cole, and Cole was more than tolerant of both of them.
The stick in the mud was Valerie Slater, who had never had a particularly cordial relationship with Godfrey or Ding and who remained positively hostile to Cole. But once UNICA was dead and the new ICA could set up shop outside of the United States, Slater’s default position as one of the agency’s top dogs could be at risk.
If Cole had his way, it would be at risk.
Ding was going nowhere, since China’s participation was so crucial, while Godfrey was the obvious and uncontroversial choice for the new Chairman role and Dan would remain as figurehead. But the third piece of the political triangle, beneath Godfrey and beside Ding, was potentially up for grabs.
Counting on Godfrey to make the case for a breakaway and counting on Dan to listen, John Cole watched events in New York with interest. He was prepared to bide his time and settle back into his Prime Ministerial role before making a move, and allowing Slater to assume a position at the new ICA equivalent to the one she currently held at UNICA made sense from a strategic standpoint.
After a while, though, and with Godfrey’s help, Cole intended to give Valerie Slater the David Hearst treatment by doing whatever it took to ruin her.
The third spot in that triangle was rightfully his, and there was nothing Slater could do but keep his chair warm in the meantime.
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When Leesha greeted the humans with a simple hello, he didn’t truly speak. No sound was made, and his words — his thoughts — were ‘heard’ in each recipients own mental accent.
Dan was most accustomed to this, having conversed similarly using a more painful cable connected directly to his neck on several occasions. He watched in mild amusement as Tara and Godfrey reacted rather giddily to the odd mental sensation.
“Thank you for communicating with us,” Godfrey said. He did speak out loud, entirely needlessly, and for a few seconds Dan wondered how the thought would sound in Leesha’s mental accent once it had been translated.
Leesha didn’t reply, but rather turned to Dan. “I look forward to seeing the child,” he said. “Tara showed me.”
“On my phone,” Tara explained, following Godfrey’s lead of speaking out loud.
“Oh,” Dan said, instinctively doing the same and cementing the convention that the humans would speak aloud while Leesha merely thought his replies. “Definitely. Once we get things figured out here, I’m sure Emma would be okay with that. She’ll want to see you, too. Emma, I mean. Piper’s too young to understand anything about aliens yet,” he laughed.
Leesha smiled. He had picked this gesture up from the Fords and McCarthys during a previous visit, and could now do it quite naturally.
“But Dan…” Leesha said, even the tone somehow translating as ominous as Dan heard the words in his own inner voice. “This waiting cannot go on. I have been here alone most of an Earth year, since your human crew departed. I vowed to remain until your people return, and I will, but we all expected to be working together on other projects by then. In the absence of our Elders, my kind would greatly benefit from human input on other challenges we are not used to tackling alone. You know by now that we would gladly assist with the challenges your planet faces, but I can only stay here for so long. Every one of my kind appreciates your assistance with our Great Shelter, but if New Kerguelen has neither Elder nor human wisdom… I am needed at home.”
The humans sat in rapt attention, focusing keenly on the words entering their minds.
“You know there are only two senior individuals within my caste,” Leesha went on. “Only two of us are trusted to lead, and Sakko must be bearing as heavy a load at home as I am here. He bears the load of responsibility, I bear the load of isolation. We wish to work together, Dan, ultimately to revive our Elders but first to further stabilise our respective worlds — and this wish is growing increasingly urgent. If we cannot begin to meaningfully cooperate soon, I simply must return to New Kerguelen. Last time I was home, I left on the reluctant understanding that if humanity is not able to unite in a way that enables meaningful cooperation between our races, I will not be able to keep trying. The door to New Kerguelen cannot be left open indefinitely.”
At that, Leesha removed his cable; with his point plainly stated, he clearly had no interest in any replies. Actions spoke louder than words and the course of the day would determine what happened next, presumably with a second link-up to follow.
Godfrey disconnected his cable next and rose to his feet.
“What do you think?” Tara silently asked Dan, making the most of the link-up while she had it.
He grinned slightly at the novelty of it all, before his expression sobered to one more suitable for the situation. “He’s right… we do have to be proactive. And the door to New Kerguelen is more or less literally a door; we don’t have any clue about the shortcut or star-gate or whatever else you want to call it, and we can’t count on ever being able to get back to New Kerguelen without them taking us. Assuming they’d ever even let us, that is. Unless something huge comes up in the next few hours, I’m done with this UNICA gridlock — we’re leaving today.”
Tara nodded approvingly while Dan disconnected his cable, then followed suit.
“Dan, a moment?” Godfrey asked, moving slowly to a corner of the room.
“Sure,” Dan replied, following him over.
Tara lifted her phone from her pocket again and showed Leesha some more pictures of Piper, knowingly distracting him to avoid any potential suspicion over Godfrey’s whispering.
“What’s up?” Dan asked Godfrey, gazing over at Leesha until he saw how engaged he was by the baby photos. This alone would once have been an unimaginably bizarre thing to see, but in the context of everything else it barely even registered.
Godfrey leaned in ever closer. “Leesha doesn’t seem to think this is worth knowing, but a Chinese crew member returned yesterday, feigning illness. The fact that Leesha hasn’t mentioned it leads me to think the Messengers bought the man’s excuse. We know Leesha has contact with New Kerguelen via his craft’s instrumentation, but another craft was within our atmosphere yesterday — to bring the crew member home — and that man insists he didn’t see Leesha at any point. That suggests they don’t know there’s a deeper meaning for the early return, no?”
Dan gulped, with no idea what Godfrey was getting at but a strong feeling that something about it wasn’t good.
“Anyway, when the man returned to Beijing he insisted that the whole repair crew — Americans too — know exactly what he knows and approved of his coming home to tell us as soon as it emerged.”
“As soon as what emerged?” Dan asked, struggling to keep his volume down and too caught up to consider that it didn’t matter since Leesha wouldn’t understand his words anyway. “What’s the information?”
“It’s about this Great Shelter they’re so concerned about. You know, the one their ancestors built to keep their increasingly hostile outside planetary environment at bay…”
“Spit it out!” Dan grunted.
“Well, it doesn’t seem to actually do anything,” Godfrey whispered, speaking the words as though he himself was struggling to comprehend them. “Dan, as far as our extensive instrumentation can tell, the atmosphere is perfectly fine. I don’t have to tell you that this raises a trillion questions about the Shelter itself, but I’m thinking about something else right now. Something it makes possible in the very near future.”
Dan stood completely still, stunned in silence. There were a billion questions and some were positively perplexing, but he too was thinking something else. “You mean, next time we send a crew…”
“Exactly,” Godfrey said, patting Dan gently on the back. “As soon as we shake off the shackles of this place and get you back to New Kerguelen, you can go outside.”
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As the reality sunk in that Piper had somehow been endowed with the telekinetic UpLift power held by the Messengers and once briefly held by her father, Emma stood in stunned silence and appeared to be seconds away from either crying or vomiting.
Fortunately, though, Clark’s well-honed bodyguard’s instinct to perceive danger immediately kicked in and saw him dive between the fallen photo frame and the couch.
“Open her hands!” he called as he rushed into position in front of the shards of glass he was so worried about. Sure enough, although the frame itself started moving very slowly across the floor, several small shards of glass shot rapidly towards Piper’s inexperienced and innocent fingers.
Clark spread himself wide and backed further towards them to minimise the chance of anything getting past, simultaneously closing his eyes to protect them from any errant glass.
“I’ve got her, I’ve got her,” Emma cried.
“Shit,” Clark muttered, too taken by the pain to think about moderating his language. He pulled a half-inch shard of glass from his cheek, taken aback by the speed at which it had shot towards him. He then turned to Emma and slowly opened his eyes, which led to far deeper pain as he became aware of a much smaller shard in the corner of his eyelid.
“Caca,” Piper said, giggling at him.
Clark couldn’t be angry at her, but his expression turned as he looked at Emma. “How long have you known?” he demanded.
“I didn’t!” she said, the words so weak and broken by uncharacteristic tears that Clark didn’t just immediately believe her but also immediately felt guilty for having any doubt. “Oh God, Clark… your eye! Don’t open or close it. Quickly, take her!”
Clark held his hands out to receive Piper, making sure his thick thumbs were keeping hers away from her fingers. As Emma hurried to the bathroom, he looked deeply into the baby’s eyes. “It’s okay, darling,” he whispered. “We’ll take care of you.”
“Ooooos,” Piper replied, glumly looking over his shoulder at the fallen photo frame.
Emma returned rapidly with a pair of tweezers and told Clark not to move a muscle. She proceeded to remove a shard of glass located dangerously close to his eye, surprised by just how still he was able to be.
“Get some gloves or mittens or something,” Clark suggested. “You know, so she can’t…”
Emma hurried away again and was once more back within seconds. She placed a pair of tiny pink mittens on Piper’s hands, separating her thumbs from her fingers. She then took her back from Clark and held her tightly, trying not to cry any more.
“Emma, we’re going to figure this out,” Clark promised. He then glanced at Piper. “When Dada gets back, his friends will make you all better, okay?”
“Ooooos,” the baby repeated, still fixated by the upturned photo.
Clark gulped. “When I say ‘better’, I don’t mean that she’s broken or anything,” he said to Emma. “But, you know, we do need—”
“No, I know…” Emma interrupted, meeting his eyes and nodding firmly. “We need to fix this.”
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UNITED NATIONS HEADQUARTERS
MANHATTAN, NEW YORK
Dumbstruck by the revelation that New Kerguelen’s external atmosphere seemed perfectly hospitable, Dan’s mind could focus only on the last part of what Godfrey had said. “I’m not going to New Kerguelen,” he insisted. “I have a baby daughter in Birchwood.”
“I wasn’t suggesting you would stay,” Godfrey replied. “And you won’t have to go at all, naturally, although I do expect the Messengers would want one of you whom Leesha trusts personally. Tara, perhaps, or Clark at a push.”
The room was big enough that Godfrey was no longer whispering yet still remained out of Leesha and Tara’s earshot. Not that this particularly mattered, since Tara was always in on everything and Leesha couldn’t understand English without his full UpLift abilities in place.
Dan rubbed his temple in thought. Tara glanced over and furrowed her brow, but he encouraged her to keep her attention on Leesha. He’d tell her absolutely everything as soon as he safely could, of course, but there was no need to alert Leesha to any new developments just yet; he wouldn’t have to be able to understand the words to sense that something important was happening had Tara hurried over to join Dan and Godfrey.
Although Tara didn’t look at all pleased, she sent Dan a curt half-nod — enough of a team player to wait it out for now.
“So what happens next?” Dan asked. “Is the guy going back soon, with new equipment to do more tests?”
Godfrey nodded enthusiastically, glad Dan had grasped it so quickly. “That Chinese crewman is a valued member of the team, so the Messengers will oblige when he asks to return. That’s going to be imminent and we are indeed going to send some new equipment back with him, to perform further tests. But here’s the one possibly contentious point: we don’t want the Messengers to know what we know… not until we really know.”
It was now Dan’s turn to furrow his brow.
“I know, I know… I know what you’re thinking,” Godfrey sighed. “But we’re not lying to them, Dan. It’s just that if we tell them this now and it turns out to be incorrect — I don’t know, maybe if there’s a noxious gas we haven’t detected in these early tests — that could cause problems we don’t want. Is there any sense in getting their hopes up too soon?”
Dan tilted his head, conceding the point as his thoughts began to focus on details now that the initial shock had sunk in. “I guess not. Or they could have more particular environmental needs than we do, and a situation where we can explore their planet but they can’t would be a delicate one to navigate. But I guess there’s no reason they couldn’t join us in exploration vehicles.”
“Precisely! This isn’t about cutting them out. Think of all the cultural and generational knowledge lost by the Messengers. If there’s anything there, we can find it, Dan… for the Messengers.”
“If there’s anything where?” Dan asked. “They said their kind has only ever lived in the area where the Shelter was built. I understand the talk about natural resources and the value of exploration, but ‘cultural and generational knowledge’ on the other side of the Shelter?”
Godfrey coughed quietly to clear his throat. “Well, just like we’re not lying to them, I don’t for a second think they’re lying to us. But while the Messengers have indeed told us that this Shelter covers ‘almost all’ of New Kerguelen and that none of their kind ever lived in the always-inhospitable polar regions, they may not be correct. You see, based on the observable movement of the planet’s suns and the size of the area of the Shelter we’ve been able to measure and map, we believe that as little as three percent of New Kerguelen is actually contained within it.”
Quite literally, Dan’s jaw dropped. “Three percent?” he echoed incredulously.
Godfrey grinned. “Ninety-seven percent of a whole new world, Dan; not ours for the taking, but certainly ours for the searching. Answers to questions we haven’t even asked, access to resources we haven’t even imagined… well, if that’s not a jackpot, I don’t know what is.”
“Who all knows?” Dan asked, once again struggling to process an amazing piece of news. “Are we telling the delegates?”
“The other Deputies know — Slater and Ding — as do some quarantined staff at the Chinese facility where our crewman showed up, but that’s it. As for who you might tell, well, the hierarchy is clear, Dan: I’m merely passing the news up the chain of command from DPL Godfrey to CPL McCarthy. I must encourage you to at least keep it from the likes of Fiore and Kendrick, but your speech at the assembly is yours to make. Whatever you choose to include, I only ask that you carefully consider the consequences. Very soon we’ll know everything, and until then I believe it’s better for everyone if no one else knows anything. You’ve kept important news to yourself in the past when doing so served humanity’s best interests, and I trust you’ll keep those memories in mind.”
Such memories were rarely out of Dan’s mind, so trying had it been to keep the hoax-that-came-true and the comet-on-the-way secrets for as long as he did, but he certainly saw where Godfrey was coming from.
“Maybe this could be what changes things, though,” he said. “I mean, this possibility of exploring the surface is so tantalising… and since everyone knows about the threat of the breakaway, they might agree to reform the voting structure just to retain any say in what we do on New Kerguelen.”
“You always think the best of people, Dan,” Godfrey mused, sighing quietly, “but I’ve been in politics long enough to know how this plays out. The threat of our departure has already brought talk of compromise, but that’s just how these things work: we threaten divorce, they promise to change. We back down, they revert to type. It’s a story as old as time so let’s not waste any more, shall we? We’d soon be going round in circles all over again and a year later we’d still be here discussing how many millimetres thick the windows on our exploration vehicles should be. I keep you out of these things because I know you don’t like them, Dan, but the Europeans are politically opposed to cooperation. It’s not about safety or anything like that, it’s naked politics.”
Dan glanced pensively at Leesha, who was still excitedly looking at photos on Tara’s phone. Humanity should have known so much about the alien’s psychology and his culture by now, as well as his planet, and would have known were it not for all of the political red tape that kept getting in the way.
“Their demeanours would change if you told them, but a leopard never changes his spots,” Godfrey went on, a slowly growing smirk making it clear that he was setting up one of his famously poetic punchlines. “I mentioned a jackpot, Mr McCarthy… and when a man wins the lottery, he would be well advised to judge his friends on how they treated him before they found out.”
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WHITE HOUSE
WASHINGTON, D.C.
With only a few minutes remaining until Dan McCarthy was scheduled to address UNICA’s assembled delegates in New York, President Slater waited impatiently for a firm suggestion of which way he was going to go.
As yet, none had come.
Her personal history with Dan and his inner circle was far from rosy, but it was certainly true that their relationship had grown relatively cordial with both typically willing and able to cooperate for the greater good.
The problem with Dan, as Slater knew only too well, was that his idea of good was sometimes far too literal. He was good, deep down, in a way that she or any other politician could never even pretend to be.
Dan’s default instinct to do what was right sometimes ran counter to the political need to do what was expedient, and Slater dearly hoped that her co-Deputy Planetary Liaison, William Godfrey, had persuaded him to take the right course of action today.
Without Dan, no breakaway agency could work; and without China and the United States, UNICA was dead. The only meaningful way forward was for Dan to lead the new agency and usher in true interplanetary cooperation that would benefit everyone. It would certainly benefit Slater and her re-election campaign, while the possibility of exploiting New Kerguelen’s outer world was a highly welcome bonus that had just become apparent.
Slater was in no doubt that Ding Ziyang would have sent a delegation to New York to plead their side of the case for a breakaway if the news about the Shelter had come in time to be acted upon in such a way. She herself would have made the trip if Ding had done so, but a core tenet of their clandestine withdrawal pact was that Godfrey alone would make the final breakaway pitch to Dan.
Timing had been kind, to say the least, and powerful interests in both Washington and Beijing would have little patience for excuses if Godfrey missed the open goal that had just presented itself.
Dan McCarthy lived for discovering new truths and deepening human understanding, and he detested politics even more than the average citizen. The value of decisively breaking free from UNICA’s chains to pursue the opportunity of a lifetime on New Kerguelen had never been clearer, so Slater’s primary fear was now that Dan might use his speech to inform the delegates of the news from New Kerguelen.
If Dan did try to give the obstructive Europeans one last chance of being part of something big, with the implicit threat of a breakaway if they didn’t comply, Slater worried that the Messengers might tire of the inevitable delays that would follow.
There was also a secondary concern that Dan might prematurely inform Leesha and by proxy the entirety of New Kerguelen that their home world was far more vast than they realised, but everything Slater knew about Dan suggested that he was unlikely to do so until he had thoroughly discussed the situation with Emma; now his wife, but still the PR strategist and all-round sage to whose able hands he trusted many of his most difficult decisions.
Resources of unimagined economic potential lay on the other side of a Shelter that humans could reach without difficulty but not without help. The mysterious portal-like gateway that enabled rapid travel between the universe’s two known inhabited planets was passable only in the Messengers’ advanced fleet of spacecraft, which made the situation extremely delicate.
The precedent of the McCarthys having kept certain explosive truths under wraps for the benefit of others was one Slater used to comfort her mind, believing this made it likely that Dan wouldn’t rush into revealing anything about the Shelter to anyone until everyone in the loop could agree upon a suitably sensitive way to break the news and indeed upon when they should do so.
While the timing of the discovery was good in the sense that it increased the likelihood of Dan supporting a breakaway that would enable prompt exploration, the fact that he had a long-scheduled speech in front of an important audience just hours after hearing the news was less than optimal in Slater’s mind. For while Dan McCarthy wasn’t a wildcard in any egotistical or unbalanced sense, nor was he a detached rationalist.
Things could get very messy very quickly if Dan said the wrong thing, and Slater hoped beyond hope that Godfrey had spent the last few hours successfully settling his mind on taking the right path.
As the ACN reporter outside the building announced that Dan was currently making his way to the podium inside, a last-minute text arrived on Slater’s phone from William Godfrey himself:
“I’ve done all I can.”
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UNITED NATIONS HEADQUARTERS
MANHATTAN, NEW YORK
After a long day in New York, the last four hours of which had been spent enduring briefings and pleas from the cautious delegates Dan was about to break away from but was administratively bound to listen to, the time had finally come for his headline address.
Dan stood at a podium before the assembled national delegates with Tara Ford by his side and a speech written with Emma Ford’s assistance in his hand.
A second speech remained in his pocket; for like a politician on election night, he had engaged Emma’s help to prepare one for each eventuality. And while Dan had always firmly expected to read the breakaway speech rather than the unity speech — his frustration with the lack of cooperative progress and diminishment of his character in the public’s eyes had been palpable even before the close call with the green-staining — he and Emma were always on the same page when it came to preparing for the unexpected.
Alas, the only unexpected development had pushed him even more decisively towards a breakaway, and thoughts of what might be discovered on New Kerguelen enabled him to remain calm during a very trying afternoon. The political fallout from what he was about to announce would be enormous, but the cost of doing nothing was simply unacceptable.
On Dan’s other side stood Leesha, the familiar and currently expressionless envoy from New Kerguelen, while William Godfrey had opted to sit in the front row to make the moment appear as apolitical as possible. Dan still didn’t quite trust William Godfrey — only a fool ever would, as Emma endlessly reminded him — but the former Global Contact Commission’s Chairman had been conducting himself in a fairly responsible manner in public ever since UNICA’s creation.
Emma believed this was merely because Godfrey had been utterly humbled on Arrival Day, when a threatening alien squadron had rendered his GCC powerless and spread fear until the more rational Messengers decisively cemented Dan’s position as their only point of contact and dealt with their belligerent planet-mates thanks to his and Tara’s intervention.
This selfless act was but one link in the remarkable chain of events that had led to this moment, where an unelected man could stand before two hundred delegates and not one would dare question his legitimacy. His decision-making and closeness to the likes of Godfrey were often questioned, for sure, but Dan himself had forever displayed a level of integrity and selflessness that made him beyond reproach from any reasonable observer.
“I’ll be brief,” Dan said, these opening words immediately silencing the few murmurs that had previously filled the air.
The breadth of new perspective he had gained in recent years, from the lows of the hoax and Il Diavolo to the highs of his successful trip to New Kerguelen and the birth of his daughter, enabled moments like this to feel small in the grander scheme of things.
A barista in Birchwood, Colorado just a few years earlier, Dan could never have imagined any of this back then.
But the Dan McCarthy of today was a new man; no longer even the reluctant hero as whom he had been cast when the aliens first publicly revealed themselves in Birchwood, but rather a public figure and a father who was now proud — without ego — to bear the load that had been placed on his shoulders.
“In the coming hours there will be plenty of statements from national leaders and plenty of discussion from everyone else, and I’ve stated my personal frustrations about our lack of progress plenty of times already,” Dan said. “Those frustrations, shared by our friends from New Kerguelen, are why I stand before you today to reluctantly announce my resignation from my post. Despite my longstanding frustrations, it has been an honour to fulfil my duties in these historic surroundings. My final duty as UNICA’s Chief Planetary Liaison is to announce that the Messengers will no longer engage with this agency, nor recognise its position as humanity’s primary point of diplomatic relations with their race.”
A dozen or so delegates rose to their feet in disgust and moved noisily towards the exit. Accented calls of “stitch-up!” and “you should be ashamed of yourself” came at Dan from several angles, but he took them in his stride.
“This day has been a long time coming,” he continued unmoved. “In early discussions, more than 150 nations have already indicated their willingness to participate in a new agency — one which won’t be bound by a consensus-based voting structure and will be able to facilitate true interplanetary cooperation free from the politically motivated vetoes that have held us back for too long.
“To be blunt, as I always am, we are essentially moving our operations from one building to another and changing little beyond the voting structure. For that reason, our new international agency will simply relinquish the UN prefix and be known as the Interspace Contact Agency. I will retain my title as CPL in our new Buenos Aires-based headquarters, while Valerie Slater and Ding Ziyang will retain theirs as Deputy Planetary Liaisons. Tara Ford will remain Assistant Planetary Liaison, and William Godfrey will become Chairman of our executive committee. There is value in continuity, and the Messengers recognise that as much as I do.
“I want to stress with all the power in my voice that every nation is free to join us in Buenos Aires, and that this administrative change has only proven necessary to ensure that no obstructive nation will any longer be able to block our civilisational progress as a species.
“Thank you for your attention,” Dan said, nodding to the crowd before shaking Tara’s and then Leesha’s hand, as rehearsed. “And here’s to a harmonious future filled with breakthroughs beyond our wildest dreams.”
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DRIVE-IN
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
Cheers rang out and glasses were raised inside New Kergrillin’ Bar & Grill as Dan’s speech ended, this local crowd on his side more than any other.
His father Henry watched proudly from the best seat in the house, right next to his old friend Walter Byrd. Phil Norris, owner of the grill and landlord of every other storefront in the world-famous lot once occupied by a drive-in theatre and still known by that moniker, raised his own glass extra high in Henry’s direction from the other side of the bar.
Any remotely alien-related anniversary or happening brought enthusiastic crowds to the drive-in, a once-derelict lot from which Dan had first addressed the world’s media in the days before Disclosure and to which he had ultimately beckoned the Messengers on what became known as Contact Day.
In the two years since that moment, the world had changed all over again when a seemingly hostile faction from New Kerguelen arrived on Earth and hovered menacingly over Beijing. Dan’s successful coaxing of the friendly Messengers back to Earth occurred a few miles outside of Birchwood on that occasion, at one of Phil’s houses rather than one of his businesses: his quaint cottage at Stevenson Farm.
Despite his own inextricable links to many of these world-changing moments of extraterrestrial visitation, if Phil Norris was ever mentioned at all in the media it was merely as a footnote in recent history. This was easy enough to understand, given that Dan had been so directly involved in every interaction between humanity and the Messengers and thus made a natural target for the public’s interest. Phil, a man who enjoyed his privacy more than most, was only too glad of this. His friendship with Henry McCarthy went back decades, and his gratitude for all the commercial gains Dan’s fame had delivered would live forever.
Ever since fame first fell upon Dan’s reluctant shoulders, Phil had been assisting the family as and when he could. It had been his handiwork that fortified Dan’s basement with signal-blocking technology and ultimately returned it to normal when the paranoia passed, and it was likewise him who had recently set up surveillance equipment to furtively monitor the Secret Service agents who had taken up residence in Birchwood to guard the town’s VIP residents.
The resident who requested this help was the only one who knew about it — Clark McCarthy— and Phil saw no reason to involve anyone else in an endeavour that wasn’t exactly without risk.
Like many others, Phil wasn’t overly enthused by the prospect of powerful and likely disruptive technologies landing in the palms of world leaders as suddenly as might be the case when meaningful scientific cooperation with the Messengers began. But also like many others, Phil’s hesitations were prevented from becoming full-blown fears by his absolute faith in Dan’s intentions and in those of the Messengers who hung on his every word.
The way the Messengers considered Dan, and for that matter Tara, was understandable to Phil: after all, the two had bravely ventured to the unknown world of New Kerguelen and brought peace to two planets at once with some last-minute diplomacy. The ‘death’ of the Messengers’ Elders left a vacuum on the alien world which Dan and Tara’s intellectual flexibility had seemingly filled, to the extent that they were now viewed there as something akin to gods.
People of ego would have revelled in such an environment, but Phil couldn’t imagine any scenario that would drag Dan and Tara back to New Kerguelen. Both were too happy where they were; so much so that their current trip to New York was their first in seven months and came only after intensive pleading from some of the world’s most powerful national leaders.
Tara tended to take a back seat when she could, and wasn’t considered quite so important to interplanetary relations simply because her key moment had come away from the media’s cameras — on another world altogether. In contrast to the most-viewed video clips of all time which featured Dan engaging with the Messengers in two locations close to Phil’s heart, there was no footage of Tara’s big moment when her passionate words had bridged the interplanetary gap to ensure peace from a council room on New Kerguelen.
When all was said and done, Dan was and would always be the figurehead.
Phil Norris, a patriot and individualist to the core who was also known within his small circle of trust as a highly dedicated prepper, was instinctively opposed to any kind of organisational structure that gave one man too much power. As the ICA’s split from the UN’s framework looked set to create a position of unchecked power like none before, Phil took great solace from his certainty that Dan McCarthy was just about the only man in the world who could never be corrupted.
The pride on Henry McCarthy’s face was a sight for sore eyes as the grill’s huge TV screen cutaway from Dan’s speech to the usual collection of talking heads in the ACN studio, and Phil found his eyes lingering.
“Take a picture,” Henry yelled over the general hubbub. “It’ll last longer!”
Phil raised a middle finger and got back to serving his customers. When he opened the cash register, fit to bursting with money he really owed to Dan’s actions having put Birchwood on the map, he glanced over at Henry one last time and couldn’t help but smile.
In a world in which Phil deemed so few worthy of his trust, they were good friends to have.
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GRAVESEN HOTEL
MANHATTAN, NEW YORK
When he and Tara were back in their hotel, Dan wanted nothing more than to call Emma and tell her the news about New Kerguelen.
He didn’t, though, recalling how firmly she had insisted upon no phone calls. Paranoia was perhaps too strong a word, but he sometimes thought that Emma was more concerned than necessary about such things. He understood, for instance, why he shouldn’t share big news over the phone, but a general ‘how are you’ type of call seemed harmless enough. But since Clark had agreed with Emma, and particularly since he was there keeping watch, Dan only wanted to call to hear her voice, without feeling like he had to check that everything was alright.
Tara knew the rules too, so had left her phone near the TV when she flopped down onto her bed to browse through the Gravesen’s room service menu. Everything was free, as it always seemed to be these days, but the novelty of that had long worn off and she now tended to feel guilty ordering anything but the cheapest options.
Dan, having felt that his speech had passed just about as easily as it could have, was looking forward to meeting up with Godfrey the next day to discuss the plans to further analyse New Kerguelen’s apparently redundant Shelter. Leesha, meanwhile, and as had been the case for the past few months, would spend the night in a cloaked craft hovering in the sky above New York.
Their brief conversation in the Table Room earlier in the day had for the first time made Dan consider that Leesha might be experiencing the emotion of loneliness rather than the mere state of solitude, which would be quite understandable given how long he had been away from home and particularly from his friend and partner Sakko.
The TV defaulted to ACN, Dan’s preferred news network, but Tara flicked through the stations to find one that wasn’t currently airing commercials. The first was Blitz News, Dan’s least favourite news network, and one of his least favourite people filled its screen: Jan Gellar.
She was blabbering on about the public’s “justifiable fears” that accelerated research into the Messengers’ biology and society, as well as their technologies, might result in some extremely troubling innovations.
Dan rolled his eyes but listened with reluctant interest.
During her days as editor of the bottom-of-the-barrel Daily Chat newspaper, Jan had done all she could to make Dan’s life hell in the immediate aftermath of his IDA leak. She had been little more than a motormouth pundit on B-rate discussion shows for much of the time since then, until the recent cut-price acquisition of Blitz Media by a private equity firm with major interests ranging from mining to agriculture.
Having previously had undeniable success in reviving the floundering Daily Chat, Jan had now essentially been given free rein to restructure Blitz’s news output and realign its editorial stance to be more relevant and visible amid a hyper-saturated market of instant-access news.
The past four months had seen Jan return to centre stage, popping up on Blitz News regularly and even appearing on Focus 20/20. More brazen and outspoken than ever, Jan made the fundamental decision to vocally side against deeper interplanetary cooperation. She hadn’t yet openly criticised Dan’s role, but the ever-sharper tone she adopted in relation to the risks posed by alien technologies suggested that the day when she would wasn’t too far away.
“I really fear that we’re in danger of sleepwalking into a full-blown dystopian scenario here,” Jan said. “Consider some of the target innovations that have been openly discussed in UNICA meetings. I quote: ‘a portable device, requiring no physical connection, enabling instant communication between the Messengers and humanity, translating their thoughts to coherent English text and projecting them via an instantaneous voice synthesiser.’ Does that sound like a good thing? If it does, consider what else that kind of technology would enable. In my own words: a portable device, requiring no physical connection, allowing the authorities to translate the unspoken thoughts of any individual into coherent English text.”
“Frightening stuff,” the anchor chimed in. “And do you think Dan McCarthy has a case to answer in regards—”
“I’m not going to get into that,” Jan interrupted, playing her part in a well-rehearsed conversation. “All I’ll say is that we shouldn’t be concerned about this kind of power getting into the ‘wrong hands’… we should be smart enough to realise before it’s too late that no hands should ever hold this kind of power. UNICA was far from perfect, and maybe McCarthy is right that we’ve missed out on some beneficial technologies…. but surely gridlock is better than a blind march into an endless nightmare? And this is all without even considering the kind of abuses of forcefield technology we could see, once the government and law enforcement agencies get a handle on that!”
“Strong words there from Blitz Media’s own Jan Gellar,” the anchor said, nodding in thanks for her input and preparing to fade to commercials.
Tara changed the channel and fell back onto her bed. “Do you think maybe they’re right about any of that stuff?” she asked.
“It depends,” Dan sighed. “If you mean would they be right to be against those things if those things were ever going to happen, then yeah. If you mean are they right to think those things might ever happen, then no. The Messengers won’t let anyone do that kind of stuff. The research we’re going to do is on their propulsion, their ‘shortcut’ between Earth and New Kerguelen, whatever kind of clean energy generation they can help us with… those kinds of things, not any of that other stuff. Sure, we need more elegant ways to communicate with the Messengers, but I will personally make sure that the technology is never in human hands. We can work with the Messengers to develop a device that synthesises their thoughts into spoken words, but I’ll make sure they hold onto it at all times. Are you worried?”
Tara took a few seconds to consider this simple question before shaking her head. “Well, not about what we’ll actually do. But yeah, I guess I am worried about what people think we’re going to do, and how that could spill over if Blitz keeps pushing all this hysteria about the UpLift powers.”
“Godfrey mentioned something about doing a PR tour with Leesha,” Dan said. “No one is going to stand back and let the narrative get away from us, and Blitz is Blitz… they’re always going to be contrarian and hysterical for the sake of ratings. We’ll say what we have to say from time to time, and Emma will help out with that too. I honestly think that once we find out more about New Kerguelen and start working on the real breakthroughs, no one is even going to think about the UpLift powers any more.”
Tara inhaled deeply. “I guess.”
“And remember: the two of us are the only humans who have ever been UpLifted,” Dan said. “We’ve been tested independently and publicly so many times when we got home that not even Blitz has ever suggested we still have the powers, and everyone accepts that no one else ever has. Okay, Leesha still has the telekinesis, but the powers are permanently gone from humanity and the telepathy is permanently gone from Earth.”
Just as Dan finished speaking, Tara’s phone began to ring. She saw its screen from the other side of the room and hurried over to pick it up. “It’s Clark,” she explained.
Dan joined her to listen in. “I thought Emma said no calls?” he said, unable to keep it in. “Is everything okay?”
“Yeah,” Clark said.“And yeah… she did say that. She’s asleep, though — they both are — and I just wanted to check you guys are okay, and I guess also ask you to not hang around tomorrow. No more media, okay? Just get home. Everyone is fine but they’re not used to being without you.”
Tara and Dan looked at each other uneasily. “Clark,” Tara said in a voice that wasn’t messing around, “what’s going on?”
“Piper’s just been a little bit unsettled today,” he replied, more than a little selective in what he was willing to divulge over the phone. “They’re both fine, but just make sure you come home tomorrow. And no more calls, like Emma said.”
“Okay,” Tara sighed. “But Clark, if…”
She trailed off as she heard a beep signalling that the call had ended.
“Don’t worry,” Dan said, putting a hand on Tara’s shoulder. “Our work here is done anyway, so we can go home tomorrow. And just think how excited everyone is going to be when they hear about New Kerguelen!”
Tara couldn’t help but mirror some of Dan’s enthusiasm, if not quite to the same extent, and his excitement made her smile. “Yeah. I guess he didn’t sound worried or anything, but he probably saw the eggs and the green-staining thing and doesn’t want us out in public without him. You know how he is.”
“Exactly. And when we get home we’ll be talking about good news all the way,” Dan McCarthy replied, as wrong in that moment as one man could ever be.
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FORD-MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
An early but comfortable flight on a UNICA-branded jet brought Dan and Tara back to Colorado. This was arranged at short notice with William Godfrey’s administrative assistance; for unlike them, he hadn’t yet officially severed all ties with the agency.
A trusted driver was waiting at the airport — far easier to arrange than a flight, as it turned out — enabling a quick getaway free from any unwanted media attention. Dan was still seen as a hero by almost everyone in Colorado; and while he was held in high esteem by the vast majority of people in all locations except perhaps the temporary sites of organised protests, it was always nice to get home.
Today, however, a delay caused by even the friendliest of crowds would have been hugely unwelcome. A few days away from Emma and Piper had already been feeling like far too long, but Clark’s urge for an expedited return — even assuming it didn’t belie any real problem — had ramped that feeling up even further.
Godfrey didn’t mind their departure and informed Dan over the phone that he had already changed his mind about media engagements for the rest of the day, anyway, and had firmed up his intention to engage on a hearts-and-minds publicity tour with Leesha in the coming days. Early Social Media Meta Analysis suggested that the overwhelming majority of citizens across the world were behind the creation of an untethered Interspace Contact Agency in London, and Godfrey was keen to keep rolling while the dice were hot.
Dan and Tara didn’t discuss much during the drive back to Birchwood, deeming no driver trustworthy enough to hear anything about the big topic on both of their minds: New Kerguelen and its apparently unnecessary Shelter.
All of the usual signs that home was close made Dan smile, as the mountains had from the plane: the turn-off to Stevenson Farm, the ‘Welcome to Birchwood: Proud home of Dan McCarthy’ sign, and perhaps most of all the drive-in. He saw his father’s car in its usual reserved space near the door, where it spent close to half of its life while Henry shot the breeze inside New Kergrillin’ with his old buddies Walter Byrd and Phil Norris.
Dan was as glad as he was unsurprised to see that Henry wasn’t home; not because he wanted to keep the news about New Kerguelen from him, but because for one reason or another he did want to talk it over with Emma and Clark first. Having been in on fewer reluctantly-kept secrets over the past few years than the others, Henry tended to be more reactive and perhaps less likely to keep things to himself. The only people he would ever share anything with would be Mr Byrd and Phil, who Dan would eventually bring into the loop in any event, but when the news was this big and this fresh it really did have to stay within the narrow confines of Dan’s innermost circle.
The driver dropped Dan and Tara right in the middle of the quiet and unassuming residential street that some of the world’s most recognisable faces called home, where unseen Secret Service agents kept watch and Phil Norris’s unseen cameras and microphones kept watch on them.
Dan encouraged Tara to run inside like he could see she wanted to, while he grabbed their bags from the back. He thanked the driver and headed inside.
He got there barely thirty seconds or so after Tara, and only a few after she finished taking off her shoes.
Tara was first to see Piper, sitting in her crib as Clark kept watch from the couch.
“Hey,” he said, trying not to sound overly concerned by anything just yet.
“Hey,” Tara smiled.
“Tata!” Piper babbled excitedly, reaching her mittened hands out as soon as she saw and heard that Tara was home. Dan entered the living room next, bringing forth an equally excited call of “Dada!”
“Hey, sweetheart,” he said. As he placed his bag on the ground and took off his coat, Tara made her way to the crib.
Before she got there, though, Clark took a wide side-step directly into Tara’s path.
At first Tara thought he was messing around, moving in for a ‘welcome home’ hug or kiss, but his expression was anything but light and he extended a firm hand while backing up towards Piper’s crib.
“What the hell are you doing?” Tara asked, not seeing the funny side if this was supposed to be some kind of joke. “And wait, what’s that cut on your eye? Clark, have you been in a fight?!”
“Where’s the photo of Piper and Rooster?” Dan interjected, noticing its absence as Tara stood impatiently in front of Clark.
Emma emerged from the bathroom, just too late to hear either question but with an easy and immediate understanding of what she’d missed. “Could you take her?” she asked Clark.
Sensibly silent, he wasted no time in picking Piper up and carrying her into the kitchen, making sure to amuse her with some silly faces so she didn’t fuss for Dan or Tara.
This left Emma alone with the two of them. “You’re home early,” she said.
“Clark said you were both missing us,” Dan replied. “You and Piper, I mean… not him.”
Emma glanced towards the kitchen and shook her head in frustration at Clark’s inability to follow the most basic instruction of not making any phone calls, but on reflection was quickly grateful that he at least hadn’t told them why he really wanted them to get home ahead of schedule. She knew that if he had told them anything remotely suggesting what Piper had done, their faces would currently be displaying feelings a whole lot stronger than bemusement.
“Pay attention until it’s finished, okay?” Emma pleaded. “We’ll talk once you’ve seen it all.”
She then hit play on her phone, setting a video into motion on the room’s huge projector screen. The point of view was from a wide-camera on the adjacent wall, which framed the couch on the left and the projector screen itself on the right.
Dan and Tara watched in uneasy suspense as the footage played, beginning with Piper saying ‘ooooos’ and reaching in vain towards the now-absent photo frame.
When the frame toppled over, they thought the same thing Clark had at the time: that his movement had been enough to destabilise its delicate balance. But when the frame lurched off the mantelpiece altogether and hit the floor, with Piper suspiciously pointing towards it and Clark’s face revealing his real-time shock, reality sunk in.
Dan turned away from the screen to look at Emma and saw her fighting back tears, as he would have been if the level of shock he was experiencing hadn’t been so great as to leave no room for anything else.
Tara gasped as she watched the shards of broken glass flying towards Clark — bravely positioned in their way — and this took Dan’s eyes back to the screen. His eyes fluttered between the look of innocent confusion on his baby daughter’s face as she tried to reach the photograph and the look of horror on his wife’s as her mind tried to make sense of what was happening and what it might mean.
“She’s got the power,” Tara said, open-jawed in an all-consuming amazement that left her unable to say anything more incisive.
Behind her, Dan moved towards Emma and hugged her. The tears, previously held back, suddenly flooded from her eyes and brought Tara rushing over in concern.
“I’ll fix this,” Dan promised. “Emma, whatever it takes… I will keep her safe and I will fix this.”
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With darkness soon to fall over Turkey, Billy Kendrick didn’t have long.
Typically keen to garner and leverage as much media attention as possible for his digs and other work, Billy was this time both surprised and delighted that his team’s remarkable discovery had been kept quiet for the crucial first twenty-four hours. He had visited twice in that time, once immediately upon receiving word and once again when the morning light enabled him to have a real look around.
This visit, however, was unplanned and occurred at very short notice.
The call had come in from his team leader, Mesut Demir, a distinguished professor of archaeology who had taken leave from his university position to work with Billy. The opportunity had been truly once-in-a-lifetime, with Timo Fiore’s funding having enabled state-of-the-art deep scanning and mapping of a kind that had resided in the realms of far-flung science fiction when Mesut’s long career began. He knew Billy well, personally as well as from his enormous media profile, and the invitation had been too good to resist.
The reverse was true tonight with Billy dashing out of his Ankara hotel within seconds of Mesut’s invitation, hopping in a taxi for the sixty-mile drive to a site known within the team as Dörtlü Tepe. Billy arrived at this designation himself during the initial scouting period, running with a very literal online translation of ‘quadruple hill’.
The name amused his local team members enough to stick, but Billy naturally had to share the coordinates with his driver to whom the name meant nothing. He had every confidence, however, that Dörtlü Tepe would be on lips around the world before too long.
Billy’s impatience grew while Mesut remained insistently hesitant to say too much over the phone, but the tone in his voice was one of unbridled excitement which Billy took to mean only one thing: the team had just discovered something even bigger than what he’d already seen.
The previous evening, during Billy’s initial rushed visit, Mesut had led him by torchlight to an opening that only a handful of trusted team members had laid eyes upon. It was then and there that the last six months of Billy’s life were vindicated in an instant, as his eyes fell upon colossal pillars which instantly evoked those found at other already famous sites such as Gobekli Tepe.
Delicate excavation work had only begun on one pillar, with only its upper section visible so far. The work needed to reveal the full scope of the discovery, meanwhile, would be almost unprecedentedly intricate given the expectation that a total of nine buried pillars remained intact within an area no larger than a few basketball courts.
To everyone on the team’s joy, the upper section of that first pillar contained four remarkably vivid and well-preserved carvings. While remarkable in their quality, in terms of style and subject these initial carvings were fairly representative of examples found elsewhere in the region. The sheer number of pillars that had been detected using the Timo-funded scouting equipment, however, combined with the expectation that the carvings further down would be even better preserved, had sent Billy’s mind running at a mile a minute in childlike wonder of what might come next.
This wonder had been running rampant even before Mesut’s early evening call, boosted further still by Billy’s knowledge that the pace of excavation would increase greatly when the necessary equipment arrived in another day or so, now that the team knew exactly what was needed for the specific job at hand.
As the taxi driver’s satellite navigation system told him that he had reached his destination, he pulled over and gazed around in quiet surprise at the number of parked vehicles and light sources. Although he naturally knew who Billy was and had just as naturally expected to reach a dig site of some kind, the level of activity in this middle-of-nowhere spot had evidently caught him off guard.
“I can wait two hours,” the man said, turning to Billy and speaking in perfect and only slightly accented English. “I must get home to my son, so any longer…” he trailed off with a shake of his head.
“No worries, I won’t be here for that long,” Billy replied with an excited smile. He handed over more than enough money to cover the return fare and stepped outside. The air was dry but full of promise, and within a few steps he could already see Mesut walking down to greet him.
No one else was present at Mesut’s side; if any of the other team members still on duty had heard the taxi approaching, they either didn’t know Billy was coming or were so engrossed in their latest find that they couldn’t look away. He was typically greeted very warmly, sometimes uncomfortably so for a man who was more at ease in the media spotlight than among adulating peers, so the absence of a group welcome was nothing if not conspicuous.
“Where is everyone?” Billy asked as Mesut drew near. The parked cars indicated that at least four others were on-site somewhere, which had to be unusual in its own right given the ever-lowering level of natural light.
“Cabin,” Mesut said. “Follow me.”
Having lived and worked in the United States for several years as a much younger man, Mesut’s English was even better than the taxi driver’s. The other Turkish team members, however, had earlier assured Billy that Mesut’s penchant for brevity to the point of bluntness was just as consistent when he engaged with them in his native tongue.
“To the cabin?” Billy asked.
“Pillar,” Mesut replied. He was smiling widely, but his eyebrows furrowed as if wondering how Billy didn’t already know the answer to this question. He held an extremely powerful flashlight in one hand, directing its broad beam well ahead of their feet until they reached the crest of the site Billy had christened Dörtlü Tepe.
“And no one has recorded footage of any of this?” Billy asked.
Mesut shook his head. “We know the rules.”
“Good,” Billy said. “I have a camera on my collar, just so you know. It’s to record footage for Timo and will be delivered in person.”
This time Mesut nodded; it was a perfectly reasonable idea, Billy was a perfectly careful man, and the level of no-strings-attached funding Timo Fiore had thrown at their digs gave him more right than anyone to see the remarkable discovery his generosity had enabled.
The site looked tremendously odd at night, even with the huge floodlights illuminating much of it. It was the light’s effect on the apparent scale that made it all seem so different, Billy realised, making it difficult for his eyes to tell whether they were about to gaze upon twigs in a sandbox or redwoods in a desert.
More redwood than twig, only one pillar was visible as Billy reached the partially excavated inner dig site.
That answers that, he thought to himself, assuming this to mean that further carvings had been unearthed — quite literally — lower down on the colossal object whose uppermost section he had already seen.
“Can you see?” Mesut asked, shining the flashlight at the pillar.
Billy leaned forward, but from a distance of around thirty metres he couldn’t discern any detail. In truth, his eyes couldn’t even tell how many more ‘layers’ of carvings were now visible.
“Follow,” Mesut said, seemingly in competition with himself to convey instructions in the fewest syllables possible. He walked carefully down towards the lone semi-excavated pillar, turning every few steps to make sure Billy was still immediately behind him.
On arrival at the pillar, Mesut placed his hand on the cold stone and beamed with pride and honour. “Now can you see, my friend?” he asked rhetorically, his characteristic brevity falling by the wayside in the presence of an unparalleled marvel. “Billy… this is twelve thousand years old, and I don’t need to tell you what these carvings mean.”
In his decades as an archaeologist and many years as a recognised expert on all things extraterrestrial, Billy Kendrick had seen a lot of things — but none like this. He sidestepped carefully to take in the eight newly visible carvings, two rows with one on each face. He couldn’t even speak.
“Well?” Mesut asked.
“Well,” Billy eventually choked out, his wide eyes frozen on the remarkable sculpture and the story its carvings told. “These carvings sure as hell aren’t going to achieve what we set out to do.”
“What?” Mesut asked, his own eyes falling on Billy in shock. “But—”
Moments later, though, the slow grin that made its way across Billy’s face cut off Mesut’s words, and the warm arm Billy placed around his shoulder settled his mind.
“You see, Mesut,” Billy beamed, “this discovery doesn’t just rewrite our understanding of human history. This discovery sets that understanding on fire…”





Part 2
TURKEY





“The real voyage of discovery
consists not in seeking new lands
but in seeing with new eyes.”
Marcel Proust
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Clark walked back into the living room with Piper when he heard the video stop playing, at which point she immediately perked up again and reached out for Dan.
“Well hello!” Dan said, noticing the pink mittens as Clark handed her over. Dan then glanced at Clark, seeing the cut on his eye and knowing exactly where it had come from. “Thanks,” he whispered, awed as ever by his big brother’s fearless and automatic instinct to protect.
Tara threw her arms around Clark as soon as his were empty. “You could have turned your damn back to the glass, dummy,” she scolded with love.
He hugged her tightly. “And Dan,” he spoke over her shoulder, “don’t worry about the agents: me and Phil have been running some surveillance on them and they didn’t react at all when this all happened, so they’re definitely not watching or listening inside the house. Slater did promise that, and now we know it was true.”
Emma inched towards Dan and Piper, feeling somewhat soothed that their family was back together but utterly helpless in the face of a problem that barely even made sense. Like Dan she didn’t even react to Clark’s revelation of his ‘watcher-watching’ surveillance, given how pressing their immediate situation was.
“She’s just a baby,” Tara said, sitting down with Clark a few moments later. “It’s not like she can do any harm.”
“Babies get bigger,” Emma replied, worry dripping from the words. “They grow up. They start walking, they start talking… we can’t keep her locked away in a tower, Tara! What about when she does learn to talk and starts telling people she can hear their thoughts?”
Tara tossed her hands up, the worry bringing frustration. “I dunno, maybe if we, like, coat her fingers in something that breaks the connection? We’ll ask Leesha next time we see him. We’ll figure this out.”
“We have to figure it out now, because if anyone else does they’ll take her away,” Emma said, the gravity of these words amplified by the instinctive lowering of her volume.
“Who will?” Tara asked.
“Whoever finds out! They would say she’s a monster. They would say—”
“No one is finding out,” Dan butted in. “And you’re not a monster,” he said to Piper. “You’re just a very special little girl.”
“Maybe we could teach her to control the powers?” Tara mused, now facing Clark but primarily thinking out loud. “You know, like train her to keep them in check? That has to be better than bottling it all up until one day everything explodes. Just until we can get the Messengers to take the powers away, you know?”
Emma sighed in exasperation. “Tara, she’s seven months old! Until we can teach her how to hold a pencil, we can’t teach her to control mental powers we don’t even understand. And the Messengers? Their UpLift thing didn’t grant her this power, so I don’t even know that we can count on them to be able to take it away.”
“Speaking of that…” Dan said. “We know none of them are born with the UpLift powers. And we didn’t… you know… while I had the powers, so even if it worked differently when human genetics are in play, how does she have them?”
Silence circled for a few seconds. “And you’re sure you didn’t… you know?” Tara prodded.
Dan shrugged. “I got the powers on the Saturday night when the Messengers visited, right? And I asked them to take them away on the Friday after that, when they brought you and me back from New Kerguelen.” He turned back to Emma. “We didn’t have a single night at home. We left here for Argentina on Sunday, left there for Cuba on Monday, then went on to Honduras some time on Tuesday night. We got home early on Thursday morning and the Messengers showed up that very night. It’s impossible. And we’d hardly forget if it had been, you know, in Timo’s jet or something…”
Emma’s eyes widened in sudden realisation. “That’s it. Not the part about the jet, but the part about forgetting! You had no memory of that whole day in Buenos Aires. Remember when you woke up on the plane in Cuba and thought we’d just arrived in Argentina? Something about getting used to the powers made your mind ‘lose’ that whole day. You don’t remember being at the GCC, or getting those damn government surveillance chips taken out of our necks, so I guess you also don’t remember the hotel room they put us in for five or six hours of rest and recovery before the flight…”
“Oh,” Dan said.
“Yeah…” Emma replied. “So I guess you did pass it on genetically, because you were UpLifted at the time.”
“So that should mean the device can undo it?” Tara asked. “If these are just the regular UpLift powers?”
No one had a definitive answer, but there was hope in the silence.
“I still don’t know if we can count on that,” Dan said, reluctantly breaking it. “Her brain developed with whatever changes these powers cause hardwired in. With us, they granted the powers to brains that were fully developed… we had the powers, but they weren’t really ours. We don’t know if this is the same. And the UpLift hurts. Remember? The neck pain is no joke for an adult, and I don’t even think her fingers are big enough for the other part.”
Where hope had been present moments earlier, suddenly there was nothing but anxiousness.
“But…” Dan said, keen to make things seem less stark to Emma in particular. “We also might be about to make an enormous breakthrough on New Kerguelen that could bring all kinds of answers. Me and Tara were excited to get home and tell you this, because we could find out all kinds of things about the Messengers and some of them could help us here — soon enough for it to be useful.”
“Spit it out then,” Clark prodded, speaking up for the first time in a while.
Dan took a deep breath. “Well,” he gulped. “The Shelter only covers three percent of New Kerguelen, the atmosphere seems to be the same on both sides, and Godfrey wants us to find out what’s out there. Emma, I honestly don’t know what the answer to this is going to be, but at least I know somewhere we might find it…”
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Like during any other weekday lunchtime, Henry McCarthy sat happily in New Kergrillin’ Bar & Grill, stuffing himself like a famished king in an undying effort to make the grill’s owner — his old friend Phil Norris — regret the day that he granted free meals for life to the McCarthy clan.
Money was no kind of problem and barely even still existed as a concept in Henry’s life, what with Dan’s unprecedented position and level of renown, but jokingly getting one over on Phil would never grow old.
Phil, hardly wanting for money himself given the huge income his world famous drive-in lot now generated through its many commercial tenants and his own ever-busy grill, was always glad to have Henry. Simply being a McCarthy was enough to draw other diners Henry’s way, and he never turned any selfie-hunters away so long as they approached politely.
Three full years since Dan’s now-infamous IDA leak put Birchwood on the map and two years since the Messengers openly touched down on the edge of town, the entire drive-in remained a magnet for tourists keen to walk not only in Dan’s footsteps but in those of the Messengers themselves.
The backdrop against which Dan had addressed the world’s media on several occasions was one of the most sought after on all of social media, and the internal walls of New Kergrillin were lined with genuine items Dan had donated over the years. Diners typically sauntered around while waiting for their meals — indeed, this was a key part of the experience for many — and Phil’s collection was so unique and extensive that many guidebooks and travel websites listed New Kergrillin as a must-see museum as well as a mid-range restaurant.
The bar area’s walls were populated by framed photographs taken nearby of key moments in the history of not only Birchwood but Earth as a whole. Phil considered this the best place for the photos, which were certainly interesting but less appealing to the swathes of children who weren’t allowed in the bar.
His newest feature, while unlikely to earn the grill a spot in any lists of art galleries, was already proving another huge hit with visitors. This vast Contact Day mural filled the entirety of the main dining area’s high ceiling, capturing the momentous day when both Sakko and the still Earth-based Leesha emerged from their uncloaked craft to converse with Dan.
The mural featured several scenes, with the largest by far showcasing the precise moment when Dan found himself physically connected to the Messengers via a cable attached to the back of his neck. Phil had always been partial to the image of Dan standing alone in the centre of the lot, the only member of a surrounding crowd unaffected by a mysterious forcefield as he fearlessly faced down the approaching aliens while striking something of a Moses-like pose amid a parted sea of humanity. This scene was present directly above the designated McCarthy table, where diners could pay handsomely to pose for a selfie whenever it was vacant.
When it wasn’t vacant, such as any lunchtime and between 7pm and 8pm most nights, the pay-to-sit model went out of the window as the ordinarily attendant staff member left Henry — or occasionally Clark — to eat in peace.
Henry was more amiable in this situation than Clark, only ever turning away the rudest of diners while Clark typically told them he would pose with them when his meal was finished. Dan had stopped by every week or so at first to establish the grill as a hotspot destination, purely as a favour to Phil, but business had since gone from steady to relentless and eliminated the need for any more A-List assistance.
By the time he finished his first plate, Henry had gladly posed with several children and a few families. Every so often someone would ask him a question that he didn’t hear thirty times a day, and today, as it so often did, that question had come from a very excited child of around ten or eleven years old.
After climbing on the seat next to Henry’s wheelchair and beaming like he was Santa in a grotto, the girl looked up at him with an inquisitive expression
“How long until little Piper is out and about?” she asked, smiling warmly as she finished the question. “She must be so cute by now!”
Henry smiled back. He hadn’t really thought about when exactly Emma and Dan would finally expose Piper to the media attention that was sure to follow her like a hive of bees, but the girl’s second comment was what really made him think. Even this child, clearly interested, hadn’t seen a single photograph of Piper since Tara posted the birth announcement in one of the year’s most shared social media posts.
“I think they want to let her enjoy a normal kind of life for as long as they can,” Henry said. “You know, to at least let her be a normal baby.”
The girl nodded then stepped down, following her thankful and apologetic father’s suggestion to let Henry eat the rest of his lunch and get back to their table before hers arrived.
“I wish Dan was my dad,” the girl said.
Her own father and Henry shared a silent laugh as she stood up and said thanks for the photo before returning to her table.
“They’re definitely doing the right thing,” the man said to Henry. “Keeping Piper at home, I mean. Everywhere Dan goes is a scene… and when Emma finally steps back out it’ll be even worse.”
Henry shrugged. The man sounded fairly local — certainly not a far-travelled tourist like many of his fellow diners — and his heart was clearly in the right place even if his words weren’t exactly the kind Henry wanted to hear at lunchtime. “Some kids grow up with no parents,” he said, “and some kids grow up in the public eye with parents who are assholes. It won’t always be easy, but it could always be worse.”
“Thanks for the pic,” the man said, turning away and feeling more than a little awkward for where he had taken the conversation.
Henry took a long gulp of his soda and looked up at the mural while his head was tipped back. He saw his son — Birchwood and indeed Earth’s favourite son — connected by a cable to two extraterrestrial beings.
He handled that, Henry thought to himself. Piper’s gonna be fine…
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“Wait,” Clark interjected, “you’re saying there’s stuff outside on New Kerguelen, and Godfrey thinks we can get to it?”
Dan shook his head, shutting down this overly optimistic interpretation before it could take hold. “No… he just thinks a team can go outside soon. But it’s not so much what we could find out there, it’s more what this could mean. Because the Messengers think the atmosphere out there is incompatible with life, but none of our instruments suggest that. Whether that means they’re just plain wrong, or that their ‘Elders’ were for some reason programmed to give them incorrect information...”
Tara’s face reflected surprise at this final possibility, which they hadn’t previously discussed.
“We need to revive those Elders,” Clark said, plainly stating a decisive viewpoint that a huge portion of the population agreed with. “They fed the Messengers everything, truth or lies, and whatever questions we have are only going to be answered by them.”
“What’s with this stuff about the Elders lying to the Messengers coming up all of a sudden?” Tara asked, no longer able to keep this lack of understanding to herself. “They were just machines, right, programmed by the Messengers’ ancestors?”
“AI, though,” Clark replied. “Machines that can learn can also learn to lie, and the AI the Messengers’ ancestors created was clearly miles better than anything we’ve made. Maybe there was once a good reason to stay inside, or maybe there wasn’t? We know the Messengers relied entirely on the word of the Elders and took it as literal gospel, but we don’t really know much else. Kendrick talks about this stuff all the time… about how we don’t know whether the Elders predate the Shelter or if it was the other way around. Without reviving them — which might even end up being a damn straightforward electrical type fix, just like the Shelter’s repair was a basic construction thing — we’re never going to know.”
Dan nodded, surprised and not a little impressed by Clark’s knowledge of the AI component as well as his familiarity with Billy Kendrick’s recently espoused theories. “Bingo,” he said. “I wanted to push for this before we found out about Piper, but now we need to push for this. Being away from the UN means we can push forward with Elder research, now that no one can veto it, so the timing could definitely be worse. Emma… what are the basic SMMA numbers on Elder revival?”
“Strongly pro,” she said. “People talk about it a lot — usually as just ‘revival’ — and the breakdown is pretty steady over time, something like seventy-thirty in favour. People are optimistic because they understand that when the Messengers diverted Il Diavolo, it was with the Elders’ permission. And, to take that even further: since we now know that the Messengers themselves became so dependent on their Elders that they don’t ‘know’ how to do some fairly basic things, we know that the Elders directly facilitated the comet intervention. At the end of the day, they saved us. Or if it’s AI, it saved us. I don’t think we have anything to fear from the Elders, but I do understand the Pandora’s Box viewpoint. After all, we only ever met the Messengers because of their intervention to halt our DS-1 launch which would have eventually put nukes in space… so some people are saying an intelligence that doesn’t want you to be able to defend yourself is not an intelligence you can trust. I don’t agree with that, but I get it.”
“That’s what Dad and Phil think about it,” Clark said, to no one in particular. “And to be honest, if I hadn’t stood face to face with those aliens and felt their intentions, I don’t know that I would trust their Elders either. Even yesterday, if you’d asked me about revival, I woulda been on the fence. Now though, when we have this whole Piper thing to think about…”
“How come you guys are so calm about this?” Tara said, upturning her palms. “Like, I know you’ve had an extra day to process it, but Piper has the power and we’re talking about abstract stuff.”
Emma took a seat next to Tara. “What else can we do right now?” she asked gently. “We have her in these mittens while she’s awake, and we’re making sure this stays quiet. But we need to think about real solutions, and I’m starting to see that revival could be our fastest route to getting answers. We also know that if and when the Elders start working again, it’s going to be Leesha and Sakko who talk to them. They’ll pass the answers to Dan, so no one else has to know what we’re asking or what the Elders say in reply.”
“But about this Shelter…” Dan said. “Emma, where’s that fitting in to your thinking now? Do you think it’s a useful distraction; that once people learn about that and start talking about exploring, Elder revival will get less attention and scrutiny?”
She thought it over. “Maybe, yeah. Because there could be other answers there… maybe there’s a noxious gas or a form of radiation our instruments can’t detect? Or maybe the conditions on the outside are seasonal? New Kerguelen has two suns, right? How do their years and seasons even work?”
“Without getting off the ground or at least around its equator, we won’t know a whole lot about the planet’s orbital mechanics,” Dan shrugged. “That’s a good point, though. And that’s why this is on the down-low; the Chinese are sending more instrumentation back with the crew member who told us all of this. The Messengers themselves don’t even know we’ve detected this, because we don’t want to get their hopes up if it turns out to be wrong.”
“Does Slater know?” Emma asked, very suddenly.
Dan nodded. “The guy who came back to deliver the news is Chinese, but apparently he said he wouldn’t explain what was going on until there was an American official in the room. The team who went to New Kerguelen are scientists and engineers, and they’ve been living together on an alien planet for months. They don’t see each other as Chinese or American, they’re all part of the same team.”
Emma tried to hide a nervous gulp.
“What?” Dan asked.
“Nothing.”
“Emma…” Tara prodded. “Open truth, remember? We can keep things from everyone else, but not each other.”
“Well, separate from Piper…” Emma sighed, “I’m more than a little bit unsettled by the part about the Messengers not knowing. And, you know, that seed of doubt that maybe the Elders did give them false information at some point. I don’t know how that makes sense but it kind of ties to what Clark mentioned, with Billy’s stuff.”
“Which part of it is troubling you?” Clark asked. He had become something of a Kendrick buff in recent months, religiously listening to Billy’s twice-weekly podcasts and following updates from the dozen or so Mediterranean dig sites he was managing.
Emma shrugged. “Honestly, just his whole general theory about these supposedly hidden or lost truths that are going to reshape our understanding of everything when they come out. Because as crazy as Billy often sounds, he usually ends up being right. And combined with this Shelter news, it really does feel like there’s some big context we’re all missing. There could be something so much… deeper going on than any of us have even considered. Billy’s been looking for a breakthrough here, but the crew on New Kerguelen might have just found it there.”
Dan put an arm around Emma’s shoulder in a bid to reassure her. “Between anything Billy might find and everything our team on New Kerguelen will find, we’re going to have that context soon.”
“I know,” Emma gulped. “That’s what I’m worried about.”





T minus 78
DÖRTLÜ TEPE
SOUTHEAST OF ANKARA, TURKEY
Ever since laying eyes on the first partially excavated pillar of the dozen he expected to unearth at Dörtlü Tepe in due course, Billy Kendrick had been thinking in terms of layers.
Dörtlü Tepe — whether it was a temple, monument, or served any one of several other theorised purposes for similar ancient sites — housed hidden treasures that had been lost to time and quite likely deliberately buried. In a few months, Billy hoped that he would be able to walk on the excavated ‘interior’ of the hill-like site and gaze up at the pillars from their bases. He had been fortunate enough to do so at the best-known other sites that seemed similar in nature but had absolutely nothing on the significance of this one.
The top ‘layer’ of intricately carved images on the totem-like pillar, much broader than any Billy had seen before, appeared to tell a story of a comet or asteroid impact and the flood that followed. Billy had barely slept the previous night as these carvings danced around in his mind, adding weight to existing theories by explicitly linking the impact event already suggested at Gobekli Tepe with the evidence-supported but controversial theory that a flood of truly biblical proportions had indeed ravaged the region shortly before the dawn of recorded history.
As exciting as this was for Billy, he knew it could be dismissed by doubters as mythical art rather than a literal representation of ancestral memory. And as remarkable as the top layer of carvings was, it had nothing on what came below.
The second layer, revealed during a day of intensive work by Mesut’s speechless team, almost knocked Billy off his feet. Mesut actually stepped in to assist him as one of his legs appeared to buckle under the shock of the revelatory carvings, and Billy laughed like he’d never laughed before as he felt his friend’s hands supporting his weight.
“In all of my dreams…” Billy said, shaking his head in amazement. “Mesut, in all of my dreams, I never even imagined that something like this could exist, let alone that we would find it!”
Mesut smiled. It really had been a team effort, starting when Timo’s funds enabled Billy to acquire and utilise the state-of-the-art scanning equipment that detected potential indications of monolithic pillars lost to time. This site had been Billy’s highest hope of all, which was why he based himself as close as possible while remaining within easy reach of an airport that could have quickly carried him to one of the others.
Mesut felt honoured at the time to be selected as team leader and was pleasantly surprised by how hands-off Billy had been, always willing to offer advice from his immense bank of experience in the field but equally willing to let Mesut and his local expertise on this kind of site make the day to day decisions.
“It’s not them, though… is it?” Mesut said.
Having crouched to carefully view every inch of the carvings on each of the pillars four sides, Billy gazed intently at the one Mesut was pointing at.
The other three would have been more than enough to capture the world’s attention and turn all common conceptions of human history on their head, and each provided an important context for the fourth. Evidently, the context was so clear that Billy felt confident assuming that this was the fourth, rather than merely one of four. He made this assumption without even realising in the moment that the most incredible carving of all was indeed on the pillar’s west-facing side — sunset representing the end, as any student of Archaeology 101 might predict — but his mind was settled nonetheless.
The east-facing side, which context suggested as the first, indisputably featured a carving of a wingless flying vehicle. Billy knew it was an alien craft, but beyond any doubt — indisputably — it was at the very least a flying craft of some sort. This was no tiny shape that could look like a UFO if he squinted hard enough, and the three figures pointing up at it from below were just as indisputably human.
A few years earlier, seeing this carving might well have stopped Billy Kendrick’s heart in its tracks. He took it as absolute proof that aliens had visited Earth, a truth that was more that a little redundant now that Earth had placed ambassadors on an alien world and an extraterrestrial had been walking around at the UN barely twenty-four hours earlier, but even now it made him feel more alive than he had in a long time.
For one thing, the carving showed that humans had seen the visiting aliens, which seemed to run in contrast with the Messengers’ negative answer to Dan McCarthy’s question as to whether they had ever flown uncloaked in Earth’s skies prior to his own first meeting with them.
The second and third carvings, on the pillar’s north and south faces, were identical to each other and relayed the alien craft much closer to the ground. The ring-like craft appeared to be hovering close to the ground rather than touching the ground, but depth perception was difficult even in these most remarkably detailed carvings. In each of the identical images, the craft now appeared colossal in contrast to the humans who appeared shrunken by the change in scale. They were still evidently human, however, and most spectacularly of all these carvings displayed a new figure standing between the craft and the three humans. With elongated heads, somehow grotesque to Billy’s eyes without appearing threatening, the solitary alien was approximately twice the height of the humans.
“It’s definitely not them,” Billy said, belatedly replying to Mesut’s question. This answer seemed so self-evident to him that it almost went without saying; after all, the Messengers’ heads were nothing like that shape and they were nowhere near that tall.
The fourth and final carving was the one that made Mesut’s question more understandable, though, and without seeing the extent of the skull elongation and height difference for himself, Billy would have had a hard time believing it wasn’t the Messengers after all.
The close-up scene before Billy’s eyes, expertly carved on a pillar unseen for thousands of years, was so familiar as to be positively uncanny.
In it, the small left hand of this imposingly tall alien — as far from a Messenger as the humans it stood beside — was connected to the back of the neck of one of its human contactees.
“It’s talking to them,” Billy said, incredulously. “Mesut, if the craft was the right shape and that alien was a Messenger, this scene could be from the damn drive-in! And this is dated at twelve thousand years old?”
“Give or take,” Mesut replied.
The men remained by the pillar for several minutes, silently analysing the remarkable sights before them. Eventually Billy stepped back and looked around at the rest of Dörtlü Tepe, trying to imagine what kind of truths would be revealed when the whole site was excavated. He was beyond giddy; he was emotionally overwhelmed.
“Come on, my friend,” Mesut said with a smile a few seconds after his phone buzzed in his pocket. He didn’t check it, but seemed sure what the message was about. “The rest of the team have families to get home to, and we cannot work safely in this light. I asked them to wait at the cabin until you had seen the carvings, but I am sure they would be delighted if you say hello. And I assume you will be back tomorrow morning?”
“Wild horses couldn’t keep me away,” Billy said. “I’ll change hotel, too, somewhere closer. I wouldn’t mind getting my hands dirty on the excavation, either, unless you feel like I would—”
“You could never get in our way, Billy,” Mesut cut him off, smiling warmly.
The men walked towards the on-site base the team referred to as ‘the cabin’ with a spring in their step. When the figures outside it came into view, however, Mesut’s pace markedly slowed. He stopped altogether for a second or two, more than enough to catch Billy’s attention, and then proceeded with evident hesitation.
“What’s up?” Billy replied.
“Be calm,” Mesut replied, “but there are two more men than there should be.”
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10 DOWNING STREET
LONDON, ENGLAND
As the day wore on in London, Prime Minister John Cole reflected on his relative success in politicking on William Godfrey’s behalf.
More and more nations were being won over to the ICA breakaway, particularly after Dan McCarthy’s welcome speech, and Cole had the warm feeling that came with having hitched his hopes to the winning horse.
In fact, it was him who had tipped the horse for success in the first place; him who brought it to market; him who had convinced Godfrey that it was the one to back.
There were many hurdles still to be navigated, but John Cole knew he was leading a race that President Slater didn’t even realise had begun.
It was a marathon, not a sprint, and Cole was in it for the long run.
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DÖRTLÜ TEPE
SOUTHEAST OF ANKARA, TURKEY
“Be calm?” Billy echoed, staring at Mesut for a moment before returning his gaze to the problem straight ahead. “You tell me there are two more men than there should be and you want me to be calm? Mesut, what the hell is going on?!”
As they continued their slow approach to the cabin, their presence became apparent and drew two of the men forward. They weren’t uniformed or threatening-looking, but Billy remained tremendously anxious.
“That’s close enough,” one of the men called in English. Like the man’s appearance, his tone wasn’t overly threatening; but like his very presence, the words were anything but welcome.
Mesut stopped, prompting Billy to do the same.
“Oh, I recognise one of them,” Mesut whispered as the men grew ever nearer. “In the hat… he’s an archaeology professor. A decent man.”
Billy briefly looked away from the men for the first time — visitors or intruders, his mind was yet to discern — in order to glance at Mesut’s expression in a bid to contextualise his words.
Quite how another archaeologist could possibly know about the supposedly hush-hush discovery was one important question, but why he was showing up unannounced in the dark like this was even more unsettling.
The man in the hat wore a light shirt and dark trousers, while his companion wore a sharp if unspectacular suit. The lack of light prevented Billy from seeing too many details, but it did look expensive.
“Cenk Manogan,” the suited man said, extending a hand as soon as he arrived. “Interior Ministry.”
Billy’s eyes widened in surprise at his esteemed company. A new pair of dual questions entered his mind: why in the hell had the professor brought a politician to the site… or was it the other way around?
None of it necessarily meant that someone on the team had blabbed, Billy considered, somewhat optimistically thinking it was viable that all of his sites were perhaps being monitored from above — maybe even via satellite — and that an unusual rise in vehicular activity at this site could have alerted its observers.
They might not even know what we’ve found… he dared to hope.
This option was certainly preferable to the other, and Mesut’s calmness in the two mens’ presence eased Billy’s mind somewhat into thinking that it was more than a pie in the sky hope. Mesut, full of local knowledge and naturally more attuned to social cues among his countrymen, didn’t look happy by any stretch but also didn’t appear desperately perturbed.
“And what brings you out here?” Billy asked as nonchalantly as he could, already thinking deeply about how he could best play down the discovery for now and ideally how he could keep the men from seeing the pillar at all. He shook the suited official’s hand while speaking, smiling as he did so in what he felt was a highly laudable effort to appear calm.
But before any reply came, and before Billy had the opportunity to try any of the diversionary lines his mind had been dreaming up, the reality of the situation became apparent.
First came the squeeze on one hand, surprisingly painful given the official’s relatively diminutive stature, and then came the handcuff on the other.
From out of Billy’s eye-line, the official’s academic companion roughly closed a metallic handcuff around his left wrist. The man then took advantage of the position of Billy’s right hand, closing the other handcuff around it even more unceremoniously and painfully than he had the first.
Helplessly restrained, Billy turned to Mesut. For a gut-wrenching moment he feared he would see a devious smile as his trusted team leader outed himself as a turncoat like in almost every discovery-themed movie he’d ever seen, but fortunately this didn’t materialise.
Thank the Lord for small mercies, Billy ruefully thought. It made little material difference to his current predicament, but while the utterly stunned look on Mesut’s face certainly didn’t make anything better it also didn’t make anything worse.
“Do not resist,” the official warned Mesut, speaking English for Billy’s benefit and dropping his hand now that it was unshakeably joined to the other. “We only want to ask some questions.”
“Some damn question this is!” Billy snapped, raising his hands in protest.
Both visitors looked again at Billy, but Mesut clearly knew better than to run. Doing so would have been as futile as it would have been reckless, and when the men turned back to Mesut he saw something that slightly calmed his racing heart: Billy Kendrick, a maverick if nothing else, hadn’t raised his hands so conspicuously out of genuine anger.
Instead, Billy had been masking his real intention: to slyly detach a minuscule pinhole camera from his collar. After a wink intended to reassure Mesut that he knew what he was doing, Billy raised his hands all the way to his mouth and proceeded to swallow the four-thousand-dollar camera like it was a chewed-up blueberry. He gave another wink a few seconds later and this one did reassure Mesut, who was glad to see that Billy hadn’t killed himself in trying to safeguard their initial footage of the discovery.
Knowing that the footage was at least safe for now, though admittedly having no idea what Billy planned to do next, Mesut outstretched his arms to allow an easy and non-violent cuffing.
He couldn’t imagine that the professor would play any part in destroying or defacing the find, and a long-term coverup wouldn’t be possible without the government official taking part in the politically impossible murder of a world-famous American archaeologist who happened to be one of Dan McCarthy’s best friends.
“Thank you for your cooperation,” the professor said as he stepped forward and handcuffed Mesut.
Quite why these men were carrying handcuffs and why they were an interior minister and an archaeology professor were but two unanswered questions among the dozens floating around Billy’s head while he watched Mesut reluctantly accept his fate. The nature of their ultimate fate was perhaps the most pressing question, but Billy couldn’t stop thinking about the pillar.
“What are you going to do here?” he asked, unable to keep it in his head any longer.
“Take over,” the official replied, his tone less sharp than the words. “Our hands are perfectly capable, Mr Kendrick… we don’t need an American cowboy digging up our cultural history.”
“Garbage!” Mesut snapped. He turned to the professor, raising his hands and pointing his right index finger despite the handcuffs. “That American cowboy scouted this site then stepped back and let me build the team of Turkish hands that just unearthed this piece of our cultural history, you puerile fool! We’re better than this. This is politics.”
“This is bullshit, is what it is,” Billy lamented.
“Walk,” the official ordered.
With his wrists tightly restrained under the starry Turkish sky, Billy had little option but to oblige. He glanced helplessly in the direction of the remarkable pillar, caring in that moment far more about its future wellbeing than his own.
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WHITE HOUSE
WASHINGTON, D.C.
All things considered, Dan McCarthy’s resignation from UNICA and his announcement of a newly created Interspace Contact Agency to be headquartered in Buenos Aires had gone down as well as President Slater could have reasonably expected.
There had been the predictable complaints from political opponents at home and abroad, naturally, spearheaded by those who had built their platforms on opposing what they considered hasty over-engagement with the Messengers. More importantly, though, the single feeling most reported by global Social Media Meta Analysis was a positive one: hope.
This made a lot of sense in Slater’s mind, since the people who opposed investment in interplanetary engagement over efforts to solve problems closer to home had no more reason to oppose the new ICA than the bloated and costlier UNICA. Some of the environmental demonstrators who had been interviewed in New York even said that if public money was going to be spent on interplanetary relations, it might as well be spent within a gridlock-free organisation that could potentially deliver the benefits Dan spoke of.
Opposition among those who feared engagement, on the other hand, such as the tinfoil-hat wearing protestors who heckled Dan in New York, had deepened significantly with the announcement. This too was understandable, since the breakaway unquestionably increased the likelihood of near-future research into all kinds of alien technologies — including the UpLift powers that so concerned this subset of the population.
Jan Gellar, a constant irritation in her new role atop the Blitz Media pyramid, had done all she could overnight to whip up hysteria about telepathy-based research in particular. This emotive and hot-button issue certainly merited discussion, but the kind of sky-is-falling paranoia Blitz was delivering to its millions of viewers did no one any good.
No one except certain executives with bonus payments tied to viewing figures, Slater lamented, but this kind of irresponsible reporting was hardly a novel concern.
Loud supporters of engagement, represented in New York by the white-clad counter-protestors, unsurprisingly rejoiced in Dan’s announcement of the breakaway, while a fourth cohort composed of the silent majority — the silent vast majority — were simply glad that the drawn-out political deadlock had been broken.
Deeper analysis of the views held by this huge portion of the global population tended to reveal a moderate interest in what might be discovered. Frequent mentions of doubt cropped up as to whether powerful governments and corporations would ever allow the proliferation of new energy-generation technologies and, more broadly, whether engagement with the Messengers was likely to improve the everyday person’s daily life in any meaningful way.
The chance that it might greatly improve their lives was enough for the masses to support engagement, however, and the fact that the Messengers themselves enjoyed sky-high approval ratings for their role in saving Earth from Il Diavolo ensured that the most common negative feeling was merely doubt that anything good would come of further engagement rather than fear that anything bad would follow.
Dan’s personal trust level, still flying in the high nineties and greater even than the Messengers’, likewise eased people’s minds by convincing them that nothing shady would go on in Buenos Aires; for while the powerful breakaway nations would be unbound by political gridlock, even Chairman Godfrey himself would still answer to Dan given his role as Chief Planetary Liaison and given the unique esteem in which the Messengers held him.
Three minutes before her next call was scheduled, an impatient and edgy Slater picked up her phone. Reasoning that the famously punctual Godfrey was bound to have left himself a buffer after whichever engagement he’d scheduled before their call, she expected him to pick up.
Sure enough, he did.
“I share your impatience, Valerie,” he began, stifling a chuckle which soon gave way to a sigh.
“How’s it been going?” Slater asked.
“I’ve got the Greeks and the Italians,” Godfrey replied, a happier lilt coming through the words. “The Turks… we’ll see; it’s delicate right now, as you know. But really, since we naturally have everyone in your circle of influence as well as Ding’s and the Russians’, plus everywhere with cultural ties to the UK, it’s just the western Europeans and a few holdouts who aren’t on-board. Italy could have a domino effect on the likes of Spain and Portugal, but I think only public pressure from within is going to bring the Germans and the French crawling to our table with their tails between their legs. That day will come, and until then the problems are all theirs. So it is merely impatience, Valerie… not concern.”
“And what’s this I hear about Dan returning home after one day of the three-day summit?” she asked, moving on.
“His work here was done,” Godfrey replied in a tone that made his simultaneous shrug easy to imagine. “And there’s a baby McCarthy waiting at home… have a heart!”
Slater remained quiet, as though awaiting a punchline.
“But speaking of them…” Godfrey went on. “I’m considering a quick hearts-and-minds tour, covering a handful of selected sites. Rome, Athens, ideally somewhere in Turkey. You know, to show our gratitude to the late joiners… and it certainly helps that those are such important cultural and historical sites.”
“Why does that help?” President Slater asked, not quite following. “And what does that have to do with the McCarthys?”
“Well, I want to take Leesha with me. That’s what makes this worthwhile, and that’s where the McCarthys come in; you know how Leesha is about insisting one of them is nearby before he’ll touch down. Given how keen Dan was to get home and how completely Emma has withdrawn from the spotlight, I’m planning to ask Tara. Granted she’s not a McCarthy as such, but as good as. And she might even bring Clark, who Leesha is very fond of thanks to their interaction just before Dan and Tara left for New Kerguelen.”
Slater considered this for a few seconds. “Good luck talking them into it, but I see no reason not to try,” she eventually replied. “But why does the cultural significance of the sites help, per se?”
“Think of the optics!” Godfrey beamed. “Cradles of culture and civilisations, homes to many of human antiquity’s greatest civilisations. Where better to stand beside our partners in the search for treasures anew? I’ll announce the tour tomorrow, after clearing it with the McCarthys. Like so much else, it can’t work without them… but at least they’re on our side.”
In this phone call between the western world’s two most powerful leaders, neither spoke for a few moments as Godfrey’s comments about Dan and his inner circle swirled around in their minds.
That Dan’s cooperation was an eternal prerequisite for the Messengers’ frustrated leaders across the world, in many cases so much so that they couldn’t even consider the ‘at least he’s reasonable’ angle which comforted Godfrey. It was certainly an angle worth acknowledging, he believed, since his life would have been insufferable and potentially impossible if the individual who’d fallen into the ocean of unrequested responsibility in which Dan McCarthy now spent his life had been a self-serving or questionably motivated one.
“Like I said, it’s worth trying,” Slater replied. “Knowing Dan, I imagine he’ll be very keen to discover what’s going on and what’s out there on New Kerguelen, so selling this quick tour as a way to ensure we can do that soon is probably a smart way to get him on our side. If he thinks it’s a good idea, Tara will be there. But as for tomorrow, when you do address UNICA’s assembly for the last time and lead the final walkout of breakaway delegates, is there anything else you’re going to say that I should know about in advance?”
“Nothing you wouldn’t approve of, Valerie,” he said, “but I think it would be wise to allow you some plausible deniability. In any case, I best get back to shaking hands and making deals. Mucky old business!”
“Good luck with the Turks,” Slater replied. “That’s the biggest deal left to strike, so I’ll leave you to it…”
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POLICE HEADQUARTERS
ANKARA, TURKEY
At the end of an evening that had taken him from joy to despair faster than any he could remember or dared to imagine, Billy Kendrick found himself alone in the holding cells of a Turkish police station.
More accurately he was in fact in the police force’s administrative headquarters, but his inability to read any of the words around him or speak to most of the people he had encountered left this as just one more thing he was unaware of.
From Dörtlü Tepe, the site of his team’s triumphant and potentially world-changing discovery, Billy had been led to one of three waiting police cars. The taxi driver who had driven him there was already gone, which took one thing off his mind until he considered whether that man might have been the one to report Billy’s suspicious presence.
This didn’t seem likely given that the professor and government official were present at the site’s cabin by the time Billy finished looking at the pillar. With nothing else to focus on, he then pondered that the driver might have reported his celebrity passenger’s unusual journey before it was over… but he eventually cut this thought off, too, thinking it was as unhelpful and unimportant as it was unlikely.
Precisely what he was supposed to have done wrong, precisely why he had been first detained by civilians rather than the evidently attendant officers, and precisely when he was going to get answers to these or any of the other thousand questions in his mind… Billy had no idea.
He hadn’t been mistreated and hadn’t seen any mistreatment of the rest of the team, who were also seized, but he also hadn’t seen any of them since arriving so couldn’t be sure that they weren’t being interrogated elsewhere. Interrogation was the word that came to Billy’s mind, but he naturally hoped that questioning would be more applicable.
One thing he could understand was the clock outside of his quiet and spartan cell. It told him, somewhat unbelievably, that only fifty minutes had passed since his arrival.
“Okay,” a familiar voice announced, seconds before anyone walked into view. The man who identified himself as being from the Interior Ministry — Cenk something, Billy seemed to recall — stood beside a uniformed officer in his apparent role of interpreter.
“Where’s Mesut?” Billy asked.
No answer came.
“Very soon, people are going to start wondering where I am,” Billy went on, the tone as calm as he could muster. “And surely you must know I have friends in places even higher than your hairline?”
Cenk mocked laughter and encouraged the officer to open the door.
Billy shook his head and remained against the back wall. “No Mesut, no Billy.”
The police officer asked Cenk something in Turkish, kicking off a conversation that sounded strained and perhaps even heated. Cenk sulked away after around thirty seconds, leaving the police officer facing Billy.
The man, burly but somehow soft-looking in a manner Billy put down to the shortness and angle of his jet-black beard, winked slowly. But although his face looked very sincere, Billy knew better than read too much into it.
Little over a minute later, however, Billy read very happily into the appearance of Mesut, unrestrained at the side of another officer while Cenk led them towards his cell.
“Okay,” Cenk grunted at Billy, somewhere between a question and an order.
This time, Billy gladly stepped out. “All okay?” he asked Mesut.
Mesut nodded. “They asked some questions, nothing more.”
“And the others?”
“I’ve been assured they are being questioned together in another location in the same manner we are,” Mesut replied. He spoke without emotion, evidently accepting of this story and untroubled by the absence of his other colleagues, but all the while sounding like he was trying not to give too much of himself away to the listening Cenk. “They are not suspected of any crimes and are all professional individuals with clean records. Everyone also understands that our digging was authorised, Billy, and that you did not fly in with an American flag on a dump truck and start tearing up the dirt. This was serious work, this is a serious discovery, and we are serious men.”
“With serious friends and allies,” Billy chimed in, staring into Cenk’s eyes as he spoke.
Mesut didn’t acknowledge this. “The site is being completely locked down for now, but excavation is due to resume in no more than a few weeks — under new leadership. The find is going to be announced to the world soon, but we will not be allowed to leave until then.”
A rueful grin crossed Billy’s face. “Tell them that if they seriously think they can keep this quiet — any of this… the discovery, my detention — they’re crazier than I thought. Tell them Timo knows where I was going tonight. Timo Fiore.”
Billy looked around at every face after saying this, as if expecting the mere mention of Timo’s name to carry a lot more weight than it apparently did.
The police officer who had winked at Billy was first to speak up, in Turkish, and Cenk was first to reply with a roll of his eyes accompanying the words.
Before Cenk could translate, however, Mesut took it upon himself: “They just want to talk about how we found the site and what exactly we think it all means,” he relayed.
Billy looked at the man for several seconds, seeing the same slow wink and the same sincerity in his eyes as he had earlier, and eventually nodded his assent. Cenk, previously having argued with this officer, now turned and congratulated him for talking Billy into cooperating.
There was no opportunity for Billy to discuss anything with Mesut, but his willingness to talk came largely from his knowledge that he could tell the questioners only what they already knew — or were about to find out when they analysed the pillar for themselves — but would look cooperative and obliging while doing so.
For the next ten minutes, fifteen at most, Billy sat unrestrained in an office-like room and delivered his selective testimony. He felt physically comfortable and very safe since everyone had treated him well, with only Cenk carrying the typical politician’s air of impatience and self-superiority.
Mesut was present along with Cenk and the only two officers Billy had seen since being placed in his cell, including the one with whom he had struck up some kind of silent rapport. Billy wanted this officer to be in the room and made sure he was by casually insisting that he would refuse to cooperate if he was cuffed again but wouldn’t object to being guarded.
As no kind of physical threat to anyone and an important foreigner who everyone recognised as innocent of any real wrongdoing, Billy knew very well that his experience of detention was just about as atypical as it could get.
He put all the right details in all the right places, appearing positively eager to do so given the enthusiasm with which he described the equipment Timo had provided and how it had been used to scout Dörtlü Tepe and other sites further afield. Cenk translated everything for the benefit of a recording, with Mesut nodding after each translation to assure Billy that his words were being accurately recorded in Turkish as well as English.
“And tell us what you saw,” Cenk said a few moments later, quickly repeating it in Turkish. The winking police officer, true to form, sent a particularly slow wink Billy’s way when he heard these words.
Billy kept a perfectly straight face and dived straight in to a full description of what he had seen on the remarkable pillar at Dörtlü Tepe. There was absolutely nothing to lose from doing so, given that daylight would doubtless bring with it a thorough first-hand analysis, and something about the winking officer’s expression and general demeanour suggested that there just might be something to gain.
When he was finished, Billy wiped genuine tears from his eyes. He could still hardly believe what he and his team had discovered, and this ridiculous episode would soon be a mere blip. His memory jumped briefly back to his brief incarceration on the Kerguelen Island which ultimately lent their name to the Messengers’ home world, when goons doing the bidding of William Godfrey’s long-defunct Global Space Commission had detained Billy following his witnessing of a remarkable airburst.
Things had changed markedly enough in the intervening years that Godfrey would now be considered an ally of Billy’s, at least relative to his discovery-hijacking hosts, even if the treatment he was receiving here was infinitely less hostile than it had been back then. Billy also didn’t keep up with international politics enough to know where Turkey’s allegiance lay in regards to the new Interspace Contact Agency’s split from its former UN framework, and nor did he particularly care.
“This is a diplomatically difficult situation,” Cenk said moments after Billy wrapped up his story. He stopped the recorder and didn’t repeat this in Turkish. “We’ll do what we can to make it easier… but for now, I’m glad you came around to cooperating.”
Billy said nothing; absent of either an apology or thanks, he considered Cenk’s words as hollow as they were meaningless.
Mesut spoke up in English to request a shared cell for the night, to which Cenk somewhat surprisingly nodded. He encouraged one of the officers to gather the sparse comforts from Mesut’s old cell while he and the other officer led the men to Billy’s.
Billy was pleased that it was his officer who escorted them, for this allowed one final interaction. Once the other officer arrived to hand a thin pillow and a bottle of water to Mesut, Billy’s officer closed the door.
Before he turned away, he winked one last time.
“I like that guy,” Billy whispered when he was finally alone with Mesut.
Rather than act surprised like Billy expected, Mesut didn’t react directly to this comment. “There’s no chance in hell you’re going to be in here for more than a single night,” he said, focusing on the bigger picture. “You’re Billy Kendrick.”
“And you’re my friend,” Billy said, patting Mesut on the back. “So when I go, you’re coming with me.”
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CAVALIERI OBSERVATORY
TRENTO, ITALY
In the past few weeks, during which Timo Fiore had been living in his flagship Cavalieri Observatory, the philanthropic billionaire had received precisely one piece of good news. This had come from his close friend Billy Kendrick, whose extensive network of Mediterranean dig sites had already begun to bear fruit.
The news that a monolithic pillar had been discovered at Billy’s highest-priority site in Turkey was a welcome respite from a months-long period of frustration in Timo’s life, with global politics preventing Fiore Frontiere — the corporation often spoken of as his ‘private space program’, and his primary focus by far — from engaging in any meaningful research and development.
Many casual observers may have assumed that Timo would be pleased by Dan McCarthy’s announcement of a new Interspace Contact Agency, one which would be free from the bureaucracy that stifled UNICA and thus finally free to study the as-yet inexplicable ‘shortcut’ that enabled rapid travel between Earth and a planet that conventional physics suggested should have taken years to reach. Like analysing the Messengers’ ability to cloak themselves and their vehicles, this certainly appealed to Timo’s curious side.
He was more hesitant about any reverse-engineering of the extraterrestrial ‘UpLifter’ device given the remarkable powers it could grant, but felt it necessary to defensively participate in what could become something of a psychic arms race. This was why Timo had authorised his right-hand man Alessandro Bonucci to track down the only direct contactee who would plausibly be open to undergoing close study if the money was right: in his mind, having access to a man who had reported hearing alien voices was less of an insurance policy than a worthwhile roll of the dice, particularly at a time when he felt like anything was worth trying.
Billy’s news had come immediately after Timo sent Alessandro on that recruitment mission, and the intervening day and a half had brought no further update. When Timo retired to the sofa-bed in his office, a room which had been occupied for each of the last twenty-something days having previously often gone weeks without being unlocked, he did so only after a patient wait until the early hours.
A watched phone never rings, he mused in defeat when 2AM arrived, and he’s hardly going to call this late.
Exhausted from recent stresses and contingency planning, Timo was deeply asleep within minutes.
This rest was so welcome, in fact, that when his phone rang suddenly and startled him awake he reacted with a groan rather than an excited lurch towards it. But when his mind came back to life and his eyes caught sight of a Turkish flag on the screen as the handset vibrated rhythmically, a smile shot across Timo’s face as quickly as he shot across the room.
“Billy!” he beamed. “So, what were the carvings? Tell me everything!”
But the voice that replied was not Billy Kendrick’s, and the rapid words it spoke were not in English. Timo’s cosmopolitan upbringing saw to it that he was fluent in several languages, but unfortunately Turkish was not one of them.
To no avail he asked the man on the other end of the line to pass the phone to someone else or at least slow down so he could attempt to catch some of the words. The relentless syllabic inundation continued, however, ultimately leading Timo to wisely remain quiet and let his phone’s automatic call-recording feature do its thing without his own voice getting in the way.
During the remaining forty seconds of the one-way conversation, Timo began to think that the caller might have had a good shot at breaking some kind of speed-talking world record if he set his mind to it. The pace was such that Timo could discern almost nothing in the unfamiliar language, not even names or places.
But the man’s urgent pace and hushed tone needed no translation, unsettling Timo far more than the fact that this man had somehow gotten hold of his private and well-protected phone number.
When the call abruptly ended, Timo rubbed his face in thought for a few seconds before jumping back into yesterday’s clothes. He then sprinted out of his office towards the observatory’s main analysis room. The site had been staffed round the clock ever since Alessandro discovered the incoming comet Il Diavolo during a late shift, and this current moment proved the first time since then that anyone’s middle-of-the-night presence had truly been needed.
The three on-duty astronomers all turned uneasily towards the room’s door when they heard someone running towards it in the previously silent corridor; and while Timo’s appearance eased their natural fears, it raised as many questions as it answered.
“Do any of you speak Turkish?” he panted, holding out his phone and trying to catch his breath. “I think Billy’s in trouble!”
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FORD-MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
After an emotionally trying day in Birchwood, the sound of Piper giggling without a care in the world soothed Emma’s soul and brought an overdue if brief moment of calm.
The baby was next door with Dan and Uncle Clark, supposed to be settling down for the night while Emma and Aunt Tara continued their work of baby-proofing the house one room at a time in a manner no other parents or guardians would ever have to worry about. They’d been doing this for hours, taking turns with the brothers to either sweep a room of potentially dangerous objects first or come in to look for secondary concerns once the main things had been dealt with.
Given the distressing reason that this work was necessary, the sound of Piper being happy — even this far past her bedtime — was the most welcome sound in the world.
“What about those pebbles?” Tara asked, pointing to a decorative bowl on the mantlepiece.
Emma sighed and went to collect them. “These were from when we stayed at Timo’s place by Lake Maggiore…” she said, placing them in a box with too many other items to count. The house was starting to look more like a short-term rental than a family home, what with most of the personal touches and indeed most of everything now resigned to one of several storage boxes, as clear surfaces and empty walls abounded.
Ordinarily, baby-proofing would merely involve clearing all potential dangers at the baby’s height — be they the sharp corners of much-loved furniture or the low-hanging cords of any window blinds — and these standard tasks had all been carried out by the excited parents-to-be several weeks before their baby was born.
But now that little Piper had revealed herself as anything but ordinary, there was no such thing as too careful. After all, without Clark’s intervention she could and likely would have seriously injured herself when trying to reach a fallen photograph using a telekinetic power she was far too young to understand.
The road ahead for the family was paved with nothing but danger, with the consequences of anyone else finding out about Piper’s power truly unthinkable. She would be feared, she would be hated, and she would undoubtedly be targeted. The only apparent hope of giving her any kind of normal life rested on what could be discovered on New Kerguelen, ideally via a revival of the Messengers’ so-called Elders but possibly via deeper communication with the Messengers themselves or even exploration of a world whose known size had recently soared along with its apparent habitability.
Immediately, though, the gravest threats to Piper were physical ones of her own making. For while an ordinary baby could choke on a ground-level pebble or injure themselves by pulling something down from slightly overhead, Piper could theoretically injure herself — or perhaps someone else — with just about anything that wasn’t clamped down. Even then, no one knew the full extent of her telekinetic strength and could only go on Dan’s experience of only being able to remotely manipulate objects he could feasibly have moved in a more conventional manner.
As soon as the pebbles were taken care of, a very quiet knock on the front door sent a shiver up Emma’s spine. “Who the hell is that?” she asked, gazing at her younger sister.
Tara sidestepped towards the window and squinted her eyes. “It’s Henry,” she said, the powerful streetlights outside enabling her to see his wheelchair in the reflection of Emma’s car.
Relieved, Emma walked to the door. “Hey,” she said, opening it most of the way but not stepping aside as she normally would.” Everything okay?”
“Yeah. You guys?”
She nodded, awkwardly reluctant to invite Henry inside.
“I was just wondering if Clark’s coming home tonight?” the senior McCarthy said, inflecting his words into a question. “I don’t like leaving the latch off the door all night, especially if he ain’t even coming.”
“I don’t think so, but I’ll check.”
“And is Dan around?” Henry asked before Emma set off. “I haven’t seen him since he got back from New York.”
This answered the lingering question in her mind as to why he hadn’t just called or texted Clark for clarification on his sleeping plans.
“He is, but he’s in the nursery with Clark putting her down,” she replied, instinctively lowering her voice despite being the length of the house away from Piper.
“Got it,” Henry said, reducing his own volume to match.
As Emma walked past Tara on the way to ask Clark, she encouraged her to stop suspiciously standing in the middle of the room and to at least say hi.
“Say, where’s the photo of Piper and Rooster?” Henry asked before Tara even reached him. Emma’s absence from the ramped doorway allowed him to see right inside, but he was far too polite and old-fashioned to enter without a clear invitation even if it was his son’s home and right next door to his own.
“It fell,” Tara blurted out, caught off-guard by the straightforward question, which was quite clearly borne of curiosity rather than suspicion.
“On its own?” Henry asked with raised eyebrows and a knowing grin.
Tara gulped. “What are you talking about?” she replied, suddenly defensive.
Confused by the sudden shift in tone, Henry moved his head back slightly for a different view of Tara’s expression. Before he spoke again, however, Emma returned to his vision.
“Clark’s staying here,” she announced on her way back to the door, surprising no one given that he had spent most night’s in the spare bedroom — effectively Tara’s room — for the past several months. But when Emma reached the door, she couldn’t miss the heightened awkwardness in the air. “Uh… what did I miss?”
“The photo…” Henry said, “it seems like a sore spot for someone, so I think I can guess who accidentally knocked it over.”
“Well it sure didn’t fall over by itself!” Emma chuckled, nudging Tara with her elbow and rolling her eyes.
Henry laughed too, but his jovial expression didn’t last for very long. “Come to think of it,” he said, ducking and tilting his head to pass the sisterly obstructions in the doorway, “where the hell is everything else? Don’t tell me you guys are moving out of town?”
“Away from your Monday night meatloaf?” Emma grinned. “As if we would. No… we’re going to get a much bigger canvas print of the photo our klutz here knocked over, and we’re going to repaint everything, too. We’ve been waiting for an excuse to redecorate, in case you can’t tell.”
This wasn’t a lie Emma had intended to commit to, and her mind — more accustomed to twisting the truth than she liked after so many years in the PR game — was already considering how to take it back.
Emma positively hated lying to Henry, who she was far closer to than she’d been to her own parents since leaving Georgia quite literally half a lifetime ago.
“Always something needing done, ain’t there?” Henry shrugged, slowly rotating his chair to head home. “But tomorrow, you know, if you guys aren’t doing anything else… you could bring her next door for a little while. I can take her off your hands.”
“I’m sure she’d love that,” Emma said with a smile that hurt more than it should, carefully non-committal in her choice of words. “Have a good night!”
As soon as the door was closed, Tara collapsed on to the couch with her head in her hands. “I’m sorry. He asked about the photo and I—”
“Go to bed,” Emma interrupted, very forcefully.
Tara sat bolt upright, irked by the tone. “What?”
“We shouldn’t have told you,” Emma said, shaking her head at the floor. “Just go to bed and try to think for once about how much is at stake here, okay? No phone calls, and you don’t leave this house until I say so.”
“Sounds good,” Tara said with an ironic raise of her eyebrows. But as she moved to position herself more comfortably on the couch, Emma grabbed her arm and unceremoniously pulled her upright — too quickly for Tara’s body to formulate any resistance.
“What the hell is there to smile about?” Emma snapped, pushing Tara towards the spare bedroom insistently but without any truly violent force. “I’ve been cleaning up your messes since you’ve been old enough to make them, but if I can’t count on you to keep your mouth shut this time then we’re going to have to limit who you’re in contact with until we sort this thing out.”
“Listen to yourself!” Tara complained, entering the bedroom of her own accord and hiding her hurt behind the anger she presented.
“This is my daughter’s life, Tara,” Emma said from the doorway, the words firm but barely above a whisper. “And that’s one thing I won’t risk letting you mess up.”
She closed the door, then fought back tears as she carried a bulky box of memories out of the newly baby-proofed living room.
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CAVALIERI OBSERVATORY
TRENTO, ITALY
Almost two hours after receiving a mysterious call from a Turkish stranger, Timo Fiore was relieved to finally welcome a trusted native speaker into his observatory complex to directly translate the caller’s recorded words.
In the time before the translator arrived — she was a female college student who happened to live next door to one of Timo’s staff, and had understandably been fast asleep when the unusual request came in — Timo had just as understandably undertaken his own attempts to garner some meaning from the call.
His phone’s call-recording software also included a voice-to-text transcription function, which would have made an online translation tremendously easy were it not for the fact that the caller had spoken much too quickly for the software to make any reliable sense of his words.
Some words jumped out after several listens, seemingly when the man had stressed the most remarkable parts of his message, but Timo tried to keep a level head.
What he thought he knew so far entailed both positives and negatives, in that Billy was apparently being held against his will but was only in such a predicament because his team had unearthed a “categorically evident” visual representation of alien beings in contact with humans. The artefact in question, if both the caller and the automatic transcription were correct, seemed to date back twelve thousand years.
Twenty minutes after arriving, the young woman found herself repeating over and over again that she was absolutely sure of what the man said: that the partially excavated pillar at Dörtlü Tepe, according to Billy’s own testimony, showed a scene in which an extraterrestrial being wasn’t just walking on Earth… but was in fact connected to its human contactee via a physical cable.
“And Billy insisted they weren’t the Messengers,” she repeated. “The man is very clear about that — he says it three times. They were much too tall, with skulls much too long. This is the address where he’s being held, inside an official police building, and the man really wanted to stress that Billy is being treated well. He’s in a cell with Mesut Demir, if that name means anything to anyone. The situation is complicated, politically.”
“Thank you for all of this,” Timo said, rubbing his temples in confused thought as he spoke. He turned around to include his staff members — trusted absolutely — in this conversation. “Mesut is the very senior archaeologist who Billy put in charge of day-to-day operations at the Dörtlü Tepe site, so his name isn’t insider knowledge or anything like that. And damn right this is politically complicated… even if this had been found a decade ago, it would have been politically complicated! But now?”
No one replied as Timo thought silently for several seconds.
“And the guy is hardly going to admit Billy is being treated badly, even if he is,” he went on.
While the others wracked their brains for an angle that made sense and shared some fleeting thoughts that clearly didn’t, Timo studied the new written translation that his helpful visitor had generated. The caller had provided no identifying information about himself, naturally enough, but he hadn’t even given a clue as to how he knew these things — let alone why he should be trusted. Although the motive at least appeared clear, with there being nothing obvious to achieve by telling Timo about Billy’s incarceration other than hoping he could bring it to an end, Timo didn’t even feel safe assuming that the man’s motives were pure.
After his harrowing near-death experience when an IED ripped through a busy presentation room in his old Fiore Frontiere HQ in Colorado Springs, Timo’s body and mind were both still scarred from bitter experience. Emma Ford, as she was at the time, had been sitting next to Timo when the explosion hit and initially looked to have come off worse. He missed Emma’s input and longed for simpler days when he and Team McCarthy had been neatly positioned on the same page — the days before Dan had aligned himself with the likes of President Slater and William Godfrey far too closely for Timo’s liking.
Timo still liked to think of Dan as a friend, but their relationship had all but broken down under the strain of a political situation neither wanted to be part of. Dan had never asked for any of it, as Timo understood only too well, and it was easy to see why he thought that uniting powerful governments under a common banner and serving as a unifying figurehead was the best way to ensure peace.
A lifelong distrust for career politicians of all ilks gave Timo other ideas, but he lacked clarity on how else Dan should have gone about things; indeed, on the one heated occasion when Emma had finally lost her patience and told him to either present a workable alternative model for managing future contact or shut up about it once and for all, the billionaire had been stuck for words. In the intervening months, he had neither spoken to anyone in Birchwood nor even set foot in the United States.
Billy was the only American friend Timo had kept hold of, and really the only friend he still had who wasn’t an employee. This thought momentarily troubled Timo as he realised that even Billy was on the payroll in his capacity as dig coordinator. But like Alessandro and a handful of others, Billy was a true friend… and the thought of him locked in a Turkish jail cell made Timo’s skin crawl, his heart quicken, and his blood boil.
Billy was a good and innocent man doing good and innocent work, and he deserved far better than this.
As the wee small hours of Thursday night gave way to Friday morning, Timo’s focus moved swiftly from analysing the transcript to taking meaningful action to remedy the acute problem it had brought to light.
This proved tougher than he could ever have imagined, with the challenge of explaining what he wanted — a direct line to his friend in custody — proving almost impossible to request without giving away what he felt was too much information.
Timo’s business interests had a significant presence in Turkey, as they did almost everywhere else, so he had no shortage of relatively powerful people to lean on. But even mentioning that Billy was being held would have risked the story getting out in a manner that could do more harm than good, since the kind of people Timo could lean on most certainly weren’t friends and would only offer assistance on a strictly quid pro quo basis.
The incoming call had been traced to a public telephone three miles from the building where Billy was apparently being held, and no one had picked up any of Timo’s return calls. Ultimately, as the sun began to rise and he could no longer bear the thought of Billy wondering when his supposedly powerful backer would find out where he was and sweep in to do something about it, he called the police headquarters and — with assistance from the endlessly helpful college student turned interpreter — politely asked to be put through to whoever was in charge.
From there, the phone rang again as Timo was connected to someone else. “This is Timo Fiore,” he said. “I believe you have—”
“This is Cenk Manogan,” the man replied, needlessly announcing his own name in what Timo didn’t need a local interpreter to recognise as a power move. “And this is bigger than money, Mr Fiore, so don’t even waste your time.”
The call ended, leaving only a dead tone in Timo’s ear.
Timo slammed his fist into a nearby desk then tried to compose himself with a few deep breaths.
“Well…” he sighed, “Plan B it is.”
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FORD-MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
“Do we know what time he’s going to call?” Clark asked from his seat at the kitchen table. “Or just some time before his speech?”
Dan shrugged. “All Godfrey said was that he had a few ideas that would help with public opinion, and that he’d call me about them on Friday. I asked him to clear what he’s going to say with us before he says it, because a lot could have happened in New York since we left. Just because we do a good job of staying away from all the stupid political stuff doesn’t mean it’s not happening, you know?”
The presence of Piper, in her high chair, kept Dan from using any of the far stronger words that could have better expressed his disdain for such ‘stupid political stuff’.
As if by magic, Dan’s phone began to buzz and ring in his pocket.
“Must be him,” Emma chimed in from the stove, where she was preparing Piper’s breakfast.
Dan’s expression, however, reflected concern. “That’s the ringtone for a video call,” he said, reaching for the phone. “And Godfrey never uses video. I hope everything’s alrigh—”
The concern on Dan’s face morphed instantly to surprise when he caught sight of the screen.
“It’s Timo,” he announced, holding a finger to his lips and turning his body so no one else would be in shot once he answered the call.
When Timo appeared he looked very weary; worse than Dan had seen him since the end of his long hospital stay after the Fiore Frontiere bombing. “Dan,” he said, even this short word sounding weak. “Billy found something in Turkey — something big — and he’s being held by the authorities.”
“What authorities?” Clark interjected, rushing out of his chair to peer over Dan’s shoulder.
“Clark, good to see you,” Timo said, his eyes widening slightly but his lips stopping short of a smile as the truly felt words escaped. “He’s in the hands of the Turkish police, if the message I received is true. He definitely visited a promising site south of Ankara, Dörtlü Tepe, and he was supposed to report back to me yesterday. An unidentified man called instead from a public telephone and told me what happened. I’m working on the theory that this man is a police officer himself, who sees that this isn’t right. What do you think of that, Clark? You were in the police force.”
“Makes some sense,” Clark shrugged. “Conscientious whistle-blowers do exist. And to come to you instead of going public… I don’t see another angle. Emma?”
“Emma’s there?” Timo asked. “Tara too?”
“Just Emma right now. And Piper,” Clark said.
Timo’s expression momentarily brightened. “How is the little one? Doing well?”
“Perfect,” Clark replied.
Emma shot him a fairly unfriendly look for letting Timo know she was within earshot, then turned off the stove for safety’s sake before walking over. “I don’t see another angle,” she said, “but I’ve only been looking for a few seconds. And Timo, why are you calling us with this?”
“I tried to reach Billy at the address the caller mentioned, and I tried to lean on my contacts and allies in Turkey, but I’ve had no luck. Emma, it has already been hours… since the middle of the night here. I haven’t stopped trying. But it’s difficult to exert any pressure when I can’t explain the whole story. You see, when I said Billy found something big, I meant something big.”
Dan’s eyes lit up. Clark too, having recently developed a keen interest in Billy’s archaeological research and ancient visitation theories, appeared suddenly excited rather than just concerned.
“I’m not hesitant to tell you guys,” Timo said, “I just always worry about the security of phone connections. But it’s going to come out eventually…”
“Listen, though,” Emma said. “Timo, if you want Dan to lean on Godfrey to get Billy out, which I’m guessing is where this is going, you’re going to have to tell us because we’re going to have to tell him. Because when someone as high profile as Billy Kendrick is being held by the police in Turkey, not some shady cabal, the Turkish government must know. And right now with all the fraught discussions going on in New York, there’s no way Godfrey is going to recruit Ding and Slater — plus the Russians — to exert political pressure for Billy’s release unless we very clearly explain how important this is.”
No one spoke for a few seconds.
“And Dan is actually waiting on a call from Godfrey anytime,” Emma added, “so if you could go ahead and spill the highlights so we can free up the line, we’ll all catch up on everything else later. Godfrey is your plan here, right?”
“Regrettably,” Timo said. “I hate relying on that scumbag and I feel filthy crawling to him for help, even via you, but this is more important than all of that. This is about Billy and what he just found.”
“Which is?” Dan asked.
A hint of a smile tinged Timo’s lips as he saw the insatiable excitement in Dan’s eyes. The two had once been great friends, pushed apart by political wrangling that drove them away from each other without ever quite turning them against each other, and it was good to be back in touch even if the circumstances could have been a lot kinder.
“Well...” the Italian billionaire mused. “Dan, Clark, you guys are already fine where you are. But Emma, you might want to sit down for this.”
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UNITED NATIONS HEADQUARTERS
MANHATTAN, NEW YORK
It didn’t take a reporter from ACN or anywhere else to tell the world that there was far less public interest on UNICA proceedings than had been the case on the previous day.
Word had gotten out that Dan McCarthy and Tara Ford were already out of town, either on their way back to Birchwood or there already, and without either them or Leesha there was little to hold the public’s attention.
Gridlock in New York had been the default position for so long, precious few could stomach the blow-by-blow coverage that had once drawn enormous viewing figures.
Now, all anyone wanted was change. Whether among the silent majority who wanted Dan’s vision of harmonious cooperation to arrive by whatever political machinations necessary or among the few who feared the Messengers and their powers, it seemed as though the last thing anyone wanted was more of the same.
Dan’s speech had certainly moved things along, with his departure from UNICA utterly disarming it of any legitimacy on both Earth and New Kerguelen given his unique but undeniable prominence in the eyes of the Messengers themselves. They trusted Dan far more than his world’s elected politicians, and were anything but alone in this position.
As it went, there was no ACN reporter on-site, so absent were the previous day’s crowds. Blitz News maintained a presence, with a proselytising reporter garnering a small crowd of his own as he ranted about the hellish future that could await humanity if William Godfrey succeeded in winning formal support from President Slater for his new Argentina-based agency, where he and Dan would apparently spearhead “maniacal research into the most hellish technologies any of us have ever imagined.”
Most of the people observing this report were smiling and laughing in something between amusement and bemusement at the man’s raging speech. He looked fit for a stage rather than a news bulletin, but exhaled and returned to something resembling a sane individual as soon as his report was over.
This positively confused the previously amused and bemused onlookers, some of whom were recording on their phones and would share video footage of his instant transformation online.
Comments like “Blitz News: not even once” and “Desperate for them ratings...” would accompany the videos, with widespread derision coming the reporter’s way, but his bosses wouldn’t mind.
After all, there was literally no such thing as bad publicity in the game of sensationalism Jan Gellar had compelled everyone Blitz Media to play, and the relatively media savvy individuals who shared videos about press ethics were the furthest thing possible from her target audience.
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FORD-MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
Breakfast in Birchwood passed almost wordlessly, with Piper the only present member of the Ford-McCarthy clan not stunned into silence by Timo’s report of what Billy’s team had dug up in Turkey.
The implications of a second intelligent alien race visiting Earth so long ago were almost incomprehensibly vast. Dan’s mind already thought that considering them as the first made more sense, since Leesha had once told him that the Messengers never engaged directly with humans in the way Billy’s find suggested the other aliens had — with a familiar cable-based communications interface. All kinds of larger meta-theories circled, too, with Dan quietly wondering whether these taller aliens had perhaps granted the interspecies communications technology to the Messengers.
Or were they perhaps the Messengers’ own ancient ancestors, responsible for the creation of the AI ‘Elders’ and New Kerguelen’s confounding Great Shelter?
These ideas, to the extent Dan’s brain had yet formed them into anything coherent enough to merit that description, were so Earth-shaking and novel that they made his skin feel physically uncomfortable.
Emma took very deliberate breaths to control her heartbeat as she fed Piper, right after removing the baby’s protective mittens now that the stove’s flame was out and couldn’t pose a risk even if she unknowingly engaged her telekinetic powers in its direction.
Both Emma and Dan were now seeing such potential hazards everywhere, that part of their minds adapting remarkably quickly to their new reality as parents of a child like no other.
So much had happened in the past few days, first with Piper’s powers and the explorability of New Kerguelen becoming apparent and now with Billy’s discovery. That discovery sowed a new seed of unspoken hope for Piper, since any new information on how the Messengers might have first come to possess their own UpLift powers — which were non-hereditary, adding to the complexity of the situation — was better than nothing.
As Emma had mentioned to Tara, currently sitting angrily in her bedroom after an argument with Emma that the brothers knew nothing about, she felt very much like their need to ‘fix’ Piper was something of a race against time. Because as Piper grew, so would the danger that her remarkable telekinetic ability posed to others and herself. There was also the assumption of a telepathic aspect to worry about, too, and neither keeping Piper from discovering that nor being able to impress upon a toddler or young child the importance of keeping it to herself seemed like viable long term probabilities.
Whether the answer came from reviving the Messengers’ Elders, reawakening some of their lost cultural memory by finding an illuminating truth on the external surface of New Kerguelen, or even from a missing piece of the puzzle on a pillar buried in the terrestrial ground in Turkey, Emma and Dan had one driving goal: protecting their child.
In the immediate term this meant keeping her indoors and physically safe, but the medium- and even short-term need to help her become normal was weighing heavily on their minds. And while there was no single clear path towards achieving this, there were at least clear action steps for the couple to take.
First of all, to protect the potentially helpful find at Dörtlü Tepe as well as the family friend who had made it, Dan had to persuade William Godfrey to exert enough pressure on the Turkish government to free Billy Kendrick and reopen access to the site as a matter of urgency.
Secondly, and in a more ongoing capacity, Emma would have to dust off her PR hat to ensure that public opinion on issues surrounding New Kerguelen and the Messengers — particularly Elder revival and surface exploration — remained positive. As Dan had hinted when first breaking the news about New Kerguelen’s apparently unnecessary shelter, they didn’t need to have any idea what the eventual answers might be to know where they might find them, and trying to keep certain doors open was currently the best thing they could do.
“Oh, God,” Dan sighed, shaking his head in deep annoyance as one of the most irritating and dangerous obstacles in their path presented itself on the other side of the living room. “Look who it is…”
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DRIVE-IN
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
“What a difference a day makes!” ACN’s Nora Stewart declared at the beginning of her live report.
The scene around her was one of excitement and positivity following Dan McCarthy’s decisive intervention at the UN twenty-four hours earlier, with his support for a breakaway agency which would enable genuine technological cooperation with the Messengers proving even more popular here in his home town than everywhere else.
Birchwood was entirely free of public displays of anti-alien sentiment, with even Blitz News now knowing better than to send rabble-rousing reporters following a few instances when locals— including the drive-in lot’s owner, Phil Norris — had made their feelings clear.
Blitz still sent some reporters to the drive-in, of course, to avoid losing some of the viewers who longed for the comfort and familiarity of the famous drive-in backdrop, but they were universally well-behaved in relation to their network colleagues who reported on similar stories from elsewhere.
“It seems as though all the attention that was focused on New York yesterday has followed Dan and Tara back to Birchwood,” Nora continued, gesturing towards a crowd scene that was certainly more impressive than yesterday’s. “We don’t expect any appearance or comment from Dan himself here today, despite the earlier online rumours which may have contributed to this turnout. Nevertheless, the focus on the town where Earth’s chosen representative happens to be situated over the city where many of the leading politicians are currently engaged in discussions over what shape future cooperation will take... well, this alone tells a huge story of just how disengaged with UNICA’s gridlock the vast majority of citizens have become.”
A car which slowed as it neared the drive-in’s entrance, apparently close enough in shape and colour to Clark’s to catch the attention of some locals near the back of the crowd, caused a momentary ruckus.
This lasted only until it became clear that rather than Clark McCarthy, its driver was simply a regular citizen slowing down so his passenger could snap a selfie. Popular on any day, a drive-in selfie with a crowd like this in the background was clearly important enough to hold up traffic and even draw the ire of the attendant police. As the driver sped off, attention turned back to the various reporters who were saying their pieces for their hourly bulletins.
“It’s difficult not to wonder what William Godfrey makes of all this behind closed doors,” Nora said, her change in pitch and tone indicating that she was wrapping up. “While the world hangs on Chief Planetary Liaison McCarthy’s every word, Deputy Planetary Liaison Godfrey is knee-deep in political wrangling and likely hoping the spotlight is back on New York in time for his expected resignation speech tomorrow. For a man who has held the highest offices in the land for several years, you have to wonder if Godfrey will be satisfied for long even as Chairman of the ICA. Because while Dan McCarthy remains in the picture, not even Godfrey himself could claim with a straight face that the title of Chairman is enough to earn him a place as leader in the public’s mind — or, as importantly, in the minds of the Messengers. For ACN, I’m Nora Stewart.”
Despite these words, however, and as was so often the case, William Godfrey was currently involved in far more consequential matters and preparing far more Machiavellian exercises of power than the public or media realised...
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FORD-MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
“Gellar,” Clark suddenly grunted, pointing to the projector screen behind Emma’s head.
“Could you unmute that?” she requested. Clark rushed to grab the remote while she was still talking: “Because as much as I hate her, we do have a keep a handle on whatever kind of garbage she’s feeding people.”
During this particular commercial, muckraker and all round bad-egg Jan Gellar was advertising a special Blitz News report on the so-called home-proofing industry, which had sprung up in the past year. Home-proofing firms capitalised on paranoia by offering expensive services to homeowners keen to protect themselves and their families from telepathic intrusion, and what had initially looked like a fad was really taking hold. Espionage-wary businesses tended to be the industry’s most lucrative customers, but the term home-proofing had an undeniable ring to it that would have been lost in a broader term like building-proofing.
“Do you want me to stream it now?” Clark asked when the commercial ended after revealing that the special report was available to watch instantly.
Emma nodded. “Daddy’s going to feed you the rest, okay, sweetheart?” she smiled at Piper, handing Dan the plastic spoon.
“Dada!” she replied with glee.
Clark hit play on the report and sat down next to Emma to take it all in. The runtime was only four minutes and the way the piece opened and closed suggested that it had been filmed for the general Blitz News cycle and probably deemed worthy of advertising.
Blitz tended to heavily push a few reports like this every week, attempting to expand their viewer base with the TV equivalent of online clickbait. Quite why other networks accepted the ads was beyond Emma’s understanding, as whatever they paid for the time was unlikely to make up for the number of viewers who followed the slickly presented call to action and changed the station.
Jan Gellar was apparently on two missions during the four-minute report: to monger as much fear as humanly possible, and to drive as many new sales of home-proofing services as possible. The ‘news’ report quite shamelessly featured only one home-proofing company and even included a special discount for viewers who quoted ‘Blitz News’ while placing their order.
Emma couldn’t miss the ironic timing of the home-proofing, which she watched on a screen that was the only thing on the once-busy walls of her living room now that a thorough second phase of baby-proofing had been undertaken.
Jan visited several families in quick succession, with carefully written soundbites chosen to appeal to the natural protective instincts of parents in particular. Basic home-proofing services involved a special coating being applied to windows while expensive ‘thought-proof’ siding and roofing materials covered the rest of the house.
At the top end of the scale lay so-called active thought-proofing packages, which featured weak radio transmitters placed at regular intervals along a home’s roof tiles or panels to supposedly counteract any intrusive telepathic rays.
It was snake-oil, pure and simple, but the industry was completely unregulated. Thought-proofing providers made no specific claims beyond vague references to cutting-edge research and development.
Vehicle add-on packs would be available within a few weeks, Jan revealed as she stood alongside the proud owner of the industry-leading company, but this service wouldn’t be sold separately.
“And of course,” she went on as the report neared its end, “the good people at ThoughtGuard, Inc. remain focused on delivering the holy grail: a wearable thought-proofing device to keep your innermost thoughts secret and keep your children’s heads free from malicious intrusion wherever they are. You can catch me live on Focus 20/20 this coming Sunday to hear more about my concerns regarding the nightmarish road our elected leaders and unelected Chief Planetary Liaison are taking us down. Yes it’s on a rival network, but I don’t want you to miss it. Until then, this is Jan Gellar for Blitz News. Stay smart and stay safe.”
Clark exhaled slowly. “What does she even want with all this crap? Is it literally just money? Viewing figures, bonuses…”
“With people like Gellar, I don’t think their eyes can see anything else,” Emma replied. “It’s like Godfrey just wants power… he needs to be in charge of something, which is why he’s pushed so hard for the ICA breakaway. The research, the Messengers, none of that means anything to him unless he can use it to get himself a new Chairman title and get back his old GCC office in Buenos Aires. Gellar and her kind are the same, but with profit instead of power. It’s a disease. She does kind of have a celebrity complex too, and she still hates us for what the leak did to her career. So come to think of it, now that she’s back I think her motivation is eighty percent profit, ten percent profile and ten percent personal.”
“She’s dangerous,” Dan commented from the table.
“Which is why we can’t let her get away with it,” Emma replied, turning to face him. Above and beyond the words themselves, Emma’s voice sounded straightforward and businesslike in a way it hadn’t done for months. Everything about what she said and the way she said it reminded the brothers of the Emma of old, whose tiger-like instincts and knack for judging a narrative’s direction of travel had kept them all afloat during a turbulent period in the wake of the IDA that would have destroyed anyone else.
“Here’s what I’m going to do,” Emma said, nodding twice in sudden decision. “I’m going to get myself on that live Focus 20/20 panel, and I’m going to shut her down for good.”
“Via satellite,” Clark said. It wasn’t a question.
“Of course,” Emma replied. “I’m not taking Piper anywhere! But we also can’t just sit here waiting for things to play out for another second. And come to think of it… Dan, we really can’t risk Godfrey forgetting to call you before his speech or running out of time, so we’re going to call him now, okay?”
“One hundred percent,” Dan said, already tapping away on his phone.
With the projector paused on the final frame of Jan’s advertorial home-proofing report, Clark nodded his head in newfound optimism. He had never doubted his own ability to keep people physically safe, be it his friends and family in Birchwood or his old VIP clients in Iraq, but a fully focused Emma was capable of shaping public narratives and playing the media in ways that could serve all that was good and true.
He had watched her roll up her sleeves and fight dirty when the situation called for it; and while he understood why she had been completely absent from the public arena since Piper’s birth, he was glad to see the fire in her eyes once more. Clark knew that the family’s situation was terrible, but he also knew there was no one better to take it on.
At last, driven out of the shadows by the overpowering drive to protect her child at any and all costs, the real Emma was back.
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UNITED NATIONS HEADQUARTERS
MANHATTAN, NEW YORK
“You’ll have to excuse me, Mr Ambassador,” William Godfrey apologised, stepping away from the French delegation, who he could hardly anger further in any case, to take a phone call from a very infrequent and un-ignorable caller.
Adding to the surprise of seeing Dan McCarthy’s name on the screen, Godfrey didn’t know what to make of the fact that it was a video call. He stepped into the corridor and quickly entered a vacant office.
“Oh, you’re all there,” he said, the tone reflecting mild unease as he saw both Emma and Clark at Dan’s shoulders. “But no Tara? Is she taking care of young Piper?”
“Not that it’s your business,” Emma replied.
Godfrey rolled his eyes and puffed out his cheeks. “Come on, Ms Ford, I thought we were past any personal animos—”
“It’s been Mrs McCarthy for a while now,” she interrupted, “but Emma’s still fine.”
“We’re all still fine,” Godfrey said diplomatically.
“Indeed we are. And that’s why we’re calling you; we’re all on the same side here, Godfrey, and we need—”
“Chairman Godfrey,” he butted in, returning the favour.
Dan and Clark shared a tired glance while silence circled, having thought this kind of thing was behind them. But Emma had dealt with the Godfreys of the world for her whole adult life, and she had never steered her inner circle wrong so far. These ridiculously petty power games were apparently part and parcel of dealing with Godfrey’s kind, so they stayed quiet and let her get on with it.
“You’re actually still Deputy Planetary Liaison Godfrey for now,” Emma said. “Which puts you one level below my little sister, if I’m not mistaken. And if you want everyone else to call you Chairman Godfrey again, we all know whose public support you need to maintain.”
“What was your rank again, Mrs McCarthy?”
Emma smiled sweetly. “William, as if I need a title.”
Godfrey laughed heartily. As annoying as she could be, he always enjoyed engaging with a good sparring partner. “Well, given that I’m currently in charge of the United Nations Interspace Contact Agency and preparing to deliver the speech that will seal its fate, you’ll understand that my titled time is precious. Dan, is there something you needed to tell me? I was going to call when my final discussions with the holdouts are wrapped up, remember?”
“I couldn’t risk waiting,” Dan said. He gulped, getting ready to silence his better instincts and tell Godfrey everything about Billy’s situation. He knew why he had to do it, but that didn’t make it easy.
Aside from the personally motivated desire to get the innocent Billy Kendrick out of his Turkish jail cell, there were important strategic reasons to loop Godfrey in before he delivered his final UNICA address. Most importantly of all, Emma had stressed, were the huge potential complications should Turkey abstain from joining the new ICA in Buenos Aires now that its government was in control of what was quite possibly the most remarkable Earth-based discovery of all time.
Put simply: only by telling Godfrey everything could Dan impress upon him the true importance of Dörtlü Tepe, and in doing so persuade him to do everything necessary to ensure open access to its illuminating carvings and whatever else might soon be unearthed.
Additionally, though, it was also important that Godfrey and the new ICA wouldn’t be left with egg on their faces in a matter of days if Turkey took the unlikely but possible decision to publicly announce the discovery for one political reason or another.
As had been the case throughout her career, Emma strove to make sure that Godfrey — hardly a client, but still a beneficiary of information she was providing — would make a speech which was informed by non-public developments so that he wouldn’t say anything that might look foolish when the news broke.
Shortly before the call began, Clark had asked why exactly Dan and Emma felt so confident that a man as slimy as Godfrey could be trusted to keep the news out of the media and only use it for the correct purposes of securing the site and freeing Billy.
Emma admitted that she certainly couldn’t promise that Godfrey wouldn’t use the news for his own ends, likely as a lever to throw his weight around the UN’s corridors with partial revelations designed to tempt or frighten the European holdouts into joining the new ICA on his terms. That was his real goal, she said: to chair a truly global contact agency, essentially UNICA without the administrative headaches. His willingness to get his hands dirty had won over President Slater and Chinese Premier Ding Ziyang, who strategically supported the idea of Godfrey nominally heading the agency’s day to day operations while they remained as appointed Deputy Planetary Liaisons whose combined national power made them capable of removing him at the drop of a hat should he ever get ideas too far above his station.
“But Godfrey is a born survivor,” she’d explained. “He’s been UK Prime Minister twice even though the public hated him the first time, he weaselled his way to the top of the Global Shield Commission after Disclosure Day, he managed to stick around when that became the Global Space Commission, he somehow won every western leader’s backing with the Global Contact Commission, he bid his time as a joint Deputy at UNICA and now he’s manoeuvred himself back into Chairman’s seat at the new ICA. What I’m getting at is that whatever else Godfrey is, he’s a good politician. He understands politicking, and most importantly he understands consequences. I don’t think I have to tell him what the consequences of leaking any news he gets from us would be, but if I do then I’ll gently tell him that with this news the stakes are higher than ever.”
Back in the present, Dan kept all of this in mind. And then, as Timo had to him less than an hour earlier, he began to relay absolutely everything about Billy’s discovery and subsequent incarceration. He followed Emma’s advice to tell Godfrey to make sure that whoever he had to work with or pressurise to ensure Billy’s immediate release also understood that there would be dire consequences — for them — of publicising what he told them.
Godfrey nodded in understanding. “I’ll make sure they know they would gravely regret crossing me,” he said very flatly. “Although to be honest, I rarely have to be explicit about such things.”
Just as Dan was reaching the crucial information about the carvings themselves, Emma waved a finger in front of the phone’s screen to simultaneously cut him off and take Godfrey’s attention.
”Since we’re all on the same side here…” she said, choosing her words very carefully, “Dan is about to share intricate details of what Billy found, and this is in the strictest of confidence for now. We’re telling you purely so you can shape your final UN address with these details in mind, because they’ll be public before too long. I’m sure you know the drill: be careful not to set it up so it’ll look like we’ve been keeping secrets, but bear in mind where the narrative is going. Just like you’re treating the news about the Shelter on New Kerguelen; speak with it in mind, but don’t let it out of your mind when there are a hundred cameras pointing at your face.”
“Of course. PR 101, one might say,” Godfrey grinned.
“One might,” Emma replied dryly. “But there’s one last thing to ask before I get to the details. I don’t have to tell you how unfortunate it would be if anyone at all made this public in the wrong way, do I? I don’t mean to be overly explicit about such things, but since we were talking about things people would gravely regret…”
“Proceed, Dan,” Godfrey said, tacitly acknowledging Emma’s threat by not calling it out.
At last, Dan then proceeded to detail the remarkable pillars at Dörtlü Tepe which were apparently unmistakably carved to document cable-based communication between a non-Messenger extraterrestrial being and humans from a bygone era.
“Jesus…” Godfrey mused when the story was over, rubbing his chin in genuine shock. “Who else knows?”
Emma took over, responding to the same first question she always asked when a surprise came to light. “Other than us… there’s Timo, a few of his staff, a Turkish interpreter who lives next door to one of Timo’s staff, presumably everyone on Billy’s team who were at the site, and then however many people have been looped in by the Turkish authorities.”
“I’m extremely glad you called,” Godfrey said. “I also can’t pretend I’m not impressed that Fiore handled this so delicately. Dan, you know him better than I do… is there any chance he might yet come round to working with us in Buenos Aires? I’m still not even clear on why he became so obstinate about things. The Italian government is with us, and between you me and these four walls I was making progress with the Germans even before you told me this… who knew that playing hardball with the Europeans would have them scrambling to strike a deal at the last minute? Anyway, once they’re on board we’ll have as much legitimacy as we did here — but without all the red tape weighing us down.”
No one spoke for a moment, all seemingly waiting for each other.
“Oh, and I might as well ask this now!” Godfrey said, his expression brightening. “But can you call Tara in? It’s a question for her, too.”
Unaware of the past night’s sisterly tiff, Clark went to get Tara. She told him she was resting, but the mention of a live call from William Godfrey was enough to get her attention.
“Tata!” Piper called from her high chair, speaking for the first time in a while having quietly watched the other three grown-ups talking to a small phone as if they were strangely-behaving characters on TV.
“Hey, darling,” Tara said, rubbing the baby’s chubby left cheek and making her giggle.
“Tara!” Godfrey said. She walked round to get a look at the screen. “Okay, now that you’re all there… Dan, Tara, I’d like to invite you both to join myself and Leesha on a four-stop PR tour in the next few days. We’re going to visit Buenos Aires tomorrow, then Athens, Rome and ideally a certain site in Turkey. Turkey was already in my mind so this is going to work out absolutely perfectly, and I’ll have you home again within no more than a week,”
“What certain site in Turkey are we talking about?” Tara asked, revealing to Godfrey that she hadn’t yet been looped in.
“It’s been a crazy hour,” Clark answered. “We’ll explain in a minute.”
Tara raised her eyebrows. “I dunno, Emma doesn’t think I can be trusted anymore.”
Dan and Godfrey shared a confused look through their respective phones.
“Let’s maybe not do this right now, huh?” Emma scolded in a low tone.
Tara muttered something too quietly for anyone to hear.
“In any case…” Godfrey went on. “The tour?”
“I don’t want to go anywhere,” Dan said. “I didn’t like the way the crowd greeted us in New York. It’s bad optics until public opinion is more settled.”
“And I’m doing the live episode of Focus 20/20 on Sunday,” Emma announced. “Well, not officially yet, but they’re hardly going to say no.”
“Oh, excellent,” Godfrey said, clearly meaning it. “You saw that Gellar is on, I assume? I tried to press President Slater to consider a blockbuster appearance to put her in her place, but I’m sure you can handle it. But this tour is a worthy endeavour, bringing Leesha to new locations so no one can keep accusing us of hogging him, you know? And admittedly I used that lure to encourage cooperation from certain governments whose willingness to breakaway from here acted as tipping points for certain others to follow. So with that said… Clark, would you consider it? Leesha will most definitely be willing to join me, but I expect only if one of you is present. But Tara, you’d also be more than welcome on your own; he trusts and likes you, undoubtedly.”
“I’m not going anywhere,” she replied, glancing at Piper. She knew better than to say it out loud, but she never planned to leave Piper again until everything was fixed.
Emma nudged Clark and subtly pulled him aside. “Stall,” she whispered to Dan.
He did his best, asking more about the sites in question while Emma spoke to Clark.
“Listen: I know what you’re going to say about leaving us for a week, but we have round-the-clock Secret Service protection,” she said, too quietly for anyone else to hear. “The best thing you can do for any of us is to go on this tour while I’m doing 20/20. We won’t have to worry about public opinion forever — just until we get back to New Kerguelen so we can look outside and try to revive the Elders — but right now the public mood really does count. And as much as Leesha trusts Dan, if he thinks Godfrey and the rest of the ICA are going to be acting against the will of Earth’s masses, which must have crossed his mind in New York with the eggs and the paint, they could cut us off. We can’t get back to New Kerguelen without them… and whatever we learn in Turkey, we don’t have any of those communications cables except the ones the Messengers let us use. We need this.”
“I’ll come,” Clark announced to Godfrey.
Tara looked at him in shock. “What? Why?”
“I’ll have someone arrange a flight tonight,” Godfrey said, happy to have a McCarthy on board even if it wasn’t his first choice of Dan. “You’ll have the details soon.”
Still, Tara stood in stunned surprise.
Emma then quietly told Dan to wrap up the call, which he duly did. “Get Billy out and choose your words well ,” he said to Godfrey as his final line.
“I will and I will,” Godfrey smiled back. “And thank you all. Something tells me our lives would have gotten needlessly difficult if you hadn’t shared this so promptly.”
As the call ended, Dan McCarthy could only hope that he hadn’t just made a huge mistake.
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10 DOWNING STREET
LONDON, ENGLAND
“William!” John Cole said with a smile, answering the call after a few rings so as not to appear overly keen.
This smile grew and grew as the nature of the call became clear: Godfrey was directly and explicitly seeking Cole’s input — advice, even — on how to most effectively deal with a delicate issue that had just arisen regarding Billy Kendrick, an extraterrestrial discovery, and a Turkish jail cell.
Cole immediately offered to make an aggressive comment calling for Billy’s release, putting public pressure on the Turks in a way Godfrey was reluctant to do himself given the diplomatic responsibilities of his current and future position.
“I think we should hang tight on making any of this public,” Godfrey replied, “but I appreciate the offer. We know how well that worked when we used to do it to Slater!”
Cole was now shaking his head and smiling at the ceiling, almost in disbelief at how well everything was going. Godfrey was cheerily harking back to the good old days… the days of their duo sticking it to Slater while enjoying the popularity that came with being on Dan McCarthy’s side of the alien issue.
He desperately wanted to lobby Godfrey on just how much of a liability Slater was, but now wasn’t the time to strike.
Cole ultimately expressed his view that the safest move was to apply some pressure on the Turks without immediately involving the Chinese or the Americans, but holding the threat of doing so over their heads as the inevitable next move Given that the Turkish government had all but officially agreed to join the ICA breakaway, Cole also figured it made sense to offer a high-ranking administrative role or two to sweeten the medicine.
The real issue wasn’t Billy, as he and Godfrey both knew, but rather access to a potentially important discovery. If the ICA came into being in a world where a holdout state controlled the key site, which it sounded like Dörtlü Tepe could be, it was doomed before it got off the ground. Cole wasn’t scheming to join the triangle of power in an agency like that; he was scheming for a seat at the top table in the agency that would spearhead contact and bring huge political power and lucrative future consultancy work for anyone with the right title.
Dan McCarthy and Tara Ford were individuals Cole could handle sharing the spotlight with, albeit begrudgingly, while Ding Ziyang and William Godfrey were clearly in with the furniture and going nowhere fast.
Valerie Slater, though, was a weak link. The weak link.
“It was smart to talk it through like this before bringing Slater in,” Cole said, deciding it wise to diss her in passing like this without overtly criticising her. “You know you can count on me.”
“I’ll let you know how it goes,” Godfrey replied without acknowledging Cole’s final comment.
As the call ended, Cole leaned back in his seat.
Slowly but surely, he thought to himself. Slowly but surely…
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FORD-MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
“Someone want to tell me what I missed?” Tara asked, blurting it out at the very second the screen turned black at the end of their call with Godfrey.
“I will,” Emma replied. “And I’m sorry about last night… but Tara, that was too close — even if it was only Henry.”
“Someone want to tell me what I missed?” Clark chimed in, taking the words from Dan’s mouth.
Piper glanced happily between them all as they exchanged explanations, until Dan picked her up for a quick stroll outside.
“Everything’s getting better,” he told her.
“Ooooos!” she replied, pointing her mitten towards a small squirrel on the fence.
“That’s not a dog, that’s a squirrel,” Dan said. “Squirrel.”
Repeatedly and with apparent focus, Piper then opened and closed her hand as much as she could within the restrictive mitten. She was looking directly at the bird; to Dan’s eyes, she appeared frustrated that it wasn’t getting any closer.
“Let’s go back inside for a while,” he said, knowing he was probably reading far too much into her excitement at seeing a cute wild animal.
Her hands stopped moving when the squirrel was out of sight, and Dan felt suddenly unsettled as the door swung closed behind them.
That was nothing, he thought to himself, gulping away as much doubt as he could.
Probably…
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POLICE HEADQUARTERS
ANKARA, TURKEY
Although his night in a Turkish jail cell wasn’t one Billy Kendrick expected to look back upon too fondly, he spent most of it consciously trying to focus on what he had to be grateful for. This was a technique for enduring hard times he’d heard so many times over the years that he didn’t know when it finally stuck, but since the day it did he had found balanced perspectives far easier to come by than had once been the case.
On this occasion, Billy considered that as much as he would prefer to be almost anywhere else, there was little doubt that the relative amiability he had been shown by his custodians owed much to the power of his name and perhaps even more so the power of his friends.
As he sat with his closest Turkish friend, the less optimistic Mesut, Billy considered that the fact they’d been allowed to spend their first night in each other’s company and seemed set to remain in the same cell for the second was another thing he could put down to who he was.
What neither Billy nor Mesut considered for a second was that the uniformed officer approaching their cell with a key was coming to let them out for good.
“You are free to leave,” the officer said in perfect English. For a few seconds Billy felt surprised that yet another local spoke such good English, until it crossed his mind that he was obviously only dealing with people who had been chosen for the task because they could communicate with him. This officer was unfamiliar from the previous night and sadly not the man with whom Billy had struck up a curious rapport. “We received orders from above. Way above.”
Mesut made a quiet shushing noise to dissuade Billy from asking any questions until they were truly free, and Billy readily bowed to his local and cultural expertise.
“Thank you,” Mesut said, speaking English for Billy’s sake. “But as for our discovery…?”
“Above my pay grade,” the officer replied. A grin crossed his face. “Way above. But from me to you, I would not go near it until things settle down. And I will lead you to your belongings in a moment, but first…”
Taking Billy by surprise, the man raised his hand to reveal that he was holding a phone.
“You have a call, Mr Kendrick. He was absolutely insistent on speaking to you as soon as you were released.”
Billy took the phone. He didn’t guess out loud which friend might be calling, as his mind was flitting between the two possibilities, but if pushed he probably would have gone for Timo rather than Dan.
“Hello?” he said, the tentativeness of his own voice coming as a mild surprise.
“You’re welcome,” a refined English voice replied down the line.
Billy closed his eyes and breathed deeply. Any kind of debt to William Godfrey was one he knew could never be repaid easily, let alone one so linked to the remarkable discovery his team had just made, but it wasn’t as though he could refuse ‘help’ that had already been provided.
“How?” was all he asked
“Word leaked out to Timo,” Godfrey said. “He tried to get you free, bless his wealthy little heart, but ultimately the reality of life dawned on him yet again. You see, Billy… money is nice, but power gets things done.”
The line was dead before Billy could reply.





Part 3
TRUE COLOURS





“You only know me as you see me,
not as I actually am.”
Immanuel Kant
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UNITED NATIONS HEADQUARTERS
MANHATTAN, NEW YORK
In front of almost two hundred delegates of the UNICA assembly, William Godfrey stood ready to give the speech that would mark its demise. He wore the look of a man very pleased with his afternoon’s work, and with good reason.
Wasting no time, he dived right in.
“Forty-eight hours ago, Dan McCarthy and Tara Ford were treated shamefully by a small group of degenerate protestors. Leesha, our friend from another world, was present to witness this. Delegates, I was ashamed of what I saw on Wednesday morning and I am ashamed of each and every one of us for allowing it to come to pass.
“Try for one second to think about how everything looks from outside our little political bubble. Is it any wonder that some elements of society have grown so disillusioned with our lack of cooperative progress within these walls that they have become indifferent and in some cases even hostile to the very prospect of interspecies cooperation itself? No! And that is a shameful situation of our collective making. We as a body have failed to deliver on our reason for being, and the past year has been an unmitigated disaster of League of Nations proportions.”
Godfrey looked around, making eye contact with as many as possible of the delegates he was very publicly criticising.
“Of course, the great positive,” he went on, “is that on this occasion we are course-correcting while time remains on our side; albeit just barely. Leesha has spoken of impatience on New Kerguelen, where we are considered far more wise than we often consider ourselves. Perhaps that’s because the Messengers’ direct interactions haven’t been with politicians but rather with the likes of Clark, Dan and Emma McCarthy, of Tara Ford, and of our intrepid Chinese and American crew members who travelled bravely to an unknown world to satisfy two of the core human drives: to see what is out there and to make things better.
“I cannot speak deeply of the politics of New Kerguelen, or even confidently attest that politics as we know it on Earth is a concept common to both planets. And that, my friends, is the core of the issue: we should know so much more than we do. Their society, their technology, their history… we know almost nothing about any of it!”
Godfrey shook his head. He walked back and forth past his podium like a caged bear, far more animated than usual with his hands moving around almost as much as his legs.
“There is a Great Shelter around the Messengers’ highly concentrated settlement,” he boomed, throwing up his hands. “Why?”
He left a long pause before moving on to the next question, at which point he repeated the same performative process several more times. “There is an interstellar ‘shortcut’ of some kind between their world and ours. How? Something caused the remarkable computers they thought of as Elders to stop functioning. What? At some point, we too shall traverse the stars in our own spacecraft. When? The confirmed existence of one intelligent extraterrestrial race quite strongly suggests the likelihood that there may be more. Where? And if anyone present in this assembly can share a worthy reason not to seize our own destiny and tackle the future with our eyes open… who?”
Godfrey then remained silent for a particularly and frankly uncomfortably long time, almost daring someone to dissent. No one did, which was entirely unsurprising given that the small handful of anti-breakaway holdout nations, often dismissed as rogue states in other contexts, had not taken their seats for this last speech the assembly would ever see.
“I don’t have to contextualise everything or get into the nitty gritty of how UNICA’s dissolution will work, but let’s be clear: this is it. And while our actions have broadly been spoken of as a breakaway, I prefer to think of it as breaking free of so-called checks and balances that went far beyond the sensibly conservative and well into the realm of the pointlessly restrictive. The veto-based voting structure turned what should have been a cooperative endeavour into a petty game of horse-trading and politicking. Some of that lies on my shoulders, perhaps, but I fully and loudly absolve my fellow Deputy Planetary Liaisons in the form of Valerie Slater and Ding Ziyang of any responsibility. They have acted with patience of a quite remarkable sort, and our initial tripartite decision to propose UNICA’s consensus-based voting structure was taken in faith that you would respect the spirit of that structure. The consensus model was intended to prevent any unjustifiably unbalanced costs or benefits, not to allow some of you to hold our planet’s future hostage for the sake of economic or geopolitical concessions.
“Our planet’s most important decisions will no longer be at the whims of its pettiest governments, and I am utterly delighted that the willingness of UNICA’s core nations to break free of these shackles has ultimately led to all of you joining us. You will have a voice in Buenos Aires and it will be heard, but no longer will one be allowed to drown out every other. I would be remiss not to also thank my close personal friend Dan McCarthy, who despises political bickering more than anyone I know. Dan endured valiantly throughout UNICA’s fruitless life, and I am even more pleased for him than I am for the rest of us that the kind of interspecies cooperation he has done so much to foster can now proceed.
“You see, within this very building, the most important decisions have long been made by a security council with five permanent members. And even then, the veto has been enacted far too often. Before anyone cries hypocrisy… yes, as Prime Minister of the United Kingdom I did instruct our delegates to veto resolutions on more than one occasion. But friends, allies, colleagues… that is what happens when a system is poorly devised. When games are played, loopholes are found! At the ICA, from a familiar base in Buenos Aires, we will leave such childish games where they belong — in the past — and we will move forward together with our distant friends into a future so great, our forefathers scarcely dared to imagine it.
“While I have the media’s attention, I’m pleased to announce that Leesha will be returning to the surface as soon as tomorrow to join myself and none other than Clark McCarthy in a short four-stop tour. We will begin in Buenos Aires before moving to Athens, Rome, and ultimately a mystery location which will not disappoint.”
Only a handful of delegates in the room knew that the fourth location was an archaeological site in Turkey, and only the Turkish delegate knew precisely where it was and what had been found. Many of the others glanced around the room wondering whether they were the only one who didn’t know.
“And with that,” Godfrey prepared to conclude, “I bid you adieu. As Dan alluded to in his own departure speech, despite the frustrations of the past year it truly has been an honour to stand in these hallowed halls and to walk in the footsteps of giants. And while I wish I could also say it’s been a pleasure, my father didn’t raise a liar so I think I’ll stick with see you in Argentina.”
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“Well, I guess he didn’t screw anyone over,” Clark said, first to respond to Godfrey’s speech as it finished airing on ACN. He muted the speakers.
“Publicly,” Emma qualified. “Something tells me he didn’t get so many delegates to fold at the last minute by asking nicely…”
As Godfrey’s speeches went it was fairly standard, what with his unshirking criticism of UNICA as a whole and his characteristic reference to political history with the League of Nations allusion. Indeed, the biggest surprise had been that there were no real surprises.
Emma and Dan breathed easily, her mind primarily eased by that general lack of surprises and Dan’s more particularly by the welcome discretion over Billy’s discovery and incarceration.
Dan did find it difficult not to be slightly envious of Clark, who would apparently get to see the Dörtlü Tepe pillar up close, but in reality he didn’t want to go anywhere and was glad his brother had stepped up to the plate.
Tara, meanwhile, was decidedly unhappy about Clark’s imminent departure yet had absolutely no wish to join him. She flat-out refused to consider being away from Piper during such a difficult time for Dan and Emma, and even after thorough discussion didn’t understand the need for the four-stop tour fully enough to accept it.
It didn’t help Tara’s mood that Clark had instantly taken Emma’s input on board while completely ignoring her own, in a move she saw as all too symptomatic of her viewpoint never being taken seriously.
Clark did all he could to reaffirm that he would be perfectly okay and back in Birchwood before she knew it, but the promises fell on deaf ears. The time he took trying to ease her mind made him glad that he had already packed everything he needed for his impromptu but important trip to Buenos Aires and beyond. With only ten minutes left until his planned departure time he was also very glad that Godfrey hadn’t waited any longer to give a speech he’d been naturally keen to see in its entirety.
The worst moment of Clark’s final few minutes arrived when a call came in from his father Henry, who had found out about Clark’s trip only while watching the speech at the grill with Phil Norris and Mr Byrd.
Henry McCarthy was out of the loop on everything all over again, and Clark dearly hoped this wouldn’t have to be the case for long. But the potential cost of spilling Piper’s secret made it even more delicate than any other they’d had to temporarily keep from Henry, and Clark knew that his father would understand that in this case discretion really was for the best.
Dan had shared his concern about Piper’s encounter with a squirrel earlier in the day, when his overactive mind could have sworn she was consciously trying to pull it closer, but Clark quickly convinced him — and the sisters — that Piper was a seven-month old baby who couldn’t possibly understand the nature of a telekinetic ability she had used once, by accident, let alone deliberately attempt to wield it.
“I was just gonna park there, but do you want to drive me to the airport?” Clark asked Tara while he put on his shoes. “It’ll give us some time together.”
“Not going to Argentina would give us more time together,” she replied flatly.
Clark sighed as he opened the door and stepped outside. “The only person I’m not doing this for is myself, okay? At least try to see that.”
Tara went straight into her bedroom, leaving no time for the scolding she predicted Emma would have delivered if she’d stuck around much longer.
“Is she okay?” Dan asked. “Like, okay okay? Because sometimes she’s not, and it’s not just a ‘bad mood’ kind of thing.”
Emma threw up her hands. “Are you okay? Am I okay? Do I have an ocean of mental energy to spend on another adult when we have a baby who needs even more attention than she did last week?”
Dan said nothing.
“We can’t fight,” Emma sighed. “I’m sorry. It’s just, everything’s so…”
Dan hugged her, trying to stem the flow of pent-up tears. He was glad Piper was asleep, at least, but within seconds of Clark’s departure he already couldn’t help but think that the tour might not have been the best idea.
    
“Mr McCarthy… a moment, sir?” someone said, catching Clark by surprise as he unlocked the car.
Clark was all set to blow a gasket and physically chase the reporter away from an area of Birchwood which was supposed to be closed off to non-residents, but his mood and expression changed quickly when he saw that the request came in fact from one of the Secret Service agents tasked with keeping the area and its globally renowned inhabitants safe from such intruders.
The man looked only a few years older than Clark — late thirties at most — and was as immaculately turned out as they always were. Clark had seen him around from time to time with one of the other agents, but always made a point of avoiding them whenever he could. Only now, when he was leaving town, did he feel any sense of relief that capable eyes and hands were guarding his family.
“What’s up?” he asked. “I have a flight to catch, so I can’t talk for too long.”
“It’s about your trip,” the agent replied. “Well, your absence. You know that our orders here are to guard the perimeter and stay off the property, and that comes from the top, but when you’re not around…”
Clark tipped his head back, looking down at the slightly shorter and considerably lighter man. He didn’t like where the conversation was going.
“If there was ever a situation that required a life-or-death intervention, are there any anti-intrusion security measures that could cause injury to someone entering the property unexpectedly but with legitimate reason?”
Very slowly, Clark scratched his chin before opening the car door. “Listen buddy, because I’m only saying this once: if I find out that you put so much as one foot on this property while I’m gone, I won’t be picking up my phone to call Slater and telling her to get rid of you.”
“Good,” the agent said, “because we’re here to protec—”
“I’ll be picking up my phone to call the fucking morgue and telling them to expect you,” Clark hissed. He slammed the car door and reversed hastily out of the driveway, leaving the agent positively speechless at the kerbside.
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ANKARA, TURKEY
Billy Kendrick had stayed in his fair share of Gravesen hotels around the world and had met all kinds of eminent people during his stays.
He had also seen his fair share of media scrums on the kerbside and been involved in more than a few himself, but the sight that greeted him upon his return to his hotel in Ankara was like none he had ever personally experienced. This seemed like a welcome fit for a President like Valerie Slater, a Hollywood starlet like Kaitlyn Judd, or an interplanetary emissary like Dan McCarthy.
But Billy?
Despite what his team had discovered nearby and despite his unsettling recent detention, Billy’s instinct was still to look behind him to see who this scrum was really there to see. Of course, there was no one behind him and all eyes were on him; because for now, no story in Turkey was above Billy Kendrick.
William Godfrey had been surprisingly diplomatic during his speech — in regards to Dörtlü Tepe-related events, at least — and Billy had been almost as surprised by that while he listened on the taxi’s radio as he was now to see the size of his welcome party. Exactly who had leaked news of his incarceration, he didn’t know… but he knew someone had, given the occasional English questions that the reporters threw at him.
The nature of these questions, focusing on why he had spent a night in a cell, at least suggested to Billy that no one had leaked news of his major archaeological discovery. He knew better than to think this would stay quiet for long, but a few quiet days for things to settle down would be good for everyone.
The reporters and photographers did seem friendly enough, fighting only amongst themselves for the best angles while the hotel’s experienced security staff formed a cordon to ensure Billy reached the lobby safely and that the hoard couldn’t follow.
Once inside, Billy heard a gentle voice calling him towards the main reception desk. He walked over, trying not to show any of the impatience and desperation to lie down that he was feeling. “Hi,” he said.
The receptionist leaned in slightly closer. “Timo Fiore asked me to tell you that he’s in room 901.”
“Here?” Billy asked with a shocked gasp. “At this hotel?”
“He arrived an hour ago,” the receptionist replied. “Just before the crowd.”
Billy thanked her and went on his way. In the elevator, he didn’t hit 4 for his own floor but rather rode to the top floor — 9 — and knocked twice on the door of its corner suite.
As though he had been waiting with his hand on the lock, Timo pulled the door inwards and embraced his old friend. “Billy…” was all he said.
“Timo,” Billy replied, hugging him back just as tightly. “I know you tried to get me out on your own. He told me.”
There was no need to ask who ‘he’ was, and Timo’s shoulders sunk at the reminder of the debt they now owed William goddamn Godfrey. He didn’t yet know that Billy shared the same concern, but it was a natural enough one to have when dealing with a rat like Godfrey.
“But do you know why all those press and paparazzi are downstairs?” Billy asked. “Godfrey didn’t mention me in his speech. And how did everything play out, anyway? I feel like I’m ten steps behind.”
Timo encouraged Billy further into the vast suite, where he soon found physical comfort on a couch softer than any he had ever even dreamed of. Timo settled in an adjacent armchair and told Billy the full story, from his mysterious Turkish-language phone call through to his eventual contact with the McCarthys.
Billy perked up at that part, with Godfrey’s discretion making more sense in his mind now that it seemed so likely that Emma had spoken to him before the speech.
When Timo’s retelling ended, Billy confirmed that the details about the carving itself were absolutely correct and shared his belief that a conscientious winking police officer had been the fast-talking man on the other end of Timo’s phone line. He then asked if Timo knew what was currently happening at Dörtlü Tepe, but the answer was unfortunately no.
“You heard what Godfrey said about visiting a mysterious fourth location with Leesha and Clark, though,” Timo said, “and I’ve got a feeling that’s going to be the dig site. But in the meantime, and indeed beyond, I imagine an ‘international’ team of Chinese and American guards will enforce an exclusion zone while the pillars are recklessly excavated.”
“Not on Dan’s watch,” Billy said. “I’ll reach out in the morning, to thank him for his part in getting me out of there and talk about what’s next. What are you thinking now about the ICA? Is there any part of your mind that thinks Buenos Aires is worth another shot? Alessandro was there in the GCC days and it was worthwhile… for a while, at least.”
Timo hesitated to answer. His thoughts and feelings on this would have been a mess even without the emotional roller coaster of Billy’s incarceration and release, so with everything piling up inside his mind there was quite literally no room for coherent thought.
“Remember the policeman who was immobilised at the drive-in?” Timo asked, seemingly randomly.
“Doug Parsons,” Billy nodded, like everyone would know. “He’s been talking to the media lately. Why do you ask?”
“Well, before any of this stuff, I encouraged Alessandro to track him down and offer him a research residency in Trento. We were worried about what Godfrey and his cronies might do with UpLift research now that the shackles are off, and Doug was the only reachable contactee we could think of. But now that my bridge to Birchwood is back, I could work with Clark on that kind of thing. You know, just so we’d have our own first-hand data in case we ever need it.”
Billy’s eyebrows furrowed in concern. Timo certainly looked tired, but he didn’t sound anything like himself. The words were rambling, but even more concerning was the fact that he had considered this a good idea before the Dörtlü Tepe drama began.
“Timo, you sound like you’re losing yourself,” he said, as blunt as ever. “You sound like the imaginary crazed scientists and inventors we hear about in all the rumours of people trying to make an UpLifter of their own, absent of access to the Messengers. You know, the rumours of places in Russia, China… hell, there was even that crackpot hoax a few weeks ago about the school in Kansas where some guy said they were teaching telepathy classes! Not to mention all these rumours about governments and agencies trying to train their own telepaths now that we know it’s theoretically possible.”
“I’ll tell Alessandro to call off the Parsons plan,” Timo said. His demeanour and voice then quickly changed, however, as another thought entered his mind. “But say… remember that camera you ordered for ultra-discreet recording?”
Billy pointed to his stomach. “I got close-up footage… and let’s just say the delivery is on the way,” he replied, laughing at the ridiculousness of this particular situation.
“Charming!” Timo said, roaring with laugher that dwarfed Billy’s. When it eventually died down, his expression remained upbeat. “Oh, and I’ve been invited to New York on Sunday evening! I’m going to accept the network’s offer and I’d very much like you to join me on the panel, too.”
“Focus 20/20?”
Timo nodded. “Live episode.”
“Who else is on?” Billy asked.
“Joe Crabbe and Jan Gellar,” Timo said, disliking the very sound of the second name.
Sharing this disdain for Jan, Billy’s eyes rolled so hard that they almost fell out of his head.
“And Emma. That one’s not public yet, but she’s in.”
“Then so am I,” Billy smiled.
Automatically, Timo mirrored his expression
“But wait…” Billy went on, “are we talking about the find? Are we ‘supposed’ to talk about it?”
Timo shrugged. “It’s live TV, Billy, who knows what could happen…”
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DRIVE-IN
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
Long after closing time at New Kergrillin’, Henry McCarthy and his old friend Walter Byrd — Mr Byrd to almost everyone — remained together at the bar. The third of their rarely-apart trio, the bar’s owner Phil Norris, was currently out of town collecting an item he’d spoken of only generally and was buying with cash… a lot of it.
Neither of these elements of Phil’s late night transaction surprised them, with what might have sounded to anyone else like a midnight drug deal raising no alarm bells for two men who knew the kind of interests and concerns Phil held.
Once a loner who exhibited outright suspicion and borderline hostility to anyone he didn’t already know well, Phil had certainly mellowed somewhat in the past few years. It didn’t take a genius to realise that this coincided with the sudden economic uptick that global interest in Birchwood brought to his previously derelict drive-in lot, but even a bank balance Phil could never have dreamed of wasn’t enough to eliminate his fear that — in his favoured parlance — the shit could hit the fan at any given moment.
“Once a prepper, always a prepper,” Mr Byrd had laughed when Phil set off on the 120-mile trip to collect his latest suddenly-necessary item. Neither Mr Byrd nor Henry even bothered to ask what it was, knowing by now that such a question would be greeted with laughter at best. They had likewise never asked Phil where his hidden bunker was, but given the apparent size of his stash they couldn’t help but wonder.
Eventually, Phil arrived back just as 1AM rolled around. On his return, he looked more than a little surprised to have found the bar’s light still on and the door unlocked. “I was pretty sure you woulda locked up by now,” he said, not annoyed by any stretch. “Didn’t think you oldies could still stay up this late!”
“Nice bag,” Henry said, referencing the grocery-style plastic bag in Phil’s hand which was emblazoned with the name of a tanning salon. “Big date coming up?”
An involuntary half-grin spread across Phil’s face. “And to think I was going to give you one…” he mused with an exaggerated shake of the head.
Henry and Mr Byrd shared a lingering look, as though silently debating who would have to ask the pointless question. Upon losing the staring contest, Mr Byrd turned to Phil and sighed. “What’s in the bag?”
“Greatorex 3000,” Phil said. “Times ten.”
The look Henry and Mr Byrd shared this time was very different.
“Great-a-what?” Henry asked; like Mr Byrd, less amazed by the content of Phil’s answer than the fact he’d given them one at all.
“Greatorex,” Phil said, reaching into the bag. “You don’t remember these things from the ’90s? They were expensive as hell — way ahead of their time — but they were getting a niche following right until they were banned from stores. It was all bullshit, politicians overreacting and overreaching like they always do.”
“What am I looking at?” Mr Byrd asked, squinting his eyes at something that looked almost like a bluetooth headset but definitely wasn’t. “What the hell does it do?”
Phil sat down on the empty stool. “They’re portable radios. See: you clip it to the back of your head and it relays the signal through these bone conduction pads. There are modern headsets that do the same kind of thing, but not like this. These are two-way radios, not just for listening to commercial stations. Sure, you can do that, but that’s not why I’m interested.”
Henry and Mr Byrd didn’t share any confused glances this time, both too consumed by Phil’s excited explanation to take their eyes from the curious item in his hands.
“One of these bone conduction pads has a microphone built-in,” Phil went on. “You can flick this little switch to put the unit into two-way mode. The short-range radio transmitter is why they were banned.”
“So you drove all night for a walkie-talkie?” Mr Byrd asked.
“Give him a break, Byrd,” Henry interjected. “He drove all night for ten walkie-talkies. Right, Phil?”
Mr Byrd laughed heartily. It was all good-natured ribbing, and Phil was taking it in good spirits.
Unperturbed, Phil shrugged it off and continued. He spoke with evident pride in his purchase, which seemed to explain his uncharacteristic willingness to break his first rule of prepping: to never let anyone know what he had.
“These things have always been popular as a niche comms alternative,” he said, “since they run on regular batteries and have a pretty damn good range. But I’m not interested in that. I’m interested in something Allan Greatorex himself said a few days ago, which hasn’t been reported in the US yet: these things could function as telepathy blockers.”
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WHITE HOUSE
WASHINGTON, D.C.
Fresh from a security briefing and several calls with fellow national leaders in the aftermath of William Godfrey’s big announcement at the UN, President Slater took a few moments of relative privacy with a handful of her most trusted aides. None had her ear in anything like the way Jack Neal once had, with his treachery and eventual descent into bitter madness having no small part to do with her reluctance to let anyone else so close or lean too much on any individual adviser.
“What do you have for me?” She asked one, relatively friendly in her tone given the relative esteem she held him in.
These days, in Slater’s world, everything was relative.
“I’ve been told that one of the ground agents in Birchwood has sought to put something on record,” the aide said. “Nothing that we need to act upon, but something he wanted to mention, presumably to cover himself should anything come of it.”
“Come of what?” Slater asked, leaning forward in a keen interest that was so far borne more of curiosity than concern.
“In his words, and I’m quoting, he wanted to note his ‘major concerns about Clark McCarthy’s state of mind’.”
Curiouser and curiouser, Slater thought. “Oh?”
The aide nodded. “Apparently Clark spoke to the agent in a ‘highly and plausibly threatening’ manner before leaving for the airport.”
At this, Slater sat back and rolled her eyes. “I only want to hear about things that matter,” she sighed. “Christ, have they never spoken to him before? Look at him! Threatening is his default state. Jesus, you know how much I’m dealing with, and you waste my time with that? Does anyone have anything else?”
The aides glanced at phones and sheets of paper, each running the usual mental calculations that came with trying to decide whether a piece of news was worth mentioning when Slater was in this kind of mood. Her threshold had become increasingly difficult to determine in recent months, with a day of “thanks for telling me, I always want to know” often followed by one of “why the hell are you bothering me with this?”.
The same aide who had just spoken, having already been on the receiving end of Slater’s stink-eye, decided there was more to be gained from climbing in her estimations with a favour-salvaging comment than there was to be lost from the position of mild disdain he was already languishing in.
“Go,” Slater said, sensing his hesitation.
“Well, these old Greatorex 3000 devices we were briefed about... the ones that are expected to soar in price and lead to potential scarcity-driven disorder when word gets out that they might block the Messengers’ telepathy...”
Slater’s eyebrows almost dared the aide to continue.
“I know we all think it’s nothing,” he said, “but naturally we have people monitoring the marketplaces where ‘grey area’ items like this change hands. The only reason I mention it is that a certain Phil Norris from a certain Birchwood, Colorado just paid a significant sum of money for ten of them tonight.”
Slater considered the aide’s face for several seconds, driving him crazy in anticipation of which side of the gratitude-disdain line she was going to come down on.
“And?” she eventually said, settling that particular question with a single word.
“Well, uh,” the aide stammered, “I suppose the possible relevance would be based on the idea that Norris might know something we don’t, given his proximity to McCarthy and given his closeness to... well, them. Why else would he buy ten of these things?”
“You just said it yourself: they’re going to explode in value and desirability. If we know that, an ear-to-the-ground huckster like Norris knows it, too. You can all go now; I’ve heard more than enough.”
As the aides got up to leave, Slater shook her head at her desk and momentarily longed for the days of having a Jack Neal to lean on.
Not the Jack Neal, but someone else who had something about them; some insight, drive, instinct.
Telepathy-blocking headsets, she lamented. Of all of the bullshit in all of the worlds...
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“Jesus,” Mr Byrd sighed, immediately rising to his feet after Phil’s revelation that he had driven half the night to get his hands on a supposedly telepathy-blocking device. “See you in the morning, Henry. And Phil, I guess I’ll see you too if you make it through the overdose of crazy pills you obviously took sometime yesterday.”
“There’s no telepathy to block,” Henry said, slightly more patient with Phil’s admittedly crazy notion but still not understanding how an otherwise smart man had fallen into this kind of trap. “The Messengers have better things to do than listen in to what you’re thinking, and besides: they told Dan they’re never going to use it on people again.”
Phil nodded. “Henry, I trust the aliens and I trust your boys. The girls, too. But Godfrey? Slater? China? Do you trust them? If they figure out these UpLift powers, that’s bad news. But let me just say, okay: these are an investment. Because I’m with you on what you just said, but a lot of people aren’t. And Greatorex mentioned telepathy in a Hungarian interview that’s going to spread wide as soon as one of the networks or some online influencer picks it up. These were a lot more expensive tonight than they woulda been a few days ago, but in a week’s time it’s gonna look like the bargain of the century.”
Henry’s posture relaxed with the knowledge that Phil hadn’t totally lost it; in fact, he was just being his usual entrepreneurial self. “You know what I’m wondering now, though, right?”
“How I found out what Greatorex said?” Phil correctly guessed. “A Hungarian guy posted it in one of my closed prepping groups. I translated the article and made sure it was all legit, because those kinds of inflated-value scams are a dime a dozen these days. A couple of guys said they had some Greatorex 3000s lying around — you know, for the comms benefits — and offers started flying. But you know me, Henry… I don’t buy in a frenzy. Straight away I went to some of the open groups, where any Tom, Dick or Harry can get in without a referral. More money than sense, those guys… always the way. So I asked if anyone had some Greatorex 3000s they didn’t need. One guy came back right away, said he had thirty, asked how many I needed. You never say I’ll take them all, because that’s the red flag right there.”
Henry held Phil’s eyes. He was a lot of things, but crazy really wasn’t one of them.
“And the price has gone up already because of all the talk, but that’s nothing compared to what’s coming. Remember yesterday when we all saw that Blitz thing about home-proofing? That asshole Gellar talked about the holy grail being a wearable item that would protect you from telepathic intrusion wherever you are. Well Henry Boy, this old thing is it… she just doesn’t know it yet. Outside of certain circles, no one knows it yet.”
“So just because this Greatorex guy said it, people believe it?” Henry asked.
Phil shrugged.
“But what’s so special about this thing that you can’t make a replica for way less money?”
“Partly the name,” Phil admitted. “Greatorex was a genius. Still is. He invented all kinds of stuff, and it’s not like these things are still being made — he doesn’t make any money from scarcity-driven inflation on the second-hand market. He basically said this can work exactly like the active home-proofing products that transmit blocking signals from your roof tiles, except it does it from your head. And he thinks the bone conduction element can make these even better. The modulation and the transmission power are way better than anything you could buy today, because of all the restrictions on radio tech these days, but it’s really the name that’s going to drive the price to crazy-town. I’m not an expert on electronics so don’t grill me on that part, I’m just a businessman who spotted some gold dressed as clay.”
Henry reached out to take the headset from Phil, keen to try it on. “Home-proofing is snake oil,” he said, getting that disclaimer out of the way. “But I get it. If that made sense, which it doesn’t, this thing would make all the sense in the world.”
“Behind your head, then clip it over your ears,” Phil said, helping Henry get the headset in place. “The little box with the battery and the receiver inside it just kind of rests against your head.”
Henry followed these instructions, soon finding that clipping the item’s legs over his ears made him feel almost like he was wearing lens-less sunglasses on the back of his head. “Okay, what am I thinking?” he asked, trying not to laugh.
“I wish I was as smart as that asshole Norris,” Phil replied, making no such effort to contain his amusement. “But shit, we forgot to switch it on. No wonder I could read your mind, Henry Boy!”
Phil reached behind Henry’s head and flicked the switch.
“Loud!” Henry said, instinctively pulling the headset away from his ears. “It must be on receive… I was picking up music.”
Henry chuckled and put the headset back in the bag, alongside the other nine.
“So how much did you pay?” Henry asked.
“Three grand,” Phil casually replied.
This time, Henry was both surprised to get any answer and amazed by the amount. “Three thousand dollars for a bunch of twenty-year-old radios?”
“Each,” Phil said, deadpan. “Three grand each.”
Henry didn’t laugh, because he knew Phil wasn’t joking. Phil Norris was a lot of things, and right now crazy did seem to be one of them.
“You’ll see,” Phil said, turning off the main light behind the bar and tipping his head for Henry to make a move. “You’ll see…”
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HEADQUARTERS
BUENOS AIRES, ARGENTINA
“This is Jenna Clarke for ACN,” said one of the countless reporters on the streets outside of the soon-to-open ICA HQ in Buenos Aires. “And as you can see, media agencies from around the world are out here bright and early for a close-up glimpse of an extraterrestrial being. We understand that Leesha, the Messenger who has been alone within Earth’s atmosphere since before the repair work on New Kerguelen’s Great Shelter began, will touch down outside of the United States for the first time ever in around four hour’s time.”
Jenna turned around and pointed behind the throng of assembled media personnel. “You can probably also see that, outside of this extensive press area, the streets are eerily quiet. Heightened security measures have effectively created an exclusion zone in the vicinity of this building, where the defunct Global Contact Commission was once based, and we’re told that these exceptional measures were put in place at the personal request of William Godfrey, former Chairman of the GCC and of course future Chairman of the ICA.
“Even during the tensest of the GCC’s days, Chairman Godfrey never felt the need for this level of on-street security. Only credentialed employees of whitelisted media agencies are being permitted within a half-mile of the building, and that certainly hasn’t gone down well with smaller agencies and online influencers.
“Local law enforcement confirmed to me just a few minutes ago that there have been no specific or credible threats,” Jenna continued while moving aside to let a French reporter pass by. “We know that Clark McCarthy will also be here today, apparently to ensure that Leesha feels safe in the presence of a human he considers as something like a friend. Rather than out of any genuine security concerns, others are suggesting that ICA strategists pushed for these restrictions primarily to avoid any embarrassing incidents like the egg-throwing and the green-staining attempt which almost hit Clark’s brother and girlfriend at the UN on Wednesday. The fact that neither Dan McCarthy nor Tara Ford are going to be here despite their prominent roles at the ICA adds weight to that theory, while their unfortunate but understandable absence also underlines why this four-stop outreach tour is happening in the first place.
“Opinion polls have endlessly shown that a sizeable majority of citizens in the United States and other nations are behind deeper engagement with the Messengers and expedited research into the remarkable technologies they seem willing to share with us. Dan McCarthy has stated his confidence on several occasions that environmentally or socially motivated opposition to investment in alien-related research will vanish as soon as the benefits become apparent, but no one can be so confident that the minority of the population who fear what might come of closer interplanetary relations will be so easily swayed.
“After all, as an emotional response, fear lacks the rationality of other socio-political objections and therefore can’t be reasoned away. And while we might not see Leesha kissing any babies on the streets of Buenos Aires this afternoon, I think this appearance can be considered the start of a four-part charm offensive designed to show that although Leesha might not be human, he and his kind are less different from us than they’re sometimes painted.
“When William Godfrey organises and publicises something like this, history tells us to expect the unexpected. Whatever that turns out to be, I’m sure that the billions of viewers who’ll be tuning in around the world and the hundreds of media personnel lucky enough to be here in person won’t want to look away. For ACN in Buenos Aires, I’m Jenna Clarke.”
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As the morning sun shone down on Birchwood, Dan and Tara sat outside with Piper while Emma was busy briefing Clark over the phone for his big day in Buenos Aires.
Dan had woken up to a text from Billy Kendrick, thanking him for intervening and setting in motion the events that ultimately led to Billy’s release.
Billy’s text mentioned two more things that Dan was glad to hear: first that he expected to soon have visual proof of what he’d discovered at Dörtlü Tepe — an insurance policy if anyone tried to suppress the find — and secondly that he would soon be on his way to New York to take his unannounced place on the following evening’s Focus 20/20 panel alongside Timo Fiore.
Both pieces of news were very welcome, particularly the latter given that this development really stacked the high-stakes Focus 20/20 panel against Jan Gellar and her sensationalist garbage.
Even just seeing Billy’s name had eased Dan’s mind momentarily. With no further updates having come in on New Kerguelen’s Shelter since the initial revelation of its apparent lack of utility on Wednesday, potentially fruitful surface exploration felt like a more distant hope than it truly was. In reality, the secondary analysis was due anytime, likely as soon as some of the human crew could concoct a new reason to come home without spooking the Messengers before a plan for how to break it to them was agreed upon. The alternative was that they’d return when the Shelter-repair mission itself was concluded, which was also expected to be an imminent development.
Once Dan got a chance to really sit down and talk to the Messengers again — specifically Leesha and his partner Sakko, the race’s designated ‘Interpreters’ — he dearly hoped that the new contexts provided by both Dörtlü Tepe’s carvings and the curious case of the unnecessary Shelter could deliver the answers he craved. Most of all, he hoped to quickly find out where the Messengers non-hereditary UpLift powers had come from and thus how Piper’s somehow-hereditary powers could be taken away to give her the chance of a normal life.
In most contexts, Dan felt that ‘normality’ — especially when used to mean something more like conformity — was an overrated and perhaps even undesirable trait in human children. But in this specific instance when normal meant not being feared, despised and likely taken away, Dan longed for his child to be normal more than he had ever longed for anything else in the world. He remembered how he’d felt in the only moment when he had been forced to publicly use the telekinetic powers the Messengers granted him as a side effect of his temporary telepathic UpLift, and how the looks of fear most onlookers had fired at him were joined by looks of sheer disgust from others.
That was no life for anyone, least of all his own daughter.
Dan didn’t feel comfortable thinking that Piper needed to be ‘fixed’, but for her own sake there really was no way around it. It was almost like a mutation, when he thought about it… a genetic
UpLift enabled by a cruel trick of conceptive timing.
Cured, he thought.
That was a better word. And it did stand up to logic: after all, Pipers predicament could fairly be thought of as a condition, and in every regard it was a ticking time bomb that couldn’t be kept under wraps for long.
Soon, it would be too late.
“Ooooos!” Piper said as she bounced on Tara’s knee.
“That’s not Rooster, that’s Mr Squirrel,” Tara giggled, rubbing her nose against Piper’s to make her laugh too.
Piper’s outstretched hands, inside her mittens given that the garden hadn’t yet been re-baby-proofed since her abilities became apparent, opened and closed in the direction of the squirrel.
“I think she’s trying to... touch it,” Tara said. “Is this what it was like last time? When you mentioned the same thing?”
Dan looked down at Piper’s hands, which were now still. “Babies always try to touch stuff they can’t reach,” he said. “Those mittens are only on because we don’t know what she’s capable of in terms of the strength of it, but there’s no reason to think she has any idea what she’s doing.”
Tara shrugged. “Yeah. I mean, seven and a half months, right? No baby can be that smart.”
As Tara carried Piper around the garden to smell some flowers and watch some bugs, Dan looked up at the sky. The answer was out there, like every other… it had to be. He simply couldn’t afford to think any other way.
Clark was doing all he could to keep the public on their side, Emma was stepping into the limelight she’d shunned for so long to keep people from Jan’s darkness, Billy had dug up archaeological dynamite at Dörtlü Tepe, and Dan McCarthy hoped beyond hope that it was all leading to an imminent moment when he could once again step forward and meaningfully work with the Messengers.
Through all that had happened in recent years, Dan retained — somehow — a broadly optimistic outlook on life.
Everything seemed to be coming to a head, with the next two or three days seeming absolutely pivotal. And while he didn’t expect to be able to make Piper better in that short timeframe, he certainly hoped that it would see a door present itself so he could knock it down and begin his unrelenting charge along the path towards a cure.
Dan glanced over at Piper and Tara, who he was glad to see smiling, then looked up at the sky again.
Hold on to hope, he told himself. Through the leak and the hoax and the comet and the Squadron, hope has gotten us this far…
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GRAVESEN HOTEL
BUENOS AIRES, ARGENTINA
The air in the Buenos Aires Gravesen’s executive conference lounge was thick with something halfway between tension and awkwardness.
Despite the hit it had taken for being the scene of an audacious terrorist bid to take President Slater and her Japanese counterpart hostage one year earlier, this well-located and well-appointed hotel would always be Godfrey’s favourite for receiving visiting dignitaries. Today’s guest of honour was Clark McCarthy, straight out of Birchwood; and while Godfrey didn’t have to lay on the full VIP experience for Clark as he would have for more discerning visitors, there was still nowhere better for the pre-event briefing.
Clark and Godfrey, chalk and cheese, sat alone at a low table while several security guards blocked each of the room’s doors. Clark had spoken to the men when he arrived in the room, as he always liked to do, and felt safe enough in their armed company. He didn’t see Godfrey as someone who would ever be sloppy with security, but many of the things he’d seen in Iraq — and still relived all too often in his mind — had imprinted upon him that there really was no such thing as too careful.
Clark had also spoken to Emma recently, right before leaving his room after a short but solid sleep. She encouraged him to covertly record every conversation he had with Godfrey, and suggested a few questions and talking points to bring some of his internal thoughts to light. Tara and Dan had chimed in too, with the former now less annoyed at Clark for leaving than she was anxious of his safe return.
Dan, for his part, told Clark to say as little as he could get away with and to avoid any direct communication with Leesha — should it be offered via cable or perhaps even table — for fear that his thoughts might accidentally reveal too much for now about any of the three recent revelations regarding New Kerguelen’s apparently non-functional Shelter, Piper’s somehow-hereditary possession of UpLift powers, or Dörtlü Tepe’s history-altering carvings.
This final point led to a discussion about how much Leesha might have already known about Billy’s find. After all, the alien had been present in Earth’s atmosphere for several months, living alone within a cloaked craft at all times except when called down by the pressing of a radio-like communications button he had left with Godfrey at the UN building for that purpose.
Whether the undetectable craft always remained over New York or ever ventured elsewhere was pure guesswork, and no one knew how much attention — if any — Leesha paid to human affairs. It was certainly true that the Messengers had previously monitored events on Earth, as shown by their timely returns on a handful of occasions.
But as Dan was first to point out, all of that had been back when their Elders had been fully functioning; and without them, no one knew how effectively the Messengers could interpret human behaviour at all. Their utter dependence on the Elders for everything from basic physical maintenance to the decision on whether to save Earth from comet Il Diavolo suggested to Dan that Leesha probably wasn’t paying much attention to events on the ground, let alone at an obscure site in Turkey, and that he probably wouldn’t have been able to make much sense of it even if he was.
From there, though, a concern developed in Dan’s mind about what would happen if and when Godfrey took his touring party to Dörtlü Tepe and Leesha did lay eyes on the carvings. What would he make of the clear visual suggestion that a third intelligent race had visited Earth… one equipped with a suspiciously familiar-looking communications cable?
Given that knowledge of such ancient visitation had been lost on Earth, and given how much other knowledge had faded into the ether on New Kerguelen as the Messengers’ became almost helplessly dependent on their Elders, it seemed a safe bet that Leesha would be shocked to the core by the discovery.
As soon as this thought came up, both Dan and Emma told Clark that under no circumstances could he allow Godfrey to show Leesha the carvings while dozens of cameras watched on like it was the highlight of some trivial reality TV show rather than a moment that could potentially torpedo humanity’s collaborative future.
There was no telling how Earth’s general public was going to react to the revelation of ancient visitation and direct contact, so predicting how one alien race would react to the existence of another was quite frankly a fool’s endeavour. The endless possibilities of what else might be uncovered both at Dörtlü Tepe and on the potentially explorable surface of New Kerguelen were likely to bring even greater questions to light, but for now the focus had to be on safely navigating the next few days.
Godfrey’s answers to Clark’s questions, which he remembered as best he could and asked in the most natural manner he could muster, were uncontroversial and believable enough. No one in Birchwood saw any clear ulterior motives in Godfrey’s decision to engage in this tour, and their own desire to present calm and unity with Leesha in an effort to ease minds around the world seemed to go hand-in-hand with Godfrey’s.
As the time came for Clark and Godfrey to make their way to the ICA headquarters for the media event, Clark finally voiced the one question that had kept rising to the surface of his own mind: how did Leesha know this was where he was supposed to be?
“We still have a camera in the Table Room at the UN,” Godfrey explained, correctly assuming Clark was one of very few people who knew what the Table Room was. “When we press the button to establish radio contact, Leesha sees a screen on which we can impose anything we like. In this case, he’s going to see a photo of you, a photo of me, a photo of the media, a photo of the building, and a map with our location highlighted. Between you and me, I think he’s paying far closer attention to our activities than anyone realises — not that that’s a bad thing, you understand — and I’m not even convinced that he can’t still understand our speech.”
“Do you have any actual reason
to believe that?” Clark asked, more than a little concerned about the consequences if Godfrey was right. If Leesha could still tell what they were saying when he was supposed to have voluntarily and temporarily removed his telepathic UpLift power, a lot of things were going to be a lot more difficult than previously imagined.
Emma certainly hadn’t briefed Clark for this.
“Not specifically,” Godfrey said. “Just a hunch. But I’m conservative by nature, Clark, so sometimes my hunches go too far. In any case, are you ready?”
As the future ICA Chairman stood up and the security guards opened the room’s doors, Clark nodded and rose to his feet.
“Ready,” Clark said, hoping it was true.
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DRIVE-IN
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
As was always the case during events of extraterrestrial importance, New Kergrillin’ Bar & Grill had been particularly busy all day as locals and tourists vied to secure their spots inside before the broadcast from Buenos Aires began.
A public appearance from Leesha was rare; and as the site of his most famous appearance of all, the drive-in was the place to be.
Henry McCarthy, always a proud father, was today an anxious one. He understood why Leesha needed a familiar face to feel secure among a large human crowd and he understood why Dan hadn’t wanted to leave Emma and Piper again so soon after his difficult trip to New York.
The difficulty of that trip was primarily what unsettled Henry today, because whereas Dan could turn the other cheek to public harassment and even embarrassment to present a calm exterior, however much it hurt on the inside, Clark couldn’t.
Clark could certainly take care of himself and anyone else he cared about, but his threshold of who or what counted as a threat seemed to have lowered significantly in recent months. He had snapped at reporters, rebuked members of the public for taking what he considered invasive photos of him and Tara, and according to Phil had even grown suspicious of the Secret Service agents who President Slater had personally tasked with the McCarthys’ protection.
In a country where he didn’t speak the language and had no human friends to lean upon, Henry worried that Clark’s trip might cause more problems than it solved — particularly as he didn’t quite understand what problems it was supposed to be solving in the first place.
But as gasps filled the air around him and a sudden hush followed, Henry knew it was go time. He looked up at the grill’s main TV and saw Leesha’s small craft descending from the sky above Buenos Aires.
He’ll be safe with Leesha, whatever happens, Henry thought to himself, remembering how the alien had protected Dan and Tara from eggs and paint just a few days earlier.
Leesha will keep him safe…
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ICA
HEADQUARTERS
BUENOS AIRES, ARGENTINA
The scene was impressive in every way.
En route to ICA HQ, Clark McCarthy gazed out of the car window in awe at the size of the crowd that had turned out in hopes of catching a glimpse of Leesha or at least his descending craft.
From an operational standpoint, Clark appreciated the extensive security measures and particularly the enormous buffer in place between the building itself and the crowds which were understandably trying to get as close as possible from every angle.
The presence of security cordons well away from the podium also meant that camera angles would be unobstructed and that no sounds of commotion would come across through TV sets around the world.
When their car drew to a halt, having accessed the building’s entrance area via the highest security approach of all, Godfrey encouraged Clark to stay seated for a moment. He then typed something on his phone.
“I’m just telling an ally to press the button in New York,” he said. “She’s waiting for the order, so it should be fast. And Leesha doesn’t hang around, so he should be fast too. Either that, or we’re stalling….”
Clark glanced outside again and smiled. “No need for stalling,” he beamed as a small craft almost immediately came into view overhead.
“Good old alien punctuality,” Godfrey said, opening his door.
Clark did the same, and the two approached the waiting podium. No one batted an eyelid; all of the attendant reporters and their many cameras were rightly trained on the incoming flying saucer. UFO wasn’t the right word since everyone knew what it was and who was inside, but spacecraft somehow felt too impersonal for a vehicle which so beautifully fit every Hollywood image of what an incoming alien vessel should look like.
Less than a minute after appearing, Leesha’s craft touched down. Within another minute, he was shaking Clark’s hand and extending the same courtesy to Godfrey, albeit in a slightly more perfunctory manner.
“Good to see you again, dude,” Clark said.
Leesha didn’t reply, of course, and Clark didn’t know if he understood. Part of him hoped not, recalling his earlier concern about that kind of thing, but at the moment it didn’t really matter. They were all on the same side and Leesha had once again shown up when he was needed.
Although the first, second and third things on Clark’s mind were all helping Piper, once that was taken care of he would be more than happy to devote his energy to helping the Messengers. He wanted to help them find what they were missing — their own history — whether that came from the revival of their Elders or through enabling exploration of their vaster-than-first-thought home world.
It pleased Clark greatly that the same actions which could help Piper would have the side-effect of helping the Messengers, too, and considering this made him think that maybe things were playing out exactly as they were supposed to. The past few years hadn’t been easy and had at times scarcely been tolerable, but at the end of the day things had kept working out more or less okay.
Since the leak that set it all in motion, Dan had met and married Emma and they’d brought a beautiful baby into the world. Clark had met and fallen for Tara, with the opposite somehow happening too. Henry had recovered full use of his hands and arms after a brutally damaging accident. Humanity had gained context and understanding of its place in the universe. Nothing was perfect, but most things were good.
Whether it was the physical proximity of an alien that brought these unusually reflective thoughts into Clark’s mind, he couldn’t be sure.
He was barely even focusing on Godfrey’s opening remarks, hearing only a few words about unity and shared knowledge.
But then, as if struck by a bolt of lightning on the temple, Clark’s mind sharpened in an instant as a terrible sight met his eyes. It was as though the world around him slowed, his bodyguard instincts and heightened abilities of hazard-perception spotting the firearm before anyone else in the area.
A camera fell to the ground as the lanyard-wearing assailant raised his weapon and pulled the trigger.
“Down!” Clark roared.
Pushing Leesha aside with a firm right hand, at the very same instant he wrapped himself around Godfrey before diving to the ground with the future ICA Chairman in his arms.
Clark winced as he fell, half-expecting to feel the fleeting pain of a bullet and the final peace that came with it. Instead he felt the thud of concrete, an impact which Godfrey took the brunt of, while his stress-heightened sense of hearing took in the strangest whistling sound he had ever heard. He turned to glance at the shooter and saw a bullet suspended in the air, inches from his own body. To the side, Leesha stood with one hand holding the bullet in place and another aimed squarely at the would-be assassin.
The bullet then fell to the ground, at precisely the same moment the shooter left it.
From there, it all happened within a few seconds: while Leesha held the shooter aloft with his right hand, which appeared to be shaking under the strain, he raised his left hand and seemed to trace an invisible box around the man.
Clark expected Leesha to drop his right hand at any moment, probably having trapped the assailant safely in an elevated cubic forcefield where he would remain until the area was cleared and swept.
Instead, and with the most fearsome look on his face that Clark had ever seen from man or beast, Leesha very suddenly threw the finger-like divisions of his right hand apart like he was propelling a grenade. The impact of his action was greater than any blast, both in its immediate effect and its lasting consequences.
For with the angry opening of Leesha’s unspeakably powerful hand came the instantaneous and utterly gruesome death of the shooter. As though exploding from the inside out — which in effect it had — the man’s body violently disintegrated, splattering viscera on all edges of the invisible box Leesha had drawn in the sky.
That forcefield wasn’t there to trap him, Clark realised… it was there to keep his blood and guts off everyone else.
Far more disturbingly than the eggs and the green paint Leesha kept away from Dan and Tara had slid down the side of previous forcefields, the shooter’s liquified remains pooled grimly at the base of the cube.
Clark, still guarding Godfrey — whose feet were frozen in shock while his mouth hung open in a look of horror common to every face in the vicinity — turned immediately towards Leesha. Holding the alien’s gaze for a few seconds, he could have sworn he saw a tear.
“Go,” Clark implored Leesha, wary of what might happen next if he didn’t. He then pointed to the craft, then to the sky, and finally back to the craft again. “Leesha, go!” he repeated.
At that, the world around Clark McCarthy and everyone else in the shadow of the ICA’s soon-to-open headquarters flashed white for the briefest of moments. This was enough to mask Leesha’s rapid departure, and when the total light subsided there was no longer any blood floating in the air. It lay now on the ground, flowing slowly and thickly on a barely discernible dip in the road. Reporters understandably fled the surroundings like it was lava rather than human remains, and Clark tried not to make eye contact with any of their cameras.
“You saved my life,” William Godfrey said, at last back in control of his physical and mental faculties. “Clark, you saved my life.”
Clark nodded, more relieved than proud, as he followed Godfrey into the waiting car to flee for cover from whatever madness was coming their way. “And he saved mine.”





Part 4
TAILSPIN





“Why are things as they are
and not otherwise?”
Johannes Kepler
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WHITE HOUSE
WASHINGTON, D.C.
“Where the hell did Leesha go?” President Slater yelled into her phone.
“We’re fine,” William Godfrey replied from the back seat of his armoured vehicle, Clark McCarthy at his side and zero patience in his tone. “Thanks for asking.”
As the call unceremoniously ended, Slater slammed her fist into the table in front of her. An army of aides and political allies gazed at the typically restrained leader of the free world, desperately awaiting the word on how they were going to start dealing with the shit-storm coming their way.
“State of emergency?” her senior aide asked, ending a long silence no one else was brave enough to break.
Slater shook her head. “Not yet,” she said, picking up her phone again and rapidly scrolling through its list of contacts until her finger landed on the right one:
Emma McCarthy.
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DRIVE-IN
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
On a seemingly endless loop, every TV within New Kergrillin’ Bar & Grill replayed the ACN footage over and over again.
The headline under the footage was tamer than the images themselves — “Alien thwarts triple assassination attempt!” — but Henry McCarthy doubted many people were reading the words. As stomach-churning as it was, the literal explosion of the assailant’s entire body was compulsive viewing.
After countless loops, the screen settled on a still image of Leesha’s face in the instant before he had thrust his hand open to gruesomely eliminate the would-be shooter moments earlier. The headline-writer clearly thought the shooter was trying to take out all three of Leesha, Godfrey and Clark, but Henry’s takeaway from the footage was that Godfrey had been the prime target.
Henry was one part proud and ten parts furious with Clark’s decision to throw himself between Godfrey and a bullet, but the anger would fade. After all, he knew that for someone like Clark, putting his life on the line for others — even the likes of Godfrey — wasn’t a decision at all. The instinct came naturally, sharpened by years of VIP private security work in Iraq and several military tours before a respiratory condition ruled him out of active duty.
While Clark was never one to talk about his feelings and never would be, there had been a few sporadic occasions over the years when eight or nine beers had brought out some stories that were normally buried deep inside him. This tended to happen at New Kergrillin’, where Phil kept the drinks flowing and was always fascinated by Clark’s war stories.
The one comment that was rattling around in Henry’s mind now had come only eighteen months or so earlier, when Phil had asked why Clark continued to take frontline risks during his more recent time in the police force given that the value of his name could have kept him safely out of any situation he didn’t want to be in.
“I’ve watched too many people die too soon, Phil,” he had replied, solemnly shaking his head. “Some at my hand, and some because my hands weren’t there to save them. And I’ll tell you this: neither of those things are ever happening again.”
A loud knocking sound distracted Henry from his own thoughts, which was no bad thing given where they were going.
“We’re closing up,” Phil announced to the hoard of patrons standing around the bar area. He yelled loudly enough to be heard in the grill section, too. “Anything you’ve already eaten through there is on the house, but we’re closing up now. Go home and be safe… things are gonna get crazy.”
Henry turned to Walter Byrd, whose mouth was covered by a concerned hand. “If Clark hadn’t been there, I don’t think Leesha would have seen that bullet in time,” Henry said, pride now the only thing coming through in his tone. “Jesus, can you imagine?”
Mr Byrd inhaled deeply and nodded his head. “This could have been worse,” he muttered. But as he glanced up at the menacing alien expression that filled the screen, Mr Byrd knew that not everyone was going to see it this way. For the sizeable minority of citizens who already feared the Messengers, Leesha’s remarkable show of retaliatory force was an explosive spark certain to light the blue touch-paper.
“I’m going to check they’re all okay,” Henry said, manoeuvring his wheelchair away from the booth. “Tara is probably going to be the most shook-up right now, worrying about Clark.”
Mr Byrd picked up his coat and rose to his feet. “I’ll come along. But Henry, I’m thinking of Dan. Because it doesn’t matter how unfair it is: with Leesha gone, Dan’s the one who’s going to have to answer for this…”
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10 DOWNING STREET
LONDON, ENGLAND
Well into the British evening, Prime Minister John Cole watched the shocking events unfold in Buenos Aires like just about everyone else on the planet but with an even keener interest than most.
It had been close; too close.
All of the personal work he had done to ingratiate himself with Godfrey and all of the political work he had done to ensure the ICA’s ball got rolling…
Cole shook his head with a feeling somewhere between relief and shock. After all of this work, all that had kept the plan alive — all that had kept Godfrey alive — was the unlikely duo of an alien named Leesha and Dan McCarthy’s idiot brother.
When it’s working out like this, you know it’s meant to be, he thought to himself, trying to take the positive of what hadn’t happened rather than focus on the negative of just how nearly it had.
He would call Godfrey later, likely the next day. Slater would no doubt be all over him like a rash, sending her sycophantic and snake-tongued best wishes while secretly lamenting the fact that Godfrey — likely Chairman for life or until he got bored, whichever came first — wasn’t out of her way.
Cole switched off the TV, ready to call it a night.
Slater would be out of his way soon enough, and no amount of brown-nosing to Godfrey could save her from the plan Cole was cooking up.
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FORD-MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
Rather than the relatively responsible news coverage on ACN, Emma’s projector was tuned to Blitz News.
The anchor and studio guests, usually hysterical over nothing, were positively losing their minds now that something shocking had actually happened. Emma would have shaken her head and switched station if this kind of media reaction wasn’t so dangerous, but the impact it would have on the public reaction couldn’t be overstated. For one reason or another, Blitz was still the most popular news network by a huge margin, meaning that more Americans were hearing these words than any others as their first description of the regrettable events in Argentina. The headline alone told much of the story:
Brutality in Buenos Aires: UpLift Powers Kill!
Emma was the only one still watching and listening, as Dan had already picked up Piper and taken her outside to follow Tara. None of Tara’s increasingly frantic attempts to reach Clark had gotten through, but a sudden beep sounded from her phone — and Dan’s — to notify them of an incoming message.
Tara got to it first and read aloud for Dan’s benefit: “With Godfrey, going to a secure site with no phone access. Not hurt. Love you guys.”
“See?” Dan said. “He’s fine.”
What Dan didn’t say was just as important, though, and Tara’s momentarily eased mind quickly moved on to that broader concern. “But it’s not fine,” she said. “Dan, nothing is fine! People are going to go crazy and push for total isolationism after that! And even if none of that mattered, Leesha is gone! How are we supposed to help Piper if we can’t even talk to them anymore?”
“Clark told him to go,” Dan said. Oddly, Tara’s understandable level of fear and anxiety tempered Dan’s; the urge to calm her fears, it turned out, forced him to think more clearly than would have been the case if he’d been left to stew on his own. “Leesha won’t really be gone, just cloaked in his craft like he has been all along.”
Tara turned back to him. “Maybe.”
“Definitely. And maybe this won’t work out so bad… it could be one of those times when a bad thing brings everything to a head, then we can move on. If the shooter turns out to be a radical anti-contact guy spurred on by all the media’s fear-driven crap, we can say they nearly got Clark and Godfrey killed and that it’s a good thing Leesha was there to stop the bullet.”
“Thanks for trying to chill me out,” Tara said, walking to hug Dan as he held the still-sleeping Piper. “But let’s go back inside; I’m sure I can hear Emma talking to someone.”
Sure enough, Dan heard Emma’s voice when he got closer to the slightly open kitchen door. “Good ear,” he said.
Tara shushed him while they walked through the kitchen.
Hearing them enter, Emma — appearing decidedly flustered as she paced back and forth in the living room — unmistakably mouthed the word Slater. She then pressed the loudspeaker button on her phone so Dan and Tara could hear both sides of the call.
They sat down as quietly as possible, with Dan repeatedly giving a cut-throat gesture to confirm that he didn’t want to speak even if Slater asked for him.
“So what’s your other option here if you don’t downplay it?” Emma asked Slater, her tone sounding more tired than anything else. “To disavow the Messengers? Leave the ICA? Play up to the minority of people who fear cooperation?”
Slater said nothing.
“Because you know as well as I do that the vast majority of people don’t,” Emma continued, “and those people didn’t see an alien killing an innocent bystander… they saw Leesha saving Clark McCarthy from a madman’s bullet — a bullet Clark was trying to save Godfrey from. This is a story with two heroes and one villain. The villain is dead and the only bystander was Godfrey. You know he’s going to be publicly thankful to Leesha, so what’s your endgame if you do something that signals the opposite?”
A deep inhalation from Slater’s end of the line was clearly audible. “Emma, the victim exploded from the inside out!”
“Look, I really don’t have time for this,” Emma groaned. “That cowardly piece of shit was no victim, and if you do anything other than downplay this whole thing and stick to the line that Leesha neutralised an active threat, you’re going to have your own state of emergency, okay? The only reason you’re still in that seat is that Dan was big enough to let bygones be bygones and avoid calling for your head. You wouldn’t be calling me if you trusted your team’s instincts on this, but if you do listen to them… don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
Emma remained standing for several seconds after unilaterally ending her phone call with the President of the United States. This was far from the first time she had clashed with Slater, but that didn’t make it feel any less surreal and certainly didn’t mean that she had gotten used to the remarkable position of both power and responsibility that she and Dan had fallen into in recent years.
Having ‘fallen into’ their position was the way she used to think of it, anyway; but since learning of Piper’s inherited UpLift ability to manipulate physical objects through sheer force of will, that perspective had quickly flipped.
Now that Dan’s desire to find general answers about the Messengers’ home world and their history had been superseded by a fundamental and primal need to discover how their UpLift powers had developed or where they had come from in the first place, he would do whatever it took to ensure that interspecies cooperation deepened — and quickly — despite all of the fear-driven complications that had been swirling around even before Leesha’s admittedly regrettable actions in Buenos Aires.
Emma too had willingly, or perhaps desperately, stepped back into the limelight with her quickly-accepted offer to appear live via satellite on Focus 20/20 the following day. Both parents were driven by the reality that Piper’s ever-developing mind could soon be capable of positively dangerous things, and that any public discovery of her abilities would be dangerous in and of itself.
Facing a wall-sized projector screen that continued to show the single most frightening still image of Leesha’s rage-stricken face that had been captured by the hundreds of attendant reporters, Emma felt Dan and Tara’s eyes upon her.
“Her aides wanted to declare a state of emergency,” she said, slowly turning around and speaking in a gentle and borderline apologetic tone as though feeling a need to explain the combative one she had used at the end of the call. “Before you came inside, I told her that this isn’t going to be as bad as they’re thinking in terms of public disorder. It’s going to be bad in a lot of ways, but not that one. This isn’t the hoaxed plaques making it seem like the Messengers would be hostile, this isn’t DS-1 blowing up a minute after its launch, and this definitely isn’t John Cole leaking news of Il Diavolo’s approach.”
“People are going to be scared, though,” Dan said, talking quietly to avoid waking the sleeping baby in his arms.
Emma gave a half-nod of acknowledgement. “But people don’t riot when they’re scared, Dan, people riot when they’re angry. We’ve re-learned that over and over again… and anyway, if you think about it, all we really found out today is that the Messengers get angry; that’s it. We already knew what kind of power they had, we just didn’t know they would ever use it like that. But that’s all I have to say to spin it back around: we didn’t know they would use it like that because they have never used it like that. Until now, in all the time we’ve known them, the number of people they’ve hurt — let alone killed — is none.”
“Well… Richard Walker,” Tara chimed in.
Dan scrunched up his face in disagreement. “Walker was dying, anyway… he maybe just didn’t survive the last abduction. Besides, if they hadn’t taken him that day he was going to cause a lot of problems that would have gotten people killed.”
“That one’s complicated,” Emma conceded, “but even if it counts, it is just one. They’ve never caused anyone who was innocent any harm…. we can definitely say that. The three key things we know are: they saved our whole planet, they’re willing to cooperate with us, and Leesha just saved Clark and Godfrey. Jan Gellar can spin this all she wants overnight, but when tomorrow’s show comes around she’s got nowhere to hide. We go back — way back — and I know things about that woman she doesn’t know about herself. There’s only one thing I’m actually worried about in all of this…”
Before Emma could finish, a knock on the front door cut her off. With a concerned gulp, she put a finger to her lips and stepped towards it.
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GRAVESEN HOTEL
BUENOS AIRES, ARGENTINA
“I’m sorry about all that nonsense,” William Godfrey said, taking a seat next to Clark in the Buenos Aires Gravesen’s executive conference lounge. “They wanted to take us to the compound where they analysed the sphere a few years ago, but I talked them down to settling for a quick check-up at the hospital we used to use in the GCC days. That was where Dan and Emma had their chips taken out. We didn’t need any checks, but at least it was quick. We should have our personal effects back soon. It’s just that with an assassination attempt like this, they really do have to pore over everything.”
In that moment, Clark felt unspeakably glad that none of his text messages or voicemails contained anything related to Piper’s ability. His own short time in the police force had reinforced the wonders of digital forensics, but Emma had been impressing that upon everyone in Birchwood ever since her arrival as a PR hotshot.
As Godfrey spoke, Clark’s eyes stared into his with an intensity the man had rarely felt in his lifetime of cut-throat politics and dealmaking.
“And again, Mr McCarthy, my heartfelt thanks for your—”
“How did he get a weapon past the security checks?” Clark asked, speaking quietly but forcefully. “How did he get past the cordon at all? It was supposed to be approved press only!”
Godfrey turned to the security guards at each of the room’s entrances in turn, asking them to step outside for a moment. The first did so right away, but the second looked squarely at Clark for final authorisation. While this irked Godfrey to no end, he was at least glad that Clark gave a curt nod and that the room was soon theirs alone.
“I’ve been told that the firearm was hidden inside a camera case with a false bottom,” Godfrey said. “The shooter was fully credentialed. No identity theft, no forgery, no shenanigans. He worked for a major local broadcaster whose parent company is a certain Blitz Media.”
“Fuck…” Clark groaned.
Godfrey took a deep breath. “Now… it’s important to stress that we don’t know there was anything nefarious going on from anyone but him. This just happened, so a lot more details are going to come out, but his colleagues and friends aren’t saying any of the usual things you hear after a shooting. He wasn’t a loner, he wasn’t a weirdo, and he didn’t seem to have any obvious militant tendencies. Apparently he was always sceptical of the Messengers and recently filmed a report on the dangers of the UpLift powers being misused… by us, essentially, once the ICA is fully up and running and we’re working closely with the Messengers.”
“Why the hell was someone who reported stuff like that allowed past the cordon?” Clark asked, shaking his head in angry confusion.
“This isn’t not North Korea,” Godfrey shrugged. “We can’t lock reporters out of outdoor media events for mild dissent against the party line — not without breeding deeper resentment among a lot more people than just him. And from what we’ve heard, there was no sign of hostility from this man until he raised the weapon. Disagreement, yes, but not hostility. The tone of his reports had absolutely nothing on the incendiary crap Gellar has been spouting to fifty million Americans every night. We may well find out that he had been active online under pseudonyms or on anonymous forums, but nothing he said publicly under his own name was cause for alarm; even retrospectively, it doesn’t look like there was anything that should have raised concerns.”
Clark’s expression intensified even further. “Gellar,” he hissed.
“I’ve been told Emma is going to deal with her tomorrow,” Godfrey said, his tone lifting slightly. “A very welcome interjection, I must say.”
Clark shook his head. “Emma’s in Birchwood. To deal with Gellar properly, we need to be in New York. She’s radicalising people into this kind of shit and we can’t just sit back and let her do it.”
“Hmmm,” Godfrey mused, tipping his head back slightly to consider Clark’s focused expression from a new angle.
“She’s all high and mighty from behind the camera, and she can play slick in front of Billy and Timo,” Clark went on. “She can ignore Emma’s questions via satellite too, because the producers can fade Emma’s mic if they’re talking over each other. But if you show up as a surprise guest and put that scumbag in her place….”
Godfrey blew air from his lips. “You’re right, but I truly can’t. Do you think Emma would consider flying out?”
“No way. Not with Piper.”
“Hmm. So what about you?” Godfrey asked, very bluntly. His eyes widened as the idea began to make more sense the more he considered it. “People seem to like you a lot more than they like me, anyway, and all you have to do is be yourself. With the greatest of respect, no one is going to expect a polished performance. Give them anger, give them passion… give them Clark.”
To Godfrey’s surprise, Clark nodded. “I want to see Billy and Timo, anyway,” he said. “Off air.”
Godfrey shrugged slightly at this. “If you must, I suppose, but the main thing is going to be Gellar. And we’ll keep this quiet for as long as we can, okay? Ideally until you take your seat on the panel.” Instinctively, Godfrey then reached into his pocket for his phone.
“I keep doing that, too,” Clark said, almost smiling for the first time all day since the shooting. “Force of habit.”
Godfrey rose to his feet. “We’ll have them back soon. Meantime, I’ll ask someone to make our plans for New York. We don’t have long. Do you want me to send the guards back in.”
Clark nodded. “But Godfrey,” he called, stopping the future ICA Chairman in his tracks after just a few steps.
“Yes?”
“It sounds like you’ve had a pretty good briefing on what happened, right?” Clark asked, leaving enough time for Godfrey to nod in confirmation. “Okay. Well, there were a million cameras out there filming from every angle, and I just want to know one thing: when that asshole first raised his weapon, who was he aiming for? It looked like Leesha, but angles can lie and it happened so fast…”
“It was definitely Leesha,” Godfrey replied. “Very clearly. Once you pushed Leesha out of harm’s way, the shooter set his sights on us. But since you made sure there was no space between us — since you put yourself between me and that bullet — we’ll never know which of us for sure.”
Clark appeared satisfied with this answer.
“And one last time, sincerely, thank you,” Godfrey said. “I’d love to say I would have done the same for you — or anyone else, for that matter — but something tells me I wouldn’t have it in me. If there’s ever anything I can do for you, Mr McCarthy, just say the word. There are very few things I can’t help you with. Ask Billy, and I don’t even like him.”
“I’ll let you know if I think of anything,” Clark replied coyly. His face gave nothing away, but the last few minutes had raised his spirits more than a little after a terribly difficult day.
The ability to talk to Billy and especially Timo in private was a major bonus, but he knew that being able to confront Jan Gellar in person would hugely assist Emma’s satellite-based verbal destruction.
Perhaps most importantly though, Clark knew something else, too:
Holding an unconditional favour over the head of one of the world’s most powerful men, now more than ever, was no bad thing…
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FORD-MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
Despite the presence of the Secret Service agents nearby, stationed in Birchwood to guard the high-profile citizens concentrated in a once-inconspicuous street, any unexpected knock still sent a shiver down Dan’s spine. The memory of Ben Gold’s midnight appearance to break the news that the whole IDA leak had been a despicably brilliant hoax and that Richard Walker had targeted Dan as a patsy was the kind that would never fade, no matter how many other remarkable events — good and bad — had occurred since.
“Who’s there?” he yelled, gently handing Piper to Tara as he rose to his feet and held out a hand to encourage Emma to stay back. He was certainly no Clark, physically nor experientially, but the urge to protect was certainly in him.
“Me,” Henry McCarthy’s reassuringly familiar voice called back.
“It’s open,” Dan replied, sitting back down and shaking his head. There wasn’t really anyone he would have preferred it to be, but the momentary stress explosion in his chest could have been avoided if only Henry had called to identify himself right away.
“Mind if I join?” another voice asked from behind Henry. Dan recognised this one too, and was just as glad to hear it. He invited Mr Byrd inside, knowing Emma and Tara would approve without needing to ask. “Phil closed the bar in case anyone got crazy, so I’m kind of lost tonight…”
As Dan so fully expected, the sisters were both glad to see Mr Byrd’s friendly face.
That face changed after only a few seconds, however, as Mr Byrd caught sight of the bizarrely empty living room. “When did you get robbed?” he jokingly asked, glancing around at the newly-vacant walls and surfaces.
“Oh, uh, it looks like we’re going to need to spray for bugs,” Dan said.
Mr Byrd’s expression changed again, even more surprised than before. “Oh! Maybe I’ll need to take a look around my own place. After all, I’m just across the street! And Henry, you’re right next door.”
“I’ve never had a problem with bugs in all the years I’ve been in that house,” Henry said, focusing his doubtful eyes on Emma.
“It’s precautionary,” she retorted. “With a baby in the house, you can never be too careful.”
The momentary silence was thick, with only Dan and Mr Byrd missing the subtext: that Tara and Emma had told Henry just two nights earlier that the surfaces had been cleared for re-decorating, not in preparation for bug-spraying.
“No such thing as too careful in this crazy world,” Mr Byrd said as he glanced at the projector, breaking a silence which had been weighing on Tara more than anyone. “Have you heard anything from Clark? Is he okay? Do we know where Leesha went?”
“Yes, yes, and no,” Dan said.
“You guys heard from Clark?” Emma asked. When she looked down at her phone, though, she noticed that a text had indeed come in while she was conversing with Slater. “Oh, yeah. He says they’re fine and he was on the way to a secure location with Godfrey,” she reported to Henry and Mr Byrd. “He won’t have phone access and there’s nothing on Leesha.”
Henry, in turn, lifted his own phone from his pocket. “He didn’t text me,” he said.
“He knows you never look at your phone,” Dan said, the tone so suspiciously defensive that he noticed it himself and briefly closed his eyes in self-annoyance. “Look, Dad… we’re dealing with a lot right now. If you came to check that we’re okay: thanks, and we are. But we just want to get through tonight and then address everything on 20/20. The crew on New Kerguelen should be back soon with their report, and Billy—”
“Wait,” Henry interrupted, his mind taking a few seconds to process what his ears had taken in. “Focus 20/20? With Jan Gellar? You can’t seriously be thinking of going on live TV with her after this? She’ll eat you alive over what just happened! Dan, look at the damn TV: Leesha just violently killed someone who was already restrained. They’re already pushing him as a dangerous killer. By tomorrow night, the public mood is going to be worse than it already is!”
“Which is why we’re staying quiet tonight,” Emma calmly replied. “And Dan isn’t going on TV to take care of Gellar and put Leesha’s side of the story forward — I am. But I was already booked before this happened, and the network is supposed to be announcing it tonight, 24 hours out.”
“Why were you already booked?” Henry asked, getting more curious about everything and now scanning all three faces for clues, seeing Dan or Tara as more likely to give something away than Emma and her battle-hardened poker face.
“And if I can butt in…” Mr Byrd added, his voice as soft as ever. “Why exactly are you staying quiet tonight? Wouldn’t a few words from Dan help keep a lid on things?”
Emma glanced at Dan but he shook his head, more than happy for her to keep fielding questions on his behalf. “Whatever any of us say tonight will be twisted,” she explained. “I’d bet good money that Godfrey won’t appear before tomorrow at the earliest; there’ll be a short statement saying that everything’s under control, but nothing else. And there won’t be any serious trouble tonight, just a media frenzy. Gellar and the rest of the fear-merchants are going to throw everything at this, because they’re chasing viewers. I’ll look at what they say, formulate a good defence and counter-attack, then deal with it tomorrow. You remember the leak, don’t you? When that drive-in lot was full and the whole world tuned in for the letter reveal because we kept our powder dry until the time was right? This is déjà vu all over again, Mr Byrd. And I’ll have forty minutes tomorrow night, with millions of people watching. If we said something tonight, Blitz would take snippets out of context and most people would never see the full comment.”
“Timo and Billy are going to be on the show, too,” Dan chimed in. “It’s a good panel.”
While Mr Byrd looked satisfied enough with the logic and plan, Henry’s eyes continued to narrow. “Emma, why were you already booked for the show?” he asked again. While certainly tinged with suspicion and scepticism that he perhaps wasn’t being looped in on the full truth, Henry’s tone was primarily one of concern. “You’ve been ignoring the media’s phone calls since before Piper was born. What changed?”
“The crew on New Kerguelen discovered something,” Dan blurted out, for once saving Emma from an awkward question. He dove into an explanation that was no part a lie, and thus came easily. “The news is very delicate, and they’re still confirming it, so it really wouldn’t make any sense for me to tell you — just like we haven’t told anyone else. But what they found gives us even more reason to make sure we can go back, because there’s no limit to the benefits of what we could find. Leesha has mentioned urgency more than once, and if humanity doesn’t start communicating and cooperating with them in a meaningful and concerted way, he’s going to have to go home for good. And since there’s one doorway to New Kerguelen and we don’t have the key, we have to make sure that cooperation starts soon. After the greeting we got at the UN, can’t you see why Emma felt like a charm offensive was necessary? It’s the same reason Clark went on this tour with Godfrey and Leesha: to win people over.”
“Because that’s off to a flying start…” Henry sighed, again sounding concerned and saddened rather than combative. “And I know you’re not going to tell me what they found, so I’m not even going to ask. All I’m going to ask is when did I ever let something slip? When did Byrd? We’re with you.”
“I know,” Dan said, looking at both of them. He bit his lip, calling on every ounce of experience he’d gained in recent years to keep his emotions bottled up. “Sometimes we just have to keep things quiet for a little while, for other people’s sake. We’re not trying to protect ourselves.”
Henry wheeled his chair over to Dan, who was seated again, and put a hand on his shoulder. “I know you didn’t ask for any of this, son,” he said, and that was all. A few seconds later he rejoined Mr Byrd at the doorway and prepared to leave.
“Henry,” Emma called.
He looked back over his shoulder. “Yeah?”
“Come over tomorrow to watch the show. I’ll be busy on the webcam in my office, but these three will be in here. You too, Mr Byrd.”
Henry looked over at Piper, sleeping soundly in Tara’s arms. He hadn’t seen much of her at all in the past week, and a daytime visit sounded nice. “Thanks,” he said.
“Thanks from me, too,” Mr Byrd added with a smile. “But this seems like a family thing, and Phil would miss us at the bar so I think—”
“Bring him along,” Emma said. “He might not want to reopen the bar so soon, anyway, if he is worried about crazies.”
“I like Phil,” Tara added. “He’s funny. He always helps us out with stuff, too.”
Dan didn’t quite understand why Emma was issuing so many invitations all of a sudden, but he had a hunch it was so Henry would go home happier and more at ease than he would have if she hadn’t. But he liked Phil, too, and the warmth he held for Mr Byrd went without saying.
The show was likely to prove a stressful watch for Dan, what with Emma going all-out to essentially clear Leesha’s name and defend herself against Jan’s inevitably aggressive attacks, so having a friendly crowd around him sounded good.
“Okay, see you then,” Henry said. “Thanks now.”
Once everyone had said their goodbyes, Dan exhaled deeply but found it difficult to get a full breath back in. Things were getting to be too much.
The need to keep Piper’s power secret from Henry and Mr Byrd was solely down to the stakes, which were so high that increasing the chances of anyone else finding out by even one percent was completely unacceptable. There weren’t many things that would prompt Dan McCarthy to lie to his father, even through omission rather than outright falsehood, but protecting his daughter was one of them.
“I just can’t believe that after everything that’s happened, we’re right back to having to keep secrets from him,” Dan lamented, leaning his head back against the couch.
Emma sighed. “It’s not forever,” she said softly, talking to herself as well as Dan and Tara. She nodded towards Piper, sleeping sweetly and completely oblivious to the drama swirling around her. “One day this will be a memory like everything else; another thing to call on when the going gets tough and we want to remember what we’ve already made it through.”
Tara inhaled deeply and let out a seemingly inappropriate laugh. “Can’t we maybe just hope that we never have to call on this one? Because if we ever get in a spot where we’re remembering this to make something even harder seem manageable…”
Emma and Dan both chuckled slightly, mainly at Tara’s delivery.
“Point taken,” Emma said. “For now, we’re just going to batten down the hatches until tomorrow… then say the right things when it counts. We’re going to trust that Leesha is still here, because he is literally the gatekeeper standing between us and the answers we need to give Piper any kind of life.”
“You’re going to be okay, little one,” Tara whispered, softly rubbing Piper’s hair with her thumb and talking to her as though Dan and Emma weren’t there. “Whatever we have to do, you’re going to be okay. I promise.”
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PRIVATE JET
FRANKFURT TO NEW YORK
“Something tells me we’re not going to be talking much about the discovery at Dörtlü Tepe,” Billy Kendrick sighed, looking down at the Atlantic Ocean as he and Timo Fiore made their way to New York for the imminent Focus 20/20 panel.
“Seems not,” Timo sighed.
A lot had changed since they set off from Ankara, with Leesha’s remarkable show of force and anger coming shortly after a quick refuelling in Frankfurt.
While Timo’s laptop relayed the troubling footage from Buenos Aires and the even more troubling reaction from elements of the American media, Billy’s screen was filled with a paused image from the Turkish discovery that had landed him in a jail cell and looked set to rewrite humanity’s understanding of its own history as well as that of the Messengers.
Billy had managed to smuggle this footage out of Turkey thanks to his spur-of-the-moment decision to swallow the minuscule camera on which he had captured the images, while the second stage of the operation was one that Timo repeatedly asked Billy to spare him the details of.
It hadn’t been flushed away, and that was all Timo had to know. Having been just as enthused as Billy about the Turkish find, however, Timo was equally troubled by what had happened since. William Godfrey was no friend of his, but Clark McCarthy was and Leesha’s presence was quite clearly a prerequisite for any of the future interspecies cooperation that Timo so dearly wished to participate in.
All of Timo and Billy’s attempts to reach Clark had failed, as had their efforts to reach anyone in Birchwood, leaving them with nothing but hope that everything was okay.
Everything wasn’t okay, as both knew only too well; but as long as Clark was still physically safe, Leesha was still on or above Earth, and Emma was still keen to appear on Focus 20/20… things could be okay.
Their perspective on what was ‘normal’ had been ever-changing for the past few years, along with everyone else’s, so there was in essence no base state of normality for everything to return to. What counted was societal stability and open relations with the Messengers, and these were the things Billy and Timo would spend the rest of their flight wishing for.
“But you know what, Billy?” Timo asked, turning around to glance at his friend who was comfortably reclined a few seats back. “At least we have this footage. We don’t want to bring it to light in the wrong way, but it’s there if we need it. You know, the old ‘emergency stop’ gambit.”
Billy’s eyes remained focused on the screen in front of him. The most important ancient carving found so far, that of a non-Messenger extraterrestrial standing on Earth with a decidedly familiar cable connecting it to a human, certainly didn’t strike him as something they wanted to reveal during a period of full-blown media hysteria. It didn’t answer anything, only raising a whole host of new questions… including some that led to fairly unsettling thoughts and possibilities.
“I know what you mean,” Billy replied. “But Timo, if things get to a point where we’re releasing this to calm people down…”
Timo exhaled deeply and nodded in reluctant agreement. He gazed out of the window, his eyes trying to discern where the ocean met the sky while his mind wondered where Leesha was and just what the hell might happen next.
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GRAVESEN HOTEL
BUENOS AIRES, ARGENTINA
“As you can see,” said ACN’s Jenna Clarke, pointing over her shoulder towards a broad exclusion zone, “we’re now stationed as close as possible to the Gravesen Hotel, where we believe Clark McCarthy and William Godfrey have recently returned. The entire neighbourhood around the ICA building is closed off tonight as investigations continue into this afternoon’s harrowing events, and we have had no comment from either Godfrey or the senior McCarthy brother. Likewise we have yet to hear from President Slater, from President Ding Ziyang, from anyone in Birchwood, or indeed from anyone anywhere who has any idea of Leesha’s current whereabouts.”
Amid a sea of reporters, Jenna followed her cameraman’s instruction to step slightly to the side to enable a less obstructed shot.
“The only western leader we have heard from since the incident is the British Prime Minister John Cole, who very plainly issued his support for Leesha’s actions and — quite remarkably — has offered political asylum should the alien wish to remain on Earth and should law enforcement here in Argentina or elsewhere seek to detain or question him. While a stunt like that has little real meaning, it has perhaps unintentionally generated a lot of discussion on the issue of to what extent any extraterrestrial beings who walk among us should be subject to our laws. Whether or not—”
Before Jenna could finish her sentence, the loud horn of a police car cut her off as the vehicle approached the cordon from inside the exclusion zone at the hotel’s entrance. A black vehicle followed behind, flanked by two more police cars and fourth following behind.
Police officers on Jenna’s side then slowly and peacefully herded the reporters out of the way and removed a small section of the railing to make a path for the departing vehicles.
Jenna and everyone else fought for a view, but the blacked-out windows of the middle vehicle made it impossible to confirm their suspicions that at least one of Clark or Godfrey was inside it.
“I’d like nothing more than to tell you where they’re going now,” she said, following her cameraman’s encouragement to wrap up the live broadcast, “but like so much else today… we don’t yet know. For ACN in Buenos Aires, I’m Jenna Clarke.”
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FORD-MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
The latest text from Clark had arrived extremely late, reaching all three of Dan, Tara’s and Emma’s phones several hours after they finally retired at the end of a long night spent taking in the global reaction to Leesha’s explosively violent outburst in Buenos Aires.
Clark hadn’t deliberately neglected to promptly tell them about his new plan to tackle Jan Gellar in person while Emma did the bulk of the work from Birchwood, and nor had he done so at Godfrey’s request. It simply took far longer than expected — and in their eyes far longer than necessary — for the digital forensics teams in Buenos Aires to finish sweeping their devices.
Clark mentioned this in his eventual message, much longer than his initial perfunctory confirmation that he was physically safe after the botched attempt on his life, but sought to reassure Emma in particular that there was absolutely nothing on his phone worth being concerned about. He measured his words in saying this, of course, with his awareness more heightened than ever that saying “I didn’t say anything about Piper’s powers” would lead to disaster should there ever be a next time.
Often a relatively early riser, Dan got the message first. With the better part of nine hours remaining until Focus 20/20 aired live from New York, he opted to let Emma sleep until she woke up of her own accord. Piper spent the morning playing happily with Tara after an uncharacteristically sound sleep of her own, and Dan was more than a little surprised by how calm Tara was about Clark’s news.
“I’m just glad he’s safe,” she said, “and he is right: Gellar will be intimidated by his presence.”
While Dan certainly agreed with that — since in his mind anyone on Clark’s bad side would be a fool not to be intimidated — he was altogether less relaxed about the whole thing. Clark was no expert at keeping his cool, and he was currently holding on to a secret that the family simply couldn’t afford to let slip.
But as the morning wore on past 10AM and Emma continued to sleep, Dan found his concerns fading with time; for despite dwelling on it, he couldn’t really conceive of a way in which Clark would slip up. The topic of the Messengers’ UpLift powers was sure to be front and centre given what had occurred the previous day, he considered, but the context would be safely removed from anything related to currently existing telekinetic or telepathic abilities among humans.
Tara allowed Piper to hold a variety of soft toys as well as some small books and other items without her mittens on, understanding why Emma was so paranoid about the baby accidentally hurting herself or someone else but also understanding that her little hands needed some space to breathe and her brain needed to feel things.
Dan was fully aware of this without explicitly approving it, and simply told Tara not to take Piper into the back yard or the bathroom without her mittens. Those places hadn’t been baby-proofed as thoroughly as everywhere else, and there really was no sense in taking any unnecessary risks. Piper didn’t mind the mittens, which was an enormous relief and eliminated the need for anything less comfortable, but everyone fully understood that the situation couldn’t go on like this for long.
The later it got, the more Dan wondered how much longer Emma’s sleep could possibly go on. She had barely slept at all in the nights since their daughter’s undesirable ability became apparent, and given that those came after an extended run of Piper’s most unsettled nights yet — perhaps no coincidence, now that Dan thought about it — he could understand her exhaustion.
He had enjoyed two great sleeps before and after his speech at the UN, with even the stress of that event not enough to keep his body from making the most of the silent nights. With that in mind, he could suddenly really understand why Emma was still nowhere to be seen at 11:15.
“Let’s say noon,” Tara said, noticing Dan’s millionth glance at his phone; with the projector switched off to avoid pointlessly stress-inducing news broadcasts and with the recent baby-proofing process having spelled the end of the living room’s wall clock, he couldn’t check the time any more subtly than this. “She’s already going to be P.O.’d that we let her sleep this long…”
“You’re right,” Dan said, looking at Tara and noticing yet again how natural and at ease she appeared with Piper on her lap. “About the second part. But not noon… she’ll probably want these extra forty-five minutes of prep time.”
“Rock paper scissors?” Tara suggested. “Loser has to wake her.”
Dan couldn’t help but laugh. “It’s okay, I’ll do it. You should probably put those mittens back on, though. The last thing we need is an argument, you know?”
Tara did as he suggested, distracting Piper with some funny faces and sounds to keep her from getting upset that she could no longer explore the textures and edges of her favourite toys.
Dan meanwhile proceeded to open his and Emma’s bedroom door very quietly, mindful of waking her up as gently as possible since she might well be irked at being left for so long on such an important day. He knocked on the inside of the door with gradually increasing volume until he saw her beginning to stir. “Morning…” he said, no louder than necessary.
“Morning,” she belatedly replied, stretching her legs out straight under the sheets. “Any word on Leesha? I guess not, since you didn’t wake me?”
“We haven’t looked at the news yet,” Dan said. “But Clark texted us all overnight… he’s in New York.”
Reaching out for her phone, Emma let out something between a sigh and a groan. “Let me guess…” she said, unlocking the screen to read Clark’s message. A few seconds later, her expression softened. “Oh. I thought it was going to say Godfrey is doing the show. This isn’t so bad.”
“Because…”
“Well, Godfrey and Timo don’t exactly get along,” Emma explained, “and we really don’t need any divisions on the broadly rational side of this overall argument. Besides, Godfrey himself isn’t exactly someone I trust deep down, and Clark isn’t much of a talker so it’s not like he’s going to go on any long soliloquies or say more than he has to. But just by being there he’ll put Jan way off her stride, which is the best thing about this. She would have sparred with Godfrey and landed some blows even while she came off worse, but there’s really nothing she can say to hurt Clark… especially when she’s not expecting him”
Dan nodded, in understanding rather than agreement. With the lamp now on, Emma’s tired eyes could just about make this gesture out.
“But just out of interest…” she said, climbing out of bed.
“Yeah?”
“What would have been worth waking me up for?”
Dan laughed.
Emma laughed too, until she was standing in a makeshift outfit and let out a single sharp exhalation that seemed to signal a switch into business. “There’s no major news to worry about… practically no major news at all, in fact… but could you just give me one minute while I call Clark? I don’t like it, but I do have to act at first like I don’t want him to do this so I can figure out if and why Godfrey put him up to it. Then I might have to be pretty firm about the need to keep quiet about certain things.”
“Sure,” Dan said.
Emma began the call immediately and it seemed as though Clark picked up just as quickly. Dan heard two questions before the door was fully closed: “Where are you now?” followed by “Which city?”
“The New York Gravesen, obviously,” Tara said to Dan as he returned to the couch, clearly having heard them, too. She then briefly covered Piper’s ears. “But why did she want you to close the door… is she going into full bitch mode on Clark?”
“Nothing he can’t handle,” Dan said.
Tara uncovered Piper’s ears and bounced her gently by repeatedly lifting her own knees. “Uncle Clark can handle it, can’t he?”
“Caca!” Piper giggled.
Dan then saw Tara looking at him, as though actually looking for an answer. One came to him easily: “Clark can handle anything.”
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DRIVE-IN
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
With the overnight news having relayed a more sedate public response to Leesha’s violent outburst than Phil Norris expected, he gladly reopened New Kergrillin’ for its ever-popular Sunday brunch.
Tables were typically booked out weeks in advance and today was no exception, but police announcements of additional security measures in and around Birchwood had hit the bottom line by scaring some families off. Those who had turned up smiled and laughed like it was any other day, posing for pictures beside the memorabilia that lined the walls and immediately posting them online to boast about their visit before it was even over.
The financial hit caused by the empty tables was frustrating for Phil, but in the grand scheme of things it was nothing to lose sleep over. The principle of the thing annoyed him more than anything; he understood why roadblocks between the drive-in and the residential streets deeper into Birchwood were needed on busy days like this, but since all of his visiting patrons came from out of town and often out of state on Sunday mornings, the blocks didn’t even affect them.
The previous night’s announcement that Emma would be appearing on Focus 20/20 had led to these additional security checks and roadblocks, since any kind of media story tied to Birchwood inevitably brought hordes of alien enthusiasts who seemed to be forever seeking excuses to show up.
The past twenty-four hours had reminded Phil that money wasn’t quite everything in any case, with post-Leesha concern for his close friends the McCarthys cancelling out an economic boom that would normally have had him smiling from ear to ear.
The source of Phil’s overnight economic upswing was simple: growing concerns about the Messengers and their UpLift powers more specifically had resulted in a huge surge in the street price of a twenty-year-old gadget known as the Greatorex 3000. Phil, having sensed that such a surge was coming even before the events in Argentina and having invested heavily while he could, had been proven correct in his hunch.
The moment he had been waiting for actually came a few hours before Leesha’s fearsome display of power, when Blitz Online featured a translation of the Hungarian interview with Allan Greatorex himself in which the ageing inventor posited his belief that the device’s unique design and the no-longer-legal strength of its radio transceiver could make it an effective basis for a new mind-proofing device capable of guarding against the buzzword of the day: telepathic intrusion.
With the shooter’s violent demise having highlighted the possibility that the Messengers might not always act in the peaceful and somewhat predictable manner most people had come to expect, this double whammy of Greatorex’s comments and Leesha’s gruesome action had created a true feeding frenzy within online selling platforms.
The rarity and desirability of the Greatorex 3000 had become a story in itself, which naturally drove prices even higher as those who Phil saw as ‘casuals’ with more money than passion for prepping entered the market. He would bleed a few of them dry in good time, perhaps the following day, but today he had a rare invitation to spend time with the McCarthys while Emma tackled Blitz News and its hysteria on Focus 20/20.
At the end of his grill’s weekly brunch hours, Phil Norris locked up for the rest of the day and made his way to his car. He emerged to find a very different scene in the parking lot than the one he passed through at the start of the morning, with several large news vans and several hundred citizens now waiting at the edge of the lot.
The largest van of all was adorned with the Blitz News logo, and Phil’s emergence brought its obnoxious cameras charging forward for comment. As he saw the camera lights turn red, he got into his car and drove carefully towards the lot’s exit. A handful of attendant police officers kept the crowd penned at either side of the junction which led to the main road, but one microphone-wielding lunatic dashed out from a gap in the cordon and all but threw himself onto the hood of Phil’s car.
Phil slammed his brakes. Fighting the urge to get out and set the fool straight, he rolled down his window and looked directly at him. “I’m not going to comment,” Phil said. “Get out of my way.”
“You’re not going to comment?” the reporter snapped back in an irritatingly snarky tone. “So, Mr Norris, you don’t see anything wrong with the McCarthys trying to present a killer alien as a friendly teddy bear?”
Too aware of the live cameras to let his feelings come out, either verbally or physically, Phil gritted his teeth and accelerated away, taking reluctant care to not run the idiot over.
“Shit-peddling scum-bags,” he seethed under his breath. He glanced in the rear-view mirror and saw two police officers belatedly pushing the man back behind the cordon, probably having been reluctant to make any more of a scene than necessary.
Phil didn’t mind that part; he knew Blitz loved nothing more than playing the victim card of fighting the ill-defined ‘establishment forces’ they loved to complain about so much. What he minded was Blitz’s incessant drive to find drama, or create some when there was none to be found.
As he drove home to take care of a few things before heading to see the McCarthys, Phil grew increasingly glad that Emma would soon have the chance to once and for all put Jan Gellar, queen of Blitz’s bullshit, to the sword. The other thought in his mind, however, was that he certainly didn’t envy the task.
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STUDIO #1
MANHATTAN, NEW YORK
Keen to arrive early to avoid detection, Clark McCarthy and William Godfrey made their way to New York City’s famous RMXT Studio in an inconspicuous vehicle and entered via a side entrance. Both the driver and doorman were briefed on the importance of keeping quiet, with the ever-effective combination of carrot and stick applied to full effect.
Godfrey was glad to be met at an otherwise vacant doorway by the only other staff member present who had known to expect him, a senior network executive who didn’t need to be told how valuable and important the element of surprise was going to be.
“Mr Kendrick and Mr Fiore are in the main makeup room at the moment, Mr Godfrey,” the man said. “Would you like me to escort you to somewhere you won’t be disturbed?”
“Chairman Godfrey,” Godfrey corrected. “And yes, but what the hell are those two doing here already?”
“They were certainly earlier than expected. Straight off the plane, as I understand. But Mr McCarthy, would—”
“Just Clark,” Clark corrected.
Apparently caught in the middle of some name-based game between his studio’s two esteemed guests, the executive gulped and blinked several times in an effort to regain his focus. “Of course. Well, Clark, would you like us to send a makeup artist to your dressing room later in the day, or are you really trying to keep sightings to an absolute minimum?”
“Minimum, but thanks,” Clark said.
“There’s also something to be said for leaving those cuts and scrapes uncovered,” Godfrey chimed in, referencing the marks on the side of Clark’s face that had connected with the Argentinian concrete when he bundled Godfrey to the ground rather than leave him in the path of a maniac’s bullet. “After all, sometimes this pampered world of ours can benefit from a reminder as to the cost of valour.”
Wisely, the executive avoided any further attempts to engage either Godfrey or Clark in conversation, instead leading them through the building’s labyrinthian corridors via the shortest possible route.
When they arrived, Godfrey could barely contain his disdain at the size of the closet-like room they had been assigned. He didn’t even have to voice this thought for the executive to pick up on it.
“This room is near the side entrance and it’s near the Focus 20/20 set,” the man said, attempting the unenviably task of justifying to Godfrey’s discerning standards a room that even Clark had to admit left a lot to be desired. “Chairman Godfrey, if you don’t want to be seen, this really is the best place for you.”
“In the sense that not even the bloody cockroaches would come in here if they could help it?” Godfrey scoffed.
Clark didn’t even try not to laugh at this, but he also took the executive’s point on board. “He’s right,” he said to Godfrey. “If we wanted comfort we would have stayed at the hotel. We wanted discretion, and here it is.”
Godfrey groaned in concession and took a seat in one of five folding chairs that haphazardly surrounded a too-low table. He groaned all over again as his back protested against the decided lack of lumbar support, drawing another grin from Clark.
“Could you do me a favour?” Clark asked the man.
“Of course, Mr Mc— uh, Clark. What do you need?”
Outside of military contexts where they served a real and functional purpose, Clark would never for the life of him understand why people gave so much thought to titles and methods of address. Godfrey, while more childishly insistent than most in this regard, was far from alone among his kind, and Clark was grateful that Henry had brought him up to care more about deeds than words and more about the impression he left on people when they parted than the titles he demanded they use when they met. This executive meant well, but his deference was just too much.
“Could you bring Billy and Timo here as soon as they’re out of makeup, without telling them where you’re taking them or why? I really want to see them before the show.”
“What the hell happened to discretion?” Godfrey interjected.
Clark glanced around in all directions then settled back on Godfrey. “There’s no one else here,” he began, staring intently at the future ICA Chairman, “but I know that tone couldn’t have been for me.”
With the network executive’s gaze frozen awkwardly on the ground, Clark and Godfrey engaged in a staring contest that ran far longer than either was accustomed to.
“You’ve got some balls on you, I’ll give you that,” Clark said after a full thirty seconds of the fiercest eye contact he could muster.
“Neither of us got where we are by making a habit out of backing down, Mr McCarthy.”
“Clark,” he corrected with an involuntarily but unstoppable grin.
Godfrey’s firm expression broke at this, too, quickly giving way to a full-on laugh. “Okay,” he announced to the mentally exhausted executive. “If Mr McCarthy wants Timo and Billy, then Timo and Billy Mr McCarthy gets.”
“Okay,” the man said, trying not to let his impatient relief show. “I’ll bring them just as soon as they’re out of makeup.”
As soon as the door was closed again, Godfrey sat back down. “Why do you want to see them before the show, anyway?” he asked. “Personally I wonder why you would want to see either of those clowns at all, but you know there’s going to be plenty of time after filming.”
“You know I spoke to Emma before we left the Gravesen,” Clark replied, “and she advised it. Because whether you know it or not, these guys are on our side on the things that count: defending Leesha, seeking cooperation, hating Jan Gellar. We know things they don’t and they have images from Turkey that we haven’t seen. It’s just like when we told you about Dörtlü Tepe before your last speech at UNICA… that was under wraps but Emma knew it wouldn’t stay that way forever, so she wanted you to speak with it in mind. Remember? Speak with it in mind without letting it out of your mind?”
“Touché,” Godfrey conceded. “I presume you’re speaking of the Shelter? I actually agree with you; come to think of it, letting them know ahead of time could swing Timo in particular away from some of his frustrations. And between you and me, now that we’re free of the UN’s shackles there is a door for him to participate in research and development, because the big advantage or working with Fiore Frontiere over any of the other private upstarts is that he truly doesn’t care about making any money. Besides… those two certainly owe me one for giving old Billy Boy that Turkish get out of jail free card when he needed it, so I’m sure we can count on their discretion…”
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FORD-MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
With a few hours remaining until her appearance on Focus 20/20, Emma emerged from a long preparation session in her office and re-entered the living room to catch up on anything that might have happened in the meantime.
Piper grumbled from Tara’s arms, immediately capturing Emma’s attention.
“She was almost asleep,” Tara said, “but it’s been almost for ages.”
Emma smiled, glad it was still only almost, and sat next to them. Piper, wearing no mittens in these safely baby-proofed surroundings, wriggled in response to Emma’s proximity and smiled brightly when she reached to pick her up.
“Thanks,” Emma said to Tara, who quickly stood up and stretched her tired arms. “But where’s Dan? Did something come up? Did something happen?”
Fortunately, given how quickly Emma’s tone had fallen twice in a matter of seconds to reflect two increases in anxiety as her mind ran away with itself, Dan himself was there to answer.
“Nothing came up,” he called in reply from the kitchen, making absolutely sure he was heard. “I’m just making her another bottle.”
“You need to relax,” Tara told her older sister. Piper was already settling back down, eased by Emma’s presence, and Clark’s recent text stating that he’d arrived safely at the TV studio without being spotted seemed to have laid to rest one of the biggest concerns left.
Emma nodded. Looking down at Piper, she felt everything at once; the utterly conflicting emotions that everything was fine as long as she was here and that nothing would be fine until she was cured.
Cured, better, fixed, normal… these words tumbled through Emma’s mind constantly, with a different one tending to take precedence for a few hours until another took over. At moments like this, the perfect baby in her arms didn’t look or feel like she needed to be cured of anything.
But such illusions were dangerous, the rational side of Emma’s brain reminded her. The problem had come from outside and could only be solved from outside, with Leesha and his kind being the fundamental key to everything. If he didn’t come back, it was difficult to see any way forward; and for this reason, everything rested on the ability of Emma and her Focus 20/20 allies to clear his name sufficiently to ensure that humanity — and particularly some of its currently wavering political leaders — meaningfully united in an attempt to cooperate in a manner that Leesha couldn’t miss.
Emma glanced at the time. She felt moderately relaxed by the fact that she at least had an action step to pursue which felt important if not decisive, and she could only hope her friends in New York were getting ready to do their part with as much attention to detail as she was.
It struck her as perhaps too much to hope for that Leesha would be watching closely and might return sooner rather than later when he saw how hard she and the others were trying to clear his name, but the sweet smile on Piper’s tired face made hope feel justified.
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After around twenty-five minutes of Godfrey giving Clark some pointers on how to deal with people like Jan Gellar in front of live cameras — not that there were too many quite like Jan, mercifully enough — a knock on the door followed by a call from a familiar voice brought a sudden end to the lesson.
“They’re here,” the network executive said.
Clark rose and opened the door, drawing immediate and immense smiles from the two friendly faces on the other side. The executive, evidently keen to avoid a single second of awkwardness more than he had to, had already made himself scarce and left Billy and Timo standing alone in the corridor.
They didn’t remain there for long, both shaking Clark’s hand and then quickly accepting his invitation into a room whose distinct lack of luxury neither seemed to mind. Quite understandably, both displayed considerably more distaste for the other person in it.
“Yesterday humbled him,” Clark whispered, sensing their unease. “I mean, not altogether; he is still an asshole. But in relation to me, to Leesha… the fact that he came within a few seconds of dying and we both made sure he didn’t… well, it kind of reoriented his mindset.”
“But why are you still with him?” Timo asked, point blank and with no effort to contain his volume. He wanted Godfrey to hear; that much was clear.
“Lovely to see you free again, Billy,” Godfrey smiled. “And Timo, I would say I don’t want to insult your intelligence by saying I’m glad to see you too, but… well… one can’t easily insult what isn’t there.”
Clark turned to Godfrey, palms upturned in frustration at his childish nonsense. “What is it with you?” he lamented. “This is real shit! If you don’t want to be here, leave.”
“Pssshh,” Godfrey dismissed with a wave of his hand. “Timo and I go back longer than you know. He enjoys the back and forth as much as I do.”
“I would enjoy it if you went forth and didn’t come back,” Timo retorted. “But Clark is right. For once, Godfrey… dial it down, will you? The whole world is a powder-keg and Gellar is coming here tonight to set if off. I didn’t know you were going to be on the panel so I assume she doesn’t either, but the last thing we need to be doing is sniping at each other.”
“I’m the one who’s going to be on the panel,” Clark butted in.
“Oh,” the two men said in unplanned unison.
Clark raised his eyebrows. “Try to contain your excitement,” he said.
“It’s just…” Billy began.
“Well, why?” Timo asked. “Not to put too fine a point on it, of course. But he has done this kind of thing countless times, dealing with the Gellars of the world.”
Clark nodded. “Yep, and that’s the point. She’s dealt with the Godfreys, too, but she’s not expecting me. Emma is on-board and she thinks there’s nothing Jan can say to attack me without getting personal in ways that would only make her look bad. We didn’t have this all planned out, but there was a reason I wanted to do the media tour with Godfrey and there was a reason Emma wanted to do this show… even before what happened yesterday. This whole thing was already getting urgent, because Leesha has been talking about having to go home if we don’t start engaging in the information exchange he came here to kick off. We know there’s some kind of gateway to New Kerguelen and that we can’t use it without them — you know, whatever the hell it is they fly through as a shortcut… if those are even the right words — so if they pack up and go home, it’s done. You see, Timo? Dan wasn’t driving ahead with the whole UNICA breakaway to cut anyone out of future cooperation, he was doing it to make sure there is any future cooperation.”
“So where is Leesha?” Billy asked.
Clark shrugged sadly, with no need for words. “But he didn’t want to leave… or doesn’t want to leave, if he’s still here like I think he is. It’s just that he told Dan and Tara — and Godfrey — that he’s needed on New Kerguelen.”
“Precisely,” Godfrey chimed in, adopting a more suitably serious tone. “He and Sakko, the other one who was always with him at the drive-in, the initial UNICA ceremony, even the wedding… they’re the closest thing to leaders this complicated race has. Since last year, after the machines they call their Elders stopped working and after Dan and Tara set the Shelter’s repair in motion, Leesha and Sakko have been elevated in the eyes of the rest for bringing Dan and Tara to save the day. But, that’s the key… if we don’t start cooperating and exchanging information like we all set out to do — if we don’t keep filling this Elderless, godless vacuum that’s swirling around on New Kerguelen — Leesha can’t wait around forever. Getting the public to support active cooperation was a priority yesterday, but today’s world is even more complicated. First of all we have to clear Leesha’s name, and then we have to press on with the standard arguments in favour of Elder revival and everything like that.”
Timo tutted, semi-voluntarily. “I have issues with Elder revival,” he said.
“Keep them to yourself,” Clark replied very bluntly. “Seriously, Timo… if you care about Dan, Emma, hell, anyone else on this planet, today of all days you will stay away from opposing the things I support. Okay?”
“Clark, what’s going on?” Timo asked. “Is there something we don’t know?”
Godfrey sighed, purely for effect. “Tell them,” he said, as though reluctantly arriving at this decision only then.
“Don’t mention this on the panel,” Clark implored them. “I’m going to tell you because Emma always says it’s important to be briefed on what other people know and what seems likely to happen, so that you don’t go wading into a subject and say something that’s going to be proven wrong in a couple of days. This is big, but it’s not confirmed. She thinks you should know this, but you need to tell me you understand both parts of that: you can’t mention this, and it’s not totally confirmed.”
“Absolutely,” Timo said.
Billy nodded enthusiastically. “What’s the big secret? Shoot.”
“A Chinese guy came back early from New Kerguelen,” Clark said, all the while cognisant that this admittedly major news was not the biggest secret rattling around his mind. “He faked an illness so the Messengers would bring him back, because he wanted to tell us something that even they don’t know. All of the tests our human crew has done on the Shelter… and especially in the areas where the material had decayed… well, every single one of those tests seem to say that the Shelter does absolutely nothing. The atmosphere is the same on both sides, in every single way we can detect.”
“Why don’t the Messengers know?” Billy asked, not missing a beat. “Why didn’t you tell Leesha?”
Godfrey fielded this one. “Because as Clark said, it’s not confirmed yet. We sent the crew member back with more advanced instrumentation, and a lot of it. We’re expecting the whole crew to return any day now, and while we expect them to tell us we really can breathe on the other side of that Shelter, we don’t know for sure.”
As the news sunk in, Billy’s hands slowly covered his mouth.
Clark wouldn’t have had to know him so well to recognise the look in his eyes as one of a concern that went far beyond confusion, but it certainly helped. “Billy… what the hell just clicked in your mind?”
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DÖRTLÜ TEPE
SOUTHEAST OF ANKARA, TURKEY
Almost forty-eight hours after being freed from custody, Mesut Demir found himself back at the Dörtlü Tepe dig site where his team had recently unearthed a pillar carved with the most remarkable image he had seen in a lifetime of fieldwork.
There would be no digging today, though. Instead, Mesut was present to oversee the site being secured for the time being. He didn’t like this but understood the need for it, given the delicacy of what he had found and the current drama surrounding the international organisation whose competency it would very soon fall under.
Billy Kendrick’s ambitious plan to expedite archaeological excavation at a number of sites in the Mediterranean region had been a high-profile project from the start, in relative terms, what with his name bringing attention all on its own and the attachment of Timo Fiore as his funding partner bringing even more. Rumours of Billy’s detention had turned the dial up even higher, but Dörtlü Tepe itself remained under wraps for now.
The public didn’t know what had been found, which was the only reason Mesut had been able to reach the site without a posse of reporters getting in the way. With so much going on in New York and so much talk of New Kerguelen dominating news bulletins around the world, the story of an unspecified find didn’t register.
But Mesut knew very well that if and when word got out that his find was alien in nature, let alone that it revealed early contact with a race of aliens who appeared to have very similar technology but very different physiology in relation to the Messengers, the quaint surrounding area would transform into a media hotbed; an archaeological Birchwood, Colorado, suddenly thrust under the global spotlight following one remarkable discovery.
The big issue for Mesut was that there were so many more discoveries to come at Dörtlü Tepe, where around a dozen distinct pillars had been detected using the state-of-the-art aerial scanning equipment Timo had provided for Billy’s site-selection research. Given how little of the first pillar had been revealed — only the upper section — thoughts of the potential revelations that still lay just below the surface made Mesut giddy all over again when he reached the pillar with two guards and watched a large tent-like covering being placed over the site’s all-important central area. It looked like a murder scene, but if this was what it took to keep the pillar safe for now then Mesut was all for it.
For now that William Godfrey and his soon-to-open Interspace Contact Agency were in the picture, following his direct intervention to secure Billy and Mesut’s release, high politics were at play.
Mesut’s acceptance of a future advisory role at the ICA, which he took to ensure he would retain access to the site and which he was offered to ensure his silence, earned him more than a few dirty looks from the attendant police officers guarding the site.
Some saw Mesut as a sell-out for working with Godfrey and taking the find out of Turkish hands, but he considered such views to be myopic. The government had already agreed to align itself to the ICA after firm pressure from quite literally all angles: Washington, Beijing, Moscow, and even the Gulf. As with previous organisations from the GSC to the GCC and ELF, any alien-related discovery made within an ICA-affiliated state would be administered and managed by the agency.
It was going to happen anyway, and Mesut saw working with the ICA as the safest way to keep a close eye on the site and make sure nothing nefarious went on. Billy fully supported this approach, and his undying faith that an ICA with Dan McCarthy as its figurehead would always treat discoveries in a responsible manner eased Mesut’s primary concern.
The site was set to reopen for excavation once things settled down in Buenos Aires, and Mesut hung around until the day’s work was done then shook the hands of everyone who assisted in securing the site. He was assured that police would be stationed at the entrance 24/7, and the coverings would protect the site from prying drones far less conspicuously than a strictly enforced no-fly zone would have.
Mesut stepped back into his car with the image of the tall cable-wielding alien as fresh in his mind as at had been when he first saw it. That alone could transform humanity’s perspective on the Messengers when it became public, but Mesut had a sneaking suspicion that it would seem like nothing when the rest of Dörtlü Tepe was excavated.
Soon, he thought to himself as he turned the ignition and drove off. Soon…
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“Share, Billy,” Timo prodded. “Whatever you thought of when he just said that the outside air on New Kerguelen is probably fine, we all need to know.”
Billy slowly shook his head. “They said it’s not confirmed, and you said the crew will be back for good real soon. Right, guys? We don’t know yet? Until we do, I don’t want to speculate.”
“Tell us,” Clark said, more insistently than Timo.
“There’s not one giant idea in my head,” Billy said, almost convincingly. “And with everything that definitely has been happening, I’m not going to drive my self crazy trying to make sense of something that might not even be true. It’s certainly better to have it in mind though, so I know what not to say, so thank you. Both of you.”
“And there’s something we want to share with you two,” Timo said, making a point of looking squarely at Godfrey. “We have close-up footage from Dörtlü Tepe. I now see no benefit and several risks of showing it during the show, which admittedly was something we considered as a hypothetical emergency stop kind of op—”
“Smart,” Godfrey said with a firm nod. “Both parts; the emergency stop idea, if Gellar had gotten out of hand… and realising that it wouldn’t help now.”
“I definitely still want to see it, though,” Clark said. “Can I?”
Timo and Billy both confirmed at once that he could.
“My computer is in our dressing room,” Billy said. “The footage is in my pocket, obviously, but we need something to play it on. I’ll go and get it.”
“I’m leaving before showtime gets too close,” Godfrey very suddenly announced. “Once the media is outside for Gellar and Crabbe arriving, I’ll never get away unseen.”
“Why do you need to get away at all?” Clark asked.
Godfrey looked at his watch, exaggerating the movement of pulling up his sleeve. “I can’t be holed up for this long. Gentlemen, please know that I appreciate the offer to share the footage. And Timo, all being well we’ll be opening the doors in Buenos Aires next week. I’ll save a space for a Fiore Frontiere delegation. Is the young chap still around? Alessandro?”
“He is,” Timo said, tactfully ignoring everything else for fear it was some kind of trick. Because as much as Godfrey did seem to have changed — like Clark, typically an excellent judge of character, had first insisted — at the end of the day, he was still William Godfrey.
“Excellent, let him know. And Billy, while you’re fetching that laptop could you keep an eye out for the man who escorted you here? I’ll need him to lead me out discreetly.”
Billy nodded and set off on his very short walk, as surprised as the others by Godfrey’s departure but not caring enough to push for further explanation.
Clark did, however, before Billy had even gotten out of the door.
“At any point, I could need to make a strategic statement,” Godfrey explained, “and I certainly can’t do that from here. A video in a hotel room could be filmed in Buenos Aires for all the world knows, but someone would recognise something in here and then the cat would be out of the bag.”
“What kind of statement are you expecting to need to make?” Timo pressed.
“None,” Godfrey said. “But if Leesha was to show up again for any reason, or if the crew on New Kerguelen were to show up… I really don’t expect the timing to be so inconvenient, but it’s not impossible and it’s going to be hours until you’re all out of here. In the meantime, just don’t get too caught up in this Dörtlü Tepe business, will you? In a matter of weeks we could be digging outside on New Kerguelen and working with the Messengers to revive their Elders. That’s the golden prize here: re-opening the ultimate book of knowledge that guided the Messengers for so long. Trinkets and carvings are nothing compared to what we could learn. I know that nothing I can say will ever stop Billy from scrambling around in the dirt, but our focus is on the skies. It has to be.”
Not two minutes later, Godfrey was gone and a laptop had taken his place. Billy wasted no time in navigating to the footage, pausing right away on the headline image of the tall long-skulled alien striking a remarkably familiar pose with a cable connecting it to a human contactee.
Even though Clark had known what was coming following the description Timo gave over the phone — in turn gleaned through the Turkish language phone call he received during Billy’s incarceration — nothing could have prepared him for the impact of actually seeing it.
“That definitely isn’t one of the Messengers,” Clark said. “But holy shit… if that thing was the right height and its head was the right shape, that would look like a drawing of Dan at the drive-in on Contact Day. It’s the exact same kind of cable, and it’s going right into the guy’s neck!”
“Precisely,” Billy said. “This is the kind of thing I wanted to talk about today, before everything happened with Leesha, but this Shelter news has got me worried about saying too much in case it’s wrong. Because if these other aliens gave the Messengers their UpLift powers — which aren’t inherited — why did they get the UpLifter and we didn’t?”
“It’s a good question,” Timo mused.
“It gets better,” Billy said. “And Clark, this is where you have to make sure you don’t say too much… but what if they did give humanity a similar device and a million other things we can’t even imagine, and what if it’s all buried between the pillars of Dörtlü Tepe? If we were visited by the same third race, we too could have access to all kinds of abilities; abilities we can turn on and off like a switch, just like the Messengers can. They gave theirs to Dan and Tara for a while, but what if it’s not the same? What if there was another device made for humans, attuned to our brain chemistry? Or what if this third race gave the Messengers knowledge of interstellar travel, and what if they gave it to us?”
Clark’s face reflected the weight of one particular thing Billy mentioned; one that didn’t strike Billy as anything close to the most remarkable point as he said it. But Clark, knowing only too well that Piper’s unwelcome abilities were the whole reason he was here, hadn’t even heard Billy’s final idea about interstellar travel… his mind, instead, was utterly transfixed by the possibility that humanity really might have been given an UpLifter similar to the Messengers’, and that it really might be lying only a few metres out of sight at Dörtlü Tepe.
“I’m thinking out loud,” Timo chimed in, “but Billy… what shape did Dan and Tara report the Elders were?”
“Pillars,” Billy replied right away, not quite seeing the relevance. “But they weren’t marked on the outside.”
Timo shrugged. “At least not in a way their eyes could discern. But I’m not suggesting anything in particular, at least not beyond the noticeable commonality that ancient humans recorded their encounters with visiting aliens on stone pillars. Meanwhile, light years away, different aliens who still use an interspecies communication method remarkably similar to the kind on our ancient pillars… well, their ancient forefathers seem to have recorded a whole host of remarkable knowledge within their pillar-shaped computer-like devices. There might be something to it, is all I’m saying.”
Clark scratched his temple in deep thought. “Why did we have to get into all of this new stuff and put it all in each other’s heads right before we go on live TV to deal with the problems and questions we’re actually facing right now?”
“I see your point,” Billy chuckled. “Crabbe is a wildcard, but it’s really going to be the three of us and Emma against Jan. So I dunno, maybe it was all just starting to feel too easy…”
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FORD-MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
Last to arrive as he so often was, Phil Norris rang the doorbell and waited to be let inside. It was so close to the show’s start time that Emma was already locked in her office, sitting upright and staring into the webcam that would carry her into tens of millions of homes around the US and beyond.
Upon hearing the bell, she instinctively navigated to a video feed from the front door’s outward facing security camera. Oh yeah, she thought to herself, having forgotten Phil was coming. With her mind eased by his tired but happy-looking face, she then returned to the application that would link her up to the famous RMXT studio in New York.
A last-minute check-in with Clark before he was moved to the backstage area from which he would make his surprise entrance had put Emma at ease regarding the kinds of things Billy and Timo were going to talk about, with the intentions of the latter in particular having been playing on her mind given his endless disdain for William Godfrey.
While not quite on the level of Clark, Timo was well-liked by a public who saw him as a straight-talking man whose heart really was in the right place. Fortunately, Clark relayed Timo’s understanding that any deep arguments about the best route to interplanetary cooperation with the Messengers were better saved for another day, what with Leesha’s recent actions and Jan Gellar’s detestable presence ensuring that the focus should be on defending the very pursuit of cooperation at all.
Joe Crabbe was the only panel member Emma didn’t have a good handle on, with his position on just about every issue that would be discussed completely unknown. An often abrasive figure who had once fiercely attacked Dan while defending Richard Walker in the fallout of the IDA leak, Crabbe had mellowed somewhat since Walker’s death without ever going as far as publicly apologising for some of the things he’d said before it.
There was no love lost between Crabbe and Gellar, but Emma anticipated that he would likely find his voice drowned out in the explosive arguments between the panel’s two more-clearly defined sides.
Emma’s glance at the time in the corner of her computer screen revealed that just three minutes remained until she went live. She understandably felt some nerves ahead of what would be her first major public appearance in the better part of a year, but Emma was beginning to see the panel as a huge opportunity rather than as a hurdle to be overcome. Because in the context of what she and her family were dealing with at home, nerves were nothing.
The fear over what would happen if Piper’s powers became public knowledge left little room for mild concerns in Emma’s mind, but troublingly it had been superseded by an even more pressing fear: the fear that Leesha may have already returned home for good, all but closing the door on any hopes that a solution to Piper’s problem — or a cure for her condition — could ever come from above.
Today was a chance to sell the benefits of cooperation; to unite the world behind a common goal; to show Leesha that the Jan Gellars and demented shooters of the world did not speak for humanity as a whole.
The return of the human crew stationed on New Kerguelen, expected home any day now, would necessitate at least one more visit to Earth for the Messengers. Whether Sakko would be in the returning craft with them and whether Leesha would still be around to see it were variables Emma couldn’t control, but she hoped that a stellar performance in the next hour would at least ensure a warm welcome for whichever Messengers did pilot the craft.
On the other side of her office door, Emma heard voices raised in what sounded like amusement. As three minutes until showtime ticked down to two, she tested her collar-clipped microphone and put her earbuds in place.
She hoped beyond hope that her friends and family would still be joking around in the living room when her work was done, but in the meantime she needed to tune them out and focus on the task at hand.
    
“Not like you to be late,” Mr Byrd said to Phil, speaking from his viewing spot on a dining chair that had been carried in from the kitchen for the larger-than-normal gathering.
Tara and Dan were on the couch, with Henry’s wheelchair on one side and Piper’s crib on the other. The baby was awake but settled on Tara’s lap.
“It wouldn’t be like me to be late,” Phil retorted, “which is why I’m two minutes early, Byrd.”
“Early Byrd,” Tara said, smiling to herself.
The others laughed, less so at the observation than the fact she found it funny.
Phil, whose own home was minimally decorated, didn’t read anything into the total absence of small items around the living room. Henry hadn’t touched on the subject again today despite having seen through the variations in the explanations he’d received so far, but he intended to do so once Mr Byrd — and now Phil — were gone.
After saying his first hellos to Dan, Tara and Piper in what felt like far too long, Phil took his seat in the vacant dining chair next to Mr Byrd’s.
“Where have you been?” Mr Byrd asked, curious rather than suspicious. “What was the point in closing the grill so early if you didn’t plan on coming here until the last minute?”
“I didn’t plan on cutting it so fine,” Phil replied. “I went to meet a guy in the city and he tried to lowball me on a deal we’d already agreed, so things took a little longer than expected.”
Dan shook his head and chuckled. Phil was Phil — into a little bit of everything, with some of it often occupying decidedly grey areas — but his own mind was too full of other things to wonder much about his latest shenanigans.
“You sold them?” Henry asked.
“Four of ’em,” Phil replied. “Seven hundred percent profit, Henry Boy! I wasn’t going to do any business today but the guy wanted one for each of his family, and at that price I couldn’t say no. And don’t get me wrong: I hope Emma calms all this stuff down today… but when she does, and when this Leesha hysteria is dead, the street price is going to fall. Not down to anywhere near what I paid, but probably half of where it is today. So, you know, it was good to move some stock at the high point. I’ll play it by ear and probably hang on to a few for a while, in case there’s ever another surge.”
After these Leesha- and Emma-referencing comments which raised so many more questions than answers, Dan’s mind suddenly did have room to wonder about Phil’s shenanigans. “What have you been selling that has anything to do with what happened in Argentina?” he asked, getting right to the heart of it.
“Have you ever heard of Allan Greatorex?” Phil asked. “Or the Greatorex 3000?”
Dan shook his head.
Next to him, Tara pulled her phone from her pocket and rapidly searched online for the name while supporting Piper’s increasingly sleepy head with her other arm.
Before Phil’s explanation got past its contextualising opening, Henry interrupted: “Save it for the commercials, the show’s starting.”
He was right.
Dan reached for the remote control to raise the volume of the projector’s speakers, then felt a tap on his leg as soon as he leaned back again on the couch. It was Tara’s hand, holding her phone.
Dan took a look at the screen and skimmed the opening paragraph of a Blitz Online article:
“A rare device rumoured to block telepathy’s effect on anyone who wears it... Could the Greatorex 3000 be our key to understanding and unlocking the Messengers’ frightening UpLift powers?”
Tara’s eyes were waiting for Dan’s to finish reading. When he looked up, she whispered what he was already thinking: “We need one.”
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STUDIO #1
MANHATTAN, NEW YORK
As an overhead sign began a silent countdown from thirty, Marian de Clerk addressed the main camera and proceeded to very quickly introduce each of her studio guests while a secondary camera panned between them for the close-up benefit of viewers at home.
Timo Fiore and Billy Kendrick sat at one side of de Clerk’s central and authoritative position, while Jan Gellar and the chaotically neutral Joe Crabbe filled the other side of the U-shaped desk. Which way Crabbe would lean on the heated topics to follow was a mystery to everyone but himself, but nothing he said or did was likely to bring anything close to the level of surprise which would come just a few seconds after the camera settled on an empty chair next to Billy.
No one had smiled or otherwise reacted to the cameras during their initial introductions, but this changed immediately when de Clerk spoke next:
“We’re also going to be joined by Emma McCarthy, live from Birchwood. But last of all, I’d like to introduce our very special surprise guest. Joining us in the studio at very short notice, and fresh from his close call in Buenos Aires…”
Jan and Crabbe both looked beyond the cameras in anticipation of William Godfrey emerging from one of the set entrances, but instead their gaze fell upon the far larger and altogether less expected sight of Clark McCarthy.
Crabbe didn’t react very visibly, letting only a hint of an ironic grin sneak out, but Jan was openly outraged.
“A stitch-up from the start,” she yelled, her eyes shooting daggers at de Clerk. “They all know he’s coming, he knows I’m coming, and I’m in the dark! This is the kind of conspiratorial garbage the public is finally waking up to from these unelected, unaccountable, self-appointed representatives of humanity. It’s a sham and a farce!”
The vein poking through the skin on Jan’s neck was a sign that she was either genuinely angered as well as surprised, or she was a far better actor than anyone had previously given her credit for.
Clark took his seat without reacting to anything she had said, then casually thanked de Clerk for having him.
“On this special live episode of Focus 20/20,” de Clerk said in her usual authoritative tone, “something most definitely has to give.”
A few seconds later, the show’s famous theme tune played in the audience-less studio as well as through millions of speakers across the country.
Clark took several deep breaths and took this final camera-free moment to close his eyes and steady his mind.
Don’t think about Piper, he repeated to himself over and over again. That’s all I have to do…
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HOSPITAL OF LIGHT
BEIJING, CHINA
A cold white light flickered rhythmically above two rows of empty beds in Ward 8b of Beijing’s state-of-the-art Hospital of Light, emitting a ticking sound that would have been as irritating as the flickering itself had anyone been around to hear it.
The ward was completely closed, as it had been for the better part of a week; ever since the unexpected early return of a crew member from the Shelter-repair team on New Kerguelen.
The suddenness of the man’s appearance, preceded only by the briefest of bright flashes, understandably upset other patients in the ward and caused more than a few problems for the medical staff who had to deal with his intimidating presence while pretending not to be terrified themselves. There were then the political issues of who to contact first — chiefly whether to break protocol and go straight to Ding as the man requested — and meetings had been undertaken in the interim to determine how any repeat incident should be handled.
In an external political sense, Ding Ziyang’s decision to alert William Godfrey within minutes of being informed and to loop President Slater in almost as quickly had been gratefully received by both. In reality, however, the decision was made by the returning man, who explained during his initial phone call from the ward that his fellow crew members, both Chinese and American, had nominated him for the important task of delivering the news about New Kerguelen’s seemingly purposeless Shelter in trust that the news would reach both country’s leaders as quickly as possible.
No one other than Ding knew that he had taken the news to Godfrey before Slater, and there wasn’t anything in this beyond the significantly greater rapport the men shared with each other than either enjoyed with Slater.
That the supposedly ill crew member was ‘delivered’ back to a busy hospital had been taken in different ways by different observers, with Ding believing it spoke of an altruistic if naive side to the Messengers, in the sense that they so clearly wanted to help a man they believed to be ill but didn’t understand that dumping him where other people were already being treated was hardly the most inconspicuous way to go about it.
Slater, on the other hand, had openly told Ding that she believed the episode spoke of a gullibility in the Messengers that went far beyond altruistic naivety. After all, she insisted, they had taken the crew member’s word that he was ill despite a complete lack of symptoms and had then allowed him to return to New Kerguelen with a host of advanced atmospheric analysis equipment — no questions asked.
No aliens were actually seen in the hospital, but during his short time back on Earth the crew member in question revealed that he had been brought home by two junior white-clad Messengers from Leesha and Sakko’s so-called caste of Interpreters. Among countless other small details relating to his lengthy stay on New Kerguelen, the man also revealed that the human crew had developed a very rudimentary form of sign language to cooperate with these Messengers and others like them, who were the only caste they regularly engaged with on the distant planet.
Late in the Chinese night, Ward 8b was utterly deserted.
Until, that was, it wasn’t.
No one was around to see the flash, but the sound of eighteen American and Chinese engineers calling for assistance reverberated down the gargantuan hospital’s hallway.
Within thirty seconds, the lights were on and a young nurse — first to reach the incredible scene — felt her jaw hit the floor as she realised who and what she was looking at.
“Is everyone okay?” she asked, frantically scanning for injuries or signs of whatever kind of travel sickness one might experience from the kind of journeys the Messengers alone were capable of providing. “What do you need?”
A man stepped forward from the pack, immediately familiar to the nurse from the videos she had seen of his initial return just one week earlier. He had but one request:
“Ding.”





Part 5
THE UNKNOWN





“To live without hope
is to cease to live.”
Fyodor Dostoevsky
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MANHATTAN, NEW YORK
As oblivious as the rest of the world to what was currently going on in China, Marian de Clerk addressed her tens of millions of viewers once again as Focus 20/20’s theme tune faded out and the clock started ticking on the night’s first twenty-minute segment.
“We are coming to you live tonight,” Marian said, “and as is always the case for our special live broadcasts, that means a shorter forty-five minute format with just one commercial break between our segments. There is no doubt where we’re going to start tonight, and that’s with what recent events at the UN and on the streets of Buenos Aires mean for interplanetary cooperation going forward.”
Clark stared directly and borderline aggressively at Jan Gellar, making no attempt to hide his hatred.
“There will be no strict division in topics given how linked and how important various elements of these Messenger-related issues are,” Marian de Clerk continued, “and I’ll allow our discussions to flow and develop naturally. With that said, in the second twenty-minute segment I would very much like to make the most of Billy Kendrick’s presence to discuss his controversial recent archaeological activities and what they might mean for his fantastical theories on human history and ancient alien visitation.”
“I sure do take issue with some of those adjectives, Marian,” Billy replied with a grin. Although disappointed that de Clerk and her writers had seemingly opted to present him in the dismissive way they had when he first posited his views regarding extraterrestrials on the show many years ago, rather than in the friendlier way they’d treated him on more recent appearances, he knew better than to appear defensive. “But we’ll get to that later.”
“And since we’re lucky enough to be joined for the first time in a long time by Timo Fiore,” Marian smiled, “we’ll hopefully get some insight into any recent developments and future plans at Fiore Frontiere, once considered the great new hope of space exploration and research.”
“Thank you for having me,” Timo replied with a polite smile. “And since you’re in control of the agenda, Marian, if you truly want to discuss Fiore Frontiere then I’m sure we will.”
“No one wants to discuss Fiore Frontiere!” Jan Gellar interjected in a manner that everyone expected to see a lot more of as the night wore on. “You have Emma McCarthy and Clark McCarthy for forty minutes, Marian; get to the point. Get to the questions about the brutal murder their friendly little alien buddy committed yesterday!”
“If I may…” Emma interjected.
“And from Birchwood, Colorado, Emma McCarthy joins us now,” Marian beamed, holding a hand towards the huge in-studio screen which relayed Emma’s video feed.
Jan Gellar rolled her eyes like a petulant child, fully aware she was caught doing so.
“No one is happy about what happened,” Emma began, “but words like murder achieve nothing except whipping up hysteria and viewing figures for the ambulance-chasers of the media world like my fellow panellist, Ms Gellar.”
“What about ‘brutal slaying’?” Jan pushed. “You can argue semantics about what is and isn’t murder all day long, but the world knows what it saw. Are you happy to call it a brutal slaying?”
Emma’s expression didn’t crack; she was on autopilot by now, running on the muscle memory of containing a conversational bull in a china shop like Gellar.
As it went, Emma didn’t merely have a plethora of experience in dealing with the Jan Gellars of the world; much of her time in PR had involved coaching clients to deal with them, too. The core techniques varied depending on the motivation of the obstructive and obstinate adversary, and in a black-and-white situation like this where bad faith didn’t even have to be assumed, all that mattered was avoiding falling into the countless linguistic traps being laid.
This wasn’t a discussion, it wasn’t a debate, and it wasn’t even an argument. There would be no common ground because Jan didn’t want any; she would continually move the goalposts whenever necessary and wanted nothing other than to drag Emma down and get some soundbites across to the biggest live audience she would likely ever have access to.
Emma knew better than to think she was talking to Jan, when in reality she was here to talk to the world while avoiding Jan’s traps and ideally harnessing some of her rage and hyperbole. Dealing with this in public was like judo, as Emma had told more than a few clients over the years, in that the energy of an irresponsible adversary could be decisively leveraged against them when they rushed forward too readily. Avoiding body blows in the meantime was the other part of the Jan-surviving equation, and Emma liked to think herself particularly adept at this.
“As I said, Jan,” she calmly replied after a very brief moment of thought, “the only person who seems to be happy about any of this is you. You came here to take cheap shots and score points, I came here to have a grown-up discussion about the Messengers and our species’ ongoing relationship with theirs.”
In the studio, Marian de Clerk held a firm hand towards Jan to call for quiet then turned towards her final guest. “Last but not least, we’re also joined once again today by Joe Crabbe, a man who will need no introduction to regular viewers. From his close links to the disgraced Richard Walker during the IDA—”
“Just… don’t,” Crabbe butted in furiously. “Give the late Richard Walker some of the respect he deserves, won’t you? And I’ll tell you this: if he was here, we wouldn’t be in this whole damn mess. I get the feeling that you’re not going to hand over to me very often tonight so I’m just going to say a few things right now, if you don’t mind too much.”
Marian, somewhat taken aback by the strength of Crabbe’s opening remarks despite her bountiful experience of his temper, held out a hand of encouragement. It was true that Crabbe was likely to get less speaking time than the other panellists — largely due to the relative rarity of their public appearances but also because the lines between them were so clearly defined while she expected his own position to fall somewhere in the middle — and the easiest time to shoehorn him in was now.
“The alien didn’t need to kill the shooter,” Crabbe said, stating his piece, “but he did, and I’m not going to sit here and criticise him for it. If someone tries to kill you and you let them go, you deserve what’s coming if they come back when your back is turned. On the broader issue, we’re well rid of the Eurocratic vetoes at the UN but we’re still far too tied to China and to Godfrey. We should be cooperating with New Kerguelen and we should have Dan McCarthy as the figurehead of that cooperation, but the ’we’ in question should be the United States of America.”
Marian de Clerk fired a question back at him: “So you believe we — be that the ICA or the USA — should dive headfirst into cooperative research and development projects involving things like cosmic weaponry and telepathic powers? Do you believe, for instance, that the kind of power we saw come from Leesha’s hand yesterday should one day be in the hands of our police officers and our military?”
Crabbe, with no platform to defend and nothing much to lose from any PR misstep, shrugged his shoulders nonchalantly. “If a power exists, I want to be the one wielding it,” he said. “My country, my race… and I don’t mean ‘race’ like that, I mean extraterrestrial race vs human race… if a power exists, we have to have it. It’s the same as the old arguments about nuclear weapons, and I think in the same terms. It’s like a child playing hide and seek; eventually they realise that closing their eyes doesn’t make them invisible. Until and unless we have the maximum attainable level of power at our disposal, we are children in an adults’ game. In washing our hands of the possibilities and clutching our pearls over these UpLift powers, we are simply closing our eyes and hoping no one sees us.”
“Thank you, Joe, for those many thought-provoking points,” Marian said.
“Before we move on,” Jan jumped back in, “I just want to say that in an ideal world, this monster would be tried as the murderer it is. Clark McCarthy would be tried for obstruction of justice for encouraging it to flee rather than detaining it like a braver man would have done, and William Godfrey would be tried for incitement of violence for the frenzied anti-media hatred he has whipped up in recent weeks. Make no mistake, that journalist’s blood is on their hands.”
“Clark?” Marian prodded. “Your response?”
He stared ever more intently at Jan. “That doesn’t deserve a response.“
“It’s a discussion show, idiot,” Jan retorted.
Clark couldn’t help but laugh.
“Funny, is it?” Jan scoffed. “A human being brutally slain on his own planet by an alien monster… millions of poor little children around the world, cowering behind their parents as their televisions relayed its venomous expression… Marian, do we have the footage? Can we roll the footage to ask this oaf which part is so funny?”
“Time is tight and we’ve all seen the footage,” Marian said.
Jan shook her head in remarkably well-acted disgust. “You can twist the narrative all you want, but you can’t censor reality. People know what happened and they know it’s not funny.”
“And I think they all know I was only laughing at you, idiot,” Clark said, somewhat keeping his cool in delivering what he thought was a pretty good zinger.
“If we can please keep the personal comments to a minimum…” Marian de Clerk said in a firm tone, not quite admonishing Jan and Clark but certainly reminding them she was there. “And Clark, moving on, would you care to respond specifically to the issue of Leesha killing an assailant who was already safely detained? I understand it must be difficult for you to talk about this, given how close you were to the incident and how fresh it all is. We also know these are your first public comments since it happened, so we appreciate you being with us.”
Clark gave a half-nod of acknowledgement. He recalled the one word Emma had told him to bear in mind at any difficult question: sandwich. This reminded him to address the question fairly directly, but not at the beginning or end of his response. That way, he took the sting out of the question at first and ensured it was less likely to be followed up on at the end.
“I appreciate the opportunity to be here,” he said. “I’m used to watching Dan and Emma on these things, you know? And Billy! I’m excited to move on to talking about Billy’s work in Turkey, but I do get why everyone wants to hear my thoughts on Leesha. Basically, Joe is right: if someone tries to kill you, they’ve made their bed. We can sit here and pore over every little detail, but Leesha saved my life. And those forcefields aren’t effortless for him to create…it’s not like he could hold the guy up there in the air all day. The guy was armed, and had just shown himself willing to kill. I’d be dead if it wasn’t for Leesha, and so would Godfrey. If you think there’s hysteria over what Leesha did, imagine if the two of us had been assassinated. Gellar would be sipping champagne and crying crocodile tears, sure, but everyone else would be asking why Leesha didn’t do something about it! I’m glad Leesha intervened, and I hope when I told him to go he didn’t think I meant for good. I wanted him to be safe, in case there was another lunatic in that crowd… whipped up into a murderous rage by every Jan Gellar in the irresponsible corporate media.”
“Jan?” Marian invited. On the screen behind her, Emma nodded approvingly at Clark’s words.
“Answer the question,” Jan demanded, unimpressed by his attempt at sandwiching. “Why did ‘Leesha’ kill a helplessly detained individual and why are you defending ‘him’?”
Billy Kendrick cleared his throat and jumped in. “What’s with this air-quotes business, Gellar? Leesha is the name he’s known by amongst his kind, and he is a male alien from a sexually dimorphic race that is remarkably similar to our own despite the almost unfathomable distance between our planets... a distance, by the way, which they are able to traverse with a remarkable and physics-breaking speed. That dimorphism is one of the few things we know about their species, despite their absolute willingness to engage in scientific cooperation and an interplanetary information exchange which could forward our understanding of the universe more in one year than our species has managed on its own in the past million. But the year since Dan and Tara walked on New Kerguelen has been wasted by political wrangling. Aside from the likes of you who would rather stay in the dark ages than embrace a harmonious future full of progress in areas we don’t even know exist, humanity is ready for cooperation.”
Jan shrugged theatrically. “No one has tuned in to hear from Bigfoot Billy, so… yeah. Clark, I’m not going to let this one slide. Why are you defending what Leesha did? Why do you insist on being an apologist for this brutality?”
“He’s already addressed that,” Emma replied on Clark’s behalf. “Can you actually hear anything over the sound of your own voice?”
Turning to face the screen with rage in her eyes as though Emma was really there to see it, Jan Gellar then exploded into fury. Her volume and intensity rose in unison, combining to create a fervour that sounded positively violent.
“Says you,” she yelled, “sitting there in Birchwood surrounded by Secret Service agents! Oh, you don’t want to leave your daughter for a few days… you don’t want to bring her to New York. Well guess what, the rest of us don’t have the luxuries that come with marrying into money and power like you did! The rest of the children in this world aren’t cocooned in an ivory tower, they are cowering behind their parents and asking why the alien is turning the man to mush! That is reality, Emma, and just because you’re divorced from it doesn’t mean the rest of us aren’t faced with it! Just because Piper—”
“No,” Clark boomed, thumping the glass desk in front of him with a firmer fist than he intended. “Don’t you f… dare say her name.”
As Jan held Clark’s eyes, her posture relaxed as though an apology was coming. Instead, she grinned. “Piper, Piper, Piper.”
Clark pushed his chair backwards, scraping it noisily across the floor, and jumped to his feet. Timo and Billy, both between him and Jan, rose at the same time to block his path.
Timo, closest of all, mouthed “this is what she wants” and put a hand on Clark’s chest.
Jan turned to Marian de Clerk, throwing her hands in the air. “I won’t tolerate this kind of intimidation! This is supposed to be a civilised discussion and you’re doing nothing to keep your guests in line.” Done with de Clerk, Jan then turned to the main camera and pointed to Clark. “And this tells us everything. Physical intimidation, reactionary violence, you name it! No wonder he is defending the monster, when he’s willing to attack a woman!”
As Emma began to talk, Clark raised a finger towards the screen to ask her for a moment. He then pointed it directly at Gellar. “No, this tells us everything. This is why you don’t understand what Leesha did or what Crabbe said about decisively dealing with someone who tries to kill you: because you’ve never faced any real consequences for anything. How many times have you been punched in the face?”
Jan scoffed, rolling her eyes.
“Exactly,” Clark said. “You can talk all the crap you want, because you’ve always got that shield. Tell me this one: how many bodies have you picked off the street? How many people have you seen blown up who weren’t on the other side of a TV camera? This is the whole point. You don’t understand violent force because you’ve never had to understand it. People like me fight and die in the wars that people like you whip up with the sensationalist, divisive garbage you spew every chance you get. I’ve seen my friends — men and women — die deaths you can’t imagine. So don’t you dare sit there with that smug face and act like this is a game.”
“This is the furthest thing from a game!” Jan yelled, switching right back to her remarkably intense tone. “You and Emma and all of your hangers-on can baselessly accuse us of whipping up murderous fear all you want, but I don’t have to accuse anyone of anything… all I have to do is point to the footage of a ferocious alien monster murdering a human who was already detained. And before I get cut off from the important point — I see your hand, de Clerk — I’m going to close this chapter by saying ‘Leesha’ did what ‘he’ did for a very simple reason. Even if he had to kill, which he didn’t, he did not have to kill like that. The explosive destruction of that human body was a disgusting sight, and that monster imposed it upon us for a reason.”
Jan stood up, addressing the camera as though it was a live crowd and gesturing passionately towards it.
“The timing wasn’t an accident, either,” she went on, louder and more forceful than ever, “because at the precise time when Dan McCarthy and William Godfrey have broken away from inconvenient things like international consensus and political checks and balances, the Messengers just sent us their clearest and most intimidating message of all. That message is that we have two choices: cooperate on their terms — which is to say, consenting to the subjugation and effective enslavement of humanity — or face bloody, gruesome, heartless violence. That is who they are, and that is what we are dealing with. It’s a warning, and it’s a precedent. After all, they’ve done it once…”
As Jan sat down and exhaled deeply, Timo and Billy shared a look of deep consternation.
“For once, you’re right,” Emma said, filling a brief silence which Marian de Clerk had been set to take as a sign that it was time to move the conversation along. “They have done this once, ever. And in theory… yeah, of course they could do it again. But guess what, Jan? They could have done it seven billion times already, and they haven’t. That’s the point, and your hysteria doesn’t change it.”
“Apologist,” Jan said, desperately and transparently insistent upon getting the final word in.
“I thank everyone for their input on this topic,” Marian de Clerk said, her tone very definitely ending the conversation on Leesha’s actions in Buenos Aires. “It was without question the pressing issue of the day, but it’s by no means the only one. Given the events just around the corner at the UN earlier this week, this live episode was already scheduled to discuss the future of our relationship long before yesterday’s events. That was why all of you were already scheduled to join us — apart from Clark, who kindly joined at short notice — and I’d like to hand over to you first, Timo, as we begin our discussion of what future cooperation should look like… if, indeed, you think it’s something we should be aiming for. We have a few minutes before the break, at which point I’ll bring Billy and Emma in.”
“It is,” the charismatic billionaire replied, his voice smooth and mildly accented. “It has to be. You speak of the UN, Marian… and while I wasn’t overly keen with the notion of a breakaway and particularly with William Godfrey’s position of authority at the new ICA, UNICA quite simply wasn’t working. Others have made the point better than I ever could, but on issues such as clean energy sources and even interstellar travel, politics has gotten in the way of progress for far too long. The way Dan and Tara were treated last week was a disgrace given all they’ve done, and especially given the remarkable risk they took last year in willingly becoming the first humans to travel to an utterly uncharted alien world. They gained nothing from that.”
Behind Timo, Emma’s face appeared calm if slightly pensive, having expected Timo to be broadly on her side but not to go out of his way to defend the family like this.
“In the past three years or so,” he continued, “Dan’s friends and family have had to give up any notion of a normal life while Dan himself has been thrust into an impossible position. He wants to cooperate, the Messengers want to cooperate, and most of humanity wants to cooperate… but political obstacles have littered the path, and for some reason he and Tara bore the brunt of that when protestors whipped into a frenzy by people like Jan Gellar attempted to throw eggs at them and drop paint on their heads. Leesha protected them, and at that moment we could never have envisioned that eggs and paint aimed at Dan and Tara would become bullets aimed at Clark just a few days later. That is where irresponsible reporting gets us! And I count myself as one of Dan’s friends. I have known these people since before Disclosure; Dan and Clark were sleeping in my villa while President Slater was raiding their house — that’s how far back we go. I was sitting beside Emma in Colorado Springs when a bomb almost killed us both. I’ve spent time with Tara, Henry, their neighbours. These are good, honest people who deserve better than they’re getting. And I mentioned the bomb in Colorado Springs… but since the last thing I want to do is cast aspersions, all I’ll say is that while the organisation of anti-alien terrorists who planted it may be gone in name, it’s not hard to see who has picked up their mantle of opposing progress.”
Facing Timo’s accusing stare, Jan Gellar rolled her eyes once again.
“Stick with us,” Marian de Clerk chimed in, “because after a few short commercial messages we’ll be diving right into a discussion on perhaps the most controversial element of future contact aside from the UpLift powers: I speak, of course, of Elder revival.”
Behind de Clerk, Emma nodded on the giant screen. Elder revival was the real nitty gritty; a harder sell than cooperation as a general concept, but something that struck her as the most promising single route to saving her daughter from life as a feared and shunned outsider — or worse.
“We’ll also hear about Timo’s plans for future research,” Marian went on, “and from Billy Kendrick on the explosive rumours surrounding his recent work in Turkey. Joe Crabbe will have his say, and Emma McCarthy and Jan Gellar are sure to lock horns again when Focus 20/20 returns…”
The red light on the main camera blinked off, leading to deep exhales from most of the panellists.
All around the world, people were transfixed on the A-List panel engaged in highly consequential alien-related discussions under the lights of a New York TV studio. But unbeknownst to all of them, an even more consequential story was currently unfolding elsewhere…
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HOSPITAL OF LIGHT
BEIJING, CHINA
As quickly as humanly possible, and with little regard for the hesitant words of his security staff, Ding Ziyang made the short trip to Beijing’s Hospital of Light like his feet were on fire and it was the only puddle in town.
The hospital’s entrance and corridors were closed off for all but essential medical business while Ding rushed upstairs to the previously empty Ward 8b, where he was told the full Shelter-repair crew were now being poked and prodded with all manner of medical equipment following their return from New Kerguelen.
None were said to be exhibiting any signs of illness or disease, which was unsurprising but still highly welcome news. The best news of all for Ding, though, was that the crew’s leader — a former senior figure at both CNSA and the defunct Earth Liaison Forum in Beijing — had asked explicitly and only for Ding as soon as his feet were back on Earth.
This same man, Zhao Chen, was the resourceful individual responsible for the initial plan of returning to Earth under the auspices of a medical problem, in order to consult with human decision-makers over the crew’s remarkable discovery that the Great Shelter they had been sent to repair didn’t in fact seem to be doing anything. Today’s return — almost certainly the crew’s final return — didn’t come as the same level of surprise as Zhao’s initial lone return, but its similar nature had Ding scratching his head.
The repair mission was anything but secret and had begun with the crew’s highly public departure from outside the old ELF building, a symbolic concession from President Slater and William Godfrey when they were keen to show both China and the world at large that interspecies cooperation truly did start with international cooperation. They wanted to make it clear that neither UNICA nor the soon-to-open ICA in Buenos Aires were exercises in Western chauvinism or supremacy, and Ding had done his part far more recently in reporting Zhao’s first return to his western counterparts as soon as he himself had a grasp of what was going on.
Zhao, having been embedded with a joint Chinese-American crew for many months, clearly appreciated this display of political responsibility given that he had just asked to be put in front of Ding again rather than Slater, Godfrey, or — as would have been considerably worse — a media microphone and camera.
But it was the location and the secrecy that confounded Ding as he neared the ward, wondering with every step why the Messengers hadn’t triumphantly appeared overhead and brought the crew back down to Earth with similar fanfare to that seen during their departure.
Was the news bad?, he began to worry.
Ding then almost slapped himself on the forehead for momentarily forgetting about the current controversy surrounding Leesha’s actions in Buenos Aires and the current mystery surrounding his whereabouts. With this in mind, Ding could see why the sudden appearance of an approaching mothership in the sky over Beijing might not have been the best idea.
But as he turned the corner and quickened his pace towards Ward 8b, Ding’s mind doubled back on itself again with the realisation that returning to a hospital the first time round had been Zhao Chen’s idea; so if Zhao had opted to make the crew’s final return a similarly low-profile one, the bad news hypothesis seemed disturbingly likely to be correct.
At last, Ding pushed open the swinging door into Ward 8b. He didn’t know what exactly ‘bad news’ might have entailed beyond a revelation that the external atmosphere on New Kerguelen was hostile to life after all, but the look on the face of the man waiting to greet him quickly shut down that train of thought.
Zhao Chen, a dedicated man of science who had won Ding’s personal trust even before this mission, stood alone on the other side of the door. Zhao’s gaze was remarkably intense — so much so that Ding immediately knew there was a lot more on his mind than whether or not surface exploration would be possible.
“Talk to me,” Ding said. “Things have gotten complicated here since you went back, so I could really use some good news.”
“Well,” Zhao sighed, swallowing hard. “I definitely have some news…”
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FORD-MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
Henry, Phil and Mr Byrd all turned towards the door of Emma’s office when the half-time commercial break began, but Dan and Tara knew better than to expect her to make an appearance.
With proceedings in the New York studio so far being even more fiery than expected and Jan Gellar’s gloves well and truly off, Emma would doubtlessly be in deep focus mode making the most of her advantageous access to live Social Media Meta Analysis data as well as research on everything that had been publicly revealed about Billy’s big find in Turkey.
To date, precious little was known of Dörtlü Tepe; whoever had leaked news of Billy’s detention — likely a low-level police officer — it didn’t seem as though anyone high enough up the chain to know what his team had found were implicated. Whether Billy himself would reveal more live on-air was the primary unknown at play, and there was nothing Emma could do beyond hope he wouldn’t. The last thing the world needed right now was more uncertainty, and a revelation of evidence that a third intelligent race was not just out there but had been here really couldn’t come at a worse possible time.
In the living room, conversation during the commercials primarily focused on Jan’s eye-bulging rant about the UpLift powers and the imminent threat they posed to humanity as a whole. The rest of the panel had done just about as well as anyone could have expected in dealing with her, but there was no denying that the kind of passion Jan showed — however contrived it might have been — would resonate with those already concerned about the powers. Perhaps more troublingly, however, it also seemed likely to open the minds of those on the fence.
The reason populists and demagogues succeeded in the media was the same reason they succeeded in politics, as Emma’s PR career made her keenly aware and as many casual observers were just as sure: emotion was louder than rationality, and it always would be.
Tara tilted her phone towards Dan, showing him a list of trending video clips with titles like “Gellar schools panel on UpLift dangers” and “Alien apologists speechless: Gellar wins by KO!”
Although these edited and out-of-context clips were posted by Blitz Media, their huge share counts and overwhelmingly positive like-to-dislike ratios showed that they were going down well with their audience.
At first that audience was largely a Blitz audience, of course, composed of people who had chosen to see such posts by following one Blitz-owned account or another, but the instant virality of the clips meant that everyone was seeing them. Particularly among the young demographic who were disproportionately unlikely to tune in to a forty-five minute current affairs show even at a time like this, these snippets were dangerously capable of shaping a narrative and informing opinions.
The word ‘apologist’ was particularly troubling to Dan, striking him as the kind of hyper-effective label that Emma would have come up with if the shoe had been on the other foot. Jan’s obnoxious repetition of the word during the first half of the show was clearly deliberate and Dan got the uncomfortable feeling he was going to have to get used to it.
While Dan was looking at the phone, though, a new video arrived at the top of the ‘new and trending’ chart: “Clark explodes on Gellar!”
He tapped it and scrolled to see the comments. The top two were indicative of the general tone: “Clark for President” and “Where has this guy been hiding?” each had hundreds of likes already. Slightly further down, comments such as “Who needs Dan? LOL” and “Dan who?” were also attracting likes.
Dan smiled at these, proud of Clark for standing up to Gellar as insistently as he had.
Tara took the phone back and sighed gently as she read more of the comments. “That was my dreamy sigh,” she said a few seconds later, sensing Dan’s confused gaze. “And whenever we see Leesha again, remind me to kiss him for keeping Clark alive, okay?”
“Will do,” Dan said, but the uncertainty behind Tara’s ‘whenever’ stopped him from smiling.
The fourth or fifth TV ad, for expensive home-proofing services, then caught Dan’s eye. Taking his mind right back to the article Tara had shown him on her phone immediately before the show began, he considered that this ad was giving him the best natural segue he would get.
“Speaking of home-proofing…” he said.
Everyone turned to him.
“I’m thinking about those Greatorex things,” Dan continued. “Say, Phil… if you still have more of them than you need, could I take one off your hands?”
Phil tilted his head and raised his eyebrows in surprise. “Sure thing, son. But why?”
“Seven hundred percent profit…” Henry thought aloud, “and he paid three grand for each one. Dan, it’s not worth it.”
“Jesus, Henry, I’m hardly gonna charge him for it,” Phil snapped, clearly affronted by the mere suggestion. “I wouldn’t have had the three grand for each of them if it wasn’t for Dan. I’d still be working in that pawn shop!”
“Thanks,” Dan said.
Mr Byrd started laughing, slightly at first before it took over his entire expression. “And if you add up those free meal cards for the grill… well, Dan never uses his, but Henry and Clark have eaten enough free food in the past few years to pay for a hundred of those Greatorex things!”
“See,” Phil said to Henry, “I owe him one. But Dan, I still don’t get why you want it. The people looking for these things are paranoid about the kind of telepathic intrusion Gellar just tried to rant about. I bought them for the re-sale value, but you know there’s no telepathy kicking around on Earth. I guess I just don’t get it…”
“It’s kind of like all that active home-proofing stuff,” Tara jumped in, trying to help Dan out but quickly finding herself down a new conversational dead-end. Everyone waited for her to continue, but she didn’t.
“Unless you want it for the radio comms, it’s basically a fancy-looking tinfoil hat,” Phil said. “But if you do want one…”
“I just think that if they’re getting really sought-after, it could be worth having one,” Dan replied.
The end of the ad break cut this discussion short once again, with Phil looking a lot more satisfied with Dan’s answer than Henry did.
Between the mysteriously empty living room, the inconsistent explanations, and his own continued lack of understanding as to why it had been so important for Clark to go to Buenos Aires in the first place, Henry McCarthy got the very strong feeling that something more was going on than Dan and Tara were currently willing to divulge. This Greatorex business was the final straw — something was definitely up.
Knowing that they would never keep anything from him for any nefarious reasons, though, Henry’s confusion was joined by concern rather than anger. There was frustration and impatience, for sure, but with only twenty minutes of the show left he opted to bide his time for a little while longer and push for an answer as soon as Mr Byrd and Phil were gone.
It wasn’t that Henry distrusted his old friends, but the two things he knew gave him a desire to avoid broaching the topic in their company. The first was that Dan and Tara fully trusted him; the second, closely related, was that their decision to keep the big secret from him firmly suggested that they had deemed it the kind that should reside in as few minds as possible.
But when one of Henry McCarthy’s sons was asking for a device supposedly capable of blocking telepathic intrusion and the other had just taken two hugely uncharacteristic steps into the public eye in Argentina and New York, his own mind simply couldn’t rest without knowing why.
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RMXT
STUDIO #1
MANHATTAN, NEW YORK
“Welcome back to Focus 20/20,” Marian de Clerk said, addressing the camera in a surprisingly sober tone. “On behalf of the network I would like to apologise for some of the language you may have heard during our first segment, and personally I would like to appeal to our panellists to bear in mind their responsibilities to viewers of all ages. With that said, we move on to the highly controversial topic of Elder revival.”
The camera focused in on Jan Gellar, who looked like Marian had just personally offended her.
“It feels like a long time ago since Dan McCarthy and Tara Ford returned from New Kerguelen to report their findings—”
“If we can believe them,” Jan groaned.
Marian de Clerk stared disapprovingly in Jan’s direction. “If you interrupt me again, your microphone will be cut,” she said. Although discussion during the first segment had at times appeared chaotic and perhaps even pantomime-like when Clark and later Jan rose to their feet, Marian had never truly lost control.
At no point had a request been ignored and at no point had an order been necessary, but her readiness to authoritatively strike down Jan’s obstinacy was indicative of the way Marian de Clerk had run the show for not only years but decades. Its longevity as well as her own owed a lot to her successful approach of letting things flow organically as much as possible but nipping disrespect in the bud whenever it reared its head. Egotistical politicians, athletes and movie stars had all been kept in check by the dispassionate moderator, but an attitude like Jan Gellar’s tonight had rarely been seen.
After leaving several seconds for Jan to either respond or not — a test of whether she had gotten the message — Marian continued. “As I was saying… Dan and Tara reported, of course, that the Messengers so-called ‘Elders’ were in fact two large computer-like machines. The breakdown of those machines left the Messengers without access to the on-tap knowledge they had become dependent on. The Elders, apparently created by the forefathers of the Messengers we’re familiar with, have been spoken of as the ultimate repository of universal knowledge and as artificially intelligent computers far beyond anything humanity has previously been able to conceive of. The Elders served as a complete and interactive encyclopaedia, if you will, and one the Messengers used to reference before every major decision. They initially spoke to Dan as though the Elders had ‘died’ rather than ceased to function, implying that the Messengers’ one-way bond with the Elders and their reliance upon them had grown so strong over the course of thousands of years and untold generations that the Messengers’ race actually lost the distinction between alive and inanimate. They have spoken of reviving their Elders, while others have termed this as rebooting the machines. Whichever terminology we apply, the stakes are high. I promised before the break that I would hand back to Timo first… so please, Mr Fiore: your thoughts?”
“It’s delicate,” Timo admitted. “More than any other aspect of cooperation, this is delicate. We have to bear in mind that the Messengers didn’t know how to repair their own Shelter without access to the knowledge their forefathers trusted to the Elders. All the metaphors are familiar by now… a library lost to fire, with the wisdom within gone forever… a modern individual trusting their memory to a smartphone and internet connection which one day stops working… this is the situation the Messengers face, in essence, and it’s one we’re going to have to deal with one way or the other.”
Emma nodded on the screen behind Timo. Far more than she’d expected to at the outset, she felt very glad he was there.
“You see,” he continued, gesturing frequently and expressively with his hands as he so often did, “if the Messengers don’t know how to do things we know how to do — repair a physical shelter, for instance — I find it tremendously unlikely that they will ever be able to articulate the functioning of their spacecraft, from the cloaking mechanisms to the propulsion system. They are aware of the ‘interstellar shortcut’ of sorts between Earth and New Kerguelen, which we know because they’ve said as much to Dan, but we don’t know what form that takes — let alone how it works, much less if and how it could be replicated. One of my goals at Fiore Frontiere, without wishing to jump ahead, is to work with the Messengers to at least develop a craft similar to their own which we can use to traverse this interstellar shortcut on our own steam. It’s wonderful that the Messengers have welcomed a human repair crew to New Kerguelen, but it would be even more wonderful if the crew had been able to stock and pilot its own craft rather than rely on the Messengers’.”
“And you think that’s possible?” Marian asked. “Or, I should say, viable? You think developing a spacecraft capable of making it through this so-called interstellar shortcut and reaching New Kerguelen is viable… in our lifetime, let’s say?”
Timo nodded. “I would liken it to crossing an ocean. You don’t have to know how or indeed why the waves work as they do, so long as you have a seaworthy vehicle to mimic and replicate. We need to know what kind of stresses the craft would be subjected to, but I see no obvious reason why we can’t do it. After all, the entire journey takes minutes… it really is as though the shortcut is an interstellar tunnel of some kind, with one entrance at the edge of our atmosphere and one at the edge of New Kerguelen’s. That excites me more than anything else, because the mere theoretical confirmation that such a thing is possible would spur us to explore… but the fact that one exists and that its ‘owners’ are willing to let us utilise it now and will be willing to let us fully study it when we get our collective act together… well, I don’t know what could excite me more than that.”
Clark, too, nodded approvingly at Timo’s response, admiring how easily and naturally he applied the tactic of ending his answer to a controversial question by pivoting to something that was still relevant but certainly less touchy.
“Billy?” Marian prodded.
“Marian,” he replied.
She almost grinned, caught out by his response, but managed to retain her usual detached expression. “Should we revive the Elders?”
“At the earliest opportunity,” Billy said. “The Messengers are our friends; and if we can help them to revive their Elders, the potential benefits of the ancient knowledge we would immediately gain access to are almost literally unimaginable. Timo just mentioned the interstellar shortcut. And sure, I’d like to know how it works. But do you know what I’d like to know even more? How to make another one. Space exploration would transform overnight if we gained access to that knowledge, and I see no reason why we won’t just as soon as the Elders are back up and running.”
“You don’t worry about the risks?” Joe Crabbe asked, rejoining the conversation. Marian de Clerk was delighted by this, as cordial back and forth discussion between panellists was always preferable to an oscillation between bouts of shouting and repeated questions from her.
“Of which part?” Billy asked. “Do you mean in the same way Jan is worried about humans gaining UpLift powers… we should be worried about how the knowledge we learn is applied by the governments who’ll try to be in control of it? Because I really think Dan is our safety guard on that front; the Messengers will always go through him before they go to our political leaders.”
Crabbe tilted his head in a manner that suggested he broadly agreed. “Granted, on that I can see your point. But my concerns, are more… strategic, you might say. Clark, I’ll be interested in your take on this too, as a military man, because my concern is about the Elders themselves. I think we can safely assume that there is artificial intelligence at play, rather than static reference material, based on what the Messengers told Dan about their eventual decision to divert Il Diavolo. If we cast our minds back to what they said — as reported by Dan, who I fully accept gains nothing from lying — we’ll remember that they spoke of needing ‘permission’ from the Elders.”
Billy nodded, actually catching himself enjoying a discussion with a man who used to carry himself far less politely than he did now.
“Back then,” Crabbe said, gesturing with his left hand as he grew into the conversation after a long while on the sidelines, “Dan and the rest of us thought the Elders were… well, elders as we would think of them. We didn’t know the Messengers lacked our universal distinction between man and machine, because we didn’t know how much they’d come to rely on the information they got from their super-intelligent and presumably artificially intelligent machines. But… those machines said no. Those machines didn’t ‘want’ to save us, until Dan made the case in a way that got through once the Messengers relayed it. Going back even further, it was the Elders who authorised or perhaps even suggested the attack on DS-1 which almost everyone has forgotten about. But I haven’t. I haven’t forgotten that humanity’s first encounter with the Messengers came as a result of that intervention, when they acted to block our attempt to launch a defensive space station which would ultimately have been stocked with nuclear warheads. They told this to Dan, utterly explicitly. And in the strategic context I alluded to, I worry that reactivating or reviving any kind of decision-makers who don’t want us to be able to protect ourselves may not be the smartest thing we ever do.”
Billy glanced at Clark, gladly deferring on this one.
“By all means, what you say has merit,” Clark said. “Personally, I just weigh it against everything else. We face all kinds of threats, Joe. Without getting into the environmental stuff, let’s even just think about another comet. They stopped the last one because the Elders agreed, eventually, but what if there’s another one? You saw how messed up things got last time, and we couldn’t unite behind any useful action plan. The same Messengers who can’t fix their own roof without the Elders’ help, no offence to them, probably wouldn’t be able to deflect a comet, either. So I just think in terms of weighing the risks…”
“Also,” Emma spoke up, “there are two more reasons not to worry about that, Joe. First: okay, the Elders didn’t want us to have nuclear weapons in space, but I don’t think it’s reasonable to conclude that they based that decision on wanting to retain some kind of military superiority. If this was a fight, which it’s not, we’re the ants and they’re the magnifying glass. I don’t say that to scare anyone; as someone who knows the Messengers through direct contact, and as a mother raising a young child in this world, I’m not scared of the Messengers or their Elders in the slightest. Because think of it in a strictly logical sense: they saved us, and why would they do that if they saw us as any kind of threat or competition?”
Without quite nodding in concession, Joe raised his eyebrows in a way that indicated he was starting to see Emma’s point.
“And beyond that,” she continued, “there’s another element to all of this, and that’s the Messengers themselves. You make important points, Joe, but the key thing to remember is that the Elders are machines. They can’t stop comets, fight wars, or anything else. They provided information and apparently subjective advice to the Messengers, but the Messengers are the ones who had to act on it. They always did, as we know from what they’ve told us, but that doesn’t mean they always will. Dan has spoken to Leesha about this and Leesha has relayed the feeling on New Kerguelen, where Dan and Tara are held up as borderline gods for securing peace on both worlds during their last visit. The Messengers were awed by our industrious resourcefulness in being willing and able to provide help with their Shelter, almost as much as they were humbled by our generosity in offering it. In Dan’s words, supported by Tara and based on the direct conversations they’ve had with the Messengers, they have us on a pedestal. In all honesty, right now, I think we care more about reviving their Elders than they do.”
This, a new revelation in the public sphere, brought surprised looks on the faces of Timo and Billy as well as Joe Crabbe. Jan Gellar, apparently having either tuned out of this relatively intellectual and unemotional discussion or having exhausted her outrage muscles in the first segment, was more or less expressionless.
“Almost done,” Emma said, correctly sensing Marian de Clerk’s willingness to interrupt too much unbroken speech from one panellist. “But the last thing I want to say is that if we do revive them, even in the worst-case Hollywood nightmare scenario that Pandora’s Box turns against us and the machines we reactivate tell their keepers to eliminate us — and I’m trying to keep a straight face here — even if that were to happen… the Messengers trust the people who stepped in to fix their Shelter more than the machines that suddenly stopped working. And don’t forget, they now understand the man vs machine distinction. They now know that the Elders contained knowledge without truly possessing it; that their ‘circuitry’ or whatever the quantum or alien equivalent might be did contain knowledge, but could never hold true wisdom. It’s a complicated matter… but if you can believe it, that’s the short version of why we have nothing to worry about. I also agree with Timo and Billy that we should pursue Elder revival as an absolute priority, because it holds the keys to wonderful doors leading to wonderful places we haven’t even imagined yet.”
“And I’ll just say one more thing, too,” Clark said. “Dan and Tara’s word is solid gold gospel. When we talk about them we’re talking about my brother and we’re talking about my girlfriend, two people I trust more than anyone else in this world. Well, level with Emma and my dad, I guess I should say… since I know they’re both watching.” He turned to the screen relaying Emma’s feed and waved, with the laughter on both sides bringing a welcome moment of levity.
Like a shark smelling blood, Jan Gellar pounced into action. “It’s all so nice and cosy,” she said, mocking a grin. “Both of them play this sickly sweet family card all the time, but I mention the baby’s name and it’s blue murder. But I know what you are: you’re liars. You lied about the hoax for a year after you found out, because you were scared of the personal consequences. You covered up Il Diavolo — with Timo’s help on that one! — because you didn’t think the world deserved to know. So tell me, oh holy ones… oh pedestaled deities from Birchwood-on-high… what’s the next big lie? What are you all covering up now… does Dan still have the power? Do you all have it? Are you listening to my thoughts now, and whoever else’s you decide you want to hear?”
“Come on, Jan,” Marian sighed, glancing at the time on her desk’s in-built screen and deciding the best way to respond beyond that was not at all. “To wrap up, I’d like to pass over to you, Billy, for a word on the rumours that you were recently questioned by Turkish police about a discovery at one of your dig sites. Dörtlü Tepe, I believe is the local name?”
“That is the name of one of our sites,” Billy said, feigning indifference. “Timo has been very helpful with the funding and the initial provision of scouting equipment, as I’m sure you can imagine, but our local teams on the ground are the real heroes. We’re hopeful they’re going to dig up some archaeological wonders before long, because the real history of our species is yet to be told.”
Timo and Billy both smiled, thinking this would be enough to settle de Clerk’s interest in a subject that was less likely to hold the public’s attention than what had gone before given that no one yet knew what had been found. On the other hand, both knew that if the carving of the non-Messenger alien with the all-too-familiar contact cable was public knowledge, this topic would have headlined the show.
“But you’re on record quite recently stating that you’re looking for evidence of ancient alien visitation, Billy,” Marian probed. “Aren’t you? So for the benefit of viewers who might not be intimately familiar with your current theories, can you tell us what exactly that entails? Do you think the Messengers have visited Earth and been detected by early humans far longer ago than they admitted to Dan? Perhaps, I don’t know, that their knowledge of those visits has been lost with their Elders?”
Billy shook his head. “The Elders were fully functioning when Dan first met the Messengers. They told him loud and clear that they had visited Earth’s atmosphere for ’science’ as he heard their explanation at the time,  which was before the communicational dexterity improved with their increased understanding of human thought patterns. They also said they had never encountered humans, so no… that’s not what I think. What I’ve always uncontroversially maintained is that the existence of one intelligent species in our universe, to me, logically implies the likely presence of another. The Messengers proved that, and I think their existence makes it even more likely that there’s something else out there, too. Call me an optimist, but wherever there’s two… there’s usually three.”
“A fair thesis,” Marian said, reading some notes from her discreet screen. “But the Messengers also told Dan that we are the first other civilisational race they have ever discovered. I believe that was the term but it was certainly something to that effect. Does that mean you think another race has visited Earth without the Messengers knowing… even though they have this ‘interstellar shortcut’ between their planet and ours, and have been doing ‘science’ here for a considerable time?”
Emma and Timo, knowing all about the find at Dörtlü Tepe, sat uneasily while Billy paused for thought before fielding this question.
“Civilisational and particularly galactic timescales are difficult for us to get our heads around,” he eventually replied. “Another race could predate the Messengers by a billion years, for all we know. Likewise, two races could have independently discovered and visited Earth within the relative blink of an eye. A third race could have been here just before the Messengers’ forefathers developed the shortcut… at this stage, it really is all conjecture.”
“At this stage, I suppose it is,” de Clerk said. “And as we’re almost out of time, Billy, I’ll ask this point-blank: have you found something big in Turkey, related to all of this?”
“I’ve made a career out of finding big things, Marian,” Billy smiled. “And if I didn’t think they were hiding in Turkey, we both know I wouldn’t be looking.”
Marian de Clerk grinned slightly, rueing the clock but satisfied that Billy had at least ended with a solid line. “That brings things to a close here in New York,” she said, “and I’d like to thank our guests for a great discussion. I’ll see you next week for another exciting edition of Focus 20/20, whatever happens on this planet or any other between now and then.”
What was intended as a nice closing line carried more weight than Marian de Clerk realised; because by the time next Sunday rolled around, life on both Earth and New Kerguelen would have changed forever.
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FORD-MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
When the primary window on her laptop’s screen faded to black, decisively signalling the end of the Focus 20/20 broadcast, Emma McCarthy breathed her deepest sigh of relief in months. Everyone had come through, from Billy and Timo to Clark and even Joe Crabbe, while Jan Gellar’s flagrant attempts to rile Clark in particular had only led him to respond to her mention of Piper in a naturally protective way that was likely to go down well with almost everyone.
He hadn’t slipped up by saying anything he shouldn’t have, which had always been the main concern, but Emma was just as proud of Clark for literally stepping up when Jan mentioned Piper by name as she was for his success in avoiding the subject of her undesirable powers.
Before returning to the living room where she was sure to receive a warm and congratulatory welcome, Emma spent a few minutes running through some live and constantly updating Social Media Meta Analysis data. She knew that her close friends and family would tell her she had done great even if she hadn’t, and the numerical imbalance on the panel made it slightly difficult for Emma to tell how much of her current good feeling was truly merited.
As she reflected on this while the first data populated her requested charts and trend lists, Emma dearly hoped that one of her main fears for the show hadn’t come to pass: that Jan, purely by virtue of being so outnumbered in her anti-cooperation hysteria, might have come across as a sympathetic character, a victim, or even a martyr. It hadn’t seemed like that was happening, particularly when Jan became overtly aggressive, but a second and just as deep relief flooded through Emma when the data popped up to confirm it.
Based on public posts and comments scraped from all manner of social media sites, the remarkably sophisticated and suitably expensive reporting software revealed that Jan’s overall approval rating had fallen markedly over the second half of the show while everyone else’s had risen. Joe Crabbe’s rating was up most of all in absolute terms, due in no small part to how much room for growth his metrics had at the start of the night, but Emma was more than satisfied with the small rise in her own.
There was no ego involved in this, only an experienced knowledge that the data was almost never wrong and a recognition that public opinion was more important than ever at a time when major cooperative breakthroughs between humanity and the Messengers seemed likely to be just around the corner.
“Hey, just checking you’re okay in there?” Tara called through the door.
“Just finishing up,” Emma replied. With the Personal trend charts out of the way, she very quickly navigated to the Issues section of her desktop SMMA app.
The news was just as good here, with clear signs that a meaningful number of people had warmed to the idea of Elder revival over the course of the show and that enormous numbers had softened in their views of Leesha.
Newly featured Trending Issues included the likes of ‘third race’ and most of all ‘interstellar shortcut’. These were topics identified and named by the app’s core team of trend-spotters, and while they currently had limited trend-related data due to how newly they had been designated as distinct trackable issues, the word maps and volume indicators for each were lit up green.
The only places where Emma saw a concentrated mass of red was on Jan Gellar’s personal tab. Other good news lay in the downward-pointing arrows next to the issues tabs for Telekinesis and Telepathy, which were being discussed considerably less now than they had been at the start of the show and particularly in the twenty-four hours beforehand.
Beyond merely satisfied — soothed was closer to the right word — Emma closed down the app and walked to her door.
The feeling of peace that preceded its opening was welcome, enveloping Emma in a warm cocoon that made her problems feel far away. But even when she ultimately opened her office door and found her eyes falling quickly upon Piper’s chubby cheeks and innocent smile, the biggest problem of all didn’t feel immediately pressing.
Because there Piper was, happily surrounded by her loved ones while several of them were pursuing various methods of attempting to remove her UpLift powers before they could make a lasting negative impact on her development or draw potentially catastrophic attention from outside sources.
Like the down-facing arrows next to the words in her SMAA app, Emma was consciously aware that her own preoccupation with the UpLift powers had faded quite significantly in the past hour or so. The looks on everyone else’s faces appeared to suggest that they too had been soothed by the way things had played out.
Leesha’s whereabouts remained a huge question for everyone. Within Emma, Dan and Tara’s fully informed minds, meanwhile, so did the wonder as to what would happen next at the Turkish dig site which Billy had only passingly alluded to despite believing it to be the most promising archaeological location ever scouted.
The living room’s projector was already switched off, hinting that Emma’s friends-and-family supporters had seen enough to know what the reaction and non-reaction would be.
“Aced it,” Phil Norris said, surprisingly being the first to speak up.
“You were amazing,” Dan added. Emma looked again at Piper, in his arms, and walked toward them.
She pecked Dan on the lips and gladly took Piper. “Hey you,” she smiled.
“Mama,” the baby said.
“And she’s what, like seven or eight months?” Phil mused. “Damn smart kid.”
Mr Byrd slapped him on the shoulder as though swatting a fly. “Language, genius!”
Phil laughed along with everyone else, and in that moment the air seemed to get lighter still as they did so.
In that moment, Emma felt positively serene.
But with as much experience as she had from the highs and lows of a decorated PR career, she really should have known that the peace wouldn’t last long…
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GRAVESEN HOTEL
MANHATTAN, NEW YORK
It had been tense, it had been heated, and at times it had been anything but easy viewing.
But whatever it had been, it hadn’t been a disaster.
Neither Billy nor Timo had gone into business for themselves with any Dörtlü Tepe-related revelations, Clark hadn’t come across as overly aggressive except on the one occasion when it was truly merited, and Jan Gellar hadn’t landed any major blows on any of her rivals.
There was no doubt as to the identity of Team Leesha’s VIP, as if there ever had been, and Godfrey made a note to congratulate Emma on so finely striking the appropriate balance between passion and rationality.
In the corner of his plush suite, Godfrey poured himself a neat whisky and switched the enormous TV to Blitz News. An inappropriate but somewhat understandable roar of relieved laughter escaped his lips as he saw that the anti-cooperation network had already pivoted its coverage of the Buenos Aires incident towards the typical post-shooting format of breaking down the key facts about the shooter in glitzy graphics and montages.
The mere fact that he was now being referred to as a ’shooter’ — rather than a ‘victim’, as Blitz had been running with as recently as a few hours earlier — signalled very clearly that the decision-makers at Blitz knew that their chosen narrative had decisively gotten away from them.
It would take a long time for fear of Leesha to fade completely among those troubled by the extent of his power and the fact that he used it in anger rather than out of absolute necessity, but Godfrey was glad the healing process would at least have a chance to begin now that America’s biggest news network wasn’t doing all it could to paint the Messengers as unhinged murderers who would inevitably strike again.
“Hmm,” Godfrey said, reaching again for the remote control as the TV picture turned to static. “Weird…”
But if this was weird, what came next was positively mystifying.
A sudden and total flash filled Godfrey’s suite, so instantaneously that his eyes didn’t even have time to close in defensive reaction before the stupefying effect of the flash momentarily froze his every muscle.
The room returned to normal as quickly as the flash had come, and a smile spread on Godfrey’s face as though he had just heard the best news in the world.
He couldn’t see the doorway, such was the shape of the suite’s entryway, but he knew who was there.
“I was worried you had left us for good,” he called, walking towards the door as he breathed a sigh of relief which he would quickly come to recognise as decidedly premature. “Where ha—”
Not just mid-sentence but mid-word, William Godfrey’s question was cut short by a sudden and almost paralysing shock to his system.
Because on the other side of his hotel room stood the lone figure of neither Leesha nor any other extraterrestrial… and in the spot where he had expected to see one of them, William Godfrey instead saw the familiar but terrified face of Chinese Premier Ding Ziyang.
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FORD-MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
It began with a flash.
While the dust was still settling in both Birchwood and New York following an explosive episode of Focus 20/20, a metaphorical tornado swept through Dan and Emma’s living room to kick it up all over again.
There was no advance warning in the form of a sharp pain at the back of Dan’s neck, no loud noise to brace everyone for what was about to happen, and indeed very little time for anyone to consciously experience the key moment or take notice of the total light as it filled their eyes.
What they felt was surprise.
What they heard were their own gasps and thumping hearts.
What they experienced was an extraterrestrial arrival.
What they saw when the flash ended was a busier living-room scene than the one it had interrupted, with four new figures present at the entrance to the kitchen.
“Caca!” Piper exclaimed, first to express any kind of coherent reaction. With less capacity for reason came less awareness over how remarkable the current moment was, and Piper was certainly the only person in the room smiling.
Beside Clark stood Billy Kendrick on one side and Timo Fiore on the other.
Behind them all stood an extraterrestrial from New Kerguelen, unmistakably Leesha.
In his normally empty hands, Leesha held a familiar cable. Dan stepped forward, only too ready to find out what the hell was going on.
As Dan walked, Phil Norris slowly stepped off his chair and retreated towards the front door, keeping his eyes on Leesha and backing away as though he thought avoiding sudden movements would allow an undetected exit.
“Phil,” Clark said, scowling in his direction. “Stand the fuck still, you’re freaking him out.“
Leesha held his hands up, palms out, and made an exaggerated winking gesture in Phil’s direction. A sight which may have been comical in many other contexts was simply bemusing to Phil, whose feet stopped shuffling away in reaction to the gesture. “What the hell is it doing?” he asked.
“He is telling you we’re friends,” Tara sharply replied under her breath. “Now get the hell back over here and stop worrying him.”
Shuffling back towards the group less carefully than he had left, Phil couldn’t for the life of him work out why Leesha would be worried by his attempt to sneak away, but Tara had far more experience of interpreting the alien’s expressions and emotions than he did.
Hell, Phil didn’t even know if the thing had any emotions.
“Leesha,” Tara said, speaking slowly like she might to a dog in the faint hope it would understand, “this is Piper. Remember, from the photos I showed you?”
Tara’s finger, pointing towards Emma and the baby, made it easy for Leesha to catch her meaning even without his communicational UpLift powers in place.
As an awkward-looking but full-hearted smile spread across Leesha’s face, he handed his communications cable to Clark before taking three large steps towards Emma.
Piper’s expression was one of intrigue rather than fear or excitement, quite understandably given the almost but decidedly not quite human face of the being smiling at her from such a short distance away. His eyes were striking and large, truly meriting the ‘primate-like’ descriptor they were so often given, but the spatial layout of his face was understandably visually disorienting for an infant someone unaccustomed to seeing it.
As Emma held Piper, Leesha mimicked the pose and outstretched his own empty arms.
“No way,” Henry boomed. “You saw what it did to—”
“Shhhh,” Clark hissed from behind the alien, holding the precious cable as delicately as he would a crystal vase. “Emma, go on…”
Dan, sensing Emma’s willingness and silent request for consensus, nodded his assent. Leesha was a friend — that much was absolutely beyond doubt — but what was also absolutely beyond doubt in Dan’s mind was that there was nothing Leesha could do to anyone with his hands via physical contact that he couldn’t do remotely. Essentially, as well as knowing that Piper was in no danger from Leesha, Dan knew that no one was in any more danger being touched by Leesha than they were simply by being in his vicinity.
Satisfied that Dan was on board, Emma gazed into Leesha’s eyes and mimicked his anticipatory smile.
Then, in no doubt for the child’s safety and in great hope that physical contact might reveal something about Piper to Leesha and bring his help in dealing with it, Emma calmly handed her baby to the alien before her.
Tara instinctively lifted her phone from her pocket and snapped a photo of the remarkable moment. She positioned herself for a better view and even called for Leesha to look towards her. “We can print this out and put it up beside the photo of her and Rooster when we get some new frames,” she laughed, bringing a degree levity to an emotionally charged moment.
“Okay,” Dan said to Emma, “take her back so I can talk to him.
Emma waited for a few more seconds, hoping with every heartbeat that Leesha’s expression might change at any moment to reflect his realisation that Piper had somehow inherited the UpLift powers that not even the Messengers themselves passed between generations.
The warm smile on Leesha’s face didn’t crack, however, even as Emma slowly held her hands out to take Piper back. Leesha handed her over gently and winked again, first at Emma and then Dan and Tara in turn. He was thanking them, in his own way, but both he and Dan were hungry for far deeper communication.
Leesha walked back towards Clark, as well as the utterly entranced Billy Kendrick and Timo Fiore. Like Henry, Phil and Mr Byrd, they were experiencing up-close contact of a kind that was utterly alien to them in more ways than one.
The confidence and trust the McCarthys had in Leesha — evidenced so clearly by their willingness for him to hold Piper in the same hands that had remotely eviscerated a fully grown adult so recently and so publicly — got through to everyone in a way that Dan’s repeated insistence of the Messengers’ inherent goodness never could.
Actions spoke louder than words, and no action could speak louder than the one everyone had just witnessed. And despite Tara’s keenness to capture the moment for posterity, it had been an organic moment rather than any kind of photo op.
As Timo watched on, it had crossed his mind that doing something like this in public would connect with the general population in a way that words couldn’t, just like it connected with him and the others, but he knew it wasn’t the time to talk about such things. Leesha was here, right now, and so was he. So were Billy and Clark, who had also been in New York what felt like a split-second before they suddenly found themselves in Birchwood. There was a reason — a big one, no doubt — and the cable Leesha had brought with him was surely the key to all of it.
When Leesha reached Clark, he took the cable and turned towards Tara.
“You want to talk to me?” she asked.
Leesha raised one of the two broad finger-like divisions of his right hand and pointed it between Tara, Dan and Emma in a manner that very clearly seemed to say ‘any of you’.
While they shared glances of silent decision, Leesha connected one end of the cable to his own palm. The other, as they all knew, would need to be painfully connected to one of the human’s necks to enable two-way communication. This direct method was far less sophisticated than the telepathy Dan and Tara had experienced for brief periods, and also than the multi-way conversation enabled by the table-mounted devices on New Kerguelen and at the UN.
“Dan,” Clark decided, taking it upon himself to put his hands on Leesha’s shoulders and turn him towards Dan. “It has to be,” he added, speaking to everyone. “Dan’s the only one who’s used this kind of cable and had the telepathy, right? They know him and he knows them better than anyone else.”
“He’s right,” Emma said, talking primarily to Tara who looked slightly disappointed that the basic cable meant this was the way it had to be. If there could only be one person in conversation, it did make sense for it to be Dan and Tara accepted that fully; but what she found less easy to accept or understand was why there could only be one.
Dan turned his back to Leesha, presenting his neck for the insertion. Dreading the pain it would bring but desperate for the conversation it would enable, Dan held his breath and closed his eyes.
The sudden sharpness of the sensation was almost impossibly intense, feeling like the first time all over again, but his experienced knowledge that the pain would quickly fade meant there was no fear.
Sure enough, his neck felt more or less normal again within seconds.
“Are you okay?” Leesha asked without speaking as he slowly turned Dan around to face him.
Dan nodded but didn’t smile, relieved rather than happy to be in contact again and desperate to get to the bottom of both what was going on and how to deal with it. “I am now.”
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10 DOWNING STREET
LONDON, ENGLAND
When the rumours reached him from China, John Cole was intrigued.
If the stories he was hearing were true and the entire Shelter-repair crew really had just returned to Earth in a cloaked spacecraft, things were about to get interesting. Godfrey had let Cole in on the earlier news about New Kerguelen’s Great Shelter seemingly having as much utility as a chocolate teapot, so the crew’s inevitable confirmation following deeper analysis was sure to expedite a real human mission to the Messengers’ world.
For men with minds like John Cole’s, word of an underexploited and essentially unclaimed swathe of land conjured up images of mining missions and colonies. New Kerguelen’s habitable exterior wasn’t just an interesting discovery; for the likes of Cole, it was a frontier.
But none of that was in his mind as call after call came in from his aides and his close associates around the world, including many friends in China, all of whom were telling him the same thing.
The better part of an hour since the first call which broke the news of a reported flash and hospital closure, the only other call that registered much in Cole’s mind was the one that very conspicuously still hadn’t come: the direct update from William Godfrey.
After all Cole had done for him and the ICA project, Godfrey’s nerve to cut him out when it really mattered was more than galling… it was flat-out unacceptable.
Cole’s late-night mood was foul, cursing Godfrey and Ding — who surely knew — for so distastefully keeping this from him.
It was a clear sign of where Cole really sat in Godfrey’s thoughts: as a useful sounding board and occasional attack dog, but nothing close to an equal.
I swear to God, Cole mused, infuriating himself with a thought as it came to his mind. If he’s brought Slater in on this before me…
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FORD-MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
With most of the humans in the living room still dumbstruck into silence following Leesha’s arrival and now staring in awe as Dan was physically connected to him, Dan momentarily gazed around and took in one anticipatory expression after another.
Their faces brought into focus the fact that everyone wanted answers, but the slight differences in expressions also acted as stark reminders that some of them knew more about the important questions than others.
Billy and Timo knew what had been unearthed at Dörtlü Tepe and that New Kerguelen’s Shelter seemingly served no purpose, but were in the dark about Piper’s telekinetic burden.
Henry, Phil and Mr Byrd, meanwhile, knew only as much as the general public: that something of major significance had likely been discovered in Turkey, with Billy so far coy about revealing too much. None of the senior trio knew anything about the Shelter, much less Piper.
When Dan looked back to Leesha, whose mind he hoped to be full of answers and particularly one important solution, it dawned on him that Leesha was more out of the loop than anyone.
As far as Dan knew, Leesha knew nothing of the Shelter discovery, the find at Dörtlü Tepe, or Piper’s remarkable power. None of these thoughts were particularly clear in Dan’s mind so he didn’t think they would have been transmitted to Leesha in the pseudo verbal manner the cable enabled, but he nevertheless opted to speak aloud in an attempt to focus his own mind on precisely what he wanted to convey.
He trusted everyone in the room, so clarity really was more important than discretion. In most regards, anyway… but Dan still had no plans to blurt out anything about Piper, at least until he knew exactly what was going on.
The presence of a cable in his own neck sent Dan’s thoughts immediately to Turkey, so his first question reflected this: “Did you see what Billy found in Turkey? The carvings?”
“No,” Leesha said, his response only ‘audible’ to Dan. The conversation would continue in this way, with Dan voicing his questions and replies purely for the benefit of his own precision. He planned to occasionally repeat Leesha’s replies if there was something he wanted one or more of the others to hear immediately, but he had a feeling this might fall by the wayside when he became deeply involved in a revelatory conversation.
“Did you go home yesterday?” Dan asked, needing this context to know where to take his questioning next.
“No. I remained in your atmosphere, cloaked, as I have been since your crew left for New Kerguelen. That is why I’m here, Dan: they are back. I have not been watching Earthly events closely, as without the communication side of my UpLift powers being activated, human speech and group behaviours are not easily understandable. Your crew is in China. I was alerted to their return by the entry into Earth’s atmosphere of a second cloaked craft.”
Concern crossed Dan’s face. “Why was it cloaked? That mission wasn’t a secret. Is something wrong?”
“Several things are wrong,” Leesha replied, the words doing nothing to calm Dan’s mind. “The crew of the returning craft… its crew, not the human Shelter-repair team who were its passengers… were troubled for two reasons. First, the human team have engaged in deceit to perform tests without permission.”
Oh shit, Dan cursed to himself, anxiously closing his eyes and taking a deep breath. He vaguely heard calls of “what’s wrong?” and similar questions from the others, but his focus remained on Leesha.
“Second,” the alien continued, “and even more troublingly, those tests found something.”
“About the Shelter?”
Leesha hesitated. “About what lies beyond our Shelter.”
“Who knows about what they discovered?” Dan asked. “How has it been received?”
“All of my fellow Interpreters and all of our council members from the other castes know. There has been immediate disagreement on how to proceed, and as you can perhaps imagine there has also been some anger towards the human team’s deceitfulness.”
Dan scratched his chin. He had supported the crew’s intention to find out more about New Kerguelen without involving the Messengers precisely because their reaction had been unlikely to be supportive, but the downside of that was always the risk of being found out.
“They were guests on our world,” Leesha replied to a thought Dan hadn’t even consciously shared. “And you knew? You knew? One of your team outright lied about his health to enable his return to Earth, and you knew? This is not excusable.”
“I only knew they were doing the second test,” Dan insisted. “I didn’t talk to the crew and didn’t make any decisions! And I only kept it from you because we didn’t want to cause any drama for you until we knew for sure what was out there!”
Leesha appeared to consider these words deeply.
“Are our people safe?” Dan asked. “Did your people at least send them back safe?”
“We are not monsters,” Leesha replied, seemingly affronted. “Of course they are safe! This is not to say everyone was willing to send them home without punishment — our Squadron are less prone to diplomacy than ourselves, as you may recall — but Sakko and our lower-ranking Interpreters accepted the humans’ reasoning. They did not want to alarm us or excite us with an unproven theory, so they engaged in tests without our knowledge. Without the outright lie, this would have been more palatable, but the discovery itself is greatly destabilising.”
“So what are the consequences?” Dan asked. “Leesha, you need to know that the crew didn’t represent all of us.”
“I know that, but tensions are high. The discovery alone is causing problematic disagreement about how to react, but the feeling that our trust in humanity was misplaced is very real.”
“We can fix it,” Dan said. “Leesha, we—”
“I know,” the alien interrupted, the thoughts reaching Dan as always in his own inner voice. “But I have to go home, and you have to come with me.”
Dan exhaled sharply and turned to Emma. “The crew got caught and sent home. The Messengers are angry about the lies, but they also know what the crew found out about the Shelter. There’s a lot of disagreement… and Leesha wants me to go to New Kerguelen with him to try to smooth things over. I really think—”
“You’ve gotta be out of your mind,” Henry butted in. “Dan, Jesus! I don’t know what you’re talking about with the Shelter stuff but if they’re angry at us and just booted our crew off the damn planet, you can’t go there to help them sort their problems.”
“It’s not just their problems we’re trying to solve here, Henry,” Emma replied.
Dan gulped. “Where are the crew now?” he asked, keen to get as much information out of Leesha as possible before dealing with the familiar argument and potentially the huge revelation that was looming ever-closer on the horizon.
“China,” Leesha said. “The leader asked for Ding. Once Ding received proof of the team’s discovery, I acted. Ding is with Godfrey now, and we are going to join them.”
“In China? Or on New Kerguelen?”
“First, the Table Room,” Leesha replied.
For a split-second, Dan wondered how they would get into the Table Room at a time of night when the UN building would be closed and particularly now that UNICA was in the final stages of disbanding and that he himself had already officially stepped down. Without an access pass, he’d be locked out at any time of day, he considered.
When this split-second was up, however, he remembered that Leesha had just brought three people from another building in New York to this one in Colorado without worrying about anything so trifling as doors or indeed walls. Even after so long, the idea took a lot of getting used to.
Once his mind had recalibrated back to the current reality he faced, Dan looked at Emma again. “He’s taking me to New York first, to talk to Godfrey and Ding at the table. Tara, do you want to come? To New York for sure… but maybe the whole way?”
All eyes fell on Tara, including those of Leesha — who appeared to approve.
As much as Tara wanted to say yes, glancing at Piper prevented her from doing so. She shook her head. “I… I just can’t. It’s different for you; they need you.”
Dan nodded. In truth, as much help as Tara had been last time, he didn’t want her to step unnecessarily into what sounded like a huge and potentially dangerous mess.
“And he didn’t know about Dörtlü Tepe?” Billy Kendrick chimed in, speaking for the first time. “Because that could be important, Dan… if we give them more information they don’t have, that could give context to their history, too. Maybe it’ll ease the anger?”
Dan turned to Leesha and formulated this into a question, since Leesha couldn’t understand Billy without his own full UpLift powers in place. The question included a description of the primary carving, which showed a large alien attaching itself to a human contactee with a very familiar cable.
“He comes with us,” Leesha said. “He must engage with our planetary historians.”
“Uh, Billy…” Dan said.
Billy looked on in anxious anticipation. “Yeah?”
“You’re coming with us. He wants you to talk about what you found with some of their people. Well, you know, not people. He said you have to engage with their planetary historians.”
In fearless disbelief, which the others found fairly difficult to understand, Billy smiled broadly.
“You just can’t be serious about this,” Henry yelled at Dan. “No. No, I won’t let you! Clark, talk some sense into him. Phil, Byrd, tell him!”
“It’s madness,” Phil said, as Mr Byrd nodded beside him.
Clark said nothing.
Timo, pensive at Billy’s side, spoke next: “I’m with Henry. Billy, if you do this — if you take this reckless, needless risk — our working relationship is over. Leesha, I trust. Leesha, I like. But the rest of them? The Squadron who stood with Jack Neal last year? If they are angry, you cannot travel to their world for reasons that won’t benefit us while they are angry at us! Dan, I urge you, too, in the strongest terms, to reconsider. Cooperation is one thing, but it serves an end: the betterment of humanity. This is an unacceptable risk with insufficient reward to counter it.”
“If they close the door on us, we have bigger problems than any of you know,” Emma said. She gulped, perfectly aware of the questions that would follow. “Dan, he needs to know, too. If the rest of them are angry, Leesha needs to know why we haven’t told everyone certain things and what we need from them. If they can help us with this, you need to go. If they can’t or won’t, you would be risking everything for nothing, like your dad just said.”
Dan’s eyes rested squarely upon Emma as she stood with their daughter, who was awake but innocently and utterly oblivious to the high-stakes drama she was at the heart of. He raised his eyebrows to ask the question that didn’t need to be voiced to be understood.
They had trusted Leesha enough to hold Piper… so was it now finally time to trust him, and the others present, with the revelation of the problem they could almost certainly only solve together?
Emma closed her eyes for a moment as though debating it one last time. The situation wasn’t just spiralling out of her control, a tornado-like vortex was already in motion and set to consume everything in its path. Changing course seemed like the only viable option, but the countless reasons why the current course had been chosen in the first place and adhered to for so long were hard to shake.
The revelation of unrest of New Kerguelen, particularly as related to unauthorised human action, threw an additional spanner into the works; for if the Messengers opted to close the door to further contact, the consequences hardly bore thinking about. Emma had never shared Dan’s modicum of optimism that further excavation at Dörtlü Tepe might ultimately unearth tools and technologies as well as mere representations of prior contact, and as such she fully believed that the only way to fix Piper was with the Messengers’ help.
Now that the concept of any future cooperation was balanced on a knife-edge, the mental calculations of comparative risk analysis were suddenly very different.
Emma glanced down one last time at Piper, who was still staring with interest and what looked like mild amusement at the extraterrestrial being which stood out among her family and their friends like the chunks of fruit in the semi-solid foods her parents had recently been trying to tempt her with.
“Say it,” Emma said, forcing out the words.
Dan kept his eyes on her, seeking final confirmation that she really meant it. When he got it, he didn’t wait any longer.
Leesha, like the five present humans who didn’t yet know the remarkable and unsettling truth — was utterly transfixed on Dan as he finally and desperately blurted it out: “Piper has the power.”
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WHITE HOUSE
WASHINGTON, D.C.
“Yes?” President Slater said, answering her phone with distinct impatience. She had been trying to get in touch with William Godfrey since the end of Focus 20/20, to no avail, and the call wasn’t from him.
Her impatience grew when the nature of the call became apparent, with a Secret Service report being unusually passed all the way up the chain — directly to her.
“I don’t have time for things like this right now,” she groaned. “Why is this even coming to me?”
“The call came in from Birchwood, Madam President,” the man on the other end of the line replied, “and this time it’s about a lot more than Clark’s dislike for our presence.”
Slater immediately navigated to ACN’s homepage on her computer, wondering what the hell was going on now. There had been a large media contingent in Bircwhood all day, along with the road-blocks that went with it, but that was all fairly standard for the once-anonymous town that now found itself on the tip of everyone’s tongue whenever alien-related matters returned to the fore.
Nothing of that nature had ever caused a problem in the past, and the lack of any obvious stories on the news had Slater scratching her head as to what the hell was going on. With the road-blocks in place and the elevated police presence that always accompanied a media influx, Birchwood struck her as one of the least likely places for any stationed agents to run into an issue.
“Is everyone okay?” Slater asked, her tone suddenly far less sharp. She closed her eyes and prayed for a yes.
“Well, there hasn’t been a security incident as such…”
Slater’s eyes widened “But…?”
“But one of the agents insists that he saw a sudden and total flash emanating inside the house.”
“Emma’s house?”
“Yes. And other than Clark, who’s in New York, the whole group was in there — including Norris and Byrd.”
“Was in there?” Slater prodded, growing increasingly uneasy.
The man hesitated. “I didn’t mean anything by that, but the tense may be pertinent. The specific purpose of the agent’s call was to request permission to approach the home. As you know, Clark was very threatening before he left for New York, demanding that the agent stay off the property.”
Sounds like him, Slater lamented.
“Give it a few minutes,” she decided. “If there’s anything else suspicious, and particularly if the other agent sees it, I want them to go in. Clark isn’t there, so this won’t blow up. Later, once we have some intel on what happened — if anything even did happen — I’ll take the heat and tell the McCarthys I ordered our agents to check it out.”
“Thank you, Madam President. We’ll keep you posted.”
Slater ended the call, hoping the report would conclude nothing beyond the fact that one of the agents in Birchwood had developed an overactive imagination to deal with the endless tedium of a beat that hadn’t involved even the slightest hint of drama for many months.
She glanced at her phone again, half-expecting to see a notification that a message had come in from Godfrey during her call. Still, it hadn’t.
What the hell are you doing, Godfrey?, she wondered.
But even with a million guesses, she would never have come close.
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As soon as the words left Dan’s lips — as soon as the big secret about Piper, that she herself didn’t understand, was out — he found his gaze instinctively drift away from Leesha and towards Henry.
“Dad, we couldn’t tell you,” he said, apologetic and almost tearful as he spoke. “If this had gotten out… if this ever gets out…”
Henry swallowed hard, trying to keep his own expression from cracking into the kind now etched on his son’s face. “Don’t worry about that,” he replied. “Is this why… is this why she’s always wearing those mittens now? And why you’ve cleared everything off the walls and surfaces?”
Emma began to answer Henry while simultaneously signalling for Dan to focus back on Leesha, who looked dumbstruck but hadn’t yet sent any kind of pseudo verbal response to Dan via the cable that still connected them.
Dan heard her first few words, the start of the story about how she and Clark first learned of the power when Piper accidentally smashed and then seemingly deliberately moved a photo frame from several metres away. Dan didn’t see the look on Henry’s face — or the faces of Timo, Billy, Phil or Mr Byrd, for that matter — and was right now more concerned with Leesha’s gut reaction.
The number of people who knew about Piper’s power had just more than doubled, but Dan’s intense focus on Leesha signified his own knowledge that what really counted was the nature of the next few words the cable sent his way.
Unusually, however, even deep eye contact with Leesha didn’t bring any thoughts forward. It was as though Leesha wasn’t thinking anything, but Dan troublingly considered it was far more likely that the alien was either consciously limiting the cable’s functionality or consciously avoiding thinking anything that Dan would understand.
In lieu of a response, and quickly cutting Emma off from her explanatory speech, Leesha carefully took a step towards her and Piper. Mindful of the cable, he ensured the hand it was connected to didn’t move suddenly in a way that would have painfully jerked Dan’s neck. Dan stepped behind Leesha with a similar idea in mind, keen to make sure the cable didn’t overstretch.
Without waiting for permission from Emma or informing Dan of what he was doing, Leesha then just as carefully removed one of Piper’s mittens with his free hand.
Emma assisted him in this endeavour by removing the other, all the while gazing in wonder at the up-close view of Leesha’s incredibly dextrous thumb. This made up for the two less manoeuvrable fingers on each hand, which were double wide and difficult to understand from an evolutionary standpoint.
With the mittens off, Leesha then reached for Piper’s hand.
“No,” Emma said, stepping back with the baby in her arms. Allowing Leesha to hold her in his arms had been one thing; but skin to skin contact, especially with that truly alien-looking thumb, was too much.
“It’s okay,” Dan said, stepping in to prevent any misunderstandings since Emma’s tone had been understandably but perhaps unnecessarily sharp. “Emma, I think he wants you to touch her finger to her thumb. Is that, right, Leesha? Talk to me.”
“Yes,” the alien replied, as ever doing so silently and being picked up only by Dan.
Dan nodded at Emma, who immediately proceeded to bring her daughter’s tiny thumb in contact with the adjacent middle finger.
Piper didn’t know what was going on but didn’t seem to mind any of it, occasionally glancing at the bizarre creature connected to her father by a cable with something that looked like interest but mainly gazing around the room from one of the relatively unfamiliar human faces to another. Billy and Timo were both completely new to her while Phil and Mr Byrd were rare visitors and even Henry’s presence had been very scarce in the past week.
Leesha, on the other hand, suddenly seemed to mind greatly what was going on.
With an expression of the closest thing to fear that Dan or anyone else had ever seen from him, the alien backed away like an animal fleeing from a sudden and mysterious noise.
Emma considered that this was perhaps not too far from what was going on, if Leesha had indeed picked up some signals or thoughts or whatever the right word was for what Piper’s still-developing brain might be sending out.
How deep a conversation an alien and a human baby could have was something few people had ever thought about, but the question now filled the minds of everyone in the room. Piper could already clearly vocalise a small number of identifying words like Dada, Mama, Caca, Tata and Ooooos, so there was certainly some kind of linguistic thought already going on in there, but no one present was anything close to an expert on such things. All they knew was whatever was going on, Leesha didn’t like it.
“Leesha!” Tara yelled, gesturing to something everyone else had been too preoccupied by the alien’s reaction to notice. “Dan!”
Everyone belatedly glanced down at Dan. Down, that was, because Leesha’s sudden movement had roughly jerked the cable clean out of Dan’s neck and sent him falling to the ground.
Tara reached Dan first, having stepped towards him at the very moment when she’d noticed and alerted the others. “Are you okay?” she asked.
Dan nodded weakly, slowly pushing himself to his knees and then to his feet. The back of his neck was bleeding, quite badly, but Tara didn’t want to worry him with that right now.
Clark’s deep voice took everyone’s attention away from Dan again as his peripheral vision noticed something else. “Emma, he wants you to break the link,” he boomed. “Open her hand!”
With almost too much going on at once to keep up with, Emma glanced first to Clark and then straight to Leesha, who did indeed appear to be clearly signalling a request for Emma to separate Piper’s finger and thumb. His free hand was opening and closing rapidly, which was quite a sight to behold given its unusual composition, and the evident discomfort on his face let Emma know that the request was an urgent one.
As soon as Emma released her gentle hold on Piper’s thumb and put the mittens back on her hands, Leesha stopped his frantic gesturing. Only then did he notice what had happened to Dan, at which point obvious concern replaced the previous look of fear on his decidedly non-human but highly expressive face.
Leesha stepped forward towards Dan, the room utterly silent aside from Piper’s mild protests about the restrictiveness of her mittens, and helped him to his feet. Dan didn’t appear to bear any grudges, far too concerned about Piper to care about anything like that and apparently also to have noticed the blood flowing from the puncture wound in his neck. A connected cable typically caused no lasting damage, but the accidentally violent widening of the wound by Leesha’s sudden movement was far from typical.
The form of cable used by the Messengers for this kind of direct communication, physically familiar only to Dan and Emma, resembled something like a segmented shower cord and was placed against the subject’s neck in an initially painless manner. Only then did a more needle-like internal cable shoot out to an unknown depth and established the real connection. The sudden and improper disconnection of this link-up didn’t seem to have had any medically disastrous effect on Dan, but the blood was certainly flowing.
As Leesha gently turned Dan around to put the cable back into his neck, the sight of the blood gave him a second shock in quick succession and led to him momentarily backing off again.
Dan felt his own neck with his hand and looked at the blood he unknowingly smeared, numb to the pain given the adrenaline coursing through his veins, then reached out to Leesha and grabbed the cable.
“Dan!” Tara yelled, pulling at his arm. “No. I’ll do it,” she added, pointing to her own neck so that Leesha got the message, too.
Unrelenting, however, Dan shook her hand aside and signalled to Leesha in no uncertain terms where he wanted the cable to go.
As the alien hesitated, wincing in apparent horror at the physical damage he had caused to a well-meaning human, Clark stepped into Dan’s sight. “You sure you want this, man?”
Dan nodded without hesitation, at which point Clark muscled in to grab the unconnected end of cable from Leesha — hardly requiring any force given the alien’s state of shock, but using enough to make sure he didn’t have to try twice — then held it against Dan’s neck.
Nothing happened.
“Leesha needs to activate it for the needle part to go in,” Emma said, trying to explain something to Clark that she barely understood herself.
“Do it!” Clark boomed at Leesha. With the alien appearing hesitant in a manner born of concern rather than sheer unwillingness, Clark’s threatening expression and louder close-up repetition of this order was enough to seal it.
Leesha barely perceptibly touched his dextrous thumb to the point where the still-connected cable met his palm.
Dan’s resulting scream was almost deafening, the pain of the needle’s insertion into his injured neck causing his legs to momentarily buckle.
Seconds later, however, he was back upright and face-to-face with Leesha. Still, there was no resentment or anger or anything close to it on Dan’s face. All his expression reflected was urgent wonder as to what the hell was going on and what Leesha had ‘heard’ when Piper’s hand was in the activation position.
He didn’t have to vocalise this wonder for Leesha to hear it, and the reply came instantly:
“Her mind is too strong.”
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HOSPITAL OF LIGHT
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Zhao Chen had never longed for a remarkable life.
A series of promotions in recognition of his excellent work at CNSA ultimately led to an invitation from Ding Ziyang himself to take a senior role at the Earth Liaison Forum during its short but impactful life. Continuing in a role equivalent to his old one was a no-brainer when the ELF was consumed by UNICA, along with the rival Buenos Aires-based GCC, with Zhao’s reliability and personality making him the outstanding candidate to head the joint Chinese-American Shelter-repair crew on New Kerguelen.
The months on New Kerguelen had been remarkable and fairly comfortable if not quite enjoyable, but one daring action — one bad decision — now looked to have ruined everything. His reputation and name would be in tatters when word got out that he was responsible for the crew’s sudden expulsion and the Messengers’ apparent decision to disengage altogether. Zhao knew better than anyone that the Messengers’ home world was reachable only via a gate-like shortcut that their spacecraft alone were capable of traversing, so his stomach was in knots at the thought that he may have put the nail in cooperation’s coffin by losing humanity’s access to New Kerguelen once and for all.
Alone in a locked office where he hoped he was being held as a witness rather than a prisoner, Zhao hoped Ding wouldn’t come down too hard on him. The initial return to Earth had been his idea, and he would readily take responsibility for that, but Ding was then fully aware and indeed encouraging of the plan to return with new equipment to test the air outside of the Great Shelter. In a fair world, this would be factored in.
Ding had been suitably awestruck around an hour earlier when he learned what some of this equipment had in fact detected, and although naturally concerned by news of the Messengers’ displeasure at catching their human guests engaged in deceitful research, he had seemed nowhere near as panicked by the situation as some of Zhao’s fellow crew members.
Having been promised that Ding would return later in the afternoon for more discussions, Zhao didn’t yet know that the situation had changed markedly since their talk.
The door of the office flew open suddenly and forcefully, with two of Ding’s security entourage bursting in.
“What’s going on?” Zhao asked, cowering in fear of the aggression that filled their expressions and stances.
“The aliens have taken Ding,” one of the men grunted, roughly grabbing hold of Zhao and pulling him up by his shoulders. “Thanks to you…”
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“What do you mean her mind is too strong?” Dan asked, seeking clarity and speaking aloud more out of instinct than any conscious intent to let the others know what Leesha had said.
Upon hearing it, though, their faces reflected as much shock and concern as Dan’s.
Leesha’s reply came in a less lucid manner than normal, the words coming in fits and starts as if he himself was trying to formulate a sensible answer even as he gave one. What Dan heard was something along the lines of “too much information” and “I could not understand any of it”.
“Maybe it was just gibberish,” Dan said. “She is a baby.”
Around him, several of the others nodded in an effort to moderate their own confusion by buying into this plausible explanation as to why Leesha had reacted in the highly atypical way he had. Overwhelmed was probably the most accurate word Dan could think of for the vibe Leesha gave off, as this was more general than the likes of ‘scared’ or ‘worried’, which may well have been true but weren’t yet confirmed.
But even a few minutes after the initial incident, there was no doubt Leesha was still overwhelmed; it took no Interpreter from New Kerguelen or experienced inter-species communicator from Earth to see that.
A sudden burst of Tara’s voice rose clearly above the general thoughts in Dan’s mind: “Ask if he was freaked out by what she was saying, if she even ‘said’ anything, or just because it seemed like she had the power. Maybe the shock was just feeling it… knowing that she really does. You know, like how seeing it in the video of the photo frame smashing and the glass flying towards them is way more real than just hearing about it? And Leesha actually felt it, so maybe she didn’t send any freaky thoughts. Maybe he’s just freaked out that, you know, she can send any.”
More nods greeted this suggestion, with the likes of Timo and Billy — rarely known as men of few words — almost as overwhelmed by the whole situation as Leesha had been at the height of his fear-like reaction.
Dan passed the question to Leesha, who very quickly gave a laboured nod of his own. The alien even took a moment to glance around at the others while he continued to make the gesture, as though keen to ease their minds too now that he knew this was their primary current concern.
“I did not hear anything specific,” Leesha replied, his syntax and speed of pseudo-verbal communication now returning to normal as the initial shock seemed to be wearing off. “But her mind is powerful like ours… like we Interpreters. The UpLift powers are not passed between generations, they are granted to those who qualify for the positions which merit them. Interpreters gain telepathy, telekinesis and what you would think of as short-distance teleportation. Qualified members of our Squadron caste are also granted telekinesis and teleportation, as you know, because they are also capable of venturing off New Kerguelen, and some of their highest-ranking members are granted limited telepathy. But offspring of individuals who have been UpLifted do not inherit the powers. Never in our history has anything like this been seen.”
Dan took a few seconds to mentally work his way through this complex reply. Teleportation, which was a good if slightly inexact term for the flash-based appearances and disappearances of the Messengers, was a power he had never considered in the same context as the two UpLift powers generally discussed on Earth.
“I never had a teleportation power, though,” he said. “Right? So Piper isn’t going to disappear herself away somewhere one day… right?”
“You did not,” Leesha replied. “The UpLifter we used on you and on Tara was only capable of UpLifting the core powers.”
“Telekinesis and telepathy?” Dan asked, almost sure this was what Leesha meant but keen to be absolutely so.
“Yes.”
Dan turned to Emma. “I never had the teleportation power some of them have, so there’s no way she could have it.”
“Well, I would have said there was no way she could have any of the powers,” Leesha qualified.
“But if I didn’t have teleportation…” Dan shrugged. He didn’t feel too concerned about the teleportation question now that Leesha had confirmed he had never been granted it, and he felt that Leesha was being overly cautious in not ruling it out altogether. For Dan, the things to worry about were the powers Piper definitely did have: the telekinesis which had been known for almost a week, and the telepathy — however limited or otherwise — which had just been confirmed by Leesha’s frightened reaction. “Anyway… can you help us get rid of the core powers? Do you have something that will work, and not the painful device you used on us?”
Dan’s body shivered involuntarily as he recalled the sharpness of the pain in his fingers and neck when the Messengers showed up a year earlier and granted him the core UpLift powers to enable him to deal with complex problems on Earth while their own society was spiralling into turmoil after the ‘death’ of their Elders. It had been the most total pain of his life, dwarfing the intense but relatively localised agony he experienced minutes earlier when the communications cable’s needle shot into an already bloodied insertion hole at the back of his neck.
As much as he hated the thought even crossing his mind for a moment, he couldn’t shake the assumption that little Piper’s nervous system would be truly overwhelmed by the procedure to the extent that survival seemed unlikely. And as desperate as he and Emma were to cure their daughter of the ungodly affliction that had somehow befallen her, none of the terrible consequences of her powers being publicly discovered would ever merit an intervention that carried such risks.
“The UpLifter is far too powerful for one so young,” Leesha said. “I could not sanction it.”
“The device won’t work,” Dan sighed, repeating it for the benefit of the others.
Tara, recalling the full-on nervous-system assault that accompanied the procedure, was least surprised of all to hear this. “Do they have anything else?” she asked.
Dan passed this question to Leesha, adding one of his own to inquire whether the mention of a ‘limited UpLifter’ should raise any hope in his mind of potential access to such a thing.
“We have UpLifters for chosen members of our own caste which are different from those used on newly qualified Interpreters,” Leesha said. “Different of necessity, since they enabled our ability to interpret the will of our Elders as well as granting teleportation and the core powers.”
“You mean you have a few of the same kind of device that does all of that, or you have various different kinds of UpLifters? Different UpLift devices… different methods… maybe even one that doesn’t pierce the skin or cause crazy amounts of pain?”
“Various devices, and yes, some are head-mounted and wave-based rather than physically invasive.”
For the first time in the whole conversation, Dan’s eyebrows rose in hope. He turned to Emma, instinctively needing to share it first with her. “There are all different UpLifter devices! They don’t all hurt.”
Leesha, however, spoke up to urge caution: “Dan, I have no specific device in mind as a likely candidate to remove these powers. We have no basis to confidently believe that any powers not granted by one of our devices can be removed by one of our devices.”
“Are the devices something you know a lot about — and I don’t mean you, just some of your kind in general — or is that another thing you don’t know much about since the Elders stopped working?”
“We have a specialist with a working understanding of such things,” Leesha replied, the words somehow entering Dan’s mind in a way that made them feel cold. “Not me, and I would not even know the right questions to ask. You on the other hand…”
In hindsight, the apparent coldness of the words made Dan consider that it may have been insensitive to speak of the Elders having ‘stopped working’ given that the Messengers had apparently viewed them as akin to living things; and not even merely as their own equals, but as intellectual and perhaps ethical superiors.
“Do not worry about that,” Leesha replied, reminding Dan one more time that everything he thought while the cable was connected made its way to Leesha and not only the things he consciously sought to communicate.
“I just thought of something!” Dan exclaimed. “Shit. Uh, Leesha, when you take us to New York to talk to Godfrey and Ding about everything, can you make it so they can’t hear our thoughts? I don’t want them knowing about Piper, and I can just speak out loud to them.”
“Good thinking!” Billy Kendrick chimed in.
The scene remained surreal, with Billy still standing next to Timo, the silent Phil and Mr Byrd still together, and Emma holding Piper while Clark and Tara stood closest to Dan. Henry, in his wheelchair, wore the most tired and uncertain expression of anyone.
Until Billy spoke, Dan had barely been aware of his continued presence; or indeed that of anyone besides his closest inner circle who had known about the powers for as long as he had.
“I can do that,” Leesha confirmed, very matter-of-factly and almost as though Dan has asked him to pass the ketchup rather than tinker with the specifics of who heard what when connected to a remarkable translation device.
Thinking now of that device’s evident complexity, and Leesha’s assurance that at least some Messengers had a ‘working understanding’ of its functionality, Dan felt his hope returning.
“And you won’t tell them either, will you?” he asked, belatedly thinking it worth sharing this. “Actually, can you do that? Because you can’t speak to them out loud like I can, so you need to have a two-way link. Can you control what you think, so they don’t hear anything you don’t want them to? You and Sakko kind of did that before, didn’t you… think too fast for us to keep up?”
For the first time in a while, Leesha forced a smile and accompanied it with his typically exaggerated but ever-endearing wink. On this occasion he also shook his head, very slowly and far further in each direction than any human would. “My expressed thoughts are within my control, Dan,” he said, leaving it at that.
It suddenly struck Dan as ironic that at most of the same times when Leesha seemed most human, primarily when he was expressing himself with gestures he had picked up through observation, he looked most alien. The thoughts in Dan’s mind as he considered this weren’t unlike those present when he’d seen Leesha and Sakko for the first time in Lolo National Forest with Emma at his side, when their alien faces completely confounded his eyes and brain as every neural pathway within him struggled to interpret what he was looking at. He had since read all about pattern recognition in humans and how slight deviations in facial structure were often responsible for cross-cultural preferences — and the opposite — in ways that were somewhat evolutionarily instinctive rather than dismissible as ‘norms’ or anything similar.
Feelings as strong as disgust had been clinically observed when digital representations of human faces were highly manipulated, for instance with the addition of a third eye or the alteration of a nose to look more like a flat snout. This wasn’t necessarily the most universally acclaimed research… but in relating it to the Messengers, Dan saw a worthwhile perspective. Their faces just weren’t right, with slight differences in the ratios between features one of the most obvious factors and the total lack of eyebrows despite the apparent presence of a slight ridge another, which had naturally caused him to double-take during that first meeting.
But the Messengers’ warm eyes and the somehow neotenous overall appearance of their faces prevented the disgust response from rearing its head. Dan didn’t quite see the ‘cuteness’ some people spoke of, and certainly wouldn’t any time soon be buying Piper one of the teddybear-like stuffed Messenger toys that had dominated the last Christmas season, but they weren’t truly ugly.
If they had been, none of these thoughts would ever have occurred because Dan’s mind’s drive to compare and contrast would have been forever numbed by the enormous differences between his species and theirs, rather than fixating on the relatively small differences which were heightened by the number of broader similarities. In height, weight, and so many other things, the differences were slight enough to all but disappear. On more than one occasion Dan had wrestled with the fact that the Messengers seemed too physically similar to humans to have evolved utterly independently so far away, whether in parallel to or much earlier than the ascent of man.
“Madness that way lies” had been Billy Kendrick’s response when Dan asked if he ever considered such things, but Dörtlü Tepe had done little to quiet the thoughts.
Back in the moment, however, the warm and seemingly intentionally humorous gestures Leesha performed and the tone he adopted brought Dan’s focus to an altogether less positive motive. Leesha’s overwhelmed reaction to feeling Piper’s telepathic power had looked entirely instinctive, unlike these more recent friendly gestures and also unlike the admittedly frightening look of rage that had crossed his face while he eliminated the would-be assassin in Buenos Aires. Dan wondered now if that had also been exaggerated in this manner.
Leesha felt emotions, that much was abundantly clear, but the way he physically expressed them to humans was occasionally pantomime-like in its overtness. When it came to winks, smiles and exaggerated shakes of his head, this was often amusing. But Dan now realised that when the world was watching and Leesha had wanted to make his anger clear, he’d done so in a way that came across far more strongly and scarily than he probably realised.
One day we’ll study them and know more, Dan thought. One day.
“One day,” Leesha replied, bringing a smile to Dan’s face with yet another reminder that he heard everything. “And yes, Dan, I misjudged my expression when I… eliminated the threat. I misjudged much that day. I am sorry for any problems it caused.”
“What’s he saying?” Tara asked.
Dan hadn’t clocked out, and in truth only around ten seconds had passed in the time his mind had been running through its recurring thoughts about Leesha’s appearance and mannerisms, but he understood that even ten seconds out of the loop at a time like this must have been hard for the others to deal with.
“There’s not going to be any problem keeping the news from Godfrey and Ding,” he replied. “And he said some of them know how to work all the different UpLifters… he doesn’t, and they probably wouldn’t talk to him about it, but they should talk to me and they might have something that will do it! Emma, they might really be able to help us with this, today.”
Emma smiled as Dan looked at her. So much was happening that the initial news of the Messengers being angry with the human crew had all but faded from her mind, but only because Leesha so clearly and so absolutely trusted Dan. And with Leesha and Sakko calling the shots in their Elders’ absence, that counted for a lot.
“And you are able to help us just as much,” Leesha reminded Dan. “Our discovery is the most destabilising moment on New Kerguelen since our Elders stopped responding to our input, and you alone can bring calm with your presence.”
“Anything,” Dan said. “To fix Piper… to save Piper… I’ll do anything.”
Leesha looked at Dan for several seconds without responding, until he stepped forward in preparation to remove the cable from his neck. “This will hurt, Dan, but we must leave… immediately.”
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UNITED NATIONS HEADQUARTERS
MANHATTAN, NEW YORK
The streets immediately outside of the UN building were empty of reporters and all but empty of people at all.
Inside, it was a similar story; although a handful of Sunday night cleaners and maintenance workers were carrying out their duties, no dignitaries or important guests were present.
But while this was true for now, for now would not last for long.
No one knew it yet and neither the pedestrians milling around nor the busy workers inside ever would, but a certain room and a certain table would soon play host to possibly the most high-stakes discussion the famous old building had ever housed.
While the world spun undisturbed, a storm was coming.
And its arrival time was not a few days or even a few hours away, but could in fact be measured in mere minutes…
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“Can you give us a few minutes?” Dan asked, not yet pleading but quite prepared to if Leesha insisted upon leaving for New York and New Kerguelen as immediately as he wished to.
“I will bring the others to the Table Room first,” Leesha replied, kindly granting Dan’s request, “and then I will return for you.”
“Godfrey and Ding?”
Leesha nodded and removed the cable.
Dan grimaced and exhaled sharply, but the pain was nothing compared to when the cable had gone in or indeed the last time it had come out a lot less gently. He explained to the others that Leesha would be back soon and that he and Billy would be leaving, which drew a hesitant expression on Henry’s face and a tremendously conflicted one on Emma’s.
Leesha then raised his right hand and waved slowly at Clark, Tara and Emma. The others, as far as he was concerned, were apparently strangers and spectators.
“Wait,” Tara said, lurching towards him and grabbing one end of the cable. “Please,” she added, gesturing to her own neck to help him understand.
Leesha looked at Dan, who shook his head and ruled it out: “If you want to ask something, I’ll connect again.”
“Clark, help me out,” Tara pleaded. “It’s important. Just because I’m not going doesn’t mean I can’t talk to him. And Dan, don’t forget who actually talked those Squadron assholes into retreating from Havana last year. But I didn’t talk to anyone
when I found out about the comet, or when I found out about your powers. And I didn’t talk about anything when Jack took me last year. I’ve never let any of you down and you still don’t see me as—”
“Dan, tell him,” Emma interrupted. “She’s right.”
Clark put a supportive arm around Tara’s shoulder as she wiped several tears from her eyes. “Thanks,” she said to him, and then again to Emma, before holding the cable to her neck once more.
“I just don’t want you to get hurt for no reason,” Dan explained, desperate to let Tara know that he wasn’t trying to cut her out. “I invited you to New York and New Kerguelen, remember? I could have asked him whatever you want to know, that’s all. And the cable has my blood on it…”
“Dan, it’s a fucking alien cable,” she whispered, very uncharacteristic in her choice of language but still having the wisdom to keep it from Piper’s ears. “We don’t know what it’s made of or what the hell it even is, so the last thing I care about right now is catching your cooties.”
“At least let me wipe it,” Dan compromised with a slight grin at Tara’s closing remark. He took the cable and cleaned it with his sleeve as much as he could in the few seconds before Tara took it back.
A few more seconds later, she was communicating with Leesha after shaking off the momentary but sharp pain of the initial connection.
“Good luck with everything,” she said, speaking out loud as Dan had. There was then a fairly long silence, perhaps of fifteen seconds, after which Tara appeared satisfied as indicated by the small smile she sported when Leesha stepped forward to removes the cable. “And thank you.”
With that done, Leesha waved again, ready to depart.
“What did he say?” Dan inquired.
Tara waved back at Leesha and smiled. “He’ll be back soon,” she said, convincing Dan that she was directly answering his question but leaving the more Tara-experienced Emma in some doubt.
An all-encompassing flash filled the room a split-second later, lasting barely a single heartbeat, and just like that the alien was gone.
“Say, Phil,” Tara said, turning to the room’s silent corner. “You don’t happen to have any of those Greatorex things handy, do you?”
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In the UN building’s so-called Table Room, a medium-sized space which had been renovated for the esoteric purpose of enabling extraterrestrial envoys to communicate with multiple humans at once via a remarkable surface-mounted translation device, two very human individuals stood silently in shock and confusion.
William Godfrey and Ding Ziyang, having been united barely ten minutes earlier by the latter’s sudden arrival at the New York Gravesen, had now been transported a few miles to the UN. Neither could ever get used to this seemingly instantaneous travel, but Ding Ziyang was moderately calmer about this move than Godfrey given that he had so recently experienced the sensation already.
Godfrey walked uneasily towards the table and took a seat, attempting to calm his mind and body with several very deep breaths.
Ding soon joined him, sitting straighter in his chair and staring directly ahead.
While both had come to realise that judging the Messengers’ motivations or predicting their next move was a fool’s errand, on this occasion the two men were in little doubt why they were here and what was coming next. It appeared that a team, if that was the right word, was being assembled to formulate an action plan to deal with the truly incredible discovery that had just been made on New Kerguelen.
Who would appear next was anyone’s guess, with Ding quietly expecting to see President Slater and positively certain that Dan McCarthy and Tara Ford would be joining them before long.
Neither man had seen any of the Messengers during their ‘journey’ from the Gravesen, while Ding had already told Godfrey that he hadn’t seen them during his initial move from Beijing.
The Chinese Premier had also already explained to Godfrey, now a fairly close confidante with whom he shared mutual respect following their full-hearted opposition during their days heading the rival GCC and ELF agencies, what had occurred before he was unceremoniously whisked away from the Hospital of Light.
Godfrey was just as concerned as Ding to hear that the Messengers were outright angry having discovered the human crew’s deceit, but the two had spent most of their short time together at the hotel considering the colossal implications of what the crew’s covert testing of New Kerguelen’s atmosphere had discovered.
The news was incredible in the truest sense of the word, almost defying belief in its magnitude and potential consequence. Ding assured Godfrey that the Hospital of Light was under full military lockdown to ensure that the crew couldn’t communicate their discovery with anyone on the outside, and each had also been very firmly instructed to keep it from the medical professionals who continued to monitor them.
“At least they want us to be involved in this,” Godfrey mused, ending a long silence. “Angry as you say they are, they still brought you to me and brought us both to the table. They want to talk about it.”
Ding, an excellent English speaker who rarely let the fact be known, forced an unconvincing nod of agreement.
It didn’t take William Godfrey’s excellent face-reading skills to know that Ding was mentally exhausted and dubious that any positivity was in order. “It’s one hell of a surprise,” Godfrey said, “I’ll give you that. But what’s your primary concern?“
Ding inhaled deeply. “If we had only found out that the air is safe, that would be one thing,” he said, his unpracticed accent strong but the words clear. “But this…”
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“Why do you want a Greatorex?” Dan asked, looking at Tara through confused eyes.
“Uh, what the hell is a Greatorex?” Clark chimed in. Having been out of town when Phil bought his new collection and when Dan and the others found out about it, his confusion was all the greater.
Too focused on Phil to have heard Dan’s question, Tara waited for an answer. Clark waited for his answer, too, but as he hadn’t addressed it to anyone in particular they all left it for each other.
“They’re in the car,” Phil said.
“Okay… so could you get one out of the car?” Tara requested.
Phil upturned his palms and looked around the room for any clear objections.
“Wait,” Emma said. “Tara, number one… you can’t really think they’re going to do anything, do you? And number two… even if it did, they’re for adults. It would fall off her head. Number three… Phil, why do you even have them?”
“Investment,” he replied, having to explain this to Emma since she’d been locked in her office preparing for Focus 20/20 when he first spoke about it with Tara and Dan. “But I already said I’d give you guys one, I just didn’t know why those two wanted it.”
Emma was satisfied with this, and turned to Tara. “And you want it now because…?”
“It’s not for Piper,” Tara replied, “it’s for me. I asked Leesha to bring me an UpLifter and he said yes. I’m going to have the power while Dan’s gone, in case things don’t go so good on New Kerguelen.”
Why quite simply wasn’t a strong enough word, so no one even asked. Clark in particular looked stunned by the news, while Dan and Emma immediately regretted encouraging Leesha to talk to Tara before he left.
“Obviously I hope it does go well, Dan,” Tara went on, filling a silence that was more oppressive to her than anyone else, “but we don’t know if what you find on New Kerguelen will actually help. We don’t know if they have a device that can remove her powers. You won’t know until you get there and talk to the experts, and we have no idea how long you’ll be gone for. Sure, last time we were pretty quick, but really… you don’t know what kind of problems are going on up there. What if it’s something terrible?”
“And what if I don’t come back?” Dan asked, making the implication explicit. “Well that could be even more terrible, couldn’t it, if it means you’re stuck with the powers, too!”
Tara rubbed her face in exasperation. “I don’t care, Dan, just like you don’t care about the risk of going to New Kerguelen. You’re going because it massively increases the chances of fixing Piper. But even if this increases my chance of being stuck with the powers by one hundred percent, if it even one percent raises the chance of Piper being fixed then it’s one million percent worth it.”
“You don’t have to do this, Tara,” Emma butted in, “but I appreciate it. Just cool the ‘something terrible’ talk, okay? Don’t even put that out there. Dan and Billy are going to go and they’re going to come back, and everything is going to be fine.”
“Yeah,” Clark said. “Seriously, why would you even think they might not?”
Tara blew air from her lips and shrugged. “I don’t, necessarily, I just think it makes sense to cover as many just-in-cases as we can. The Messengers just found out that the air outside their Shelter is fine, and the Elders always told them it wasn’t. So what does that mean? I don’t know, you don’t know, and we sure as hell don’t know what they do or don’t know right now. All I’m saying is: we should attack this problem from every angle, and Leesha bringing me the UpLifter opens up a whole knew angle. We’ll know for sure if the Greatorex works, and we can test anything Timo has been working on too.”
All eyes suddenly fell upon the Italian billionaire. “Which is less than I would like,” he admitted. “I was going to bring in Doug Parsons… you know, the police officer who was frozen to the spot on Contact Day along with Clark. We wanted someone who’d had some kind of direct contact, so we could do scans and tests and all the things your government has done, and obviously we weren’t on actively cooperative terms with any of you given all of the Godfrey-related animosity.”
“And when you say ‘we’…” Dan said, pointing between Billy and Timo.
Billy shook his head and laughed. “I actually talked him out of recruiting Parsons because of how bad it would look and how little use I thought he would have.”
“It’s true,” Timo said. “Parsons was Alessandro’s idea. But I’m not throwing him under the bus there; I approved it! Fortunately we called it off before he made contact. As an aside, though… and I know this isn’t the most pressing issue of the moment, but Dan, didn’t Leesha tell you he didn’t have an UpLifter with him at the same time he told you his own abilities to understand human speech had been temporarily deactivated? If one of those things wasn’t true…”
Dan’s eyes narrowed. It wasn’t the most pressing issue, but it wasn’t nothing. “Tara, did he say where the device is?”
“China,” she replied immediately. “He said the human crew were brought back in one of the big motherships. It’s still here — well, there — cloaked in the sky.”
Dan nodded very firmly and turned to Timo. “It was a good point, man. But Leesha has never lied to me and he never will.”
Tara clapped her hands together. “So, Phil, about that Greatorex…?”
He instinctively looked at Emma again, for the kind of final permission he knew she regretted extending to Leesha minutes earlier. Seeing little harm in it now, she shrugged.
“Those old Greatorex things have been getting a lot of Blitz coverage all of a sudden,” Billy Kendrick mused. “I know the inventor said something in an article, but is that really all there is to it… Gellar looking for an angle to spin?”
Timo made a low-pitched ‘hmm’ sound and tilted his head from one side to another, not quite shaking it. “There’s always so much more going on with Blitz than meets the eye,” he said. “The fund that bought the parent company is deep into some real stuff… arms, private security, pharmaceutical research, you name it. It’s difficult to tell what’s the usual profit-seeking and what has more to it than you might think, but I don’t think they bought Blitz to make money. They bought an established distribution network for whatever kind of propaganda they want to put out there. Who better to put in place than Gellar, a visible public face who looks like she’s just chasing drama? But the types of drama aren’t random. The research this fund is bankrolling could well be esoteric type stuff, and we know there are other credible and publicly listed corporations who have openly stated that they’re researching telepathic communication. Now that we know it’s possible, it’s an arms race among a certain type of investor and inventor. Why Blitz would whip up hysteria about the Messengers and their powers when the fund might be bankrolling research into human applications of the same thing, I don’t know. Diversion? Plausible deniability?”
“Why have you never told me any of this?” Emma asked. “Do you know these things, or are you speculating?”
“A little of each,” Timo replied with a slight shrug. “But Emma, before Billy’s troubles in Turkey, when did you last answer one of my calls? I haven’t uncovered anything tangible and I thought you were completely out of the game, but in any case we haven’t exactly been friendly of late in the way we used to be.”
This was certainly true, and Emma had as little desire to deny it as she would have lacked the ability had she wanted to. With Dan’s necessary closeness to Godfrey — from the outside looking in, at least — and with Timo’s frequently outspoken criticisms of Godfrey’s longstanding attempts to force the hands of relatively alien-cautious European governments, the McCarthy-Fiore relationship had been strained beyond its breaking point. Everyone was glad things were now back to being as cordial as they were, but it didn’t look like anyone saw anything to apologise for.
A few moments later, Phil Norris returned from his car with a bag in his hand, a scowl on his face, and several mumbled expletives tumbling from his mouth. “Damn agents sniffing around,” he grunted. “I reach my car and hear one the agents: ‘everything okay in there?’ … so I say ‘everything’s always okay in Birchwood… keep your distance and it’ll stay that way’. He lifts his phone and starts typing some shit, staring at me all the while.”
“Were they over the line?” Clark asked, hurrying to the front window to look outside.
But before he got there, so bright and sudden that its effect was just as amazing as the first time he ever experienced anything like it, a sensorily overwhelming flash emanating from the kitchen area stopped him in his tracks.
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BEIJING, CHINA
Maria Janzyck, ACN’s China correspondent, was one of several dozen reporters camped outside the recently placed exclusion zone around Beijing’s enormous Hospital of Light.
No stranger to big days in Beijing having been present at the ELF when the third of three mysterious alien triangles had been discovered, Maria was better placed than anyone else to front this coverage.
“We’ve still had no official comment on the rumours of the Shelter-repair crew’s return, or even on rumours of multiple bright flashes which have been described by one source as ‘undoubtedly alien’.”
Very few English speaking voices filled the gaps between Maria’s comments, making her presence all the more valuable for the network.
“Crucially,” she went on, “no comment means there has been no official denial. Ding Ziyang and his advisors have always been extremely proactive in dismissing false rumours, so the feeling here is that we can read into his silence more than we could into the silence of a Valerie Slater or John Cole, for instance, in similar circumstances. This exclusion zone was here before there were any reporters and was in fact what initially drew local interest; so without wishing to stick my neck out too far, I don’t think this is a false alarm. Stick with us, because things here in China are really heating up. For ACN, I’m Maria Janzyck.”
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Clark had been through more than most when it came to the Messengers’ lights and forcefields, from the ear-bleeding sensation inside the area he marked with a makeshift interference-detector at Lolo right through to his nose-breaking collision with an invisible barrier in Richard Walker’s farmhouse and his unsettling immobilisation on Contact Day.
Despite it all, though, the totality of an arrival or departure flash still sent his pulse soaring and his alertness levels through the roof. He knew it was just going to be Leesha, back from New York and ready to take Dan and Billy with him next, but the eternal possibility — however small — that it might be another Messenger, perhaps less amiable than his pal Leesha, had Clark on edge.
He walked towards the kitchen and was relieved to be met by Leesha’s gaze long before he got there. He wasn’t so hot on the device in Leesha’s hand, evidently gathered from the alien mothership hovering covertly over Beijing, but Tara’s mind was made up on that and the selflessness at play in her decision to take the core UpLift once again was a big part of why he loved her.
If Clark could have done something similar to aid Piper, he would have done it in an instant. Having never been granted the powers, though, he hadn’t even thought of it, so he now endeavoured simply but full-heartedly to keep doing what he’d been doing all along: keeping her physically safe and sound. Now that it seemed like two people in the house were going to have powers which would make them pariahs to a sizeable portion of society and fearsome monsters to others, the role of protector was going to be more important than ever.
Tara rushed to Leesha and took hold of the device he was carrying. As she and Dan remembered from a year earlier, the UpLifter was really more like two devices. Identical in appearance, each quite uncannily resembled a folding compact mirror when closed; one for Tara’s fingertips and one for the back of her neck.
These dual items also differed from the communications cable in that no part of them had to be physically connected to Leesha. In strict terms, Leesha wasn’t really going to grant Tara anything; the two-part device did it all.
Recalling her experience on the Messengers’ craft like it was yesterday, Tara keenly opened the first of the mirror-like objects on her own. Leesha wore an amused smile and opened the other as Tara worked on the first. He used a hand gesture a pet dog would have understood to ask her to wait a moment, then showed her with his own hand how important it was to simultaneously place all four of her right hand’s fingers and its thumb on the inner surface of the first object. Taking hold of it in her left hand, she performed this first task with very little pain
Emma watched on silently, the pride she felt for her little sister in this moment outscoring even the natural concern flowing through her. Piper had been asleep for several minutes but was still in her arms, while Clark stood right next to them feeling precisely the same emotions.
“Be careful there, darling,” Mr Byrd said, a rare interjection reminding some of the others that he was there at all . His voice was as soft as ever but more than loud enough to reach Tara, who acknowledged it with a smile.
The smile wouldn’t last long, as she well knew, and when Leesha placed the second object against the back of her neck it morphed into something more akin to Munch’s The Scream. There was no audible scream to accompany this sudden facial contortion, only a harrowing gasp and a clattering sound as the hand-based object fell to the floor.
Leesha’s reaction — or non-reaction, to be more accurate — was the main thing keeping everyone else relatively calm for the few seconds Tara’s painful sensation lasted.
The pain and all of its symptoms came and went like a flash, leaving Tara standing as though nothing had happened just a few seconds after she looked like she could have been stuck in her anguished pose forever.
With a mischievous smile, Tara then wiggled the fingers of her right hand and glanced between Emma and Clark. “Who wants to give up their secrets first?” she asked.
“I know you’re joking,” Dan chimed in, “but Tara… it’s not a toy. Be careful. When I had the powers on Earth, I lost my memory of a whole day because my brain couldn’t handle the exertion. When I was in Honduras talking to that damn GeoSov Poppy Bradshaw and especially when I was in Cuba talking to Cole, my head felt like it was going to explode. Don’t use it too much. Don’t use it at all unless it’s for controlled practice or meaningful tests. And Timo… I’m counting on you to make sure those tests are meaningful and responsible, if I’m gone for more than a few days.”
“My word is my bond, Dan,” the Italian replied, “and you have my word.”
“Make something move,” Clark said, challenging Tara with a grin.
“Jesus,” Dan groaned. “Clark, did you not hear a word I just said?”
“You were talking about telepathy, not telekinesis,” Clark said. “I just want to see if it works, man… chill.”
Before Dan could reply, probably with a comment about how little reason there was to be ‘chill’ in their current collective situation, the doorbell cut him off.
“I bet it’s them,” Phil Norris hissed.
Knowing immediately who Phil meant, Clark lurched towards the door like a man possessed.
Tara, meanwhile, took the wise step of physically ushering Leesha back in to the relative cover of the kitchen.
“Stop!” Henry McCarthy boomed, calling to his eldest son in a once-common tone he hadn’t had to use on him for well over a decade.
To the surprise of everyone else except Dan and Mr Byrd, the McCarthys’ close neighbour of twenty-plus years who knew the kind of respect Henry had always commanded, Clark didn’t take another step.
“You’re supposed to be in New York, numbskull!” Henry continued, pointing to the kitchen in no uncertain terms. “Kendrick, Timo… you too, geniuses.”
Dan and Emma shared a ‘that was close’ look, each having been so caught up in everything that they’d forgotten about the trio’s impossibly rapid arrival along with Leesha around an hour earlier.
As soon as the living room only contained people whose presence made sense according to the known physical laws of the universe, and perhaps most importantly once it only contained people at all, Henry wheeled his chair the rest of the way to the door and pulled it open.
Dan, Emma, Tara, Phil and Mr Byrd watched on in anticipation. As much as Clark wanted to peek, he knew better.
“Is everything okay in there?” a tall black-suited agent asked. A second, slightly shorter, stood beside him.
“Everything’s always okay in Birchwood,” Henry said, knowingly using Phil’s line from his encounter with the agent a short while earlier. “Is everything okay out there?”
The agents looked over Henry and all around the room.
“Is there something you want?” Tara asked, the tone coming across more petulantly than she intended and earning a stiff elbow in the side from Emma.
“Well, my partner saw a flash,” the tall agent said. “Then just a few minutes ago we both saw one.”
“We’ve been watching TV,” Henry said.
The agent made a show of looking around the room again. “I don’t see a TV…”
“It’s a projector” Tara interjected sharply, pointing to the wall while walking towards the door despite Emma’s leg-based effort to stop her without waking Piper, who remained asleep in her arms. “Why in the hell have you been perving through our windows, anyway?”
From right behind Henry, Tara then subtly held her right thumb to her middle finger and extended her index finger in the activation position. She was only just able to see outside, to the specific part of the front yard she wanted. While feigning distress at the agents’ invasion of privacy, she pointed towards the sprinklers which were currently recessed in the lawn, pulling them up and turning them on through the power of her UpLifted mind.
She directed the path of the water effortlessly, catching the shorter agent first and then the other once the first stepped aside. A sprinkler on the other side of the men soon followed suit, giving them no way out but to go through the crossing streams.
“I don’t know what you want me to tell you,” Henry said to the men. “What kind of flash did you think it was, the aliens?”
Although she didn’t outwardly react, Emma appreciated Henry’s strategy here. By calling it out himself and stating the idea in such a derisive manner, he robbed the potential accusation of all its power.
Splashed and embarrassed, the agents retreated.
Once Henry closed the door, Phil Norris hollered in amusement at what he’d just seen and was quickly responsible for a contagious outbreak of laughter. The kitchen emptied of all but Leesha, who remained until Tara went to fetch him. He didn’t look amused, and she knew why. Her resulting effort to communicate via her mind failed, however, with Dan reminding her a few moments later that Leesha could not currently communicate with humans without the physical cable-based connection due to the absence of his own telepathic UpLift power.
“We need to go,” Dan said, reading Leesha’s expression. “Billy, are you ready?”
“Do you have the footage?” Timo asked, giving Billy a new question before he could answer Dan’s.
“In my wallet,” the archaeologist replied. “And Dan, I’ve been waiting my whole life for a moment like this. Anything I can do to help Piper, I will… but venturing to an alien world has been my dream for as long as I can remember. I can’t wait.”
“Just don’t get too used to the place, Billy,” his good friend Timo chuckled. “We still have some pillars to dig up at a certain Turkish site…”
As the two shared their goodbyes, it suddenly dawned on Dan and everyone else that this was really it. He was going to New Kerguelen, again, to help Leesha in a manner that wasn’t particularly clear as a method of finding the help Piper needed for reasons that could hardly have been clearer.
“Can I get one of the Greatorexes from your bag?” he asked Phil, who held the bag out immediately. “If they have all different kinds of link-ups and communications methods, I might as well find out for sure if these things are all hype…” Dan added, explaining his thought process for the benefit of the confused many.
“Just be careful up there, man,” Clark said, slapping Dan on the back before quickly turning to Leesha. “And I’m counting on you, okay? You kept me alive in Argentina, now him,” he added. Pointing repeatedly at Dan, he then winked at Leesha.
This brought a reply from the friendly extraterrestrial, in the form of his own trademark wink.
Emma tried not to cry and surprised herself by just about managing, due in large part to the absolute necessity of what Dan was doing and also to her unquestioning faith in Leesha’s intentions and abilities.
“I love you,” Dan said, catching her by surprise and bringing a tear or two out after all. He kissed her first and then Piper, taking care not to wake her.
“You can wake her,” Emma whispered.
He shook his head. “When she’s peaceful like that, let her be peaceful like that,” he grinned. “I’ll be back as soon as I possibly can, and everything will be better.”
Tara held her right hand up and out towards Dan, the index finger extended to give the impression that she was reading his mind. He saw that her thumb and middle finger weren’t in the activation position, however, which she would need to establish each time she wished to use the ability for at least a few days until she got to grips with it. He shook his head and laughed at her nonsense, which he thought was probably a successful attempt to calm his nerves with levity.
“Phil, Mr Byrd, Timo…” Dan said, “thanks for everything, and I’ll see you all again soon, too. Dad, Clark… help Emma to keep an eye on things until I’m home, okay?”
The McCarthy men who were staying behind nodded stoically.
Billy then joined Dan, hip to hip, as they took the first of their few short steps towards the alien who was waiting for them at the entrance of the kitchen.
“You should probably try to get back before I get too good at this,” Tara said, pointing around the room as though deciding what to move next. Dan raised a hand — thumb up — without turning back around.
Clark looked at Emma with the truest smile he’d worn all day. “Something tells me we’re gonna need bigger mittens for this one,” he deadpanned, sending several of the others into uproarious laughter as Dan stepped forward and the final flash came forth.
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Although they knew where they were going and who they were joining, Dan and Billy’s sudden arrival in the Table Room was nevertheless greatly disorienting for both of them.
For Dan this was due mainly to the nature of the transport; for Billy, who had experienced a teleportation-like trip in the opposite New York to Birchwood direction so recently, it was simply down to being in the remarkable Table Room and seeing its two other current inhabitants up close.
William Godfrey and Ding Ziyang both rose to their feet, entirely unsurprised to see Dan but slightly taken aback by the identity of his companion.
“Dan,” Godfrey said. “Billy. Shall we get started?”
Out of politeness, Billy shook both men’s hands.
All four then sat down while Leesha lifted the necessary cables from inside the recessed inner section of the incredible translation device which sat atop the table. The tenderness of Dan’s neck made him hugely relieved that these cables neither touched the neck nor pierced the skin, instead attaching to the tip of the index finger via its small patch-like adhesive end.
This was one of three distinct communications-related devices or interfaces Dan had directly encountered, along with the basic cable and the two-part limited UpLifter. Considering this already-discovered range of devices gave him further hope that he really would find something on New Kerguelen which could cure his daughter’s predicament.
The sight of these cables, however, also made him acutely aware of the danger of letting this predicament become known by the two men on the other side of the table. While Dan didn’t know Ding as well as Godfrey, experience and basic common sense told him it would be unwise to trust anyone who had what it took to rise to a position of such political power. Godfrey, on the other hand, had earned the lens of suspicion through which Dan endlessly considered his motives, even though the two were broadly allied on the same side of a pro-cooperation argument.
“Leesha,” Dan said, catching the alien’s attention with a sound he recognised and understood; after all, it was the name his own kind used for him when speaking out loud as they so rarely did when humans were present.
Dan gestured towards the cables, reminding Leesha that he didn’t want his or Billy’s thoughts to be transmitted to Godfrey or Ding.
One wink was enough to ease his mind. Leesha was on it, and that was all he had to know.
Seconds later, Leesha handed a cable to each of his human companions.
Dan momentarily considered what might happen next; was Leesha going to talk about New Kerguelen’s problems, and perhaps seek views from three of Earth’s five Planetary Liaisons? And what of Billy’s presence, requested to discuss his find at Dörtlü Tepe with New Kerguelen’s ‘planetary historians’… would he play a major role in whatever Leesha had in mind for this impromptu Table Room gathering?
Dan and Godfrey, the most experienced, attached their cables first. Ding followed immediately, his first time for a long time, while Billy savoured the moment and slowly applied his own.
“So,” Dan spoke aloud. He had to in order to be heard by the other humans, as Leesha had ensured by either using certain cables or disabling certain functionality, and he knew neither Ding nor Godfrey would be any the wiser. “Ding… did the crew explicitly find out that the air is safe?”
Ding nodded. He too spoke out loud, slowly and deliberately choosing his words: “But naturally that is far from the main point.”
“Huh?” Dan said, looking at Godfrey for some clue as to what Ding meant.
“We knew that almost week ago, Dan,” Godfrey said, furrowing his brow. “The crew pushed too far, admittedly with our permission, and placed an omnidirectional telescopic camera at the Great Shelter’s high point.”
At the same moment he heard Billy Kendrick gasp in awestruck realisation, Dan felt goosebumps spreading up his arms and legs. He looked at Leesha. “When you mentioned that the human crew’s discovery on New Kerguelen is causing all kinds of tensions about what to do next, were you talking about the discovery that the air outside is breathable, or…”
Leesha slowly and somewhat glumly shook his head. “That discovery whet your crew’s appetite for more,” he said, the words feeling in some way clearer and more nuanced coming through this table-mounted device than via the basic cable. “When the leader feigned ill health and returned with new equipment, like the camera he just mentioned, they conducted more tests and they discovered something that we cannot explain so easily as atmospheric anomalies.”
“What did they find?” Billy asked all three of Leesha, Godfrey and Ding at once.
The three appeared to silently debate who would say it, with the lack of thoughts coming into Dan’s mind from Godfrey and Ding leading him to think that Leesha had limited all of the humans’ non-conscious communication for the duration of this conversation.
Eventually, William Godfrey took a deep breath and delivered the remarkable news: “Well, Mr McCarthy… we seem to have accidentally discovered a second Shelter.”





Part 6
INSIDE OUT





“There is nothing impossible
to him who will try.”
Alexander the Great
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The discovery of a second Shelter on New Kerguelen, previously unknown to the Messengers, could have meant any one of so many things that Dan McCarthy’s mind didn’t even know where to start speculating.
Suddenly, Leesha’s earlier urgency to return home and his repeated references to enormous tensions and disagreement over how his kind should proceed made a lot more sense. Having previously assumed they were simply stunned by the human crew’s confirmation of the external atmosphere’s hospitality, Dan hadn’t quite been sure why that would have caused as much strife as Leesha implied.
The issue of the Messengers being angry at the human crew’s deceit now felt entirely secondary and struck Dan as easier to handle than this explosive new revelation. He could have talked New Kerguelen’s council members into forgiving the crew by insisting they were merely trying to avoid raising the Messengers’ hopes before they knew anything for sure, he imagined, but he truly could hardly even think of where to start with this.
As he looked at Leesha, whose stoic face was currently the furthest thing from exaggeratedly expressive, he tried to imagine the situation being reversed. What would that even entail, he wondered… the discovery of underground cities? Atlantis? El Dorado?
Evidence supporting the long-gone existence of any such mythical location woulds be explosive enough, but actually finding one? Nothing buried at Dörtlü Tepe or anywhere else could ever come close to having the same impact as a new world being discovered.
And for all intents and purposes that really was what the second Shelter was, Dan considered, given that the Messengers had been confined to their Shelter for so long with seemingly no idea that anything other than an irradiated or noxious wasteland lay outside.
One planet, two worlds.
Two worlds at least, his mind reflected. For much like contact with the Messengers had increased the likelihood in many human minds that a second extraterrestrial race could be out there, now that the dam had been broken and a new Shelter found on New Kerguelen, Dan’s mind automatically moved towards speculation that there could be a third. Such a thing had never crossed his mind until now, but the new context was a mind-opening one, raising all kinds of possibilities.
The biggest question for Dan, and the one he was sure Leesha and his fellow Messengers were fixating on while they decided how to act, was simple: is there anyone inside?
This thought excited him greatly, since a parallel population may have existed independently of the familiar Messengers for more than long enough to have diverged socially and culturally; and possibly even evolutionarily and genetically, depending on the true timescale involved. Nothing could have prepared Dan for this remarkable news, but the look he saw on Billy Kendrick’s face suggested that the often-ridiculed archaeologist was not just more excited than Dan but possibly more excited than anyone had ever been about anything.
“Do we know if there’s anyone in it?” Billy asked Leesha, cutting to the heart of the issue with one of the key questions Dan had been tossing around in his own head. “And did the camera detect any kind of linking system between the two Shelters?” he added, raising one Dan hadn’t considered. “Because if there is anyone inside, if our crew didn’t spot any covered passageway, and if that atmosphere has been toxic for thousands of years, the beings inside could be nothing like you aside from the physical similarities. If your kind split into these distinct Shelters for one reason or another, that split can only have widened in the intervening time. They’re going to be, for lack of a better term, alien.”
Leesha didn’t react in any perceptible way.
“Does your society have any stories or myths of contact with another group?” Billy pushed. “Are there tales of the cataclysm that created a need for these Shelters in the first place? And if you don’t know these things, are they the kinds of things I’ll be able to discuss with your planetary historians?”
Ding and Godfrey, still failing to fully understand why Leesha had brought Billy along for this meeting, were clearly now even more surprised that he seemed to have been invited all the way to New Kerguelen.
“Planetary historians?” Godfrey asked.
Dan immediately jumped in. “Yeah, that’s what Leesha said, but that’s for when we get there. Before that, what do you know about what we’re going to find? Have you seen images from the crew’s camera?”
Godfrey curtly shook his head, as did Ding.
“The Messengers held on to all of our equipment,” Ding said.
“Leesha?” Dan asked. “Have you seen the second Shelter?”
Finally, apparently after studiously measuring Dan and Billy’s reactions to the news, Leesha broke his silence. He didn’t actually speak out loud, of course, but on this occasion he did make an uncharacteristic and slightly guttural sound before preparing to filter his words to each of the four humans via the table-mounted translation device. Dan dearly hoped he would soon have a deeper understanding of this and all of the Messengers’ other remarkable technology, and the expanded scope of possibilities that came with a second Shelter — even thinking these words still sent goosebumps running up his arms and legs —well… it was almost too much to make sense of.
A year, a month or even a week earlier, Dan would have been giddy with boyish excitement. As it went, he was encouraged by the news given the new horizon it provided in his attempt to cure Piper’s UpLift-related affliction. Leesha’s gut feeling on the whole issue was something Dan wanted to bring out, and this question about visual images seemed like the best place to start. He waited anxiously for the first words to flow through the cable.
“I have seen nothing,” Leesha revealed, “but the mothership’s crew has and so has Sakko. It is a second Shelter, no mistake. No false alarm… it is a second Shelter, and one so close that your crew’s cameras captured it from the high point of our Great Shelter.”
“And do you think anyone is inside it?” Dan asked, repeating an earlier question — the question, really — now that Leesha’s proverbial lips were moving.
“No.”
The humans exchanged wordless glances, curious as to the basis of Leesha’s certainty.
“But then I didn’t think it existed until a few hours ago,” Leesha continued, “so what do I know?”
Dan couldn’t miss the increasing presence of contractions and linguistic flourishes in Leesha’s communications, but given that he ‘heard’ everything in his own mental accent he couldn’t tell if this was because he was getting increasingly used to listening to aliens or if Leesha was getting more used to talking to humans.
“What do you think of this idea, Leesha,” Billy chimed in, piquing Dan’s curiosity with the tone as much as the words. “What if it was a backup Shelter that has been lost to memory, and what if there are more Elders in there… ones that still work?”
Dan gulped at the enormity of what this suggestion implied. Billy Kendrick, crazy as he sometimes was, might well have just cracked it…
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FORD-MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
Now that an opportunity for real action had presented itself and something was being done about Piper’s predicament, namely Dan’s attempt to find an appropriate device on New Kerguelen capable of removing her powers without risking her physical wellbeing, the mood in Birchwood was somewhat more relaxed.
This was odd in two senses, given that Dan was engaging in a highly risky trip to an unsettled world experiencing political and social turbulence of its own and that twice as many of the family members left behind in Birchwood were currently UpLifted than had been the case earlier in the day. But as had been the case in other difficult times, there really was nothing worse than the feelings of impotence that came with an absolute lack of meaningful options.
Anxiousness was better than helplessness, and Emma’s faith that Dan would come through — with some help from Leesha and likely Sakko — left her mind more at ease than it had been since Piper’s powers first became apparent.
Clark, the only other person who’d been there for Piper’s initial telekinetic display, didn’t quite see things the same way and felt helpless in a very different manner now that Dan’s physical safety was entirely out of his hands. He trusted Leesha, particularly after what the alien had done for him in Buenos Aires, but being completely out of contact with them was tough for him to deal with.
Once Phil Norris and Mr Byrd left, for their homes rather than New Kergrillin’ due to how late it had gotten while all the alien drama was making it feel like time was standing still, Henry McCarthy was close behind them in retiring next door. None of them had to explicitly promise they would stay quiet about what they’d seen and heard; more than ever, the importance of this truly went without saying.
Timo Fiore remained for the night, and agreed with Emma to sit down in the morning to concoct a plan for reaching his place in Colorado Springs — right next to the famous Fiore Frontiere HQ — without being noticed on his way out of Birchwood. There was also a hotel checkout to take care of at the New York Gravesen, as well as the return of his luggage and possibly an explanation to his assistants as to how and why he had made the trip to Colorado so quickly.
These small and manageable tasks further relaxed Emma, giving her something tangible to think about and execute instead of simply waiting and waiting for a return from New Kerguelen that seemed more likely to be days away rather than hours.
Tara, empowered by Leesha and implored by the others to act responsibly when they weren’t looking, was likewise pleased to have something to do. Thinking of Dan walking around without her on New Kerguelen didn’t bring any hints of jealousy, but she certainly wished she could have been there to help in anyway she could. Leaving Emma and Piper just hadn’t been an option, though; not when Dan was gone. Clark was good for a lot of things, but providing certain kinds of emotional support wasn’t always one of them.
What Clark did provide support for, very keenly, were the various tests Timo had long been dreaming up for the UpLift powers. Having access to someone with the powers had been a pipe-dream for the billionaire for so long that he could hardly believe it had come to pass, and particularly that the UpLifted individual in question was someone as cooperative and curious about it all as Tara.
Emma permitted a few short test with Piper — not on her — before retiring to bed. These simply involved holding her little hand in the activation position while Tara performed the same gesture.
Unlike Leesha, however, Tara didn’t flinch at an overwhelming deluge of unfocused thoughts coming from the baby. Instead, she gasped and smiled as two clear words came through. The words — “Dada here” — didn’t make perfect sense by any means, but the meaning behind them was clear enough.
“Dada will be back here soon,” Tara replied, out loud.
Emma, holding Piper in her arms, smiled even wider than Tara. “Did you really hear something?”
Tara nodded. “Yeah! We know she thinks, right? So it makes sense. She just said ‘Dada here?’… and it definitely felt like a question.”
“Greatorex!” Timo blurted out as the thought came to him. He dashed to the bag Phil had left on the couch, moving faster than anyone had ever seen him move before, and wasted no time in placing it directly onto Tara’s head. She adjusted it for comforted and asked him to make sure it was switched to ‘Transmit’ mode, which would emit a signal in much the same way as roof-based home-proofing systems designed to block telepathic intrusion. Satisfied that it was, Timo stepped back.
“I need her finger again,” Tara said, urging Emma to gently touch Piper’s seemingly willing finger and thumb together. She then pointed her own finger at the baby and tapped her chest with her free hand several times. “Piper, am I Mama? Mama?”
Everyone heard Piper say ‘Tata’ and saw her smile, but Tara’s far bigger smile indicated that she’d heard more.
“Does it work?” Emma asked, letting Piper’s fingers go free again.
“Oh… uh, no,” Tara said, sorry to have given that impression. “I was smiling because she said ’No, you Tata’! Not just ‘Tata’ like you all heard. Her thoughts are really coming through. Her brain is trying to put little sentences together already, she just can’t say them yet.”
Emma kissed Piper on the head and announced that she was going to try to get her settled after all the late-night excitement. “Thanks for doing this,” she said to Tara. “Really. I don’t know what you can actually do with it for Piper, but I appreciate it.”
“It’s nothing,” Tara said. She was tempted to remotely open Piper’s bedroom door but thought better of it, knowing that Emma would probably be annoyed rather than impressed or appreciative of that.
Once Emma was gone, though, first to put Piper down and then to her own bed, Tara sidled up beside Timo at the kitchen table and asked what tests were next.
For his part, Timo was desperately tempted to ask for permission to call his close friend and employee Alessandro Bonucci — discoverer of comet Il Diavolo — to ask what kind of harmless research he would have conducted if he was sitting in front of a telepathic Tara Ford.
Now that the Greatorex question had been settled, talk turned to the greatest of all anti-telepathy fear-mongers; one whose company had recently popularised that old device in a viral post after months of hysterically ranting about the dangers of telepathic intrusions.
“I’m not going to lie to you,” the Italian said, “but Tara, there’s a big part of me that wants to get you in a room with Jan Gellar like Dan got himself in front of John Cole and the GeoSovs last year. There’s so much more going on with Blitz and its new financial backers than anyone realises, and even though I’ve seen enough to know there’s a curtain hiding their real motives, I still don’t know what’s behind it.“
“It worked when Dan did it…” Tara mused, turning to Clark for his reaction.
“But,” Timo jumped back in before Clark could reply, “I’m not actually suggesting it. That’s the problem with power like this… it’s so tempting to push the boundaries. I’m not saying it necessarily corrupts, but I’m feeling the temptation right now and I don’t even have the power!”
“Yeah, I don’t think so,” Clark chimed in. “It would be some kind of karma since Gellar has been so hysterical about the powers, but we don’t want to be as bad as her. Dan had to do it last year, because things were going to hell. Gellar is an asshole, but we handled her okay on the show without any powers. And just imagine if you did something that let it slip… I don’t even want to think about it. We want these powers gone, from you and from Piper, not in the headlines even more than they already are.”
Timo nodded. “Agreed. If we knew they would be responsibly applied, the positive applications of this technology would be absolutely remarkable. Infants like Piper, older children and adults with speech issues… so many people could benefit. We would even have instant language translation before long. But in reality it would be used for a lot of the things Gellar has ranted about: overreaching law enforcement, commercial and political espionage, and I’ve even read about hypothetical advertising applications which would see your mind scanned in public places so suitable ads could be delivered to your phone based on your current desires. It does sound hellish, and that’s where it would go. With a power like this, everyone is going to think about how they can use it to get more of what they want. For us that may be more knowledge, but for too many others it is more power and more money.”
“The telekinesis is pretty cool, though…” Tara said. “Can we play with that for a little while?”
“Do you want me to put an apple on my head so you can see if you can knock it off?” Clark asked, forcing the words out through spurts of barely controllable laughter.
“I would actually very much like it if we could test the strength of that power,” Timo said, more seriously. “Alessandro has long theorised that an individual endowed with the power may only be able to telepathically move an object they would be able to move without the power. We have seen Leesha pull a drone from the sky, for instance, but Alessandro’s theory would doubt he could do the same to a plane or a helicopter. It’s all speculation for now, of course, but for however long Dan is gone we have the chance to put it to the test…”
For the next half-hour, until she felt moderate discomfort behind her eyes, Tara graduated from moving tins and bottles from the kitchen cupboards all the way to large cushions and ultimately a chair. It got harder as she went, and Timo devised a simple method to prove that this was due solely to the objects’ increasing mass rather than fatigue playing a part, too: once Tara reached an object she couldn’t lift or move, he asked her to try the previous one again.
Clark, no stranger to weight training, approved of this method. Tara showed no signs of fatigue, with the second-heaviest object no harder to move on the tenth attempt than the first. It wasn’t strictly scientific data, but Alessandro would surely be interested to hear it.
When the strength tests were done, Timo moved on to ‘dexterity’ tests in asking Tara to try to move individual grains of rice from a small pile on the table. She managed with ease, showing herself able to slide a grain through the pack by pulling it along the table and also able to lift it into the air and drop it somewhere else.
As the night wore on and rice danced in the air in Birchwood, Tara and her two capable experimentation assistants all hoped behind their smiles that Dan was having a far more productive time than they were…
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UNITED NATIONS HEADQUARTERS
MANHATTAN, NEW YORK
At Billy Kendrick’s suggestion that New Kerguelen’s second Shelter might house still-functioning replicas of the AI knowledge repositories the Messengers thought of as their Elders, Leesha’s eyes widened instantly.
His lack of eyebrows made this one of his less endearing facial reactions, but once again Dan couldn’t stop thinking about how almost human Leesha really was. Despite the untold distance between their home planets, the differences were measurable in inches; quite literally when it came to height and waist circumference, and even less so in terms of the ever so slightly ‘wrong’ relative placement of the Messengers’ facial features.
“You hadn’t thought of that?” Billy asked, more gently than the words alone may have suggested.
“I hadn’t thought of it,” Dan said. “But I am now…”
Godfrey blew air from his lips. “God, can you imagine? We would be bypassing the technical difficulties of Elder revival, no one else knowing about it means there can be no political difficulties, and if the potential upsides aren’t the biggest that one mission could ever provide then I’m a goddamn monkey’s uncle!”
It was rare to see Godfrey as animated like this when the emotion coming through was a natural and positive one like excitement rather the more common performative anger he liked to throw around when cameras were pointing at him.
“We must go,” Ding agreed.
Dan narrowed his eyes. “He’s hardly going to take you two.”
Godfrey chortled and looked at Ding, his unlikely friend. “I’m afraid he’s right.”
“I know,” Ding said, a very rare grin trying to break free. “We as in…well, Dan. And apparently Billy Kendrick.”
“Apparently,” Billy said, trying not to give too much away. He disliked both Ding and Godfrey for all kinds of reasons, not political in any ideological sense but rather based on their shared penchant for strong-arm tactics, media manipulation and militaristic foreign policies. “Can you believe it? Me? All those years on the sidelines, ridiculed, hounded out of every job I found after I started talking about everything that’s come true since then… but here I am.”
“Speaking of which,” Godfrey mused, “where does Dörtlü Tepe fit in to this? Leesha, do you know what I’m referring to? Have you seen the carving? Because if we’re thinking about the possibility, however slight, of there being other aliens in that Shelter… perhaps they are the same other aliens that Billy’s little pillar-carvings have brought to light?”
“He knows we found something because I just told him,” Dan replied, “but he hasn’t seen it.”
At this, and with Leesha somehow seeming not just quiet but uneasily so, Billy gestured to a large screen at one side of the table and asked if it worked.
“Do you have the images?” Godfrey asked after confirming that it did.
Billy rose to his feet and walked towards the screen, taking this as a yes. He checked every few paces that the cable painlessly connected to his finger still had enough slack to enable further movement, and it always did. Once at the screen, Billy pulled a small memory stick from his pocket and looked for a slot that would accept it. The screen had one, and the power button was just as easy to find.
As the screen powered on and Billy navigated through its input sources one by one, Dan paid attention only to Leesha. The images would be remarkable, and Dörtlü Tepe in general felt like a piece of Earth’s puzzle that hadn’t received the attention it merited in recent days given everything else that was going on. Right now, though, Dan knew that Leesha’s reaction to the carving — reflecting what, if anything, it could mean for life on New Kerguelen and particularly in the context of the second Shelter — was by far the most important thing to watch.
“Jesus,” Godfrey blurted out.
Despite his better intentions, Dan simply couldn’t help but glance at the screen for a brief second. He saw exactly what he expected to see based on the testimony he’d received from impeccable sources, but that didn’t reduce the effect of seeing such a familiar scene occurring between a human and an eerily ‘alien’ alien.
This height difference certainly wasn’t measured in inches but rather several feet at least, with the visitor’s greatly elongated skull being just as difficult to take in. It could almost have been a cartoonist’s caricature of Dan’s meeting with the Messengers, he thought, with the differences exaggerated for artistic effect. It inevitably crossed his mind that he actually might be looking at an artistic work, in the same way that people in ten thousand more years might dig up a novel and take it as fact.
But it was simply too prophetic to be dismissed so easily, and likewise wasn’t a vague image of something that could look like an alien if you squinted just enough and held your head at just the right angle.
Even the exaggerated caricature didn’t make sense in the context of considering that the ancient visitor from above may have been a Messenger like Leesha, because its far greater height than the human was completely at odds to the reality that an average modern man was several inches taller than Leesha. Dan also knew that even earlier humans, and certainly those who called the Mediterranean region home in that era, wouldn’t have been shorter than the Messengers in any sense worthy of being so starkly highlighted in a visual depiction.
There was no definitive way to be sure that the human wasn’t a child surrounded by others of the same young age, Dan supposed, but that seemed like splitting hairs.
As it turned out, Dan was able to discern the nature of Leesha’s reaction almost immediately despite being involuntarily transfixed on the screen. A few seconds proved enough to draw Leesha towards the screen, where he gazed up-close at a being that seemed alien to both species present in the room.
“Well?” Billy asked in a soft tone. “Do your people have stories of beings like this? The cable is very—”
“Too familiar,” Leesha interrupted without looking away, reading Billy’s thought before the final word was even out.
Dan gulped, stood up, and walked to Leesha’s side. The cable was more than long enough, as Billy and Leesha’s movements had shown, and Dan took this for granted as he strode forward.
He placed his free hand on Leesha’s shoulder, tearing the alien’s attention from the screen at last. “Leesha, what do you think you’re looking at here?”
“I don’t know,” the alien admitted. “Dan… I don’t know.”
The helplessness these words conveyed reverberated in the air for several seconds, until Billy Kendrick spoke up to break it: “Well… as nice as this Table Room is, we’re not going to find any answers in here.”
Although fully agreeing that it was time to make a move, Dan wanted to clear up a few final things before leaving Earth for his hopefully brief but entirely unpredictable trip to New Kerguelen. “What else did the crew find with all the equipment they took up last week?” he asked, unsure whether Leesha or Godfrey was more likely to have an answer. The former had conversed with the alien mothership’s crew, while the latter had conversed with the leader of the Shelter-finding human crew.
One of them surely had to know something above and beyond what had already been relayed…
Ding cleared his throat, before speaking in what Dan felt was an inappropriate and tactless tone: “You know, Dan, that our crew was testing the external atmosphere. They conducted countless tests in the past six days, and all of them tell us that New Kerguelen’s Great Shelter does nothing. We do not know what that means, but every single reading points to the same conclusion: either the Great Shelter is no longer necessary, or it never was. Our crew, who spent months on that planet, side strongly towards believing it never was.”
“Based on what?” Billy asked. “What data could we have to support that? It’s too speculative to be worth anything.”
“I did not say there was data supporting it,” Ding replied, “I said they side towards believing it.”
Dan shook his head. “Leaving aside the fact that there’s just no angle that this makes sense from, I still don’t think we can be absolutely sure the Messengers don’t need the Shelter. Leesha, you told me last time I was on New Kerguelen that any air you can breathe is air I can breathe, right? But do you know if the reverse is true? You could easily be more sensitive to certain atmospheric variables than we are, and even to some we can’t detect — let alone measure.”
“I’m tired of not knowing these things,” Leesha lamented. There was no sigh and he had no brows to furrow, but the exasperation was there for all to see. “In this building we have tried, and I acknowledge your respective efforts. In Buenos Aires, too, we planned to continue. But now… now is our moment to step forward together into a future of new knowledge — shared knowledge — and one which brings not only deeper understanding of each other but deeper understanding of ourselves.”
These were noble words, and ones Dan wholeheartedly agreed with.
His whole focus, however, was currently on finding a solution to Piper’s problem. The second Shelter was a new avenue to quite literally explore; and even if the answers lay elsewhere on New Kerguelen, it was the discovery of the second Shelter which set the wheels of his imminent visit in motion, by destabilising the planet’s society — its known society, at least — and necessitating Leesha’s request for his presence.
“I’m ready,” Billy said, equally keen to hurry things along. Helping Piper would have been his priority, too, if he absolutely had to identify one, but the prospect of finally visiting an alien planet after dreaming of the day for so long was taking most of his mental attention. Billy tried to stop himself from getting carried away when his mind dared to dream that he might even be present when a team of Messengers ventured into the uncharted world beyond their Great Shelter and towards its mysterious counterpart.
“Dan?” Leesha asked.
Dan returned to the table to pick up his small bag, which contained a Greatorex 3000 he didn’t expect to find any use for but wanted to bring along for the ride due to some unshakeable hunch that he should. Whatever was on his person or in his hands would be taken with him during the teleportation-like journey to Leesha’s waiting craft, he correctly assumed. Since the same was true of Billy and since leaving the footage of Dörtlü Tepe’s lone excavated pillar on Earth would do little good, Dan encouraged him to fetch his memory stick.
Without asking why Dan thought this would be useful and how an alien world could be expected to have USB ports and HDMI adaptors, Billy grabbed the stick and put it in his pocket. His view was similar to Dan’s with the Greatorex, and both knew it: we might as well bring them, just in case.
“Are you going to take me back to Beijing?” Ding asked.
“And me back to the Gravesen?” Godfrey chimed in. “Sure, it’s just down the street, but emerging from the UN in the middle of the night could raise a question or two, don’t you think?”
Leesha agreed to both requests, not quite admitting that these issues of logistics had slipped his mind but likewise doing little to suggest they hadn’t.
“Godspeed, Dan McCarthy,” Godfrey said while removing his cable and placing it on the table.
“Good luck… all of you,” Ding added, doing the same.
Neither Dan nor Billy saw Leesha remove his cable; but after a flash that still shocked their eyes while lacking the same all-out disorienting effect it had once delivered, they noticed it lying on the table.
“He moves fast,” Billy said.
“If you’re just noticing that now, you think slow,” Dan retorted with a friendly laugh.
The two placed all of the cables back into the table-mounted device, more to keep their hands busy than for any deeper reason, and when this was done they had no time for anything else.
Clearly in no mood to hang around, Leesha was back — alone — within less than a minute.
With their Earthly items in hand and their un-Earthly cables stowed away, Dan McCarthy and Billy Kendrick took two of the deepest breaths of their lives.
Before it even came time to exhale, they were gone.





T minus 9
???
???
“Holy woah…” Billy Kendrick said, blurting out the first words that came to mind when his post-flash eyes attempted to readjust to the world around him.
This wasn’t a simple task, given that his current surroundings were like none those eyes had ever encountered.
Even Dan, no stranger to the Messengers’ vehicles, had never been transported into one in this manner. The utter whiteness of the walls, the floor and the ceiling remained almost as disorienting now as it had during that first time at Lolo, but today there was far more on his mind than what lay beyond the door-like boundary he had never been allowed to pass. Compared to the whole new world that could be lying in wait on New Kerguelen, this doorway held less pull than normal, but Billy somewhat understandably had other ideas and slowly walked towards it.
Leesha stopped him with a gentle but frightening application of telekinesis, pulling Billy back ever so slightly and quickly persuading him not to try again.
“You could have said stop,” Billy said in mild consternation, before his eyes widened all over again. He pointed to his own fingertips and then his neck. “Yeah! Do the UpLift and then you will be able to talk to us.”
Dan performed similar gestures, getting the message through to Leesha who proceeded to produce the two small parts of the UpLifter once again from the almost-invisible pouch at the back of his skin-tight tunic.
The silvery blue of his skin contrasted with the white tunic in an aesthetically pleasing manner, certainly more so than if he had been a stereotypical little green man or if his tunic had been a more aggressive bright red or anything similar. When Billy felt that skin for the first time as Leesha took hold of his fingers and placed them against the inner section of the miraculous object, it felt soft and smooth.
It wasn’t rough, it wasn’t scaled, it wasn’t slimy. Baby’s bottom was the cliché that came right to Billy’s mind, and even the unshakeable oddness of Leesha’s hand didn’t evoke any pejorative word like claw. Just like so much else about the Messengers, it wasn’t bad — it was just different.
“It’s gonna hurt,” Dan said, reminding Billy of this for his own good. “Just know that it won’t last, and you’ll be fine.”
The smile on Billy’s face told both Dan and Leesha that he was ready, and it returned in its full glory immediately after the five-second interval in which his whole face contorted into something more gargoyle than archeologist.
Billy stared at his fingers, contemplating the inhuman power within them. “Is this telekinesis, too?” he asked.
No answer came, because Dan didn’t know and Leesha didn’t understand.
Billy then placed his thumb and middle finger into the famous activation position and pointed his extended index finger at Leesha. No words or thoughts came to him.
“Leesha,” Dan said, slowly and loudly uttering the one word the alien definitely understood. Once he had his attention, Dan walked to the alien and handed him the part of the UpLift device Billy had dropped to the floor while its effects kicked in.
He then touched the aliens neck and fingertips, making it as clear as he could that it was time for Leesha to restore his own UpLift ability to understand both human speech and thoughts and to reply telepathically.
After a few seconds waiting for Leesha to signal that he understood, Dan winked and nodded in greatly exaggerated fashion.
A broad and forever odd-looking smile crossed Leesha’s face. Wasting no more time, he placed his fingers on the inner part of one device and handed the other to Dan. Having seen the procedure twice in the past hour or so, Dan knew very well what he had to do. He touched the correct part of the other device to Leesha’s neck and waited. He prepared himself for the possibility of convulsions, in case the Messengers’ felt the pain even more than humans did, and at least for some unsettling expressions.
“I can hear him!” Billy yelled in delight, letting Dan know that the procedure was over before he knew it had even fully begun. “He says I do have the telekinesis as well as telepathy, because they can’t give us one or the other. Wait… no, with this device they can’t do one or the other. He used a different thing to take away his own telepathy before he came to Earth, and it only took away his interspecies telepathy.”
“Okay,” Dan said, impatiently rather than indifferently. Leesha was already positioning the device on Dan’s neck, and it was his fingers’ turn a few seconds later.
Dan reacted more to the pain than Leesha had — it didn’t seem possible to react less than not at all — but nowhere near as much as Billy. He didn’t quite understand why it didn’t feel as immensely painful as last time, particularly given that the more basic communications cable had been literally ripped from the same area of his neck so recently.
Adrenaline didn’t do that, as he knew well enough, so he assumed it was perhaps something to do with the fact that he’d had the powers before and thus that less UpLifting ‘work’ was perhaps required. Tara, another prior recipient, had certainly felt it earlier in the night, but in hindsight Dan didn’t think it had looked as bad as during her first procedure. It didn’t matter enormously in the greater scheme of things, but he still couldn’t help but think about such things.
Though entirely secondary to his driving motivation of curing Piper, he looked forward to a day when all of these questions could be explored and answered without any urgent problems hanging over either Earth or New Kerguelen.
“What kind of ship is this?” Billy asked, instinctively saying the words aloud.
“The mothership,” Leesha replied.
Billy grinned from ear to ear, partly at the content of the response — he was inside an alien mothership! — and partly because hearing it in a truly telepathic manner was far cooler than via a remarkable but somewhat cumbersome table-and-cable combination.
“Makes sense,” Dan said. The fact that he didn’t say this but still got it across loud and clear brought an even bigger smile to Billy’s face. “I think this mothership and the Squadron’s craft might be the only ones that can make the journey between the two planets.”
“Passing the gate in our smaller craft is dangerous,” Leesha confirmed. “When we flew over you in Lolo, Billy, that craft had arrived in Earth’s atmosphere inside this one as it always does.”
“You learn something new every day,” Billy said.
“Billy, you don’t need to actually talk,” Dan replied, utterly silently.
Billy raised three fingers and counted down to one. “Hello?” he said. Or thought, to be more precise.
“Uh, hello,” Dan replied.
“This is insane,” Billy grinned, getting the hang of it enough to say this without speaking.
“You will get used to it,” Leesha replied. “But please, respect the privacy of my kind when we arrive; those who have the power will know if you try to listen to their thoughts, and in any case they are well-practiced and do not involuntarily express thoughts, so the effort would be wasted. Additionally, please do not use telekinesis on New Kerguelen. This power is greatly restricted among our kind, and for good reason.”
“Loud and clear,” Billy replied, the words ironically silent but clear. “So, how long does the journey feel like it takes? Is it just a flash?”
Leesha stepped towards an unremarkable section of the white wall and held his hand against it, bringing forth from its recess two seats that Dan remembered well. “It will feel like an instant,” the alien confirmed, “but you must be enclosed for your own safety”
Dan led the way and chose a seat, with Billy following unquestioningly. A bubble-like enclosure then emerged and covered the men.
“Next thing you know…” Dan said.
A flash said the rest.
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LANDING SITE
NEW KERGUELEN
There was no discernible flash upon Billy and Dan’s arrival on New Kerguelen; not one that they experienced, at least, given that both woke up from their induced and remarkably brief slumbers immediately after the craft arrived and their bubble-like enclosure retracted.
Billy was fully lucid first, jumping to his feet. “Are we here? Already?”
“Welcome to New Kerguelen,” Dan replied. Between themselves, they had resumed unnecessarily speaking out loud and seemed likely to keep doing so.
“I hope it’s more fun than New York,” Billy replied with a broad smile.
Dan smiled for a second too, but felt it fading as he recalled the opposite conversation he’d had with Tara upon their arrival in New York just minutes before he first heard the news about the world beyond New Kerguelen’s Great Shelter. The fact that the air was breathable felt like a side-note now, given that it merely lay between the Messengers’ Shelter and another altogether more mysterious one.
What sobered Dan’s excitement in the moments before Leesha returned to guide them towards the craft’s exit was his memory of the dubious welcome he and Tara had received when they stepped out of their car at the UN that day.
Heckles and insults, eggs and paint… it had been bad but it had at least been bearable, thanks in no small part to Leesha and his protective forcefields guarding against the rowdiest members of the crowd.
Today, upon reflecting that some of those in the crowd Dan was about to meet held similar powers themselves, he felt suddenly uneasy. Leesha was on his side, but the others? The Squadron? Whoever had decided to send the human crew home early?
Like at the UN, Dan dearly wished he had Emma at his side.
But more than anything else, he spent his final moments inside the alien mothership hoping with every fibre of his being that the welcome he received here would be a lot more friendly…
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SECTOR ZERO
GREAT SHELTER, NEW KERGUELEN
Descending the elevator-like exit from the craft to the ground didn’t visibly excite Billy as much as Dan expected, which he put down to the fact that Billy had heard every second of his own testimony countless times and knew that they would first emerge inside ‘Sector Zero’, which was effectively little more than the alien version of an airport terminal.
Without holding his finger in the activation position, Dan didn’t hear any of Billy’s thoughts. He asked if this was the same the other way around, and Billy confirmed it was. At this point Leesha politely informed them that he could hear everything with no need for a hand gesture of his own and that he could similarly ‘force’ his words to them without any active request on their part.
Neither minded — not that there was a lot they could have done about it if they did — and both were focused on far more important things.
After the vast metal nothingness of Sector Zero came the doorless corridor of Sector One, where Billy looked around in awe at the unending whiteness.
Before long, and without speaking, Leesha stopped walking and placed his hands on an outwardly unremarkable section of the wall to his right.
“Is this the Council Office?” Billy asked, recalling Dan’s testimony and figuring that they had been walking for roughly the right amount of time for this to be the case.
Leesha confirmed that it was, with no suspicious need to ask for an explanation of how Billy knew given that he heard all of the thoughts that went into the words and not just those spoken words themselves.
“Can I see the Elders first?” Billy pleaded. “Just a quick look?”
“The Elders are dead,” Leesha replied in a very detached manner. “Our council members are waiting for you, to assist in settling our population’s growing disquiet about the news of our second Shelter. We have much to take care of, Billy.”
“So you do think it’s your second Shelter?” Billy pushed.
“Billy,” Dan reprimanded with a stern look. “We’re guests here. Act like it, okay?”
Nearly three times Dan’s age but with an atypical willingness to defer to him on any Messenger-related matters, Billy apologised to Leesha for his tone.
Leesha accepted the apology, which he felt was unnecessary and knew was reluctant given his continued insight into what was going on inside Billy’s mind.
“You can ask every question you can think of to our council members,” Leesha said.
“Nicely,” Dan qualified. “Just remember that this isn’t Turkey and Godfrey isn’t here to strong-arm you out of any trouble you get yourself into.”
Again, Billy accepted this with a shrug despite his usual and somewhat adolescent disdain for any kind of authority. “But Leesha, can I ask just one more question out here?” he asked. “Except for that one, I mean.”
Leesha didn’t laugh — now or ever — but his expression broke slightly in an apparent display of amusement. “Go on.”
“Okay… just so I don’t get my hopes up for something that won’t happen, or just so I can keep smiling through whatever happens next because I know something else will happen later… we are going to get to see the second Shelter before we go home, aren’t we?”
Leesha smiled his best and most exaggerated smile, endearing despite its odd look. His soft eyes glanced between both men. “If I have my way, friends, and if you choose to join me, we’ll be venturing inside the second Shelter — today.”
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HOSPITAL OF LIGHT
BEIJING, CHINA
After a long few hours feeling a lot more like a prisoner than a witness, Zhao Chen flinched as the door of his darkened holding room opened.
He hadn’t been abused, but nor had he been treated well. He was questioned forcefully but non-violently, insisting time and again that he had told the full story — to Ding as well as the questioners — and that he had conducted the tests which ultimately earned the Messengers’ ire with the Premier’s full and explicit permission.
“Zhao,” a voice in the darkness called.
He sat up as a flood of relief washed over him. It was Ding’s.
“Were you mistreated?” Ding continued, flicking a light switch to illuminate the room. “Who mistreated you?”
Zhao shook his head; nothing they had done would merit what they would get if he named them. “But sir, is it true? Did they… take you?”
“Thank you for coming to me first,” Ding replied as he put a warm hand on Zhao’s shoulder. “Both times… thank you for coming to me. You will be well rewarded, as will your entire crew for the bravery they’ve shown. Since I saw you last, The Messengers have invited Dan and Billy Kendrick to New Kerguelen to assist in dealing with your discovery and to discuss what Billy found in Turkey. Did anyone tell you about that yet?”
Zhao shook his head, amazed by what he was hearing. “They still want to cooperate? Even after this?” he asked, a second wave of relief arriving as the news sunk in.
“They think an awful lot of Dan McCarthy,” Ding replied. “But with the kind of problems on New Kerguelen that Leesha alluded to in the wake of this discovery, I just hope Dan knows what he might be getting himself into…”
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COUNCIL OFFICE
GREAT SHELTER, NEW KERGUELEN
“Now this is more like it,” Billy said, gawping in amazement as Leesha led him into New Kerguelen’s Council Office.
The walls were the same as Dan remembered, with his recurring description of ‘fifty percent floral wallpaper, fifty percent tribal tattoos’ still seeming as appropriate today as it had when he first set eyes on the decorative designs — artwork was surely the word — with Tara at his side.
The smooth sleekness of every other surface Billy had seen so far only heightened the impact this incredible artwork had on Billy, who felt true joy as he began to take it all in. Having spent much of his professional life trying to locate and unearth basic artwork representing anything remotely resembling something alien, be it a being or a craft, standing before a mural designed by aliens was almost too much to handle.
“This is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen,” he mused, still utterly entranced by one particular section directly in front of the door. “Dan, have you seen this part with the—”
“Sit down,” a silent voice replied, cutting him off. The words came in Billy’s own mental accent, as they always did, but something about the way they came — with a sharpness that went far beyond word choice — immediately told him they weren’t Leesha’s.
Upon turning to his left, Billy had his suspicion confirmed with the sight of Sakko, the Messenger who had never been away from Leesha’s side during their visits to Earth prior to Leesha’s long solo stay. As the two senior members of the Messengers’ premier caste, the Interpreters, Leesha and Sakko had been the entire race’s de facto decision-makers for an unknown but very long time.
The ‘death’ of their Elders had majorly shaken things up… but when New Kerguelen needed leadership, Dan and Tara had successfully convinced the Planetary Council’s other members that Leesha and Sakko were still the duo to provide it. The fact that Sakko was sitting at one end of the now-familiar table and Leesha was approaching the other suggested that their joint leadership remained unquestioned, but the tone of Sakko’s request led both Dan and Billy to hope that Leesha would have the final say in any unforeseen disputes.
Not many humans would have been able to tell which Messenger was which out of Sakko and Leesha unless they were standing right next to each other. Side-by-side, the main distinguishing feature was that Leesha’s eyes were slightly closer together, but Billy had rewatched every second of recorded footage of the Messengers enough times to know that the one he now knew as Leesha, who Dan relayed had always been the one to take the lead in communicating with humans on Earth via attempted gestures as well as telepathic speech, had eyes that were a little bit lighter in colour.
“Foon ree bass, Sakko,” Leesha said, singing the words into the air in the gentle form of vocalisation Dan hadn’t heard in so long.
Sakko didn’t reply in kind, instead speaking directly to Dan and Billy: “Please, sit down.” The tone was slightly softer than before, but still seemed designed to give the humans a firm indication of who was in charge.
While the only two Interpreters in the room had been having a rapid conversation about how to speak to their guests, Billy’s visual attention had turned to the other Messengers seated around the table. The sight of five more aliens, each wearing a differently coloured tunic to signal the specialised ‘caste’ to which they belonged, awed Billy in a very different way than the artwork which had initially prevented him from noticing that the room wasn’t empty.
For one of the first times in his life, Billy Kendrick was truly lost for words. Even his thoughts were gibberish, as picked up by the Interpreters, which prompted Leesha to reassure him that everything would be discussed at a pace he was comfortable with.
None of the other Messengers said anything to Billy as their eyes stared into his, but he couldn’t yet be sure which of them were incapable of doing so and which simply chose not to. This seemed like one of the things that would be discussed, so he took a seat in one of the two remaining empty chairs without delay.
“Dan, welcome back,” Sakko said, seemingly persuaded by Leesha to be cordial and now signalling to the other chair with an open hand. “How is the child?”
Leesha looked at Dan, as if to inquire whether he wanted to say it or would rather delegate.
“She has the core UpLift powers,” Dan blurted out, keen to get it out there before he overthought it. These aliens were on his side and were going to have to find out at some point — there was no way he could smuggle a suitable device from New Kerguelen to Earth without their knowledge, even if they hadn’t been able to read his mind — so stating the crux of his problem right from the start made a lot of sense in his mind.
“She had them at birth,” Leesha added, for his part keen to let Sakko know from the outset that he hadn’t been crazy enough to grant the UpLift powers to a human baby.
“Hook yourself up,” Sakko requested, gesturing again towards the table. Dan followed the instruction, glad that this time he was able to sit at the table with Billy rather than have to stand on it as he had with Tara.
As in New York, Billy and Dan proceeded to attach the adhesive ‘patch’ and one end of a thin cable to their fingertips; and as in New York, the other end was attached to the table itself.
Only this time, the other participants in the upcoming conversation were far from human.
    
Unlike during his last visit, Dan would not be speaking without reply. In fact, as it turned out, he would barely be speaking at all.
Leesha, reunited with his fellow council members for the first time in several months and yet neither receiving nor giving any platitudinal greetings, immediately took it upon himself to relay what he considered to be the most important things to have happened on Earth since his departure.
This didn’t take long, and he delivered the rundown so succinctly that it was as though he was reading it from an autocue. To his credit, he didn’t dodge the issue of his regrettable action in Buenos Aires, which Dan and Billy could now see that he truly did regret. There was no reaction of any kind from the others at any stage of Leesha’s rundown. As Dan had experienced last time when discussing issues as important as a hostile Squadron force being recalled from Earth, and as Billy was seeing now, the Messengers were remarkably unemotional during discussions of any kind.
Dan felt like that was an important qualifier, however, because both Leesha and Sakko had quite expressively shown all kinds of feelings in the time he’d known them — but rarely if ever while talking about things. They were very visual, very experiential, and seemingly very able to detach the abstract from the actual and the past from the present.
This had perhaps been best highlighted by the carving at Dörtlü Tepe, which had interested Leesha when he heard about it but which had positively stunned him when he saw Billy’s footage. When he mentioned this, right at the end of his full recap given that it was the last significant thing to have happened during his extended time on Earth, Sakko immediately asked if Billy had the images with him.
Billy produced the memory stick from his pocket. The seven aliens around the table leaned forward like cats following a laser pointer, all of their eyes taking in every aspect of the small and novel object.
Still, the only Messengers who pseudo-verbally communicated with the humans were Leesha and Sakko. It was so easy to tell which was ‘talking’ that Dan didn’t have to think about it, but he would never have been able to explain how. Assuming that one of the other aliens was an expert in interspecies communication, as he’d been promised, Dan hoped to leave New Kerguelen with a far greater understanding than he had now. He didn’t want to hang around any longer than necessary, though, given the level and urgency of his drive to cure Piper, and fortunately he was learning that the Messengers didn’t beat around the bush in their conversations as powerful humans too often did.
Within a few seconds of showing everyone the memory stick, Billy had it back in his pocket.
They had seen all there was to see of it and had no technology similar to the screen in New York’s Table Room, Leesha said, so unfortunately it seemed as though the others would have to imagine the long-skulled giant of an alien until such a time as humans returned with something like a computer or TV.
“Wait!” Billy exclaimed. “The crew… they must have had computers I could plug this into? Did you seize all of their equipment?”
Seize was a stronger word than Dan would have liked, but he found himself desperately hoping that the next word he heard would be yes.
“Yes,” Sakko said.
“Can you take me to it?” Billy pushed. “You could show me their photos of the second Shelter while we’re there. Is one of these guys your Planetary Historian? Because he should come, too. Or… she, I guess?”
“I will take you soon,” Sakko said, bringing a smile to Billy’s face.
“And is one of them your comms expert?” Dan interjected, looking around at the essentially identical looking Messengers in their differently coloured tunics. Aside from the all-white Interpreters, the only other he could identify was the sky-blue Squadron member. “Because that’s why I’m here.”
“I requested your assistance before I knew of your need,” Leesha replied to Dan. “The discovery of the second Shelter has caused fear and concern among some of our kind, and we hope your presence can calm that. I was told by the mothership’s crew that some members of our council opposed Sakko’s desire to visit the second Shelter as soon as possible, and I hoped you would be able to help convince them of the value of exploration and to also convince the more fearful elements of our population that this second Shelter poses us no threat. As when you and Tara were here last: in the absence of our Elders, your word will carry great weight.”
Hearing so overtly that humans, and particularly he and Tara, really were pedestaled in the minds of the Messengers gave Dan pause. He considered himself honest and decent, but, as any of his friends or family would attest, at the end of the day he was ‘just a guy’. He had stumbled into the spotlight and had responsibility thrust upon him; and despite the undeniable fact that he had handled it all with dignity and integrity, it sometimes felt like far too much.
He felt like he was carrying the kind of great weight the Messengers ascribed to his words, and dearly hoped to achieve something on this visit that could alleviate it for good.
“Planetary Historian is a specialist position held by an individual who is not a member of the council,” Sakko replied. “And Dan, I believe I am the communications expert you allude to. In your quest to spare your child from a life with the UpLift powers, I can guide you through the processes and devices with which I am more familiar than anyone else here. In the absence of our Elders, however, my knowledge is decidedly incomplete. I cannot guarantee success in any method, but I will do everything I can.”
Dan could have cried in relief, and would have done if he wasn’t so overwhelmed with everything that was going on. The one Messenger who could help him more than any other was one of the two he knew best; one of the two who clearly liked him and wanted what was best for him beyond any transactional quid pro quo arrangement. His trip could scarcely have gotten off to a better start.
“However, I can do much of that work on Earth,” Sakko continued. “For now, our second Shelter is the focus. I agree with Leesha that a team should venture there immediately. We are now all but certain that the air outside is safe for our kind and yours, but access to the second Shelter can in any case naturally come without traversing the intervening distance.”
“By teleporting?” Billy asked.
Sakko nodded, almost Leesha-esque. “But before we turn our full focus to this exploration, which is now the only thing that will quell the rampant speculation among our kind, and before we leave the communications issue aside for the day… Dan, Leesha mentioned that you have brought along a device of your own?”
“Oh yeah,” Dan said, reaching down to pick up his small bag. He lifted out the Greatorex 3000, feeling more than a little foolish for having brought it, and just like Billy’s memory stick it drew interested looks from the quiet councillors. “I don’t think it’s going to do anything, but people on Earth have been going crazy trying to get hold of these things because there are rumours that they block telepathy…”
As he trailed off, Dan placed the Greatorex 3000 on his head. It felt decidedly bulky, thanks to the battery pack, and certainly outdated in design even though it still held its own in terms of functionality.
“I can still hear your thoughts perfectly,” Sakko said.
Dan flicked the switch to the on position. “How about now?”
“Still.”
Unsurprised but still a little disappointed, Dan turned to Billy. After removing the cable’s adhesive patch from his finger, he then arranged his in the activation position and encouraged Billy to do the same. Billy repeated the process, seeing where Dan was going, but the very brief telepathic conversation that followed was enough to prove once and for all that the Greatorex 3000 did not block so-called telepathic intrusion.
Quite why any part of him ever thought a radio could do such a thing was beyond Dan in this moment, so he shook the thoughts aside.
When he flicked the off switch, however, a sudden burst of audio input almost sent him falling to the ground. Fortunately the chair was heavy enough to stop him, although Leesha was already at his side checking that he was okay.
Dan nodded. He had ripped the device from his head instantly and could still hear echoes of the constant static-like sound. Upon examining the Greatorex, he noticed something that went some way to explaining it: he hadn’t flicked the switch to Off, after all… rather, after instructing the Greatorex to transmit a signal he had hoped might block telekinetic eavesdropping, he had accidentally flicked the switch past Off and all the way to the Receive mode used for picking up radio signals.
The fourth option, Chat, lay on the other side of Transmit and enabled the long-range walkie talkie functionality that had made the small device popular among people like Phil Norris even before the rumour-mill went haywire.
“I had it on radio mode,” he explained to Billy. “Apparently, for some reason, that makes it go crazy up here.”
Billy held his hand out to take a closer look at the device, and Dan handed it over right away. “Volume is way up, too,” Billy said. “So it’s not that it’s going crazy up here, it’s just being a radio. Even at home, if you tune into a random frequency and turn the volume up, you’re either going to hear a loud burst of some bad music or a louder burst of some worse static!”
“No music today,” Dan said with a slight sigh. He took the device back, placed it in radio mode again then significantly lowered the volume and placed it back on his head. “Just like white noise,” he shrugged, moving the tuning dial on the opposite side from the volume control and hearing nothing but white noise on every frequency.
But very suddenly, his finger stopped.
Because on one frequency, there was something else.
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WHITE HOUSE
WASHINGTON, D.C.
The late-night call from Birchwood, informing President Slater that the agents stationed in the town had seen Dan McCarthy in the flesh after two supposedly alien flashes in quick succession, had enabled a moderately restful sleep.
Just as well, too, given that the news that came first thing on Monday morning was sure to make it a long and difficult day.
From Beijing rather than Birchwood, word had reached her that large sections of a certain Chinese hospital were currently locked down. Knowing it was where the leader of humanity’s Shelter-repair team had returned under false pretences a week earlier, Slater had little doubt that he was back again — and likely not alone.
Slater’s first call upon hearing this was to Godfrey, who she knew would be in the loop. It sickened her that this was so often the case and would only get worse with the ICA breakaway and the increasing power it would bring him in Buenos Aires, but political realities — chiefly the eternal prominence of Dan McCarthy and his naive will — made publicly calling Godfrey out all but impossible.
Privately, however, the gloves were off.
“So…?” she said, opening the call sharply when Godfrey answered.
“What do you know so far?” he asked in reply.
“That something else is happening at that damn hospital and you didn’t think to tell me!”
Godfrey took a few seconds to choose his words. “Well, Valerie, it was really more that Leesha didn’t think to tell you.”
Muttering expletives under her breath, Slater tried to keep her cool. “I suppose you’ve spoken to Dan, too? I’ll probably get more out of him and Emma.”
“I wouldn’t be so sure... Dan’s not exactly easy to reach right now. The cell service is patchy on New Kerguelen. So I’ve heard, anyway. The next we hear from either of them will be when they come back.”
Slater pinched the bridge of her nose, trying ever harder to keep her internal feelings of anger at bay. For while being cut out was bad enough, it wasn’t something she could retrospectively control. But reacting emotionally would only serve to let Godfrey think he was getting one over on her, and that would be even worse.
She could get to the bottom of what was going on in China via other routes, while Dan’s unreachability meant that Godfrey wasn’t going to learn anything else until his return. By then, Slater hoped, she would be back in the loop with Ding and whoever else was in on it.
“Is he with Tara?” Slater asked, keen to at least know at this point who else the ‘either of them’ included. “Clark? It won’t be Emma… they wouldn’t both leave the baby.”
“It’s none of them,” Godfrey said, deliberately stringing Slater along in to more guesses rather than just telling her. In his world, life was one exercise of power after another.
“Don’t tell me it’s Ding...”
Godfrey chortled instinctively at this. “God, no. But actually, and this was at Leesha’s specific request… it’s Dan and Billy.”
“Billy,” Slater echoed, so disdainfully shocked that it didn’t even come out as a confirmatory question. “I’m in the dark and Billy fucking Kendrick is waltzing around on New Kerguelen?”
“The Messengers move in mysterious ways,” Godfrey mused, not quite gloating but hardly sounding sympathetic to Slater’s concerns.
Slater’s sharp and flustered exhalation came through Godfrey’s phone loud and clear. “What the hell do they want with him? Is this something to do with Turkey? Do they want him to look around outside now that they know it’s safe, if they think he’s some kind of expert?”
“I’m under strict instructions not to tell anyone why their presence was requested,” Godfrey lied. While the need for discretion seemed implicit in the previous night’s Table Room discussion, it had never been spelled out and as the only Planetary Liaison who didn’t yet know the score, Slater was surely the one person whom the others would be least concerned about Godfrey telling.
“Does Cole know?” Slater hissed.
“Let’s not talk about who does and doesn’t know,” Godfrey replied, now quite clearly enjoying having the upper hand.
Slater ended the call, leaving him smiling in his suite at the New York Gravesen.
It was good to be Chairman.
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COUNCIL OFFICE
GREAT SHELTER, NEW KERGUELEN
“Good one,” Billy said, pulling a face at Dan’s own shocked expression. “Let me guess… Alien FM?”
Dan slowly turned the volume up, and the longer his expression stayed steady, the less sure Billy was that he was messing around.
“Dan…?” Billy probed.
“I think it’s still nothing,” Dan said, “but a different kind of nothing. It’s like, I dunno… hollow. Not white noise or static, more like a windy kind of whistle.”
“Really?”
Dan handed the device to Billy again.
The aliens around the table watched on, with Leesha and Sakko the only two Dan knew to be capable of understanding their human thoughts and speech.
“Shit, you’re right,” Billy said, turning the volume up slightly. He then rose to his feet and walked around the room. “I think this is coming from something, like interference. Leesha, Sakko, do you know if the human crew had any transmitters with them?”
“We will take you to look,” Sakko said. “We can show you their image of the second Shelter, and its location, and we can also view your image of the carving. Follow me.”
So decisive, Dan thought, reflecting that everything that had been covered in twenty minutes here would have taken hours in New York and that a decision like the one Sakko had just taken would have had to get through enough red tape to tie up an elephant.
With no cable attached to his finger, Dan waved awkwardly to the eternally silent representatives of New Kerguelen’s other castes.
Once outside the room, the two humans and their two alien friends set off down a long and featureless corridor.
“It’s definitely getting louder,” Billy said. He handed the Greatorex to Dan, who now wished he’d brought two.
Dan put it on and instantly realised Billy was right. Even at low volume, the sound was growing more intense. “Makes sense, since they’re taking us to the crew’s stuff,” he said. “They maybe had radios for talking over long distances or something. No wifi, no cell service, and this Shelter is pretty big.”
While walking, Dan couldn’t shake the memory of his seminal trip to Lolo National Forest with Emma and Clark, when following an uncomfortable sound that only he could hear ultimately led him to a first meeting with the Messengers in their cloaked craft. The sound and the mood were very different, but the comparison was there.
Around a minute later, though, Dan abruptly stopped in his tracks. “Oh my God, it’s going crazy,” he said, lifting the device from his head. “The volume is as low as it goes but it just suddenly started pulsing and turned into more of a shriek than a whistle.”
“Are we near the crew’s equipment?” Billy asked.
“Quite,” Leesha replied, “but we’re directly outside another room.”
“Oh, well it’s that,” Dan said. “What’s in it?”
Without replying, Sakko stepped forward to place his hand on a section of the wall, which soon revealed a door.
Dan figured there must have been a visual marking he just couldn’t see, rather than the Messengers remembering the exact location of every masked doorway. He also didn’t know why they were masked, guessing it might even have been for no greater reason than aesthetics.
But when Sakko opened the door and ushered first Leesha then Billy inside, all thoughts of everything except what lay inside the room left Dan’s mind in an instant.
It wasn’t just any room, he realised right away; it was one he’d been in before, with Tara.
“No… god… damn… way,” Billy called from ten paces in. “Dan, it’s the—”
“I know,” Dan said. Belatedly, he walked into the room and joined Billy and Leesha further in.
When Dan had stood in the very same spot with Tara, both had been utterly stunned by their realisation that the Messengers’ so-called Elders were in fact machines. Broken rather than dead, they had since been assumed to be remarkably sophisticated AI machines. Whatever they were, they weren’t alive.
Now, though, with some assistance from the unlikeliest of sources in the form of a Greatorex 3000, the ‘whatever they were’ question might just have been blown to pieces. And in line with what the Messengers thought all along, ‘alive’ might not have been a terrible choice of word after all.
It had clicked in Billy’s head too, but he hadn’t spoken it yet.
Dan was first to break his gaze, turning towards Leesha. He saw that the alien, still capable of hearing his thoughts, was already in shock at what he was about to say. Sakko too, while equally silent, looked stunned.
“Guys…” Dan began, “You said these ‘Elders’ were built by your forefathers and filled with knowledge and wisdom, but I don’t think that’s true.”
Still, neither alien replied.
“I think we just found out that these machines aren’t AI knowledge repositories and they didn’t stop working,” Dan went on, struggling to comprehend the enormity of his own words. “I think these machines are radios, and whoever is on the other side stopped talking.”
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SECTOR ONE
GREAT SHELTER, NEW KERGUELEN
From the moment Dan uttered these words, clarifying his thoughts and sharpening their impact in the mind’s of the onlooker Messengers, the pace with which the situation escalated bordered on the unintelligible.
The council meeting had been efficient if unbalanced, faring well in comparison to any Earth based counterpart. But the speed and forcefulness of the decisions that followed struck Dan as rash, reckless, and most definitely irresponsible.
In the blink of an eye, quite literally, it was apparently decided between Leesha and Sakko that they were teleporting to the second Shelter and Dan and Billy were going with them.
The lack of access to the instantaneous mental conversation that led to this decision was a huge frustration in itself, as without knowing their logic for wishing to go — so far as there was likely to be any logic at all — Dan was in the dark as to how to try to talk them out of it.
It wasn’t just about talking himself out of it, which he didn’t think would be too difficult since it seemed very unlikely Leesha in particular would ever force him into doing something he didn’t want to, but also talking the Messengers themselves out of diving in head-first purely because they’d seen a shiny penny on the floor of the metaphorical pool.
Surprising Dan by not only picking up on his metaphor but actually building on it, Sakko replied that it was more like they had just spotted a shark in the pool and had to get everyone else out.
Several thoughts entered Dan’s mind at once, from the initial reaction of how foolhardy it would be to jump into a pool that contained a man-eating shark to the secondary wonder of how Sakko even knew what a shark was, or if he perhaps even knew of Dan’s specific and longstanding fear for those most streamlined and effective of all hunters.
Both of those paled in comparison to the main thought that settled in their wake, however: in this metaphor, what the hell was the shark?
“Our Elders may be in danger,” Sakko said, one of the last things Dan expected to hear. “To be specific: our forefathers who built the machines we have come to see as Elders… they may be in the second Shelter, and they may have run into trouble. Why else would they stop talking?”
“But why would they be talking to you over a radio that’s so close?” Dan retorted. “I mean, the air outside is fine… and even if it wasn’t, they know you can teleport. They do know you can teleport, right? Because they told you to do things, and they know what you can do?”
“Dan,” Billy said, a troubling excitement dripping from even that single word, “we can stand here all day and burn the old proverbial daylight, or we can go and see for ourselves! Claim our destiny, answer the questions we hadn’t even thought to ask, step into our bright future… all the stuff you always talked about with Elder revival. This is it! This is it, Dan.”
“You’re worse than him!” Dan replied. “Jesus, Billy, stop and think, will you? And this might be your destiny and your future, but my future is at home waiting for me to get back there to fix her, and I’m not going to risk my life barging into a structure we know nothing about. Anything or anyone could be in there. We need to observe it from the outside, ideally send a probe, then a volunteer, then—”
“We have no time for any of that,” Sakko said.
Dan turned to Leesha. “Tell me you don’t agree?”
Before a reply could come, a total white flash consumed Dan’s senses.
He couldn’t believe it. After all he’d done for them, they would take him against his will and—
Or not… Dan thought to himself, realising as the rapid flash subsided that he was still in the same room. Billy was there, too, and most surprisingly Sakko.
“He didn’t want to risk your life,” Sakko explained. “Not with the child waiting.”
Dan gulped, hoping and praying that Leesha would be okay. He hadn’t seemed anything like so keen to dive into the second Shelter’s potentially shark-infested pool as Sakko, and the fact he had unilaterally done so to protect Dan was both humbling and illuminating.
They were friends, and Leesha did care. Dan could count on one hand the number of human friends who would have done such a thing for him, with Billy being one of them, and in that moment both men dearly wished their room at least had a window facing the Shelter so they weren’t just staring at each other as they waited and prayed for Leesha’s return.
“Whatever happened isn’t your fault,” Billy said. His expression of worry, and his frequent nervous gulping, heavily suggested that he was glad he hadn’t dived in first after all.
But just seconds later, the most welcome flash of Dan’s life filled the room. Leesha was back, whatever he was going to report, and that was the main thing.
“Well?” Billy asked, almost beating the end of the flash.
“It’s safe,” Leesha replied, saying nothing else and standing deathly still. What he didn’t say spoke volumes, but nowhere near so loudly as his expression.
Searching for a word capable of describing the harrowed look on Leesha’s face, the best Dan’s mind could come up with was devastation.
“Dan,” Leesha went on, “you need to see it. I need you to see it — we need you to see it — to help us make sense of it.”
“And it’s definitely safe?” Dan asked.
Leesha, still looking distraught, nodded slowly.
After what Leesha had just done for him, and with his assurance it was safe, Dan nodded right back. “Let’s go.”
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DRIVE-IN
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
“Anticipation is in the air,” ACN’s Nora Stewart announced from the edge of the drive-in.
“With the rumours from China snowballing this morning as more and more medical staff come forward to share their experience of a blinding flash at the aptly named Hospital of Light, we’re all hopeful that the Shelter-repair team — if they did return overnight — are going to be talking to us today about their experiences.”
Behind Nora, the drive-in’s largest crowd in a long time had already gathered upon hearing the news from China.
“It might be too much to hope that Dan McCarthy will make the short walk from his home to join us for a comment, particularly in the wake of Clark’s close-call in Buenos Aires, but if Birchwood, Colorado has taught us anything in these past few years it’s that sometimes hope is warranted.”
As Dan stood on the precipice of the most remarkable discovery of his life an untold distance away, expecting him to show up in the drive-in was too much to hope for on this occasion.
And in light of what he was about to find, hope of any kind may have been misplaced…
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ENTRY POINT
OUTPOST, NEW KERGUELEN
One flash to leave, one flash to arrive.
One look around, one thought in Dan’s mind:
Oh… my… God…





Part 7
HOME TRUTHS





“Without knowing what I am
and why I am here,
life is impossible.”
Leo Tolstoy
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NORTH SIDE
OUTPOST, NEW KERGUELEN
The entire floorspace of New Kerguelen’s newly discovered Outpost, a transparent domed structure with a tall cylindrical tower protruding upwards from its centre, was no larger than the Birchwood drive-in. The dome’s base was square, with straight walls rising the equivalent of several storeys before the curvature kicked in.
This alone was an odd thing to behold, but the unexpected size and shape of the domed Outpost was absolutely nothing compared to its incredible contents.
Several machines that looked very much like square versions of the so-called Elders lay in plain sight, straight ahead, lined up along the side that Dan’s mind very unscientifically but very automatically thought of as North.
In front of the machines, three chairs lay empty. Just like when Dan first laid eyes on alien furniture in the Great Shelter, he was unsurprised that bipedal humanoids accustomed to gravity would have such recognisable chairs.
Unlike on that occasion however, something about the chairs stuck out like a sore thumb: they were huge.
Dan and Billy instinctively walked towards them, only taking around twenty seconds to arrive while Leesha and Sakko remained in their arrival spot directly at the dome’s centre.
A very clear thought had been running through Dan’s mind as his increasing proximity to the chairs ruled out their apparent size being a trick of the light or misjudged scale: even as a tall man, his toes would dangle several feet from the ground if he were to sit back on one of the imposing chairs.
Perfectly complimenting what he had already concluded, on each chair there was an identical example of some kind of headset with what appeared to be a socket at the section that would lie nearest to the wearer’s neck. It seemed very likely that a cable would be inserted here, rather than into the skin.
I sure could have done with one of these earlier on, Dan thought.
The headset was designed in such a way that one part ran across the top of the head, not entirely unlike a Greatorex 3000 or any similar wired headset found on Earth, but more unusually it had another part which ran down the back of the neck. The ‘socket’ lay at the bottom of this second, vertical part of the device’s inflexible structure.
Although it was a strange thing to see in its own right, once again the real impact of this device came from its size. Dan and Billy were both thinking it, so clearly that it went without saying. Undoubtedly, just like the chairs were made for their tall bodies, these headsets had clearly been made for the greatly elongated skulls of the extraterrestrial race represented on Dörtlü Tepe’s remarkable pillar.
“They have to be a completely different race,” Billy said. “There’s no way they’re Leesha and Sakko’s actual forefathers. Look at the size of these things!”
To Dan’s mind, Billy was right.
The chair and headset had undoubtedly belonged to aliens of the race seen on the pillar, and that
alien race was undoubtedly distinct from the Messengers’.
Thinking of Dörtlü Tepe made it hit home to Dan how he and Billy had just been fortunate enough to stumble into an undreamed-of museum; nothing was hidden, nothing was decayed, and every secret was going to be revealed within minutes rather than months.
The consequence of those secrets, as the men would learn in time, would be as far-reaching as the secrets themselves would be unfathomable.
A silent call from Sakko tore both men’s attention from the chair and the headset very suddenly, at which point they turned to find him standing to their left beside what seemed to be a high ottoman-style storage unit of some kind. It had no lid, and the fullness of Sakko’s hands suggested that he’d already had a good rummage around.
While Dan hurried over to see what Sakko was holding, he noticed that Leesha was still in the centre of the room, facing south and looking at seemingly nothing at all. Dan felt a pang of guilt for instinctively leaving Leesha to study the chairs as soon as they arrived, with the adrenaline and shock of the moment temporarily making him forget how distressed Leesha had looked after his first very brief trip to the Outpost.
“Are you okay?” Dan called to Leesha.
The alien turned around slowly. “Sakko has found what you came for,” he replied, offering no characteristic smile or wink to mark this good news before he turned back around.
“Woah!” Billy said, reaching the ottoman first and bringing Dan’s focus back to the items Sakko was holding.
Dan could hardly believe his eyes; it was too perfect. “Are those…”
“They are,” Sakko mentally interrupted. “UpLift devices of many kinds, Dan, including some which appear perfectly suitable for the child. Any ages, any size, any race. If she was here, I am certain we could free her of the powers within minutes.”
“But surely I can take them home, right?” Dan asked, suddenly concerned. “Just the ones that you think have the best chance of working?”
Sakko didn’t nod — he seldom expressed himself in the conscious physical ways Leesha seemed to enjoy so much — but a small grin spread across his face. “You can.”
Dan could hardly believe it; just like that, they had done it! They had found it!
There was a lot left to discover about the Outpost and several more surfaces and compartments to explore, so Dan didn’t want to count any chickens just yet that the news would stay this good. But when the main news was this good, he figured, the rest barely mattered.
His reason for coming — saving Piper from her own undesirable power — was quite literally within his reach, assuming Sakko’s confidence was well-placed. Dan didn’t want to touch any of the objects just yet, terrified of breaking any, but Sakko seemed insistent on it so he politely took hold of one with as much care as possible.
It wasn’t completely unlike the headset on the huge chair, except clearly made for a more human- or Messenger-shaped skull, and with an adjustable structure to fit even a very small head. There was also no socket, indicating that a cable wouldn’t be necessary just as it wasn’t needed for the familiar two-part UpLift device to work.
“Is this… is this what I need?” Dan asked.
“I believe it is,” Sakko replied.
Billy beamed, bright and wide. “Nice job. Now Dan, put that thing in your pocket and help me explore everything else… we’re only here once!”
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EAST SIDE
OUTPOST, NEW KERGUELEN
As well as the adjustable headset which seemed like exactly what he needed to cure Piper of her UpLift affliction, Dan saw countless other devices in the open box next to Sakko as well as a few the alien had already lifted out having apparently found them worthy of a closer look.
Recently revealed as New Kerguelen’s foremost expert on complex communication, Sakko was greatly intrigued by the bounty of devices before him. His curious expression and keen attention suggested that many were new to him, which raised all kinds of novel questions on top of those already swirling like tornadoes in Dan’s mind.
“Telepathy only,” Sakko said, handing a small black square to Dan with no further explanation.
Dan took the object and studied it carefully, with Billy leaning in close over his shoulder. It resembled a small fabric patch in appearance, but certainly not in texture. The best Dan could do was liken its surface to that of the thin gel-filled ice packs Clark had often used on sporting injuries in his youth. The patch was small enough to sit comfortably in the palm of Dan’s hand, but Sakko quickly told him it was supposed to go on his neck.
“If the child did not need a device to remove the core powers, and if you wished for one to safely utilise telepathy on Earth, these would be perfect,” the alien continued. “With one on each of your necks, and given sufficient proximity, you would be able to communicate. In the Great Shelter we have similar patches for temporarily granting telepathic understanding to members of non-qualified castes; but these, explicitly requiring both communicators to wear one, are new to me.”
“Jesus,” Billy said, gazing ever more intently at the small but immensely powerful device in Dan’s hand.
“Can we take some of these home?” Dan asked. “If you don’t need them all.”
“Of course,” Sakko said.
Billy patted Dan on the back. “What are you going to do, sell them to Phil?”
Both men laughed merrily and loudly, bringing forth a Leesha-esque smile from the typically more reserved Sakko.
“But seriously, these are absolutely perfect for studying on Earth,” Dan went on. “Sakko said they’re proximity-based and only work when both people are wearing one, so there can be no surprise intrusion or anything like that. These things could deliver all the big benefits without any of the big drawbacks.”
“It’s like the polar opposite of a Greatorex 3000,” Billy mused as he continued to run his fingers over his patch’s pleasantly smooth surface. “The Greatorex is basically a walkie-talkie that some people think could have blocked telepathy, and these are basically walkie-talkies that enable telepathy. But say, Sakko, these exact devices are new to you, correct?”
“Correct. I have seen similar patches, but not of this kind requiring two-way engagement”
“See… that’s the part I don’t get,” Billy said. “If you’ve never seen these things, how do you know that? How do you know about the requirement for two-way engagement, or for proximity? It’s not like there’s an instruction manual in there…”
From where Dan was standing, this was a damn good point. With his own mind having skipped over the detail among everything else that was going on, he was glad to have the ever-attentive and ever-inquisitive Billy by his side.
“Ah, of course,” Sakko continued. “You lack the ability to interpret our transcripts.”
Dan and Billy looked even closer, wondering if their eyes simply couldn’t read some tiny alien text or whether there was something their eyes or minds couldn’t even register.
“What are those, invisible writing? Just like text we can’t see?” Billy asked, taking the words from the tip of Dan’s tongue.
“Not text as you know it,” the alien replied.
“Hieroglyphs?” Billy prodded “Pictographs?”
Sakko appeared to spend a few seconds considering how to explain the so-called transcript to his human guests, which gave Dan the impression it must have been pretty complicated.
“Our transcripts are not photographs,” Sakko began, “but they instantly convey rich information in a similar manner.”
“A picture in your mind?” Billy asked. “So… looking at a short transcript makes your mind ‘see’ something? Almost like a QR code, maybe?” he said, naturally turning to Dan with this more Earth-specific reference. “It’s just a little black and white square, but your phone’s camera interprets it in a way your brain can’t... and voila, a few seconds later you’re watching a video or listening to a song.”
“Hmm,” Dan mused. Billy’s metaphor made the idea slightly easier to get his head around, but it was still difficult to fully understand. “Is that basically it, Sakko? You look at one of these transcripts and you just know what’s encoded within it? You just… see it?”
“Yes,” the alien replied.
“Okay,” Billy said, inhaling deeply. “This is important: can all of your kind interpret these transcripts, or is the ability to do so an UpLifted power?”
“UpLifted,” Sakko said.
Dan had a feeling where Billy was going, and he didn’t like it.
“I’m just going to say it: I don’t think any of this stuff was made by your ancestors,” Billy very suddenly and very boldly blurted out to Sakko. “I don’t think these cables were, I don’t think these patches were, and I don’t think any of these transcripts were.”
Although neither of the humans heard any reply, Sakko’s confused expression implored Billy to go on.
He did. “Well, I think it’s pretty obvious… isn’t it? These giant aliens granted you guys the UpLift powers in the same way you granted them to us. They visited you, the same way they visited us and the same way you visited us. The big difference is that they seem to have stayed here, but who knows what we’re going to find when we finish excavating everything at Dörtlü Tepe. What we know for sure, Sakko, is that the chairs and headsets over there are a perfect fit for the alien in the carving my team found in Turkey. There’s a cable in that carving too, just like yours, and all I’m doing here is putting two and two together: you introduced the cables and the powers to us, as in modern humans, but these giants introduced them to you and might have introduced them to ancient humans, too.”
A typically odd-looking browless frown now spoke for Sakko, indicating to Dan that not only did he still fail to see the logic in Billy’s point but also that he was now becoming perturbed by his persistent supposition that the Messengers’ ancestors were merely recipients of remarkable technologies and not its creators.
“These patches are absolutely incredible,” Billy said, “but I just don’t think they were made here. Sakko, I don’t think any of this stuff was of your races’ invention… I think it all came as part of the other race’s intervention. Think about it: if one of your ancestors invented the idea of the transcripts, which none of you can understand without being UpLifted, where did the first transcript UpLifter come from? If a cable gives you the power to even see the transcripts, how does it make sense that someone could invent something before he had the power to see it? Surely the cable or device that grants this power could only come from someone who already had this power… don’t you see how it’s a circular logic problem?”
“No,” Sakko said, this time deciding to disengage by quickly returning his attention to the rest of the devices. It seemed as though his apparent vexation had gone, like he had now dismissed Billy’s bold theories out of hand rather than taken any serious exception to them.
This latter point came as a relief to Dan, but the absence of any counterpoint left a gaping hole in his understanding. It was more of a void than a hole, really; and with Sakko more interested in the actual devices than the broader context of where they came from, it was one that seemed unlikely to be filled.
Dan found himself incessantly wondering what Sakko was thinking in terms of the bigger whys and hows regarding the Outpost, the giant chairs, and everything else… but the fact that Sakko ignored these thoughts, which he could obviously hear, told Dan that he really wasn’t interested in discussing it right now.
In one sense this did fit with Dan’s prior Messenger-related experiences, given that they always seemed to be far more enthralled by things they could see and touch than by things they had only heard about.
Abstraction either wasn’t their strong suit or simply wasn’t as interesting to them as the here and now, and nothing could ever speak more strongly of this point than the total focus Sakko was giving this box of relatively familiar devices. In favour of the much bigger questions the humans were asking themselves about this remarkable and as yet inexplicable Outpost, of which the remaining devices were barely a footnote in their list of inquisitive priorities, Sakko looked at each cable and device in turn like a shopper looking for the best banana in the bunch.
“Level with me,” Dan whispered to Billy, the low volume instinctive but essentially pointless. “What do you think is going on here? What is this place? Where are the giants, why do they have radios, and what the hell are we supposed to think about the Elders being radios? Was it the giants who spoke to them via the Elders, from here, and now they’re gone? I want to know why they left, but I want to know why they came here in the first place.”
Billy Kendrick, probably the one person in the world Dan would have chosen over any other to be there right now given his unmatched ability to think outside the box and his lifelong interest in all manner of ancient visitation theories, scratched his chin in deep thought. They were good questions, but it was difficult to know where to start.
“What is with these Shelters?” Dan asked, homing in on that for starters.
“Maybe the giants arrived from somewhere else and built both Shelters so they could survive?” Billy said. “The atmosphere might have been unsuitable for them, who knows? I’m just thinking they might have needed an atmosphere they could control or even just wanted one, the same way people who live in nice temperate climates still have houses instead of sleeping outside.”
“But Billy, whoever was on the other end of the radios told the Messengers they couldn’t go outside! How does… why…” Dan trailed off, struggling to even formulate a coherent question to get to the bottom of a mystery deeper than any he’d ever encountered.
“I’m working with incomplete data here,” Billy shrugged.
“But where does any of this fit in with the machines being radios?” Dan asked. “And why would the Messengers need a Shelter just because these ‘visitors’ did? Maybe there was an event that poisoned the air or something? You know, like Earth gets volcanoes, ice ages, even just solar events that make the atmosphere intolerable… plus stuff like nuclear fallout. We have literally no idea about the history of this planet.”
“Benn lee nootaa,” Leesha called, reminding the others of his presence at the very centre of the Outpost.
“Sheel van loor,” Sakko replied, equally melodic. Neither Messenger turned to face the other, with Leesha still looking in the opposite direction and Sakko still rifling through his box of devices.
After some careful searching, he lifted out two patches which closely resembled the one in Dan’s hand aside from being triangular rather than square.
“For interpreting the transcripts,” Sakko told them, walking behind Dan and gently placing one of the patches on his neck before moving on to Billy to repeat the process. Neither felt anything beyond a slight coolness as the smooth surface met their skin. Each patch seemed to actively attach to the skin once applied, but not in any penetrative or invasive sense. “They are just as painless to remove,” Sakko added, preemptively answering a question Dan hadn’t even gotten around to vocalising.
“So… can we see one?” Billy asked.
Sakko reached into Dan’s hand, where he took hold of the patch Dan had been holding and turned it upside down.
Overwhelmed by sudden insight, Billy took several sudden steps back in a manner that passably resembled Leesha’s reaction to picking up Piper’s telepathic thoughts for the first time.
Dan, on the other hand, stared intently at the patch. Within less than a second, he simply knew its requirements: proximity, worn by each participant, and worn with the express knowledge and consent of each participant. That the last part was new knowledge was enough to convince him that he really was interpreting a so-called transcript — which he couldn’t see in a visual sense — rather than merely remembering what Sakko had already told him. Somehow, and in some way, the transcript had delivered the information.
Dan didn’t ‘hear’ any words about knowledge and consent, he didn’t ‘see’ any letters or clear images, and he quite simply didn’t have any way of describing — let alone explaining — what he had just experienced.
“Now this one,” Leesha said. “Sakko, you too.”
The group of three walked to meet him, at which point he proceeded to guide them over towards the South side of the Outpost, where his dejected eyes had been focused since he first arrived.
Here lay another machine that didn’t look much like the radios on the North side, but rather a control interface of some kind. This was guesswork, since Dan couldn’t see any dials or buttons as he would have imagined on a human control interface, and he was still too far away to have picked up on any transcript.
“At the top,” Leesha said.
Dan directed his eyes to the topmost of several divisions on what now seemed to be a screen of some kind.
There, he immediately knew, was the transcript Leesha wanted them all to see.
This invisible transcript, the second Dan had ever interpreted, was nothing like the first.
It was revelatory rather than instructional, delivering a complex and somewhat convoluted series of mental images and sending pseudo-verbal thoughts flashing through his mind at a thousand miles a minute.
Dan truly felt as though his brain was being worked to its limit, with an absolute deluge of information arriving at once.
He felt like someone had plugged one end of a cable into his neck and another into a supercomputer, and after only three or four seconds — easily the most neurologically intensive he had ever experienced — Dan quite simply had to look away. He saw immediately that Billy had blinked even sooner, but both had picked up enough to know why Leesha was so upset, and both knew that Sakko was all but certain to fall into a similar depression now that he too had seen the awful truth.
    
For his whole life, and for the past three years in particular, Dan McCarthy had known that the truth was a complicated thing.
Some truths could bring people together; some could drive them apart.
Some truths could heal old wounds, while others could hurt like hell.
Never for a second, though, had he ever imagined stumbling upon a truth like this. Never had he imagined uncovering a lie like this, which utterly dwarfed Richard Walker’s infamous hoax in both scope and effect.
But most of all, never in his worst nightmares had Dan McCarthy pictured any expression so broken as those currently worn by his friends Leesha and Sakko.
This reaction was the only thing Dan could currently understand, as it was the only appropriate reaction to the truth they had just learned about their civilisation’s Great Shelter:
That it wasn’t a Shelter at all… it was a cage.
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OUTPOST, NEW KERGUELEN
If a picture was worth a thousand words, there were scarcely enough words in the world to do justice to the scale and content of the information that entered Dan’s mind as he gazed at the apparently blank space where an alien ‘transcript’ had been placed.
Dan could have sat down for hours to pass on every detail that had come to him in the most remarkable few seconds of his life, and he expected to do so as soon as he got home. This would be no comfortable exercise, since the truth he had just learned made him feel sick to the pit of his stomach.
The Great Shelter was a cage, built by the giant visitors who had spent the intervening millennia maintaining the illusion among the Messengers that their own planet’s external world was murderously inhospitable.
Billy held a fist to his mouth while he puffed out his cheeks, feeling similarly fit to vomit. He had all but known that the third race had constructed the Shelters and given the Messengers technology they believed to have come from their own forefathers, but being proven right like this was far worse than being proven wrong.
The level of deceit at play here was beyond anything he could even comprehend, and unlike Dan he had looked away around half a second too soon to pick up on the even more devious motivation.
For Dan, who had managed to hold on longer than Billy but still not long enough to see everything, the reason was only too clear as to why the Great Shelters’ creators had stayed on New Kerguelen and built the radio-like machines they tricked the Messengers into viewing as godly Elders.
He would fill Billy in on the parts he had missed in a few minutes — it was all imprinted in his mind; never to be forgotten, much less so quickly — but immediately after breaking his connection with the transcript Dan focused on Sakko, who was learning all of this for the first time.
Leesha’s dejection suddenly made all the sense in the world, since he had ventured into the Outpost first and had evidently garnered this troubling knowledge in the very short time he stayed, and the relatively optimistic excitement Sakko had displayed when examining the box full of UpLift devices was sure to be replaced by a similar level of despondency any moment now.
“What did you see?” Billy asked, using understandable verbiage given that it had felt more like they were seeing mental images than any other sensory description they could lean on.
Dan inhaled deeply. He assumed Billy had been inundated with exactly the same information as he had, at least while Billy was looking, but there was no way he could ever describe it succinctly; there was simply too much. “It’s a cage,” he said, starting with the main thing.
Billy nodded weakly and blinked tightly, as though fighting off a tear. “Same.”
Beyond this, Dan couldn’t be sure how much context Billy had gained. He knew that the Shelters’ architects had heinously confined the Messengers to an unnecessary Shelter not so they could plunder resources from the surface of New Kerguelen but rather so they could exert total control over the native population’s development.
Whether this was part of a sick experiment, perhaps with other Shelters elsewhere on the surface housing groups subject to differing stimuli, Dan could only speculate.
He was heavily tempted to look again at the transcript and would endeavour to do so before he left, but right now his mind and somehow his eyes felt too exhausted for another round.
For thousands of years, the radios the Messengers trusted as god-like Elders had been used by another race to clip their wings and push them down a very narrow developmental path, with critical thinking and indeed all individual thought eliminated as far as possible and a caste-based system of societal organisation created to ensure the strictest possible self-regimentation.
The learned helplessness and total dependence that blighted the seemingly intelligent Messengers when a problem with their Shelter first presented itself, which had surprised Dan at the time, was now easy to understand. The worst of it all was that this helplessness had not been learned and this dependence internalised by accident, or even incidentally, but had rather been a clear and specific goal of the puppet-masters all along.
The instinctively kind-hearted and clearly intelligent Messengers had incongruously poor abstract reasoning abilities through no fault of their own, Dan now realised; it was all by design.
Dan had often spoken of the Messengers as being no better than humans and not necessarily any more intelligent, but simply having happened to develop better technology. But even now that he knew the technology at their fingertips, quite literally in the case of the UpLift, wasn’t actually theirs, Dan wouldn’t for a second presume to think that the Messengers were necessarily any less intelligent than humans and certainly no less good.
For despite enduring a concerted and relentless campaign of absolute disinformation, and despite having lived their whole lives as the subjects of some demented third races’ observational exercise, Leesha and Sakko were good.
Free from the restrictive orders of his ‘Elders’, Leesha had saved Clark’s life in Buenos Aires.
Free from the restrictive orders of his ‘Elders’, Sakko had gladly given Dan a device he promised would be capable of curing Piper’s affliction.
Free from the restrictive orders of their ‘Elders’, both of them were beings Dan was proud to call his friends.
Their technology was no gift, it was a curse; the ball and chain that had constrained their development and instilled baseless fears about the outside world they had once walked without problems.
“It’s like if you have a prisoner in a cell…” Billy mused, “and a speaker system on the ceiling is the only contact he has with the outside. He knows what’s going on, because he remembers the outside. But if you somehow raise a baby alone in that environment, it’s going to grow up thinking the speaker is its god. It doesn’t know voices can be broadcast through a speaker, because it learned everything it knows from that speaker and the person on the other side left certain parts out. That’s what these guys have been dealing with their whole lives. Their entire worldview is built on a complete lie.”
“Pretty much,” Dan sighed weakly, still trying to process everything. “So what was the very last part you saw? Or not saw, but, well, you know what I mean. Did you get the context of why they did this?”
“Well, I got the context of why the transcript is here,” Billy said.
This had been the very first piece of information Dan picked up: the transcript, invisible to human eyes and only effective with the necessary UpLift in place, was there for the benefit of future arrivals to the Outpost. It relayed the basics that any future observers or communicators had to understand to perform their duties, but much of what had come to Dan next rendered it redundant.
He now knew that the giant aliens had been absent from New Kerguelen for a long time, ever since successful remote tests confirmed that the Messengers could be controlled just as effectively from radios based an untold distance away on the giants’ home world than they could be from those in the Outpost. The transcript was present in the Outpost in case it was ever necessary for the giants to return and in case communication with their own home world was impossible. Thus the transcript served as a kind of primer, providing all of the core knowledge needed to keep the Messengers on the straight and narrow.
Clearly the giants had not feared the possibility of any Messengers stumbling upon this information, so confident were they in their work of instilling a deathly fear of the outside world. Leesha and Sakko, UpLifted enough to interpret these transcripts and even to teleport directly to the inside of the Outpost, had been raised and controlled by lies so effective that they never dared to fully utilise the powers available to them.
Like baby circus elephants taught to stand on the spot or endure the harsh punishment that came with moving away, who grew up to continue obeying abusive owners they could effortless overpower at any moment, Leesha and Sakko had been conditioned to fear hollow consequences. The surface of New Kerguelen was perfectly habitable, as it was before the giant race’s arrival and as it had been ever since, and it had been kept from them for their entire lives.
“Did you hear the part about streaming the Messengers into castes from a young age so none of them ever grew up to be mavericks or to question the world around them?” Dan asked. “Assigning set roles, so everyone was kept busy with their limited duties?”
Before Billy could reply, the saddest-sounding vocalisation either he or Dan had ever heard from the Messengers came weakly from Sakko: “Leesha, brool san tollo.”
Dan looked and saw that the Messengers were now facing each other, engaging in a silent grief-stricken conversation but understandably excluding him from listening in.
Ten or fifteen slow seconds later, they turned to face Dan. As he expected, Sakko’s expression mirrored Leesha’s, with the shock and shame of being so completely duped for so long leaving no room for anger. Dan knew this kind of feeling well from his own experience of the IDA hoax a few years earlier, but that was nothing compared to this.
“I’m so sorry for you guys,” he said, not having to exaggerate his own sadness one iota.
Sakko closed his eyes. “I can hardly bear to look at the second transcript.”
“Soon,” Leesha said. “But this, this is…”
Dan nodded. Part of him wanted to step forward and give them a supportive hug, but he didn’t know how it would be received and certainly didn’t want to risk upsetting them when they were already in such understandably desolate moods.
“The Architects built the Machines,” Sakko lamented, almost spitting out each of the new words. “The Architects lied to us, eternally, through the Machines.”
The significant change in vocabulary was unmissable, with the Messengers clearly having adopted two distinct words to cover two distinct ‘entities’ that used to be covered by the catch-all term ‘Elders’.
On Earth, people had long used cumbersome qualifiers to get around this linguistic ambiguity, saying things like ‘the machines the Messengers see as their Elders’. It had understandably been assumed that those so-called ‘Elders’ had been created by the Messengers’ true elders in the form of their literal forefathers; members of their species who had lived long ago.
Those understandings were now in tatters, and the presence of clearer new language did nothing to alleviate how bad Dan felt for the Messengers.
At least I know what name to curse, he lamented, mentally switching from the overly generic ‘giants’ to the ‘Architects’ Sakko spoke of. It was certainly a suitable name given that they had designed not only the Great Shelter but also the plethora of lies that had kept the Messengers locked within it for so long.
There were still countless questions in Dan’s mind, like whether the Architects had actually built the Shelter or merely instructed the Messengers on how to do so, and equally intriguingly whether the Machines were built inside the Shelter or if the Shelter was built around the Machines.
This was a chicken-and-egg scenario at the moment; but while Dan wasn’t sure how pertinent the answer would be, he still couldn’t help but ponder.
“Oh, shit,” Billy uttered to cut off this thought, his voice breathy and low. “Dan, I just looked at the second transcript…”
“What about it?” Dan asked.
“It explains why the Architects did all of this. Why they built the Shelter, why they controlled the Messengers’ development, why they streamed them into castes like the Interpreters and the Squadron. They presented themselves as gods via the Elders, but they weren’t shaping the Messengers in their own image… they were shaping them into a useful image.”
Dan glanced at the Messengers and saw that their eyes, too, were now trained on this second transcript. Leesha and Sakko were clearly too focused on it to read Billy’s thoughts any further at that moment, preferring to get their own first-hand account, but whatever knowledge he had just gleaned was about to be theirs.
“They’ve been using the Messengers as a buffer,” Billy revealed as he began to slowly back away from Leesha and Sakko.
“A buffer?” Dan echoed in confusion. “Against what?”
Billy gulped and continued to back away, speaking just one more word as he went:
“Us…”
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Billy Kendrick hadn’t been looking at the second transcript for more than a few seconds before coming to the remarkable conclusion that the Architects had been using the Messengers as a buffer against humanity, so Dan McCarthy knew two things:
Leesha and Sakko would know all about it in a matter of seconds, and he probably had just enough time to see it for himself before they could react in any meaningful way.
It couldn’t be true, Dan felt sure; Billy had to be misinterpreting something.
He had to be.
But as Dan locked his focus on the conspicuous blank space containing the invisible transcript, his stomach knotted in an instant. It was true, and Billy wasn’t misinterpreting anything.
In the space of a few seconds, Dan once again felt a full-on informational assault stretching his brain to what felt like bursting point. This second transcript, again for the benefit of any potentially returning Architects who would ever have to manage the Messengers via local communication only, laid out the basis of the Architects’ interest in New Kerguelen.
Defying belief even on a day when Dan’s understanding of so many things had been proven wrong, New Kerguelen and its inhabitants were apparently of interest to the Architects as a kind of midpoint buffer against Earth — and its inhabitants.
Concept and abstractions came to Dan more frequently and more clearly than specific words during these incredible transcript downloads, as he was coming to see them, but on this occasion the words ‘intelligent’, ‘aggressive’ and ‘expansionist’ came across loud and clear.
That rare tripartite combination, so responsible for the ascent of man, had evidently caught the attention and raised the guard of the technologically superior Architects, to the extent that they had hoodwinked an entire planetary civilisation into serving as their guard dogs.
They really have treated the Messengers like dogs, Dan thought. Literally like dogs… untold numbers of intelligent beings streamed into castes… bred and raised to carry out specific tasks, and all for the benefit of their masters.
The transcript went into some detail regarding the intelligent savages on the blue planet, where unparalleled biodiversity and resource competition had been responsible for the evolution of a race which posed the greatest threat ever detected to the Architects’ galactic superiority. Attempts to engage the savages had failed, it relayed, and their instincts could never be tamed.
When the Architects discovered the Messengers, on the other hand, they deemed this race more suitable for something approaching an unconscious domestication which would allow them to be used as pawns to prevent Earth’s population from ever reaching a level of technological prowess the Architects deemed unacceptable.
Sons of bitches, Dan cursed. Holding back two intelligent civilisations, and too goddamn cowardly to even show their faces while they’re doing it.
And who the hell are they calling savages, anyway?, he fumed, amazed at the nerve of such a devious and deceitful species talking of his in this way. Humans weren’t perfect — he knew that only too well — but they had never done anything like this.
Thinking back to the Messengers’ first direct intervention on Earth, which came on the night when humanity launched a defensive space station with the capacity to house and launch nuclear weapons in orbit, Dan found it all making a new kind of sense. The Architects had taken that as a step too far in man’s ascension, and called on their dogs to put a stop to it. The unknowing and perhaps overly trusting Messengers acted immediately on an order they believed to be coming from a repository of universal knowledge created by their ancestors, rather than a two-way radio to the bastards now exposed as the Architects.
Even through the remaining gaps in the logic like why the Architects hadn’t simply destroyed the upstart civilisation that worried it so much, Dan had to admit that the deceit was brilliant in a heinous kind of away while still seeing it as horrible in so many others.
Aside from everything else, the revelation that the Architects had visited Earth and deemed the natives too dangerous to engage with would put to bed many of the ancient visitation theories that had interested Dan and Billy for their whole lives; after all, most of those held that humanity’s sudden advancement had been the result of contact from above. But this new context provided by the second transcript — that humanity’s sudden advancement had in effect scared the Architects away — certainly hadn’t popped up in any sci-fi movies Dan had ever seen.
The Machiavellian aspects of the deceit would have made Richard Walker blush, and the irony of the Architects having called on the Messengers to evoke a kind of ‘emergency stop’ by foiling DS-1’s launch was so thick Dan could almost taste it. Knowing how terrible and how physically ill he had felt when the hoax was revealed, he really couldn’t imagine what this even greater betrayal must have been making the Messengers feel like.
When the transcript ‘download’ finished with Dan’s mind far fuller than it had been around ten busy seconds earlier, he realised that he wouldn’t have to wait much longer to get a full sense of the Messengers’ feeling.
Indeed, he wouldn’t have to wait at all; both were already looking at Dan and his more concerned companion. Dan glanced at Billy, who had backed away, and saw that he was standing in a very awkward position with one leg straight and the other mid-stride.
“What are you doing?” Dan asked, stepping towards him.
At least, trying to step towards him…
Stunned, scared and quite literally stupefied, Dan McCarthy found himself unable to move anything but his eyes.
“Let me go!” he demanded of Sakko, who was standing straight in front of him with one of his right hand’s two wide finger-like divisions outstretched.
But even when Sakko lowered his hand, Dan remained helplessly immobilised in an alien Outpost untold miles from home and with no way out.
In a slow and exaggerated manner more akin to Leesha, who was despondently facing the other direction, Sakko shook his head.
“You’re not going anywhere,” the alien said, his telepathically delivered words somehow coming across as more of a growl than a comment. “This is all… your… fault.”
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“In difficult times
carry something beautiful
in your heart.”
Blaise Pascal
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As early in the morning as it was, and as premature as any real worry would be, Emma was nonetheless slightly uneased to wake up and see the first rays of sunlight peeking through a gap in the curtains to partially illuminate Dan’s empty half of the bed.
His trip to New Kerguelen with Tara last year had shown that the actual journey took almost no time at all, thanks to the portal-like ‘gates’ which apparently lay at the edge of each planet’s atmosphere and enabled the Messengers to traverse an enormous distance in a far shorter time than humanity’s current understanding of physics could explain.
Leesha had been fairly unspecific about the nature of the societal difficulties New Kerguelen was facing in the wake of the human Shelter-repair crew’s discovery, so it didn’t make a lot of logical sense to start worrying just yet. Logic and sense had been in fairly short supply of late, though, and it was almost unbearably difficult for Emma to be this in the dark about what Dan was doing, what he was having to deal with, and when he would be back.
A glance at the alarm clock revealed how early it still was — so much so that ‘late’ was almost as good a word — and this eased Emma’s mind somewhat.
She would have given anything for there to have been another way to help Piper, and would have stopped Dan from leaving if his mission wasn’t so crucial. If he had been in Billy’s shoes, electing to accept an invitation rather than going in search of a potential solution that could be found literally nowhere else, she would never have consented to his departure. Things were different now, with Piper to take care of, and they both needed him.
“It’s okay, I’ve got her!” Tara yelled, very suddenly, as soon as Piper made a noise so slight that Emma hadn’t even picked up on it. “Sleep while you can, Super Sister is on it!”
“What does that make me?” Clark asked.
Tara shrugged. “Bonehead brother?”
Naturally Emma still went to check on them, but she opened her bedroom door just enough to see and quietly enough to ensure they didn’t notice.
She saw Tara holding Piper, wide awake at an unusual hour and clearly having been happily awake with her aunt and uncle for a while. Clark was holding a book, leaving himself open to all kinds of ‘first time for everything!’ jokes, while Tara was gently running her fingers down the back of Piper’s hair in an effort to soothe her back to sleep.
Emma closed the door quietly, as happy as ever to see Tara taking so much responsibility and keen to let her have it. Sleep wouldn’t come again easily, not when Piper was awake and especially not with the small line of light defeating the rest of the room’s darkness, but Emma lay back down to rest.
In the living room, Clark turned the page of the book and read a short sentence about the character’s dad putting on his shoes.
“Dada,” Piper mimicked.
“Yeah!” Clark said. “That’s right, that is the little girl’s Dada!”
“Dada… he,” the baby added.
“Your Dada’s not here yet,” Tara replied, smiling with pride as little Piper tried to vocalise the new word she had telepathically communicated to Tara just hours earlier. “He’s busy getting something that’s going to make you all better.”
“But soon,” Clark added, gently tickling the baby’s cheek to make her laugh. “Dada here soon.”
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“Leesha, talk to him!” Dan pleaded. He took one solace of comfort from the relief that he could at least telepathically communicate with the Messengers while every controllable muscle apart from those in his eyes — including his mouth — had been utterly immobilised by Sakko.
“We didn’t do anything!” Billy added. “For God’s sake, look at this place! We had nothing to do with any of it, except for our crew finding it and finally pulling the wool from your eyes. You should be thanking us!”
Dan would have turned to Billy if he could, to send a subtle signal for him to wind his damn neck in and stop being confrontational when Sakko was in this kind of mood. As it went, he had to settle for a telepathic rebuke that the Messengers naturally heard.
Trusting Dan’s judgement, Billy stopped actively expressing his anger. He couldn’t quite control his deepest thoughts, but figured that if Dan kept communicating openly then Sakko would be too preoccupied with him to eavesdrop on Billy.
Leesha was saying nothing and still not even looking at what was going on, but the furious look on Sakko’s face suggested it would be worth Dan’s while to keep trying to get through to the Messenger he knew best.
“Please, Leesha,” he said, “at least tell him to let us move. Put a forcefield around us if you want us to talk without touching anything, just not this. Come on… we’re friends!”
“Don’t listen to him,” Sakko implored his companion. “Their aggression brought the Architects here. They put this upon us.”
“My brother saved your life,” Dan retorted, bypassing Sakko again in favour of Leesha, who he had wisely identified as the more likely to listen. “Yeah, you stopped the bullet from killing him, but only because he spotted the threat and pushed you to the ground first! Is this how you want to repay him, by keeping me here for nothing?”
“Leesha…” Sakko said, very firmly, “he’s trying to manipulate you. They are intelligent, as we heard and as we know, and that combined with their aggressive tendencies is what makes them so dangerous.”
In lieu of the ability to move, Dan’s eyes darted around in frustration. “When the hell have either of us ever been aggressive? Listen to yourself, Sakko! You’re letting the Architects win. You’ve been hurt, lied to, abused. But being burned once doesn’t mean you push everyone away. You stand back up and go again, either with us or without us… but you don’t take this out on us.”
“You saw as well as I did,” Sakko shot back in reply.
Dan took a deep breath, essentially involuntarily. “Okay, the Architects didn’t want to engage with us, they warned you against anything beyond minimal necessary intervention, and they used you to keep us from developing certain capabilities. But how does that reflect badly on us? If you think their judgement is so good, do you approve of what they did here? Because it’s one or the other: you either think they’re right or you know they’re not.”
The alien was unbudging. “They can be right about one thing…”
“They encountered humans thousands of years ago,” Dan said, trying a different tack and letting his thoughts run unconstrained given the feeling that he had nothing to lose from this already awful predicament. “We’ve changed. And think about this: if we had developed into the worst things they feared, would they really have authorised you to save us when Il Diavolo was coming? Huh? Think about that! In fact, they did it. You don’t have the kind of power to knock a comet off its course, do you? So very recently — way more recently than they first encountered humans and made these Shelters — they saved us. Our species, our planet, everything.”
“Yes, your planet,” Sakko replied. “Exactly as you say. The transcript mentioned your planet’s unmatched biodiversity. Perhaps they diverted the comet despite your presence, not because of it.”
Dan cursed himself, unsure whether his final sentence had given Sakko this logical get out of jail free card or if it would have come anyway, but still wishing he hadn’t had the thought. Deciding not to share it wouldn’t have done much good, though, since Sakko could effortlessly read Dan’s mind like an open book, so he didn’t dwell on this for too long.
“No, wait,” he suddenly countered. “They weren’t going to save Earth at all until I talked you into pressuring them about it. Remember? If it had been about the biodiversity, why wouldn’t they have diverted the comet right away?”
Maybe they hadn’t detected it, Billy thought to himself.
“Shut up!” Dan snapped at him; for in the silence between clearly shared views, Billy’s thoughts ‘to himself’ were anything but.
“Precisely,” Sakko said. “Perhaps they hadn’t detected it.”
“But you told us about it on the plaque!” Dan blurted out, remembering the sequence of events. “That was the whole big thing!”
Clearly having lost track of this major point, quite understandably given everything he had just learned, Sakko appeared flustered for a moment. Dan was glad that they were at least engaged in a discussion, but he knew it was going to take something more to talk himself free. The Il Diavolo question, like the broader question of why the Architects hadn’t taken care of the supposedly threatening human race rather than concoct their elaborate buffer, seemed like one Dan wouldn’t and couldn’t get an answer to from the Messengers.
With his stress level reaching new heights with each passing second as the inability to move became more and more oppressive, Dan did all he could to stay rational and look for some piece of logic that might get through to Sakko or at least to Leesha.
The more he thought, though, the worse the stress became; partly because he could think of nothing to say, and partly because he was starting to doubt that any kind of logic would get through to Sakko. It had already been plainly established that abstraction wasn’t the Messengers’ strong point, whether through any fault of their own or not, and Dan wasn’t convinced that anything he could ever say would be strong enough to calm Sakko in the physical presence of a being whose race he had irrationally decided to blame for the predicament of his own.
“Just listen to me, okay? Both of you…” Dan pleaded, with one last move in his mind. “You’ve been lied to. You’ve been lied to, and as Interpreters you’ve innocently passed those lies on to the rest of your planet’s population as the truth. Okay? You were used to spread a lie. Well, if I could move my arms and hands I would be pointing at myself right now, because I wrote the goddamn book on buying a lie and selling it as the truth.”
“Right,” Billy supportively chimed in.
“But you don’t give up and let the liars win,” Dan went on. “Whether it’s Richard Walker or Jack Neal or these asshole Architects, you do not let the liars win! You don’t let them get the best of you and you don’t let them bring out the worst in you. You dust yourself off and live a good life. And guys, look around: there is a good life waiting for you! Your world is better now than it was a week ago. Your world is way bigger now that you know you can go outside, and your horizons are broader. Sakko, you can go outside. You can lead your people back into their cities; back to their ancestral homelands that the Architects tried to steal away. All of that is yours if you want it, but it begins by letting us go home. Close the gate, burn the machines, whatever you want to do with these poisoned gifts they’ve given you… do it. Just please, let me take the UpLift device home for Piper and Tara. That’s all I ask.”
Billy tried not to think anything in disagreement with Dan’s mention of closing the gate, which would cut off all prospect of future cooperation and which he hoped was a bluff rather than a serious suggestion, but the mental silence after Dan made his point was once again filled by Billy’s involuntary thoughts.
Sakko took a long, hard look at Dan. “You are intelligent,” he said in a neutral tone that Dan knew could lead one of two ways. “But I can sense that you are trying to manipulate me. I can hear the process behind your thoughts… you are trying to trick me.”
“I’m trying to make you see!” Dan screamed, feeling his immobilised tongue spasm as the telepathic message reached Sakko with just as much strength as a vocalisation ever could have.
“I see your continued attempts at manipulation,” Sakko replied coldly.
“They locked you in a cage for thousands of years!” Dan shot back, his cool well and truly gone. “Why would you listen to a single thing they say? They lied! They used you! Sakko, they set themselves up as your gods and hid behind the Machines. They preached their crap about minimal necessary intervention, all while constraining your development and ours because that’s what suited them. Step back and look at it.”
“I can still hear you!” Sakko boomed, the thoughts louder in Dan’s mind than any before them — uncomfortably so. “I can still hear your thoughts, looking for a way to make me do what you want. I see the scheming and the motive behind your words.”
“I just want to go home,” Dan replied weakly. A single tear escaped his left eye, quickly joined by more once the seal was broken. “I don’t care about anything else. Lock the gate, burn the Machines, just like I said… I don’t care! And if you won’t see that I never meant any harm and you can’t let me go, please at least let Leesha bring the device to Birchwood before you cut humanity off for good.”
Sakko said nothing.
“Let Billy go, too,” Dan begged, the tears relenting but the words still shaky. “That’s all I want. If you don’t think closing the gate is enough, keep me here. Earth will never try to cooperate without me as a figurehead; people are already against it, just ask Leesha. And when they know you’ve kept me… killed me… no one is ever going to want to try to reach you, anyway. If this is what you need to do, do it. Don’t cooperate, don’t let me go. But please… please… just let Leesha fix Piper.”
At last — at long, long last — Leesha turned around and walked to Sakko’s side.
“You heard the thoughts,” Leesha said to his companion, telepathically communicating in an open manner very consciously so that Dan would hear, too. “He meant it. That was not another case of finding something to say that would persuade you to let him go, that was real. You heard the motivation behind those words as clearly as I did, Sakko. Dan truly would willingly stay here… he truly would willingly die here… he truly would sacrifice himself completely… all for the sake of the child. He is not what they say. He is good.”
Too quickly to do anything about it, Dan felt his legs buckle from under him.
This sensation was soon replaced by a throbbing pain that came with the cracking of his head against the hard floor. In turn, however, this intense pain was quickly superseded by the relieved realisation that he was free.
He had gotten through, albeit at the moment he stopped leaning on logic and gave up on everything but the same driving force to protect his daughter that had brought him to New Kerguelen in the first place.
“Thank you,” he said, revelling in the ability to move his lips again. “Both of you.”
“Just go,” Sakko said, dismissively turning away as he spoke. “And don’t come back.”
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Billy, pushing himself to his feet after an even harder fall than Dan’s, shook his head in utter disbelief. Simply being able to move it was a relief, but after several minutes of thinking he might never see Earth again he felt more relieved than at any point in his life.
That had been a lot worse than the Turkish jail cell, for sure.
But as Dan and Leesha stood waiting at the base of the central lookout tower, in the very spot where they had first teleported into the room, Billy turned to Sakko.
The alien’s back was turned as he moved towards the box of cables and other communications devices, apparently keen to take some back to the Great Shelter for research purposes or simply to use.
“I need to know two things,” Billy said to Sakko, either bravely or recklessly joining him by the box.
“Billy…” Dan said, very firmly, “quit while we’re ahead.”
Billy stood firm. “You two can go if you’re worried about him getting angry again. Seriously, Dan… go. Thank you for what you said about them letting me go, but now I’m saying the same and meaning it just as much. Go home to Piper, and tell Timo I’ll be back when I’m back.”
“What are you even talking about?” Dan asked. “How hard did you hit your head?”
Billy upturned his palms. “I didn’t get this close to a lookout tower on an alien planet and not climb it to see the view, okay? That’s not how my life story is going to read. That transcript mentions cities; you heard it. So what’s out there is one of the things I need to know.”
“And the other?” Sakko replied, indifferent and impatient all at once.
“What happens next?” Billy replied. “Because my life story doesn’t end on a cliffhanger, either. Are you going to keep what we found in here quiet, and let the rest of your kind keep thinking of the Machines as Elders who stopped responding? And you’re not really going to close the gate you use as a shortcut to Earth, are you? Just because the Architects put it there, which I guess we’re assuming they did, that doesn’t mean you can’t use it for good. We don’t want to throw the baby out with the bathwater.”
Dan watched on, trying to think of a term for what Billy was doing and ultimately settling on ‘the opposite of quitting while we’re ahead.’
He couldn’t pretend he wasn’t also curious, though, and he was standing safely next to Leesha with the adjustable UpLift headset safely in his hand. Given that Billy really had meant what he said about staying behind if that was what it took to learn the full truth, Dan thought Leesha wouldn’t hesitate to teleport the pair of them back to the Great Shelter and the waiting spacecraft if Billy talked himself into any further trouble with Sakko.
“We will discuss with our Planetary Council what to tell the general population and how to tell it,” Sakko said. “I’m sure Dan will engage in a similar process on Earth, balancing truth with responsibility.”
Dan nodded; he too fully expected to be involved in exactly those kinds of discussions. He wasn’t even sure how much he would share with Godfrey and Ding about Sakko’s use of force, but he would absolutely be telling them everything about the Architects.
A comment made on Focus 20/20 on the topic of cutting off contact with ‘dangerously’ powerful aliens, made by Joe Crabbe of all people, came straight to Dan’s mind: pretending he didn’t know about the existence of a seemingly all-powerful third race, let alone one who were prepared to use devious deceit to get what they wanted and who viewed humans with extreme suspicion, while perhaps easier than confronting reality, really would be the equivalent of humanity closing its collective eyes and hoping it made everyone invisible.
“What was the very last thing the Machines said before you stopped getting responses?” Dan asked, so caught up in the thoughts now that he found himself joining Billy’s questioning. He didn’t leave Leesha’s side, however, not quite caught up enough to lose sight of the fact that he was safer next to his dependable alien friend than anywhere else. Clark already owed Leesha his life, and after today the whole family would owe him a great debt of gratitude for stepping in when he did to talk Sakko around.
“It was very unclear,” Sakko said. “The Elders worked… excuse me… the Machines worked by displaying transcripts. Towards the end, we began to see repeats. We always asked questions via a palm-based cable to transfer our thought to the Eld… Machines, and towards the end, as I said, we started to see answers to old questions. Irrelevant questions. We would ask about the Shelter’s repair and see something about agriculture. And then we might see the same thing for every question we asked over the next few days. We thought something was wrong with our Elders — as we knew them at the time — but now, perhaps it makes more sense to consider that something was wrong with the Architects. I hope so.”
These final three words, more understandable than vindictive, earned a full-hearted nod from Leesha.
“So…” Billy said, “agriculture, huh? Chalk that up as another thing on this planet we know nothing about. What do you guys eat?”
“Plants,” Sakko said.
“Ones I would recognise as plants?”
“You would recognise our grains as grains,” the alien replied. “Some of the other foods, perhaps not so much.”
“How long do you live?” Billy asked, seeing no need for a segue as he moved on to a new chain of questions. “And do you breed and reproduce like normal, you know, people… animals... whatever?”
“They’re going to feel like they’re on Focus 20/20 if you keep up these questions,” Dan laughed.
Sakko almost smiled, getting the reference given how much attention he and Leesha had paid to Earth during the previous year in particular. “Only slightly longer than you do, and yes.”
“Thanks,” Billy said. “But the one thing I still really don’t get is this: what was the deal with that whole thing last year when you thought the Shelter was degrading. Did they tell you that? Because why would they?”
“It was complicated,” Sakko admitted. “We had instruments which provided atmospheric readings, inside the Shelter, and in certain areas they relayed very worrying data. But it turns out they were wrong. They began to give those bizarre readings right at the time when the Machines began to display the wrong transcripts. It was like some kind of system failure.”
“Maybe the Architects all died,” Billy said. “Maybe their home star imploded without warning and they all boiled, brains first.”
“Charming,” Dan chuckled.
“Is that everything?” Sakko asked Billy, a rare question of his own.
“Almost,” Billy lied. “I still want you to tell me that you’re not really going to close the gate between Earth and New Kerguelen. Do you even know how to do that, or was it a bluff? Or wait… did you even threaten that, or was it only Dan who brought it up?”
“We will not be closing the gate at this point,” Sakko replied, a good politician’s answer that left no doubt he wouldn’t expand on it any further.
“Then we should study it together,” Billy said, persisting unflinchingly in his ‘don’t quit while we’re ahead’ tactic. Sakko, for his part, didn’t seem nearly so impatient as he had when Billy’s barrage of questions began.
“Perhaps we should study your discoveries of the Architects’ apparent visit to Earth together,” Sakko replied.
Billy’s eyes lit up like a cartoon dog stumbling upon the world’s biggest pie cooling on the world’s lowest windowsill. He turned to Dan. “Surely?”
“I’ll make the case,” Dan said.
Billy extended his hand for Sakko to shake. Even for Billy this was bold, but he held Sakko’s eyes and didn’t lower his hand even after ten uncomfortably slow-passing seconds. “Together,” he reiterated.
Sakko, no stranger to handshakes after so much human observation and the occasional participatory landing, eventually accepted Billy’s gesture.
Billy grimaced slightly at the feeling of the oddly shaped hand — those thick finger-like divisions were a lot more noticeable on his skin than via his eyes — but sucked it up as part of the experience. He was shaking hands with an alien being, on an alien world, to mark their agreement to study the visitation and portal technology of a third alien race.
Not even ten-year old Billy Kendrick would have considered this a plausible dream, and around fifty years later it was still almost too much to get his head around.
“Okay,” Leesha said from Dan’s side. “It’s time.”
“I think there was some talk about going up the tower, to the lookout?” Billy said, inflecting it into a question and speaking as though he hadn’t been the sole originator of such talk.
“We have to discuss how to handle the broader situation with our Planetary Council,” Leesha said. “We can’t be seen to make unilateral decisions.”
“But we won’t be here then,” Billy said, apparently channeling his inner ten-year-old for the tone.
Leesha and Sakko shared a brief glance, before Sakko put down the cables he had been holding and Leesha turned to Dan to deliver one of his best ever exaggerated winks.
Two disorienting flashes and two split-seconds later, Dan and Billy found themselves at the top of the lookout tower — alone.
While Dan was looking around the square platform and then down the laddered entrance for any sign of the Messengers, Billy let out a gasp that went on and on and on and on… right until Dan reached his side and took over with an awestruck gasp of his own.
A city lay before them, untouched for untold centuries but still utterly incredible in both scale and style.
“New Birchwood,” Billy said. “Right? We can’t call it anything else!”
Dan smiled at that for a few seconds, before his default expression of shock — the only appropriate one in the face of a discovery like this — quickly returned.
The city didn’t look futuristic in any familiar sense, lacking the sci-fi hallmarks of a silver and blue palette or glass composing almost every building. Instead, it was difficult to tell where some buildings began and others ended. There were no parallel streets and no blocks; instead, the overall effect was of concentric circles with a large green space in the centre and ‘rings’ of built-up areas that grew increasingly thick as they got further from the centre.
“One day I’ll be back and one day I’ll be down there,” Billy said, mainly to himself. “With God as my witness, one day I’ll be back.”
“I’m sure you will,” Dan said, meaning it one hundred percent.
Billy patted him on the back. “And for all we know, Dan, there might be a hundred of these cities here and this might be the smallest one!”
Dan didn’t see any sense in dulling Billy’s spirit with his own viewpoint that it probably was the biggest one, since it was after all directly adjacent to the spot where the Architects had chosen to build their observation Outpost.
Considering this point raised the question in Dan’s mind of whether the Architects had visually observed the native population before trapping them in a web of lies while quite literally trapping them in the Great Shelter. In turn, this made him wonder about the early days of the Shelter. It would make one hell of a story, he thought, trying to think of some way it might ever become known. Short of New Kerguelen throwing up a Dörtlü Tepe-like site, the lack of intergenerational knowledge caused by the Architects-installed caste system and their dissuasion of free thought made it impossible for any illuminating ‘myths’ to have been passed down.
Dan imagined the Architects building the Great Shelter and offering it as refuge against some coming disaster, and tried to imagine the fear and helplessness of the natives. Or would it have been worse?, he wondered, thinking that the planet’s inhabitants might have been endlessly grateful for the Shelter that would enable their effective enslavement for millennia to follow.
“I keep thinking something about this whole thing,” Billy said. “Don’t you think it’s almost like, I dunno, a kind of post-colonial thing? A beautiful planet ruled terribly by outsiders, who put systems in place to stop the natives from advancing ‘too much’ and led through fear. I’m not saying it’s a perfect metaphor, but it is one.”
Mid-thought, as he prepared to answer what was a fairly deep and insightful question from Billy, Dan experienced a one-flash-two-flash combo that, while far from getting old, didn’t quite get his heart going as it once had.
Back on solid ground, Dan looked at Leesha first. “Do you want to know what we saw?”
“I’ll know when I see for myself,” Leesha smiled.
Billy, meanwhile, was already back to badgering Sakko. “How in the blue hell have you never seen the city or this Outpost when you fly overhead?”
“Because we don’t fly overhead,” Sakko responded, like this should have been obvious. “We enter and exit New Kerguelen’s atmosphere via the gate, which is above our Great Shelter.”
“And then teleport in?” the endlessly curious archaeologist asked.
“No, we enter the landing site in a conventional manner. Come on, I’ll explain when we’re there.”
“Are you coming to Earth, too?” Dan asked.
“Not today,” Sakko replied, getting ready to flash the whole group of four back to the Great Shelter, “but I’ll see you off.”





T plus 7
SECTOR ONE
GREAT SHELTER, NEW KERGUELEN
“I want to go home,” Dan said, hoping the group’s return point outside of the Council Office wasn’t a sign of things to come.
Leesha placed a kind hand on Dan’s shoulder. “You are going home. Sakko just wants to tell the other councillors a few things… you don’t have to go in. I don’t even have to go in, thankfully.”
“And are you coming to Earth?” Dan asked, “Or are you just going to flash us down from the sky?”
“Of course I’m coming to Earth!” Leesha replied with some gusto. “I have to see the child, Dan, and to ensure she is safely cleansed of the UpLift powers.”
Only a few moments after he entered, the Council Office’s door reopened as Sakko emerged from inside; efficient, if nothing else.
Dan was still looking at Leesha, surprised by the strength of his word choice. Cleanse had certain and very obvious negative connotations, leading Dan to wonder how Leesha felt about his own powers. The nature of them meant that Dan didn’t actually have to ask out loud, ironically enough, and a reply came just as effortlessly within a few seconds: “We don’t want to throw the baby out with the bathwater.”
It always amused Dan when Leesha used human phrases of more than a few words — or English phrases, to be more precise — and it made him wonder whether Leesha was choosing to use those words in a way he understood as impactful, or merely repeating word groupings Dan had used in similar contexts.
“All okay in there?” Billy asked Sakko.
“I gave them a very brief rundown,” the alien replied. “Some want to cut off all contact with you, but only two and they weren’t fervent about it. No one was at all happy to hear any of the news about the Architects, but in terms of the general population, we are all in agreement to work on a plan to gently and tactfully reveal the truth. We have no plans to lie, but the way a truth emerges can hurt as much as its content.”
Dan nodded in full support of that sentiment.
Sakko then extended his hand towards Dan, but held it open with the palm facing up. This revealed around ten small square patches, of the kind which enabled non-invasive telepathy between consenting wearers. “In exchange for the transcript patches you are still wearing,” the alien said with a large grin. “Those won’t be much use on Earth, anyway.”
“Actually, can I keep mine for the site in Turkey?” Billy asked. “Dörtlü Tepe, where we found the carving of an Architect talking to a human with one of the cables. You never know… there could be a transcript on one of the pillars, like a signpost only visible to their own kind.”
Sakko’s eyes widened at the possibility. “Keep them both,” he said. “Take them off for the journey, but take them both.”
“Well, home time,” Dan chimed in. “It’s been…”
“Challenging,” Sakko said.
“That’s one word,” Dan laughed.
“Which do you prefer?”
Dan glanced down at his hands. He still had his Greatorex 3000-containing bag, or rather he had it again after putting it down for a while, and inside there were now also a considerable number of telepathy-granting patches and an all-important UpLifter headset. “I’ll go with successful,” Dan said. “I came here to save Piper, and we found just the thing. Now all that’s left to do is use it.”
“Until next time,” Sakko said, initiating a handshake with Dan. “No hard feelings?”
“All’s well that ends well,” Dan replied. “And despite everything those Architects did, you still had enough decency to let me go when it counted. I’ll try to remember that, not the part when you immobilised me.”
Only a successful trip could end with laughter like this, and Sakko was smiling like Leesha himself when he moved to Billy and shook hands with a man he had developed unlikely friendly feelings towards in the past half-hour. Billy knew what he wanted and wasn’t afraid to ask for it, which impressed Sakko very much given that he had been raised in a controlled culture where to inquire was to disobey.
So soon after all hope seemed lost, a few flashes and a hop into a comfortable chair was now all that stood between Dan and his family. He didn’t necessarily see himself as a conquering hero, but he and Billy had done the job — one way or another — and to the victors went the spoils.
Both men removed their triangular patches as Sakko advised and placed them in Dan’s bag.
Clutching that bag of priceless loot, Dan McCarthy closed his eyes, smiled wide, and waited for the flash.
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FORD-MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
When Emma reopened her bedroom door and gazed out into the living room, she saw Clark and Tara looking at her like schoolchildren caught smoking beside the bike rack.
“We, uh,” Tara stammered. “We were just…”
But rather than anger, which they seemingly expected, Emma felt only amusement at the sight.
Piper was sleeping soundly in her crib by the couch, which was a welcome sight, but the one Emma couldn’t help but laugh at was the sight of Clark standing in the middle of the room with his arms aloft and the arched fingers of both hands pressed together to make the widest circle they could.
The floor was littered with small balls of scrunched-up notebook paper, and it didn’t take a genius to figure out what they’d been doing.
No one said anything for a few seconds, until Emma’s face cracked and laughter won the day.
“Do you want to see?” Tara asked, using her finger to remotely lift one of the paper balls and hover it near Emma.
“I’m sure Dan said something about this power not being a toy…” Emma said, still laughing since she saw no harm in it.
All going well, the powers would be gone soon so it seemed fair enough for Tara to get some fun out of them in exchange for the pain she’d endured and the risk she’d taken for Piper’s sake. It was all fun and games now, quite literally, but the UpLift powers were no joke and Emma hugely appreciate Tara’s selfless decision to receive them again so that she rather than Piper could be the guinea pig for any attempts to remove them if Dan didn’t succeed.
And if all on New Kerguelen didn’t go well, which no one wanted to think about, messing around with the powers for a few minutes certainly wasn’t going to make anything worse.
Tara proceeded to use her finger to pull the paper ball towards her own face, then held it in the air a few feet in front of her before suddenly thrusting it forward towards Clark’s waiting target.
From Emma’s side-on perspective, Tara’s action made her arm and hand look almost like a cobra striking forward at its prey. Fairly unsurprisingly but anything but unimpressively, the cobra hit its target as the paper ball flew cleanly through a circle that was only around twice its own diameter.
“The applications are endless…” Timo Fiore sighed, announcing to Emma his presence at the table beyond the open kitchen door. There was humour in his voice, but the words came from a place of truth: he had been interested in researching the UpLift powers since they first became known, and found himself forever conflicted on how to weigh the risks and benefits of a world in which limited powers like this could perhaps be licensed and controlled rather than shunned altogether.
“Did you guys even go to bed?” Emma asked all of them at once. As far as she could tell, she and Piper were the only ones to have gotten any sleep since Dan and Billy set off.
“Sleep is for the weak,” Tara grunted in a super-villain voice while she telekinetically picked up several of the paper balls in quick succession and fired them at her sister.
The resulting laughter woke Piper… or, at least, everyone thought that was what woke Piper.
Since Emma’s laughter had been loudest of all she had no one to be annoyed at but herself as she reached down to try to settle Piper again. But the baby opened her eyes and shifted her shoulders, clearly with no plans to sleep again right now.
“Dada he,” she said.
Emma gasped. “Did you guys hear that?” she said, before picking Piper up. “Dada will be here soon. Clever girl!”
“Dada he,” Piper repeated, seemingly insistent.
The flash that followed quickly proved her right.
    
When Dan, Billy and Leesha appeared in the living room, no one had to ask how it went. For almost as soon as his feet were back on Earth’s solid ground, Dan used two short words to cut through the oppressive tension that had circled for all of two seconds like a knife through butter:
“Good news…”
Tara ran towards them and wrapped her arms around Dan like he’d been gone for a year. Emma was close behind, happily settling for a kiss rather than a hug since Piper was in her arms and Tara was currently monopolising Dan’s.
“There’s a second shelter,” Billy said; he meant the instant revelation mainly for Timo since the others were already gathering around Dan, but it instantly grabbed Clark’s full attention, too.
“And both of them were built by a second race,” Billy continued. “Well, a third race if you count us. And get this: they’re the same aliens from the pillar we found in Turkey.”
“Jesus…” Clark gasped. “So they’ve visited both planets?”
“There’s a lot more to the story than that…” Billy said. There was no grin quite yet — really, there wasn’t all that much to grin about when relaying this part of the story — but Billy’s expression did turn as he went on. “We found an abandoned city on the surface outside the second Shelter, we found out why the Messengers have been living in their Great Shelter in the first place, and… Dan, do you want to finish?”
As Billy held out a hand in invitation for him to break the most important news of all, Dan took a single step back from Tara and proceeded to lift a headset from his bag. “And we found what we went for,” he proudly announced.
“A… Greatorex?” she asked.
Dan looked at the headset in his hand. “Oh, wrong one.”
Everyone positively hollered in laugher at this, entirely sure Dan hadn’t done it deliberately; they all knew his intentional comic timing wasn’t that good.
“Ooooh, that’s more like it,” Tara gawped in reaction to Dan’s belated display of the second and less familiar headset. “I’ll go first… obviously, to check it’s okay. It is something that’s going to remove the powers, right?”
“Sakko is positive,” Leesha replied telepathically.
Tara turned towards him. “And is everything okay now on New Kerguelen?” she asked.
The alien put on a brave face. “This is the main thing,” was all he said.
A solemn expression reflected Tara’s assumption of what she could read into that non-answer, but she acted in accordance with Leesha’s clear wishes and took the headset from Dan. “I’m going to miss being able to talk to you, Leesha. You’re one of the good ones… and I mean any ones, not just the blue ones in white tunics.”
“I would not worry about that too much,” Leesha said, a welcome smile briefly rising at Tara’s humorous comment. “After all, Dan’s bag may not be empty yet…”
Tara’s eyes lit up at this as she put the headset in place; an easy task given how obvious it was that the long part was supposed to run down the back of her head to her neck and not down the front of her face to her mouth.
“What about my fingers?” she asked. By now, everyone was paying close attention. There was an element of tension, quite naturally, but no one expected anything to go wrong given Sakko’s assurances and given that Tara was a seasoned pro when it came to handling the Messengers’ procedures.
Leesha demonstrated by placing his own fingertips against the back of his neck— or at least the parts of the two wide finger-like divisions where his fingertips would have been if he had anything that could be accurately described as such.
“How do you know how this works, though, if you just found it?” Tara asked. She spoke out loud.
“There was a transcript on the device,” Leesha replied.
She couldn’t hide her confusion. “A transcript… on this thing? What kind of transcript?”
“Oh, we’ll talk about that later,” Dan said. “Don’t worry, I’m never going to forget any of it and I don’t think Billy is, either.”
“Not in a million years,” humanity’s most-travelled archaeologist replied. Neither of them said they would talk about it later to spare Leesha from running through it all again, but they were both thinking it. Additionally, the current moment was an upbeat one and both were keen to let it stay that way for as long as they could. There would be plenty of time for a full recap later and they were sure they would each be asked to repeat the most incredible parts a dozen times over, so there really was no need to rush into it.
Tara shrugged and then put her hands in the position Leesha suggested. “Woah,” she said, not even a second after doing so. She then pointed a finger at Dan, sure he would mind least, but didn’t hear anything. She quickly turned towards the scattered pile of paper balls and tried to pick up one, but this too was in vain. “It worked, and I didn’t feel anything. It was just kinda like… a flash without a flash, if you know what I mean.”
“Not in the slightest,” Clark chuckled, speaking for everyone.
“Well, like that feeling you get of knowing something happened without really registering it. Like if you closed your eyes and there was a flash, you would still know because of that feeling you get. It’s not a bad feeling, it’s just a feeling. The rest of you know what I mean, right?”
They did now, Clark included, and nodded along to let her know.
“Oh well, it was fun while it lasted,” Tara mock-sighed as she removed the headset, glancing over at the paper balls she’d been playing with until a few minutes before Dan’s return.
As everyone watched on, Tara handed the headset to Emma and let her adjust it to the right size for little Piper.
She hesitated.
“The device is safe,” Dan said.
“How can we be sure?”
“Because Sakko was sure. Apparently the transcript explained its suitability for individuals of all ages, all sizes, and all races. For reasons I can’t even guess, the Architects didn’t give the Messengers these painless UpLift devices or the special telepathy patches we brought back. If I had to guess, maybe they didn’t create these until after the Messengers moved into the Great Shelter and after the last physical meeting between their races.”
“Slow the fu…dge down,” Clark said, censoring his language just in time for Piper’s benefit. “Architects? Telepathy patches?”
“We’ll get to that later,” Dan replied, before quickly and eagerly looking back to Emma. “Do you want me to do it?”
She handed him the headset.
“It’s okay, darling,” Dan said, addressing Piper but knowing very well that his words would do more for Emma than the baby who didn’t seem to care one bit as he placed it gently on the top of her tiny head. “This is a gift from our friends, to take away the bad gift they gave us by accident.”
Emma’s concerned expression broke slightly. If Dan was this calm, he clearly did truly know that the headset was safe. She watched now more in anticipation than fear.
“Wait,” Tara said. “Leesha, you’ll know, right? When the powers are gone? Because you can hear us all now, if you want to, and you can sense it without her fingers having to be in the activation position like they were earlier?”
Leesha nodded, still able to effortlessly understand Tara despite her powers having been removed since his full UpLift powers — some of which had been absent during his extended stay on Earth — were now back in place. He then prepared himself for a repeat of the overwhelming deluge of information he received during his first link up with the unknowing infant, stepping back against the wall ahead of time on this occasion.
After he readied himself in this manner, Leesha’s expression reflected the same kind of serious discomfort he’d shown earlier.
Dan acted quickly from there; with everything and everyone ready, he touched his daughter’s delicate fingers against the part of the alien headset which lay against the back of her neck.
Piper made a very slight sound, one of acknowledgement rather than any kind of discomfort, but the real signal came from Leesha.
“Jool bapp seela!” he sang into the air, smiling and stepping forward. “Jool bapp seela!”
“It’s done!” Dan said, joyfully reflecting on the success of his mission rather than informing any of the others, who had all got the message loud and clear from Leesha.
Emma removed the headset and smiled at Piper. “You were so brave,” she said, before looking back up at Dan and giving him a kiss on the cheek. “And Dada didn’t do too bad, either.”
With a relieved and warm mood in the air, Leesha stepped forward and held his hand out for Dan to shake. “You’re leaving?”
Leesha nodded. He then tapped the back of his neck and pointed towards Dan’s bag.
“Oh yeah!” Dan exclaimed, the focus of the last few minutes having made him and everyone else forget about the telepathy patches that had come up in conversation. “We got these new patches you put on your neck, and they give you telepathy that only works on other people who are wearing them and who want to communicate with you. I think you have to actively send your thoughts, too… right, Leesha?”
The alien nodded.
“For real?” Timo Fiore asked, looking like a man whose every dream had just come true. “And they can be removed just as easily as they can be attached… painlessly? If these work as you say… this is everything, Dan. It’s…”
“It’s something we’re not going to blurt out in public just yet,” Dan said. “Okay? These can’t be used to eavesdrop or anything like that, but they could potentially be reverse-engineered into something that could. The main benefit for us is that it grants communication to the Messengers without needing a cable or anything. Leesha, would you mind staying for just a few minutes so Timo and Clark could talk to you if they want to? They’ve been around all of this for so long, but they’ve never had the chance to really talk. Especially Clark… you didn’t talk to him at Lolo, you didn’t talk to him in Buenos Aires, and he’s always been there.”
Leesha looked at Clark and winked.
“Do you want to, man?” Dan asked his older brother.
Clark appeared to think this over quite carefully for the better part of ten seconds, and ultimately reached out to take one of the patches. He was surprised to see and feel how many there were, but focused on his own for now.
“Timo?” Dan said.
“I’ll wait my turn,” the billionaire replied.
Dan turned to Emma. “Do you want to have a quick shot with one on you and one on Piper? It would be like when Tara heard her thoughts last night… do you want to hear them, too?”
Emma covered the baby’s ears. “Are you fucking shitting me, Dan McCarthy?” she asked, accompanying the XPR-era tone with an incredulous chuckle. “We try so hard and you go so far, all to get rid of the powers, and now you want to—”
“Point taken,” he cut her off with a warm laugh of his own. “I mean, the patch isn’t the same because it doesn’t really grant the power so much as it lets it temporarily flow through you, but I see where you’re coming from.”
In the background, Clark was currently hugging Leesha. This surprised everyone since neither of them were big huggers by any stretch. Clark removed his patch after just a few moments and put it back in Dan’s bag. “Thanks, man,” he said. “Really… thanks.”
Clark didn’t cry, but his eyes were certainly wet. No one asked what he had said to Leesha or what the alien said to him, but it had clearly meant a lot.
Timo stepped forward to take a patch for himself after seeking and receiving Leesha’s permission with the help of some winks and hand gestures. In a very real sense, this kind of interaction was more unusual for the rest of the group to see than a silent telepathic communication; one more indication, as if any was needed, of how upside-down parts of their worlds and lives had become.
Dan finally sat down and leaned back on the couch, closing his eyes and exhaling deeply. “Things up there didn’t go… easily,” he said.
“I’ll say,” Billy chimed in.
Emma, Tara and Clark were understandably dying to hear it, so Dan began a retelling which Billy jumped into every so often to underline or expand upon certain points.
They reacted in all the obvious ways at all the obvious times: sorrow at hearing what had been done to the Messengers for so long, anger and an element of fear towards the Architects who had done it to them, and utter shock that Sakko had immobilised both of them for several minutes.
Emma’s heart could have melted when Billy retold what got them out of that jam, when Sakko realised that Dan truly was offering himself as a sacrifice if that was what it took to draw a line under everything and get rid of Piper’s powers before the Messengers quite literally closed the door on any future contact, let alone cooperation.
Just as the highly condensed version of the story reached its conclusion, Timo wandered over to join the rest of the group. He was still wearing his patch.
“So…” he said, a pensive look crossing his face, “it strikes me that it’s well within the realm of possibility that we could replicate these ‘radios’ to enable contact with the Architects.”
Tara scoffed. “Dude, I don’t know what questions you asked Leesha but maybe you need to listen to what Dan and Billy just told us about these Architects. They put the Messengers in a cage and used them as a buffer against us! Why would you want to talk to them?”
“Well, the same reason we talk to anyone. In fact, the same reason a lot of people wanted to revive the Elders before we knew any of this: to see what they say.”
“It’s hardly the same, Timo,” Tara replied, following what she considered the most obvious logic in the world. “We didn’t know what the Elders were, and we sure didn’t think they were radios controlled by aliens that would do something like this. This would be less like talking to someone to see what they say and more like putting your head inside a lion’s mouth to hear what it’s thinking. You’re gonna get bit.”
Timo upturned his palms. “In any case, I was only asking if anyone else thinks it’s within the realm of possibility.”
All eyes fell on Dan, Billy, and Leesha.
“Obviously,” Dan said. “Not obviously that we could make a radio that will reach them, but obviously that it’s within the realms of possibility. They have gates that throw us between distant planets like galactic darts, and they granted the Messengers powers that would have seemed totally impossible to us a few years ago. But just because I’m saying we possibly could, that doesn’t mean for one second that I’m saying I think we should.”
“I don’t, either,” Billy chimed in.
“Leesha?” Timo asked.
The alien hesitated before replying, but only Timo could still hear him.
“He says ‘they ceased communicating with us, anyway’,” Timo relayed. “And that he hopes that was because ‘some well-deserved fate has befallen them’ on their planet.”
No one disagreed with that.
“But now he wants to go home,” Timo said. “He has to return.”
“Okay… give me a second to think here,” Emma said.
Everyone did.
“Clark,” she said, clicking her fingers, “you’re still supposed to be in New York right now. Timo and Billy, too… we’ll figure out something plausible for you guys while we’re waiting to see how this is going to be handled, because Godfrey and Ding could say something about the second Shelter and at some point we’re going to have to tell them all of this just so they know what we’re really dealing with here. This is one of those times when the way a story comes out really will make a huge difference to how that story goes down. Because if someone found out about the Architects and wanted to stir the pot — Gellar, let’s say — this is a meaty story and they have a big old spoon to stir it with. People would be scared.”
“Maybe people should be scared?” Tara said.
“Dörtlü Tepe is going to fill in some gaps, one way or the other,” Billy replied, “but I don’t think we have anything to fear. They’ve avoided us for this long…”
“Yeah but what if now that they don’t have their buffer, because the Messengers know everything, they start having to deal with us themselves?” Tara replied, expressing real concerns of her own rather than trying to play devil’s advocate.
Billy shook his head. “They stopped responding last year, remember? Even if the Machines just broke, they haven’t been back to fix them. They either moved on or ran into trouble. Either way… we’re good, Tara. Don’t worry about anything; we’re good. We’re finally going to get the cooperation we’ve all wanted for so long, and this time next year the two of us could be wandering around New Birchwood.”
“Huh?” the others collectively uttered.
“That’s what he’s calling the city we found,” Dan explained. “I dunno… I do kinda like it.”
Emma clapped her hands together. “Look, Leesha, I know you want to go home. But we have to deal with something first, real quick… because right now, the only alien any of the general public are scared of is you. That incident in Buenos Aires was only two days ago, as much as it feels more like two weeks. The ICA opening will be a lot smoother if we clear that up, and whenever you decide you want to cooperate with us, that will be smoother too. Can you stick around just a little bit longer, to do something that’ll make things a whole lot easier in the long run?”
Leesha nodded slowly, all the way up and all the way down.
“And Clark,” Emma said, turning to face him, “are you okay to do what I tell you for five minutes so we don’t have to find some way of pretending to smuggle you home from New York? It’s the same thing that’ll help with how people see Leesha, so we’re killing two birds with one stone. He can just have you appear and you can do the thing then come home. I know five minutes is just like sooo much to ask, but…”
“Three minutes,” he countered, trying to keep a straight face in response to Emma’s best ditzy voice.
“Five,” Emma said.
Clark shook his head. “Four.”
Emma turned to Tara. “See, what I’m doing here is using his pettiness against him, to waste more of his time than I need. Because it’s practically already been a minute, so technically if he had just agreed to give me five, he would—”
“Oh my god, fine, five,” Clark sighed, shaking his head in mock rage at Emma’s relentlessness.
“I might actually need six…”
“Here’s the extra one you ordered,” he said, throwing up a middle finger to amused grins all around. “But seriously… yeah, Leesha wants to go home. What do you want me to do?”
“I’m not really going to tell you what to do,” Emma grinned, “I’m just going to tell you where to go and let the real Clark McCarthy come out. Because right now, a little bit of realness is exactly what this crazy world needs…”





T plus 9
MCCARTHY RESIDENCE
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
“Coming,” Henry McCarthy called as he made his way to the front door, responding to the rare sound of a doorbell. Phil and Mr Byrd tended to just walk right in, and no one else had been around much of late.
This morning, though, he was hoping to see one face and one face only.
Sure enough, he opened the door to be greeted by his youngest son.
“Dan,” he said, shaking his head and blowing air from his lips in relief. “Close the door, those damn agents could be listening.”
Dan stepped inside, glad Henry had thought of something that had perhaps understandably slipped his own mind amid everything else that was going on.
“I’ll tell you, boy, I’ve never had a night like last night. Knowing you were there but having no way to reach you… no way to even know what was going on there. What was going on there, anyway? And did you get it… the cable, or whatever you needed? Is she okay?“
“She’s perfect,” Dan said. “I just wanted to check you were home before I brought her over. Gimme a sec.”
Henry waited where he was while Dan signalled next door, to the identically shaped home he now shared with Emma. Less than a minute later, Emma and Piper were walking in and Dan was closing the door behind them.
“Well hello, sweetheart,” Henry beamed. “You haven’t been in here for a while, have you?”
“Here’s Papa,” Emma whispered, lowering Piper into his lap.
“Papa,” Piper parroted. “Papa he.”
Dan and Emma shared another warm smile.
“Papa is here,” Dan said. “And Uncle Clark is about to be on that TV right there.”
Henry’s eyebrows furrowed immediately. “Uncle Clark is what now?”
“I’m going to make sure he knows what he’s doing and I’m going to leave Piper with you guys,” Emma said. “Okay? You’ll see Clark soon.”
“Sure!” Henry replied, excited enough by the prospect of an extended visit from his granddaughter that waiting to see what the hell Clark was up to now didn’t seem at all burdensome.
“Thanks, Henry,” Emma called on her way to the door. “We just have to clear up a few misconceptions. You know how I hate loose ends...” she added with an over-the-shoulder wink.
“That Mama of yours is something else, I’ll tell you that,” Henry chuckled at Piper.
Dan took his old seat on the couch, where he’d watched so many hours of TV as a child with Henry in the armchair on one side and Clark sitting with his feet up on the other. “She sure is,” he thought out loud. “She sure is. But hey, Dad… is Phil at the grill?”
“Should be,” Henry said. “He’ll be dishing out some breakfasts about now, I reckon. How come?”
Reluctant to give too much away, Dan smiled from ear to ear. “He’s going to get a good view…”





T plus 10
DRIVE-IN
BIRCHWOOD, COLORADO
It had been a long night for ACN’s Nora Stewart, something of an elder stateswoman of the drive-in lot, with the explosion of rumours in China about the Shelter-repair team’s supposed return picking up steam with every passing hour.
As was always the case when alien-related stories made waves, much of the heightened attention had fallen squarely on Birchwood, Colorado and its first family of alien contact.
Nora had given a near-identical rundown at the top of each of the past twelve hours, so her energy was understandably running low.
But with two minutes until her next scheduled recap, a burst of the most concentrated energy that Nora or any of the other reporters around her had ever experienced arrived in a sudden flash of blinding light.
When the light subsided, two figures stood on the preserved scaffold-based ‘stage’ from which Dan McCarthy had addressed the world on several occasions in the days of the IDA Leak and in front of which tourists now gathered for selfies at all hours of the day.
Within minutes of this news spreading, the eyes of the entire world would fall squarely on the stage and its A-List cast of two: Clark McCarthy and Leesha.
“I don’t have a mic,” Clark shouted, “so I’m gonna need you all to shut up and if someone doesn’t, I’m going to need the rest of you to make them. Okay?”
Phil Norris appeared at the door of New Kergrillin’ within seconds, responding to the almighty din outside.
“Yo,” Clark said. “You mind if I get the police to get rid of the cordon on your property line? I don’t have a mic and the world needs to hear this.”
Phil gestured to the attendant police officers, saving Clark the trouble. The officers knew both men — Clark as a former colleague and Phil as… well, Phil Norris — so responded readily to a request they typically wouldn’t have heeded if it came from anyone else.
“So did it work?” Phil asked, talking as quietly as he could while still being heard from the not insignificant distance between his door and the stage.
Clark winked. He didn’t want to say too much in public, and this would get it across.
“Okay,” Clark yelled, returning to the crowd. “I need to clear something up, so listen and listen good: Leesha killed that shooter in Argentina because that shooter in Argentina tried to kill us. The Messengers aren’t weak, but the Messengers aren’t pushovers. Bearing that in mind, I guess you could say the Messengers remind me of myself. Leesha never hurt a fly who didn’t try to hurt him first, and that makes him okay with me. Anyone disagree?”
None of the reporters or citizens in the crowd would have been likely to openly disagree with Clark even in a one-on-one context, such was his physical stature, but to do so in public while he was expressing solidarity with the Messengers from the stage at the Birchwood drive-in was beyond contemplation. Clark knew this very well and was utilising a tactic he’d picked up from spending so much time with Emma in the past few years; for when an opportunity to disagree was raised and not a single person took it, disagreement was painted as a fringe or even extremist position.
Every word Clark spoke was his own; for despite his offer to use the incredible telepathy patches to essentially act as a conduit for Emma to get across the exact message she wanted, she turned down the suggestion and told him that talking from the heart would be better than anything she could have come up with even if time hadn’t been as tight as it was. Leesha had expressed his desire to return home several times and had already extended his stay to talk to Clark and Timo, both of whom agreed with Emma that they should try to do what had to be done as quickly as possible.
“I’m sorry about what happened,” Clark said, “and so is Leesha. He’s been back home since then, and unfortunately our friends on New Kerguelen have found out some pretty sad things about their world and its history. That story will come out soon, but its their story to tell and I only know what I’ve heard second-hand.”
Clark took care to avoid telling a single lie, instead sticking to the lesser sin of omission in neglecting to mention that he knew absolutely everything because his brother had also been on New Kerguelen since Saturday’s events.
“I kinda fell in to that Focus 20/20 panel on Sunday night, and you all know I don’t talk to you very often. But this guy right here saved my life and he has asked for nothing in return. Before he goes home to deal with New Kerguelen’s news, I wanted to stand here before you — to stand here beside him — and tell you that a world full of Leeshas would be a better world than the one I see when I look out the window and a damn sight better than the world I see when I turn on the TV.
“They have power at their fingertips to take everything from us, and they have taken nothing. They have a world of their own with problems and issues all of its own, and Leesha has been here for months hovering over New York just waiting for our idiot leaders to agree on what words to use when they say hello to him. Leesha put his life on hold for months… my brother and my girlfriend put their name to UNICA to help it out and they showed up every time they were asked… but all of the time the three of them gave was totally wasted.”
Cameras clicked and flashed all around, with many of the people in the lot — Clark included, in all honesty — wondering where his comments were going.
“Look, I’m not a speaker, I’m a doer… and so is this guy. They can help us with all kinds of problems and they want to. Two weeks from now, the ICA’s doors will be open in Buenos Aires. I hope Leesha will be able to join us.”
The alien didn’t react at all, following Emma’s advice to do nothing until the very end.
Clark shrugged. “This isn’t rehearsed. I’m not William Godfrey with a team of speech writers making everything sound natural when really it’s been focus-grouped and committeed within an inch of its life. I’m not Jan Gellar with a shady hedge fund throwing money at me to destabilise society and make people scared of these beings who only want the best for us. I’m just the guy whose brother is Dan McCarthy and who somehow ended up with Tara Ford.”
Unprompted and unplanned, Leesha raised a hand and rested it on Clark’s shoulder, sensing an emotional build-up before it even came out.
Clark took a deep breath. “I’m just a guy who grew up in Birchwood because this is where my dad found work and this is where my mom left us. I got out of here as soon as I could because anything is better than being left behind, right? Iraq sounded better than being the kid who got left behind. But now when I look back I see that I’m the one who left Dan. Then my dad had his accident… so when Dan found that folder, he had no one. Some of you assholes — not all of you, but some — were trying to eat Dan alive, and you would have done it if Emma hadn’t shown up when she did.”
Leesha lowered his hand, apparently satisfied that Clark’s likelihood of shedding regrettable tears was back down to a safe level.
“I really don’t know what else to say, I just wanted to come here with Leesha while your cameras were here to show you that I am with Leesha. So if any of you out there or anywhere else want to treat this guy like you treated Dan, know this: you’re going to have to go through me. I’ve gotten to know him in a way none of you have been lucky enough to experience. And yeah, like I said, I really am just some guy. But he saved my life. They saved our planet. We owe them better than fear and hatred… we owe them respect.”
Leesha held one of his hands out directly in front of his chest and waved to the crowd.
“He has to go home now,” Clark said. “I don’t know exactly what’s happening on New Kerguelen right now and I don’t know exactly what’s going to happen here. All I know is that the ICA is coming, and that this time really is our planet’s absolutely last chance to come together in a meaningful way to cooperate with theirs. Shame on us if we don’t take it, and shame on you if you work against it. From the Birchwood drive-in, I’m Clark McCarthy.”
Many citizens applauded and cheered the end of Clark’s impromptu and unrehearsed speech, as they would have done for whatever he’d said.
For as much as Clark said he was just some guy and as much as he might have meant it, they knew better. His hometown crowd knew the part he had played over the past few years — most of the part he’d played, anyway — and they knew he was right about Leesha.
From Buenos Aires to Dörtlü Tepe and perhaps even New Birchwood, and from absent Architects to malfunctioning Machines, it was impossible for Clark or anyone else to predict where the next big alien-related development might occur or what it would entail.
Too many pieces were in play for another year to pass without a major event of some kind, and Clark’s new biggest wish — now that Piper was all better — was that hope would have decisively won out over fear by the time humanity had to make its next big collective decision.
After a single alien flash left him alone on the stage and a hundred flashing cameras captured his walk back into town, Clark McCarthy knew only two things for sure: change was coming, and he was going to do everything in his power to make sure humanity’s future went the right way.





Epilogue
ICA
HEADQUARTERS
BUENOS AIRES, ARGENTINA
Dan McCarthy stood in a high corner office of the ICA building, just three short weeks after his remarkable trip to New Kerguelen.
With the agency’s opening gala now just a few hours away, Dan was already exhausted from all the mingling and glad to have a few moments alone with Tara.
The only person either of them had enjoyed meeting so far was Zhao Chen, leader of the Shelter-repair crew whose actions had ultimately led to the Architects’ heinous deceit being brought to light.
‘Brought to light’ was perhaps too strong a term at this stage, however, as not even Zhao himself had yet been looped in on the true nature of New Kerguelen’s Outpost or anything Dan and Billy had learned within it. News of a second Shelter had leaked into the media from one of Zhao’s crew, and would imminently be addressed by Chairman Godfrey in his carefully worded inauguration speech.
Dan planned to tell Godfrey, President Slater and Chinese Premier Ding Ziyang the full truth about everything as soon as the gala was over, and he looked forward to getting the weight off his shoulders.
It was rare for all three to be in the same place at once, which was why he wanted to tell them today, but he really didn’t want to do anything that could cause disagreements until the global media’s cameras had stopped rolling. The security operation was understandably off the scale given the number of world leaders present and the recency of the failed triple-assassination attempt on Godfrey, Clark and Leesha, but more than enough media personnel were still present to ensure that the slightest hint of dissension would be noticed and picked apart on every news station for days to come.
Billy Kendrick, Dan’s intrepid fellow explorer, had opted not to attend. He had sworn on his life that he wouldn’t talk about his experiences on New Kerguelen to anyone until the news was out, and so far had stuck to his word. Not even his good friend Mesut Demir knew, and Mesut was in Buenos Aires to announce the imminent reopening of the Dörtlü Tepe archaeological site, a window to humanity’s past of which only a handful of people knew the potential significance.
Given Mesut’s role in excavating the pillar where the Architect carving was found, Dan had decided to make sure he would be sitting in on the big meeting later in the day.
John Cole, at Emma’s extremely firm suggestion, would not be there. Rumours from her many old sources in London suggested that Cole was so furious about being cut out of discussions immediately after the crew’s return to China from New Kerguelen that he was no longer seeking to replace Valerie Slater as one of the agency’s Deputy Planetary Liaisons, but was instead setting his sights on the bigger prize of Godfrey’s Chairmanship.
Cole’s penchant for leaks and irresponsible comments made his hands unsafe for news like this, so Dan trusted Emma’s judgement. No other politicians would be at the meeting, to avoid accusations of favouritism, with only the titled trio and Mesut set to join Dan and Tara in the very office where they now stood.
There was no confirmed word on whether Leesha might attend, or indeed any other chosen representative of the Messengers if they deemed Leesha’s presence too controversial given his action on the same streets just three weeks earlier.
But at the most unexpected moment, two and half hours before the gala and around five hours before the meeting, a sudden flash in the office heralded Leesha’s arrival.
After the first flash Dan or Tara had experienced for three weeks, which felt like a long time after how frequently they’d come in a frantic twenty-four hour period, the alien stood before two of its best human friends and presented each with a telepathy patch of the kind Dan and Billy had brought home from New Kerguelen. Those were all locked away safely in Birchwood, with everyone having deemed it far too risky to take them to the ICA on the off-chance Leesha might show up, but Dan had hoped Leesha would bring more if he did, and fortunately this was how it had come to pass.
They wasted no time in putting them in place.
“You made it,” Dan said, not vocalising the thought.
“Before you hold the meeting later today…” Leesha began, his ominous tone suggesting that big news was coming and his words revealing that he’d been keeping a close enough eye on things to know Dan’s schedule, “there is something you absolutely have to know. It may change your view of who should know about the Architects at this moment in time.”
Dan and Tara shared a highly concerned and lingering glance.
“What’s changed?” Tara asked, communicating as silently as Dan.
“When I told Timo, he spoke of a desire to develop new Machines capable of communicating with the Architects,” Leesha said. “Remember? Well, a team on New Kerguelen has been exploring the entire area where the Outpost lies. Inside the Outpost, outside the Outpost, the city beyond the Outpost, and most significantly… above the Outpost.”
“Above?” Tara asked.
Dan gulped.
Leesha nodded. “As you know, Earth and New Kerguelen are linked by a gate that leads from the edge of our atmosphere — directly above our Great Shelter — to the edge of yours. The Architects put that where we could access it to reach Earth, if necessary, without flying over the rest of our planet… which was key to maintain their deceit. Well, only hours ago, we found a second gate directly above the Outpost. Dan, Tara… we found the gate that links our world and theirs.”
Tara gulped so loudly that Dan heard it from several feet away.
Dan, meanwhile, felt his pulse pounding in his neck. His gut reaction was that a gateway to the Architects would probably bring answers he wouldn’t like to questions he shouldn’t ask. But having spent his life pursuing knowledge and truth, and having been placed in a position of such trust, could he really keep this to himself?
“We will never traverse that gate,” Leesha said, “and in time we may seek to destroy it. On this day when your world takes its first truly united steps towards a future of discovery, I simply had to share this information while you still have time to decide what to do with it. You see, if your world determines that contacting the Architects is a good idea, you don’t need a radio to reach them. Because Dan… we just found their front door.”





Author’s Notes
Thanks for reading Not Alone: Fractured Union!
After the third book in the series, The Final Call, I felt like the initial story was wrapped up but that the bigger story was just beginning. I’ve since come to consider the first three books as The Contact Trilogy, and books four to six as The Discovery Trilogy.
I’m finding The Discovery Trilogy even more fun to write than the earlier books, and I hope that came across in Fractured Union.
The best news of all is that the next two books are coming soon: Not Alone: Leap of Destiny will be released on February 29th 2020, with Not Alone: Revelations following close behind on May 14th 2020.
For important updates on these books and my writing in general, you can sign up to my email newsletter by clicking here.
You can also find me on Twitter and Facebook via the links below, and for far more personal interaction and discussion you can join my Facebook fan/reader group by clicking here.
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Craig A. Falconer — Scotland, December 2019
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